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Abstract
Research suggests that challenging sexist comments may mitigate its negative effects and may even have some positive effects, 
but the nature of this association is unclear: is it causal or a mere correlational artefact? Across three studies, we examined 
whether challenging sexist comments relates to how women value themselves and other women. We hypothesised that chal-
lenging sexist comments may have a transformative effect, a moderating effect, or no effect, merely reflecting pre-existing 
beliefs. Studies 1a, 1b, and 2 found that women who challenged sexist comments valued sexual consent more and accepted 
gender inequality and rape myths less. However, these effects disappeared when accounting for baseline sexism, suggesting 
that women with less sexist attitudes were more likely to challenge sexist comments – and already hold these values. Study 
3 confirmed this, showing that challengers and those who wanted to challenge held similar attitudes, while non-challengers 
valued themselves and other women less. These findings question the assumption that challenging sexism has immediate 
transformative benefits – but the possibility remains that repeated acts of challenging would have stronger effects. Instead, our 
findings suggest that women who confront sexism are likely to have pre-existing egalitarian beliefs. For educators, activists, 
and policymakers, strategies to reduce sexist attitudes and fostering cultural and psychological change is paramount instead 
of simply placing the onus on women’s individual acts of resistance.
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Sexism is a form of prejudice based on stereotypical beliefs 
about sex or gender (Dovidio et al., 2008) and functions 
to maintain patriarchy and gender hierarchies that disad-
vantage women. In more recent years, a spotlight has been 
shone on sexist culture and how it manifests in violence. The 
#MeToo, #TimesUp – and more recently in the United King-
dom, the #ReclaimTheseStreets social movements – were 
sobering wake-up calls, highlighting the prevalence of vio-
lence against women and girls as a result of a sexist and 
misogynistic culture. Further, sexism and misogyny have 
been found to permeate society, embedded in various sec-
tors, with reports revealing sexism in healthcare (Topping, 
2021), industry (for written evidence, see UK Parliament, 
2024), education (National Education Union & UK Femini-
sta, 2017), the entertainment industry (Women & Equalities 

Committee, 2024), policing (Baroness Casey of Blackstock 
DBE CB, 2023; Turner, 2024) and the justice system (Riv-
erlight, 2024; The Fawcett Society, 2018).

Whilst everyday acts of sexism might seem innocuous, 
there are a range of negative personal consequences, such 
as detriment to self-esteem (Major et al., 2002; Swim et al., 
2001) and propensity to self-blame following sexual assault 
(Camp, 2017) – as well as interpersonal consequences in 
how women are perceived, such as greater acceptance of 
systemic gender inequalities (Jost & Kay, 2005) and higher 
propensity to blame victims of rape and sexual assault 
(Chapleau et al., 2007). With sexist culture being at the root 
of so many negative and dangerous outcomes for women, 
reducing the pervasiveness of sexist attitudes is a global 
emergency and in line with the United Nations Develop-
ment Goals (United Nations, 2024).

While the onus is on perpetrators of sexism to address 
their actions and behaviour in order to reduce sexist cul-
ture, there is research to suggest that challenging discrimi-
nation can act as a buffer against some of the physical and 
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psychological effects of experiencing discrimination for the 
targets (for review, see Chaney et al., 2015). These buffering 
effects include increased wellbeing (Foster, 2013; Sanchez 
et al., 2015), sense of empowerment and affecting change 
(Hyers, 2007), less reported distress in those that challenge 
(Noh & Kaspar, 2003), and less distress mediated by a sense 
of autonomy (Sanchez et al., 2015). There is also evidence 
that when women challenge sexism, they perceive them-
selves more positively. For example, challenging sexist com-
ments has been found to increase competence, self-esteem, 
sense of empowerment (Gervais et al., 2010), greater wellbe-
ing (Foster, 2013), and greater empowerment and wellbeing, 
with the caveat that the challenge must be deemed effective 
in changing the perpetrator’s behaviour (Helwig, 2022). 
Challenging prejudice also possibly reduces stereotype use 
in perpetrators (Czopp et al., 2006) and observers (Rasinski 
& Czopp, 2010). Such promising findings have led to calls 
for further research on challenging sexism as an intervention 
for reducing sexist culture (Becker et al., 2014; Connor et al., 
2017; Drury & Kaiser, 2014).

Women who hold attitudes more supportive of gender 
equality are more likely to identify sexism in sexist com-
ments and therefore may be more likely to take self-pro-
tective actions by challenging it (Crocker & Major, 1989; 
Crocker et al., 1991; Landrine & Klonoff, 1997), therefore, 
are more likely to benefit from the positive personal out-
comes associated with challenging. These findings sug-
gest that women’s support for gender equality may drive 
the positive personal outcomes associated with confronting 
sexism – meaning that what is often seen as a consequence 
of challenging sexism could, in fact, be partially caused be 
preexisting beliefs and attitudes. Certainly, these extant find-
ings on the personal benefits of challenging sexism empha-
sise the need for more work on replicating personal benefits 
and extending the research to interpersonal benefits; not 
just how women see themselves, but also, how they per-
ceive other women in the gender status quo. Therefore, this 
research aims to evaluate the effects of challenging sexism 
after exposure to sexist comments on a range of personal 
and interpersonal outcomes, specifically those that reflect 
the value women place on themselves and other women in 
society. This research will also explore whether there is a 
causal association between challenging sexism and these 
positive outcomes, or if the association is merely a corre-
lational artefact.

The Personal and Interpersonal Negative 
Outcomes of Sexism for Women

Although everyday acts of sexism might appear harmless, 
research shows that these behaviours are linked to vari-
ous negative impacts on how women perceive themselves, 

which we refer to here as ‘personal outcomes.’ Everyday 
sexism has been found to permeate society, such as in 
healthcare (Topping, 2021), industry (for written evidence, 
see UK Parliament, 2024), education (National Education 
Union & UK Feminista, 2017), the entertainment industry 
(Women & Equalities Committee, 2024), policing (Baron-
ess Casey of Blackstock DBE CB, 2023; Turner, 2024) and 
the justice system (Riverlight, 2024; The Fawcett Society, 
2018). Women may encounter comments that question their 
competence (e.g., “You’re pretty smart for a woman”) or 
employ gender stereotypes (e.g., “Calm down—women 
are so emotional”). Exposure to everyday acts of sexism 
through sexist comments affected women’s wellbeing and 
their self-esteem (Swim et al., 2001), as well as inducing 
anxiety (Spencer et al., 1999), poorer performance on cogni-
tive tasks (Dardenne et al., 2007) and decreased self-efficacy 
(when comments were perpetrated by a man; Jones et al., 
2014). Women who feel that they have been discriminated 
against based on their gender have a higher prevalence of 
depression, increased psychological distress, poorer mental 
functioning, life satisfaction and self-rated health (Hackett 
et al., 2019). There is also evidence that sexist attitudes may 
relate to attitudes towards sexual consent, for example, hold-
ing negative attitudes towards women predicted greater rape 
myth acceptance, which affects how individuals attribute 
blame to rape and sexual assault survivors (Baugher et al., 
2010). Further, holding sexist attitudes is related to the pro-
pensity to self-blame following sexual assault (Camp, 2017) 
as well as related to reducing rape to ‘bad sex’ (Peterson & 
Muehlenhard, 2004), which is associated with hesitancy in 
reporting rape and sexual offences to police (Lorenz et al., 
2019).

