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Abstract
The detrimental effects of sexism on women’s professional lives are well known. 
However, what is still under-investigated is whether women would all be affected to 
the same extent by exposure to sexist manifestations in the workplace, or individ-
ual variables, such as ideological standpoints, moderate women’s reactions to such 
events. We conducted two experimental vignette studies aimed to analyze the rela-
tions between sexism and women’s psychological distress. In Study 1, performed 
with 179 Italian adult women (Mage = 24.17, SD = 9.45), exposure to a hostile sex-
ist message and to a benevolent sexist message fostered participants’ anxiety and 
depression. The effects of hostile sexist message were significantly stronger than 
the effects of benevolent sexist message. In Study 2, performed with 514 Italian 
adult women (Mage = 24.80, SD = 7.30), we confirmed the links above. Moreover, 
we showed that the individual level of sexism (that had negative associations with 
the dependent variables) partially buffered them: The effects on anxiety and depres-
sion of exposure to a hostile sexist message were stronger among participants with 
low versus individual levels of hostile sexism. Analogously, the effects of exposure 
to a benevolent sexist message were stronger among participants with low versus 
individual levels of benevolent sexism. Strengths, limitations, and possible develop-
ments of this research are discussed.
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Introduction

Over the last five decades, significant milestones have been undoubtedly reg-
istered in the field of gender equality (Equal measures 30 2019). However, the 
World Economic Forum (2020) forecasts that full gender equality will not be 
reached before another century. The gender gap is particularly severe in the labor 
market. Globally, only the 55% of adult women are employed, compared to the 
78% of their male counterpart, with a gender pay gap equal to 40% (Equal Meas-
ures 30 2019; World Economic Forum 2020). Numerous barriers still impede gen-
der equality in work domains, among which occupational segregation, the sticky 
floor (e.g., Booth et al. 2003; Eurostat 2019), and glass ceiling effects (Eurostat 
2019), not to mention the large amount of female unpaid work and housework 
and the spread of sexist discriminations (Equal Measures 30 2019; World Eco-
nomic Forum 2020). These phenomena, unequivocal expressions of sexism, com-
promise women’s equal participation in work domains (Equal Measures 30 2019), 
impair their performance, and undermine their psycho-physical well-being (e.g., 
McLaughlin et al. 2017; Pacilli et al. 2019).

The detrimental effects of sexism on women’s professional lives are well 
known. However, what is still under-investigated is whether women would all be 
affected to the same extent by exposure to sexist manifestations in the workplace, 
or individual variables, such as ideological standpoints, moderate women’s reac-
tions to such events. The present research builds on this paucity by investigating 
whether the psychological distress associated with the exposure to workplace sex-
ism would vary according to women’s endorsement of ambivalent sexism.

Ambivalent Sexism and Its Palliative Function

Sexism is a two-face prejudice towards women (Glick and Fiske 1996, 2001) that 
reflects ambivalence towards women by two different and complementary sides, 
respectively hostile and benevolent sexism. Hostile sexism (HS) is an overtly 
adversarial attitude towards women, according to which women who do not con-
form themselves to stereotypical gender roles are manipulators that take advan-
tage of men using their sexuality. Benevolent sexism (BS), subtler than hostile 
sexism, expresses a patronizing attitude according to which women who conform 
to stereotypical gender roles are perceived as wonderful, sensitive, and fragile 
creatures who deserve love and protection from men (Glick and Fiske 1996, 
2001).

