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Abstract

Heteronormative dating scripts involve expectations for women and men to enact different behaviours in romantic contexts
with one another, such as men paying on dates and making marriage proposals. While previous research has shown that
sexism and feminist identity predicts the endorsement of these scripts, there is a lack of research on other potential predic-
tors relevant to women’s personal preferences for partners and relationships. We examined these novel predictors in three
online samples of single women in Australia (N;=112, N,=157, N;=189). Hierarchical regressions and an integrative
meta-analysis identified that women’s endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts was predicted by higher benevolent
sexism, higher hostile sexism, and lower feminist identity, as well as a greater preference for dominant men as partners
and a lower preference for short-term relationships. In addition, path modelling suggested that a greater preference for
male partner dominance partially explained the association between women’s benevolent sexism and the endorsement of
these scripts. Overall, women’s endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts was more strongly related to their sexist
attitudes than their partner or relationship preferences, suggesting that traditional romantic prescriptions are interconnected
with gender inequalities, despite the relevance of personal preferences beyond sexism.
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Despite evidence that attitudes are shifting towards greater
support for gender equality in the public sphere, gender
relations appear stubbornly inegalitarian in the private
sphere of intimate relationships between women and men
(Donnelly et al., 2016; Overall & Hammond, 2018; Pepin &
Cotter, 2018; Scarborough et al., 2019). Gender stereotypes
and norms about traditional gender roles persist (Eagly et
al., 2020; Haines et al., 2016), and are especially stable in
the arena of courtship and romance between women and
men (Cameron & Curry, 2020). To illustrate, heteronorma-
tive dating scripts express that men should ask women out

P4 Beatrice Alba
beatrice.alba@deakin.edu.au

School of Psychology, Faculty of Health, Deakin University,
Geelong, Australia
Victoria University of Wellington, Wellington, New Zealand

Department of Psychology, University of Essex, Colchester,
UK

@ Springer

on dates, pay for dates, take the lead in initiating roman-
tic and sexual activities, buy an engagement ring, make the
marriage proposal, and that women should take their hus-
band’s surname after marriage (Lever et al., 2015; Paynter
& Leaper, 2016; Robnett & Leaper, 2013; Sprecher et al.,
2021; Wu et al., 2022).

The current research considered a range of predictors of
women’s endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts.
First, we investigated known predictors of these scripts:
sexism and feminist identity (reviewed below). Extending
prior research, we investigated women’s preferences for
partners and/or relationships as simultaneous predictors of
their endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts. Spe-
cifically, we examined their preference for dominant men,
their preference for long-term relationships, and preference
against short-term relationships. We conducted a novel test
of the extent to which women’s sexism and feminist iden-
tity predicted their endorsement of heteronormative dating
scripts over and above indices of their personal romantic
preferences. Thus, in the following sections we considered
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whether women’s endorsement of heteronormative dating
scripts is better explained by their acceptance of gender
inequality, or whether other priorities related to partner and
relationship preferences matter regardless of their attitudes
towards gender roles.

Beliefs About Gender Inequality Predict
Heteronormative Dating Scripts

An individual’s personal norms, expectations, and behav-
iour in their romantic lives is often difficult for people to
conceptualise as a form of societal gender inequality (e.g.,
Lamont, 2014; 2015; Robnett & Leaper, 2013). However,
researchers consider conventional attitudes about gender
roles in romantic relationships to be problematic if they per-
petuate gender inequality and reinforce men’s higher sta-
tus and control over women (Eaton & Rose, 2011; Glick &
Fiske, 2001; Hammond & Overall, 2015, 2017; Lee et al.,
2010; Sassler & Miller, 2011). To illustrate, one study has
found that women’s implicit chivalric romance fantasies—
such as associating male partners with “Prince Charm-
ing”—were associated with a lower personal interest in
power and leadership (Rudman & Heppen, 2003). Similarly,
researchers have investigated people’s enactment of hetero-
normative dating scripts. Men who ask and pay for dates
with women are more likely to expect sex from their dating
partners (Emmers-Sommer et al., 2010), and correspond-
ingly, women report feeling greater pressure to engage in
sexual activity when men pay for dates (Lever et al., 2015).
Indeed, holding more traditional beliefs about gendered
roles in dating contexts is linked with a host of negative
outcomes for women. For instance, people who hold sexist
beliefs assign greater blame to the victims of acquaintance
rape to the extent they are judged as being “unladylike”
and “improper” (Abrams et al., 2003). Accordingly, several
researchers argue that heteronormative dating scripts are
based in attitudes that uphold gender inequality.

One set of attitudes underlying the endorsement of het-
eronormative dating scripts is ambivalent sexism (Paynter
& Leaper, 2016). Ambivalent sexism theory (Glick & Fiske,
1996, 2001) holds that sexist attitudes have a hostile form
and a benevolent form. Hostile sexism is overt antipathy and
antagonism towards women, particularly when they do not
fulfil conventional gender roles. Benevolent sexism is super-
ficially positive and holds that men should put women on
a pedestal, and chivalrously protect and provide for them.
Both benevolent sexism and hostile sexism are closely
linked to norms around how men and women should behave
in romantic contexts with one another, including placing
expectations on men to take an active, leading role, while
women are expected to be passive, receptive, and nurturing

(Hammond & Overall, 2017). Indeed, studies have shown
that both hostile and benevolent sexism are associated with
greater endorsement of a range of gendered scripts for dat-
ing and marriage between women and men (Bermudez
et al., 2015; Cameron & Curry, 2020; Paynter & Leaper,
2016; Robnett & Leaper, 2013; Viki et al., 2003). In addi-
tion, people who strongly endorse benevolent and hostile
sexism respond more negatively to counter-stereotypic dat-
ing behaviour (McCarty & Kelly, 2015), and tend to prefer
more traditional partners (Chen et al., 2009; Lee et al., 2010;
Travaglia et al., 2009). Therefore, if sexism is embedded in
these heteronormative dating scripts, then the implications
of people endorsing these scripts might not be limited to
romantic relationships, but instead might extend beyond the
dyad to reinforce broader gender inequalities.

As well as sexism, women’s self-identification as a femi-
nist may also be relevant to the endorsement of heteronor-
mative dating scripts. Feminist identity is distinct from
sexist attitudes in so far as it reflects the willingness to self-
identify as a feminist both privately and publicly, to support
the feminist movement, and to see feminism as important
to one’s identity (Szymanski, 2004). Despite being corre-
lated, many women endorse beliefs in gender equality but
do not self-identify as a feminist (Fitz et al., 2012; Redford
et al., 2018; Robnett et al., 2012; Weis et al., 2018). There-
fore, feminist identity should be considered in addition to
sexism, particularly since feminism often critiques conven-
tional gender roles. Indeed, past work shows that women
who identify as feminists endorse more egalitarian expecta-
tions for dating and for marriage (Wu et al., 2022; Yoder
et al., 2007), reject sexual double-standards more strongly
(Bay-Cheng & Zucker, 2007), and report enacting fewer
gendered romance behaviours, including being more likely
to ask and pay for a date with men (Rickard, 1989). In con-
trast, those who rate low on feminist identity believe that
feminism is in conflict with romance (Rudman & Fairchild,
2007). However, one study that examined the link between
feminist identity and the endorsement of heteronormative
dating scripts (Paynter & Leaper, 2016) found no evidence
for an association among women undergraduates (although
there was a negative correlation among men). Therefore,
in the current research we included a measure of self-iden-
tification as a feminist in addition to sexist attitudes. We
expected that women who identified as feminists would be
more likely to reject heteronormative dating scripts.

