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Abstract

In the present research we explored how women are perceived as a function of their reactions to a harassing situation (piropo).
Piropos, which are very common in Spain, are appearance-related comments directed by men to unknown women on the street.
In Study 1, participants read hypothetical vignettes where a woman reacted positively, negatively, or indifferently (between-
participants design) to a “mild/gallant” piropo. Men and women (n =118) evaluated the competence, warmth, capacity for
leadership, and superficiality/profoundness of the target of the piropo. Study 2 (n=289) was similar to Study 1 (only with a
within-participants design) and included additional dependent variables concerning the target’s likeability and participants’
intention to establish interpersonal relations with the woman in the scenario. Results showed that both male and female partic-
ipants expressed less liking for the woman who reacted positively to the piropo as well as a lower intention to establish
interpersonal relations with her; they also viewed this woman as less competent and more superficial. The relation between
the woman’s reaction to the piropo and her likeability was mediated by the superficiality and competence with which she was
perceived. The results of both studies revealed negative consequences for women who react positively to situations in which male
strangers pay attention to their body. Policymakers, media, activists, and educators should be aware of how the conformity of
women with traditional gender stereotypes—in this case feeling happy because they are valued by their physical appearance—can
also have negative consequences for them similar to other hostile forms of stranger harassment.
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According to a traditional conception of gender roles, women
have appropriate characteristics for the relational domain but
less suitable characteristics for more task-related domains
(Fiske et al. 2007). Women’s physical appearance plays an
important role in the relational domain, although empirical
evidence shows that valuing women primarily because of their
physical appearance leads to perceiving them as less compe-
tent, warm, human or moral, and lacking mental states
(Heflick and Goldenberg 2009; Heflick et al. 2011;
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Loughnan et al. 2010). In all these studies, perceivers were
instructed to focus on the appearance of women and then rate
the target on several dimensions. However, we do not know if
similar effects would have been found if instead of focusing
on the appearance of women to get an impression of them,
perceivers had observed women’s reactions to comments
based on their physical appearance. These reactions of women
may inform perceivers about whether or not women accept
these traditional roles, which may somehow contribute to le-
gitimizing perceptions in traditional gender terms.

The main goal of the present research was to analyze
whether a woman who embraces her traditional role, in this
case feeling happy after receiving a “mild/gallant” piropo (a
type of street harassment), is seen as less competent—but
warmer—and more superficial than a woman who feels upset
about receiving the piropo. We also explore whether women’s
reactions to a piropo influence the preference of participants—
both men and women—to engage in meaningful relationships
with them and whether this choice depends on the perceived
competence and superficiality of such women.
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Gender Stereotypes and Appearance

As part of gender stereotypes, there is a tendency for both men
and women to mainly evaluate women—but not men—in phys-
ical terms instead of considering their personality or their
achievements (Ellemers 2018). The theory that seems to have
best analyzed the importance of physical appearance in tradi-
tional stereotypes about women is objectification theory
(Fredrickson and Roberts 1997). According to this theory, in
Western culture women are seen as a body or a collection of
body parts valued predominantly for their use by men, a pro-
cess known as sexual objectification. This experience happens
quite frequently in both interpersonal and social encounters
and in audiovisual media. For instance, full-body image de-
pictions of women in the media emphasize a stereotypical
image of their bodies and facilitate their evaluation in terms
of clothing and body shape (Matthews 2007)—a phenomenon
termed bodyism (Unger and Crawford 1992). Additionally,
when informing viewers about public figures, the media tend
to focus on men’s accomplishments and emphasize women’s
physical appearance or their personal life (Ellemers 2018).

As a result of these objectifying practices, women show
greater levels of surveillance over their own body (Jackson
and Chen 2015; Manago et al. 2015), get more involved in
conversations about appearance (Jones and Crawford 2006),
show greater sensitivity to appearance rejection than men
(Park et al. 2009), and tend to base their self-esteem on ap-
pearance more than men do (Crocker et al. 2003; Moya-
Gardfano and Moya 2019). This tendency of girls and women
to place excessive emphasis on their physical appearance is
reflected for instance in the fact that, according to the
International Society of Aesthetic Plastic Surgery (ISAPS
2017), women continued to drive the demand for cosmetic
procedures in 2017, accounting for 86.2% of them, that is,
20,362,655 cosmetic procedures worldwide.

Research about sexism has also shown its relation with the
importance of physical appearance for women. For instance,
hostile sexism is positively correlated with the importance
men place on women’s beauty, thinness, and overall attractive-
ness (Forbes et al. 2007; Lee et al. 2010), and men’s prefer-
ence for attractive partners seems to be related to a dominance-
based status-marker motive (Sibley and Overall 2011).
Benevolent sexism also encourages women to adhere to their
prescribed gender roles (Glick and Fiske 2001), among other
things emphasizing their relational qualities and de-
emphasizing their task-related characteristics (Barreto et al.
2010) and encouraging them to invest in their appearance
(Mahalik et al. 2005) and use cosmetics (Forbes et al. 2004;
Franzoi 2001). Consistent with these attitudes, women can
even experience an increase in their self-esteem or feel
empowered when they attract men’s sexual attention through
their physical appearance (Liss et al. 2011; Nowatzki and
Morry 2009). This positivity is in line with the phenomenon
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of enjoyment of sexualization, which happens when women
find sexual attention based on their appearance pleasing and
experience some sort of empowerment as a result (Liss et al.
2011).

Consequently, women who behave in accordance with
what traditional gender stereotypes prescribe about physical
appearance may be perceived as having other characteristics
traditionally associated to them, such as communion (Haines
et al. 2016). As research has shown, when an aspect or com-
ponent of a stereotype is activated, it becomes easier to acti-
vate other components as well (Fiske and Taylor 2017). Thus,
homemakers are usually perceived as warm but not competent
outside the home, generating the “women are wonderful” ef-
fect (i.e., positive ratings of women primarily based on
communal qualities; Eagly and Mladinic 1989). Women’s
physical appearance also elicits specific associations in per-
ceivers. For instance, women tend to be judged more nega-
tively by both men and women when wearing provocative
compared to conservative clothing (Abbey et al. 1987,
Cahoon and Edmonds 1989) and to be perceived as more
qualified for secretarial rather than managerial roles when they
look sexy (Glick et al. 2005; Wookey et al. 2009).

Even dehumanization may be a negative consequence of
appearance-related evaluations of women. In fact, several
studies support the idea that objectified targets are to some
extent dehumanized. Heflick and Goldenberg (2009) found
that focusing on a female target’s appearance reduced the de-
gree to which she was perceived as having characteristics
typifying human nature. Similarly, sexualized models are per-
ceived as being mindless (Loughnan et al. 2010), and sexual-
ized images of women have been found to activate regions of
the brain responsible for object usage—although only among
male participants and especially those high in hostile sexism
(Cikara et al. 2011). Heflick et al. (2011) further found that
focusing on women’s—but not men’s—appearance led to their
objectification and thus reduced their perceived warmth, mo-
rality, and competence; these effects were independent of
women’s race/ethnicity, familiarity, physical attractiveness,
and occupational status.

