Psychology of Women Quarterly

ttp://pwq.sagepub.com/

Prescription of Protective Paternalism for Men in Romantic and Work Contexts
Marie Sarlet, Muriel Dumont, Nathalie Delacollette and Benoit Dardenne
Psychology of Women Quarterly 2012 36: 444 originally published online 17 August 2012
DOI: 10.1177/0361684312454842

The online version of this article can be found at:
http://pwq.sagepub.com/content/36/4/444

Published by:
©SAGE

http://www.sagepublications.com
On behalf of:
. Socsedy for the
PSYCHOLOGY
of WOMEN

Society for the Psychology of Women

Additional services and information for Psychology of Women Quarterly can be found at:
Email Alerts: http://pwg.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts
Subscriptions: http://pwq.sagepub.com/subscriptions
Reprints: http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav

Permissions: http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
>> Version of Record - Nov 26, 2012

OnlineFirst Version of Record - Aug 17, 2012
What is This?

Downloaded from pwq.sagepub.com at Universite de Liege on April 30, 2013


http://pwq.sagepub.com/
http://pwq.sagepub.com/content/36/4/444
http://www.sagepublications.com
http://www.apa.org/divisions/div35
http://pwq.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts
http://pwq.sagepub.com/subscriptions
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
http://pwq.sagepub.com/content/36/4/444.full.pdf
http://pwq.sagepub.com/content/early/2012/08/17/0361684312454842.full.pdf
http://online.sagepub.com/site/sphelp/vorhelp.xhtml
http://pwq.sagepub.com/

Psychology of Women Quarterly
36(4) 444-457

© The Author(s) 2012

Reprints and permission:
sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
DOI: 10.1177/036 1684312454842
http://pwq.sagepub.com

®SAGE

Prescription of Protective Paternalism
for Men in Romantic and Work
Contexts

Marie Sarlet"z, Muriel Dumont', Nathalie Delacollette', and
Benoit Dardenne'

Abstract

Behavioral prescription specifies how people ought to act. Five studies investigated prescription for men of protective
paternalism, a particular form of benevolent sexism, depending on contextual and individual factors. In Studies | and 2,
female participants prescribed for men more protective paternalistic behavior toward women in a romantic than in a work
context. In Study 3, male participants prescribed the same level of protective paternalistic behavior as female participants
did. Conversely, more gender egalitarianism was prescribed for men in a work than in a romantic context (Studies 1-3). In
Study 4, the same protective paternalistic behavior was labeled as intimacy in a romantic context but was identified to the
same extent as intimacy and as sexism in a work context. In Study 5, female participants’ benevolent sexist beliefs predicted
their prescription of protective paternalistic behavior for men in both contexts. These studies demonstrated that pre-
scription of protective paternalism for men is a complex phenomenon because it depends on contextual as well as individual
variables. These findings need to be added to the list of factors explaining how this particular form of sexism is maintained

within gender relationships and how it contributes to women’s subordination.
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... an act gains its meaning and significance from its relation
to the particular conditions of time, place, and circumstance. . .
(Asch, 1952, p. 442)

When a woman is confronted by protective restrictions, such
as being prohibited to participate in a practicum counseling
dangerous men or driving on a long trip alone, how would
she react? The answer may well depend partly on who is
making the restriction. If the restrictor is a male coworker,
the woman could see it as a proof of discrimination and sex-
ism. However, if he is a romantic partner, the woman could
see it much more positively—for instance, as a proof that
her partner is caring about her safety. Indeed, this is exactly
what Moya, Glick, Exposito, de Lemus, and Hart (2007; see
also Lee, Fiske, Glick, & Chen, 2010) have shown. That is,
most women reacted positively to a protective restriction
imposed by a husband but not by a male coworker; a roman-
tic and intimate context makes a protective restriction
appear more positive and less discriminatory than a work
context. Protective restrictions such as prohibiting a woman
from a potentially dangerous situation can be characterized
by the term paternalistic. Protective Paternalism refers to
the belief that men should protect, take care of, cherish, and

provide for the women on whom they depend (Glick &
Fiske, 1996).

Moya et al.’s (2007) study echoes some earlier research.
For instance, Antill (1983) showed that wives’ happiness
was positively related to husbands’ qualities like being
cheerful, affectionate, sensitive to the needs of others, com-
passionate, eager to soothe hurt feelings, and gentle. More-
over, couples in which both partners were high on these
qualities were among the happiest. With some variations,
several studies have replicated such findings (Bradbury,
Campbell, & Fincham, 1995; Gilbert, Deutsch, & Strahan,
1978; Green & Kenrick, 1994). From our point of view,
men’s protective paternalism may be interpreted by women
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as motivated by affection and compassion, that is, by a gen-
uine desire for intimacy. Overall, these results seem to indi-
cate acceptance of men’s protective and paternalistic
behaviors by women in a romantic context. However, we
do not know what women really want: Accepting protective
paternalism as in Moya et al.’s (2007) study is not the same
as prescribing protective paternalism.

Prescription of Protective Behaviors

To prescribe is to specify how group members should be and
ought to act (Burgess & Borgida, 1999; Gill, 2004; Glick &
Fiske, 2001; Heilman, 2001). Gender prescriptions are often
referred to as injunctive norms or socially enforced expecta-
tions about how men and women ought to act in a given
situation (Cialdini & Trost, 1998). There are strong social
pressures to conform to prescriptive norms and stereotypes
that make it difficult not to behave accordingly (Burgess &
Borgida, 1999; Gill, 2004). Indeed, whereas people who do
not conform to a descriptive stereotype (describing how
people generally behave) elicit surprise, those failing to
conform to a prescriptive stereotype elicit rejection.

Women are generally prescribed to be warm (Prentice &
Carranza, 2002) and affiliative (Hess, Adams, & Kleck,
2005). In our article, we investigate whether men are
prescribed to be paternalistically protective toward women in
a romantic context—maintaining and even reinforcing
women’s traditional gender role including the prescription for
warmth (Glick & Fiske, 2001). In contrast, we predict that gen-
der egalitarianism will prevail in a work context. Indeed,
nowadays, many legislative measures are established to
promote equality between men and women in employment and
work. Gender egalitarianism is an important value in a work
context even if not transformed into tangible facts (see, for
instance, International Labour Organization, 2012). Anderson
and Johnson (2003) demonstrated that participants were more
egalitarian in a work context than in a social one, and they pro-
posed that egalitarianism at work increased because of a con-
vergence between women’s and men’s employment roles. In
the same way, Koenig and Richeson (2010) demonstrated that
participants endorsed more “gender-neutral” ideology (the
belief that gender categories should be ignored) in a work con-
text than in a social context. Based on these arguments, we
expected women to prescribe more gender egalitarianism for
men in a work context than in a romantic one.

