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Abstract
Gender stereotypes play a potent role in how the work of men and women is perceived and valued. Stereotypes also influ-
ence the way people look upon themselves. In the present research, two studies are reported where men and women at work 
rated the degree of warmth and competence of a person with their own occupation, and how they think people in general 
would perceive a person in the same occupation. A wider gap between own perceptions and that of people in general was 
expected for women than for men, as it was assumed that the view of other people’s perceptions would serve as a proxy for 
stereotype threat for women. Study 1 comprised 449 participants (74 % women) working within the public sector, mainly in 
social, caring, and education professions, and Study 2 comprised a convenience sample of 189 participants (70 % women) 
from a variety of sectors and professions. Both studies yielded consistent results; contradictory to what was expected, men 
and women did not differ in terms of how they thought people in general would perceive the competence of their occupa-
tion, instead women rated the competence of their own occupation higher than men did, even after controlling for type of 
occupation and educational level. Warmth displayed only minor gender differences. The results are discussed in relation to 
research on counter-reactions against stereotype threat, how the concept of competence could be understood, as well as other 
possible explanations of the unexpected results.
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Introduction

A gender equal labor market is far from reality, not even 
in countries taking gender equality seriously. In Sweden, 
despite the fact that it is one of the least unequal countries in 
the world (rank 7; United Nations Development Programme 
[UNDP], 2021), women are paid less for their work. This 
is true even after taking into consideration factors such as 
age, education, part time employment, type of occupations, 
etc., although men and women take part in the labor force 
to almost the same extent (Statistics Sweden, 2018). The 
situation seems to be similar in many countries (Joshi et al., 
2015). The suggestion that gender stereotypes play a role 
in this has been investigated many times (Barreto et al., 
2008; Ellemers, 2018; Heilman, 2012; Heilman & Eagly, 
2008). Leadership is, for example, consistently found to be 

associated with men and masculinity (Hoffman & Musch, 
2019; Koenig et al., 2011; Vial et al., 2016). Female leaders 
are also seen as emotional and lacking emotional stability 
and control to a higher extent than men (Brescoll, 2016). Not 
only do stereotypes influence how a person is evaluated, they 
may also serve as a context for self-perceptions (Eagly et al., 
2000). Warmth and competence are considered two main 
perceptual dimensions guiding the formation of impressions 
of other people (Fiske et al., 2007). Warmth is considered to 
be characteristic of female roles while competence is associ-
ated with male roles (Eckes, 2002; Fiske et al., 2002). In the 
present study, two investigations are presented that explore 
how men and women perceive their own occupational roles, 
and how they think that these occupations are perceived by 
people in general, in terms of competence and warmth. It 
was assumed that the view of how other people perceive 
their work role would serve as a stereotype threat (Steele 
& Aronson, 1995) for women, due to a lack of fit between 
women’s different roles (Eagly & Karau, 2002).

According to the Social Role Theory (Eagly et  al., 
2000) it is suggested that physical sex differences, such as 
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restrictions set on women due to childbirth, as well as men’s 
greater size and strength, historically have caused a gen-
dered division of labor. Having greater bodily strength and 
not being restricted by the care of young children, made it 
easier to perform activities giving access to resources, and 
thus to more power and higher status. As a consequence, 
what would be expected as possible and desirable behavior 
for men and women would differ, as would what men and 
women think is possible or desirable for themselves to do. 
Men would be supposed to take on agentic roles, taking part 
in activities outside the home, while women would be sup-
posed to act in a communal way, taking part in caring and 
nurturance inside the home (Fiske, 2014). However, the con-
straints set by childbirth are less important in society today, 
with lower birth rates, and less dependence on maternal care 
for young children (Eagly et al., 2000). Furthermore, greater 
size and physical strength is less important nowadays, as few 
occupational roles today require such abilities. Yet this still 
causes people to associate certain roles, skills, and traits 
differently with men and women (Eagly et al., 2000; Ellem-
ers, 2018).

Agency and communality can be seen as embedded in 
a broader perceptual space accounting for much variation 
in how people and groups are perceived (Fiske, 2018), not 
only related to gender roles. According to the Stereotype 
Content Model (Fiske et al., 2007), impressions of other 
people are formed along the dimensions of competence 
and warmth. Competence is built up of attributes related to 
ability and agency. Warmth is related to other-directedness, 
such as communion and morality (Fiske, 2018). In the same 
way that communion and agency have been found to differ 
in the perceptions of men and women, so do competence 
and warmth (Eckes, 2002; Fiske et al., 2002). This means 
that agentic/competent traits and behaviors are expected 
from any man and communal/warm traits and behaviors are 
expected from any woman. Accordingly, as both attributes 
are valued in society, and in fact, most people regard women 
to be nicer than men (Eagly & Mladinic, 1994), discrimina-
tion of women does not necessarily originate from antipathy. 
Rather it is a consequence of a lack of fit between what is 
expected of a woman and what is expected of a dedicated 
member of the work force (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman, 
2001). Displaying warmth would reduce credibility as a pro-
fessional, while suppressing warmth would violate what is 
expected of a woman.