Stranger Harassment and Piropos

Stranger harassment has been defined as the “[sexual] harass-
ment of women in public places by men who are strangers”
(Bowman 1993, p. 519), and it “includes both verbal and
nonverbal behaviors, such as wolf-whistles, leers, winks,
grabs, pinches, catcalls, and stranger remarks; the remarks
are frequently sexual in nature and comment evaluatively on
a woman’s physical appearance or on her presence in public”
(Bowman 1993, p. 523). Stranger harassment is perpetrated
by men who are not known to the victim (i.e., not a co-worker,
friend, family member, or acquaintance), and it occurs in
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public places (Fairchild and Rudman 2008). Although women
perceive most stranger harassment situations negatively, there
are circumstances in which at least some women perceive
them positively. This is the case with some kinds of piropos.

Piropos are examples of stranger harassment that are typi-
cal in Spain yet also present in many countries with a
Mediterranean culture and other Spanish-speaking countries
(Fridlizius 2009). A piropo is “a short saying that praises a
quality of someone, especially the beauty of a woman” (Real
Academia Espaifiola [Royal Spanish Academy] 2019a).
Piropos can vary in valence; some piropos are undoubtedly
labeled as rude and lewd, but others are considered pleasant
and even flattering (Moya-Garéfano et al. 2019; Moya-
Garo6fano et al. 2018). In the present research we explored
the latter type. Although some people call for forbidding any
kind of piropos, arguing that they are “an invasion of women’s
privacy” (“La presidenta,” 2015, para. 2), others consider that
some piropos can be pleasant and enjoyable, such as the
“mild/gallant” ones which “try to attract women’s attention
in order to court them or win their love” (Ferreras 2015,
para. 1) and therefore should not be considered negative or
be banned (Sust 2015, para. 5-6).

Stranger harassment and piropos are prototypical examples
of objectifying situations and reflect gender stereotypes.
When expressing a piropo, men treat women basically accord-
ing to their physical appearance, presumably with some of the
consequences we mentioned. Moreover, the positive appear-
ance of a “gallant” or “mild” piropo can make it especially
harmful, as shown by the literature on benevolent forms of
sexism: Benevolent behaviors are less likely to be perceived
as expressing prejudice (Barreto and Ellemers 2005), but de-
spite their positive tone they still contribute to perpetuating the
subordinate status of the recipient (Glick and Fiske 2001;
Moya et al. 2007).

The Current Research

In two studies we presented Spanish participants (men and
women) with a scenario in which a woman reacted in three
different ways to a “mild/gallant” piropo: positively (with
happiness), negatively (with anger), or indifferently. The fol-
lowing piropo was used: “Giiiirl, be careful because choco-
lates melt in the sun.” A previous study (Moya-Gardfano et al.
2019) found that this piropo was perceived by female college
students as slightly objectifying: on a four-item scale with
answers ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (completely) (e.g.,
“It treats the woman as an object, not a person”, higher scores
indicating higher objectification), the mean was 3.26; and it
was assessed as moderately positive: on a two-item scale with
answers ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (completely) (e.g.,
“expresses a positive image of the woman”, higher scores
indicating a more positive view of women), the mean was

4.66. People who advocate the use of piropos usually insist
on differentiating between the “lewd” or unpleasant ones,
which are not well received, and the “mild/gallant” ones,
which should be welcomed (Ferreras 2015). The target wom-
en in the scenarios of our studies reacted to this second type of
piropo because we considered that it would be more credible
for participants to expect different types of reactions toward
this kind of piropo than toward a ruder one, which usually
elicits negative reactions.

Our first hypothesis is related to different dimensions in the
perception of women depending on their reactions to the
piropo. We asked participants to express their assessments of
these women in terms of competence and warmth (Studies 1
and 2), leadership (Study 1), and superficiality/profoundness
(Studies 1 and 2). The main idea behind our first hypothesis
was that the woman who reacted with happiness when receiv-
ing a mild comment would be perceived as less competent and
with less capacity of leadership, as well as more sociable and
superficial-because she was the woman who best reflected
gender stereotypes. Specifically, regarding competence, we
hypothesized that the target woman who felt good when re-
ceiving a “mild/gallant” piropo would be perceived as less
competent than the woman who felt badly because compe-
tence is not associated with a traditional stereotype of women
(Hypothesis 1a) (Ellemers 2018; Fiske et al. 2002). In this
regard, Rudman and Borgida (1995) found that men consid-
ered women to be less competent after having just been ex-
posed to a sexualized image of another woman, and Heflick
and coworkers (Heflick and Goldenberg 2009; Heflick et al.
2011) found evidence that men and women focusing on the
physical appearance of a woman—versus focusing on her as a
person—perceived her as having a lower level of competence.

Warmth is a trait that is associated with traditional women
so we expected that a target woman who reacts positively to
the piropo will be perceived as being more sociable than a
woman who reacts with displeasure (Fiske et al. 2002)
(Hypothesis 1b). In research about confronting sexism—of
which stranger harassment is clearly an expression—women
who confront others are perceived as difficult people who
react disproportionately or are regarded as whiny, hypersensi-
tive, and cold at the interpersonal level (Becker et al. 2014;
Czopp and Monteith 2003; Dodd et al. 2001). Confronters are
also often considered impolite and aggressive (Swim and
Hyers 1999). These perceptions may even increase when the
sexist comment appears to be a compliment (Becker et al.
2011).

In terms of the capacity for leadership, we hypothesized
that a target woman who felt good after such a piropo would
be perceived as having less capacity for leadership than a
woman who reacted with anger or indifference (Hypothesis
Ic). According to the role congruity theory of prejudice to-
ward female leaders (Eagly and Karau 2002), when women
adhere to feminine stereotypes—in our research this would
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apply to the woman who happily accepts the piropo—they are
perceived as weak leaders.

We included a new dimension to measure the impression of
women based on their reaction to a piropo: profoundness/su-
perficiality. According to the Real Academia Espaiiola [Royal
Spanish Academy] (2019b), superficial [superficial] refers to
“apparent, without soundness or substance; frivolous, without
basis,” whereas someone who is profound [profundo] is some-
one “of a penetrating or profound understanding” (Real
Academia Espafiola 2019¢). The meanings of the adjectives
superficial and profound are quite similar in English and
Spanish, according to the Oxford English Dictionary:
Superficial: “lacking depth of character or understanding” (
n.d.); profound: [of a person or statement] “having or showing
great knowledge or insight” ( n.d.). We thus regard profound-
ness and superficiality as endpoints on a single continuum.

In everyday parlance in Spain, it is very common to hear
expressions about whether a person is more or less superfi-
cial-profound, however, is used less. Still, this continuum
seems to capture a trait considered uniquely human (Haslam
and Loughnan 2014). Research has shown that sexually ob-
jectified women are dehumanized by both men and women
(Vaes et al. 2011), that objectification causes women to be
perceived as less fully human (Heflick and Goldenberg
2009), and that objectified women are attributed less mind
and accorded lesser moral status than non-objectified women
(Loughnan et al. 2010). Therefore, Hypothesis 1d predicted
that a target woman who felt happy after hearing a piropo (i.e.,
who was believed to embrace her traditional and objectifying
role) would be perceived as being more superficial-with less
profoundness—than a woman who reacted with anger (i.e., a
response that is counter to traditional femininity).