Ambivalent Sexism: Hostility and Benevolence

Protective restrictions imposed on women’s behavior by men,
their relative acceptance by women, and even their prescrip-
tion as suggested here could be understood from the frame-
work of Ambivalent Sexism Theory. Glick and Fiske
(1996, 1997) have developed a model of sexism as an
ambivalent attitude in which hostile and benevolent beliefs
tend to coexist. Hostile Sexism (HS) covers a wide range of

negative feelings and beliefs toward women, such as the
belief that women try to sexually seduce men in order to gain
advantages over them. Benevolent Sexism (BS) involves
subjectively positive images of women, such as considering
women as nurturing, sensible, caring, and having a sense of
aesthetic and moral superiority. BS idealizes women but only
if they conform to the traditional roles men assign them
and do not challenge men’s authority (Glick, Diebold,
Bailey-Werner, & Zhu, 1997).

BS encompasses three different components (Glick &
Fiske, 1996, 1997). The first one, Complementary Gender
Differentiation, involves the belief that although men and
women harmonize, women are the better gender—but only
in ways that suit conventional gender roles. The second com-
ponent is Heterosexual Intimacy or the belief that there are
powerful feelings of personal need and intense affection
between men and women and that a man can achieve true
happiness in life only when involved in a romantic relation-
ship with a woman. The third one is Protective Paternal-
ism—the main interest in the current studies. Protective
Paternalism refers to the belief that men should protect,
cherish, and provide for the women on whom they depend.
According to Glick and Fiske (1997, pp. 121-122), Protective
Paternalism is:

the benevolent aspect of paternalistic ideology, which states
that because of their greater authority, power, and physical
strength, men should serve as protectors and providers for
women. This protectiveness is particularly strong toward
women on whom men are dyadically dependent or over
whom they feel a sense of “ownership” (e.g., wives, mothers,
daughters).

In the current studies, we propose that this particular form of
BS is maintained and supported through men’s and women’s
prescriptive norms and that these norms vary across romantic
and work contexts.

Across different samples of men and women, HS and BS
are typically positively correlated, thus creating ambivalence
in the sense of holding at the same time seemingly contradic-
tory attitudes toward women. For instance, Dardenne,
Delacollette, Grégoire, and Lecocq (2006) found a correla-
tion between HS and BS of .46 for men and of .28 for women
in French-speaking samples. This positive association was
found across various additional studies (e.g., Glick et al.,
2000; Glick, Lameiras, & Castro, 2002; Phelan, Sanchez, &
Broccoli, 2010).

The idea that HS and BS go hand in hand might seem
counterintuitive. However, for men (and any dominant
group), hostility tainted with benevolence is certainly a more
“fruitful” strategy than hostility alone (Benokraitis, 1997,
Haines & Jost, 2000; Jackman, 1994; Rudman & Heppen,
2003). Dominants’ pure hostility is directed toward subordi-
nates who do not conform to their role or who call into ques-
tion social inequalities (e.g., Hebl, King, Glick, Singletary, &
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Kazama, 2007). For women, the BS-HS association could be
explained by the finding that their endorsement of BS pro-
tects them against HS (Glick et al., 2004). For instance,
Fischer (2006; also see Phelan et al., 2010) demonstrated that
women threatened by men’s hostility were more likely to
endorse BS, suggesting that BS could be seen as a tool for
coping with the perceived threat of men’s violence (also see
Exposito, Herrera, Moya, & Glick, 2010).

Despite being associated, HS and BS are very different
concepts that lead to different consequences for women. For
instance, BS predicts positive stereotypes of women whereas
HS predicts negative stereotypes (e.g., Dardenne et al., 2006;
Glick et al., 2000, 2004). BS, for both women and men, has a
positive indirect effect on life satisfaction by increasing dif-
fuse system justification whereas HS is not related to diffuse
system justification or life satisfaction for both women and
men (Connelly & Heesacker, 2012). HS, but not BS, is posi-
tively correlated with tolerance toward sexist humor (Ford,
Wentzel, & Lorion, 2001) as well as with denying positive
secondary emotions to women (Viki & Abrams, 2003). More-
over, BS predicts negative judgments and stigmatization of
rape victims more than HS (Abrams, Viki, Masser, & Bohner,
2003; Yamawaki, 2007), at least in the case of a “date rape”
when the woman first initiates kissing (violating ideals of
sexual virtue and thus being blamed for that misconduct).
These results show that BS should be considered as a specific
form of prejudice which is linked to particular processes that
we propose to examine in this article.

Studies have shown that BS alone is sufficient to maintain
social inequalities between women and men. For example,
women primed with the BS subscale of the Ambivalent Sex-
ism Inventory (ASI; Glick & Fiske, 1996) showed increased
support for social inequalities and evaluated the social system
as fairer (Jost & Kay, 2005). Moreover, exposure to BS and,
in particular to its protective paternalistic subcomponent,
leads women to behaviorally confirm the stereotypical belief
that they are incompetent. Specifically, Dardenne, Dumont,
and Bollier (2007) demonstrated that being confronted by a
protective paternalistic recruiter during a job interview
decreased women’s cognitive performance compared to a
hostile sexist or nonsexist recruiter, even when protective
paternalism was not identified by these women as sexist.
Clearly, BS, and more specifically protective paternalism,
has damaging consequences for women.

Moreover, previous studies showed that women’s per-
sonal endorsement of benevolent sexist beliefs is also a tool
for maintaining women’s subordination. For example, BS
endorsement at the level of a nation is positively related to
gender discrimination (Glick et al., 2000). At an individual
level, the more strongly a woman endorses BS beliefs, the
more readily she accepts a protective restriction imposed
by a romantic partner (Moya et al., 2007). Thus in the pres-
ent studies, we took into account the impact of a woman’s
personal level of BS beliefs on her prescription of protective
paternalistic behavior for men. Specifically, we focused on

women’s level of Protective Paternalism as defined above
and also on Heterosexual Intimacy level, that is, the belief
that a female romantic partner is necessary for a man to
be truly happy and “complete” in his life (Glick & Fiske,
1996). According to Ambivalent Sexism Theory (Glick &
Fiske, 1996, 1997), Heterosexual Intimacy is sexist because
it is focused on men’s advantages. Thus, it reinforces the
patriarchal social system in which women, as wives and
mothers, have to help men in order to be accomplished in
their own life. We suggested however that the relationship
between endorsement of BS beliefs and prescription of pro-
tective paternalistic behavior for men may vary across
contexts. Specifically, because Heterosexual Intimacy deals
with romance ideals, it would predict the prescription of
protective paternalistic behavior only in a romantic context,
not in a work one. On the other hand, endorsement of Pro-
tective Paternalism would predict prescription of these
behaviors across contexts.

The Present Studies

In the current studies, we are interested in how protective
paternalism, as a particular form of BS, is maintained and
supported through gender-role norm prescriptions. Specifi-
cally, we suggest that protective paternalism is maintained
in part because it is prescribed for men in a romantic context,
is not regarded as sexism in a work context, and is reinforced
by women’s personal BS beliefs.