Gender stereotypes not only affect how men and women 
are perceived by others, but they also affect how people 
look upon themselves. Research has shown that women 
tend to perceive themselves as more communal than men 
do (Hentschel et al., 2019). Women have also been found 
to perceive themselves as less competent, especially in 
fields traditionally regarded as masculine, such as STEM 
fields (Tellhed et al., 2017). Having lower trust in one’s 

competence naturally has detrimental effects, and it has been 
shown that being subjected to the risk of being discriminated 
against lowers the self-efficacy beliefs even further (Quinn 
et al., 2013). This phenomenon is labeled stereotype threat, 
which means the risk of identifying a stereotype about one’s 
group as characteristic of oneself (Steele & Aronson, 1995). 
This effect has been shown to reduce the performance of 
individuals from targeted groups, especially in relation to 
academic performance; in the case of women in relation 
to mathematical and spatial tasks (Hoyt & Murphy, 2016; 
Quinn et al., 2013), negotiation tasks (Kray et al., 2002; Tell-
hed & Björklund, 2011), leadership and managerial tasks 
(Bergeron et al., 2006; Hoyt & Murphy, 2016), as well as 
impression management (Latu et al., 2015). Women have 
also been found to devaluate their contributions to collabora-
tive work due to negative performance expectations (Haynes 
& Heilman, 2013). Such threats have also been found to 
affect the career choices of women (Hoyt & Murphy, 2016; 
Tellhed et al., 2017; van Veelen et al., 2019), entrepreneurial 
aspirations (BarNir, 2021) as well as work motivation and 
work-team identification (Veldman et al., 2017). Further-
more, being the target of stereotype threat tends to influence 
the psychological wellbeing (Barreto et al., 2008; Schmitt 
et al., 2014).

Stereotypes can be expressed both blatantly, by explic-
itly referring to the inferiority of women, and subtly, that 
is, implicitly and ambiguously displayed (Fiske, 2014), and 
it is these latter forms that are particularly at work instill-
ing stereotype threat (Barreto et al., 2008; Hoyt & Murphy, 
2016). When stereotypes and prejudice are subtly disclosed 
the targets are met by contradicting messages – overt, verbal 
behavior adhering to equality principles, and covert non-ver-
bal behavior implying the opposite. While blatant prejudice 
rather evokes aggression among the targets, subtle forms 
evoke anxiety (Barreto et al., 2008). Subtle stereotypes 
can take various forms, however a common characteristic 
is that they are expressed quite automatically and without 
control (Devine, 1989), for example through nonverbal 
behavior (Crosby et al., 1980; Fiske, 2014). They do not 
need an explicit sender, but are part of the context, cueing 
a disadvantage for the target’s social identity. This could be 
something as simple as being a numerical minority (Hoyt & 
Murphy, 2016). It could also be the norms embedded in the 
situation revealed in implicit ways (Meeussen et al., 2020; 
Veldman et al., 2017). Norms regarding gender form a par-
ticular situation for women as such biases are ambivalent 
(Glick & Fiske, 2001). As mentioned above, many traits 
associated with women are highly valued. Benevolent sex-
ism is aimed at women complying with traditional gender 
norms (being warm and communal). In combination with 
hostile sexism, which is directed towards women who pose 
a threat to the male hegemony (being competent and agentic) 
and is expressed in the form of negative characterizations 
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of women, benevolent sexism is assumed to be particularly 
effective in serving to legitimize myths of gender inequality, 
and to justify status quo (Glick et al., 2000). By sounding 
“nice” and putting women in a positive light, benevolent 
sexism functions in a subtle way, as it may be harder to 
identify as sexism. It has been demonstrated that women 
tend to define themselves in relational terms when exposed 
to benevolent sexism, especially when benevolent sexism is 
coming from persons with whom they expected to collabo-
rate (Barreto et al., 2010).

It is however not enough for a subtle bias to be “in the 
air”, a targeted person must also sense that the stereotype is 
applicable to them, in order for a stereotype threat to occur 
(Quinn et al., 2013). Consequently, a person must consider 
themselves as a member of the group that the prejudice is 
directed at and also experience that it threatens their identity 
(Fiske, 2014). This implies that the more a person identi-
fies with the group, the higher the risk for stereotype threat 
(Fiske, 2014; Quinn et al., 2013). This is indeed what has 
been found, at least regarding outcomes related to various 
forms of performance (see Quinn et al., 2013) and career 
aspirations (van Veelen et al., 2019).

Stereotype threats are situation-specific (Hoyt & Mur-
phy, 2016) and depend on the specific cues in a particular 
context. This implies that any person can be the victim of 
stereotype threat under certain conditions. It has, for exam-
ple, been found that when primed with female-stereotypical 
skills, men’s ability decreased (Koenig & Eagly, 2005; Kray 
et al., 2002). Tellhed and Adolfsson (2018) found that both 
men and women were affected in the same way under ste-
reotype threat, decreasing the relationship between actual 
performance on an academic test and their assessment of 
their performance. A German study (Latsch & Hannover, 
2014) investigated the impact of medial portrayals of boys 
as academic failures, and found that it decreased boys’ per-
formance and increased girls’. Thus, even non-stereotyped 
(or positively stereotyped) groups, such as men, are under 
certain circumstances affected by stereotype threat when 
primed with stereotype-relevant cues. There is also evidence 
that suggests a stereotype lift effect for such groups, that 
positively stereotyped groups fare better when cued with 
negative stereotype information of the outgroup (Chalabaev 
et al., 2008; Marx & Stapel, 2006).

Occupations are highly gender-typed and associated 
with attributes related to gender stereotypes of commun-
ion/warmth and agency/competence (Froehlich et al., 2020; 
Haines et al., 2016; Koenig & Eagly, 2014). Furthermore, 
work roles also form an aspect of our social identity, and 
activation of stereotype threats might influence how we 
perceive our own occupational role. As mentioned above, 
it has been suggested that there is a lack of fit, or congru-
ence, between women’s different roles in the eye of the 
perceiver (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman, 2001), causing 

more tension between their own and other people’s views of 
them as professionals, which probably increases the more a 
woman identifies with her job. In the present two studies, the 
perception people have of their own occupational roles and 
their view of how people in general perceive their occupa-
tions in terms of competence and warmth was investigated. 
Assuming that women experience stereotypic expectations 
from their environment, this could lead to a fear that other 
people look down on their performance as professionals. 
Hence, it could be expected that women would think that 
people in general perceive their work role as less competent 
that men would.