Our second hypothesis, which we tested in Study 2, was
related to women’s likeability and participants’ preference for
sharing activities or engaging in relationships with them as a
function of their reactions to the piropo. We expected partici-
pants’ judgments of likeability to be lower for the target woman
who reacted happily (Hypothesis 2a). We also expected partic-
ipants to report less preference for interacting or establishing
significant social relationships with this target woman
(Hypothesis 2b). However, we expected the woman who
reacted with happiness to the piropo to be selected as often by
participants when they were asked about their willingness to
engage in a superficial relationship with her (Prediction 2c). We
based this hypothesis on previous research that has shown a
negative view of objectified and sexualized women (Cikara
etal. 2011; Heflick and Goldenberg 2009; Infanger et al. 2016).

Our third hypothesis referred to some variables that may ex-
plain the relation between women’s reaction to the piropo and
their likeability. We expected perceptions of competence
(Hypothesis 3a) and superficiality (Hypothesis 3b) to mediate
the relation between women’s reaction and their likeability and
selection for meaningful relationships. Specifically, we expected
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the target who reacted with happiness to be less liked and chosen
for meaningful relationships than the other two targets because
the former would be perceived as less competent and more su-
perficial. Regarding superficiality, this hypothesis was based on
the fact that, according to studies conducted with U.S. undergrad-
uates and samples from 37 countries, the most valuable charac-
teristics of a heterosexual partner were dependable character,
emotional stability/maturity, and a pleasing disposition (Buss
et al. 1990; Buss et al. 2001). We also considered that compe-
tence would be valued in meaningful relationships because, al-
though it is sometimes emphasized that men value physical ap-
pearance (i.e., “good looks”) more than women regarding mate
preference, this characteristic is ranked, even by men, as less
important than others that are more related to competence—such
as education and intelligence (Buss et al. 1990, 2001).
Concerning the influence of participants’ gender on the
perception of a target, we expected the following: Given that
our female participants were assessing ingroup targets, the
ingroup favoritism trend would lead to a more positive view
of women in general, seeing them as being more competent
and warm, having more leadership abilities, and being less
superficial than men (Tajfel and Turner 1979). However, we
did not expect to find an interaction between participants’
gender and their perceptions and evaluations of the target
women depending on their reactions to the piropo. To the
extent that both men and women might have an objectifying
and traditional view of women, we did not expect their views
about a woman who reacted positively to a piropo to differ.
We tested Hypotheses 1a, 1b, and 1d both in Studies 1 and 2,
and Hypothesis 1c only in Study 1. We tested Hypotheses 2 and
3 in Study 2. In both studies, a neutral condition was added, with
the aim of analyzing how a woman who reacted with indiffer-
ence was evaluated in the different measures included.
Comparisons with this neutral condition allowed us to infer
whether the perceptions of the participants were guided by the
woman who reacted with happiness or by the woman who
reacted with anger. Our prediction was that the main differences
would appear between the condition in which the woman expe-
rienced happiness after receiving the piropo and the other two
conditions because the happiness condition was the situation that
clearly reflected women’s traditional gender roles. The data files
for Studies 1 and 2 are publicly available at https://osf.io/sn3j7/.

Study 1

Method

Participants

A total of 118 first-year students (M,g.=19.81, SD=2.91,

range = 18-38) at a university in the south of Spain—mostly
women (n =94, 79.7%)—participated in the study. Based on


https://osf.io/sn3j7/

Sex Roles (2020) 83:163-178

167

this sample size, the sensitivity analysis indicated a sensitivity
to detect an effect size of np2 =.07, with 80% power and alpha
equal to .05. The present study was conducted in accordance
with the ethical standards of the University of Granada Ethics
Committee for studies involving human participants.

Procedure

The study was conducted in Spanish wherein students com-
pleted a paper-and-pencil booklet in exchange for course cred-
it. In the present study we used an experimental between-
participants design with one independent variable, that is,
the three conditions regarding the reactions of the target wom-
an when exposed to a piropo (happiness or anger or indiffer-
ence). Participants were randomly assigned to one of the three
conditions. In all the groups, participants imagined what was
described in the following scenario:

Lucia is walking along the street alone. She is walking
briskly and thinking to herself, without paying too much
attention to what is going on around her. When she
crosses the road, she realizes that she is about to pass
by a square where a group of young guys are sitting on a
bench and looking at her. She continues walking and
passes by without looking at them or paying attention
to what they are doing. Then, as she is passing, one
raises his voice and says to her:

“@Giiiirl, be careful because chocolates melt in the sun.”

Until this point, the scenario was identical in the three con-
ditions; next, the booklet included a brief paragraph describ-
ing the reaction of the woman (Lucia) to the piropo. (a) In the
happiness condition the description read: “The girl feels good
when she hears the piropo because it brings her happiness and
optimism and increases her self-esteem. Far from irritating or
bothering her, the piropo improves her mood.” (b) In the anger
condition the description read: “The girl feels bad when she
hears the piropo because it makes her angry, irritated and
annoyed. Far from feeling happy, the piropo makes her feel
undervalued and puts her in a bad mood.” (c) In the indiffer-
ence condition the description was: “The girl is neither happy
nor angry about the piropo; it simply does not elicit any emo-
tion or special reaction in her. Her reaction is indifference.”
(The scenarios are available in their original Spanish in the
online supplement.)

Measures

After reading the scenario, participants expressed their im-
pressions on a Likert answer scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (totally agree) about the woman along the fol-
lowing dimensions and in the following order.

Competence and Warmth Three descriptors were used to
measure competence (competent, intelligent, capable)
(o = .83) following Heflick and Goldenberg (2009), who used
these items with U.S. undergraduates, obtaining a similar re-
liability (ox=.88). Four items were used to measure warmth
(attentive, romantic, affectionate, warm) (x =.79). Three of
them had been used by Barreto et al. (2010) with a Dutch
sample; we added an additional item (affectionate) to increase
the reliability found in the research by Barreto et al. (o« =.38).
Responses across items were averaged so that higher scores
indicated higher competence and warmth.

Leadership Six items measured the perceived capacity for
leadership of the character in the vignette, inspired by the
Affective-Identity measure of the Motivation to Lead
Subscale (Chan and Drasgow 2001) (x=.75). Some exam-
ples of these items are: “If she were a university student, she
would be a good student representative’” and “If she worked in
a company, she would be able to perform perfectly in an ex-
ecutive position.” The original scale has nine items and was
designed to be answered in the first person. It has been vali-
dated with Singapore military and students and with U.S. stu-
dents, showing high reliability coefficients (from .84 to .91).
(The six items we used are available in the online supplement
in both English and Spanish.)