In Studies 1 and 2, we activated explicitly (Study 1) or
implicitly (Study 2) either a romantic or a work context in
a between-subjects design. Prescriptions of protective patern-
alism as well as gender egalitarianism for men, targeted at the
personal (Study 1) and group (Study 2) level, were then
assessed. This distinction was made because the literature
distinguishes these two levels of perceived discrimination,
showing that individuals perceive more discrimination
directed toward their group than toward themselves (Taylor,
Wright, Moghaddam, & Lalonde, 1990). We wanted to see
whether, at both the personal and the group levels, women
prescribed more protective paternalism for men in a romantic
context than in a work context. Moreover, we expected gen-
der egalitarianism to be more prescribed for men in a work
context than in a romantic context.

In Study 3, we wanted to replicate the results from the first
two studies in a within-subjects design that included female
as well as male participants. Because of the strong social
pressure to conform to prescriptive stereotypes (Burgess &
Borgida, 1999; Gill, 2004), as well as the benefits that being
paternalist could bring to men (e.g., Bohner, Ahlborn, &
Steiner, 2010), we predicted that men’s prescription of
protective paternalism (for themselves) would mimic the pre-
scription made by women.

In Studies 4 and 5, we investigated a mechanism which
could explain why protective paternalism is more prescribed
for men in a romantic context than in a work one. In Study 4,
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we tested whether the same men’s protective paternalistic
behavior could be understood as the result of men’s desire
to be intimate with women in a romantic context, but as more
ambiguous in a work context, that is, evaluated to the same
extent as intimacy and as sexism. One step further, Study 5
investigated the hypothesis that women’s endorsement of
Protective Paternalism as measured by the ASI (Glick &
Fiske, 1996) would predict their prescription of protective
paternalistic behavior for men in both contexts: the more
women endorse Protective Paternalism, the more they would
prescribe it for men. We were also interested in women’s
endorsement of Heterosexual Intimacy. We suggested that,
in a romantic context, the more women endorse this sexist
belief, the more they would expect men to behave in a protec-
tive paternalistic way toward them. We did not expect this
effect in a work context in which endorsing heterosexual
intimacy beliefs would not be related to how women expect
coworkers to behave toward them.

Study |

Method
Participants

Participants were 40 Caucasian, traditional aged female
undergraduate students recruited in various locations on the
campus of a Belgian university (for instance, in the library,
in the study room, or in the cafeteria). They were all native
French speakers and heterosexual. They were all volunteers
and received no incentive to participate in the research.
Participants were randomly assigned to a romantic context
(n = 20) or a work one (n = 20). All participants were
informed that the study concerned relationships between men
and women.

Procedure and Materials

We presented participants without any time limit with a
written description of either a romantic or a work context,
asked them to read it carefully, and then imagine the context
described. A romantic context was simply described as a
“private, romantic, and seductive relationship” whereas a
work one was described as an “occupational and work
relationship.” Then they were asked to rate various state-
ments concerning relationships between men and women
(prescription measure). We targeted prescription at the
personal level (i.e., a man toward the female participant).
Specifically, we asked participants to evaluate four proposi-
tions related to the way a man should ideally behave toward
them as a woman. Each proposition was rated on a 7-point
Likert-type scale from 1 (Do not agree at all) to 7 (Agree
totally). In a random order, two propositions referred to the
prescription of protective paternalism (“I expect a man to
be protective towards me” and “I expect a man to be atten-
tive to me,” r = .66, p < .001) and two other propositions

referred to the prescription of gender egalitarianism (“‘I
expect a man to accept that I am as competent as he” and
“] expect a man to accept that I have the same tasks as
he,” r = .47, p = .002). Items of protective paternalism were
based on Glick and Fiske’s (1996, 1997) conceptualization of
Protective Paternalism such as presented in the Ambivalent
Sexism Theory. Importantly, we worded the items in a way
that they could apply similarly to a romantic and a work
context.

Results and Discussion

We performed two independent sample ¢ tests with context
(romantic or work) as a between-subjects factor and protec-
tive paternalism and gender egalitarianism prescriptions as
dependent variables. Our results concerning protective
paternalism prescription showed a significant effect of con-
text, #(38) = 4.88, p < .001, n* = .38. As expected, women
prescribed more protective paternalistic behavior for men in
a romantic context (M = 5.55, SD = 0.87) than in a work one
(M = 3.42, SD = 1.74). Conversely, our results showed that
women prescribed more gender egalitarianism in a work con-
text (M = 5.90, SD = 0.99) than in a romantic one (M = 4.85,
SD = 1.55), #(48) = 2.27, p =.01, n* = .15.

In summary, by activating a work or a romantic context,
women’s evaluation of protective paternalism and gender
egalitarianism were affected in opposite ways. Women pre-
scribed protective paternalism more in a romantic context
than in a work one, whereas the reverse happened for gender
egalitarianism, which was prescribed more in a work context
than in a romantic context. Overall, this pattern confirms our
main hypothesis according to which women would prescribe
protective paternalism for men in a romantic setting and
equality in a work one.

We designed a second study to replicate the results of
Study 1 using a more implicit manipulation of the context.
Moreover, we targeted prescription at the group level (men
toward women) rather than at the personal level. We pre-
dicted that, even at the group level at which discrimination
is more easily perceived as such, women would seek protec-
tive paternalism from men. We also used a different scale and
items for evaluating prescription.

Study 2

Method
Participants

Participants were 50 Caucasian female undergraduate students
(Myge = 21.88, SD = 2.10, range = 18-29). They were all
native French speakers and heterosexual. Participants were all
volunteers and received no incentive to participate in the
research. They were recruited in various locations on the cam-
pus of a Belgian university (e.g., in the library, in the study
room, or in the cafeteria). They were asked to participate in
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two separate short studies. The first one was presented as a
pretest (context manipulation), and the second one was intro-
duced as a study on relationships between men and women
(prescription measure). Participants were randomly assigned
to a romantic (n = 26) or a work context (n = 24).

Procedure and Materials

In order to manipulate the context, participants were first
shown a series of 20 pictures that had been selected as relating
to either a romantic or a work setting. These pictures were pre-
sented to participants on a computer screen. Romantic pictures
contained, for instance, lovers on a beach, flowers, and a
romantic bed. Work pictures contained, for instance, a desk
with a computer, a scientist in a lab, and people in a library.
The number of pictures displaying people was equal in both
contexts. In order to ensure that participants took in the content
of each picture, they were asked to rate them on aesthetic and
positivity 7-point Likert-type scales. Participants were then
thanked for their participation in the alleged first study.

All participants were instructed that the second study con-
cerned relationships between men and women. To measure
prescriptions of protective paternalism and gender egalitar-
ianism, we asked participants to evaluate four propositions
relating to how men—women relationships should ideally be
and how men should ideally behave toward women. For each
proposition, the response scale ranged from 1 (it bothers me)
through 2 (it’s not necessary but it doesn’t bother me), 3
(that’s great but it doesn’t bother me if men don’t do that),
and 4 (it’s important that men do that), to 5 (it should be like
that and it bothers me if it isn’t).