There is research indicating that women themselves, due 
to stereotype threat, would think less of their professional 
competence than men do, at least in male coded domains, 
while men tend to think that they can manage both male 
and female coded domains equally well (Bench et al., 2015; 
Tellhed et al., 2017). However, a thorough meta-analysis of 
gender stereotypes in the US during the last 60 years (Eagly 
et al., 2019) reveals changes that correspond to women’s 
increasing employment – competence was increasingly seen 
as more characteristic of both men and women. Accordingly, 
if the same development is mirrored in people’s own percep-
tions, men and women would not differ in the perception of 
their own occupations. On the other hand, if differences do 
exist, they probably would be in men’s favor.

There may also be barriers for men to enter tradition-
ally female roles and occupations, which would supposedly 
reflect a mirrored situation with a lack of fit between what is 
expected of a man and what is expected of a caring and com-
munal role. However, this situation is much less investigated, 
although it probably is as associated with norms and stereo-
types as it is for women (Meeussen et al., 2020). Although 
there is research indicating changes in people’s perception 
of gender-typed attributes in a gender equal direction, this 
is not the case for female coded domains. Haines et al. 
(2016) found that the mean levels of the probability that 
a certain attribute was characteristic for either a man or a 
woman decreased from 1983 to 2014, although the gaps in 
perceptions were constant. The exception was female gender 
roles that showed an increase in gender stereotyping. The 
meta-analysis presented above (Eagly et al., 2019) revealed 
increased gender stereotyping of communion across time, 
while male stereotyping of agency was stable. As female 
related attributes seem to increase in gender stereotyping, 
this would suggest a mirrored effect for men, regarding 
warmth, that the gap between own perception and the view 
of how other people would perceive their occupation would 
be wider for men than for women, due to men expecting peo-
ple to value their level of warmth lower than women would. 
However, as it has been found that for normally positively 
stereotyped groups, group identity is not as salient as for 
negatively stereotyped groups (Marx & Stapel, 2006), it is 
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equally likely that men would not experience a stereotype 
threat regarding warmth, unless they are working within a 
female-dominated occupation, which would make their own 
gender more salient (Hoyt & Murphy, 2016).

Study 1

The first study constitutes a part of a work environment 
investigation among younger employees (≤ 30 years) within 
local authorities on a municipality level (the smallest admin-
istrative level in the Swedish public sector). Authorities at 
the municipality level provide main welfare services such as 
elderly care, social services, childcare, and primary and sec-
ondary education. In addition, although smaller in terms of 
staffing, they also have the authority over societal planning, 
water supply, and maintenance of the local environment. 
Thus, the main activities and occupations are female domi-
nated (such as social workers, teachers, caring occupations), 
while a minor part is male dominated (such as engineers and 
technicians).

The number of women within the work force increased 
during the nineteen seventies and nineteen eighties, as the 
public sector grew, mainly by providing welfare services 
such as health care, childcare, elderly care. At the same time, 
there was a development of professionalization of working 
life, in that higher levels of education increasingly became 
required in many professions (Statistics Sweden, 2018). This 
indicates increased competence in an objective sense, and 
specifically so in the welfare sector. This covariation would 
to some extent be reflected in people’s perceptions (Eagly 
et al., 2019). Consequently, it was considered important to 
control for educational level in the analyses.

Method

Participants

There was a total of 449 participants (74 % women, nine per-
sons did not indicate their gender, or chose “other”), younger 
employees (up to the age of 30 years) all working within 
municipality services, in seven municipalities within one of 
the 21 regions in Sweden. The mean age was 26 (SD = 2.74, 
ranging from the age of 19 to 31). The majority (52 %; 34 
men and 184 women) worked within caring/social occupa-
tions, 26 % (28 men and 82 women) in school, 14 % (9 men 
and 47 women) with administration and 9 % (27 men and 
11 women) within technical occupations. Almost half of the 
sample (44 %) had a university education.

The response rate was 19 %, ranging between 16 and 33 
% within each subsample (municipality). Due to the low 
response rates, comparisons between actual and intended 
samples were made where possible. These analyses showed 

that the gender and age distributions did not differ signif-
icantly. There were some differences in terms of form of 
employment and occupational field, but these did not display 
any systematic pattern.

Procedure

The web-based questionnaire was distributed to the par-
ticipants via their company e-mail. In one municipality 
(comprising about 6 % of the total sample), where not all 
employees had access to (or used) the e-mail system, the 
questionnaire was sent by mail to their workplace addresses. 
The e-mail addresses (and conventional addresses) were 
obtained from the HR department in each municipality.

The questionnaire started with a cover letter describing 
the aim of the study, how the study was carried out and how 
data was to be handled and reported. It was stressed that 
participation was voluntary and anonymous. It was explicitly 
mentioned that by turning to the next page (or returning the 
paper version of the questionnaire in the pre-paid envelope) 
they consented to participation.

Instrument

The present study was part of a general work environment 
investigation, carried out in collaboration with the munici-
palities’ HR departments. The main part of the question-
naire contained questions related to the psychosocial work 
environment and covered areas such as work demands, con-
trol, social support, work-private life conflict, and general 
wellbeing. The results regarding these parts of the ques-
tionnaire are reported elsewhere. In addition, one question 
asked: “How do you look upon a person with your occupa-
tion?” This question was assumed to highlight their social 
identity as a professional rather than their personal identity. 
It was also considered important to design the question as 
gender-neutral as possible, in order not to impose any gender 
stereotypes on the participants. If any gender-stereotypical 
responses would appear, they should emanate from the par-
ticipants themselves. Another question asked: “How do you 
perceive that people in general in society look upon a person 
with your occupation?” The rationale behind this formula-
tion was that it was assumed that the view of how other 
people perceive the competence of their work role would 
serve as a stereotype threat (Steele & Aronson, 1995) for 
women, due to a lack of fit between women’s different roles 
in society (Eagly & Karau, 2002). Six items related to the 
Stereotype Content Model (SCM; Fiske, 2018) measur-
ing competence and warmth were used. For competence 
these items were: competent, skilled, and efficient, and for 
warmth: warm, friendly, and sincere, presented in a random 
order. These items were answered on a five-step scale, rang-
ing from (1) not at all, to (5) very much. Four variables 
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were constructed as a mean value across the defining items; 
Own perception of competence (Cronbach’s α = .83), Own 
perception of warmth (Cronbach’s α = .77), View of the per-
ception of competence by people in general (Cronbach’s α 
= .80), and View of the perception of warmth by people in 
general (Cronbach’s α = .74).

