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Abstract
Women remain underrepresented in leadership, particularly 
in traditionally masculine work settings. At the same time, 
the visibility of this imbalance has led to growing calls for 
diversifying leadership. This research examines how both 
men and women contribute to the preservation or disrup-
tion of gender inequality in masculine organizational con-
texts. Men remain the gatekeepers of change—deciding 
who rises to the top and under what conditions—while 
women face the strategic dilemma of fitting in by down-
playing inequality (supporting the status quo, sometimes 
called ‘queen bee behaviour’) or ‘rocking the boat’ by ad-
vocating social change (challenging the status quo). Across 
five experimental studies (total N = 887), we examined how 
evaluators assessed male and female leadership candidates 
who either supported or challenged the status quo. Results 
revealed that although men favoured female over male can-
didates, they consistently preferred women who reinforced 
the status quo over those who advocated equality. By con-
trast, male candidates who supported the status quo were 
penalized, and female evaluators showed no such prefer-
ences. These findings highlight subtle mechanisms through 
which gendered power dynamics are maintained, under-
scoring both the strategic trade-offs women must navigate 
to advance and the conditional nature of men's support for 
gender equality.
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Despite progress, women remain underrepresented in leadership—especially in traditionally masculine 
settings (Catalyst, 2024a, 2024b). In response, governments, advocates and organizations have launched 
initiatives ranging from individual-focused programmes that build confidence, skills and aspirations 
to structural reforms such as quotas and inclusive leadership policies (Benschop et al., 2015; Kelan & 
Wratil, 2018; Ryan & Morgenroth, 2024). Pressure to diversify leadership is particularly acute in mascu-
line workplaces and is—implicitly or explicitly—directed at the men who still dominate these environ-
ments and their boards (Cortis et al., 2021). Understanding how men respond to calls for gender equality 
is therefore crucial: in these contexts, men remain key gatekeepers and their preferences and decisions 
largely determine who advances—and under what conditions.

As men weigh whether and how to support diversity, aspiring women leaders in masculine settings face 
a different dilemma. They are encouraged to “lean in” and assimilate to masculine norms—signalling ambi-
tion, competitiveness and individual drive to prove they can succeed on masculine terms (Kim et al., 2018; 
Ryan & Morgenroth, 2024)— On the other hand, the very push for greater gender diversity often brings the 
expectation that women should act as change agents: championing other women, challenging discrimina-
tory practices and modelling an alternative leadership style (Mavin, 2008; Webber & Giuffre, 2019). These 
competing demands pit individual advancement against systemic change and shape how decision-makers 
evaluate women—affecting both women's progression and the success of gender-equality initiatives.

In this paper, we examine how men in masculine work settings respond to calls for greater gender 
equality by evaluating female and male leadership candidates who either support or challenge the status 
quo. While heightened attention to inequality and pressure to diversify may boost men's evaluations 
of female (vs. male) candidates, we argue they will still prefer women who support the status quo 
(e.g., adopt traditionally masculine traits, downplay inequality) over those who challenge it (e.g., display 
traditionally feminine traits, highlight systemic barriers). This research aims to shed light on the dual 
pressures shaping gender-equality efforts: the role of majority-group members (i.e., men) in enacting or 
resisting organizational change and the strategic trade-offs that minority-group members (i.e., women) 
must navigate to succeed within unequal systems.

The persistence of gender inequality in leadership

Women now represent about half of the paid labour force in most industrialized nations, and their par-
ticipation in traditionally masculine roles has risen sharply (Catalyst, 2024a, 2024b; Cheryan et al., 2017; 
Ortiz-Ospina et  al.,  2018). They have also gained leadership ground—holding roughly one-third of 
parliamentary seats and board positions in Europe and North America (Catalyst, 2024a, 2024b; UN 
Women, 2024). Yet women remain underrepresented across corporate, political and academic leader-
ship pipelines, especially at the top (AAUW, 2022; Catalyst, 2024a, 2024b; Krivkovich et al., 2024; UN 
Women, 2024). Research points less to differences in qualifications or preferences than to persistent 
gender bias: even when equally qualified, women are less likely to access leadership roles, earn less for 
equivalent work and face higher rates of mistreatment and harassment (Catalyst, 2018; Cortina, 2008; 
Joshi et al., 2022; Penner et al., 2023).

These differential outcomes for women and men have been traced back to two key factors: gender 
stereotypes and the “masculine defaults” embedded in leadership characterizations. Gender stereotypes 
are culturally shared beliefs that depict women as communal (e.g., kind, sensitive) and men as agentic 
(e.g., assertive, rational; Ellemers, 2018; Heilman et al., 2024). In traditionally masculine roles—such 
as leadership—success is largely associated with agentic traits such as dominance, competition and 
self-confidence (Cheryan & Markus, 2020). As a result, men are viewed as the natural fit while women 
are seen as lacking the attributes required to be competent leaders (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman 
et al., 2024). This perceived mismatch between communal depictions of women and agentic role ex-
pectations contributes to discrimination: women must often provide more evidence of their compe-
tence to receive the same recognition as men (Biernat & Kobrynowicz, 1997; Koenig & Eagly, 2014; 
Leslie et al., 2015).
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Yet even when women demonstrate competence and fit, they continue to face bias. Women who defy 
communal gender stereotypes by exhibiting assertiveness, dominance and competitiveness—the very 
traits valued in leadership roles—are often judged as interpersonally hostile and less likable (Heilman 
et al., 2024; Rudman & Glick, 2001). This creates a double bind: behaving communally reinforces per-
ceptions of poor fit and low leadership potential, while behaving agentically elicits social penalties for 
norm violation. Unlike their male counterparts, women in masculine work settings must navigate the 
tension between their professional and gender identities—and often must work harder to be seen as 
both competent and adequate.

Men in masculine work settings: Allies or gatekeepers of the status quo?

As workplace inequality gains visibility and is increasingly scrutinized, calls for change have intensified 
and initiatives advocating for the advancement of women have become increasingly common—particu-
larly in leadership (e.g., Kratz, 2024; Leslie et al., 2024). Governments, schools and firms have promoted 
diversity through mentoring, empowerment workshops and structural reforms such as voluntary or 
mandatory gender quotas (European Institute for Gender Equality, 2022; Krivkovich et al., 2024; UN 
Women, 2025). These efforts focus particularly on masculine work settings, where disparities and mas-
culine norms are most entrenched (Cheryan & Markus, 2020). In these environments, the responsibility 
for implementing change often rests with the men who dominate leadership positions. As such, men 
effectively hold the power to either disrupt or reinforce the status quo through their support for—or 
resistance to—gender-equality initiatives (Cortis et al., 2021).

As members of the majority group, men in masculine work settings are uniquely positioned to legiti-
mize and advance gender-equality efforts (Sherf et al., 2017). When men speak out against sexism or ad-
vocate for women's advancement, their actions are often perceived as more credible and objective than 
when women do the same (Drury & Kaiser, 2014). Male allyship can also foster greater inclusion for 
women and signal institutional support for equity goals (Moser & Branscombe, 2022). Thus, men have 
the potential to shift workplace norms and serve as powerful agents of change through their attitudes, 
decisions and behaviour.

Despite this potential, many men in masculine organizations respond to diversity initiatives with 
ambivalence or resistance (Kanitz et  al.,  2024). As beneficiaries of existing hierarchies, they are 
motivated to justify the status quo (Kay et  al.,  2009). Pro-diversity messages and calls for gen-
der equality can trigger status threat—concerns that advancing women endangers men's standing 
(Dover et al., 2016; Ellemers et al., 2002)—often fuelled by zero-sum beliefs that women's gains 
mean men's losses (Iyer, 2022; Zehnter et al., 2021). Such initiatives may also evoke symbolic threats 
to entrenched cultural values and ingroup morality threats that implicate men in inequality (Stephan 
& Stephan, 2000).

Organizational narratives can also reinforce men's resistance to change. Many masculine work set-
tings endorse and promote a meritocratic ideology that assumes success is primarily based on individual 
talent and effort (Cheryan & Markus, 2020). While this narrative appears fair, it often obscures the 
structural barriers women face—allowing decision-makers to attribute women's underrepresentation 
to personal deficits rather than systemic disadvantage (Castilla & Benard,  2010). At the same time, 
meritocratic beliefs allow men in masculine work settings to maintain a positive self-image while legit-
imizing the status quo (McCoy & Major, 2007; Shuman et al., 2023). Even when men endorse diversity, 
their support may remain largely symbolic or performative (Kutlaca & Radke, 2023; Pietri et al., 2024). 
For example, organizations may increase female representation in visible roles without making deeper 
structural changes (Chang et al., 2019; Krivkovich et al., 2024). These surface-level commitments can 
be counterproductive as they create the appearance of progress while leaving masculine norms and 
hierarchies intact.