Exposure to sexism might also shape how women view 
other women, referred to as ‘interpersonal outcomes.’ For 
example, reading sexist comments online strategically aimed 
at reaffirming traditional gendered norms and stereotypes, 
potentially further re-enforces the prevalence of gender ine-
qualities (Felmlee et al., 2020). Research also indicates that 
exposure to sexist stereotypes reinforces negative attitudes 
towards women and prevents advances in their social status 
(Heilman, 2001; Romero-Sánchez et al., 2010; Tiggemann 
& McGill, 2004). Gender stereotypes that form the basis 
of sexism (e.g., women should be ladylike) are positively 
correlated with increased justification and acceptance of 
systemic gender inequalities in society (Jost & Kay, 2005). 
Research conducted across 51 countries showed that hold-
ing hostile sexist attitudes relates to acceptance of violence 
towards women (Herrero et al., 2017). Likewise, people with 
more sexist attitudes are more likely to blame women who 
are victims of rape and sexual assault and to exonerate the 
perpetrator—those who score high on hostile sexism are 
more likely to endorse ‘rape myths,’ such as the belief that 
women who report being raped might have played a part 



Sex Roles           (2025) 91:44 	 Page 3 of 22     44 

in what happened, or that women lie about being raped to 
‘get back at men’ (Chapleau et al., 2007), perpetuating rape 
myths that not just anyone can be a victim of rape – only 
those who bring it on themselves (Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 
1994). Such myths make it difficult for victims to speak out, 
with less than 1 in 6 women in England and Wales who have 
been raped going on to report it to police (Office for National 
Statistics, 2020).

 The extent of the consequences of receiving sexist com-
ments might depend on the level of sexism that women 
themselves hold; if women reject sexism, the effects of 
experiencing sexism themselves may be more severe than 
in women who endorse sexism – which is not as unusual 
as one might expect. Large-scale studies involving up to 62 
countries found that women endorse benevolent sexism as 
much as or more than men, including in the United Kingdom 
(Glick et al., 2000; Zawiska et al., 2025). Further, Bareket 
and Fiske (2023) synthesised multidisciplinary empirical 
literature on ambivalent sexism. Their findings suggest 
that both hostile and benevolent sexism persist as a coordi-
nated system that sustains gender inequality. Hostile sexism 
manifests through envious and resentful prejudices, with an 
increased sensitivity to power dynamics and sexual cues, 
while benevolent sexism operates through prejudices related 
to interdependence, such as gender-based paternalism and 
role differentiation, reinforcing traditional gender roles and 
responding more strongly to role-related cues.

Benevolent sexism is more insidious and harmful than 
hostile sexism because it is often perceived as warmth, mak-
ing it less likely to be recognised as sexist. In fact, men 
characterised as benevolently sexist are sometimes perceived 
as more supportive of gender equality. Benevolent sexism 
thus operates as a powerful tool that masks the ideological 
functions of sexism (Hopkins-Doyle et al., 2019). Moreo-
ver, research by Dardenne et al. (2007) shows that women 
exposed to benevolently sexist comments perform signifi-
cantly worse on cognitive tasks, such as problem-solving, 
compared to those exposed to hostile sexism. Given these 
findings, our studies specifically focus on the more benevo-
lent forms of sexism.

Research has explored why women may endorse sex-
ism, particularly benevolent sexism, through the lens of 
system justification theory—Jost and Kay (2005) suggest 
that individuals have a psychological motivation to defend, 
justify, and rationalise the systems in which they live, even 
if these systems perpetuate inequality or disadvantage cer-
tain groups. When confronted with evidence of injustice, 
such as inequality or prejudice, individuals who strongly 
endorse belief in a just world (Lerner, 1980) may respond 
with defensive strategies that maintain their perception of 
fairness, often by denying, rationalising, justifying, or blam-
ing victims rather than confronting the perpetrator (Hafer 
& Rubel, 2015). Expanding on ambivalent sexism theory, 

studies have linked feelings of powerlessness in an unequal 
society to greater endorsement of both benevolent and hos-
tile sexism among women, as well as increased tolerance 
of gender inequality (Hammond et al., 2024). Particularly 
in the case of benevolent sexism, women are prepared to 
incur the costs of being ‘undermined in competence, ambi-
tion and independence’ for the security and protection that 
a chivalrous male partner will offer her. Further, highly anx-
ious women in need of more relationship security rated men 
described as endorsing benevolent sexism as relatively more 
attractive and reported greater preferences for partners to 
hold benevolently sexist attitudes (Cross & Overall, 2018).

Furthermore, women are more likely to endorse benevo-
lent sexism when thinking about traditional women, e.g., 
housewives, and hostile sexism when they are thinking about 
non-traditional women, e.g., feminists who fight against 
conforming to gender roles; career women (Becker, 2010). 
Women’s endorsement of benevolent sexism can also lead 
to increased acceptance of hostile sexism over time (Sibley 
et al., 2007), leading women to internalise and perpetuate 
sexist ideologies, suggesting that benevolent sexism serves 
to justify and maintain existing gender hierarchies and tradi-
tional gender roles, where men are protectors/providers and 
women are dependent/submissive (Curun et al., 2017). This 
endorsement of sexism not only sustains the societal disad-
vantages of women (Glick & Fiske, 1996; Jost & Kay, 2005; 
Zawisza et al., 2025) but also reinforces harmful attitudes 
that justify violence against them (Zawisza et al., 2025). 
Given these consequences, a critical question arises: Can 
challenging sexism empower women and help mitigate its 
effects?

Can Challenging Sexist Comments Mitigate Their 
Negative Consequences?

Whilst the benefits of challenging sexist comments may 
seem advantageous to women, there are perceived costs of 
challenging sexism that could make it seem ‘not worth it,’ 
in an attempt to avoid being labelled as “cold,” “lacking a 
sense of humour,” and “oversensitive” (Becker et al., 2011). 
Likewise, women tend to avoid challenging sexism as they 
are concerned that they will seem impolite and aggressive 
(Swim & Hyers, 1999; Woodzicka & LaFrance, 2001) and 
can even adopt a strategy of silence in order to avoid further 
mistreatment or escalation (Ortiz, 2023). However, there has 
been a drive to motivate people to challenge sexism when 
they encounter it to reduce its prevalence (Becker et al., 
2014; Council of Europe, 2000; Drury & Kaiser, 2014; 
Mallett & Wagner, 2011). Challenging prejudice (in terms 
of racism) has been found to reduce male perpetrators’ use 
of sexist language (Mallett & Wagner, 2011), and confront-
ing prejudice reduced the likelihood that perpetrators and 
observers would use negative stereotypes again in the future 
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(Czopp et al., 2006; Rasinski & Czopp, 2010), thus reducing 
the prevalence of prejudice in society. Furthermore, there 
is evidence that challenging sexist stereotypes motivates 
perpetrators to reduce subsequent racial stereotypes, which 
can have a ripple effect, reducing biases, thereby offering a 
promising strategy for promoting broader societal change 
and having a far-reaching effect over different stigmatised 
groups (Chaney et al., 2020).

Challenging sexism might also have an immediate per-
sonal benefit for the challengers. For example, challenging 
the perpetrator of a sexist comment in a staged online inter-
action was positively correlated with increased competence, 
self-esteem, and empowerment for women, relative to people 
who did not challenge it (Gervais et al., 2010). However, 
this study did not have a comparative non-sexist control 
condition, hence being correlational in nature, and difficult 
to ascertain whether the challenge itself influenced com-
petence, self-esteem, and empowerment, or whether these 
are traits of people that challenge sexism. Furthermore, the 
‘challenge’ was not in the form of verbally calling out the 
perpetrator in the heat of the moment, rather, participants 
rated the comment’s appropriateness. The sample were also 
university students with a maximum age of 29 – research 
shows that younger women are more likely to subscribe to 
feminist views (Plan International, 2017).