Ambivalent sexism overcomes the sociocultural field (Glick et  al. 2000) and 
affects women in a wide range of domains: from the workplace environment 
(e.g., Pacilli et al. 2019) to legitimating gender violence (Glick et al. 2002), from 
blaming attribution to violence victims (e.g., Abrams et al. 2003, for a review see 
Penone and Spaccatini 2019) to fostering sexual objectification of women (e.g., 
Cikara et al. 2011).
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Thus, sexism works to women’s disadvantage; however, it can be interiorized, 
expressed, and tolerated even by women themselves (e.g., Barreto and Ellemers 
2005a, b; Glick et al. 2000; Kilianski and Rudman 1998). Women’s endorsement 
of sexism plays the social function of maintaining the status quo and, thus, the 
perpetuation of men’s advantages (Glick and Fiske 1996). This is consistent with 
the System Justification Theory (Jost and Banaji 1994), according to which peo-
ple tend to endorse a psychological motivation to justify and perceive the social 
arrangement as fair, legitimate, inevitable, and good, even when it works at one’s 
disadvantages (Jost et al. 2004). Colluding with an unfair system could have rel-
evant costs, especially for disadvantaged groups and individuals. When experi-
encing unfair events, the endorsement of system-justification beliefs could func-
tion as a stressor for individuals (Wakslak et al. 2007), with a negative impact on 
their well-being (e.g., Eliezer et al. 2011). However, the endorsement of system-
justification beliefs could have a palliative function as well (for a review, see Jost 
and Hunyady 2003), buffering the discrimination-related stress (e.g., Levine et al. 
2017). As a consequence, disadvantaged individuals who hold a system justifying 
ideology might paradoxically feel better and perceive the situation as fair, con-
trollable, and inevitable by denying discrimination or rationalizing and interior-
izing inequality (Jost and Hunyady 2003).

Compared to other constructs such as system justification (e.g., Levine et  al. 
2017), sexism has attracted less academic attention in the examination of the pal-
liative function of ideology. However, preliminary research evidence has indi-
cated that sexism too may function as a system justifying ideology (Vargas-Salfate 
2017). Cross-cultural studies revealed that where societal gender inequality is high 
(vs. low), women endorse ambivalent sexism to a greater extent (Glick et al. 2000; 
Napier et al. 2010). Other indirect evidence indicates that women endorsing a BS 
perspective are less willing to engage in collective action (Becker and Wright 2011). 
Furthermore, women exposed to complementary gender stereotypes perceive gender 
inequality as fair and legitimate (Jost and Kay 2005). Such a gender-specific system 
justification leads benevolent sexist women to express greater life satisfaction (Con-
nelly and Heesacker 2012; Hammond and Sibley 2011; Napier et  al. 2010), espe-
cially when they endorse HS too (Hammond and Sibley 2011). Most of the avail-
able research investigated the palliative function of BS. However, it has been found 
that HS could absolve a buffering function too, being associated with greater life 
satisfaction since childhood (Vargas-Salfate 2017). In this light, the endorsement of 
hostile and benevolent sexism could be conceived as a form of self-protection, given 
that provides a buffer against negative outcomes of gender inequality, pushing, at 
the same time, women to rationalize, accept, and sustain a sexist social arrangement 
(Hammond and Sibley 2011).

Consequences of Sexism in the Workplace

A considerable amount of literature documented the detrimental impact of work-
place sexism on women’s professional life. Sexist events produce financial stress, 
unwanted and premature job change, and a general impairment of women’s 
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occupational satisfaction (e.g., McLaughlin et  al. 2017; Sojo et  al. 2016). Beyond 
reducing women’s self-perceived competence and suitability for work, sexism also 
obstacles their attainment of power and career progression (e.g., Barreto and Ellem-
ers 2005a; Beaton et al. 1996; Elliot and Smith 2004; Swim et al. 1995; Tougas et al. 
1999). Further, confronting with sexism during job selection results in women’s 
poorer performance because of intrusive thoughts about their own (in)competence 
and of the perception of the situation as sexist (BS in Dardenne et al. 2007; BS in 
Dumont et al. 2010; both BS and HS in Grilli et al. 2020).

Most interestingly for our purpose, exposure to sexism in workplace detrimen-
tally affects women’s psychological well-being, with possible long-term health com-
plications. Research based on the anonymous self-reported occurrence of sexist epi-
sodes in workplace documents that women’s frequent experience of sexism results 
in poorer physical (e.g., sleep troubles, gastrointestinal disturbances, headaches) 
and psychological (e.g., tension, anger, anxiety: see Borrell et al. 2010; Rubin et al. 
2019; Manuel et al. 2017; for meta‐analyses, see Chan et al. 2008; Sojo et al. 2016) 
health.

Although to a lesser extent, experimental evidence of the effect of workplace sex-
ism on psychological adjustment and well-being is available. In a lab experiment, 
Schneider and colleagues (2001) showed that women involved (vs. not involved) in a 
HS interaction with a male confederate appraised the situation as more demanding, 
reported stronger negative emotional reactions, and higher cardiovascular reactivity 
during the interactions. Adopting physiological measures, Solomon and colleagues 
(2015) demonstrated that while exposure to men’s HS comments immediately 
increased women’s level of stress more than exposure to BS comments, exposure to 
BS (vs. HS) comments determined a more prolonged impairment of cardiovascular 
recovery.