In sum, this research highlights that sexism (both hos-
tile and benevolent) and women’s self-identification as a
feminist should predict their endorsement of heteronorma-
tive dating scripts. Linking attitudes that reinforce gender
inequalities with heteronormative dating scripts would sug-
gest that these scripts may be expressions of beliefs that
support men’s higher status position in relationships and
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society. However, there is a lack of research on women’s
personal preferences for partners and relationships that
could more directly explain the attraction of these scripts.
As we argue below, heteronormative dating scripts may
be appealing to women because they signal characteristics
about the men who enact them that are aligned with their
personal preferences for partners and relationships aside
from an adherence to conventional gender roles.

Partner and Relationship Preferences as
Predictors of Heteronormative Dating
Scripts

Beyond adherence to conventional gender roles, women’s
endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts may partly
be based in their individual preferences for male partners
to be high on dominance. In heteronormative dating scripts,
men take the lead and play a more dominant and asser-
tive role while women take a more passive and reactive
role (e.g., Cameron and Curry, 2020; Lamont, 2014, 2015;
McCarty and Kelly, 2015). If heteronormative dating scripts
signal men’s dominance (e.g., Paynter and Leaper, 2016),
then women’s personal preference for these characteris-
tics should predict a greater endorsement of these scripts,
regardless of whether they endorse sexist attitudes or reject
a feminist identity.

Women’s endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts
may also be driven by their preference for a committed
relationship with an invested partner. Specifically, people
vary in desired relationship commitment, with evolutionary
perspectives stating that people are flexible in the extent to
which they are motivated towards seeking long-term and/
or short-term relationships and seek cues in dating contexts
about the compatibility of potential partners’ motives for
long- or short-term relationships (Jackson & Kirkpatrick,
2007). Research suggests that women view heteronormative
dating scripts, such as men paying on dates and buying an
engagement ring, as signals of men’s willingness to invest
in their partners (Lamont, 2014; Lever et al., 2015). Thus,
if heteronormative dating scripts signal men’s potential
investment in a relationship, they should appeal to women
who desire a committed relationship with an invested male
partner, independently of their sexist attitudes and feminist
identity. Accordingly, the endorsement of heteronorma-
tive dating scripts should be stronger among women with
a greater preference for a long-term relationship and a pref-
erence against short-term relationships, perhaps over and
above their sexist attitudes and feminist identity.

Critically, even the perspective that women’s endorse-
ment of heteronormative dating scripts is partly driven by
personal preferences acknowledges that those preferences
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occur in the context of societal gender inequality. Indeed,
women’s preferences for traditional relationship roles
emerge in response to the existing contexts of inequal-
ity in their society (see Eagly et al., 2009). For example,
when societal inequalities limit women’s ability to obtain
resources for themselves, male partners who will be asser-
tive, career-driven, and devoted providers become relatively
more appealing (e.g., Eastwick et al., 2006; Sibley and
Overall, 2011), showcasing the interplay between romantic
“preferences” and societal level inequalities. This pattern
is particularly apparent when examining the preferences of
women who endorse sexism (see Hammond and Overall,
2017). Women who more strongly endorse sexist attitudes
have stronger preferences for older partners with good
financial prospects (Eastwick et al., 2006; Lee et al., 2010;
Sibley & Overall, 2011; Travaglia et al., 2009), who are
assertive and dominant (Chen et al., 2009; Hall & Canter-
berry, 2011; Lee et al., 2010), and who are warm, devoted,
and reliable providers (Cross et al., 2016; Hopkins-Doyle
et al., 2019). Thus, women’s preferences for dominant and
invested partners may help to explain the expected links
between women’s sexist attitudes and heteronormative
dating scripts. Accordingly, in the current research we test
whether the expected links between women’s sexist atti-
tudes and endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts
would be statistically mediated by women’s greater pref-
erences for dominant male partners or greater desires for
invested male partners.

Current Research

Across two studies and three samples, we investigated the
extent to which women’s (1) sexist attitudes, (2) feminist
identity, (3) preference for a dominant partner, and (4) the
preference for short- and long-term relationships simulta-
neously predicted their endorsement of heteronormative
dating scripts. Given that we were looking at short- and
long-term relationship preferences, we only examined
women who were not currently in a relationship. In line
with previous research, we hypothesised that women higher
in hostile sexism, higher in benevolent sexism, and lower
in feminist identity would have a stronger endorsement of
heteronormative dating scripts. However, we extended prior
research by testing these potential associations simultane-
ously alongside women’s greater preference for a domi-
nant partner, preference for a long-term relationship, and
preference against short-term relationships. Study 2 was
a pre-registered replication that also tested the extent to
which women’s relationship preferences mediated the link
between women’s endorsement of sexism and their endorse-
ment of heteronormative dating scripts.
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Study 1
Method
Participants and Procedure

Data for Study 1 were composed of two independent sam-
ples. Sample la was collected through snowball sampling
on social media (n=112), and Sample 1b (n=157) was col-
lected through paid Facebook advertising. Participants who
consented to the study completed an online questionnaire
hosted on Qualtrics. Participants in Sample la were aged
19-62 years (M=29.88, SD=11.25) and participants in
Sample 1b were aged 18-81 years (M=50.33, SD=16.13;
see Table 1 for full sociodemographic information). Par-
ticipants were recruited as part of a larger study open to
women living in Australia aged 18 years and over, but only
those who were not currently in a relationship completed
all the measures relevant to this study. We excluded 11 les-
bian women (five from Sample la and six from Sample
1b) because our research questions concerned relation-
ships between women and men. We also excluded eight
people from Sample la: One participant did not complete
the required scales and a further seven cases were straight-
line responses. All participants were eligible to enter a prize
draw for one of five AUS$50 retail vouchers. Funding for
the study was provided by the School of Psychology, Dea-
kin University. Ethical approval for the study was obtained

Table 1 Sociodemographic characteristics of Sample 1a (N=112) and
Sample 1b (N=157)

Sample la  Sample 1b
No. % No. %

Residential location

Urban or suburban 99 884 99 63.1

Regional or rural 13 11.6 58 369
Highest educational qualification

University-educated 65 58.0 79 503

Non-university-educated 47 420 78 49.7
Employment status

Full-time employed 53 473 37 236

Not full-time employed 59 527 120 764
Annual pre-tax income (AUD)

Below $50,000 51 455 95 605

$50,000 and over 60 53.6 60 382
Country of birth

Australia 99 884 124 79.0

Overseas 13 11.6 33 21.0
Sexual Orientation

Heterosexual 76 679 126 803

Non-heterosexual 36 321 31 19.7

Note. Non-heterosexual women included those who identified as
bisexual, queer, or some other identity that did not necessarily
include an exclusively lesbian sexual orientation.

from the Human Ethics Advisory Group — Health, Deakin
University (approval number HEAG-H 108 2021).