Profoundness/Superficiality To measure this dimension, we
previously conducted a pilot study that allowed us to iden-
tify some traits of the superficiality-profoundness dimen-
sion. A total of 55 first-year students at a university in the
south of Spain (n =40, 72.7% women) evaluated 10 items
about behaviors, habits, and interests as features of a su-
perficial or a profound person on a scale from 1
(superficial) to 7 (profound). No gender differences were
found in the item ratings. Four items were associated with
the superficial pole (scoring significantly below the scale’s
midpoint): “Would like to get married, have children, and
stop working” (M =3.30, SD = 1.74); “Enjoys going shop-
ping” (M =2.93, SD=1.55); “Likes to talk about superfi-
cial topics with some friends” (M =2.90, SD =1.74); and
“Likes to watch reality shows on TV” (M=2.57, SD=
1.39). Six items were associated with the profound pole
(scoring significantly above the scale’s midpoint): “Likes
to watch the news on TV” (M =4.63, SD =1.65); “One of
the things she values most about her job are the relation-
ships with colleagues” (M =5.37, SD=1.25); “Enjoys
reading good literature” (M =5.02, SD = 1.69); “Has many
professional aspirations” (M =5.18, SD=1.27); “Likes to
talk about profound topics that concern their ideas and
feelings” (M=5.89, SD=1.31); “Is very concerned with
the political situation of our country” (M=5.59, SD=
1.31). (The Spanish versions of these items can be found
in the online supplement.)
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In Study 1 participants expressed to what extent each of
these ten characteristics could be attributed to the woman in
the scenario. To simplify the analyses, the six items
concerning profoundness were inverted, and the average of
the ten items was calculated so that higher scores indicated
that the person was perceived as being more superficial
(oc=.81).

In another study with a within-participants design, a total of
172 college students, mostly women (n =133, 77.3%), evalu-
ated two target women (the order of presentation was random-
ized). The description of one was based on the items consid-
ered representative of profoundness, whereas the description
of'the other was based on the items considered superficial. The
item to evaluate both women was: “What type of impression
do you have of this woman,” rated from 1 (very negative) to 7
(very positive). Mean scores showed that the superficial wom-
an was evaluated more negatively (M =3.16, SD = 1.34) than
the profound one (M =6.07, SD=1.06), F(1,171)=515.11,
p<.001,m,>=.75.

Sociodemographic Data Finally, participants provided infor-
mation about their gender, age, and the degree that they were
pursuing.

Results

Participants’ ratings about how they perceived women in
terms of competence, warmth, leadership skills, and
profoundness/superficiality were submitted to four separate
3 (Target Woman’s Reaction to the Piropo: happiness, anger,
indifference) x 2 (Participant Gender) ANOVAs. Descriptive
statistics are shown on Table 1. We also analyzed patterns of
missing data for each variable. There was one missing value
only in two items (in the scale about superficiality),
representing .8% of the cases. A scale average was calculated
for these participants, excluding the missing variable; we re-
peated all the subsequent analyses using multiple data impu-
tation for missing values and the results were identical.

Regarding the competence measure, the effect of the ex-
perimental manipulation was significant, F(2, 112)=4.85,
p=.01, np2 =.08, confirming Hypothesis la. Post-hoc
Bonferroni-corrected tests revealed that the woman in the hap-
piness reaction condition was perceived as significantly less
competent than the woman in the anger (p =.011, d=.64) and
indifference (p = .027, d=.61) conditions; women in the last
two conditions did not differ (p = .668, d=.07). In terms of
warmth (p = .703) and the capacity for leadership (p = .505),
the main effect of the experimental manipulation was not sig-
nificant. Therefore, neither Hypothesis 1b nor Hypothesis 1c
were confirmed in Study 1. Competence and warmth scores
were positively correlated (r=.42, p <.001).

Concerning superficiality, we found a main effect of the
experimental manipulation of the target woman’s reaction to
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics for target ratings by experimental
conditions, Study 1

Target Ratings Target woman’s reaction to the piropo

Happiness Anger Indifference

(n=40) (n=39) (n=39)

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)
Competence 432, (97) 4.98;, (1.08) 491, (.95)
Warmth 4.26, (.99) 3.98, (1.26) 3.75,(.92)
Leadership 4.14, (1.0) 421, (1.0) 3.94, (.72)
Superficiality 4.40, (.89) 3.39, (.67) 3.61, (.58)

Means not sharing the same subscript across a row differ as a function of
the reaction condition, all ps < .05. Pairwise comparisons were performed
using the Bonferroni correction

the piropo, F(2, 112)=15.07, p<.001, ,>=.21. Post-hoc
Bonferroni-corrected tests revealed that the woman in the hap-
piness reaction condition was perceived as being significantly
more superficial than the woman in the anger (p <.001, d=
1.28) and indifference (»p <.001, d=1.05) conditions,
confirming Hypothesis 1d. Perceptions of the women in the
last two conditions did not differ significantly (p = .547,
d=.35).

Regarding participants’ gender, no difference was found in
the competence dimension, F(1, 112)=3.53, p=.06,
np2 =.03, Mupen=4.47, SD=1.00; Myomen=4.80, SD=
1.04). A significant main effect was found in the superficiality
dimension, F(2, 112)=4.61, p=.03, np2 =.04: Male partici-
pants considered the female target as being more superficial
(M=3.99, SD=.80) than did female participants (M =3.76,
SD = .85). No significant interactions between gender and
condition were found for any of the dependent measures
analyzed.

Discussion

As predicted, results showed that the reactions of the woman
in the vignette to the piropo affected how participants per-
ceived her in terms of competence and profoundness/superfi-
ciality. When the woman was happy after receiving the piropo,
she was viewed as less competent and more superficial than
when she reacted with anger or indifference. We did not find
the expected effect of perceiving woman who reacted with
happiness as being warmer. However, it is important to note
that scores in competence and warmth were positively corre-
lated, showing that competence and warmth were not orthog-
onal or antagonistic traits in this case (Abele and Wojciszke
2014). In addition, the fact that perceptions of women who
reacted with anger and indifference did not differ in compe-
tence and superficiality suggests that the effects found in
Study 1 were mainly driven by the perception of the women
who reacted with happiness.
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Study 2

After obtaining some evidence that the reaction of women
who are the target of a piropo has an impact on the way they
are perceived by others, we conducted a second study with the
following goals: (a) to replicate the results of Study 1
(Hypothesis 1) using a within-participants design, which min-
imizes the influence of participants’ individual differences; (b)
to analyze whether the target woman’s reactions to the piropo
affected her likeability and selection for meaningful social
relationships (Hypothesis 2); and (c) to test if this likeability
and selection were mediated by her perceived competence and
superficiality (Hypothesis 3). Because of the unbalanced gen-
der composition of the sample in the first study, we recruited a
larger number of men. The scenario of Study 1 was also used
in the present study. Study 2 was conducted in accordance
with the ethical standards of the University of Granada
Ethics Committee for studies involving human participants.
The data file for Study 2 is publicly available at https://osf.
io/sn3j7/.

The design was a within-participants design with just one
independent variable with three levels (i.e., we asked partici-
pants to imagine three different women who each reacted dif-
ferently to the piropo: with happiness, anger, or indifference).
Perceptions of each target woman in terms of competence,
warmth, and superficiality were measured. The likeability
and selection of each of target for meaningful and less mean-
ingful activities were also measured.

Method
Participants

A total of 290 college students at a university in the south of
Spain (M. =19.42, SD=2.37, range = 17-34)-174 men
(60.2%) and 115 women (39.8%)—participated in the study.
One participant did not report his/her gender and was elimi-
nated. Based on this sample size, the sensitivity analysis indi-
cated a sensitivity to detect an effect size of np2 =.01, with
80% power and alpha equal to .05.