In sum, while men have the potential to act as influential allies in advancing gender equality, their 
responses to diversity efforts and calls for greater equality—ranging from active support to passive 
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compliance or resistance—play a critical role in shaping whether change is merely performative 
or truly transformative.

Women in masculine work settings: Fitting in or rocking the boat?

While men in masculine organizations must choose between allyship and gatekeeping, women face a 
different dilemma: whether to assimilate into the existing culture to advance individually or to challenge 
the status quo and support systemic change. Research suggests that women cope with negative gender 
stereotypes and masculine defaults through two different strategies. One focuses on collective action 
and involves relying on their gender group, advocating for cultural change and equal opportunities and 
questioning masculine norms of success (Iyer & Ryan, 2009). The other strategy focuses on individual 
mobility and involves distancing themselves from their gender group, supporting meritocratic narra-
tives and aligning with masculine norms of success (Derks et al., 2016; Ellemers et al., 1997; Veldman 
et  al.,  2020). These strategies are not mutually exclusive—women may switch between them across 
contexts or career stages. However, their use is often shaped by gender identification: those who iden-
tify more strongly with their gender are more likely to engage in collective strategies, while those who 
identify less strongly are more likely to prioritize individual advancement (Derks, Ellemers, et al., 2011; 
Derks, Van Laar, et al., 2011; Iyer & Ryan, 2009). Importantly, although each strategy has its own ben-
efits, they also come with their own set of consequences.

Rocking the boat: Challenging the status quo through collective action

Women in masculine work settings can challenge the status quo both implicitly, by modelling alterna-
tive leadership styles, and explicitly, by directly confronting inequality. Implicit challenges often take 
the form of communal leadership, which contrasts with traditional models that place agency as the key 
determinant of success. For example, compared with men, women leaders are more likely to combine 
agency (e.g., risk-taking, goal-setting) with communality (e.g., empathy, teamwork; Eagly & Carli, 2003; 
Vial & Cowgill, 2022). They are also more likely to foster psychologically safe, collaborative and family-
supportive work environments (Post, 2015; Sargent et al., 2022; Wallen, 2002). These leadership styles 
not only disrupt the status quo but also support the retention and advancement of junior women (Sealy 
& Singh, 2010). Importantly, women are expected to bring these alternative styles and perspectives—to 
“add value” by diversifying leadership—whereas men can rely on conformity to established, agentic 
norms (Eagly & Karau, 2002).

On a more explicit level, women leaders may challenge the status quo by acting as mentors for other 
women, advocating for diversity initiatives and speaking out against gender discrimination (Becker 
et al., 2014; Cortis et al., 2021; Derks, Ellemers, et al., 2011; Derks, Van Laar, et al., 2011; Fritz & van 
Knippenberg, 2017; Iyer & Ryan, 2009). These behaviours position women as change agents in mascu-
line work settings, with broad downstream consequences: Organizations with a higher representation 
of women in leadership are less likely to be gender segregated at lower levels (Stainback & Kwon, 2012), 
have a narrower gender wage gap (Zimmermann, 2022), and are more likely to hire women in lower 
management positions (Arvate et al., 2018).

Challenging the status quo can carry costs for women's leadership prospects. Women who emphasize 
communality are often perceived as lacking the agentic qualities stereotypically associated with effective 
leaders—falling into the well-documented “think manager, think male” bias (Cheryan & Markus, 2020; 
Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman & Manzi, 2022). In addition, women who explicitly question the legit-
imacy of gendered workplace norms may be seen as confrontational or disruptive, undermining their 
chances of success, as people are motivated to defend existing arrangements and derogate challeng-
ers (Heine et  al.,  2006; Jost & Banaji,  1994; Rudman & Glick, 2001). Women face steeper penalties 
than men for confronting sexism—more likely to be labelled complainers and evaluated negatively 
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(Dodd et al., 2001; Eliezer & Major, 2012). Relative to men and majority-group members, women and 
ethnic minorities who advocate for diversity are seen as self-interested and rated lower in competence 
and performance (Gardner & Ryan, 2020; Hekman et al., 2017).

Moreover, women who express concern about gender inequality risk being associated with femi-
nism stigma. Feminist-identifying women are often stereotyped as angry, anti-male or difficult, and 
are less likely to be seen as competent or persuasive (Radke et  al.,  2016). Expressing anger violates 
prescriptive gender norms that require women to be agreeable and emotionally restrained (Brescoll & 
Uhlmann, 2008), leading to perceptions of unreasonableness and reducing their likelihood of being 
seen as fit for leadership (Rudman & Glick, 1999).

In sum, collective strategies can benefit women as a group yet backfire individually by triggering 
stereotype-based backlash that diminishes perceived leadership potential. These costs are magnified 
in masculine organizations where men control most decisions: as gatekeepers, male evaluators may 
view women who challenge the status quo as less competent and less fitting, reducing their chances for 
leadership.

Fitting in: Maintaining the status quo through individual mobility

Rather than challenging the culture of masculine work settings, many women navigate masculine envi-
ronments by assimilating into dominant norms—a pragmatic strategy with greater focus on individual 
mobility. One common tactic is to adopt stereotypically masculine traits to demonstrate competence 
and counteract negative gender-based expectations. For instance, women leaders in masculine work set-
tings have been found to describe themselves as more agentic than both their female junior colleagues 
and even their male peers (Derks et al., 2025; Ellemers et al., 2004; Faniko et al., 2021; Van Veelen & 
Derks, 2022). Experimental studies show that women with weaker gender identification are especially 
likely to emphasize their masculinity when confronted with cues of gender devaluation (Derks, Van 
Laar, et al., 2011).

Although women are generally more attuned to gender bias than men (Iyer & Ryan, 2009; Radke 
et al., 2016), women in masculine settings are often incentivized to downplay inequality and adopt “lean 
in” narratives oriented to individual success (Mavin & Grandy, 2018; Webber & Giuffre, 2019). In doing 
so, some reinforce meritocratic frames—endorsing existing arrangements, treating discrimination as 
isolated, doubting other women's competence/commitment or distancing from their gender identity 
(Cortis et al., 2021; Faniko et al., 2021; Powell et al., 2006, 2009; van Hek & Lippe, 2023). These tactics 
can reduce identity threat and boost perceived fit, but erode group solidarity (Becker & Tausch, 2014). 
This pattern—minority group members distancing from their group while supporting the status quo 
to pursue individual mobility—has been termed self-group distancing (Van Veelen et al., 2020) and 
historically labelled the Queen Bee phenomenon (Derks et al., 2016; Mavin, 2008).

Women's efforts to fit in can be strategic in male-dominated settings (Bryans & Mavin, 2003; Dryburg, 
1999). Such environments reward traits aligned with masculine norms (Cheryan & Markus, 2020) and 
male gatekeepers—who hold most high-status roles—may see women who legitimize the status quo 
as less threatening and more culturally compatible. Indeed, men show physiological threat responses 
when interacting with women who challenge (but not when they legitimize) the status quo (Domen 
et al., 2022). Thus, boosting a masculine leadership style, endorsing meritocracy, downplaying systemic 
inequality and distancing from gender-based critiques can boost perceived competence, fit and promot-
ability for women leaders.

From the perspective of male decision-makers, promoting a woman who endorses existing norms 
can serve dual purposes. It allows men to signal support for gender diversity at the surface level—show-
ing their commitment to equality and deflecting potential accusations of bias—while minimizing struc-
tural level change to the organizational culture. We expect that men are most likely to promote a woman 
who supports rather than challenges the status quo when gender inequality is highly salient and men are 
under higher scrutiny. For women seeking to advance in male-dominated organizations—particularly 
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those where gender inequality is being openly questioned—endorsing dominant norms may be more 
conducive to individual success than advocating for change.