Materials

Participants completed the following measures in the con-
text of a larger questionnaire that also included measures
of other constructs, such as well-being. We report measures
relevant to this study here.

Endorsement of Heteronormative Dating Scripts Partici-
pants completed eight items that were averaged to assess
higher endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts
(1=strongly disagree to 7T=strongly agree). Five items
were adapted from the Heterosexual Dating Double-Stan-
dards Scale (Paynter & Leaper, 2016), re-worded from items
about male and female undergraduates to refer to men and
women in relationships more generally (e.g., “Men should
be the ones who ask women out for a first date”). We added
three items related to marriage, guided by the research on
marriage conventions (Monger, 2013; Robnett & Leaper,
2013): “When a couple get engaged, the man should buy
the ring for his partner”, “Men should ask a woman’s family
for permission before proposing marriage”, “When women
get married, they should be walked down the aisle by their
father”.

Hostile and Benevolent Sexism Participants completed
the 12-item short-form of the Ambivalent Sexism Inven-
tory (Glick & Fiske, 1996). Six items were averaged to
index endorsement of hostile sexism (e.g., “Women seek
to gain power by getting control over men”) and six items
were averaged to index endorsement of benevolent sexism
(e.g., “Women should be cherished and protected by men”;
0=disagree strongly to 5=agree strongly).

Feminist Identity The Self-Identification as a Feminist scale
(Szymanski, 2004) measured feminist identity. We averaged
participants’ agreement with four items (e.g., “I consider
myself a feminist”; 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly
agree).

Preference for a Dominant Partner Following Snyder et
al. (2011), we developed a list of 12 adjectives relating
to dominance. We asked participants “How attractive do
you find the following characteristics in a partner?” on a
five-point scale (1=not attractive at all to 5=extremely
attractive). The 12 characteristics averaged together were:
dominant, formidable, commanding, protective, alpha male,
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authoritative, masculine, confident, assertive, strong, pow-
erful, and leader.

Long-Term and Short-Term Relationship Orientations The
Sociosexual Orientation Inventory (Jackson & Kirkpatrick,
2007) measured participants’ preference for long-term and
short-term relationships. Seven items were averaged to mea-
sure long-term orientation (e.g., “I hope to have a romantic
relationship that lasts the rest of my life”) and ten items
measured short-term orientation (e.g., “I can easily imagine
myself being comfortable and enjoying “casual” sex with
different partners”; 1=strongly disagree to 7=strongly
agree).

Sociodemographic Variables Participants provided a range
of sociodemographic information including age, gender,
relationship status, location, income, education, employ-
ment, country of birth, and sexual orientation.

Results

Analyses were conducted in IBM SPSS Statistics Version
27. A small number of missing values that were miss-
ing completely at random were replaced using expecta-
tion maximisation (Sample la: two values, Sample 1b: six
values). Descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and zero-order
correlations for both samples are displayed in Table 2.
Correlations suggested that women’s endorsement of het-
eronormative dating scripts was related to greater endorse-
ment of both hostile sexism and benevolent sexism, lower
feminist identity, greater preference for a dominant partner,
as well as with a lower preference for short-term relation-
ships. Accordingly, we utilised hierarchical regressions to
test our hypotheses concerning the unique predictors of
women’s endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts
after accounting for the variables that have previously been

investigated and adjusting for sociodemographic variables.
Data screening for both samples revealed minimal presence
of outliers, and no concerns around multicollinearity, nor-
mality, linearity, nor heteroscedasticity of residuals.
Women’s endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts
was regressed on hostile sexism and benevolent sexism
(Step 1), feminist identity (Step 2), preference for a domi-
nant male partner (Step 3), and long-term and short-term
orientation (Step 4), alongside sociodemographic covari-
ates (i.e., age, location, education, employment status,
income, country of birth, and sexual orientation). Results
from the Sample la model and the Sample 1b model are
presented in Table 3. In the first step, greater hostile sex-
ism and greater benevolent sexism were strong predictors
of greater endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts.
In the second step, greater feminist identity predicted lower
endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts, and the
effect of hostile sexism dropped to a moderate effect size
that was not statistically significant in Sample la but was
significant in Sample 1b. In the third step, greater prefer-
ence for a dominant partner predicted greater endorsement
of heteronormative dating scripts in both samples, and the
effect of other predictors remained unchanged. In the final
step, a greater preference for a dominant partner (in both
samples, Sample la: f=0.18, p=.014, 95% CI [0.07, 0.57];
Sample 1b: =0.24, p=.001, 95% CI [0.18, 0.72]) and
greater long-term orientation (in Sample la only; B=0.24,
p=.001, 95% CI [0.10, 0.41]) predicted greater endorse-
ment of heteronormative dating scripts. However, wom-
en’s endorsement of benevolent sexism remained a strong
and significant predictor of endorsement of heteronorma-
tive dating scripts (Sample la: f=0.26, p=.004, 95% CI
[0.10, 0.52]; Sample 1b: B=0.37, p<.001, 95% CI [0.26,
0.63]), while hostile sexism remained significant in Sample
1b only (B=0.17, p=.024, 95% CI [0.03, 0.41]). Feminist
identity also remained significant in both samples (Sample
la: B = —0.32, p=.003, 95% CI [-0.61, —0.03]; Sample
Ib: B = —0.15, p=.031, 95% CI [-0.35, —0.02]). The only

Table 2 Descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s alphas, and correlations for key study variables for Samples 1a and 1b (Study 1)

Sample la Sample 1b Correlations

M (SD) o M (SD) o 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. Heteronormative ~ 3.58 (1.15) 0.88 3.42(1.37) 0.91 - 0.61%%%  0.63%** —0.55%*%* (0.49*%** (.05 —0.34%%*
dating scripts
2. Hostile sexism 2.68(1.12) 0.90 2.21(1.10) 0.83  0.53*** - 0.627%%* (), 73%** (. 42%%* () 33%kkk () 27H*
3. Benevolent sexism 2.98 (0.96) 0.80 2.66 (1.15) 0.83  0.63***  (.5]*** - —0.40%**  0.45%** —(.07 —0.28%*
4. Feminist identity ~ 3.68 (0.98) 0.89 3.81 (1.13) 0.94 —0.39%** —(0.49%** —(.24%** - —0.28%*  Q.37%*x (. 4]%k*
5. Preference for 2.82(0.66) 0.86 2.40(0.71) 0.88  0.52%**  (.38***  (.49%** _(20% - 0.01 -0.10
dominant partner
6. Long-term 4.88 (1.09) 0.89 4.97(1.62) 094  0.22%* 0.14 0.16%*  —0.20* 0.31%** - 0.00
orientation
7. Short-term 4.44(1.31) 092 3.70(1.81) 0.95 —0.31%** —0.18* —0.33***  (031*** —0.08  —0.26%** -
orientation