Procedure

The study was conducted in Spanish wherein students com-
pleted a questionnaire in exchange for course credit. They
received a web link to answer the online questionnaire; a code
guaranteed their anonymity and made it possible to reward
them with course credit. In all the groups, participants imag-
ined what was being described in the scenario: a woman re-
ceives a piropo on the street (“Giiiirl, be careful because choc-
olates melt in the sun”).

Given the within-participants design, we asked participants
to imagine three different women: Ana, Lucia, and Maria,

each one reacting in a different way to the piropo. First, we
presented Ana’s reaction to the piropo, then Lucia’s reaction,
and finally Maria’s reaction. The order of presentation of the
three reactions of the women was counterbalanced. Thus, we
created three conditions that differed in the order of presenta-
tion to ensure that it did not affect participants’ responses. The
order was: (a) happiness-anger-indifference; (b) anger-
indifference-happiness; and (¢) indifference-happiness-anger.
The names of the women remained in the same order regard-
less of the condition: Ana was always in the first place, Lucia
was the second one, and Maria appeared in the third place.
Thus, the three women experienced the three possible
reactions.

Measures

After being presented with each reaction, participants an-
swered the following questions about their impression of the
target woman. The measures of competence and warmth were
the same as in Study 1. Cronbach’s alphas were all acceptable:
Competence (= .87 for happiness, o = .87 for anger, oc = .85
for indifference) and warmth (cc=.77 for happiness, & =.77
for anger, oc=.78 for indifference). Except when otherwise
specified, the measures used a scale that ranged from 1 (strong-
ly disagree) to 7 (totally agree).

Profoundness/Superficiality To confirm the findings of Study
1 with a different measure of profoundness/superficiality, we
included 14 items from a previous pilot study that analyzed
the assessment of a series of characteristics and preferences as
superficial or profound. Because we are not aware of any
previous studies that have measured this construct in the per-
ception of people (except for some studies in which maturity
has been explored; Buss et al. 2001), we decided to measure it
in a different way from Study 1. If the results were similar, the
attribution of the findings to the specific measure used would
lose strength.

In the pilot study, a total of 172 first-year students at a
university in the south of Spain (n = 133, 77.3% women) com-
pleted a questionnaire about 14 behaviors, habits, and inter-
ests, evaluating each one as characteristic of a superficial per-
son (1) or a profound person (7). We found no gender differ-
ences. There were significant differences from the scale’s mid-
point (using the one-sample t-test) for all the items. Eight
items were associated with the superficial pole: “Gives a lot
of importance to appearance” (M =1.99, SD =1.08); “Loves
brands and expensive things” (M'=1.89, SD =1.07); “Shows
lack of reflection and profoundness of thought” (M =2.19,
SD =1.54); “Judges people on initial impressions” (M =
1.79, SD = .98); “Has little ability to analyze situations that
occur to her/him” (M=2.35, SD=1.12); “Is immature”
(M=2.33, SD=1.11); “Has little interest in other people’s
feelings” (M=2.15, SD =1.18), and “Having a lot of money
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is her/his priority in life” (M =2.30, SD=1.12). Six items
were associated with the profound end: “Likes to read and to
find out about current issues” (M = 6.0, SD =.96); “Attempts
to understand what she/feels and what other people feel” (M =
6.18, SD =.98); “Is sensible, prudent” (M =5.4, SD=1.03);
“Is interested in meeting people regardless of their aspect”
(M=6.24, SD =.95); “Is critical” (M=5.38, SD=1.53);
“Has the ability to assess people beyond their appearance”
(M=6.28, SD=.84). (The Spanish versions of these items
can be found in the online supplement.)

In Study 2 the eight items concerning profoundness were
inverted, and we computed an averaged overall score in which
higher scores indicated that the person was perceived as being
more superficial. Alpha coefficients for the three conditions
were: o =.82 (happiness), «=.86 (anger), o«=.80
(indifference).

Likeability We used a four-item scale to measure the likeability
of the female target: (a) “What impression do you have of this
person?” [“;Qué impresion te ha causado esta persona?”’] (1,
very negative; 7, very positive); (b) “How much do you think
you would like this person?”’[“;Qué estima crees que le
tendrias a esta persona?”’] (1, very little; 7, very much); (c)
“How important do you think that a person like this would
be in your life?” [“;Cémo de importante crees que seria una
persona asi en tu vida?”’] (1, very unimportant; 7, very impor-
tant); and (d) “To what extent would you want to be like this
person?” [“;En qué medida te gustaria parecerte a esta perso-
na?”’] (1, not at all; 7, very much). Alpha coefficients for the
likeability measure in the three experimental conditions were:
o =.87 (happiness), x=.90 (anger), & =.84 (indifference).
Responses were averaged to compute the likeability index so
that higher scores indicated a higher likeability.

Activities Participants Would Like to Share with the Target
Woman Finally, participants read a list of 10 items that repre-
sented different types of activities or roles. They scored the
probability with which they would like to take part in each of
them with the target woman described using a Likert-type
response scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (completely).
Five of the items were concerned with meaningful aspects
related to the personal realm and can be considered highly
relevant for one’s personal life and well-being (e.g., “Being
your best friend”; “Being your emotional support”). (All
items, in both the original Spanish and in English, are
available in the online supplement.) Alpha coefficients in the
three conditions related to relevant activities for one’s personal
life were: a=.91 (happiness), «=.91(anger), o =.85
(indifference).

The other five activities and roles were related to more
mundane activities of everyday life-more superficial and less
relevant (e.g., “Talking to you while in line at the supermar-
ket”; “Being your instructor at the gym”). Alpha coefficients
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for this index were: o =.85 (happiness), & =.82 (anger),
o« =.82 (indifference). Responses for both subscales (i.e.,
meaningful and everyday) were averaged to develop two in-
dices reflecting the preference for sharing relevant and super-
ficial activities with the target woman, so that higher scores
indicated higher preference for sharing the activities.

Sociodemographic Information Finally, information about
participants’ gender, age, and the degree that was being pur-
sued was requested.

Results

All the dependent variables were analyzed using a mixed 3 x 2
ANOVA with the condition of Woman’s Reaction to the
Piropo (reactions of happiness, anger, and indifference) as a
repeated-measure factor and Participant Gender as a between-
participants factor. We performed pairwise comparisons using
a Bonferroni correction and included the order of presentation
of the three women’ s reactions as a covariate. We also ana-
lyzed patterns of missing data for each variable. There were
missing values in only seven items, representing 2.4% of the
cases. No item had more than 1% of missing values. We cal-
culated a scale average for these participants, excluding the
missing variable; we repeated all subsequent analyses using
multiple data imputation for missing values and the results
were identical.