Overview of the studies and hypotheses

The present research tests whether men in masculine organizations are more likely to favour women 
who support—rather than challenge—the status quo. We conducted five experiments in which male 
(and female) participants evaluated candidates for a leadership role. Participants rated the competence 
and fit of male and female candidates who either challenged or supported the status quo and then made 
a selection decision between them. We hypothesize that women who support the status quo are evalu-
ated more positively and are more likely to be selected for leadership than women who challenge the 
status quo (Hypothesis 1). In addition, we predict that while supporting the status quo leads to similarly 
positive evaluations for women and men, status quo-supporting women are more likely to be selected 
for leadership (Hypothesis 2).

In addition, we examined whether men's preference for women who support the status quo depends 
on how salient and scrutinized gender inequality is. We therefore manipulated salience of gender in-
equality in Studies 1 and 2 and tested whether men's preference for a status quo-supporting woman was 
more prevalent when gender inequality was highly salient as this may lead men to experience threats to 
their social identity (Hypothesis 3).

Transparency and openness

In each reported study we describe our sampling plan and all data exclusions (if any). Materials for each 
study, as well as preregistrations (if applicable), can be found on https://​osf.​io/​u8cys/​​overv​iew?​view_​
only=​2403d​0252d​ca467​f8cf1​c6696​c62966d. All data, analysis code and research materials are available 
upon request from the first author. Data were analysed using SPSS version 29.0.2.0.

STUDIES 1 A A ND 1B

Studies 1a and 1b tested Hypotheses 1–3. In Study 1a, male participants evaluated three candidates for 
a management position: two women (one supporting and one challenging the status quo) and one man 
(supporting the status quo). Beforehand, gender-inequality salience was manipulated (low, medium, 
high). Study 1b replicated the design with female participants to examine whether effects were specific 
to men.

Method

Participants and design

Both studies employed a 3 (candidate: SQ-supporting woman, SQ-challenging woman, SQ-supporting 
man; within) × 3 (inequality salience: low, medium, high; between) mixed design. Participants were 90 
male students in Study 1a1 (Mage = 21.52) and 111 female students in Study 1b (Mage = 20.60) from Leiden 
University, recruited for pay or course credit. Both studies were approved by the Psychology Ethics 
Committee at Leiden University.

 1One additional participant completed the study but was excluded from analyses after spending less than 7 s on the screens containing the 
experimental manipulation.

https://osf.io/u8cys/overview?view_only=2403d0252dca467f8cf1c6696c62966d
https://osf.io/u8cys/overview?view_only=2403d0252dca467f8cf1c6696c62966d
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Because this study was conducted before a priori sample size calculation was common practice, to as-
sess sample size adequacy, we conducted a post-hoc sensitivity analysis in G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2007) 
with α = .05 and power = .80. For Study 1a (lowest N) the design was sensitive to a small-to-medium 
candidate effect (Cohen's f = .14, assuming r = .50), a medium condition effect ( f = .27) and a medium 
candidate × condition interaction ( f = .26). Thus, the study was well powered to detect candidate differ-
ences but less so for condition effects.

Procedure

For a full description of the stimulus materials and dependent measures, see the OSF repository.2 The 
study was presented as research on employee selection. After basic demographics, participants imagined 
being part of a 6-person management team in an insurance company. Gender-inequality salience was 
manipulated through team composition: low (4 men, 2 women), medium (5 men + participant; which 
meant all-male for men but 5 men/1 woman for women) or high (same imbalance but explicitly criti-
cized: “This has increasingly drawn criticism lately, as the male/female ratio in the management team 
does not reflect the number of women working in the rest of the organization”). To ensure engagement, 
participants completed three attention checks about the scenario. Participants who answered incorrectly 
were redirected to the vignette and asked to answer the question again. They were then asked to evaluate 
three candidates for an open position: two women and one man. Candidate gender was signalled by 
Dutch names, and interview excerpts described strengths, management style and views on gender is-
sues. Profiles reflected (1) a SQ-supporting woman (mainly agentic, some communal, endorsing equal-
ity as a non-issue), (2) a similar SQ-supporting man and (3) a SQ-challenging woman (balanced agentic/
communal, emphasizing the need for equal opportunities). Candidate order was counterbalanced. After 
measures, participants were debriefed.

Measures

All dependent measures were assessed on nine-point scales. To test the effectiveness of the between-
subjects manipulation inequality salience, we assessed participants' perceptions of gender inequality (4 
items, α1a = .91, α1b = .77; e.g., “I get the impression that a woman does not have as much chance of 
getting a place in the management team as a man”). After being introduced to all candidates, par-
ticipants were asked to rate each candidate on competence (“How competent do you think [candidate 
name] is?”) and team-fit (“To what extent do you think [candidate name] is a good fit for the manage-
ment team?”). Finally, participants saw all three profiles simultaneously and were asked to select their 
preferred candidate.

Results

Manipulation checks

For both male and female participants condition affected the degree to which participants perceived 
gender inequality (F1a [2, 87] = 12.74, p < .001, �2

p
 = .23; F1b[2, 108] = 9.22, p < .001, �2

p
 = .15). Men and 

women reported perceiving less gender inequality when salience was low (M1a: men = 3.79, SD = 1.62; 
M1b: women = 3.87, SD = 1.63) compared with medium (M1a: men = 5.82, SD = 1.85; M1b: women = 6.26, 

 2Studies 1 and 2 were part of a larger project on the effects of salience of gender inequality on mens personal and social identity. As such, the 
experiment also included additional measures that are not directly related to the focus of the current manuscript. More information is available 
upon request from the first author.
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SD = 1.53, p's < .001) or high (M1a: men = 5.50, SD = 1.59; M1b: women = 6.08, SD = 1.26, p's < .001). No 
significant differences were found between the medium and high conditions, indicating that ex-
plicitly criticizing women's underrepresentation did not increase the inequality male and female 
participants reported.

Main analyses

Candidate evaluations
Separate 3 (candidate) × 3 (condition) mixed ANOVAs on perceived competence and team-fit revealed 
significant candidate main effects in both Studies 1a and 1b. For male participants, pairwise compari-
sons confirmed H1 and H2, Fcompetence (1.76,3 86) = 10.88, p < .001, partial �2

p
 = .11; Fteam-fit (1.69, 87) = 13.70, 

p < .001, �2
p
 = .14. The SQ-supporting woman was rated as more competent (M = 7.33, SD = 1.13) and 

fitting (M = 7.03, SD = 1.60) than the SQ-challenging woman (Mcompetence = 6.64, SD = 1.32; Mteam-fit = 5.76, 
SD = 2.09, p's < .01, ps < .001) and equal to the SQ-supporting man (Mcompetence = 7.20, SD = 0.98; Mteam-

fit = 6.78, SD = 1.59, p's < .01) (ps > .58). The SQ-challenging woman was rated as less competent and 
fitting than the SQ-supporting man ( p's < = .01).

Female participants in Study 1b however, showed a preference for the SQ-supporting male 
candidate: They evaluated him as significantly more competent (M = 7.49, SD = 1.01) and a bet-
ter fit to the team (M = 7.32, SD = 1.05) than both the SQ-challenging woman (Mcompetence = 6.90, 
SD = 1.35; Mteam-fit = 6.61, SD = 1.58, p's < .01) and the SQ-supporting woman (Mcompetence = 7.19, 
SD = 1.27; Mteam-fit = 6.83, SD = 1.54, p's < .04), Fcompetence (2107) = 11.09, p < .001, partial �2

p
 = .17; Fteam-fit 

(2107) = 8.95, p < .001, �2
p
 = .14.

In contrast to H3, no significant interactions with condition were found.

Candidate selection
Among male participants in Study 1a, a chi-square test on candidate selection revealed that the SQ-
supporting woman was the most popular choice, χ2[2] = 14.6, p < .001. As depicted in Figure 1, more 
than half of participants (52%) chose her over both the SQ-challenging woman (26%; H1) and the SQ-
supporting man (22%; H2). In contrast to H3, cross-tabulating candidate and condition did not reveal 
a significant association, χ2(4) = 5.69, p = .22.

Female participants in Study 1b, however, did not show any candidate preference, χ2[2] = 1.35, p = .51. 
Each candidate was selected by about a third of participants. The inequality salience manipulation had 
no effect on candidate selection, χ2(4) = 5.32, p = .26.