Note. * p< .05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001. Correlations above diagonal =Sample la, correlations below diagonal =Sample 1b.
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Table 3 Standardised betas in StepOB  Step I Step2B  Step 3B Step 4B
hierarchical regressions predict- Samole la
ing endorsement of heteronorma- P
tive dating scripts in Samples la Age —0.13 0.05 0.04 0.06 0.01
and 1b (Study 1) Location —-0.24*  —-0.06 -0.05 -0.07 —0.11
Income 0.06 0.01 —0.00 -0.02 —-0.03
Education -0.02 0.10 0.13 0.12 0.14*
Employment 0.11 0.05 0.01 0.04 0.06
Country of birth -0.15 —-0.11 -0.13 -0.12 -0.10
Sexual orientation —-0.26% —0.11 —-0.10 -0.11 —-0.07
Hostile sexism 0.40%** (.18 0.14 0.21
Benevolent sexism 0.37***%  (0.39%*%* (. 32%**  (.26%*
Feminist identity —030*%*  —0.29%* —(0.32%*
Preference for dominant partner 0.21%* 0.18%*
Long-term orientation 0.24%*
Short-term orientation —0.09
Fytodel 1.81 11.74%%*  12.22%%* ]2 5]%%* ]2 87***
R’ 0.11 0.51 0.55 0.58 0.63
R’ change 0.40%**  (0.04** 0.03** 0.05%**
Note. * p<.05, ** p< .01, *** Sample 1b
p<.001. Sociodemographic Age 0.03 -0.07 —0.06 -0.04 —-0.04
variables were coded in the Location -0.08 -005 —005 —003 —0.03
following way: age, loca- Income 0.01 0.09 0.12 0.09 0.10
tion (0 =urban or suburban, .
1 =regional or rural), income Education -0.12 0.04 0.05 0.05 0.04
(0=below $50k, 1 = $50k or Employment 0.09 0.06 0.08 0.09 0.08
over), education (0 =not uni- Country of birth —0.01 0.01 0.02 0.03 0.02
versity educated, 1 =university Sexual orientation —-023** -0.19  —0.09  -011  —0.09
educated), employment (0=full- -y, g4jj¢ sexism 0.30%%*  021*  0.17%  0.17*
time employed, 1 =not full-time g o0 1ont sexism 0.49%%%  (.50%*%  0.40FF*  037Hex
employed), country of birth A .
(0=Australia, 1 =overseas), and Feminist identity —0.19**  —0.18** —0.15*
sexual orientation (0 =hetero- Preference for dominant partner 0.23%*% (). 24%*
sexual, 1 =non-heterosexual). Long-term orientation 0.01
One participz.inlt in Sample la Short-term orientation —-0.08
?E‘L:;’:g gligg‘ﬁpii‘:fa‘gnsﬁl‘zlgze Fypoqd 169 15.01%%% 14.84%%% ]550%%k ]320%%*
and were codedgas missing and R? 0.07 0.48 0.50 0.54 0.55
included in the analysis. R? change 0.41%%*  0.03**  0.04*** .01

sociodemographic variable that was significant in the final
model was education: women who were university-edu-
cated reported a greater endorsement of heteronormative
dating scripts in Sample 1a only (B=0.14, p=.043, 95% CI
[0.01, 0.63]).

Discussion

We examined several theorised predictors of the endorse-
ment of heteronormative dating scripts in two samples of
single women. As hypothesised, women’s greater benevo-
lent sexism and lower feminist identity simultaneously
predicted greater endorsement of heteronormative dating
scripts in both samples. Thus, women’s expectations for
romance to follow gendered scripts (e.g., believing men
should open doors for women and pay on dates) are closely
related to their sexist attitudes and rejection of feminism.

Nonetheless, they were also related to a greater preference
for a dominant partner in both samples, over and above
their sexist attitudes and rejection of feminism. In addition,
some results were mixed and needed clarification: Women'’s
greater endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts was
predicted by greater hostile sexism in Sample 1a and by the
preference for a long-term relationship in Sample 1b. We
sought to clarify these associations in Study 2 in a pre-regis-
tered replication and consider potential explanations for the
link between sexist attitudes and the endorsement of hetero-
normative dating scripts.

Study 2

Study 2 was a pre-registered replication of Study 1. We
hypothesised that women’s endorsement of heteronorma-
tive dating scripts would be predicted by their hostile and
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benevolent sexist attitudes, lower feminist identity, pref-
erence for a dominant partner, preference for a long-term
relationship, and preference against a short-term relation-
ship. Study 2 also extended Study 1 by considering possible
mechanisms for the link between women’s sexist attitudes
and endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts. Women
who endorse hostile sexism and benevolent sexism may
prefer heteronormative dating scripts because they repre-
sent desired characteristics in male romantic partners. Spe-
cifically, past research suggests that women who endorse
benevolent sexism prefer romantic partners who are highly
devoted to their relationships and internalise “protector/
provider” roles (see Cross et al., 2016; Gul and Kupfer,
2019; Hopkins-Doyle et al., 2019). Thus, women who more
strongly endorse benevolent sexism might endorse hetero-
normative dating scripts because they signal male partners’
willingness to invest in traditional relationship roles. Simi-
larly, women who endorse hostile sexism tend to prioritise
male power (Glick & Fiske, 1996), and thus may prefer
romantic partners who are assertive and dominant (e.g.,
Chen et al., 2009; Lee et al., 2010), and in turn more strongly
endorse heteronormative dating scripts that prescribe male
dominance in relationships. We tested our pre-registered
prediction in a fully-saturated path model in which women’s
hostile sexism and benevolent sexism simultaneously pre-
dicted the mediators (1) the desire for partner investment,
and (2) the preference for a dominant partner, and in turn,
their endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts.

Table 4 Sociodemographic characteristics of participants in study 2
(N=189)

No. %

Residential location

Urban or suburban 119  63.0

Regional or rural 70 37.0
Highest educational qualification

University-educated 132 69.8

Non-university-educated 57  30.2
Employment status

Full-time employed 127  67.2

Not full-time employed 62 328
Annual pre-tax income (AUD)

Below $50,000 86 455

$50,000 and over 100 529
Country of birth

Australia 166  87.8

Overseas 23 122
Sexual Orientation

Heterosexual 125  66.1

Non-heterosexual 64 339

Note. Non-heterosexual women included those who identified as
bisexual, queer, or some other identity that did not necessarily
include an exclusively lesbian sexual orientation.
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Method
Participants and Procedure

Study 2 was part of a larger study that recruited people using
paid Facebook advertising. People of any gender living in
Australia aged 18 years and over were eligible to partici-
pate. However, only women who were not currently in a
relationship completed the measures described here. The
initial sample included 201 single women, of which nine
lesbian women and three participants who did not complete
the relevant scales were excluded. This left a sample of
189 women aged 18-77 years (M=45.29, SD=15.38; see
Table 4 for full sociodemographic information). The proce-
dure for this study was similar to Study 1, Sample 1b. The
study was advertised as being about social behaviour, rela-
tionships, and gender roles, and the prize draw offered one
of two AUS$50 retail vouchers. Funding for the study was
provided by the School of Psychology, Deakin University,
and ethical approval for the study was obtained from the
Human Ethics Advisory Group — Health, Deakin Univer-
sity (approval number HEAG-H 113 2022). The method,
hypotheses, and analytic plan was pre-registered on the
Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/sh8xe/?view_only
=5283tbea26c1404db2a71684083e2fd3).