This literature provides compelling evidence that workplace sexism significantly 
contributes to women’s health impairment. However, there remains a paucity of 
evidence on possible moderating variables able to heighten or buffer adverse out-
comes associated with exposure to sexism. The experimental work by Pacilli and 
colleagues (2019) represents a recent exception. These authors found that the rela-
tionship between exposure to HS during job selection and self-reported anxiety was 
moderated by women’s internalization of system justification beliefs in such a way 
that the less women justify the system, the more they experience anxiety as a result 
of exposure to a HS episode.

The Present Research

The primary aim of the current research was to investigate whether women’s level 
of ambivalent sexism moderates the relationship between exposure to workplace 
sexism and psychological distress. We performed two studies. In Study 1, we 
tested the effect of the exposure to sexism on female participants’ psychological 
distress. In Study 2, we analyzed how participants’ level of sexism moderated 
such link. Our main starting point was the work by Pacilli and colleagues (2019), 
who demonstrated that exposure to BS and HS during a job selection increased 
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participants’ anxiety. However, and most importantly for our purpose, they found 
that not all women experienced anxiety to the same extent. On the contrary, those 
who endorsed low system justifying beliefs experienced greater anxiety when 
exposed to HS.

We aimed at extending this work in three ways. First, Pacilli and colleagues 
(2019) conducted their study within the Portuguese context. Portugal in 2019 
ranked 35th in the Global Gender Gap Index, with a gender gap index equal to 
0.744 (World Economic Forum 2020). We decided to probe the generalizability 
of their results to a context with a higher Gender Gap Index score. We focused on 
the Italian context. Italy is ranked 76th in Global Gender Gap Index, with a gen-
der gap index equal to 0.707 (World Economic Forum 2020). Second, Pacilli and 
colleagues (2019) considered only anxiety as a measure of psychological distress. 
Based on Roccato and Russo (2017), who showed that the focus on both anxi-
ety and depression enriches the picture of psychological distress, we took into 
account both these variables. Third, Pacilli and colleagues (2019) focused on sys-
tem justification tendency as a possible moderator of the effects of sexism’s expo-
sure. Instead, we focused on the endorsement of ambivalent sexism, to fill the gap 
stemming from the general paucity of research directly interested in sexism as a 
justifying ideology with a palliative function. Measuring and manipulating sex-
ism in the same study gave us the possibility to analyze the relationship between 
two sides (individual and contextual) of the same construct.

In line with previous research on the detrimental effects of benevolent sex-
ism (e.g., Dardenne et al. 2007; Grilli et al. 2020; Pacilli et al. 2019) we hypoth-
esized that exposure to BS would increase anxiety and depression (H1 in Study 1 
and Study 2). Further, we expected to replicate previous findings on detrimental 
effects of HS on women’s lives (e.g., Salomon et al. 2015; Schneider et al. 2001; 
Pacilli et  al. 2019). Thus, we hypothesized that exposure to HS would increase 
anxiety and depression (H2 in Study 1 and Study 2).

As for the palliative function of BS endorsement, in line with the existing lit-
erature (e.g., Connelly and Heesacker 2012; Hammond and Sibley 2011; Napier 
et  al. 2010) we expected that participants’ endorsement of BS would buffer the 
negative effects of experiencing a sexist environment, with women high versus 
low in BS reporting lower anxiety and depression when exposed to BS scenario 
(H3 in Study 2). As for the palliative function of HS, albeit literature did not 
consistently found support for buffering effect of HS (see Conelly and Heesacker 
2012; Eliezer et  al. 2011), in line with Pacilli and colleagues (2019) and with 
Vargas-Salfate (2017), we hypothesized that HS would play a palliative function, 
lowering anxiety and depression of participants exposed to HS scenario (H4 in 
Study 2).