Discussion

Study 1a shows that in male-dominated contexts, men prefer women who support rather than chal-
lenge the status quo. Male raters judged a SQ-supporting woman as more competent and a bet-
ter team fit than a SQ-challenging woman, and on par with a SQ-supporting man. Importantly, 
SQ-supporting women were much more likely to be selected than any other candidate. Study 1b 
found no such effect among female raters: they rated the SQ-supporting man highest in competence 
and fit, and showed no selection preference. This indicates that the preference for SQ-supporting 
women is specific to men.

The absence of moderation by gender-inequality salience indicates that, contrary to H3, men did 
not show a stronger preference for an SQ-legitimizing woman when women's disadvantage was made 
explicit. We expected heightened protection of men's status under threat, but found no support.

 3In all mixed ANOVAs reported in this paper, Greenhouse–Geisser corrections were applied when the sphericity assumption was violated.
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STUDY 2

While Study 1 showed a clear preference for an SQ-supporting woman, its design may have nudged men 
towards this choice by including two women versus one man, and two SQ-supporting versus one SQ-
challenging candidate. To address these potential confounds, Study 2 presented four candidates varying 
by gender (man vs. woman) and attitude (SQ-supporting vs. SQ-challenging). If the SQ-supporting 
woman remained preferred, this would indicate that men's choice was not simply driven by her profile 
being the most common combination of gender and stance.

Method

Participants and design

The study had a 2 (candidate gender: woman/man; within) × 2 (candidate attitude: SQ-supporting/SQ-
challenging; within) × 3 (inequality salience: low, medium, high; between) mixed design. One hundred 
students identifying as male (Mage = 20.87) were recruited from Leiden University in exchange for pay or 
to fulfil course requirements. The study was performed in accordance with all ethical requirements of 
the Psychology Ethics Committee at Leiden University.

Study 2 was conducted before a priori sample size calculation was common practice. Sensitivity anal-
yses in GPower 3.1 indicated that the study (sample size of N = 100, alpha level = 0.05, power = 0.80) was 
able to detect small to medium-sized interaction effects between candidate gender and attitude (Cohen's 
f = 0.12), and between condition and candidate (Cohen's f = 0.13).

F I G U R E  1   Selection rates (percentages) for each candidate across three experimental conditions (low, medium and high 
salience of gender inequality) in Study 1.



10 of  28  |      DERKS et al.

Procedure and dependent measures

The procedure was identical to Study 1, except that in Study 2 participants were presented with four 
different candidates for a position in the management team: In addition to the three candidates of 
Study 1, a fourth SQ-challenging male candidate was added (see OSF repository for candidate profile). 
Dependent measures were identical to Study 1 (perceived gender inequality: α = .86). We added a ma-
nipulation check of candidate's attitude (“To what degree do you expect [candidate name] will promote 
the interests of women in the organization?”).

Results

See Table 1 for descriptive statistics.

Manipulation checks

Just like in Study 1, the manipulation of salience of inequality affected the degree to which participants 
perceived gender inequality, F(2, 97) = 26.93, p < .001, �2

p
 = .36. Men reported perceiving less gender 

inequality when salience was low (M = 3.87, SD = 1.63) compared with medium (M = 6.23, SD = 1.53, 
p < .001) or high (M = 6.08, SD = 1.27, p < .001).

The attitude manipulation successfully affected the degree to which participants expected each 
candidate to promote the interests of women. Participants expected SQ-challenging candidates 
to do more to promote women (M = 7.66, SE = 0.08) than SQ-supporting candidates (M = 4.96, 
SE = 0.15), F(1, 97) = 279, p < .001, �2

p
 = .74. However, a significant main effect of candidate 

T A B L E  1   Descriptive statistics for candidate evaluations by experimental condition (Study 2).

Low salience Medium salience High salience

Competence

SQ-supporting woman M = 7.03a
a M = 7.91b

a M = 7.03a
a

SD = 1.05 SD = 0.93 SD = 1.29

SQ-supporting man M = 7.29a
a M = 7.53a

ab M = 6.85a
a

SD = 0.94 SD = 1.27 SD = 1.21

SQ-challenging woman M = 6.62a
a M = 6.87a

b M = 7.26a
a

SD = 1.18 SD = 1.66 SD = 0.96

SQ-challenging man M = 6.65a
a M = 7.16a

b M = 7.26a
a

SD = 1.18 SD = 1.48 SD = 1.05

Fit in team

SQ-supporting woman M = 6.65a
a M = 6.72a

ac M = 6.56a
a

SD = 1.52 SD = 1.80 SD = 1.54

SQ-supporting man M = 7.09ab
a M = 7.47a

a M = 6.50b
a

SD = 1.24 SD = 1.41 SD = 1.50

SQ-challenging woman M = 6.12a
a M = 5.59a

b M = 6.12a
a

SD = 1.82 SD = 1.97 SD = 1.92

SQ-challenging man M = 6.62a
a M = 6.34a

bc M = 6.38a
a

SD = 1.18 SD = 1.72 SD = 1.63

Note: Variables were measured on nine-point scales. Different superscripts indicate significant between-condition differences, and subscripts 
indicate significant within-condition differences ( p < .05; Bonferroni-corrected pairwise comparisons).
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gender revealed that, regardless of their attitude, participants expected female candidates to 
promote women more (M = 6.74, SE = 0.09) than male candidates would (M = 5.88, SE = 0.11), 
F(1, 97) = 70.77, p < .001, �2

p
 = .42.

Main analyses

Candidate evaluations
Evaluations were analysed with 3 (condition) × 2 (gender) × 2 (attitude) mixed ANOVAs per evaluative 
dimension (competence, team-fit). Results revealed that, regardless of their gender, candidates with SQ-
supporting attitudes were seen as more competent and fitting than candidates with an SQ-challenging 
attitude, Fcompetence(1, 97) = 5.37, p = .023, �2

p
 = .05; Ffit(1, 97) = 12.84, p < .001, �2

p
 = .12. Confirming H1, the 

SQ-supporting woman was evaluated as more competent and fitting than the SQ-challenging woman 
( p's < .05). Candidate gender only predicted team-fit, with men being perceived as a better fit to the team 
than women, F(1, 97) = 11.24, p = .001, �2

p
 = .10. No interactions were found between candidate gender 

and attitude, suggesting that the effect of attitude was similar for female and male candidates.
Unlike Study 1, inequality salience moderated the effect of candidate attitude on perceived compe-

tence, F(2, 97) = 5.91, p = .004, �2
p
 = .05. SQ-supporting candidates were seen as more competent under 

low and medium salience ( ps < .02), but this advantage disappeared when inequality was explicitly crit-
icized (p = .15). Thus, men's tendency to view SQ-supporting candidates as more competent weakened 
under high salience of inequality.

Candidate selection
A Chi-square test revealed that the SQ-supporting woman was again the most popular choice with over 
a third of men (38%) selecting her over the other three candidates, χ2(3) = 12, p = .007 (see Figure 2). 
Supporting H1 and H2, the SQ-supporting woman had 2.17 times higher odds of being selected than 
the SQ-challenging woman (22%) and 1.74 times higher odds than the SQ-supporting man (26%). 
Cross-tabulating candidate choice with gender-inequality salience revealed a significant association, 
χ2(6) = 15.49, p = .017. Analysis of the residuals revealed that participants in the high salience condi-
tion chose the SQ-challenging woman significantly more often than expected (ASR = 2.3). In addition, 
participants in the low salience condition chose the SQ-supporting man significantly more often than 
expected (ASR = 3), while participants in the high salience condition chose this candidate significantly 
less often than expected (ASR = −2.8). In contrast to H3, however, no effect was found for the SQ-
supporting woman who was a stable popular choice, regardless of condition.

Discussion

Study 2 provides additional support that in male-dominated contexts, women who support the status 
quo are most advantaged. Confirming H1, men rated the SQ-supporting woman as more competent 
and fitting than the SQ-challenging woman and were most likely to select her. Supporting H2, she was 
also more likely to be chosen than the SQ-supporting man, despite being rated as less fitting. Study 2 
ruled out the possibility that the preference for the SQ-supporting woman in Study 1 was an artefact 
of the design (i.e., two women vs. one man; two SQ-supporters vs. one challenger). By orthogonally 
manipulating stance and gender, we showed that it is the SQ-supporting rather than challenging stance 
that drives perceptions of higher competence and fit. Nevertheless, confirming H1 the SQ-supporting 
woman again emerged as the most popular candidate, indicating that her advantage reflects a genuine 
preference rather than a by-product of choice architecture. A manipulation check ruled out mispercep-
tions of her stance as participants did see the SQ-supporting woman as less likely to promote gender 
equality. However, results also revealed that men expected women in general to promote gender equality 
more than men, consistent with prior work (Baron et al., 1991; Sterk et al., 2018).
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Unlike Study 1, Study 2 showed moderating effects of inequality salience, though not as predicted. 
Under high salience, men were somewhat more open to SQ-challenging candidates: they no longer 
rated SQ-supporting profiles as most competent, were less likely to select the SQ-supporting man and 
more likely to select the SQ-challenging woman. Still, the SQ-supporting woman remained preferred. 
Overall, this suggests that in masculine work settings, the SQ-supporting woman functions as a com-
promise—she increases surface-level diversity and deflects criticism about inequality while leaving mas-
culine norms and hierarchies intact.