Results

In order to test the hypotheses, two three-way mixed anal-
yses of variance (for competence and warmth separately) 
were carried out with the comparison between own percep-
tion and perception of people in general as a within-subject 
variable and gender and educational level (high school vs. 
university) as between-groups variables. Turning first to 
competence, Levene’s test of equality of error variance was 
significant for own perception, however Hartley’s  Fmax test 
(Glen, 2020) revealed a variance ratio between highest and 
lowest variance below the critical value (1.96), therefore the 
analysis was retained. There was a significant main effect 
for the comparison between own perception and the view of 
other people’s perception, F (1, 436) = 273.80, p < .001, η2 
= .39. The participants perceived a person with their own 
occupation as more competent (M = 4.22, SD = 0.68) than 
they considered such a person to be perceived by people in 
general (M = 3.27, SD = 0.84). There were also significant 
main effects of gender, F (1, 436) = 7.14, p < .01, η 2 = .02, 
and educational level, F (1, 436) = 11.89, p < .01, η 2 = 
.03, although these effects were considerably lower. Women 
rated the competence of their work role (both in own eyes 
and in the eyes of other people) somewhat higher (M = 3.79, 
SD = 0.60) than men (M = 3.61, SD = 0.60). People with a 
university education rated the competence higher (M = 3.89, 
SD = 0.58) than people with a high school education (M = 
3.64; SD = 0.60). These effects were qualified by significant 
interaction effects for the comparison between self and oth-
ers’ perception and gender, F (1, 436) = 10.86, p < .01, η 2 
= .02, and for the comparison between self and others’ per-
ception and educational level, F (1, 436) = 8.82, p < .01, η 2 
= .02. As can be seen in Table 1, and which a simple effects 

analysis confirmed, women perceived a person in their own 
occupation as more competent than men did, regardless of 
educational level, t (438) = 4.54, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 0.51. 
The difference between men and women in how they thought 
people in general would perceive a person with their occupa-
tion was not significant, t (438) = 0.25, p > .05, Cohen’s d 
= 0.03. Simple effects analysis also revealed that (regard-
less of gender) people with a university education rated the 
competence of a person with their own occupation higher 
than people with a high school education, both in their own 
eyes, t (438) = 2.01, p < .05, Cohen’s d = 0.19, and in the 
eyes of people in general, t (438) = 4.42, p < .001, Cohen’s 
d = 0.42, although the effect size was considerable larger for 
how they thought people in general perceived their occupa-
tion than for their own perception. The interaction between 
gender and educational level was not significant, F (1, 436) 
= 0.05, nor was the three-way interaction, F (1, 436) = 2.41.

As mentioned above, due to the development of the labor 
market, men and women tend to work in different types of 
occupations. Furthermore, due to these trends it would also 
be possible that men and women differ in terms of educa-
tional level. χ2-analyses revealed no gender differences 
regarding educational level, χ 2 (1) = 0.11, p > .05, but 
significant gender differences for type of occupation, χ 2 (3) 
= 57.78, p < .001. Men were overrepresented in technical 
occupations (standardized residual, SR = 6.1) and underrep-
resented in caring and social occupations (SR = -2.3), while 
women were underrepresented in technical occupations (SR 
= -3.4). Administrative and educational occupations did 
not display any substantial gender differences (SRs 1.1 and 
lower). A similar analysis as the one presented above for 
those types of occupations with a reasonable number of both 
men and women and dominated by women (i.e, caring/social 
and school professions, n = 328) was carried out. This analy-
sis confirmed the above reported pattern, with the exception 
that no significant main effect of gender was found. Women 
still regarded their own occupation as characterized more 
by competence than men did, while men and women did 
not differ in how they thought people in general look upon 
their occupation.

Table 1  Own perceptions 
and view of other people’s 
perceptions of one’s own 
occupation as a function of 
gender and educational level (N 
= 440).

Cell means Marginal 
means 
GenderOwn perception Perception of others

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)
Men High school 3.98 (0.61) 3.07 (0.80)

3.61 (0.60)University 3.96 (0.72) 3.51 (0.76)
Women High school 4.23 (0.74) 3.14 (0.84)

3.79 (0.60)University 4.40 (0.55) 3.46 (0.82)
Marginal means 

Education
High school 3.64 (0.60)
University 3.89 (0.58)
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As for the perception of warmth, the only significant 
effect found was for the comparison between own percep-
tion and the assumed perception of people in general, F 
(1, 436) = 85.86, p < .001, η 2 = .16. The participants 
perceived a person with their own occupation as warmer 
(M = 4.18, SD = 0.67) than they assumed people in gen-
eral do (M = 3.75, SD = 0.74). An analysis of participants 
working in caring/social and educational occupations did 
not change the pattern.

Discussion

The general picture here was that women regarded their 
own occupation as being associated with more competence 
than men did, even when they worked within the same 
kind of occupations, but that men and women did not dif-
fer in terms of how they thought people in general would 
perceive their occupation. This is quite contrary to what 
was expected. It was assumed that women would consider 
people in general to think less of their occupation, in terms 
of competence, than men would, as it has been suggested 
that there is a perceived lack of fit between women’s dif-
ferent roles (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman, 2001). A lack 
of fit was indeed found among women, but in the opposite 
direction from expected. It was not the ratings of how they 
thought that other people would perceive their occupations 
that was low, it was the ratings of how they themselves 
perceived their occupations that were high.