Perceived Competence, Warmth, and Superficiality

The hypotheses concerning these perceptions were mainly
confirmed (see Table 2 for relevant statistics). Regarding com-
petence, the main effect of condition was found to be signif-
icant, F(2,284)=9.87, p<.001, npz =.065: The woman who
reacted with happiness (M =4.00, SD=1.31) was perceived
as being significantly less competent than the woman who
reacted with anger (M =4.90, SD=1.23, p<.001, d=.49)
and indifference (M=5.04, SD=1.17, p<.001, d=.71),
confirming Hypothesis 1a. The perceived competence of the
last two target women did not differ (p =.282, d=.11). The
main effect of participants’ gender was also significant, F(1,
285)=16.53, p<.001, np2 =.055, with female participants
(M =4.80, SE =.08) rating the target woman as being more
competent than did male participants (M =4.48, SE =.07).
The interaction between participants’ gender and the repeated
measure of women’s reaction to the piropo was not signifi-
cant, F(2, 284)=.97, p=.379,n,> = .007.

In terms of perceived warmth, there was a significant main
effect of experimental condition, F(2, 284)=5.93, p=.003,
np2 =.04. However, the woman who reacted happily to the
piropo was perceived as being warmer (M =4.49, SD=1.21)
only in comparison to the woman who reacted with indiffer-
ence (M=4.32, SD=1.16, p=.022, d=.12). There was no
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Table 2  Descriptive statistics for target ratings by experimental conditions, separately for male and female participants, Study 2

Target ratings Target woman’s reaction to the piropo
Happiness Anger Indifference
Men M Women M d Men M Women M d Men M Women M d
(SE) (SE) (SE) (SE) (SE) (SE)

Competence 3.90, 4.16, .20 4.69, 5.22, 44 4.85, 5.32, 41
(.098) (.124) (.096) (.102) (.098) (.085)

Warmth 427, 4.83, A7 4.24, 443, 17 424, 4.44, .18
(.092) (.104) (.090) (.103) (.087) (.088)

Superficiality 4.14, 4.36y 27 34, 3.0, 46 3.37, 3.26, .15
(.056) (.083) (.062) (.089) (.055) (.070)

Likeability 3.60, (.100) 3.59, (.117) .00 4.16, (.105) 4.5, ((111) 33 4.60, (.094) 497, (.091) 32

Meaningful activities 3.40, (.094) 3.49, (.140) .06 4.00, (.090) 4.68;, (.123) .56 4.07, (.086) 4.55, (.101) 43

Everyday activities 3.96, (.079) 448, 45 3.88, 4.55 (.099) .65 3.99, (.079) 4.67, (.098) .64

(.126) (.078)

Cohen’s d statistics refer to differences between male and female participants within the same experimental condition (happiness, anger, and indiffer-
ence). Means not sharing the same superscript differ as a function of participants’ gender in the same condition (#-tests) at p <.05

significant difference when comparing women in the happi-
ness and anger conditions (M =4.32, SD=1.08, p=.067,
d=.11); perceptions of targets in the anger and indifference
conditions also did not differ significantly (p =.997, d=0).
The main effect of participants’ gender indicated that female
participants (M =4.57, SE =.08) rated the target woman as
warmer than male participants did (M =4.25, SE =.06), F(1,
285)=9.92, p=.002, npz =.03. The interaction between par-
ticipants’ gender and the woman’s reaction was significant,
F(2,284)=3.12, p=.045, nﬁ = .02. Women, in comparison
to men, rated the woman who reacted with happiness as
warmer, #287)=-3.95, p<.001; however, women and men
did not differ in how they perceived the woman in terms of
sociability when she responded with anger, #(287)=—1.39,
p=.167, or with indifference, #(287)=—1.54, p=.125.
Competence and warmth scores were positively correlated
(r=.69, p<.001 in the happiness condition; r=.72; p <.001
in the anger condition; and » = .66, p <.001 in the indifference
condition).

Concerning superficiality, Hypothesis 1d was also con-
firmed, F(2, 284)=18.75, p<.001, n,°=.12: The woman
who reacted with happiness (M =4.23, SD=.81) was per-
ceived as more superficial than the one who reacted with anger
(M=3.25, SD=.90, p<.001, d=.72) or with indifference
(M=3.33, SD=.73, p<.001, d=.78); women in the last
two conditions did not significantly differ in how superficial
they were perceived to be (p =.223, d=.08). Regarding par-
ticipants’ gender, the difference was not significant, F(1,
285)=3.27, p=.072, np2 =.011 (Myomen=3.55, SE=.04;
M en =3.65, SE = .03). However, the interaction between par-
ticipants’ gender and target reaction to the piropo was signif-
icant, F(2, 284)=6.75, p=.001, 1,” = .045. There was no
difference between male and female participants when they

judged the superficiality of the target woman who reacted with
indifference, #287) = 1.24, p =.215; however, female partici-
pants rated the woman who reacted with happiness as being
more superficial than male participants did, #287) =—-2.25,
p=.025, and male participants rated the woman who reacted
with anger as being more superficial than female participants,
#(287)=3.80, p <.001 (see Table 2).

Likeability and Preference for Sharing Activities

Hypotheses concerning these aspects were mainly confirmed
(see Table 2 for relevant statistics). The results supported
Hypothesis 2a because the likeability of the woman depicted
in the scenario was dependent on her reaction to the piropo,
F(2,284)=15.22, p<.001, np2 =.097. Participants liked the
woman who reacted with happiness (M =3.6, SD =1.29) less
than the one who reacted with anger (M =4.33, SD=1.33,
p<.001, d=.36) and the one who reacted with indifference
(M=4.75,SD=1.16,p <.001, d = .69); participants also liked
the woman who reacted with anger less than the one who
reacted with indifference (p <.001, d=.24). There was also
a main effect of participants’ gender, F(1, 285)=38.14,
p=.005, npz =.028: Female participants (M =4.38,
SE =.07) liked the targets more than men did (M =4.13,
SE =.06). The Participant Gender x Woman’s Reaction inter-
action was not significant, F (2, 284)=2.47, p=.087,
Ny =.017.

We also found a significant influence of target’s reactions
on the participants’ preferences to interact with her for person-
ally meaningful activities or tasks (e.g., best friend), F(2,
284)=11.96, p<.001, np2 =.08, confirming Hypothesis 2b.
The woman who reacted with happiness (M =3.44, SD =
1.35) was clearly less preferred than the one who reacted with
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anger (M =4.28, SD=1.28, p<.001, d=.42), and the one
who reacted with indifference (M =4.26, SD=1.14,
p<.001, d=.51); no differences were found in the prefer-
ences showed by the participants for the woman in the anger
condition in relation to the indifference condition (p=.711,
d=.01). In this case, female participants also scored (M=
4.24, SE=.07) higher than male participants (M =3.83,
SE =.006), F(1, 285)=18.94, p<.001, np2 =.06. The Gender
x Condition interaction was significant, F(2, 284)=3.55,
p=.03, ng = .024. There was no difference between male
and female participants in their preference for meaningful re-
lationships with the woman who reacted with happiness,
t(287)=—-.53, p=.17 p=.594; however, female participants
liked the woman who reacted with anger, #(287)=—4.63,
p<.001, and also the woman who reacted with indifference,
#(287)=-3.58, p <.001, more than male participants did.

Finally, in the case of everyday activities (e.g., “Talking to
you while in line at the supermarket”), there was no main
effect of condition, F(2, 284)=1.99, p=.139, np2 =.014, in
line with Prediction 2c. However, there was a difference ac-
cording to participants’ gender: Female participants scored
(M=4.57, SE =.08) higher than male participants (M =3.94,
SE =.06), F(1, 285)=39.63, p <.001, n}% =.122. The interac-
tion between participants’ gender and women’s reaction was
not significant, F(2, 284)=.54, p =.584, np2 =.004.