STUDY 3

Studies 1 and 2 provided initial support for our prediction that, in masculine work settings, men would 
show a preference for women leaders who fit with masculine defaults and support the status quo—that 
is, women who will not “rock the boat”. In Studies 1 and 2 we designed the SQ-supporting profiles 
based on two main aspects of self-group distancing among women (Derks et  al.,  2016; Van Veelen 
et al., 2020), that is, emphasizing agentic self-presentation and supporting the status quo. However, it 
remains unclear whether men's preference for the SQ-supporting woman stems from her highly agentic 
features, her stance on gender inequality or both. Agentic masculine traits are strongly associated with 
perceived leadership success and are interpreted as indicators of competence, especially in masculine 
settings (e.g., Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman et al., 2024). It is therefore likely that in such settings many 
candidates will emphasize their masculine traits. Men's preference for an SQ-supporting woman may 
reflect a genuine belief in her greater competence due to agentic qualities, rather than a desire to avoid 
status quo protest. Therefore, in Study 3 we examined whether, when all male and female candidates are 
highly agentic, women who support the status quo on gender inequality still enjoy an advantage over 
those who challenge it.

F I G U R E  2   Selection rates (percentages) for each candidate across three experimental conditions (low, medium and high 
salience of gender inequality) in Study 2.
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Second, given that inequality salience had limited effects in Studies 1 and 2, in Study 3 we kept sa-
lience of gender inequality high (i.e., participants read about an all-male management team where the 
gender imbalance had been explicitly criticized). We chose to maintain this condition only as it mirrors 
the current debate in many male-dominated organizations in which the underrepresentation of women 
in management is increasingly questioned.

Finally, an important goal of Study 3 was to provide a replication of previous findings in a well-
powered, preregistered experiment and to extend our findings beyond a student population by using 
a sample of adults. The study was preregistered at https://​aspre​dicted.​org/​L2H_​HQ1. We predicted a 
replication of previous findings on candidate selection, with the SQ-supporting woman being more 
likely to be selected than the SQ-challenging woman (H1) and the SQ-supporting man (H2). Given 
that all candidates were presented as equally agentic, we did not expect to find differences between 
candidates in perceived competence. However, based on Study 2, we did predict that candidates who 
supported the status quo would be perceived as a better fit than candidates who challenged the status 
quo (H3).

Method

Participants and design

We recruited 160 participants who identified as male and lived in the United States through a third-
party platform (CloudResearch) in exchange for payment. An a priori power analysis in GPower 3.1 
indicated that the minimum sample size to detect a small effect ( f = 0.1; alpha level = 0.05, power = 0.80) 
in a repeated-measures design with 4 conditions was approximately 138 participants. To account for 
potential exclusions, we collected data from 160 participants.

Two participants who identified as non-binary were excluded from analyses. Nineteen additional 
participants were excluded from analyses after responding incorrectly to attention checks (i.e., not cor-
rectly identifying there were 6 men in the management team, not selecting correct names of the candi-
dates).4 The final sample consisted of 139 male participants (Mage = 37.11). The study had a 2 (candidate 
gender: woman/man) × 2 (candidate attitude: SQ-supporting/SQ-challenging) within-subjects design. 
The study was approved by the Social and Behavioural Sciences Ethics Review Board  at Utrecht 
University.

Procedure

The procedure closely followed Study 2 with a few exceptions (see OSF repository for stimulus 
materials). The original scenario was translated from Dutch to English, and gender inequality was 
highly salient for all participants (the team was all male and this was criticized). Participants evalu-
ated two women and two men (as indicated by their name) who either challenged or supported the 
status quo through their attitudes towards gender inequality (i.e., SQ-supporting candidates denied 
the existence of ongoing gender discrimination while SQ-challenging candidates explicitly stated 
that gender inequality was a pressing issue). Candidate order was counterbalanced.5 Candidate 
agency was constant across candidates, with answers to questions about strengths and management 
style designed to convey a highly agentic profile (e.g., “I am intelligent, self-reliant, and 

 4Our preregistration planned to exclude participants who misidentified candidates attitudes toward gender diversity (9-point scale, 
high = supportive). However, up to 43% misclassified one or more candidates, often rating SQ candidates above the midpoint, suggesting the 
item reflected participants interpretations rather than comprehension. We therefore deviated from preregistration and excluded participants 
only on the first two criteria. Responses to this item are reported as a manipulation check.
 5In contrast to Studies 1 and 2, where participants were first presented with all candidates before evaluating them one by one, in Study 3 
participants evaluated each candidate immediately after presentation.

https://aspredicted.org/L2H_HQ1
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ambitious”). After completing dependent measures participants were thanked for their participation 
and fully debriefed.

Dependent measures

Candidate evaluations (i.e., competence, team-fit) were measured in the same way as Studies 1 and 2. To 
check the effectiveness of the candidate attitude manipulation, candidates' perceived support for gender 
equality was measured with one item (“To what extent do you expect [candidate name] to support the 
implementation of policies to promote women within organizations?”). We also added a measure asking 
how likely they would be to recommend each candidate for the management team position. Finally, we 
asked participants to select their preferred candidate.6

Results

Table 2 reports descriptive statistics.

Manipulation check

As expected, candidates who challenged the status quo were seen as significantly more supportive of 
policies to promote women within the organization (M = 7.94, SE = .11) than candidates who supported 
the status quo (M = 4.05, SE = .17), F(1, 138) = 282.54, p < .001, η2 = .67. Like Study 2, women were seen 
as more supportive of these policies (M = 6.38, SE = .11) than men (M = 5.61, SE = .11), F(1, 138) = 35.84, 
p < .001, η2 = .672.

Candidate evaluations

To examine the effects of candidate gender and attitude on competence and team-fit, we conducted 
two repeated-measures ANOVAs. Analyses yielded significant main effects of candidate gender, with 
women evaluated more competent and fitting than men, Fcompetence(1, 138) = 8.44, p = .004, �2

p
 = .058, 

Fteam fit(1, 138) = 10.70, p = .001, �2
p
 = .072. These effects were qualified by an interaction between can-

didate gender and attitude, Fcompetence(1, 138) = 10.13, p = .002, �2
p
 = .068, Fteam fit (1, 138) = 19.05, p < .001, 

 6In addition to the outcomes reported here, Studies 3 and 4 also included exploratory measures that are not reported in this paper. More 
information can be obtained from the first author.

T A B L E  2   Descriptive statistics for candidate evaluations (Study 3; within subjects).

SQ-supporting 
woman

SQ-challenging 
woman

SQ-supporting 
man

SQ-challenging 
man

Competence M = 7.48a M = 7.19ac M = 6.97bc M = 7.18ac

SD = 1.36 SD = 1.54 SD = 1.61 SD = 1.47

Fit in team M = 6.96a M = 6.77ac M = 6.13bc M = 6.79a

SD = 1.78 SD = 1.82 SD = 2.09 SD = 1.77

Recommend M = 6.84ac M = 6.93a M = 5.30b M = 6.24c

SD = 12.12 SD = 2.00 SD = 2.50 SD = 1.94

Note: Variables were measured on nine-point scales. Superscripts indicate significant differences between candidates ( p < .05; pairwise 
comparisons, Bonferroni-corrected).
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�
2

p
 = .121. Follow up tests revealed that these interactions were driven by particularly low evaluations 

for the SQ-supporting man. He was rated as less competent and a worse fit for the team than the 
SQ-supporting woman ( ps < .001), and as a worse fit than the SQ-challenging man (p = .03). Women 
candidates were evaluated as highly competent and fitting, regardless of whether they supported or 
challenged the status quo. The predicted main effect of candidate attitude on perceived fit in the team 
(H3) was not found.