Other benefits of challenging sexism include a feeling 
of restored control (Hyers, 2007), psychological wellbeing 
(Foster, 2013; Helwig, 2022), and less negative affect and 
greater wellbeing when forming part of a collective that 
reject sexist ideology on the internet (Foster, 2015; Foster 
et al., 2021). However, measuring the effects of challenging 
sexism has been somewhat mixed in findings; Swim and 
Hyers (1999) found no detrimental effect of sexist comments 
on self-esteem, nor any positive effect found when women 
challenged sexist comments (relative to a non-sexist con-
trol condition), and it was also acknowledged that women 
who are already committed to gender activism predicted the 
propensity to challenge sexist comments. Swim and Hyers 
(1999) also had a similar limitation as with Gervais et al.’s 
(2010) study described above, in that the opportunity to 
‘challenge’ was more of an assessment of the comment than 
confrontation directed at the perpetrator. In response to the 
existence of contradictory findings, we conducted a series 
of experiments with larger, sample sizes and we followed 
open science practices with pre-registered method, hypoth-
eses and analyses, and we publicly share data and analytical 
scripts on the Open Science Framework: https://​osf.​io/​2pyv4

Present Research

Based on the current literature, three options are possible 
regarding the role of challenging sexism. First, it may be 
that challenging sexism has an effect of its own on women’s 

value they hold for themselves and the value they hold for 
other women, that is additive to the effect of experiencing 
sexism. Second, challenging sexism might have a moderat-
ing effect that reduces the effect of experiencing sexism. 
Finally, it is possible that challenging sexism does not cause 
changes in women’s self-value and value of other women 
– rather, being a challenger may relate to already possessing 
these specific psychological characteristics. Further research 
is thus needed to reconcile these possibilities with appropri-
ate experimental and control conditions, more diverse sam-
ples, controlling for baseline sexist attitudes and avoiding 
the pressure of social responsibility by providing a private 
opportunity to challenge as opposed to a public one.

Study 1a

This study was preregistered on As Predicted (#46,153). In 
Study 1a, women received either a series of sexist comments 
or non-sexist comments (control condition) followed by an 
opportunity to challenge the comments, before measuring 
personal and interpersonal outcomes relating to the value 
women hold for themselves and other women. We compared 
the responses of women who challenged the sexist com-
ments, those who did not challenge the sexist comments, and 
those who received neutral, non-sexist comments (control 
participants). This study extends prior research by including 
a control condition and by broadening the range of variables 
that may be affected by exposure to sexist comments as well 
as by challenging them. Past work mostly focused on per-
sonal outcomes for women (e.g., self-esteem, competence) 
but here, in addition to examining personal outcomes, we 
also examine effects on two variables related to how women 
perceive other women in the gender status quo: the tendency 
to justify systemic gender inequality and acceptance of rape 
myths.

We hypothesised that:

H1: Women exposed to sexist comments during a rea-
soning task will perform less well in that task and report 
lower self-esteem, place less value on sexual consent, and 
report greater justification for systemic gender inequal-
ity and rape myth acceptance compared to women who 
receive non-sexist comments.
H2: Women who challenge the sexist comments will have 
higher self-esteem, less justification for systemic gender 
inequality, and place higher value on sexual consent and 
lower rape myth acceptance, compared to those who do 
not challenge the sexist comments. We plan to explore 
how challengers and non-challengers fared relative to 
control participants.
H3: Sexist attitudes will be negatively related to partici-
pants’ propensity to challenge the sexist comments, posi-

https://osf.io/2pyv4
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tively related to justification of systemic gender inequality 
and rape myth acceptance, and negatively related to self-
esteem and the value placed on sexual consent.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Participants were recruited to the study via the Prolific plat-
form and were compensated £2.00 for a median completion 
time of 16 minutes (an average of £8.00 per hour). They 
were unaware that the study was aimed at only women. 
Participants were told that they were taking part in a study 
investigating how they see themselves and others and how it 
impacts performance on a cognitive task to avoid revealing 
the full nature of the study. Following informed consent, par-
ticipants were asked for their age and gender. If participants 
identified as a man, non-binary or other, they received a 
notification that the study was aimed at those that identified 
as women, with the option to either opt out or continue for 
inclusivity (but data of those who identified as men were 
filtered out for the analyses).

Five hundred and forty-one participants took part in 
the study. We filtered participants to include those who 
registered on the Prolific platform as female, but also had 
to remove 13 cases where participants did not identify as 
women, but we retained data from two participants who 
identified as non-binary and were given the choice to con-
tinue given that the study was aimed at women. The ana-
lytical sample therefore included 529 participants which 
allowed capture of a medium effect size of the sexism 
manipulation on the dependent variables (Cohen’s d = .056, 
alpha = .05 and power = .90). Participants were between 
the ages of 18 and 82 (Mage = 34, SD = 13.12). Participants 
were White British (n = 179, 33.8%), White other (n = 253, 
47.8%), Black British (n = 9, 1.7%), Black other (n = 29, 
5.5%), Asian British (n = 17, 3.2%), Asian other (n = 25, 
4.7%), and other ethnicity (n = 17, 3.2%).

After the consent stage, participants were ‘introduced’ 
to a male character (John), who portrayed himself as the 
study lead, via audio instructions recorded for each of the 
blocks of the study. This feature of the instructions created 
the impression that subsequent comments were made by a 
man, considering past research showing decreased self-effi-
cacy only when sexism was perpetrated by men as opposed 
to other women (Jones et al., 2014). Participants first com-
pleted a measure of sexism, followed by a cognitive test 
that featured the sexism manipulation (sexist comment vs. 
non-sexist control), and then the opportunity to respond to 
the comments. Participants were randomly allocated to the 
sexist or non-sexist conditions at a ratio of 77:23, respec-
tively, so that we could compare the control participants 

(23%) to two roughly equivalent groups within the sexist 
condition: those who challenged the comments and those 
who did not. We decided on this ratio as we expected around 
half of participants to challenge the sexist comments, and we 
were most interested in comparing those that did challenge 
and those that did not within condition. Such a ratio and 
expected confrontation rates would provide a sample of 416 
participants split into two groups of 208, giving a 90% power 
to detect a small-medium effect of confrontation (versus no 
confrontation) on the outcome variables, d = 0.29. Finally, 
participants completed measures of self-esteem, justification 
of gender inequality, value placed on sexual consent and 
rape myth acceptance (randomly presented to participants) 
before completing some sociodemographic questions and 
being debriefed.

Materials

Sexist Attitudes

All participants completed the Ambivalent Sexism Inven-
tory (Glick & Fiske, 1996), comprising 22 items with two 
subscales of coexisting ideologies: Hostile Sexism, a sample 
item is “Women seek to gain power by getting control over 
men” and Benevolent Sexism, a sample item is “Women 
should be cherished and protected by men,” α = .88. Par-
ticipants rated their agreement with the statements using a 
6-point scale ranging from 0 (disagree strongly) to 5 (agree 
strongly). We created a sexist attitude index using each par-
ticipant’s average score, of which higher scores indicate 
stronger sexist attitudes.