The two studies were conducted in accordance with the ethical standards of the 
1964 Declaration of Helsinki, and fulfilled the ethical standard procedure recom-
mended by the Italian Association of Psychology (AIP). The present research proto-
col was approved by the University of Torino Ethic Committee. Before taking part 
in the study, participants have been informed of their rights to refuse to participate 
in the study or to withdraw consent to participate at any time during the study with-
out reprisal.
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Study 1

Participants and Procedure

We performed an experimental vignette study designed on Dardenne et  al.’s 
(2007) procedure. An a priori power analysis was conducted for sample size esti-
mation (using G*Power 3.1; Faul et al. 2007). With an α = 0.05 and power = 0.95, 
the projected sample size needed to detect a medium effect size (f2 = 0.15) for 
regression analysis was at least of 89 participants. One hundred and seventy-nine 
Italian adult women participated in the study (Mage = 24.17, SD = 9.45). The par-
ticipants were recruited using a snowball procedure, starting from the members of 
the authors’ social networks. They completed the on-line questionnaire described 
below, presented as a simulation of a selection interview for a job in a chemical 
factory at present employing only male workers.

Measures and Procedure

Experimental Manipulation

Participants were randomly assigned to one out of three experimental conditions. 
In the neutral condition (n = 61), they just read the description of the job that they 
would have done if hired. In both sexist conditions, the participants read a brief 
statement reporting that the Italian parliament had recently approved a new law 
on gender quotas. In the hostile sexism condition (n = 52), the participants subse-
quently read, “Industry is now restricted to employ a given percentage of people 
of the weaker sex. I hope women here won’t be offended, they sometimes get so 
easily upset! If hired, you’ll work with men only, but don’t believe what those 
feminists are saying on TV, they probably exaggerate women’s situation in indus-
try simply to get more favors!” After the introductory statement, the participants 
exposed to the benevolent sexist condition (n = 66) read the following paragraph: 
“Industry is now restricted to choose women instead of men in case of equal per-
formance. You’ll work with men only, but don’t worry, they will cooperate and 
help you to get used to the job. They know that the new employee could be a 
woman, and they agreed to give you time and help.” This experimental manipula-
tion showed to be effective in previous research performed in different national 
contexts (e.g., in Portugal, see Pacilli et al. 2019, in Belgium, see Dardenne et al. 
2007, and in Italy, see Grilli et al. 2020).

Post‑experimental Section

After the experimental manipulation, we asked participants to report the level of 
sexism that, in their opinion, characterized the chemical factory where they would 
have worked, if hired, using the 5-category item previously used by Pacilli et al. 
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(2019): Do you think there is a prejudice against women in this company?. The 
five response categories ranged from 0 (= definitely not) to 4 (= definitely yes).

Subsequently, we measured participants’ level of anxiety using six 4-category 
items randomly chosen from the Italian version of Spielberger et al. (1983) State-
Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI), form Y (Pedrabissi and Santinello 1989) (α = 0.88). 
In the original version of the scale, respondents are requested to report how they 
feel when answering the questionnaires, using items such as “I feel jittery”. Moreo-
ver, we measured participants’ level of depression using Pierfederici et al.’s (1982) 
Italian version of the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression (CES-D) Scale 
(Radloff 1977) composed of 20 4-category items (α = 0.92). In its original version, 
respondents are asked to describe how often, compared to their usual standard, they 
felt in the week before the survey like described in items such as, I felt that I could 
not shake off the blues even with help from my family or friends. Participants were 
asked to answer the STAI and the CES-D Scale as they would have done if hired in 
the company described in the experimental manipulation. Previous research showed 
that these two scales, even modified as stated above, are efficient measures of anxi-
ety and depression in experimental vignette studies (Roccato and Russo 2017).

A standard socio-demographic form followed. We computed the individual 
scores on all of these variables as the mean score of their items. After they filled in 
the questionnaire, the participants were accurately debriefed.

Data Analyses

After checking the effectiveness of our experimental manipulation using an 
ANOVA, we performed two linear regressions, respectively aimed at predicting par-
ticipants’ anxiety and depression as a function of exposure to a hostile sexist mes-
sage and to a benevolent sexist message. We used exposure to a neutral message as 
the reference category.

Results

A preliminary ANOVA showed that our experimental manipulation was effective. 
Indeed, the level of perceived sexism in the chemical company was highest among 
the participants exposed to the HS message (M = 3.89, SD = 0.32), lowest among 
the participants exposed to the neutral message (M = 0.70, SD = 0.94), and inter-
mediate among the participants exposed to the BS message (M = 1.92, SD = 1.18), 
F(2,511) = 169.85, p < 0.001. Bonferroni post-hoc tests showed that all of these dif-
ferences were significant with p < 0.001.