Candidate selection

Candidate recommendation
A repeated-measures ANOVA revealed significant main effects of candidate gender, F(1, 138) = 65.32, 
p < .001, �2

p
 = .321, and attitude, F(1, 138) = 5.03, p = .026, �2

p
 = .035, which were qualified by a significant 

interaction effect, F(1, 138) = 13.40, p < .001, �2
p
 = .088. The interaction was driven by the unpopular-

ity of the SQ-supporting man. Participants were significantly less likely to recommend him for the 
management team compared with the SQ-supporting woman (p < .001, supporting H2) and the SQ-
challenging man ( p < .001). In contrast to Hypothesis 1, women received a positive recommendation 
regardless of whether they supported or challenged the status quo.

Candidate choice
A Chi-square test revealed that the four candidates were not equally popular, χ2(3) = 90.38, p < .001 (see 
Figure 3). A two-way loglinear analysis revealed that participants showed a strong preference for female 
over male candidates, with 89.9% of participants selecting a woman (parameter estimate = 1.06 [CI .79–
1.33], z = 7.76, p < .001). No effect of candidate attitude was found (parameter estimate = 0.04, z = 0.32, 

F I G U R E  3   Selection rates (percentages) for each candidate in Study 3.
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p = .75). The predicted interaction between candidate gender and attitude failed to emerge (parameter 
estimate = 0.04, z = 0.32, p = .75). In contrast to H1, although men showed a clear preference for women 
candidates, they were just as like to select the woman who protected the status quo (41%) as the woman 
who challenged the status quo (49%).

Discussion

A well-powered study using a different population of participants revealed both convergent and di-
vergent findings with Studies 1 and 2. Specifically, findings from Study 3 suggest that in a masculine 
context where gender inequality is highly salient, men were highly motivated to select a woman rather 
than a man for a leadership position. In addition, Study 3 showed an even stronger overall preference 
for women candidates than Studies 1 and 2, suggesting that men in this study were strongly motivated 
to promote women in the all-male team. With all candidates being presented as highly agentic, whether 
women challenged or supported the status quo did not affect how competent and fitting they were per-
ceived to be, nor how likely they were to be selected. This suggests that part of the unpopularity of the 
SQ-challenging woman in Studies 1 and 2 was due to her less agentic self-description rather than her 
stance on gender inequality.

Although supporting the status quo did not improve women's selection chances, it also did not 
harm them: men chose agentic women regardless of their stance. This was not because attitudes 
went unnoticed—participants recognized, as in Study 2, that SQ-supporting women were less com-
mitted to gender-equality policies—but they did not factor this into selection, reflecting ambiva-
lence towards change. Selecting SQ-supporting women thus enhances surface-level diversity but 
leaves structural inequality intact. By contrast, men were penalized for supporting the status quo: 
compared with both the SQ-supporting woman with similar views and the other male candidate, 
they were rated as less competent, less fitting and were rarely selected. This pattern, especially 
pronounced in Study 3 with adult workers, suggests greater sensitivity to men's role in maintaining 
inequality.

STUDY 4

In our final study, we sought to extend our findings in several ways. First, we used a fully between-
subjects design to examine how male participants evaluate women who support (vs. challenge) 
the status quo when they are not comparing her to other candidates. Second, in addition to can-
didates who explicitly supported or challenged the status quo, we included more moderate candi-
dates with a gender-blind attitude whose opinion fell in between supporting and challenging the 
status quo.

The study was preregistered at https://​aspre​dicted.​org/​RJM_​SNK.7 Preregistered hypotheses fo-
cused specifically on the measures of candidate recommendation and selection. Although Study 3 did 
not provide support for H1, we preregistered our initial hypothesis predicting that SQ-supporting 
women would be more likely to be recommended and selected than SQ-challenging women. Moreover, 
we predicted that women who support the status quo would more likely be recommended and selected 
than men who support the status quo (H2). Based on the results of Study 3, we also included a new 
hypothesis. Specifically, we predicted that men who support the status quo would be less likely recom-
mended and selected than men who challenge the status quo (H3). We had no a priori predictions about 
how the gender-blind candidates would be viewed.

 7There are 4 hypotheses in the preregistration. To create fit with the other studies, we reordered preregistered hypotheses 2, 3 and 4. Because 
preregistered H1 was the interaction effect of candidate gender and attitude, and preregistered H2, H3 and H4 focused on planned contrasts 
within this interaction, we chose not the present the preregistered interaction effect as a separate hypothesis.

https://aspredicted.org/RJM_SNK
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Method

Participants and design

We collected data from 497 participants who completed the study through Prolific Academic in ex-
change for payment. An a priori power analysis in GPower 3.1 based on a small to medium effect size 
( f = 0.15) for the 2 × 3 interaction of interest indicated that the minimum sample size to obtain 80% 
power (alpha = .05) was approximately 435 participants. To account for potential exclusions, we in-
creased the sample size to ~500. Recruitment was limited to adult workers who identified as male, were 
fluent in English and lived in the United States, United Kingdom, Ireland, Germany or the Netherlands. 
Two identified as women and were excluded from analyses. Following preregistered exclusion criteria,8 
39 participants were excluded from analyses after responding incorrectly to one or more attention/ma-
nipulation checks. Two additional participants were excluded after not consenting for their data to be 
used following debriefing. The final sample consisted of 447 male participants (Mage = 35.85). The study 
had a 2 (candidate gender: woman/man) × 3 (candidate attitude: SQ-supporting/ gender-blind /SQ-
challenging) between subjects design. The study was approved by the Social and Behavioural Sciences 
Ethics Review Board at Utrecht University.

Procedure

The procedure closely followed Study 3 with a few exceptions. The scenario was identical to Study 
3, but participants were told there were three final candidates being considered for the position and 
that they were asked to evaluate one of these candidates (see OSF repository for stimulus materi-
als). Each candidate profile was designed to convey a highly agentic self-presentation. Candidate 
gender and attitude were manipulated in the same way as in Study 3. The newly created candidate 
communicated a gender-blind ideology (Gündemir et  al.,  2019; e.g., “I think that organizations 
should be concerned with encouraging all of their employees to climb the organizational ladder. 
In my opinion, it is not only about gender, it is about giving people the opportunities they need to 
succeed.”) After completing dependent measures participants were thanked for their participation 
and fully debriefed.

Dependent measures

The attitude manipulation was checked with one question (“To what extent does this candidate support 
the implementation of policies to promote women within the organization”). Candidate evaluations 
(i.e., competence, team-fit) were measured in the same way as Studies 1–3. Candidate recommendation was 
asked with two questions (r = .83, i.e., “How likely would you be to recommend the candidate for the 
management team position”, “How likely would you be to choose the candidate for the position”). Then 
participants were asked to make a dichotomous choice (“yes” or “no”) between selecting and not selecting 
the candidate they reviewed.

Results

Table 3 reports the descriptive statistics.

 8Although the pre-registration mentioned 3 inclusion criteria (incorrect responses on 2 attention checks and the perceived attitude of the 
candidate towards gender diversity initiatives), to be consistent with Study 3 we decided to perform exclusions based on correct responses on 
the first two attention checks only. Candidates perceived attitude is reported in the results section.
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Manipulation check

The manipulation of attitude was successful. Candidates who challenged the status quo were seen as sig-
nificantly more supportive of policies to promote women within the organization (M = 8.40, SD = 1.09) 
than candidates with gender-blind opinions (M = 6.18, SD = 1.5) who, in turn, were seen as more sup-
portive than candidates who supported the status quo (M = 3.75, SD = 1.78), F(2, 441) = 370.63, p < .001, 
η2 = .63. A significant interaction between attitude and gender, F(2, 441) = 5.19, p = .006, η2 = .023, 
showed that while male and female candidates were seen as equally supportive of policies when they 
had an SQ-challenging or gender-blind attitude, when candidates had a SQ-supporting attitude, women 
were seen as more likely to support policies (M = 4.13, SD = 1.74) than men (M = 3.39, SD = 1.75; p = .002).