Materials

Study 2 included all the measures described in Study 1 with
two modifications. First, the heteronormative dating scripts
scale was measured on a five-point scale (1 =strongly dis-
agree to 5 =strongly agree). Second, we added a measure of
participants’ desire for invested partners.

Desire for Invested Partner We adapted three items from
the perceived partner reliability index (Cross et al., 2016).
Participants answered the extent to which they agreed or
disagreed that the following qualities were important in a
future partner: “My partner is the kind of person who will
stick by me through good times and bad”, “My partner is the
kind of person who will always put our relationship first”,
and “My partner is the kind of person who will make sacri-
fices to take care of me and our relationship” (1 =strongly
disagree to 7=strongly agree).

Results

Data screening revealed no outliers, and no concerns around
multicollinearity, normality, linearity, nor heteroscedastic-
ity of residuals. One participant missed one item on the
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Table 5 Descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s alphas, and correlations for key study variables in study 2
Correlations
M (SD) o 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. Heteronormative dating scripts ~ 2.23 (0.81)  0.90 -
2. Hostile sexism 1.74 (0.91) 0.84 0.40%*** -
3. Benevolent sexism 2.24(0.93) 0.77 0.51%** 0.39%** -
4. Feminist identity 4.18(1.09) 0.95 —047**%* —0.56%*%* —(.28%** -
5. Preference for dominant partner  2.27 (0.63)  0.87 0.36%%* 0.17* 0.24%*%* (.11 -
6. Long-term orientation 4.40(1.72) 095 0.19%** 0.05 0.02 —0.03 0.30*** -
7. Short-term orientation 3.92(1.70) 095 —0.28*** —021** —0.17* 0.33*** (.18* —-0.06 -
8. Desire for invested partner 5.38(1.22) 0.83 0.21%* 0.00 0.28*** (.02 0.14 0.31%%* () 25%**
Note. * p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001.
Table 6 Standardised betas in a hierarchical regression predicting endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts in study 2
Step 0B Step 1B Step 2 Step 3B Step 4B Step 5B
Age -0.12 —0.17** —0.17*%* -0.12 —0.11 -0.11
Location 0.04 0.06 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.02
Income —0.19* -0.15 -0.12 -0.10 —0.08 —-0.08
Education —0.11 -0.02 -0.01 0.00 -0.02 -0.02
Employment -0.15 -0.14 -0.09 —-0.06 —0.09 —-0.09
Country of birth —0.05 -0.07 —0.05 -0.05 -0.03 —-0.03
Sexual orientation —0.30%** —0.25%** —0.22%** —0.19%* —0.17** —0.17**
Hostile sexism 0.19** 0.06 0.05 0.04 0.03
Benevolent sexism 0.43%*** 0.40%*** 0.36%*** 0.34%** 0.35%**
Feminist identity —0.27%** —0.28%** —0.22%* —0.22%%*
Preference for dominant partner 0.18** 0.21** 0.21**
Long-term orientation 0.04 0.05
Short-term orientation —0.18** —0.18%*
Desire for invested partner —0.01
Fytodel 3.77%** 12.05%** 13.04%** 13.20%** 12.42%** 11.53%**
R’ 0.14 0.40 0.45 0.47 0.50 0.50
R’ change 0.26%** 0.04%*** 0.03** 0.03* 0.00

Note. * p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001. Sociodemographic variables were coded in the following way: age, location (0 =urban or suburban,
1 =regional or rural), income (0=below $50k, 1 = $50k or over), education (0 =not university educated, 1 =university educated), employment
(0=full-time employed, 1 =not full-time employed), country of birth (0= Australia, 1 =overseas), and sexual orientation (0 =heterosexual,
1 =non-heterosexual). Three participants who were missing data on income were coded as missing and included in the analysis.

benevolent sexism scale, which was replaced using expec-
tation maximisation. Descriptive statistics, reliabilities,
and zero-order correlations for the measures in Study 2
are displayed in Table 5. As shown in Table 5, correlations
mirrored those found in Study 1; women’s endorsement
of heteronormative dating scripts was related to greater
endorsement of hostile sexism and benevolent sexism,
lower feminist identity, a greater preference for a dominant
partner and long-term relationships, and a lower preference
for short-term relationships. Further, greater benevolent
sexism and greater endorsement of heteronormative dating
scripts was associated with women’s greater desire for an
invested partner.

We first conducted a hierarchical regression that repli-
cated the model in Study 1, with the addition of desire for an
invested partner in Step 5. Results are presented in Table 6.
Replicating the results from Study 1, women’s hostile

sexism and benevolent sexism simultaneously predicted a
greater endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts in
the first step. In subsequent steps, only benevolent sexism,
and not hostile sexism, remained a significant and strong
predictor of heteronormative dating scripts. With all vari-
ables entered into the model (Step 5), greater benevolent
sexism (p=0.35, p<.001, 95% CI [0.19, 0.41]), lower fem-
inist identity (B = —0.22, p=.002, 95% CI [-0.27, —0.06]),
greater preference for a dominant partner (3=0.21, p=.001,
95% CI [0.11, 0.43]), and lower short-term orientation (§
= —0.18, p=.006, 95% CI [-0.15, —0.03]) significantly
predicted greater endorsement of heteronormative dat-
ing scripts. There was no evidence that sociodemographic
variables were significant in the final model except that
women who were non-heterosexual had a relatively lower
endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts (f = —0.17,
p=.004, 95% CI [-0.50, —0.10]). In sum, the majority of
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variance in heteronormative dating scripts was accounted
for by women’s endorsement of benevolent sexism.