For warmth there were no effects worth mentioning, 
neither in the expected way, nor mirrored for men in the 
same way as for women regarding competence, and not 
when controlling for type of occupation. The only sig-
nificant effect was that the participants perceived a person 
with their own occupation as warmer than they thought 
that people in general do. It seems that being a minority 
of men among a majority of women did not render enough 
salience to evoke a group identity for men (Hoyt & Mur-
phy, 2016). It is of course also possible that there does not 
exist any tension between male characteristics and working 
in female dominated occupations.

In the present study, the participants worked within one 
specific sector, local authorities within the public sector, 
although they worked in a variety of occupations. They 
were also quite young, not older than approximately 30 
years. It was therefore decided to replicate the investiga-
tion with people from various sectors in the labor market, 
both public and private, with a greater variety of occupa-
tions, and representing a wider age span. By doing so it 
would be possible to investigate if the pattern found was 
only true for a quite narrow segment of the labor market, 
or if it would hold also in a sample more resembling the 
general work force.

Study 2

The main objective in this study was to replicate the previ-
ous study, and to find out if the unexpected results found for 
competence would hold in a more varied sample of people 
within the work force. Furthermore, the aim was to see if a 
more varied sample would generate any effects for warmth 
as well.

Method

Participants

The sample comprised 189 participants (70 % women, 6 
persons did not indicate their gender) with a mean age of 
38 (SD = 12.08, ranging from 19 to 62 years). The occupa-
tions were categorized into administration and commerce 
(51 %), social/health/school (33 %), and technical (16 %). 
Fifty-three percent had some form of university education. 
Men and women differed to some extent regarding type of 
occupation, χ 2 (2) = 22.98, p < .001. Men were overrepre-
sented in technical occupations (standardized residual, SR 
= 3.7) and slightly underrepresented in social/health/school 
occupations (SR = -1.6). Women were underrepresented in 
technical occupations (SR = -2.3) and slightly overrepre-
sented in social/health/school occupations (SR = 1). Men 
and women were quite evenly distributed in administrative 
and commercial occupations. Men and women did not differ 
in terms of educational level, χ 2 (1) = 0.20, p > .05. The 
mean age was evenly distributed across the various types of 
occupations, even when controlling for gender, Fs (2, 171) 
< 1.00.

Procedure

The investigation was carried out through a web-based ques-
tionnaire. The link to the questionnaire was distributed to 
a convenience sample through social media, and through 
e-mails to employees within organizations.

The questionnaire started with a cover letter describing 
the aim of the study, how the study was carried out and how 
data was to be handled and reported. It was stressed that 
participation was voluntary and anonymous. It was explicitly 
mentioned that by turning to the next page of the question-
naire they consented to participation.

Instrument

The main part of the questionnaire contained questions 
related to the psychosocial work environment and cov-
ered areas such as work demands, control, social support, 
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work-private life conflict, and general wellbeing. The results 
concerning these parts are not reported here. The same ques-
tions as in Study 1 were used: “How do you look upon a 
person with your occupation?” and: “How do you perceive 
that people in general in society look upon a person with 
your occupation?” Six items related to the Stereotype Con-
tent Model (SCM; Fiske, 2018) measuring competence and 
warmth were used. For competence these items were: com-
petent, skilled, and efficient, and for warmth: warm, friendly, 
and sincere, presented in a random order. These items were 
answered on a five-step scale, ranging from (1) not at all, to 
(5) very much. Four variables were constructed as a mean 
value across the defining items; Own perception of com-
petence (Cronbach’s α = .80), Own perception of warmth 
(Cronbach’s α = .76), View of the perception of competence 
by people in general (Cronbach’s α = .83), and View of the 
perception of warmth by people in general (Cronbach’s α 
= .77).

Results

As before, mixed analyses of variance with the difference 
between own perception and that considered to be the view 
of people in general as a within-subject variable, and gen-
der and educational level as between-group variables were 
carried out. For competence, once again Levene’s test of 
equality of error variances was significant for own percep-
tion, however Hartley’s  Fmax test (Glen, 2020) revealed a 
variance ratio between highest and lowest variance below 
the critical value (of 1.96), so it was decided that the analy-
sis should be retained. Again there was a significant main 
effect for the difference between own and the perception of 
others’ views, F (1, 176) = 79.18, p < .001, η 2 = .31. The 
participants perceived a person with their own occupation 
as more competent (M = 4.48, SD = 1.06) than how they 
thought people in general do (M = 3.53, SD = 0.92). There 
was also a significant main effect of educational level, F (1, 
176) = 4.87, p < .05; η 2 = .03, where those with a university 
education rated competence higher (M = 4.16, SD = 0.84) 
than people with a high school education did (M = 3.82, 
SD = 0.78). More importantly, there was again a significant 

interaction effect for the comparison between own and the 
assumed perception of other people and gender, F (1, 176) 
= 7.04, p < .01, η 2 = .04. As can be seen in Table 2, and 
simple effects analysis confirmed, while women perceived 
a person with their own occupation as more competent than 
men did, t (103.44) = 2.49, p < .05, Cohen’s d = 0.38), no 
significant difference was found between men and women 
regarding their view of the perceptions of people in general, 
t (181) = -0.94, p > .05, Cohen’s d = 0.16. All other effects 
were non-significant (Fs ranging between 0.14 and 0.56).