Candidate evaluations

A two-way ANOVA revealed that men rated female candidates as significantly more competent than 
male candidates, F(1, 441) = 7.43, p = .007, �2

p
 = .017. Moreover, they rated the SQ-supporting candidates 

as significantly less competent than both the SQ-challenging candidates (p = .01) and the gender-blind 
candidates (p = .02), F(2, 441) = 4.13, p = .017, �2

p
 = .018. The interaction between gender and attitude was 

not significant, F(2, 441) = 2.08, p = .13, �2
p
 = .009. Planned pairwise comparisons revealed that whether 

women supported or challenged the status quo (or had a gender-blind opinion) did not affect how 
competent they were perceived to be (all p's > .85). The SQ-supporting man was rated as significantly 
less competent than the SQ-supporting woman ( p = .002), the SQ-challenging man (p = .005) and the 
gender-blind man ( p = .03).

For team fit, the only significant effect was a main effect of candidate attitude, F(2, 441) = 6.35, 
p = .43, �2

p
 = .004. Men rated the gender-blind candidates as a better fit to the team than both the SQ-

supporting (p = .003) and SQ-challenging (p = .014) candidates. Pairwise comparisons showed that men 
rated the SQ-supporting woman as a better fit to the team than the SQ-supporting man ( p = .03).

Candidate selection

Candidate recommendation
In addition to significant main effects of candidate gender, F(1, 441) = 27.70, p = .007, �2

p
 = .059, and at-

titude, F(2, 441) = 6.03, p = .003, �2
p
 = .027, analyses revealed a significant interaction between candidate 

gender and attitude, F(2, 441) = 4.31, p = .014, �2
p
 = .019. Similar to Study 3, this interaction was driven 

by the unpopularity of the SQ-supporting man. Men were significantly less likely to recommended him 
for the job compared with all other candidates, including the SQ-supporting woman (H2; p < .001), the 
SQ-challenging man (H3; p < .001) and the gender-blind man ( p = .002). For female candidates, H1 was 
not supported: all women candidates were equally likely to be recommended for the job.

Candidate selection
A Chi-square test revealed that the six candidates were not equally popular, χ2(3) = 90.38, p < .001 (see 
Figure 4). To directly test our hypotheses, 2 × 2 logistic regression analyses were performed, reveal-
ing a significant interaction between gender and attitude, Wald χ2(2) = 6.93, p = .03. No evidence was 
found for H1: Although the odds for being selected were 1.68 times higher for the SQ-supporting 
woman than the woman who challenged the status quo, this effect was not significant, Wald 
χ2(1) = 2.04, p = .15. Interestingly, men were most likely to select the gender-blind woman (81.9%). She 
had 2.4 times higher odds of being selected than SQ-challenging woman, Wald χ2(1) = 5.06, p = .03 
and similar odds to the SQ-supporting woman, Wald χ2(1) = 0.78, p = .38. Confirming H2, the SQ-
supporting woman had 3.98 times higher odds of being selected than the SQ-supporting man, Wald 
χ2(1) = 15.34, p < .001. Moreover, confirming H3, the odds for being selected were 2.11 times higher 
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for the SQ-challenging man than the SQ-supporting man, Wald χ2(1) = 5.15, p = .02, and 2.18 times 
higher for the gender-blind man than the SQ-supporting man, Wald χ2(1) = 5.40, p = .02.

Discussion

Replicating Study 3, Study 4 again shows that in a context where gender inequality is highly salient, men 
are more likely to recommend and select a female rather than a male candidate for a management posi-
tion. In contrast to Study 3, where men selected women candidates regardless of their attitude towards 
the status quo, Study 4 revealed a preference among men, albeit not one that we predicted. Rather than 
showing a preference for a woman with a strong explicit stance on gender inequality (either downplaying 
or challenging) men showed a preference for a more moderate woman with a gender-blind stance—they 
rated her as the best fit to the team and were more likely to select her than the woman who explicitly 
challenged the status quo. This finding suggests that men who were confronted with gender inequal-
ity were motivated to hire a woman rather than a man for their team (improving surface-level gender 
diversity), but at the same time, selected a woman who was rather ambivalent and unlikely to actively 
promote change to the status quo.

Although these results were not what we predicted, they suggest that for women, the more mod-
erate gender-blind stance on gender inequality may be most effective. A possible explanation for this 
might be that this profile better fits with how women at work are prescribed to behave (e.g., nice and 
accommodating rather than confrontational and outspoken; Rudman et al., 2012). Indeed, the gender-
blind woman was seen as a better fit to the team than both other female candidates and had higher 
odds of being selected than the SQ-challenging woman. This suggests that while communicating atti-
tudes that clearly support the status quo (e.g., explicitly denying that gender inequality is still an issue) 
holds no advantage (nor disadvantage) for women in a setting where gender inequality is already on the 
agenda, communicating more moderate attitudes and suggesting not to emphasize gender may be most 

F I G U R E  4   Selection rates (percentages) for each candidate in Study 4 (between subjects design).
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advantageous. Nevertheless, although the gender-blind candidate's attitude was less outspoken, their 
gender-blind stance can be interpreted as subtle way to maintain the gendered power structure and limit 
real organizational change. Further research should examine this possibility.

Replicating Study 3, men were clearly disadvantaged when they explicitly supported the status 
quo. Compared with the SQ-supporting woman who communicated similar attitudes, and compared 
with the other male candidates, men rated him as less competent less fitting and were unlikely to 
select him. This again shows that while women may ‘get away’ with explicitly supporting the status 
quo, men do not.

GENER A L DISCUSSION

In this research, we examined how both men and women contribute to the maintenance or disruption of 
gendered power dynamics in leadership, particularly within masculine organizational contexts. Across 
four experimental studies, we found that although men responded to calls for greater gender diversity 
by selecting female (rather than male) candidates for leadership roles, in three out of four experiments 
with men they consistently favoured women who supported the status quo over those who challenged 
masculine norms and advocated for change. These findings highlight how gender inequality can be 
subtly reinforced through the strategic decisions made by both men and women, even as organizations 
appear to diversify leadership.

Our work offers three key theoretical contributions. First, it demonstrates that male gatekeepers' 
support for gender equality is often conditional: although men were more likely to promote women 
over men for a leadership role, they favoured female candidates who conformed to masculine defaults 
and upheld existing power structures rather than those who offered more communal leadership and 
advocated for systemic change. Second, it reveals that women's self-group distancing and endorsement 
of meritocratic narratives are not only coping strategies but also effective tactics for gaining leadership 
opportunities in male-dominated settings, even when gender inequality is explicitly criticized. Third, it 
highlights that endorsing more “moderate”, gender-blind attitudes—while seemingly neutral—may be 
a particularly effective strategy for individual women but can nevertheless undermine gender equality 
by subtly reinforcing meritocratic narratives that obscure structural barriers.

Men's conditional support for gender equality

Across studies, male participants favoured female candidates who signalled support for the status quo. 
In Studies 1, 2 and 4, men rated women who explicitly (Studies 1 & 2: SQ-supporting) or implicitly 
(Study 4: gender-blindness) supported the status quo more positively than women who advocated for 
change and were more likely to select them for a leadership role. The advantage for women who sup-
ported the status quo was stronger in Studies 1 and 2—where candidates both conformed to masculine 
defaults (by emphasizing an agentic rather than communal leadership style) and endorsed the status 
quo—than in Study 4, where all candidates were equally masculine and differed only in their stance 
on gender inequality. For women seeking leadership roles, this suggests that presenting themselves as 
agentic—aligning with masculine defaults—while supporting the status quo may offer the most likely 
path to selection. Our findings further suggest that this preference was not due to lack of awareness: 
participants recognized the gender imbalance within their hypothetical teams and acknowledged that 
the women they selected were less likely to advance gender equality than other available candidates. 
This awareness emerged both when participants could directly compare candidates' attitudes (Studies 
2 and 3) and when no direct comparison was possible (Study 4). Although a clear preference for a sta-
tus quo-supporting woman did not emerge in Study 3, men's indifference towards female candidates' 
stances on gender suggests an underlying ambivalence towards meaningful change, even in the face 
of visible inequality.
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Why might men prefer status quo-supporting over status quo-challenging women leaders? Prior 
research suggests that men experience threat when confronted with women who challenge existing 
gender hierarchies but feel less threatened—and may even feel affirmed—by women who legitimize 
the status quo (Domen et al., 2022). Building on these findings, future research could examine whether 
different forms of social identity threat contribute to men's preference for women who uphold existing 
power structures. Such threats may stem from multiple concerns, including fear of losing group status 
(i.e., status threat; Dover et al., 2016; Ellemers et al., 2002), challenges to the values and norms that 
define masculine organizational cultures (i.e., symbolic threat; Stephan & Stephan, 2000) or concerns 
about group image and moral standing (i.e., image threat; Ellemers et al., 2002). In Studies 1 and 2 we 
manipulated the salience of gender inequality with the aim of triggering identity threat but did not find 
strong effects, possibly due to limited sample size and low power. Future studies could experimen-
tally manipulate these distinct threats to men's gender identity to clarify whether—and how—different 
forms of threat shape men's leadership preferences, particularly the tendency to favour women who 
reinforce, rather than challenge, masculine norms.