We next conducted the pre-registered path model in SPSS
AMOS Version 27 (see OSF). Women’s hostile sexism
and benevolent sexism were modelled as predictors of the
endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts, mediated by
the preference for a dominant partner and the desire for an
invested partner. Results are displayed in Fig. 1. First, there
was no evidence that women’s hostile sexism predicted a
preference for a dominant partner (see Path a, Fig. 1), but
greater preference for partner dominance predicted greater
endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts (Path g),
and women’s greater hostile sexism was directly associated
with greater endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts
(Path e). Second, as hypothesised, women’s benevolent sex-
ism predicted a greater desire for an invested partner (Path
d). However, there was no evidence that desire for partner
investment predicted a greater preference for heteronorma-
tive dating scripts (Path h). Instead, women’s benevolent
sexism was directly associated with heteronormative dat-
ing scripts (Path f). Finally, an unexpected pattern of effects
emerged: Benevolent sexism predicted a greater preference
for a dominant partner (Path b), and in turn, preference
for partner’s dominance predicted greater endorsement of

heteronormative dating scripts (Path g). The indirect associ-
ations are displayed in Table 7: there was a significant indi-
rect effect between benevolent sexism and the endorsement
of heteronormative dating scripts via the preference for a
dominant partner. Thus, results were consistent with partial
mediation: the link between women’s benevolent sexism
and heteronormative dating scripts was partly accounted for
by a preference for partners to be assertive and dominant.

Discussion

Consistent with Study 1, women’s endorsement of hetero-
normative dating scripts was predicted by greater benevo-
lent sexism, lower feminist identity, and a greater preference
for a dominant partner, with benevolent sexism emerging
as the strongest predictor. However, Study 2 revealed that
the endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts was also
lower among those with a preference for short-term rela-
tionships. There was no evidence that the endorsement of
heteronormative dating scripts was predicted by hostile sex-
ism, a preference for a long-term relationship or a desire
for an invested partner when all variables were considered
together. Overall, while benevolent sexism and a rejection

R?*= .06

Preference for
dominant partner

Hostile sexism

Benevolent sexism

Endorsement of
heteronormative
dating scripts

f.34

R*= .09

d.34

Desire for invested

h .08

partner

Fig. 1 Path model examining predictors of the endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts. Note: Standardised coefficients are presented, with

significant values in bold
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Table 7 Specific indirect effects, total indirect effects, and total effects
of the path model

B 95%CI p

Hostile sexism — Desire for invested —-0.01 [-0.04, 226

partner — HDS 0.01]

Benevolent sexism — Desire for 0.02 [-0.02, 261

invested partner — HDS 0.07]

Hostile sexism — Preference for domi- 0.02 [-0.01, 205

nant partner — HDS 0.06]

Benevolent sexism — Preference for 0.04 [0.01, .007

dominant partner — HDS 0.09]

Total indirect effect for hostile sexism 0.01 [-0.04, 617

on HDS 0.06]

Total indirect effect for benevolent sex- 0.07 [0.01, 014

ism on HDS 0.15]

Total effect for hostile sexism on HDS 0.24 [0.10, .001
0.38]

Total effect for benevolent sexism on 0.42 [0.28, <.001

HDS 0.53]

Note. HDS =heteronormative dating scripts. 5000 bootstrap samples
used.

of feminism predicted the endorsement of heteronormative
dating scripts, women’s personal preference for a domi-
nant partner also emerged as a unique predictor over and
above these other variables. Path analysis did not support
our hypothesised mediators of the links between women’s
sexism and their endorsement of heteronormative dating
scripts. We did not find evidence that a greater preference
for a dominant partner explained the links between women’s
hostile sexism and greater endorsement of heteronorma-
tive dating scripts. Moreover, although women’s benevo-
lent sexism was associated with a heightened desire for an
invested partner, as expected (e.g., Cross et al., 2016; Gul
and Kupfer, 2019; Hopkins-Doyle et al., 2019), there was
no evidence that this link explained the greater endorsement
of heteronormative dating scripts. Finally, an unexpected
pattern of effects emerged: Benevolent sexism predicted
a greater preference for a dominant partner, and this pref-
erence for a dominant partner in turn predicted greater
endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts.

Integrative Data Analysis

Finally, we conducted an integrative data analysis (Cur-
ran & Hussong, 2009) which pooled data from all three
independent samples in a hierarchical regression analy-
sis, statistically adjusting for the sample source and the
sociodemographic variables. Results from the integrative
data analysis are presented in Table 8. Women’s endorse-
ment of heteronormative dating scripts was robustly pre-
dicted by greater hostile sexism (B=0.14, p=.001, 95% CI
[0.07, 0.26]), greater benevolent sexism (B=0.31, p<.001,
95% CI [0.28, 0.46]), a lower feminist identity (p = —0.16,
p<.001, 95% CI [-0.27, —0.09]), a greater preference

Table 8 Standardised betas in a hierarchical regression predicting
endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts in an integrative data
analysis of studies 1 and 2

Step OB  Step 1 Step2p  Step3p  Step 4B
Age -0.05 —-0.08* —0.08* —-0.04 -0.03
Location —0.06 -0.02 -0.03 —-0.04 -0.03
Income —0.03 —0.00 0.01 0.00 0.02
Educa- —0.09* 0.04 0.05 0.05 0.04
tion
Employ- 0.01 -0.02 0.00 0.02 0.01
ment
Country —0.05 —0.04 —-0.04 —-0.03 —0.03
of birth
Sexual — —0.28*** —(.18*** —(.16** —0.15%* —(0.12**
orienta-
tion
Hostile 0.27**%  (,17%*%*  (,13%* 0.14%*
sexism
Benevo- 0.40%**  (0.40%**  (.33%** () 3]***
lent
sexism
Feminist —0.18%** —(.19%** —(.16%**
identity
Prefer- 0.21%**  (.2]%**
ence for
domi-
nant
partner
Long- 0.05
term
orienta-
tion
Short- —0.10**
term
orienta-
tion
Fltodel 18.27%** 49 62%** 49 77*** 5D 47*k**k 47 TR¥**
R’ 0.29 0.57 0.59 0.62 0.63
R’ 0.28%**  (0.,02%¥*%*  0.03***  (0.01**
change

Note. * p<.05, ¥* p<.01, *** p<.001. Sociodemographic variables
were coded in the following way: age, location (0 =urban or subur-
ban, 1 =regional or rural), income (0 =below $50k, 1 = $50k or over),
education (0=not university educated, 1=university educated),
employment (0=full-time employed, 1=not full-time employed),
country of birth (0= Australia, 1 =overseas), and sexual orientation
(0=heterosexual, 1 =non-heterosexual).

for a dominant partner (=0.21, p<.001, 95% CI [0.26,
0.51]), and a lower orientation to short-term relationships
(B =-0.10, p=.003, 95% CI [-0.12, —0.03]). Importantly,
however, the majority of variance in heteronormative dat-
ing scripts was accounted for by women’s endorsement of
sexist attitudes. Once again, women who did not identify as
heterosexual had a lower endorsement of heteronormative
dating scripts (B = —0.12, p=.006, 95% CI [-0.42, — 0.07]).
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General Discussion

We examined known predictors of single women’s endorse-
ment of heteronormative dating scripts, including hostile
sexism, benevolent sexism, and feminist identity, as well as
some novel predictors relevant to women’s partner and rela-
tionship preferences. In line with predictions, results from
three samples indicated that greater hostile sexism, greater
benevolent sexism, lower feminist identity, a greater pref-
erence for a dominant partner, and a lower orientation to
short-term relationships predicted stronger endorsement of
heteronormative dating scripts. However, contrary to expec-
tations, there was no evidence that long-term relationship
orientation predicted the endorsement of heteronormative
dating scripts. Pre-registered predictions testing potential
mediators of the links between women’s sexism and their
endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts were not
supported. Instead, one unexpected effect emerged sug-
gesting that a greater preference for a dominant partner
underlies the link between women’s benevolent sexism and
heteronormative dating scripts.