Verbal Cognitive Reflection Test

The virtual research assistant ‘John’ then introduced the 
verbal reasoning task, which was six items taken from the 
verbal Cognitive Reflection Test (Sirota & Juanchich, 2018), 
hereafter referred to as the CRT-V. To avoid the confounding 
effects on self-esteem of having difficulty with the questions, 
we added four multiple choice responses to each question to 
simplify the task. As sample item is “Mary’s father has five 
daughters but no sons – Nana, Nene, Nini, Nono. What is the 
fifth daughter’s name? A) There’s no way of telling B) Nunu 
C) Mary D) Nano.” Correct answers were summed to give 
each participant a performance score from a range of 0 to 6, 
with a score of 6 representing correct answers on all items. 
The average performance for this task was 3.40 (SD = 1.85).

Sexism Manipulation

The sexist (or control) comments were embedded within the 
CRT-V (see Table 1). We chose a series of sexist comments 
that could be characterised as patronising and infantilising, 
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similar to those used in past research (e.g., Lamarche et al., 
2020). Although these kinds of comments do not fall under 
the hostile categorisation of sexism, they are still undermin-
ing women’s sense of competence and autonomy regardless 
of their alleged ‘benevolence.’ These comments were pre-
tested on a sample of 109 women who rated sexist versus 
non-sexist comments. The pretest confirmed that the sexist 
comments were more undermining, more sexist, and less 
supportive than the control comments. The data and full 
details of the development of these sexist comments and the 
pretest are available in supplementary materials on Open 
Science Framework: https://​osf.​io/​2pyv4/ (see SM1).

Challenging Sexist Comments

After completing the CRT-V, participants were provided 
with an opportunity to leave feedback on the instructions 
that ‘John’ gave them throughout the task, which provided 
participants with the chance to challenge the sexist com-
ments in their own words in a free text box, presented as 
follows:

“Hi, John here. Thank you for completing the task. Do 
you have any comments on the instructions given to 
you throughout this task? If you do not have any com-
ments for me, please state ‘none’ in the box.”

Participants’ written reactions to the comments were 
coded by the first author. Coding participants’ challenges 
or lack thereof were based on a coding framework simi-
lar to Swim and Hyers (1999), where two female coders 
independently noted any challenge deemed as verbal expres-
sions of displeasure or disagreement with the sexist com-
ments. Responses that were considered challenges in Swim 
and Hyers’ framework included polite resistance, such as 
requesting clarification or confusion about the perpetrator’s 
intent, e.g., “What did you say?” or “What do you mean?” 
as well as use of sarcastic humour as part of their challenge 
responses. We took the same stance in our own coding 
framework in that challenges did not have to be risky or 
overtly confrontational to be coded as a challenge, but they 

needed demonstrate resistance by saying something consid-
ered to be a clear expression of displeasure or disagreement.

Responses were coded as follows: 0: = Unclear/no chal-
lenge; 1 = Positive reaction (e.g., “Really clear instructions 
and I enjoy hearing the voice of a real human giving these 
instructions”); 2 = Expression of confusion (e.g., “that was 
very strange commentary!); 3 = Respond with sarcastic 
joke (e.g., “You did a good job typing out all those ques-
tions. Men aren't usually good at verbal tasks—but you did 
great!”; 4 = Requesting clarification (e.g., “Where are you 
going with this?”); 5 = Expressing negative feeling (e.g., 
“The comments were very insulting”); 6 = Points out sexism 
(e.g.,“Patronising, sexist remarks!”); 7 = Explanatory chal-
lenge (e.g., “Constant reminders telling me that I'm a girl 
and women tend to do worse—felt condescending. I didn't 
like that”); 8 = Direct challenge (e.g., “Do NOT stereotype 
women like that”). These responses were further coded into 
superordinate categories of did not challenge (responses 0 
and 1) and challenged (responses 2–8).

Before answering the sociodemographic questions, all 
participants had their responses about the comments from 
John on the CRT-V presented back to them and they were 
asked what their intention was in their response to ‘John,’ 
before being debriefed. We evaluated the validity of our cod-
ing scheme by comparing whether an answer was coded as 
challenging or not and the intention behind the response 
that participants self-reported at the end of the study (e.g., 
“I tried to express my negative impression to challenge the 
person running the study.”; “I tried to express my positive 
impression.”; “I did not have any particular opinion.”). The 
consistency between self-reported intentions and author cod-
ing of responses as challenging was good, indicating that the 
intentions of participants were explicit in their responses 
(Cohen’s к = .73). For example, of the answers where par-
ticipants reported that they tried to express their negative 
opinion, 74% were coded as challenging. Following the chal-
lenge opportunity, all participants completed four measures 
encapsulating their perceived value of themselves and other 
women, or what we refer to as personal and interpersonal 

Table 1   Sexist comments versus non-sexist comments embedded in the CRT-V

Note. Text in bold is to highlight distinction between sexist and neutral comments and were not presented in bold to participants.

Comment delivery Non-sexist version Sexist version

Introduction comment Participants tend to find verbal reasoning tasks quite 
tricky, so to assist you, I have included multiple choices, 
which should help

Women tend to find verbal reasoning tasks quite tricky, 
so to assist you, I have included multiple choices, which 
should help

Interim comment A Keep going! Try to stay focused. Participants can let 
their emotion get in the way

Keep going! Try to stay focused. Girls can let their emotion 
get in the way

Interim comment B Only three more to go! Only three more to go sweetie!
Concluding comment You’re all done! Good work, participants don’t usually 

do well on that task!
You’re all done! Good work, girls don’t usually do well on 

that task!"

https://osf.io/2pyv4/
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outcomes, which were presented on separate pages and in a 
randomised order.

Self‑Esteem

The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965; 
α = .85) was used to assess level of self-esteem. This is a 10 
item, 4-point Likert scale, with items rated from 0 (Strongly 
disagree) to 3 (Strongly agree). A sample item is “I feel 
that I have a number of good qualities.” We created a self-
esteem index using each participant’s mean score, where 
higher scores indicate greater self-esteem.

Value Placed on Sexual Consent

We assessed how much value women placed on sexual con-
sent using the ‘positive attitude toward establishing consent’ 
subscale from the Sexual Consent Scale (revised)—Sub-
scale 2 (Humphreys & Brousseau, 2010). This scale con-
sisted of 11 items, with a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 
0 (Strongly disagree) to 6 (Strongly agree). A sample item is 
“I feel it is the responsibility of both partners to make sure 
sexual consent is established before sexual activity begins” 
(α = .91). We computed a value placed on sexual consent 
index using each participant’s mean score, where higher 
scores indicate greater value placed on sexual consent.

Justification of Gender Inequality (JGI)

The Gender-Specific System Justification Scale (Jost & Kay, 
2005, adapted from Jost & Banaji, 1994) assessed support 
for the gender status quo, and consists of eight items scored 
on a 7-point Likert scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 
(strongly agree). A sample item is “Most policies relat-
ing to gender and the sexual division of labour serve the 
greater good” (α = .71). We created a gender-specific sys-
tem justification index using each participant’s mean score, 
where higher scores indicate greater justification of gender 
inequality.

Rape Myth Acceptance

We used the Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale short-
form (Payne et al., 1999) to assess endorsement of rape 
myths, which comprises 20 items and we used a 5-point 
Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree). A sample item is “If a woman is raped while she 
is drunk, she is at least somewhat responsible for letting 
things get out of control” (α = .93). We created a rape myth 
acceptance index using each participant’s mean score, where 
higher scores indicate greater rape myth acceptance.