Notably, while men favoured women who supported the status quo, they strongly rejected male 
candidates who denied ongoing gender inequality and promoted meritocratic narratives. These 
results suggest that men may experience discomfort when their male peers legitimize existing hier-
archies. Consistent with past work on categorization threat (Ellemers et al., 2002), men may worry 
that when other men endorse the status quo, they themselves will be seen as complicit in main-
taining inequality simply because they are male. This form of social identity threat may prompt 
self-group distancing in men, as ref lected in men's rejection of male candidates who reinforce 
masculine norms. However, the preference for status quo-supporting women suggests that men 
are comfortable with the message when delivered by women but react negatively when it comes 
from other men.

Taken together, these findings point to a pattern of constrained or performative allyship (Kutlaca & 
Radke, 2023), wherein symbolic inclusion is permitted, but deeper, transformative change—and open 
acknowledgement of systemic inequality—is resisted.

The strategic advantage of supporting the status quo for women leaders

Our results also offer new insights into the strategic trade-offs women face in masculine work settings. 
While prior research shows that women may engage in individual mobility strategies to get ahead — such 
as self-group distancing (also labelled ‘Queen Bee’ behaviour), adopting behaviours aligned with mas-
culine norms and distancing themselves from other women to advance their careers (Derks et al., 2016; 
Van Veelen et al., 2020), the present research is the first to demonstrate that these strategies are indeed 
effective in securing leadership opportunities. In Studies 1 and 2, women who endorsed the status quo 
by displaying agentic leadership and downplaying ongoing gender inequality were consistently rated as 
more competent, perceived as a better organizational fit and were more likely to be selected than women 
with more communal leadership styles and who challenged existing norms. Importantly, our findings 
underscore the unique strategic advantage of downplaying the need for gender diversity efforts: even 
when agency was held constant, women who implicitly denied ongoing gender inequality (with a gender-
blind narrative) were more likely to be selected for leadership roles than women who acknowledged and 
sought to address it. Moreover, the results also help explain why women may distance themselves from 
other women and align with the status quo: doing so can be a successful strategy for career advancement 
in masculine organizations.

Our findings suggest that for women, adopting a gender-blind perspective—advocating equality 
while downplaying gender differences (Gündemir et al., 2019)—may be more effective than explicitly 
supporting the status quo. In Study 4, a gender-blind woman was seen as the best fit and most likely to 
be selected, compared with both SQ-supporting and SQ-challenging women. This moderate stance may 
align with prescriptive norms encouraging women to be agreeable rather than confrontational, helping 
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them avoid backlash (Rudman et al., 2012). Yet, while gender-blindness can reduce stereotype salience 
and offer short-term benefits (Martin & Phillips, 2017), it also obscures structural barriers and under-
mines systemic change (Gündemir et al., 2019). In sum, although gender-blind and SQ-supporting strat-
egies may advance individual women's careers, they risk reinforcing cultures that disadvantage women 
as a group.

Limitations and future directions

A key limitation of the present research is the vignette-based nature of our design. Participants were 
asked to imagine being part of a management team and selecting a new member without any real con-
sequences for themselves or others. Such scenarios inevitably simplify the complexity, pressures and 
stakes of actual organizational decision-making. Moreover, because participants knew the situation was 
hypothetical, their responses may have been influenced by normative or socially desirable considera-
tions—particularly in Studies 1–3, where exposure to multiple candidate profiles may have made the 
study's aims easier to infer. While demand characteristics could partly account for the general preference 
for female candidates, they are less likely to explain the preference for the SQ-supporting over the SQ-
challenging woman found in studies 1, 2 and 4. Future research should therefore examine these dynam-
ics in real organizational contexts—for example, by analysing actual selection decisions or conducting 
field experiments in male-dominated workplaces—to assess whether the patterns observed here extend 
beyond imagined scenarios.

A second limitation concerns our manipulation of gender-inequality salience and sample size in 
Studies 1a, 1b and 2. Manipulation checks indicated little distinction between medium and high salience 
and even the ‘low’ condition still reflected substantial inequality (2 of 6 women). It remains unclear 
whether effects would differ in the absence of inequality (e.g., a 50/50 team), where men may feel less 
need to protect a privileged status quo—an idea tentatively supported by the greater selection of the SQ-
supporting man in the low salience condition of Study 1. In addition, the modest sample sizes in Studies 
1 and 2 limited power to detect effects of salience. Although some effects emerged (e.g., greater salience 
increased preference for an SQ-challenging woman and reduced preference for an SQ-supporting man), 
conclusions about null effects should be drawn with caution.

While the overall pattern revealed a preference for women who supported the status quo, there was 
also variation among male participants. In particular, when gender inequality was made highly salient 
and explicitly criticized, a subset of men chose female leaders who advocated for change. These find-
ings suggest that men's responses to gender diversity pressures are not uniform. Future research should 
explore individual differences that may predict men's allyship behaviours, such as gender identification 
strength, ingroup vs. outgroup-focused motivations and moral beliefs (Kutlaca & Radke, 2023). Prior 
work suggests that men who are less strongly identified with their gender are less concerned about 
group status loss, hold more positive attitudes towards individuals who challenge the status quo and 
exhibit physiological responses associated with challenge rather than threat when confronted with a 
woman who opposes gender inequality (Domen et al., 2022). Similarly, categorization threat (Ellemers 
et al., 2002) may motivate some men to distance themselves from peers who reinforce masculine norms, 
aligning instead with women advocating for equality. Understanding the individual- and contextual-
level factors that influence whether men become transformative rather than merely performative allies 
represents an important avenue for future research.

Furthermore, while our findings offer insight into the strategic trade-offs women face when presenting 
themselves for leadership roles, the context of evaluation likely plays a critical role. Distancing from other 
women and supporting dominant norms can increase women's chances of advancement, but the effec-
tiveness of this strategy may depend on the composition of the evaluating audience. Study 1b with female 
participants showed that, contrary to men, women did not exhibit a preference for female candidates who 
supported, rather than challenged, the status quo. This suggests that women's self-presentation strategies 
may be more consequential when evaluated by male-dominated audiences. Future research should examine 
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whether women anticipate evaluators' likely reactions to different self-presentation tactics and whether they 
adjust their expressed attitudes and leadership styles accordingly.

Practical implications

Our findings highlight the double bind women face in masculine organizations. Women are expected to 
promote gender equality and show communal behaviour, yet those who do so—hereby challenging the 
status quo—are less likely to be selected for leadership. Conversely, women who align with masculine 
norms and distance themselves from other women may advance but risk being labelled “queen bees” (Derks 
et al., 2025). This trade-off means that gaining leadership through male approval can come at the cost of peer 
support, hindering women's ability to build the networks needed to succeed. Indeed, research shows that 
in male-dominated settings, women derogate senior women who adopt masculine behaviours (Ely, 1994).

More broadly, our results caution that increasing women's representation in leadership is insufficient 
if organizations continue to favour those who reinforce existing norms. Without cultural change, such 
symbolic inclusion may entrench inequality. Efforts to diversify leadership must therefore be paired 
with initiatives that transform organizational norms, challenge meritocratic myths and address subtle 
biases shaping perceptions of leadership potential.

Conclusion

The current studies reveal how gendered power dynamics are subtly sustained in masculine organiza-
tions. Extending prior work on women's strategic conformity to masculine norms, we show that men 
actively reward such behaviour, reinforcing existing hierarchies. Across four studies, we show how 
men's gatekeeping preferences and women's strategic self-presentation interact to sustain existing power 
structures in male-dominated contexts. These dynamics highlight the limitations of diversity efforts 
that focus solely on increasing the numerical representation of women without addressing the cultural 
norms that shape who is seen as leadership material. True progress towards gender equality will require 
not only diversifying leadership ranks but also transforming the organizational cultures in which leader-
ship is defined and enacted.
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