Mediation Analysis

According to our third hypothesis, the relation between target
women’s reaction to the piropo and their likeability and selec-
tion for meaningful relationships by participants was expected
to be mediated by competence (Hypothesis 3a) and superfici-
ality (Hypothesis 3b). We used the MEMORE macro
(Montoya and Hayes 2017), which estimates the total, direct,
and indirect effects for within-subjects designs following the
methodology proposed by Judd et al. (2001). This macro has
the advantage of exploring the indirect effect of each mediator
while controlling for the indirect effects of the others. This
procedure is ideal in cases where mediating variables may
potentially be correlated with each other. MEMORE also al-
lows the size of indirect effects to be directly compared, which
provides insight regarding which mechanisms have the stron-
gest influence on the dependent variable (Montoya and Hayes
2017).

We conducted two different analyses with the MEMORE
macro, one with likeability and the other with selection for
meaningful relationships as dependent variables; the
mediators—perceived competence and superficiality—were in-
cluded in parallel in both analyses. Because the anger and
indifference conditions were not significantly different in the
ANOVAs (except for likeability), we decided to group the
scores on these variables. The number of samples for Monte
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Carlo confidence intervals was 10,000, the level of confidence
for all confidence intervals in the output was 95%, and an
effect is considered significant when the confidence interval
does not span across zero. The order of presentation of the
three women’ s reactions was included as a covariate.

As regards the likeability of the target woman who reacted
with happiness (coded 0) and the other two target women
(coded 1) (who reacted with anger and indifference), the indi-
rect effect was significant for superficiality (.74, 95% CI [ .91,
.58]) and competence (.35, 95% CI [.47, .23]). Pairwise com-
parisons between both indirect effects showed that superfici-
ality significantly differed from competence (-.39, 95% CI
[-.16, -.64]). The same pattern of results was found for prefer-
ence for meaningful relationships: the indirect effect was .43
(95% CI [.54, .33]) for superficiality and .16 (95% CI [.24,
09]) for competence; pairwise comparisons between both in-
direct effects showed that superficiality significantly differed
from competence (-.27, 95% CI [-.11, -.43]). See Fig. 1 for
diagrams of these mediation models.

Discussion

The results of Study 2 replicated those of Study 1 concerning
perceived competence and superficiality, this time using a
within-participants design: The target woman who reacted
with happiness to a piropo was seen as less competent and
more superficial than the target women who reacted with an-
ger or indifference. Moreover, in Study 2 participants per-
ceived the woman who reacted with happiness to the piropo
as being warmer only compared to the woman who reacted
with indifference. The reactions of women receiving a piropo
influenced not only the impression that they caused but also
their likeability and the type of interpersonal relationship that
observers would like to maintain with them. An important
finding of Study 2 is that the lower likeability and lesser pref-
erence for meaningful relationships of the woman who reacted
with happiness were due in part to participants’ perception of
this woman as being less competent and especially more
superficial.

General Discussion

Results of both studies showed that both male and female
participants reported liking the woman who reacted positively
to the piropo less and also expressed a lower intention to
establish interpersonal relations with her; they also viewed this
woman as less competent and more superficial. The relation
between the woman’s reaction to the piropo and her likeability
was mediated by the superficiality and competence with
which she was perceived.

Piropos are a very common form of sexual objectification
and street harassment in Spain and other Spanish-speaking
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superficiality as mediators. ¢ = total effect, ¢’ = direct effect

and Mediterranean countries. In the Spanish media and social
networks, there is agreement on rejecting “lewd” piropos.
However, opinions regarding “mild/gallant” piropos are diver-
gent because they are accepted by some and rejected by
others. The aim of the present research was to determine
how women’s reactions after receiving “mild” piropos can
affect how they are perceived. Based on the literature on per-
son perception and attitudes toward gender roles, we explored
how women are perceived based on whether they feel happy,
angry, or indifferent when receiving a “mild/gallant” piropo.
Our hypotheses were that women who reacted with happiness
would be perceived according to traditional gender roles, that
is, as less competent, less capable of leadership, more socia-
ble, and more superficial. Consequently, women who reacted
with happiness would be less liked and preferred for mean-
ingful activities. Overall, the results supported our hypotheses,
except in the case of capacity for leadership.

First, concerning the likeability of women and preference
for sharing meaningful activities with them depending of their
reactions to a “mild” piropo, some people argue that women
should feel happy and empowered when receiving men’s at-
tention to their bodies because that leads to a better assessment
by others. Nevertheless, our results showed that male and
female observers preferred the women who reacted with anger
or with indifference (i.e., women who do not accept the tradi-
tional role related to women’s physical appearance). Thus, not
only can women suffer negative consequences of not being
valued or loved (i.e., backlash effects) when they behave in a
masculine-stereotyped way (Rudman and Phelan 2008), but
they also can be seen negatively when they behave in a
feminine-stereotyped way by accepting the piropo, that is,
reacting with happiness after being objectified by men be-
cause of their physical appearance. Our results are similar to
those of Infanger et al. (2016) in that there are negative
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consequences for a woman who accepts the traditional role
and is objectified by men—although the operationalization of
this acceptance of the gender role is not the same in both
studies—and that these effects are independent of the ob-
server’s gender. However, the research by Infanger et al.
(2016) supported the idea that the lower likeability of self-
sexualized women in their research was due to the fact that
women were perceived as powerful and challenging the gen-
der hierarchy; by contrast, our results suggest a different ex-
planation for the punishment of these women who conform to
traditional roles. In our study, the lower likeability of women
who feel happy when exposed to a piropo was due to them
being perceived as more superficial and less competent. This
pattern was quite consistent, and it was found not only in
likeability judgments, but also in participants’ preferences
for sharing meaningful relationships and activities with these
women.

Second, perceiving the woman who reacted with happiness
when exposed to a piropo as less competent supports tradi-
tional conceptions of women’s gender roles, according to
which competence is not associated with women (Ellemers
2018; Fiske et al. 2002). The prescriptive aspect of female
gender stereotypes (i.e., what women should be) indicates that
women ought to be communal (i.e., kind, thoughtful, and
sensitive to others’ feelings) (Rudman and Glick 2001) and
not competent (Eagly and Mladinic 1989), at least not in mas-
culine realms. Our results regarding competence are consis-
tent with others that have shown that participants perceive
women as being less competent after having just been exposed
to a sexualized image of another woman (Rudman and
Borgida 1995) or after focusing on the physical appearance
of a woman versus focusing on her as a person (Heflick and
Goldenberg 2009). Competence and warmth are two basic
dimensions in social cognition, both for individuals and
groups. The way in which we perceive others in these dimen-
sions has important consequences for our relationships with
them (Fiske et al. 2007; Wojciszke 2005). Specifically, to cite
just a few examples, considering someone to be more or less
competent influences how he or she is perceived in terms of
leadership, in his or her assessment as a political candidate, in
terms of interpersonal attraction, and whether he or she is
hired and promoted within an organization (Cuddy et al.
2011). Our results support the idea that a woman who reacts
with happiness when she is objectified and valued by her
appearance—which is traditionally more associated to women
than to men—is seen as less competent, a finding that we cor-
roborated in two studies with different designs.