In random order, two propositions referred to the prescrip-
tion of protective paternalism (“That men are protective
towards women” and “That men play the rescuers for
women,” » = .65, p < .001) and two propositions referred
to prescription of gender egalitarianism (“That men strive for
women having the same power as them” and “That men con-
sider women as their equals,” » = .41, p = .003). As in
Study 1, we based the items of protective paternalism on
Glick and Fiske’s (1996, 1997) definition, and we worded the
items in such a way that they could apply similarly to roman-
tic and work contexts. As a manipulation check, participants
were asked to what extent the series of pictures presented at
the beginning of the session evoked either a work (1) or a
romantic (9) context. After completing the questionnaire,
participants were thanked and fully debriefed.

Results and Discussion
Manipulation Check

Participants who were exposed to a romantic priming con-
text clearly labeled it as romantic (M = 8.15, SD = 1.57),
which was significantly different from the midpoint of the
scale, #(25) = 10.26, p < .001. On the other hand, partici-
pants who were exposed to a work priming context clearly

identified it as work (M = 1.46, SD = 0.51), which was
also significantly different from the scale’s midpoint,
#23) = —34.09, p < .001.

Protective Paternalism and Gender Egalitarianism

We performed two independent sample ¢ tests with context
(romantic or work) as a between-subjects factor and protec-
tive paternalism and gender egalitarianism prescriptions as
dependent variables. Concerning protective paternalism,
results showed that women tended to prescribe it more for
men in a romantic context (M = 2.90, SD = 0.80) than in a
work one (M = 2.44, SD = 0.97), #(48) = —1.86, p = .07,
n? = .07. Inversely, our results showed that women pre-
scribed more gender egalitarianism for men in a work context
(M =3.69, SD = 0.69) than in a romantic one (M = 3.17, SD
= 0.89), #(48) = 2.27, p = .03, n* = .10.

Using a more implicit induction of context and by target-
ing behavior at the group level, we replicated the pattern of
results found in Study 1. We confirmed that women pre-
scribed more protective paternalism from men in a romantic
context than in a work one and prescribed more gender ega-
litarianism in a work context than in a romantic one, whether
the prescription was targeted at the individual (Study 1) or at
the group level (Study 2).

In Study 3, we wanted to extend our results to a sample
of male participants. We predicted that men, like women,
would prescribe protective paternalism from men in a
romantic setting but gender egalitarianism in a work one
(Bohner et al.,, 2010; Burgess & Borgida, 1999; Gill,
2004). We activated context in the same way as in Study
1 (explicitly) but in a within-subjects design. We evaluated
prescriptions for men with a new use of dependent mea-
sures and with a scale similar to that of Study 1 but with
9 points. In Study 3, as in Studies 4 and 5, we targeted pre-
scription at the group level.

Study 3

Method
Participants

Participants were 54 Caucasian undergraduate students (24
men: My, = 26.12, SD = 6.19; 30 women: M,,. = 24.07,
SD = 6.02) recruited in various locations on the campus of
a Belgian university (e.g., in the library, in the study room,
or in the cafeteria). They were all native French speakers, het-
erosexual, and volunteers who received no incentive to par-
ticipate in the research. All participants were informed that
the study concerned relationships between men and women.

Procedure and Materials

We activated the context in the same way as in Study 1 (expli-
cit description of the context) but using a counterbalanced
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within-subjects design. Participants were randomly assigned
to one or the other order. We asked that they imagine one
context without any intrusion from the other. Then, partici-
pants rated various statements concerning relationships
between men and women (prescription measures). Specifi-
cally, we asked participants to state how ideal these relation-
ships should be and how men should ideally behave toward
women. Prescriptions were measured with a series of 8 items
presented for both contexts. Answers were given on a 9-point
scale anchored from 1 (Do not agree at all) to 9 (Totally
agree). Items of protective paternalism corresponded to Glick
and Fiske’s (1996, 1997) conceptualization. Examples of
items were ‘“Men should provide help to women for some
tasks” and “Men should protect women” (as = .84 and .83
for work and romantic contexts, respectively). Examples of
gender egalitarianism items were “Men should promote
equality between men and women” and “Men should seek
to ensure that women have the same responsibilities as they
have” (as =.80 and .85 for work and romantic contexts,
respectively). We worded the items in such a way that they
could apply similarly to romantic and work contexts.

Results and Discussion

We performed two 2 (Context: work vs. romantic) x 2 (Gen-
der) x 2 (Order of presentation) analyses of variance (ANO-
VAs) separately on the measures of protective paternalism
and gender egalitarianism prescriptions, with context as a
within-subjects factor. Results revealed that participants
prescribed more protective paternalism in a romantic context
(M = 6.28, SD = 1.38) than in a work one (M = 3.69,
SD = 1.44), F(1, 50) = 136.87, p < .001, n* = .73. No effect
of order or gender emerged, as well as no interaction: all
Fs(1, 50) < 1.65; all ps > .26.

Concerning gender egalitarianism, as expected, participants
showed higher prescription ratings in a work context (M = 7.28,
SD = 1.36) than in a romantic context (M = 6.66, SD = 1.54),
F(1,50) = 14.02, p<.001, n* = .22. We found no main effect of
order of presentation and no main effect of gender, both F(1, 50)
<.17, ps > .49. The effect of context was, however, qualified by
a significant interaction with order of presentation, F(1, 50) =
5.67, p = .02, m* = .10. Specifically, when a romantic context
was presented in first position, participants prescribed signifi-
cantly more gender egalitarianism for men in a work context
(M =17.55, SD = 1.18) than in a romantic context (M = 6.52,
SD = 1.72), #(26) = 3.68, p = .001, n* = .34. When a romantic
context was presented in second position, we recorded the same
pattern of results (M = 7.02, SD = 1.50 for work; M = 6.80,
SD = 1.36 for romantic), but the difference was smaller and not
statistically significant, #26) = 1.34, p = .19. So, the interaction
did not call our results into question because it was mainly a
matter of degree.

Finally, the interaction between gender and order of presen-
tation also emerged as significant, F(1, 50) = 25.90, p = .006,
n? = .14. Specifically, when a romantic context was presented

in first position, women (M = 7.41, SD = 1.06) prescribed gen-
erally (i.e., the grand mean of prescription for both contexts)
more gender egalitarianism than men did (M = 6.28,
SD = 1.48), #(25) = 2.30, p = .03, n? = .17. When a romantic
context was presented in second position, women (M = 6.66,
SD = 0.99) generally prescribed gender egalitarianism to the
same extent that men (M = 7.50, SD = 1.49) prescribed it,
t25)=—1.77,p = .09. However, and most importantly, no con-
text by gender interaction emerged, F(1, 50) =2.66,p = .11, as
well as no three-way interaction, F(1, 50) = 2.03, p = .16.