Table 1 shows the results of two linear regressions aimed at predicting partici-
pants’ level of anxiety (first three columns) and depression (second three columns) 
as a function of exposure to a HS message and to a BS message. In line with our 
expectations (H1 and H2) both exposure to a HS message and to a BS message fos-
tered participants’ anxiety. The first path was significantly stronger than the second, 
t(354) = 4.40, p < 0.001. The same expected (H1 and H2) results stemmed as con-
cerns the prediction of participants’ depression. Even in this case, the path linking 
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exposure to a HS message and the dependent variable was stronger than that linking 
exposure to a BS message and participants’ depression, t(354) = 4.53, p < 0.001.

Discussion

In this study, we showed that exposure to a benevolent and, especially, to a hos-
tile sexist message impairs psychological well-being of female candidates to a work 
position, fostering their anxiety and their depression. These results are interesting 
per se, in that they show experimentally a link between the cultural characteristics 
of work environments and female workers’ well-being. Moreover, they help extend 
the extant knowledge on this topic in a twofold sense. First, we obtained them in 
Italy, i.e., in a country characterized by a stronger Gender Gap Index than that of 
the Portugal, where Pacilli and colleagues (2019) performed their study. Second, we 
showed that the pattern of results focused on participants’ anxiety can be general-
ized to another relevant kind of psychological distress, i.e., depression.

Although interesting, our results are focused exclusively on the effect that contex-
tual characteristics exerted on women’s psychological well-being. However, consist-
ent with Lewin’s (1936) classic idea that social psychological events usually depend 
on the interaction between the state of the person and the state of the environment 
where they live, some social psychologists showed experimentally that stable indi-
vidual variables lead people to respond differently when they are exposed to the 
same environmental stimuli (e.g., Lavine et al. 2002; Mondak et al. 2010). In this 
line, we reasoned that it could have been interesting to extend Study 1′s approach by 
integrating participants’ levels of sexism in the predictive model. Thus, in Study 2 
we extended our look on the links between experiencing a sexist context and wom-
en’s psychological distress, introducing participants’ pre-experimental level of HS 
and BS and their interactions with exposure to sexist messages among the predictors 
of anxiety and depression.

Study 2

Method

We used the same method we used in Study 1, with just three differences. First, 
before the experimental manipulation we measured participants’ individual level of 
HS and of BS. Second, we measured anxiety using the full scale and not a subsam-
ple of its items. Third, we predicted participants’ anxiety and depression via two 
hierarchic regression models, using exposure to sexism, individual sexism, and their 
interactions as predictors.

Participants and Procedure

An a priori power analysis was conducted for sample size estimation (using 
G*Power 3.1; Faul et  al. 2007). With an α = 0.05 and power = 0.95, the projected 
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sample size needed to detect a medium effect size (f2 = 0.15) for our regression anal-
yses was at least of 146 participants. We surveyed 514 Italian adult women who 
did not take part in Study 1 (Mage = 24.80, SD = 7.30). Starting from our social net-
works, we recruited the participants using a snowball procedure. The questionnaire, 
presented as a simulation of a selection interview for a job in a chemical factory at 
present employing only male workers, was administered on-line.

Measures and Procedure

Pre‑experimental Section

Before the experimental manipulation, we measured participants’ levels of HS 
(α = 0.96) and of BS (α = 0.93) using Rollero et al.’s (2014) Italian version of Glick 
and Fiske’s (1997) Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI). The scale is composed of 
22 5-category items such as, Many women are actually seeking special favors, such 
as hiring policies that favor them over men, under the guise of asking for ‘equality 
(aimed to measure HS) and Many women have a quality of purity that few men pos-
sess (aimed to measure BS).

Experimental Manipulation

After the ASI, the same experimental manipulation we used in Study 1 followed. 
One hundred and fifty-six participants were randomly assigned to the neutral 
condition, 172 to the hostile sexism condition, and 186 to the benevolent sexism 
condition.

Post‑experimental Section

The post-experimental section was the same we used in Study 1, with the exception 
of the measure of anxiety. In this case, we measured anxiety using the full Italian 
version of Spielberger et al.’s (1983) State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI), form Y 
(Pedrabissi and Santinello 1989), composed of 13 4-category items (α = 0.96). Like 
in Study 1, we asked participants to answer the STAI and the CES-D as they would 
have done if hired and computed the individual scores on all of the scale we used 
as the mean score of their items. After they filled in the questionnaire, participants 
were accurately debriefed.