In order to control for the gender composition of differ-
ent occupations, a mixed analysis of variance was carried 
out, in the same way as before, but with occupational field 
(social/health/school occupations, technical occupations, 
and administrative/commercial occupations) added as an 
independent variable. The analysis yielded the same pattern: 
A significant main effect for the difference between own and 
the perception of others’ views, a significant main effect for 
educational level, and a significant interaction between gen-
der and the comparison between own and the assumed per-
ception of other people. Occupational field displayed only 
small effects, both as main effect and in interaction with the 
other variables (Fs ranging between 0.04 and 2.50).

For warmth, two of the effects were significant. As in 
Study 1, the difference between own perception and the 
assumed perception of people in general was significant, F 
(1, 176) = 40.90, p < .001, η 2 = .19. A person with one’s 
own occupation was considered as warmer (M = 4.07, SD 
= 1.02) than what was considered to be the perception of 
people in general (M = 3.48, SD = 0.88). There was also a 
significant main effect of gender, F (1, 176) = 8.11, p < .01, 
η 2 = .04. Women both perceived themselves, and believed 
that other people perceive, a person with their occupation as 
warmer (M = 3.87, SD = 0.81) than men did (M = 3.48, SD 
= 0.70). All other effects were small, Fs ranging between 
0 and 1.11.

Adding occupational field as an independent variable, 
revealed again a significant main effect of the difference 
between own perception and the assumed perception of other 
people. However, the main effect of gender was no longer 
significant. Instead a significant effect of occupational field 

Table 2  Own perceptions 
and view of other people’s 
perceptions of one’s own 
occupation as a function of 
gender and educational level (N 
= 183).

Cell means Marginal means
Gender

Own perception Perception of others

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)
Men High school 4.03 (0.84) 3.53 (0.74)

3.91 (0.78)University 4.36 (1.00) 3.69 (1.09)
Women High school 4.36 (1.13) 3.34 (0.87)

4.03 (0.83)University 4.77 (1.02) 3.63 (0.95)
Marginal means 

Education
High school 3.82 (0.78)
University 4.16 (0.84)
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was found, F (2, 165) = 6.01, p < .01, η2 = .07. People work-
ing in social, health and school professions rated their own 
occupation (both in their own eyes and what they considered 
people in general to think) higher in warmth (M = 4.03, SD 
= 0.75) than people in technical occupations (M = 3.37, SD 
= 0.55) and people in administrative and commercial occu-
pations (M = 3.69, SD = 0.83). The latter two categories did 
not differ significantly.

Discussion

Again, women were found to perceive a person with their 
own occupation as more competent than men did. There 
was also here a wider gap between one’s own view and the 
view of the perceptions of people in general among women, 
although this was quite opposite to what was originally 
expected. It was not that they rated other people’s per-
ceptions as lower; instead, their own ratings were higher. 
This second study contained a wider array of occupations, 
although the sample size was smaller. Adding occupational 
filed to the analysis did not change the picture. The same 
pattern as in Study 1 emerged.

A difference in comparison with Study 1 was that men 
and women in Study 2 differed in their perceptions of 
warmth – men considered people in their own occupation 
as less warm than women did. Adding occupational field into 
the analysis changed this picture. The main effect of gender 
disappeared; instead, there was a main effect of occupation, 
with people working in social, health and school occupations 
(regardless of gender) rating their work role as warmer than 
the other two groups. This seem to indicate that there is a 
different dynamic behind the perceptions of warmth than 
for competence, where occupational field did not show any 
effect. Rather than being evoked by their gender identity, 
the perceptions of warmth seemed to depend on the par-
ticipants’ occupational role identity, as also men in these 
kinds of occupations rated the work roles as equally warm 
as women did.

General Discussion

The dominating result from these two studies was that 
women rated the competence of their own occupation higher 
than men did, while their view of how other people per-
ceived their occupation did not differ from men’s view. This 
was contrary to what was predicted; it was not their ratings 
of other people’s perceptions that were lower, it was their 
own ratings that were higher. This pattern remained when 
controlling for educational level and area of work.

The starting point for this research was an assump-
tion that, due to a lack of fit between what is expected 
of the role as a woman and what is expected of the role 

as a professional (Eagly & Karau, 2002), women would 
experience a stereotype threat in their professional role 
(Steele & Aronson, 1995). This would be based on a fear 
that other people think they are not competent enough. 
However, the results did not lend any support for this at 
all. The explanation seems to be found elsewhere. Are the 
results to be interpreted as some kind of reactance to ste-
reotype threat, or is it not a question of stereotype threat 
at all? Are there realistic differences between men’s and 
women’s work and work conditions that might explain 
the unexpected results? Or is it the other way around, that 
men underestimate the competence of their occupational 
role?

Stereotype Threat or Not?

That women rated the competence of their occupational 
role higher than men did could be interpreted as a way of 
overcoming the perils of stereotype threat. This could be 
done by engaging in counter stereotype behavior, as a reac-
tance to stereotype threats (Bonnot & Jost, 2014; Hoyt & 
Blascovich, 2007). This would happen if gender stereotypes 
were explicitly made salient. Assuming that there is a ten-
sion between traditional female roles and professional roles 
(Eagly & Karau, 2002), perhaps this makes women more 
aware of possible risks of discrimination, which is deemed 
important to forego and forearm, one way being to boost 
one’s competence. A related way of dealing with stereo-
type threat could be through self-affirmation (Martens et al., 
2006; Sherman et al., 2013). It has been shown that the per-
formance improved for groups that are targets of stereotype 
threats, when self-affirming a valued attribute compared to 
a group of controls not self-affirming, while no such effect 
was found for non-targets. It is possible that boosting the 
competence level of one’s own group would serve as self-
affirmation, which men do not need. A third way of dealing 
with stereotype threat would be through role models. It has 
been found that learning about a successful woman in the 
same area (Marx et al., 2005; McIntyre et al., 2003) or being 
primed with a positive identity (McGlone & Aronson, 2007) 
can subdue the negative effects of stereotype threat. Given 
that women may experience a tension between traditional 
and professional roles (Eagly & Karau, 2002), perhaps there 
is a need for women to look for positive role models in their 
working life.