As expected, irrespective of their gender, participants
prescribed more protective paternalism from men in a
romantic context than in a work one, whereas the reverse
was found for the prescription of gender egalitarianism.
Both women and men consider protective paternalism as
more important for an ideal relationship between men and
women in a romantic context but prescribe more gender
egalitarianism for an ideal between-sex work relationship.
We found an effect of order of presentation for gender ega-
litarianism prescription, but this qualification did not call
our main results into question.

Although Studies 1 through 3 demonstrated that protec-
tive paternalism is prescribed for men more in a romantic
context than in a work one, they did not examine why it hap-
pens. Offering help, protection, advice, and caring might be
seen as proof of intimacy that is congruent with romantic
and intimate relationships but not with work relationships.
More specifically, we predicted that the mere meaning of
protective paternalistic behavior would change according to
context. Consider a man repeatedly helping a woman to
understand statistics, discouraging her from driving on a long
trip or complimenting her on her caring ability or her dres-
sing style. If the man is the romantic partner of the woman,
is such a behavior seen by her as emanating from the man’s
wishes to have romantic intimacy, and not from sexism?
However, if the man is the boss of the woman, the very
same behavior would now be more ambiguous. Is this work
example no longer intimate behavior, but rather explicit
proof of sexism from the man? To address this question,
we asked male and female participants to evaluate the same
men’s protective paternalistic behavior within both contexts
using two scales: one evaluating the behavior as intimacy;
the other, as sexist superiority.

Study 4

Method
Participants

Participants were 32 Caucasian undergraduate students (15
men: Mg, = 23.27, SD = 4.56; 17 women: M,,. = 21.18,
SD = 1.88) recruited in various locations on a campus of a
Belgian university (e.g., in the library, in the study room, or
in the cafeteria). They were all native French speakers, het-
erosexual, and volunteers who received no incentive to
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participate in the research. All participants were instructed
that the study concerned relationships between men and
women.

Procedure and Materials

Participants were told that any behavior could be seen very
differently depending on the context in which it occurs. Con-
text manipulation was the same as in Study 3, that is, as an
explicit description in a within-subjects design. We asked
participants to imagine one context without any intrusion of
the other. Order of context was counterbalanced as in Study
3, and participants were randomly assigned to one order con-
dition. Participants had to evaluate men’s behavior through §
items which were worded so that they could apply similarly
to romantic and work contexts. Items of protective paternal-
ism were based on Glick and Fiske’s (1996, 1997) definition.
Examples of these items are ‘“When men protect women”
and “When men propose help to women.” For each behavior,
participants were asked to evaluate its origin on two separate
scales. On the first scale, they evaluated the extent to which
each man’s behavior was “coming from men’s wishes to
keep or reinforce intimacy between them and women” on a
7-point scale from 1 (Not at all) to 7 (Totally) (as = .90 in
a romantic and .86 in a work context). On the second scale,
participants rated the degree to which each man’s behavior
was “coming from the sexist feeling of superiority of men
toward women” using a 7-point scale from 1 (Not at all) to
7 (Totally) (as = .84 in a romantic and .73 in a work context).

Results and Discussion

We performed two 2 (Context: work vs. romantic) x 2 (Gen-
der) x 2 (Order of presentation) mixed multivariate analyses
of variance on both measures of intimacy and sexism with
context as a within-subjects factor. There was a main effect
of order of presentation on both measures indicating that
when a romantic context was presented in first position,
scores of intimacy, F(1,28) = 4.90, p = .03, n* = .15, and
of sexism, F(1,28) = 12.97, p = .001, n* = .32, were lower
than when a romantic context was presented in second
position. In order to simplify the results and because order
of presentation did not interact with the other independent
variables, we dropped this factor from the subsequent
analysis.

Men’s behavior was interpreted more as intimacy in a
romantic (M = 5.39, SD = 1.16) than in a work context
M = 419, SD = 1.19), F(1, 30) = 37.57, p < .001,
N> = .56, whereas it was interpreted equally as sexism in a
romantic (M = 3.32, SD = 1.22) and in a work context
(M =3.94, SD = 1.05), F(1, 30) = .48, p = .49. Importantly,
further analyses showed that both means were significantly
different from the mid-scale in a romantic context. Specifi-
cally, intimacy was higher than the mid-scale, #31) = 6.75,
p <.001, and sexism was lower compared to the mid-scale,

t(31) = —3.14, p = .004. Whereas in a work context, none
of the means was different from the mid-scale, #31) = .95,
p =.235and #(31) = —.34, p = .73.

For the measure of sexism only, analyses revealed a signif-
icant interaction between context and gender, F(1, 30) =
14.04, p < .001, nz = .32. In a romantic context, male
(M = 3.38, SD = 1.53) and female (M = 3.27, SD = 0.90)
participants evaluated men’s behavior as equally low on sex-
ism, #(30) = .25, p = .80. In a work context, male (M = 4.35,
SD = 1.31) participants evaluated men’s behavior as more
sexist than female (M = 3.57, SD = 0.56) participants did,
1(30) = 2.21, p = .04. However, further analyses showed that
male participants did not identify men’s behavior as clearly
sexist because the score did not differ from the mid-scale,
#(30) = 1.03, p = .32. For female participants, they clearly
identified men’s behavior as very low on sexism because
their mean score was significantly below the mid-scale,
#(30) = 3.11, p = .01.

Confirming our hypothesis, for both male and female
participants, men’s protective paternalistic behavior was per-
ceived as more intimate in a romantic context than in a
professional context. Furthermore, whereas a romantic con-
text makes “protective paternalistic” behavior a clear proof
of men’s desire for intimacy, the very same behavior is more
ambiguous when evaluated in a work context in which it is no
longer regarded as proof of intimacy. Both male and female
participants evaluated men’s behavior as equally low on sex-
ism in a romantic context but men evaluated it as more sexist
than women in a work context. Finally, only female partici-
pants clearly identified men’s behavior as very low on sexism
in a work context. These patterns may partly explain why pro-
tective paternalism is maintained within heterosexual rela-
tionships. First, it is perceived by both men and women as
intimate in a romantic context but as neutral relative to inti-
macy in a work context. Second, it is perceived as very low
on sexism by female participants in a work context whereas
it is neutral relative to sexism for male participants.