Data Analyses

After checking the effectiveness of our experimental manipulation using an 
ANOVA, we performed two moderated regressions, respectively aimed at predict-
ing participants’ anxiety and depression as a function of exposure to a hostile sexist 
message, to a benevolent sexist message, of participants’ individual level of hos-
tile sexism, of participant’s individual level of benevolent sexism, entered in Step 1, 
and of the first-order interactions between exposure to a hostile sexist message and 



777

1 3

The Palliative Function of Sexism: Individual Sexism Buffers…

participants’ individual level of hostile sexism on the one hand, and exposure to a 
benevolent sexist message and participants’ individual level of benevolent sexism 
on the other. We used the neutral experimental condition as the reference category. 
Before computing the interactions, we mean-centered participants’ hostile sexism 
and benevolent sexism scores, and recoded the dummies expressing the experimen-
tal conditions as − 1 and 1.

Results

A preliminary ANOVA showed that our experimental manipulation was effective. 
Indeed, the level of perceived sexism in the chemical company was highest among 
the participants exposed to HS message (M = 4.65, SD = 0.54), lowest among the 
participants exposed to the neutral message (M = 1.69, SD = 1.54), and interme-
diate among the participants exposed to the BS message (M = 3.83, SD = 1.16), 
F(2,511) = 420.58, p < 0.001. Bonferroni post-hoc tests showed that all of these dif-
ferences were significant with p < 0.001.

Table  2 shows the results of our moderated regressions, respectively aimed to 
predict participants’ anxiety (first 3 columns) and depression (second 3 columns). 
In a convergent way, consistent with H1 and H2, both the exposure to a HS mes-
sage and to a BS message heightened participants’ distress. The stressful effect of 
the HS message was stronger than that of the BS message both as concerns anxiety, 
t(1024) = 7.60, p < 0.001, and as regards depression, t(1024) = 7.54, p < 0.001. The 
direct association between the individual level of sexism and the dependent vari-
ables was negative both as concerns anxiety and as regards depression. These asso-
ciations were statistically equal, both as concerns anxiety, t(1024) = 1.18, p = 0.24, 
as regards depression, t(1024) = 0.47, p = 0.64.

Consistent with H3, the effect of the exposure to a BS message was fully sig-
nificant among participants with low (− 1 SD) individual levels of BS, simple 

Table 2   Study 2: Prediction of participants’ anxiety and depression

***p < .001. **p < 01

Anxiety Depression

b SE Beta b SE Beta

Constant 2.77*** .04 2.44*** .03
Exposure to a hostile sexism message .68*** .04 .81 .52*** .03
Exposure to a benevolent sexism message .25*** .04 .30 .20*** .03 .30
Individual level of hostile sexism − .08** .03 − .12 − .08** .03 − .14
Individual level of benevolent sexism − 13*** .03 − 18 − .10*** .03 − .17
Exposure to a hostile sexism message * 

Individual level of hostile sexism
− .13*** .03 − .19 − .08*** .02 − .13

Exposure to a benevolent sexism message 
* Individual level of benevolent sexism

− .13*** .03 − .17 − .11*** .02 − .18

Fit of the model Adj. R2 = .44 Adj. R2 = .42
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slope = 0.39, SE = 0.05, p < 0.001, while it just approached statistical significance 
among those with high (+ 1 SD) levels of BS (H3), simple slope = 0.10, SE = 0.05, 
p = 0.05. Consistent with H4a, HS partially buffered the stressful effect of exposure 
to a hostile sexist message as concerns participants’ anxiety. Indeed, the effect of 
the exposure to a HS message was stronger among participants with low (− 1 SD) 
individual levels of HS, simple slope = 0.83, SE = 0.06, p < 0.001, than among those 
with high (+ 1 SD) levels of HS, simple slope = 0.53, SE = 0.04, p < 0.001. The dif-
ference between the two slopes was statistically significant, t(214) = 4.23, p < 0.001.