Regarding warmth, overall our results did not support our
predictions. In Study 1, the three targets were evaluated sim-
ilarly on this dimension. In Study 2, the woman who reacted
with happiness was perceived as warmer only in comparison
to the woman who reacted with indifference to a piropo. These
results are in line with other studies that have shown that
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women are not always perceived as warm when they conform
to traditional gender roles. For instance, Heflick et al. (2011)
found in three studies that when perceivers focused on the
target’s appearance (vs. on performance in Studies 1 and 3;
vs. on the person in Study 2), they rated women (but not men)
as less competent, warm, and moral. Moreover, competence
and warmth were positively correlated in both Studies 1 and 2
by Heflick et al. (2011) suggesting that competence and
warmth are not orthogonal, unrelated, or negatively related
dimensions, but instead are positively related, perhaps
reflecting the same positive evaluative meaning (Abele and
Wojciszke 2014). In our study, the woman in the happiness
condition may have been generally disliked for her reaction,
which was reflected in the two measures of warmth and
competence.

Perceptions of superficiality have scarcely been studied in
previous research but our results show how important they are
for likeability and interpersonal relationships. Superficiality is
anegatively evaluated feature (as suggested by the results of a
pilot study included in the Method section of Study 1), so it
seems obvious that people will not like to have meaningful
relationships with a superficial person. The finding
concerning superficiality also supports our prediction that
both men and women tend to dehumanize sexually objectified
women (Heflick and Goldenberg 2009; Heflick et al. 2011;
Vaes et al. 2011) in that profoundness could be considered as a
uniquely human trait (Haslam and Loughnan 2014). The fact
that the woman who reacted with happiness was clearly per-
ceived as more superficial than the other two targets in both
studies, with different measures of profoundness/superficiali-
ty, implies a negative view of this woman. It also suggests, as
shown by the mediation analysis, that this view affected her
likeability and selection for relevant relationships. Mediation
analyses also indicated that superficiality was even more im-
portant than competence in terms of predicting likeability and
preference for the targets.

In Study 2 we found that women perceived the targets (i.e.,
other women) as more competent, warmer, and less superficial
than men, and women also liked the targets more and pre-
ferred them for both meaningful and less important activities
and tasks. Specifically, the interaction between gender and
target reaction to the piropo reflect a tendency of male partic-
ipants to see the target who reacted with anger or indifference
more negatively than female participants; women perceived
these two targets as warmer and more likeable and preferred
them for meaningful relationships more than men did. In re-
gard to the target who reacted with happiness, female partic-
ipants saw her as being more superficial, and both male and
female participants did not show differences in terms of their
assessments of her sociability, likeability, or selection for
meaningful activities. These gender patterns can be explained
in terms of women’s ingroup favoritism (Tajfel and Turner
1979), that is, a general tendency of women to evaluate other
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women more positively. Yet, it is also possible that men par-
ticularly reject women who do not accept traditional gender
roles (i.e., those who react with indifference or anger) because
they do not feel attracted to such women. For instance, the
research of Vaes et al. (2011) showed a link between sexual
attraction and objectification/dehumanization of women
among men (but not among women).

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Some limitations of the current research open up new topics
that could be explored in further research. One is related to
the characteristics of the participants in both studies: col-
lege students. Research has shown that the opinion of the
Spanish population is relatively negative towards gender
stereotypes and sexism (Moya et al. 2000) and that this is
especially true for college students (Moya et al. 2006). Yet,
other studies with Spanish adolescents suggest that young
men consider young women high in ambivalent sexism to
be most attractive (Montafiés et al. 2013). Therefore, stud-
ies with people from the general population might find less
rejection of the woman who enjoyed the “mild” piropo,
given that studies conducted in Spain (Moya et al. 2006)
have shown that both age and educational level are nega-
tively correlated with sexism.

A second limitation is related to the type of activities and
relationships that we explored. We focused on some of them
but there are obviously many more. Thus, future studies could
analyze if the pattern of results we found is replicated in other
types of relationships. We found a similar pattern of answers
across male and female participants but the pattern may differ
in other relationships and activities. The choice of testing only
one example of piropos is also a limitation. A future line of
research could examine whether the perceptions of women
based on their reactions are the same with a “lewd” piropo,
for example. Finally, many other mediators can be considered
in the relation between a woman’s reaction to the piropo and
her evaluation and likeability, such as woman’s perception in
terms of humanity (Heflick and Goldenberg 2009) or as a
threat (Infanger et al. 2016).

Practice Implications

Unlike other forms of harassment that are clearly rejected,
piropos generate very diverse reactions among the Spanish
population (Moya-Garo6fano et al. 2019). People who reject
any type of piropos essentially consider that they reflect
the objectification of women and the invasion of their pri-
vacy (Agudo 2015). However, others paint these percep-
tions as exaggerated and consider that receiving piropos is
a natural practice that women should appreciate (Sust
2015). A more nuanced position is expressed by people
who feel that certain obscenities that are shouted at women

on the street should not be tolerated but that kind and
pleasant comments need not be viewed as bad or
prohibited (Ferreras 2015). This positive vision of some
verbal comments from strangers does not seem limited to
Spanish society. Recent legal measures trying to regulate
stranger harassment in countries such as Portugal,
Netherlands, and France suggest that directing comments
to stranger women in a public space may still be a habitual
and normalized practice within these societies. For in-
stance, Ferreira Leite, a female Portuguese politician,
points out that the recent law to combat stranger harass-
ment in Portugal has its limits, for example, by “saying that
someone is pretty doesn’t count” (Kearl 2016).

However, our results show that conforming with the tradi-
tional gender stereotype—in our study, a woman feeling happy
because she is valued by her physical appearance-does not
lead to a positive evaluation by social perceivers. Thus, raising
awareness of the potential negative consequences of piropos
with empirical data that counteract what some people defend
based just in their opinions could be one of the first steps to
fight for the eradication of this still extensive practice.
Research may serve here as an important tool to reinforce a
feminist message. Policymakers, media, activists, and educa-
tors should be concerned about combating not only the more
direct and hostile forms of stranger harassment, but also the
more subtle ones that may have a benevolent appearance but
can still be damaging for women.

Conclusions

The main conclusion of our research is that conforming with
the traditional gender stereotype—in our case a woman feeling
happy because she is valued by her physical appearance—is not
positively rewarded. Women, but also men, prefer to engage
in important relationships with women who do not fit with the
traditional gender role because both men and women prefer
women who are competent and not superficial. Regarding
those who argue that an elegant street piropo is something that
does not hurt women and should therefore be welcomed
(Ferreras 2015; Sust 2015), our results show that reacting with
happiness to this kind of piropo has negative consequences for
women. Our research does not show whether the woman who
is happy when receiving a “mild/gallant” piropo feels
empowered or increases her self-esteem, as the phenomenon
known as “enjoyment of sexualization” suggests (Liss et al.
2011), but it does allow us to state that it does not increase her
positive evaluation by social perceivers.
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