Going one step further, in Study 5 we examined the
hypothesis that women’s personal score of Protective Patern-
alism would contribute actively to maintaining protective
paternalism within gender relationships whatever the context.
In other words, the more a woman endorses Protective
Paternalism, the more she would prescribe protective pater-
nalistic behavior for men. Moreover, Study 4 suggested that
protective paternalism is prescribed for men in a romantic
context because it is perceived as being clearly motivated
by men’s wishes to display or reinforce intimacy between
men and women. Therefore, we suggested that women’s
endorsement of Heterosexual Intimacy would also predict
protective paternalism prescription for men—but only in a
romantic setting. As stated before, Heterosexual Intimacy,
according to the reasoning of Glick and Fiske (1996, 1997),
is a particular form of BS which reinforces men’s privileges
by casting women in their traditional role of making men
truly complete and happy, without considering women’s own
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Table I. Linear Regression Analyses for Study 5
Romantic Context Work Context

B SE t p B SE t p R?
HS —0.13 0.12 — 112 0.27 0.04 —0.11 0.11 —1.04 0.31 0.04
PP 0.25 0.13 1.82 0.08 0.11 0.27 0.12 2.26 0.03 0.16
HI 0.21 0.09 2.28 0.03 0.16 0.13 0.08 1.63 0.11 0.09
CGD 0.07 0.12 0.69 0.49 0.02 0.02 0.09 0.19 0.85 0.00

Note. Linear regression analyses in each context (Romantic vs. Work) with prescription of protective paternalism as the dependent variable and participants’
scores of Hostile Sexism (HS) and scores on the three components of benevolent sexism (Protective Paternalism = PP, Heterosexual Intimacy = HI,

Complementary Gender Differentiation = CGD) as predictors.

needs for “completeness.” Stated otherwise, this particular
form of intimacy is men-centered and does not really serve
women’s (genuine) need for intimacy. In fact, it is a form
of sexist intimacy that supports men’s privileges and that
women would facilitate by prescribing protective paternalism
(rather than genuine mutual intimacy between the sexes).

Study 5

Method
Participants

Participants were 32 Caucasian female undergraduate stu-
dents (Mg = 22.69, SD = 8.06, range = 18-59; analyses
removing the two oldest participants yielded the same pattern
of results as reported here). They were recruited in various
locations on the campus of a Belgian university (e.g., in the
library, in the study room, or in the cafeteria). They were all
native French speakers, heterosexual, and volunteers who
received no incentive to participate in the research. All parti-
cipants were instructed that the study concerned relationships
between men and women.

Procedure and Materials

The general procedure closely followed that of Study 3
(within-subjects design with explicit description of both con-
texts counterbalanced). However, at the very beginning of the
study, participants completed the French-language translation
of'the ASI (Glick & Fiske, 1996). This scale has been validated
extensively in the French-speaking linguistic community in
Belgium (Dardenne et al., 2006). The ASI comprises two
11-item subscales, one measuring hostility (¢« = .87) and the
second evaluating benevolence and encompassing three
related but distinct components of benevolence: Protective
Paternalism (4 items; e.g., “Women should be cherished and
protected by men,” o = .71); Heterosexual Intimacy (4 items;
e.g., “Every man ought to have a woman he adores,” o0 = .72);
and Complementary Gender Differentiation (3 items; e.g.,
“Many women have a quality of purity that few men possess,”
o = .70). Consistent with prior research, these three compo-
nents were positively correlated (rs > .35, ps < .05).

Prescription of protective paternalism for men was measured
with the same 8 items as in Study 3 but with the scale used
in Study 2 (as = .81 in a romantic and .83 in a work context).

Results and Discussion

The measure of protective paternalism prescription for men
was first analyzed with a 2 (Context: work vs. romantic) x
2 (Order of presentation) mixed ANOVA with the first factor
as within-subjects. Replicating Studies 1 through 3, partici-
pants prescribed more protective paternalism for men in a
romantic context (M = 2.89, SD = 0.59) than in a work one
(M=2.05,SD=0.51), F(1,30) = 133.60, p < .001, n* = .82.
The effect of order of presentation was also significant. Spe-
cifically, there was a higher overall prescription of protective
paternalism for men when a work context was presented first
(M =2.75, SD = 0.62) than when it was presented second (M
=2.19, SD = 0.62), F(1, 30) = 12.07, p < .001, n* = .30.
However, and most importantly, the interaction between
context and order of presentation was not significant,
F(1,30) = .64, p = .43. So, the effect of order of presentation
did not qualify the pattern of results.

We then conducted two independent multiple regression
analyses in order to predict prescription of men’s protective
paternalism, separately for both contexts, from participants’
scores on hostility and on the three components of benevo-
lence (see Table 1). Because all predictors were mean
centered, the b coefficients were the increase of prescription
when the predictor changed by 1 unit and when all other pre-
dictors were at their respective mean. Tolerance and variance
inflation factor (VIF) values were reviewed to examine
potential collinearity. Tolerance values were greater than
.52 and VIF values were less than 1.94, indicating that colli-
nearity was not a problem in any of our analyses.

In a romantic context (Table 1), the only statistically sig-
nificant effect was that women reported more prescription of
protective paternalism for men if women scored higher in
endorsement of Heterosexual Intimacy, b = .21, SE = .09,
p = .03, R> = .16. We also found a tendency indicating that
women prescribed more protective paternalism if women
scored higher in endorsement of Protective Paternalism,
b= 25,SE =.13,p = .08, R* = .11. For the complete model,
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the total R* was .42. In a work context, the only significant
effect was that women reported more prescription of protec-
tive paternalism for men if they scored higher in endorsement
of Protective Paternalism, b = .27, SE = .12, p = .03,
R? = .16. For the complete model, the total R* was .37. In
both contexts, no other predictors were significant.

As we expected, Study 5 demonstrated that participants
prescribed more protective paternalism for men in a romantic
context than in a work one, replicating our previous results.
Study 5 also demonstrated that, in both contexts, prescription
of protective paternalism was higher among women who
endorse higher levels of Protective Paternalism. Moreover,
in a romantic context only, women’s endorsement of (sexist)
Heterosexual Intimacy also independently predicted the pre-
scription of protective paternalism for men, therefore adding
to the ambiguity of protective paternalism.

General Discussion

The current studies investigated how protective paternalism, a
particular form of benevolent sexism, is maintained and sup-
ported through men’s and women’s prescriptive norms and
how these norms vary across contextual and individual factors.
Across five studies, we demonstrated that context is an impor-
tant variable to take into account for the understanding of pro-
tective paternalism preservation within gender relationships.
Moreover, results of the last study demonstrated that women’s
personal attitudes, specifically their endorsement of benevo-
lent sexist ideologies, play a role in this process.