In line with our expectations (H3 and H4) the same moderation pattern stemmed 
as concerns depression. The effect of the exposure to a BS message (H3) was sig-
nificant among participants with low (− 1 SD) levels of BS, simple slope = 0.32, 
SE = 0.04, p < 0.001, while it was just marginally significant among participants 
with high (+ 1 SD) individual levels of BS, simple slope = 0.07, SE = 0.08, p = 0.09. 
The effect exerted by exposure to a HS message (H4) on the dependent variable 
was stronger among participants with low (− 1 SD) individual levels of HS, sim-
ple slope = 0.61, SE = 0.05, p < 0.001, than among those with high (+ 1 SD) individ-
ual levels of HS, simple slope = 0.43, SE = 0.03, p < 0.001. The difference between 

Anxiety Depression

Fig. 1   Study 2: Interactive effects exerted on psychological distress by exposure to sexism and the indi-
vidual level of sexism
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the two slopes was statistically significant, t(214) = 3.09, p < 0.01. Figure 1 shows 
graphically the moderated effects we have detected.

Discussion

In Study 2, we confirmed and expanded the results from Study 1. First, we con-
firmed that exposure to sexism, especially to its hostile dimension, hampers wom-
en’s psychological well-being in the workplace. Second, we provided evidence for 
the palliative function of endorsement of both forms of sexism. Indeed, we showed 
that the endorsement of a sexist ideology hinders women’s psychological distress, 
both directly and partially buffering the negative effects of experiencing a sex-
ist environment. In particular, we found that women endorsing lower levels of HS, 
when exposed to HS situation reported higher level of anxiety and depression com-
pared to women with higher level of HS. As for benevolent dimension, we found 
that the effects of exposure to a BS situation were stronger among participants with 
low versus individual levels of BS.

General Discussion

There is near unanimous consensus that worldwide sexism affects women in many 
adverse ways and that it is one of the biggest obstacles to gender equality. As far as 
the workplace domain is concerned, research abundantly demonstrated that experi-
encing sexism undermines women’s psycho-physical well-being (e.g., McLaughlin 
et  al. 2017; Pacilli et  al. 2019; Rubin et  al. 2019; Schneider et  al. 2001). Further, 
another line of research demonstrated that despite sexism clearly works at women 
disadvantages, not only men but also women often tolerate and interiorize it (e.g., 
Glick et al. 2000; Kilianski and Rudman 1998). Although studies deeply analyzed 
the spread and the impact of sexism on women’s lives, research has not system-
atically investigated whether women would all be affected to the same extent by 
exposure to sexist manifestations, or endorsement of sexism moderates women’s 
reactions to such events. In the present research, we have built on this paucity by 
investigating whether the psychological distress associated with the exposure to 
workplace sexism would vary according to women’s endorsement of ambivalent 
sexism.

In line with the literature (e.g., Pacilli et  al. 2019; Schneider et  al. 2001), in 
both studies we confirmed the detrimental impacts of workplace sexism on wom-
en’s well-being. In particular, we found that exposure to HS during a job selection 
increased women’s level of anxiety and depression. Further, even exposure to BS 
job selection fostered anxiety and depression. In both studies, the adverse emotional 
reactions to sexism were stronger for women exposed to HS (vs. BS). This could be 
due to the fact that the expression of HS being more blatant and denigrating, is eas-
ily recognized as a discrimination and is more offensive and thus fosters a stronger 
reaction as compared to BS which is more subtle and patronizing in suggesting 
women’s inferiority.
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Regarding the moderating role of endorsement of sexism, we provide evi-
dence for the palliative function of ambivalent sexism. As far as BS is concerned, 
results revealed that women’s endorsement of BS fully buffered the adverse reac-
tion to exposure to BS situation, with women lower in BS experiencing greater 
anxiety and depression. This result is in line with, and extend, previous research 
that demonstrated that women high in benevolent sexism and who tend to justify 
the system express greater life satisfaction (Connelly and Heesacker 2012; Ham-
mond and Sibley 2011; Napier et al. 2010). As for exposure to HS, we found that 
adverse emotional reaction was partially buffered by endorsement of HS, with 
women lower in HS experiencing greater anxiety and depression than women 
higher in HS. This result is in line with recent evidence on the palliative func-
tion of ideologies in the domain of sexism. Indeed, while Vargas-Salfate (2017) 
demonstrated that similarly to BS, even HS could function as an adaptive strategy 
that fosters life satisfaction, Pacilli and colleagues (2019) found that women low 
in system justifying beliefs, when exposed to HS, reported higher anxiety. How-
ever, other research on the palliative function of HS offered a different picture 
of results. On the one hand, Conelly and Heesacker (2012) did not find a signifi-
cant association between HS and life satisfaction. On the other hand, Eliezer and 
colleagues (2011) demonstrated that when one is exposed to a hostile event, the 
endorsement of system-justifying beliefs function as a stressor, rather than as a 
coping resource.