Results and Discussion

Effect of Exposure to Sexist Comments

We used a MANOVA to test the effect of exposure to sexist 
comments (exposure versus control) on personal and inter-
personal consequences for women. In contrast with our 
expectation, we did not find evidence that exposure to sexist 
comments (versus control) had an effect on performance in 
the verbal reasoning task, self-esteem, value of sexual con-
sent justification of gender inequality, or rape myth accept-
ance, respectively, F(1,527) = 0.01, p = .945, ηp

2 < .001; 
F(1,527) = 1.30, p = .254, ηp

2 = .002; F(1,527) = 0.54, 
p = .463, ηp

2 = .001; F(1,527) = 1.57, p = .210, ηp
2 = .003; 

F(1,527) = 0.04, p = .952, ηp
2 < .001.

Link Between Challenging Sexist Comments 
and Women’s Value of Self and Other Women

While exposure to sexism did not have the expected effect 
on women’s perceptions of themselves and other women, 
many women did spot the sexism in the comments and 
reacted to it. In the sexist condition (n = 401), 49% of par-
ticipants challenged the sexist comments (e.g., “Do NOT 
stereotype women like that” and “[the] comments were 
patronising and sexist towards women,” see Table 2). To 
test the link between challenging sexist comments and how 
women perceive themselves and other women, we conducted 
a MANOVA comparing women who chose to challenge the 
sexist comments, women who chose not to challenge, and 
women who were not exposed to any sexist comments and 
included the four outcome variables as dependent variables 
(see Table 3).

As shown in Fig.  1, the results partly support the 
hypothesis (H2) that women who challenge the sexist 
comments will have less justification for systemic gen-
der inequality, place higher value on sexual consent, and 
report lower rape myth acceptance, compared to women 
that do not challenge the sexist comments. The data did 
not support the expectation that women who challenge the 

Table 2   Study 1a, Responses to comments in sexist versus non-sexist 
condition

Note. N = 529.

Response Sexist Condition
(n = 401)

Non-Sexist Condition
(n = 128)

No challenge/unclear 
response

n = 190, 47% n = 115, 90%

No challenge: Positive 
reaction

n = 14, 4% n = 13, 10%

Challenged n = 197, 49% n = 0, 0%
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sexist comments have higher self-esteem, compared with 
women who do not challenge. Women who did not chal-
lenge the sexist comments reported a higher level of self-
esteem, compared with those that did challenge the sexist 
comments, who reported similar levels of self-esteem to 
women in the control condition.

We tested the pairwise comparisons using Bonferroni 
correction between challenge versus no challenge, chal-
lenge versus control, and no challenge versus control. As 
shown in Table 4, women who did challenge the sexist 

comments had similar levels of self-esteem than those who 
did not challenge them and those in the control condition. 
As hypothesised, those that challenged the comments had 
statistically significantly lower levels of justification for 
gender inequality, placed more value on sexual consent, 
and were less accepting of rape myths compared to non-
challengers. Challengers also had statistically significantly 
lower justification for systemic gender inequality and lower 
rape myth acceptance compared to those in the non-sexist 
control condition.

Table 3   Mean (SD) of personal/interpersonal outcomes for women as a function of their response to sexism compared to non-sexist control con-
dition

Note. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05.

Outcome Sexism Overall
(N = 529)

Sexism Challenged
(n = 202)

Sexism No Challenge
(n = 199)

Control Condition
(n = 128)

F (2, 526) p ηp
2

Self-esteem 1.99 (0.51) 1.96 (0.50) 2.05 (0.55) 1.95 (0.45) 2.28 .103 .009
Value of sexual consent 5.76 (0.94) 5.89 (0.87) 5.66 (1.00) 5.71 (0.93) 6.33 .002 .023
Justification of gender inequality 3.71 (0.96) 3.48 (0.96) 3.90 (0.87) 3.81 (1.01) 10.66***  < .001 .039
Rape myth acceptance 1.49 (0.61) 1.32 (0.39) 1.68 (0.69) 1.49 (0.61) 19.81***  < .001 .070

Fig. 1   Mean Scores of personal/interpersonal outcomes for women as 
a function of challenging compared to control condition. Note. The 
preregistered analyses included first a comparison of the challengers 
and non-challengers in the sexist condition only, followed by a second 
ANOVA testing how those two groups related to the control condi-

tion. For completeness, we conducted an ANOVA that compared the 
challenge vs. no challenge in the sexist condition and included the 
non-sexist control condition. An ANOVA comparing challenge vs. no 
challenge in the sexist condition only can be found in SM3.

Table 4   Pairwise comparisons for the effect of challenging sexist comments on personal and interpersonal outcomes for women

Note. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05.

Outcome Challenge vs. No Challenge Challenge vs. Control No Challenge vs. Control

Mdiff CI p Mdiff CI p Mdiff CI p

Personal
     Self-esteem -.09 -.21, .03 .215 .01 -.12, -.15  > .999 .10 -.03, .24 .205
     Value of sexual consent .23 -.01, -.46 .041* .18 -.07, .44 .243 -.05 -.30, .21  > .999

Interpersonal
     Justification of gender inequality -.42 -.64, -.19  < .001*** -.33 -.58,-.07 .006** .09 -.17, .34  > .999
     Rape myth acceptance -.36 - .50, -.22  < .001*** -.18 -.33, -.02 .014* .19 -.03, .34 .013*



Sex Roles           (2025) 91:44 	 Page 9 of 22     44 

Whether women challenged the sexist comments may 
have also been partially explained by participants’ sexist 
attitudes. A logistic regression confirmed that sexist atti-
tude was indeed statistically significantly associated with the 
propensity to challenge sexism, with women scoring higher 
in sexist attitude challenging the comments less often, χ2 
(1) = 45.02 p < .001, Cox & Snell R2 = .106, β = 1.16, Wald 
(1) = 39.20, p < .001. Sexist attitude was also positively cor-
related with self-esteem, r = .17, p < .001, justification for 
systemic gender inequality, r = .49, p < .001 and rape myth 
acceptance, r = .63, p < .001, and negatively correlated with 
value placed on sexual consent, r = -.29, p < .001.

To evaluate whether baseline sexist attitudes could 
explain the link between challenging sexist comments and 
personal and interpersonal outcomes, we ran a MANCOVA, 
including baseline sexism as a covariate to control for sexist 
attitudes in our model. When baseline sexism was included 
as a covariate, the effects on all dependent variables became 
non-significant.: self-esteem F (3, 525) = 2.65, p = .348, 
ηp

2 = .004, value of sexual consent, F (3, 525) = 1.07, 
p = .899, ηp

2 < .001, support for systemic gender inequality, 
F (3,525) = 0.45, p = .635, ηp

2 = .002, and rape myth accept-
ance, F (3,525) = 1.66, p = .191, ηp

2 = .006.
The MANCOVA results indicate that whilst we observe 

some differences between those who challenged sexist com-
ments and those who did not, the differences were mostly 
explained by participants’ initial level of sexism. Further-
more, unexpectedly, not challenging was associated with 
greater self-esteem, even after we controlled for baseline 
sexism levels. This might be the case because the warm 
undertone of the sexist comments could have boosted self-
esteem in women who were unbothered by the sexist nature 
of the comments (and hence did not challenge). Alterna-
tively, those with higher self-esteem might not have felt the 
need to address the sexist comments.

Yet another unexpected result was the null effect of the 
sexist comments on all dependent variables, which does not 
support previous findings in the literature, though is consist-
ent with Swim and Hyers (1999), who also failed to find an 
effect of the sexist comments. In our case, we considered 
how this might be explained by the study design: the pres-
ence of the sexism scale at the onset of the study may have 
forewarned participants about the topic under investigation 
and made the subsequent sexist comments appear less genu-
ine. To evaluate this possibility, we extended Study 1 by 
inviting women from the control condition (and for whom 
we had already assessed sexist attitude levels) to take part 
in a new study four months later, where they were exposed 
to the sexist comments without the sexist attitude measures.