In Studies 1 and 2, we activated explicitly (Study 1) or
implicitly (Study 2) either a romantic context or a work one.
Protective paternalism targeted at the personal level (Study 1)
as well as at the group level (Study 2) was prescribed by
women more for men in a romantic context than in a work
one. In Study 3, we activated explicitly a romantic context
and a work one in a within-subjects design with female and
male participants. Men prescribed more protective paternal-
ism for themselves in a romantic than in a work context and
to the same extent as women prescribed it to them. In Study 4,
we showed that a “protective paternalistic” behavior is
indeed seen as more positive in a romantic context than in
a professional one; furthermore, it is perceived as the result
of men’s desire to be intimate with women in a romantic con-
text but not in a work one. In a work context, its interpretation
was more ambiguous because it was seen to the same extent
as both intimate and sexist, at least for men. Even more so, it
was perceived as demonstrably very low on sexism by
women. In Study 5, we documented that women’s personal
endorsement of benevolent sexist beliefs influences their pre-
scription of protective paternalism for men. Specifically,
women’s endorsement of Protective Paternalism predicted
prescription of protective paternalism for men in both con-
texts. Moreover, women’s endorsement of Heterosexual Inti-
macy, a men-centered intimacy such as defined by the
Ambivalent Sexism Theory (Glick & Fiske, 1996), predicted

prescription of protective paternalism for men, but only in a
romantic context.

It would be useful to focus on how prescription of egalitar-
ianism is sometimes higher than prescription of protective
paternalism in both contexts (see Studies 2 and 3). The abso-
lute magnitude of the prescription of protective paternalism
and egalitarianism seems to indicate that gender egalitarian-
ism could be a more important factor than protective patern-
alism, whatever the context. This is an interesting topic for
future investigations because our studies do not allow us to
explore it further. Indeed, our items assessing protective
paternalism and gender egalitarianism prescriptions were not
the same. So, both types of prescription cannot be directly
compared as simple within-subjects measures because this
effect could be due to the specific items used in our studies.
For example, items of egalitarianism might have higher
social desirability than items of protective paternalism, espe-
cially to the extent that some people recognize protective
paternalism as a form of sexism. Indeed, the effect of the
order of context presentation might also be interpreted as a
social desirability one. Specifically, after prescribing some
protective paternalism in a romantic context when it was pre-
sented first, participants tended to prescribe more gender ega-
litarianism in a work context (see for instance, Study 2).

The human cognitive system operates in its social context
(Wyer & Srull, 1986). By activating a romantic or a work
context, we presumably enhanced the accessibility of some
specific knowledge and goals. Indeed, accessibility is a tem-
porary state produced by prior processing of a stimulus or a
situation that activates related knowledge and goals (Bruner,
1957). If a construct is highly accessible, it will likely come
to the fore in one’s mind and influence an individual’s inter-
pretation of a situation (for instance, see Forster & Liberman,
2007). On one hand, a romantic context could activate knowl-
edge relating to traits such as sentimental, charming, chival-
rous, dreamy, and loving. On the other hand, a work context
could activate traits such as competent, efficient, qualified,
and skilful. Similarly, specific goals were certainly activated
by a romantic context versus a work one. We suggest that a
romantic context could activate the idea that men and women
are interdependent because of intimacy and sexual reproduc-
tion needs. So, it could be partly through men’s protective
paternalistic behavior that these needs are expressed. In con-
trast, a work context may activate goals such as autonomy,
self-sufficiency, and independence. Consequently, gender
egalitarianism could be more prescribed for men because it
is consistent with these goals. All in all, depending on the
context, one possibility is that different knowledge and goals
are made accessible. But, if it is the case, how is it possible to
have more than one meaning system according to the specific
context?

The literature on the working self-concept could give us
some answers. This literature suggests that individuals have
many self-representations but not all of them are accessible
at the same time (Markus & Wurf, 1987). The working

Downloaded from pwq.sagepub.com at Universite de Liege on April 30, 2013


http://pwq.sagepub.com/

Sarlet et al.

453

self-concept is a continually active, shifting array of accessi-
ble self-knowledge (Hinkley & Andersen, 1996), so that the
specific contextual cues combined with an individual’s
personal needs and motivations lead one self-concept to be
prevalent at a particular time (Markus & Kunda, 1986).
According to this theory, one possibility is that women and
men hold different representations of themselves at home and
at work. It could explain why they prescribe different beha-
viors or behave in different ways in order to be in line with
the self-representation activated in each type of context.
Specifically, a romantic context could activate a working-
self related to a picture of communal women and lead to per-
ceptions of women as needing masculine protection. On the
other hand, a work context may activate a working-self
related to a portrait of competent women as independent and
autonomous. Consequently, women in this work context
could be perceived to be the equals of men.

Our results are consistent with those of previous studies
about the impact of contextual and individual variables on
relationships between men and women. For instance, Moya
et al. (2007) showed that women’s level of acceptance of
paternalistic protective restrictions was greater when it came
from a husband than from a coworker, but only for benevo-
lently sexist women. We go one step further by demonstrat-
ing that protective paternalism is not just better accepted by
benevolently sexist women in a romantic than in a work con-
text, it is also prescribed for men in a romantic context. We
insist on the term prescribed because prescription of traits
or behaviors corresponds to the characteristics that group
members should possess, and if individuals fail to conform
to these characteristics, they often become the targets of sanc-
tions (e.g., Burgess & Borgida, 1999; Heilman, 2001). Recent
studies were interested in trait prescriptions for women
according to contextual variables. Women were prescribed
to be warm (Prentice & Carranza, 2002) and affiliative (Hess
et al., 2005), and those women violating these prescriptions
might be the victims of a backlash (Rudman & Glick, 2001).

But warmth prescription for women is also a function of
the context: Warmth traits were more prescribed for them
in a private than in a work context (Delacollette, Dumont,
Sarlet, & Dardenne, 2012). In our studies, we demonstrated
that protective paternalism is prescribed for men, particularly
in a romantic context and particularly if women endorsed
higher levels of Protective Paternalism and Heterosexual Inti-
macy. Consequently, a man who breaks this prescription
could be targeted with negative repercussions just as when
women violate gender prescriptions (e.g., backlash effect).
For example, a man who does not follow his prescription
could be sanctioned by not being considered a good romantic
partner and by not being perceived as attractive in a woman’s
eyes. The explanation of such negative consequences for men
who do not behave as prescribed would be a relevant and
innovative topic for a future empirical focus.

The present studies highlight the importance of benevolent
sexism in shaping relationships between men and women in a