While both hostile and benevolent sexism predicted the
endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts, benevolent
sexism was the most consistent and robust predictor, even
when analysed along with partner and relationship prefer-
ences that may otherwise predict the endorsement of these
scripts. The finding that benevolent sexism accounted for
more of the variance in the endorsement of heteronormative
dating scripts compared to all other predictors suggests that
sexism underpins many of these scripts, such as that men
should initiate dates and propose marriage, and that women
should take their husband’s surname. These findings extend
foundational research suggesting that women higher on sex-
ist attitudes are more likely to endorse heteronormative dat-
ing scripts (e.g., Bermudez et al., 2015; Cameron and Curry,
2020; Paynter and Leaper, 2016; Robnett and Leaper, 2013;
Viki et al., 2003), by ruling out alternative explanations that
these preferences are simply due to personal-level relation-
ship preferences.

The union between romance and sexism is consistent
with principles of ambivalent sexism theory that benevo-
lent sexism prescribes differential gender roles both within
and outside of relationships. This includes beliefs that men
ought to be chivalrous protectors and providers who should
cherish and make sacrifices for their female partners, and
men taking higher-status agentic roles and women tak-
ing lower-status passive roles (see Glick and Fiske, 1996;
Hammond and Overall, 2017). These prescriptive gender
roles are theorised to be especially important in facilitating
romantic connection between women and men by emphasis-
ing the complementarity of such roles (Glick & Fiske, 1996;
Lamont, 2014). Indeed, our findings support a key tenet of
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ambivalent sexism theory that benevolent sexism is tightly
linked to common beliefs about heterosexual romance
which masks the danger of benevolent sexism (Glick &
Fiske, 1996): women’s benevolent sexism, which is rela-
tively more difficult to challenge as “sexist” (e.g., Gul and
Kupfer, 2019; Hopkins-Doyle et al., 2019), was the stron-
gest predictor of heteronormative dating scripts, providing
additional evidence that the functions of benevolent sexism
emerge in contexts that appear subjectively positive, includ-
ing romance, dating, and courtship. Nonetheless, a recurring
finding in ambivalent sexism research is that the relational
benefits of benevolent sexism are typically in its appear-
ance. In ongoing relationships, women—but not men—who
endorse benevolent sexism are relatively more vulnerable to
declines in relationship satisfaction (Hammond & Overall,
2013) and have relatively fewer opportunities outside their
relationships due to conventional gender roles emphasising
women’s strengths specifically within domestic domains
(Glick & Fiske, 1996).

The current research also demonstrates the importance
of women’s feminist identity in understanding why women
reject heteronormative dating scripts. Our results revealed
that identifying as a feminist was consistently associated
with lower endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts,
even after accounting for women’s sexism and their partner
and relationship preferences. Contrasting women’s femi-
nism with women’s sexism is especially important given
that feminist identification and gender egalitarian beliefs
(i.e., lower endorsement of sexism) have been found to be
distinct factors that challenge gendered power structures
and inequalities (Rickard, 1989; Wu et al., 2022; Yoder et
al., 2007). The current results support that feminist identi-
fication encompasses more than egalitarian gender beliefs
and the rejection of male dominance (Fitz et al., 2012; Red-
ford et al., 2018; Robnett et al., 2012; Weis et al., 2018),
and is a unique identity linked with women’s rejection of
heteronormative dating scripts. The consistency of effects
across samples and moderate effect sizes also helps to clar-
ify the inconsistent links between feminist identification and
heteronormative dating scripts in past work (Bay-Cheng &
Zucker, 2007; Rudman & Fairchild, 2007: cf. Paynter and
Leaper, 2016). Taken together, the finding that feminist
identity and sexist attitudes were both consistent, unique
predictors of heteronormative dating scripts further dem-
onstrates that attitudes and identities that support gendered
structures of power are closely tied to these heteronormative
dating scripts.

A novel finding from our research was that women’s
greater preference for a dominant male partner predicted
greater endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts,
over and above their sexism and feminist identity, as well
as their short- and long-term relationship preferences. This
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association was consistent with the claim that women with
a heightened personal preference for a dominant male part-
ner will find heteronormative dating scripts more appeal-
ing because those behaviours are signals that their future
romantic partner will adopt desired roles and qualities,
including a more assertive and dominant relationship role
(Cameron & Curry, 2020; Lamont, 2014, 2015; McCarty &
Kelly, 2015; Paynter & Leaper, 2016). However, we failed
to find evidence that women endorsed heteronormative dat-
ing scripts as a function of a stronger preference for a long-
term relationship, under the expectation that those scripts
signal men’s willingness to invest in their partners (see
Lamont, 2014; Lever et al., 2015). Instead, women with a
lower preference for short-term relationships endorsed het-
eronormative dating scripts more strongly. Thus, perhaps
women who wish to avoid short-term relationships endorse
heteronormative dating scripts because they hold heightened
proscriptions against men who desire casual sexual encoun-
ters (see Lamont, 2014; Lever et al., 2015), rather than any
particular preference for an invested relationship relative to
other women. These findings extend prior research by indi-
cating that women’s endorsement of heteronormative dating
scripts extend beyond gendered attitudes and may be simul-
taneously driven by their prescriptions and proscriptions for
romantic partners.

Exploratory analyses also indicated that women’s benev-
olent sexism is associated with a greater endorsement of
heteronormative dating scripts partly due to greater prefer-
ences for a dominant partner. Prior work has identified that
women higher in benevolent sexism desire male partners
who will invest in romantic relationships, be reliable and
chivalrous partners, and will protect and provide for women
(see Cross et al., 2016; Gul and Kupfer, 2019; Hopkins-
Doyle et al., 2019; Lamont, 2014; Lever et al., 2015), but
has focused less on the extent to which those preferences
for provision and protection overlap with relatively more
aggressive partner preferences for dominance, authorita-
tiveness, and being an “alpha male”. Our findings build on
this research and suggest that part of the reason why benev-
olently sexist women prefer heteronormative dating scripts
is due to their greater preference for dominant men, and that
these scripts support men’s enactment of dominance. Our
perspective is consistent with research showing that women
higher on sexism tend to prefer higher-status partners (East-
wick et al., 2006; Lee et al., 2010; Sibley & Overall, 2011;
Travaglia et al., 2009) and find assertive dating strategies
more desirable (Hall & Canterberry, 2011).