Study 1b

This study was preregistered on As Predicted (#51,842). 
This study follows on from Study 1a by re-testing partic-
ipants from the control condition in the sexist condition, 
without the sexism measure at the onset of the study. We 
did this to avoid forewarning participants about the goal of 
the study, while still having the baseline measure of sex-
ism from Study 1a (Time 1). The design left enough time 
between the two experimental conditions for participants not 
to remember their previous answers and give the possibility 
to control for initial sexist attitudes. We therefore had the 
same hypotheses in Study 1a; however, we used a repeated 
measures design to compare participants at Time 1 (T1) in 
the no sexist condition to the same participants at Time 2 
(T2) in the sexist condition.

H1: Women will perform less well on the reasoning task, 
report lower self-esteem, place less value on sexual con-
sent, and express greater justification for systemic gender 
inequality and rape myth acceptance in the sexist com-
ment condition at T2 compared to the non-sexist condi-
tion at T1.
H2: We expect that women who challenge the sexist com-
ments will have higher self-esteem, less justification for 
systemic gender inequality, place higher value on sexual 
consent and lower rape myth acceptance, compared to 
those who do not challenge the sexist comments.
H3: Sexist attitudes measured at T1 will be negatively 
related to participants’ propensity to challenge the sexist 
comments, and sexist attitudes will be positively related 
to justification of systemic gender inequality and rape 
myth acceptance, and negatively related to self-esteem 
and value placed on sexual consent.

Method

Participants

The study was advertised to the 128 participants that took 
part in the control condition in Study 1a four months prior 
on the Prolific platform for one week. Of the 98 partici-
pants who had first clicked on the study, 91 completed 
fully (though nine participants opted to bypass the rape 
myth acceptance measure), leaving an analytical sample 
of 91 female participants aged 18–72 years, Mage = 36.30, 
SD = 13.98. A sensitivity analysis was conducted to cap-
ture a small to medium effect size of challenging sexism 
on the dependent variables, F = 0.20, alpha = .05 and 
power = 0.90. Participants were White British (n = 179, 
33.8%), White other (n = 253, 47.8%), other ethnic 
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background (n = 17, 3.2%), Asian other (n = 25, 4.7%), 
Asian British (n = 17, 3.2%), Black other (n = 29, 5.5%) 
and Black British (n = 9, 1.7%).

Procedure

We used a one-way repeated-measures design (T1 No-sex-
ism vs. T2 Sexism), though as before, we treat the challenges 
to sexism responses (challenged comments versus did not 
challenge comments) as an independent variable in our anal-
yses. Participants were paid £1.60 to take part, with an aver-
age completion time of 12.38 minutes, therefore participants 
were paid an average of £7.75 per hour. The retest study was 
the same in materials and procedure as the sexist condi-
tion of Study 1a, except that participants did not answer the 
Ambivalent Sexism Inventory at the onset of the study. The 
challenge to sexism response was also, once again, coded by 
the first author using the same coding framework as in Study 
1a, and validated using participant’s self-identified intention 
in their response to ‘John.’ The consistency between author 
coding of the challenge response and self-reported intention 
was excellent, indicating that the intention of participants 
was explicit in their responses (Cohen’s к = .86). For exam-
ple, of the answers where participants reported that they 
tried to express their negative opinion, 92% were coded as 
challenging.

Results and Discussion

The Effects of Exposure to Sexism

We hypothesised that being exposed to sexist comments 
would result in poorer performance in the CRT-V, lower self-
esteem, higher justification of gender inequality, less value 
placed on sexual consent, and higher rape myth acceptance. 
We conducted a one-way repeated-measures MANOVA to 
examine the effect of exposure to sexism (T1: No-sexism 
versus T2: Sexism) on CRT-V performance, self-esteem, 

justification of gender inequality, and rape myth acceptance. 
Contrary to our expectations and consistent with results of 
Study 1a, being on the receiving end of sexism had no effect 
on verbal reasoning performance, self-esteem, value of sex-
ual consent, and rape myth acceptance (see Table 5). The 
sexist manipulation only had a statistically significant effect 
on the justification for gender inequality, but in the opposite 
direction than expected.

The Effects of Challenging Sexism

Despite the sexist comment not having the expected effect 
on the outcome measures, we tested the effect of challeng-
ing sexism at T2 on the outcome measures. Forty-three 
percent of participants challenged sexism, similar to the 
challenge rates of those in the sexist condition in Study 1a 
(see Table 6). To test the link between challenging sexist 
comments and how women perceive themselves and other 
women, we conducted a MANOVA comparing women who 
chose to challenge the sexist comments and women who 
chose not to challenge and included the four outcome vari-
ables as dependent variables.

As expected, there was a statistically significant asso-
ciation with value placed on sexual consent, justification of 
gender inequality, and rape myth acceptance; however, we 
did not observe a statistically significant association between 
challenging and self-esteem (see Table 7).

Table 5   Mean (SD) for main 
study variables as a function of 
exposure to sexism

Note.  N = 91 participants were re-tested; however, nine chose not to complete the RMA scale, in which 
case, n = 82 for RMA. df = 1, 90, except for rape myth acceptance, df = 1, 81.
*** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05.

Outcome Control (T1) Sexist (T2) F p ηp
2

CRT-V 3.31 (1.81) 3.62 (1.91) 2.31 .132 .025
Personal
Self-esteem 1.92 (0.46) 1.98 (0.46) 2.48 .119 .027
Value of sexual consent 5.75 (0.95) 5.84 (0.91) 2.16 .145 .023
Interpersonal
Justification of gender inequality 3.77 (1.04) 3.59 (0.99) 6.95* .010 .072
Rape myth acceptance 1.43 (0.48) 1.41 (0.50) 0.32 .574 .004

Table 6   Study 1b, responses to comments in sexist condition at T2

Note. N = 91.

Challenge response Proportion 
of partici-
pants

No challenge / unclear response n = 51, 56%
No challenge: Positive reaction n = 1, 1%
Challenged n = 39, 43%
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As with Study 1a, the results partly support the hypoth-
esis (H2) that women who challenge the sexist comments 
will have less justification for systemic gender inequality, 
place higher value on sexual consent and report and report 
lower rape myth acceptance, compared to women that do 
not challenge the sexist comments. The data did not support 
the expectation that women who challenge the sexist com-
ments have higher self-esteem, compared with women who 
do not challenge.

To evaluate whether baseline sexist attitudes could 
explain the link between challenging sexist comments and 
personal and interpersonal outcomes, we ran a MANCOVA, 
including baseline sexism as a covariate to control for sex-
ist attitudes in our model (measured at T1), When base-
line sexism was included as a covariate, the effects on all 
dependent variables became non-significant: self-esteem F 
(1,91) = 0.31, p = .577, ηp

2 = .004, value of sexual consent, F 
(1, 91) = 0.35, p = .553, ηp

2 = .004, support for systemic gen-
der inequality, F (1,91) = 2.26, p = .136, ηp

2 = .025 and rape 
myth acceptance, and F (1,82) = 1.19, p = .279, ηp

2 = .015.
A logistic regression confirmed that sexist attitude (meas-

ured at T1) was statistically significantly associated with the 
propensity to challenge sexism at T2, with women scoring 
higher in sexist attitude challenging less often, χ2 (1) = 35.98, 
p < .001, Cox & Snell R2 = .327, β = -.287, Wald (1) = 12.97, 
p < .001. Sexist attitudes were also positively correlated with 
justification for systemic gender inequality, r = .60, p < .001, 
negatively correlated with value placed on sexual consent, 
r = -.45, p < .001 and positively correlated with rape myth 
acceptance, r = .54, p < .001, but sexist attitudes were not 
correlated with self-esteem, r = .17, p = .107.