romantic context. Likewise, Good and Sanchez (2009) found
that men’s endorsement of benevolent sexism was positively
associated with their investment in romantic ideals and
family. Recently, Lee, Fiske, Glick, and Chen (2010) showed
that women’s partner ideals for both American and Chinese
participants were guided by benevolent sexist ideologies.
As noted by these authors, “Positive feelings, even when they
act to legitimize inequality are crucial for both the mainte-
nance of romantic relationships and are a product of those
relationships or potential relationships” (Lee et al., 2010,
p. 585). However, this conclusion should not lead us to over-
look the negative implications of benevolent sexism for
women inside, as well as outside, the home. Indeed, benevo-
lent sexism is positively related to ideologies and values
which encourage traditional gender roles (Eastwick et al.,
2006; Feather, 2004; Glick et al., 2002; Sibley, Wilson, &
Duckitt, 2007; Tasdemir & Sakalli-Ugurlu, 2010; Viki,
Abrams, & Hutchison, 2003). It is also negatively related to
women’s participation in economies and in politics across
nations (Glick et al., 2000) and to women’s interests in edu-
cation, career goals, and earning money (Rudman & Heppen,
2003). Recently, Exposito et al. (2010) demonstrated, with a
Spanish sample, that women who had a high level of benevo-
lent sexism predicted a perception of a husband as more
threatened by his wife’s job promotion and more likely to dis-
play violence toward her. The authors suggested that women
high in benevolent sexism may fit traditional gender roles
(accepting and even requesting protective paternalism as
shown in the current studies) in part to avoid the partner’s
violence, which then supports social gender inequalities. This
is in line with the idea that benevolent sexism plays a protec-
tive role against hostile sexism: the higher perceived hosti-
lity, the more women endorse benevolent sexism as a
protection (Fischer, 2006; Glick et al., 2004; Phelan et al.,
2010). So, it is possible that women prescribe protective
paternalism from men in a romantic context in order to
protect themselves against men’s hostile sexist attitudes. This
possibility also would be an interesting hypothesis for future
studies.

Study 4 demonstrated that in a romantic context, protec-
tive paternalism is perceived as being motivated by men’s
wishes for intimacy. Moreover, we found that women’s level
of Heterosexual Intimacy predicts prescription of protective
paternalism for men in this type of context (Study 5). But why
is this so? One possibility is that, as for benevolent sexism in
general (Barreto & Ellemers, 2005), some women would not
evaluate protective paternalism (as confirmed by Studies 4
and 5 as well as by Dardenne et al., 2007) and heterosexual
intimacy as being sexist (or at least as less sexist than hostile
sexism). So, these women’s “genuine” need for intimacy
would translate into high endorsement of men-centered het-
erosexual intimacy, and protective paternalist behavior would
be seen by some women as a proof of men’s need for inti-
macy. Therefore, protective paternalism would be actively
sought in a romantic context because it reinforces intimacy
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at least subjectively and for women who strongly believe that
women are necessary (in their roles of wife and mother) for
men to feel complete and truly happy in their life. There is
however another possibility. As in any form of intergroup
relationships, men and women are embedded in a cycle of
competition and cooperation partly because they are highly
interdependent (Glick & Fiske, 1999). From such a point of
view, women could accept and even request a sort of men-
centered and then a “false” heterosexual intimacy in
exchange for men’s protection, at least in a romantic setting.
However, this trade-off could be dangerous because it has
been showed that protective paternalism is deleterious for
women (Dardenne et al., 2007).

Practice Implications

Nowadays, inequitable division of labor at home is still a real-
ity. Prescription of benevolent sexism in a romantic context
could directly reinforce this fact by encouraging women in
their traditional role of homemaker. As Silvan-Ferrero and
Lépez (2007) have shown, girls contribute more than boys
to housework, especially for highly gender-typed housework
and this was positively associated to girls’ endorsement of
benevolent sexist ideologies. Thus, prescription of benevo-
lent sexism could be a relevant means for maintaining estab-
lished differences between genders in the division of labor at
home.

Moreover, prescription of benevolent sexism at home
could have an impact on women’s professional position and
could contribute to the glass ceiling effect. Indeed, if women
spend a lot of time to assume their traditional role and tasks at
home, time available for progressing in professional sphere is
limited. So, prescription of benevolent sexism at home could
contribute to the underrepresentation of women in top
hierarchical positions. Then, prescription of benevolent sex-
ism should be considered as one of the tools by which
inequalities between genders are reinforced, both at home and
at work. People who have an active role in the road toward
the equality between genders or who seek to improve the
situation and the well-being of the women have to consider
and take into account these kinds of ideologies.

Even though the concept of benevolent sexism has been
known for more than 15 years, it is only recently that research
has begun to identify its harmful consequences for women. A
lot of work remains to be done. In particular, an important
question concerns how to reduce benevolent sexist attitudes,
as well as how to decrease or even eliminate their deleterious
consequences for women. Informing perpetrators who dis-
play such attitudes (men as well as women) about their
harmful consequences and pervasiveness has been shown to
be an effective strategy to reduce their endorsement (Becker
& Swim, 2012). Additionally, a practical means for reducing
the detrimental effects for the targets would be to teach about
such an attitude, which has been demonstrated effective in the
case of the stereotype threat (Johns, Schmader, & Martens,

2005). Moreover, acting on the processes by which benevo-
lent sexism impairs women’s performances (i.e., its activa-
tion of self-incompetence and its low visibility) would be a
promising approach to counter its harmful effects on women
(Dardenne & Dumont, 2012).

Limitations and Conclusion

Some limitations to our studies should be highlighted. First,
we acknowledge that Studies 2 and 5 might indicate accep-
tance rather than prescription of protective paternalism.
Indeed, the general mean for prescription of protective
paternalism in a romantic context fell close to 3, which cor-
responds to the following statement: “That’s great but it
doesn’t bother me if men don’t do that.” However, at least
some participants might have been reluctant to express too
obviously their request for protective paternalism. Further
studies should more clearly delineate the role of social desir-
ability, perhaps using a more indirect measure of prescription
or items less difficult to endorse on the prescription side.
Also, as demonstrated in Study 5, individual endorsement
of sexist beliefs is associated with a higher score of prescrip-
tion. Indeed, in a romantic context, an increase of 1 on the
Heterosexual Intimacy scale is linked with an increase of
.21 on the score of prescription and an increase of 1 on the
Protective Paternalism scale is related with an increase of
.25 on the score of prescription. Otherwise stated, an individ-
ual who would score at 1 standard deviation above the mean
on the Protective Paternalism or Heterosexual Intimacy
scales would get a score of prescription much closer to 4,
which corresponds to “It’s important that men do that.” The
potential meaning then of this scaling is that, at least for some
women, protective paternalism from men is actively sought,
not merely accepted. Second, our samples were composed
of heterosexual college students whose experience with
romantic relationships may outstrip their experience with
employment. Future research should examine prescription
of protective paternalism and of egalitarianism for men with
diverse samples and, in particular, with women who are
engaged in the professional world.

Prescription of protective paternalism for men is a com-
plex phenomenon because it depends on contextual as well
as individual variables. First, protective paternalism is
prescribed for men in a romantic context, not in a work one.
Second, it is perceived as proof of men’s intimacy in a roman-
tic context, and it is not regarded as sexist in a work one.
Third, it is influenced by women’s personal endorsement of
benevolent sexist beliefs. These findings need to be added
to the list of factors explaining how this particular form of
sexism is maintained within gender relationships and how it
contributes to women’s subordination. Ideologies that are
accepted by subordinate members without rebellion and even
actively sought by some of them, as in the case of protective
paternalism in a romantic context, are very powerful tools for
maintaining social inequalities. Improved understandings of
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such ideologies, as proposed through the present studies, are
necessary in order to move closer toward genuine equality
between the sexes.
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