Practice Implications

The current research provides direct evidence that women’s
endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts does not

simply reflect benign preferences for romance, as they are
underpinned by attitudes that reinforce gender inequality
even when accounting for other partner and relationship
preferences. We reiterate the perspective that even personal
partner and relationship preferences are potentially problem-
atic when one considers their context (see Eagly et al., 2009;
Eastwick et al., 2006; Sibley and Overall, 2011). That is,
women’s heightened preference for a dominant, protective
and “alpha male” partner who provides physical protection
and material resources is a relatively adaptive response to
contexts in which women experience more threats to safety,
are excluded from equal participation in careers or politics,
and are pressured to adopt domestic-focused roles (e.g.,
Eagly et al., 2009; Eastwick et al., 2006; Sibley and Overall,
2011). Further, adopting preferences and roles as a response
to gender inequalities can unintentionally reproduce and
reinforce the conditions that produced those inequalities in
the first place (e.g., Cameron and Curry, 2020; Eagly et al.,
2020; Haines et al., 2016). For example, considering men’s
(rather than women’s) marriage proposal to be sweeter and
more romantic (e.g., Robnett & Leaper, 2012) encourages
men to behave in agentic ways and women to be passive
receivers in romantic relationships between women and
men. Thus, heteronormative dating scripts may be viewed
as a manifestation of sexist beliefs, which have wider impli-
cations beyond intimate relationships (Barreto & Doyle,
2023).

The findings from our study offer an important point
of reflection about potentially problematic aspects of the
adherence to heteronormative scripts in current romantic
relationships between women and men. Of particular inter-
est to feminist activists, our results help to illustrate that
even many seemingly innocuous romantic conventions may
be problematic because they are based in sexist expectations
about gender and are not simply accounted for by personal
preferences. Further, given that expectations for hetero-
normative romantic scripts in dating contexts are partly
grounded in sexist attitudes, educators might also consider
the need to critically examine conventional assumptions
about gender roles in relationships, particularly how they
may be perpetuated within sex and relationships education
programs.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

One strength of this research was that we extended prior
research on young undergraduate participants (e.g., McCarty
and Kelly, 2015; Paynter and Leaper, 2016; Robnett and
Leaper, 2013) by sampling older age groups from the gen-
eral population. A caveat of our approach is that we only
examined single women and expectations for dating. Future
research could consider women currently in a relationship
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with a man and index experiences of romance in their
relationships, including comparisons between different
relationship stages (e.g., dating vs. engaged vs. married).
Heteronormative dating scripts are theorised to provide a
script for earlier stages of relationship formation, and thus
most research has examined them in dating contexts (e.g.,
pursuing relationships, proposing marriage). Exploring how
heteronormative dating scripts operate in long term relation-
ships, when a partnership or marriage is established, would
offer an important extension to the current work. Similarly,
future research could also investigate individual differences
that would make heteronormative dating scripts relatively
less appealing, such as those related to agency, power, and
dominance. For instance, sense of control has been found
to predict a greater willingness to initiate relationships
among women (MacGregor & Cavallo, 2011), and weak-
ens the preference for high-status romantic partners (Lam-
mers & Imhoff, 2021), whereas a greater sense of power
is associated with increased sexual assertiveness (Lammers
& Stoker, 2019). If women who lack agency, power, and
dominance are more likely to endorse these scripts, this sup-
ports the argument that such scripts are rooted in a sexist
ideology that functions to disempower women and restrict
their agency.

The goals of the current research focused on women’s
endorsement of dating scripts for relationships between
women and men; exploring romance scripts in other gender
groups is an important next step. We expect similar results
to emerge among men who date women, with a few key dif-
ferences. First, we expect hostile sexism to be a stronger and
more consistent predictor of heteronormative dating scripts
for men compared to women, in line with Paynter and
Leaper’s (2016) findings. Second, given that Paynter and
Leaper (2016) found that men’s (but not women’s) feminist
identity was negatively associated with endorsement of het-
eronormative dating scripts, we expect this association may
be stronger among men than women. In addition, given that
heteronormative dating scripts are theorised to be signals
of distinct relationship roles, the correlates of partner pref-
erences should be the inverse to women: men who desire
more submissive partners should endorse heteronormative
dating scripts more strongly (see Cameron and Curry, 2020;
Lamont, 2014, 2015; McCarty and Kelly, 2015). Finally,
exploring the numerous ways queer people challenge and
reject heteronormative dating scripts, and enact more egali-
tarian dating behaviour, will offer important insight into the
alternative dating norms that do not limit people to gendered
ways of behaving (e.g., men proposing to women vs. mar-
riage proposals among same-gender couples; see Jowett
and Peel, 2019; Lamont, 2017). Certainly, contrasting more
egalitarian versus conventional gendered dating behaviour
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is essential to showcase the restrictive nature of heteronor-
mative dating scripts.

Despite the strengths of the current study, including sam-
pling across age groups from the general population and
statistically accounting for sociodemographic variables, the
correlational methods used limits causal conclusions. Rep-
licating the patterns of our results in romantic interactions
in experimental and/or longitudinal studies that indexes the
extent to which people’s sexism precedes their endorsement
and enactment of heteronormative dating scripts would also
be useful to assess the extent to which sexist attitudes and
heteronormative dating scripts reciprocally influence one
another. Similarly, investigating the consequences of peo-
ple’s heteronormative dating scripts for gender inequalities,
both within the relationship and beyond the relationship, is
a key direction for future research. While recent work shows
that people’s endorsement of sexism is linked with greater
inequalities in their household (i.e., greater gendered divi-
sions of labour, Gerst et al., 2021; Waddell et al., 2021), it
is also valuable to explore whether heteronormative dating
scripts promote greater prioritisation of men’s needs and
desires beyond the relationship, such as partners’ prioritis-
ing men’s (but not women’s) career successes as justified
by men’s expected roles (e.g., needing to buy an expensive
engagement ring). Lastly, examining the predicted links
between sexism, feminism, relationship and partner prefer-
ences and heteronormative dating scripts in less egalitarian
countries is an especially important next step, given that
women’s needs for protection and provision will be quali-
tatively different in contexts that place greater limits their
roles (see Eagly et al., 2009; Eastwick et al., 2006; Sibley
and Overall, 2011).

Conclusion

Three studies examined a range of predictors of single
women’s endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts,
such as expecting men to pay for romantic dates and take the
lead in romantic contexts. Evidence showed that women’s
endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts was strongly
predicted by their hostile sexism, benevolent sexism, and
lower feminist identity. To a lesser degree, evidence also
showed that women’s preference for dominant partners and
preference against short-term relationships were related to
their endorsement of heteronormative dating scripts, over
and above gender attitudes. Our findings provide further
evidence that the endorsement of heteronormative dating
scripts is neither trivial nor free of negative implications.
Expectations that men should take the lead in romance with
women (i.e., heteronormative dating scripts) are intertwined
with beliefs and attitudes that men should also take leading
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roles in the workplace, politics, and higher education (i.e.,
sexism and lack of feminist identity), even after account-
ing for other personal preferences. Future research should
examine whether a greater diversity in relationship roles
and dating scripts advances societal change towards gender
equality.
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