Data from Studies 1a and 1b do not support the expecta-
tion that receiving sexist comments has immediate detri-
mental outcomes in women’s personal value and the value 
they hold for other women. However, we found correlational 
evidence of the link between sexist attitudes and the value 
women place on sexual consent, their justification for gender 
inequality, and rape myth acceptance. These associations 
became null when we controlled for baseline sexism. Finally, 
when we compared women who challenged sexism and 
those who did not, we found expected differences in value 

placed on sexual consent, justification for gender inequality, 
and rape myth acceptance.

Study 2

We preregistered this study on As Predicted (#54,641). 
Study 2 retests the first two hypotheses from Study 1a, in 
which we compared women’s value of themselves and other 
women, depending on whether they received sexist or non-
sexist comments, and whether they chose to challenge sexist 
comments or not. However, we observed feedback in Study 
1a that indicated that the presence of the Ambivalent Sex-
ism Inventory at the onset signposted the goal of the study. 
To mitigate this, Study 1b retested participants four months 
later without the presence of the Ambivalent Sexism Inven-
tory, though on a smaller sample size due to retesting those 
from the control condition of Study 1a. We found consistent 
results with Study 1a that receiving sexist comments did not 
have the expected immediate effect on women’s perceptions 
of themselves and other women, but that challenging sex-
ist comments were related to better outcomes in terms of 
higher value placed on sexual consent, lower justification of 
systemic gender inequality and lower rape myth acceptance, 
compared to non-challengers. These associations became 
null when controlling for sexist attitudes. However, we 
wanted to conduct Study 2 without the Ambivalent Sexism 
Inventory that measures sexist attitudes to avoid signposting 
the goal of the study before exposing participants to sexist 
comments with a larger sample to increase statistical power 
and our ability to detect an effect of exposure to sexism and 
differences related to challenging.

Method

Participants

The study was advertised using a snowball sampling method 
on social media over a period of four weeks. From an initial 
744 participants who clicked on the survey link, 383 were 

Table 7   Mean (SD) of the 
personal/interpersonal outcomes 
for women as a function of their 
response to sexism (challenge or 
no challenge) at T2

Note. N = 91 and N = 82 for rape myth acceptance scale. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05.

Outcome Challenged
(n = 38)

No Challenge (n = 53) F p ηp
2

Personal
Self-esteem 1.89 (0.53) 2.04 (0.45) 2.00 .161 .022
Value of sexual consent 6.22 (0.67) 5.56 (0.95) 13.55***  < .001 .132
Interpersonal
Justification of gender inequality 2.98 (0.93) 4.03 (0.77) 34.24***  < .001 .278
Rape myth acceptance (df 1, 81) 1.17 (0.20) 1.67 (0.57) 15.22***  < .001 .160
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removed for < 80% completion. We decided to this lower 
completion threshold (relative to Study1a and 1b) because 
of a larger number of participants who did not complete 
the study fully. We therefore included all participants that 
completed up to the sociodemographic section at the end 
of the study (up to 80%). Six participants did not complete 
the consent form and were hence removed from the data-
set, and 29 participants were removed for not meeting the 
gender requirements for this study. This left a total sample 
of 326, to capture a medium effect size of challenging on 
dependent variables, F = 0.04, alpha = .05 and power = 0.90. 
Three hundred and twenty-four participants identified as 
women, with one participant identifying as non-binary and 
one stated they would prefer not to disclose their gender 
but opted to continue with the study. Participants were aged 
18 -71, M = 28, SD = 11.98. Participants were White other 
(n = 107, 32.8%), White British (n = 102, 31.6%), Black 
British (n = 40, 12.4%), Asian/other (n = 23, 7.1%), Black/
other (n = 19, 5.1%), other ethnic background (n = 19, 5.9%), 
Asian British (n = 5, 1.5%) and mixed British/mixed other 
(n = 8, 2.4%).

Procedure

Study 2 aimed to replicate Study 1a, except that we did not 
include the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory. The allocation 
of participants to the experimental and control conditions 
was again 77:23. Once again, as with the previous studies, 
participant reactions to the comments were coded by the 
first author, using the same coding schema as in Studies 1a 
and 1b. Once again, we evaluated the validity of the coded 
responses with participants’ self-report, where we asked 
participants what their intentions were with their reaction 
(e.g., “I tried to express my negative impression to challenge 
the person running the study”; “I tried to express my posi-
tive impression”; “I did not have any particular opinion”). 
The consistency between self-reported intentions and author 
coding was good, indicating that the intentions of partici-
pants were explicit in their responses (Cohen’s к = .78). For 

example, of the answers where participants reported that 
they tried to express their negative opinion, 82% were coded 
as challenging.

Results and Discussion

The Effect of Exposure to Sexism and Challenging 
Versus Control

Once again, we used a MANOVA to test the effect of expo-
sure to sexism versus no sexism on women’s value of them-
selves and other women. The MANOVA revealed that there 
was no statistically significant effect of exposure to sexism 
on any of the dependent variables (see Table 8). We fur-
ther tested the effect of challenging sexism compared to 
not challenging sexism and the control condition. In the 
sexist condition (n = 258), 44% of participants challenged 
the sexist comments (n = 113), which is consistent with our 
findings from Studies 1a and 1b (see Table 9). To test the 
link between challenging sexist comments and how women 
perceive themselves and other women, we conducted a 
MANOVA comparing women who chose to challenge the 
sexist comments and women who chose not to challenge and 
included the four outcome variables as dependent variables.

As expected, there was a statistically significant asso-
ciation between challenging and value placed on sexual 

Table 8   Mean (SD) of the 
personal/interpersonal outcomes 
for women as a function of 
exposure to sexist versus non-
sexist comments

Note. df = 1, 324, except for RMA because some people chose to skip this scale, df = 1, 309. In Study 1, we 
used a 9-point Likert for Justification of Gender Inequality, which was reduced to a 7-point scale in Study 
2 onwards. This was because it was too wide for participants to see in full on Qualtrics, which meant the 
upper end was cut off. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05.

Outcome Control Sexist F p ηp
2

Verbal cognitive reflection test 3.79 (1.86) 3.59 (1.69) 0.65 .420 .002
Personal
     Self-esteem 1.92 (0.43) 1.91 (0.47) 0.002 .960  < .001
     Value of sexual consent 5.84 (0.95) 5.92 (0.85) 0.38 .540 .001

Interpersonal
     Justification of gender inequality 3.32 (0.86) 3.28 (0.89) 0.08 .777  < .001
     Rape myth acceptance 1.31 (0.31) 1.34 (0.40) 0.16 .260 .001

Table 9   Study 2 responses to comments in sexist condition versus 
non-sexist condition

Note. N = 326.

Challenge response Sexist Condition
(n = 258)

Non-Sexist Condition
(n = 68)

No challenge / unclear 
response

n = 137, 53% n = 67, 99%

No challenge: Positive 
reaction

n = 8, 3% n = 1, 1%

Challenged n = 113, 44% n = 0, 0%
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consent, justification of gender inequality, and rape myth 
acceptance; however, we did not observe a statistically sig-
nificant association between challenging and self-esteem 
(see Table 10). Pairwise comparisons using Bonferroni cor-
rection between challenging versus not challenging the sex-
ist comment versus the control condition showed that there 
was a statistically significant difference between challenging 
versus not challenging on justification of gender inequality 
and rape myth acceptance, but no difference relative to the 
control condition (see Table 11).