However, these forms of strategies to decrease the det-
rimental effects of stereotype threat has mainly focused on 
how to close the gap. As far as one knows, no research has 
tried to identify under which circumstances a targeted group 
can be led to boost their performance, competence beliefs, 
self-efficacy, etc. Experimental research in this vein would 
be highly informative.
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Of course it is possible that the results found in the pre-
sent two studies do not have to do with stereotype threat at 
all. It was assumed that a stereotype threat would materialize 
as lower ratings for how they thought people in general per-
ceive a person with their occupation. That men and women 
did not differ in their response to this question corresponds 
to a non-threat situation. Furthermore, to be a woman and to 
work in a female dominated occupation, which many of the 
women in the present two studies did, is perhaps not expe-
rienced as a conflict and hence does not pose a stereotype 
threat, as such occupations involves caring, nurturing, etc., 
behaviors that conventionally has been associated with the 
traditional role of a woman. Finally, the participants in these 
studies were not explicitly asked to rate their own compe-
tence, instead they were asked to rate the competence of a 
person with their own occupation. The reason for this was 
to highlight their social identity as a professional. It is of 
course possible that this instruction was too weak to elicit 
this identity.

Nevertheless, the suggested interpretations of the results 
above would explain why men and women would not differ 
in the perceptions of their own occupational roles; they do 
not explain why women perceive their work role as more 
competent than men do.

Are There Realistic Differences in Competence 
Between Men’s and Women’s Work?

At the same time as women increasingly have entered the 
paid work force, the labor market has also changed due to a 
growing sector of welfare services (Statistics Sweden, 2018). 
Another trend is an increased professionalization of the labor 
market, with more occupations requiring higher education. 
Occupations that are female dominated are mainly found 
in the welfare sector, often requiring a certain amount of 
formal education, often a university degree, such as nurses, 
teachers, social workers, etc. Statistics also show that in 
Sweden people working in occupations highly dominated by 
women have a higher mean educational level, with no gen-
der differences, while in highly male dominated occupations 
women display a higher mean educational level than men 
(Zakrisson & Löfstrand, 2019). Given that education thus 
can be regarded as an indicator of the objective competence 
of an occupation, and that the men and women participating 
in these studies to a dominating degree have made gender 
stereotypical choices of occupations, the higher ratings by 
women may reflect objective differences between male and 
female dominated occupations. However, when controlling 
for type of occupation, the same pattern remained; women 
rated the competence of their work role higher in compe-
tence than men did in the same kind of occupations.

The previously mentioned meta-analysis of gender ste-
reotypes in the US during the last 60 years (Eagly et al., 

2019) reveals changes that correspond to women’s increas-
ing employment – women seemed to gain in both commun-
ion and competence. This meta-analysis also revealed that 
gender stereotypes were remarkably consistent regardless 
of demographic groupings such as gender. Also in Sweden 
people’s perceptions of male and female dominated occu-
pations seem to correspond to these differences – female 
dominated occupations are perceived as characterized by the 
same level of competence as male dominated occupations, 
but as warmer, while highly male dominated occupations are 
viewed as competent but less warm (Zakrisson & Löfstrand, 
2019).

It could thus be possible that women actually regard 
themselves as more competent in their professional roles 
than men, not as a reaction to possible discrimination, but as 
a fact. The meta-analysis by Eagly et al. (2019) revealed not 
only that competence was increasingly seen as more charac-
teristic of both men and women, an increasing proportion of 
people also perceived that competence was more character-
istic of a woman than of a man. Conventionally competence 
is seen as being built up by various forms of knowledge and 
skills (Eagly et al., 2019; Fiske, 2018). As there has been an 
increased professionalization of both male and female domi-
nated occupations, there is no reason to expect differences 
in how people perceive such roles in terms of competence in 
this respect. However, as many female occupations are found 
within the welfare sector, with work directed at other peo-
ple, most often in weak positions, such as children, elderly 
people, patients, and clients, other kinds of qualifications are 
also needed, such as other-directedness and empathic abili-
ties. Perhaps women add such aspects into the perceptions 
of their occupations. Thus, a reasonable question is what 
the connotations are for the concept of competence among 
men and women. Do men and women actually mean the 
same thing when they use the concept of competence? The 
results from the present study suggest that it is possible that 
men and women conceive of the concept differently when 
applied to circumstances with which they are themselves 
familiar and perhaps identify with. Research that shed light 
over if, and in what possible ways, men and women conceive 
of the qualifications needed in their own occupational realm 
would be of interest.

Do Men Underestimate the Competence of Their 
Own Occupational Role?

Another suggestion could be that the higher ratings of com-
petence among women reflect a realistic view, and that men 
underestimated the competence of their own occupation. 
This would happen if they were expected to be the target 
of stereotype threat, which might be the case if they work 
within a female dominated occupation, which would make 
their own gender more salient (Hoyt & Murphy, 2016). In 
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this case, men would score lower when working in female 
dominated occupations, such as social, caring, and educa-
tional occupations, but not in the other situations, however 
this was not what was found. Men did score lower in the 
perceptions of their occupational role compared to women 
when working in female domains, but not lower than men in 
the whole sample (Study 1), and occupational field did not 
contribute to the picture when added to the analysis (Study 
2). Furthermore, it has previously been shown that men tend 
to think highly of their ability to manage both female and 
male dominated domains equally well (Bench et al., 2015; 
Tellhed et al., 2017).