The mixed evidence, alongside with our results that highlighted a partial buff-
ering effect of HS, might be explained based on some specific features of the two 
forms of sexism. BS offers people a palatable rationale for gender inequality due 
to its subtle and apparently flattering manifestations. Stressing the complementarity 
character of stereotypical gender roles BS provided women with a positive social 
identity (Jost and Kay 2005; Conelly and Heesacker 2012). Consistently, if women 
are considered inferior to men in some domains (i.e., strength and competence), they 
are considered superior to me in other domains (i.e., care and interpersonal warmth: 
see Connelly and Heesacker 2012). Thus, promoting the idea of a compensatory and 
balanced division of roles between men and women, BS suggests that society oper-
ates as it should, promoting the acceptance of the status quo and even providing 
a coping resource to deal with inequalities (Conelly and Heesacker 2012). In con-
trast, the fact that HS openly communicates an antipathy towards women without 
flattering compensations makes the justification of the fairness of the system harder. 
However, women endorsement of HS means that women are convinced of their infe-
riority and of the fact that they deserve disadvantaged positions within the society 
(Vargas-Salfate 2017). The internalization of inferiority is confirmed by research 
within the depressed entitlement paradigm showing that despite independent judges 
rated a written work by men and women as equal, women rated their own work as 
poorer and as deserving a lower payment when compared to men (Jost 1997). Thus, 
internalizing the inferiority leads people to greater acceptance of unfairness and 
greater justification of legitimacy of the system. Consistently, we found that women 
with lower level of HS experienced greater anxiety and depression when exposed 
to HS situation, plausibly because they are not ideologically equipped to justify the 
discrimination.
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Limitations and Future Directions

Our research extended the knowledge on the palliative function of sexist ideol-
ogy providing evidence of the interaction between sexism endorsement and expo-
sure to workplace sexism on women psychological well-being. However, there 
are also some limitations to the present research. One limitation lies in the fact 
that we measured the immediate psychological reaction derived from exposure to 
workplace sexism, disregarding possible long-term effects. Future research could 
investigate whether the endorsement of sexism protects women from negative 
outcomes in the long-term too, or whether women, regardless of their ideologi-
cal standpoints, would report long-term health impairment as a consequence of 
exposure to sexist events. Another limitation is the fact that we did not inves-
tigate whether anxiety and depression as a response to unfair event would in 
turn produce other consequences for women. Indeed, the literature demonstrated 
that exposure to unfair events in the workplace is associated with engagement 
in unhealthy behaviors and work productivity impairment (Combs and Milo-
sevic 2016). In this regard, future research could analyze whether anxiety and 
depression as a result of exposure to workplace sexism would impact women’s 
performance and healthy life style according to their endorsement of sexism. We 
assessed the self-reported state anxiety and depression as responses to the expo-
sure to a sexist event in workplace. Future research could go a step further adopt-
ing psycho-physiological measures of individual’s stressful reactions. Further, 
we did not control for participants’ trait dimensions of these constructs. Future 
research could include trait dimension of anxiety and depression not only to con-
trol for their effect but even to explore whether they interact with psychological 
response to unfair events.

Finally, our results highlight the relevance of considering the outcomes of events 
at the light of interaction between the state of the person and the state of the environ-
ment. We investigated such an interactive effect adopting an experimental approach. 
Future research could go a step further by investigating such an effect adopting a 
cross-cultural multilevel approach, with a particular attention to the interaction 
between country’s gender gap index and inhabitants’ endorsement of sexism.

Conclusion

The adverse outcomes of sexism on women’s lives has been widely investigated. 
However, a systematic understanding of the role played by women’s ideological 
standpoints in shaping psychological outcomes associated with exposure to gen-
der-based discrimination is still lacking. Our results indicated that women experi-
enced anxiety and depression as a result of the exposure to BS and HS, and, most 
importantly for our purpose, that women who poorly endorse sexist beliefs are 
those who experience the more adverse psychological reactions when exposed to 
sexism in workplace.
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