In addition, similar patterns would have been expected for 
warmth for female dominated areas of work, but no differ-
ences at all were found between men and women regarding 
this. The only significant gender effect for warmth was that 
men in Study 2 rated a person with their own occupation as 
less warm than women did, a difference that disappeared 
when adding occupational field to the analysis. Instead, 
there was a significant main effect of occupational field, 
with both men and women rating their occupational role 
equally warm in the same kind of occupations. The highest 
ratings were found for occupations in the field of health, 
social and educational professions. This results seem to indi-
cate a different dynamic behind the perceptions. In contrast 
with competence ratings, which consistently were dependent 
on the gender roles, for warmth they seem more associated 
with the occupational role, regardless of whether it is upheld 
by a man or a woman. However, it is less evident what to 
expect regarding how men in traditionally female roles are 
to be perceived. On one hand, norms about gender and man-
hood prevent men from engaging in communal behaviors 
(Meeussen et al., 2020). On the other hand, there is some 
experimental research indicating that men seem to gain from 
displaying warm behaviors, by being more positively evalu-
ated than women presented in the same way (Cuddy et al., 
2004; Heilman & Okimoto, 2008). Men also tend to regard 
themselves as more communal compared to how they regard 
men in general (Hentschel et al., 2019). They are also less 
prone to be the target of stereotype threat (Marx & Stapel, 
2006) being a normally positively stereotyped group. It is 
also worth noting that the power of this analysis is not very 
strong. More research is thus needed, with reasonable sam-
ple sizes, to investigate the dynamic behind self-perceptions 
of warmth.

Methodological Considerations

In the present research the participants were not explicitly 
asked to rate their own competence, neither as an indi-
vidual, nor as a professional, which might be a limitation. 
The questions focused on how they perceived a person with 
their own occupation. It was assumed that this would elicit 

the participants’ social identity as a professional, i.e., that 
they implicitly invested at least some part of themselves in 
their ratings, which is considered necessary for a stereotype 
threat to occur (Quinn et al., 2013). It is of course possible 
that they included all other people they know about with 
the same occupation as themselves, except themselves, or 
even answered from a general gender-free perspective. As 
mentioned above, it is not possible to know how much of 
themselves they invested in their occupational role when 
asked, and further research is needed in order to establish 
if stereotype threat, and how to overcome it, is a plausible 
explanation at all for results like the present ones. However, 
previous research has shown that people tend to perceive 
of various male and female roles according to general ste-
reotypes (Eagly et al., 2019; Haines et al., 2016; Zakrisson 
& Löfstrand, 2019), and it is highly probable that people 
are affected by such stereotypes also in the perceptions of 
their own occupation. This means that the perceived gender 
proportion in that particular occupation, and the stereotypic 
associations with which it is equipped probably affect their 
perceptions. However, further research is needed, with elab-
orations of combinations of occupations and gender, in order 
to separate the perceptions of gendered occupations from 
perceptions of gender, and also in relation to own gender.

That many occupations, especially in the welfare sector, 
where most of the female dominated occupations are found, 
have undergone an increasing professionalization means that 
there may be generational differences in how to perceive of 
one’s occupational role. Accordingly, the female participants 
would be younger than the male participants, and thus to be 
more well-educated, which would explain some of the dif-
ferences in perceptions. However, in Study 1 all participants 
were of about the same age, between 18 and 30 years, and 
in Study 2 there were no age differences between the occu-
pational categories, nor in interaction with gender. Conse-
quently, generational effects seem unlikely.

Women are stereotypically expected to be warm and 
friendly, and women are generally found to be nicer than 
men (Eagly & Mladinic, 1994). Maybe this is expressed in 
the present two studies as women rating their own ingroup 
(i.e., another person with their own occupation) as more 
competent. However, research has more often found men to 
display ingroup favoritism, and women even to display out-
group favoritism (Batalha et al., 2007; Eckes, 2002; Laurin, 
2016), so this seems not to be a likely explanation.

A strength in the present research is that educational level 
was included in the analyses. Education level not only cor-
responds to competence in an objective sense, it also sig-
nals status, authority, etc. (Fiske, 2018). In much research 
comparing roles more or less associated with gender, such 
factors have not been taken into consideration. For example, 
many of the female dominated roles used as stimulus mate-
rial in many studies differ from the male dominated roles 
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included in level of education required or other status mark-
ers that not necessarily are dependent on but covary with 
gender (Froehlich et al., 2020; Koenig & Eagly, 2014). For 
example, secretary and geriatric aide have been compared 
with lawyer and doctor. Given that such occupations require 
different amounts of formal education, corresponding differ-
ences in perceived competence are very likely. In the present 
research, educational leveling was controlled for. The unex-
pected difference between men and women’s perceptions 
of competence were consistent both for people with a high 
school education and for people with a university degree.

Conclusion

This research started with a well-founded assumption that 
women face stereotype threats in their work roles, and that 
this would be displayed as lower ratings of how they thought 
other people to perceive the competence of their own occu-
pational roles, compared to men. This was not found. What 
was consistent across the two studies was that women rated 
the competence of their own occupation as significantly 
higher than men did, regardless of educational level or area 
of work. This was not expected. Either there would be no 
differences, or if differences were to be found, men would 
display higher ratings than women, due to them having more 
confidence in their performance (Bench et al., 2015; Tellhed 
et al., 2017). A limitation is that the design of these two 
studies did not make it possible to penetrate whether the 
unexpected results are due to a strategy to counteract possi-
ble stereotype threat, or if stereotype threat is an underlying 
dynamic here at all. However, alternative explanations, such 
as the covariation between gender, on the one hand, and age 
and competence in an objective sense, i.e., educational level, 
on the other hand, could be ruled out.

What is novel in this research is that, contrary to what was 
expected, women rated the competence of their occupation 
higher than men did, in two different studies, with different 
types of samples, and controlling for several background 
variables. Why these results emerged is still an open ques-
tion, and more research is needed, with different designs, 
different contexts, and different operationalizations of com-
petence, social identity, and stereotype threat. We hope that 
other researchers find the present results challenging enough 
to take part in this endeavor.
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