Consistent with Study 1a and 1b’s results, the findings 
from Study 2 indicate that exposure to sexist comments did 
not alter women’s value of themselves and other women. 
Furthermore, we found that while we observe some differ-
ences between those who challenge sexism and those who 
did not in terms of how women perceive other women, there 
was no difference relative to the control (no sexist comment) 
group. The results suggest that women’s value for other 
women was not due to challenging the sexist comments, but 
rather the driver of challenging the comments.

Study 3

This study was preregistered on As Predicted: https://​aspre​
dicted.​org/​VPV_​HZR.

To disentangle the act of challenging sexist comments 
from the psychological attributes of the person challenging 
the comments, we conducted a conceptually similar study 

with an alternative experimental design and a different set of 
sexist comments. In Studies 1a, 1b, and 2, all the participants 
were given the possibility to challenge the sexist comment. 
We compared participants who challenged and those who 
did not challenge the sexist comments prior to answering 
the outcome measures, whilst controlling for sexist attitudes 
in Studies 1a and 1b. In Study 3, we include an additional 
comparison group: women who want to challenge but were 
not given the opportunity to do so before answering the 
outcome measures. Challenging is posited to interrupt the 
rumination process following exposure to sexist comments 
(Hershcovis et al., 2018), implying that those who challenge 
sexism will report better outcomes than those who ruminate 
following exposure. In this experimental design, all the par-
ticipants were exposed to sexist comments. Seventy percent 
of participants were given the possibility to challenge the 
sexist comments and then complete the outcome variable 
measures. The remaining 30% of participants were not given 
the possibility to challenge until the end of the study. Hence, 
we can differentiate between being the type of person that 
challenges compared to those who do not, and how both 
might affect women’s value of themselves and other women 
relative to not challenging and not being a challenger.

This study also provides the opportunity to examine the 
role of baseline sexist attitudes in challengers, specifically 
those who did challenge immediately, and those who were 
not provided with an opportunity to do so until after they had 
completed outcome measures, but still opted to challenge. 
We therefore reintroduced the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory 

Table 10   Mean (SD) of the personal/interpersonal outcomes for women as a function of their response to sexism compared to a non-sexist con-
trol condition

Note. df = 2, 323, except for RMA because some people chose to skip this scale, df = 2, 308.
*** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05.

Outcome Sexism Overall
(N = 326)

Sexism Challenged
(n = 113)

Sexism No Challenge
(n = 145)

Control Condition
(n = 68)

F p ηp
2

Self-esteem 1.92 (0.46) 1.86 (0.49) 1.96 (0.45) 1.92 (0.43) 1.56 .212 .010
Value of sexual consent 5.90 (0.85) 6.01 (0.76) 5.84 (0.86) 5.84 (0.95) 1.47 .232 .009
Justification of gender inequality 3.29 (0.89) 3.07 (0.89) 3.45 (0.86) 3.32 (0.86) 6.26** .002 .037
Rape myth acceptance 1.33 (0.38) 1.26 (0.31) 1.40 (0.45) 1.31 (0.31) 4.22** .016 .027

Table 11   Pairwise comparisons for the effect of challenging sexist comments on personal and interpersonal outcomes for women

Note. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05.

Outcome Challenge vs. no challenge Challenge vs. control No challenge vs. control

Mdiff CI p Mdiff CI p Mdiff CI p

Self-esteem -.10 -.24, .04 .236 .06 -.23, .11  > .999 -.04 -.20, .12  > .999
Value of sexual consent .17 -08, .43 .332 .17 -.15, .48 .604 .004 -.30, .30  > .999
Justification of gender inequality -.39 -.65, -.12 .001** -.25 -.57, .07 .185 -.13 .44, -.17 .882
Rape myth acceptance -.14 -.25, -.02 .013* .06 -.05, .22  > .999 -.08 -.22, -.05 .433

https://aspredicted.org/VPV_HZR
https://aspredicted.org/VPV_HZR
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(ASI) to measure baseline sexist attitudes at the start of the 
study. We were previously concerned about priming effects, 
so did not have the ASI present when retesting those who 
had completed it in the past in Study 1b and altogether in 
Study 2. However, we found consistent findings to that of 
Study 1a (that had the ASI present at the start) in both the 
null effects of exposure to sexist comments as well as the 
challenge rates. In this case, we could not have placed the 
ASI at the end of the study (after the challenge opportu-
nity) to avoid the priming effect, since it could have been 
shaped by the act of challenging in this position. We there-
fore hypothesised:

H1: We expected that women who challenge the sexist 
comments will report higher self-esteem, have less sup-
port for systemic gender inequality, value sexual con-
sent more, and accept rape myths less, in comparison to 
women who did not challenge.
H2: Women who scored higher in sexist attitudes will be 
less likely to challenge the sexist comment.
H3: Based on the argument that challenging sexism has 
a transformative effect, we expected that wanting to chal-
lenge sexism but not being given the possibility until the 
end of the study (challenge opportunity: after the study) 
may negatively effect outcomes for women, specifically: 
lower self-esteem, lower value of sexual consent, greater 
support for systemic gender inequality, higher rape myth 
acceptance, compared to those able to challenge immedi-
ately (challenge opportunity: during the study).

Method

Participants

Women were recruited via snowballing methods on social 
media (i.e., Facebook) as volunteers, and through the depart-
mental student recruitment platform for course credits. 387 
people began the study, and of those, 198 participants were 
removed for completing less than 98% of the study, and 10 
were removed for not meeting the study requirements of 
identifying as a woman, leaving a final sample of 179 par-
ticipants. Participants in this study were between the ages 
of 18 and 75 (Mage = 32, SD = 14.39). Of these women, 50% 
were students in a UK university, with the remaining non-
students. Participants were White British (n = 102, 57%), 
White other (n = 41, 22.9%), other ethnicity (n = 11, 6.1%), 
Black British (n = 8, 4.5%), Black other (n = 7, 3.9%), Asian 
British (n = 6, 3.4%) and Asian other (n = 4, 2.2%). The 
study required a minimum of 196 participants to yield 80% 
power to detect a medium effect (F2 = 0.0625), though we 
had to complete the study early due to the closure of the 
university due to COVID-19 prevention measures.

Procedure

The design comprised a 2 (challenge opportunity: during 
the study versus after the study) × 2 (challenged versus did 
not challenge) between-subjects design. Participants were 
randomly allocated to the challenge opportunity (during 
the study or after the study conditions) at a ratio of 70:30, 
respectively. This ratio was due to our intention to primarily 
focus on the challenge immediately condition and whether 
challenging had a positive effect on the outcome variables 
(to achieve more statistical power to test a moderation 
effect), though we also wanted to explore the effect of chal-
lenging versus wanting to challenge.

All participants completed the study online via Qualtrics 
software and were advised that the goal of the study was to 
investigate “how you see yourself and others in society and 
how this impacts your performance on a cognitive task.” 
Following informed consent, as with Studies 1a, 1b and 2, 
an audio clip of a male researcher introduced himself as 
‘John,’ who provided instructions for each of the blocks in 
the study. ‘John’ then introduced the Ambivalent Sexism 
Inventory (ASI; Glick & Fiske, 1996), ɑ = .85, to assess 
baseline sexist attitudes. An audio clip of ‘John’ then intro-
duced the next block, comprising the same six items taken 
from the CRT-V (Sirota & Juanchich, 2018), each with four 
multiple choice answers. To address the potential confound 
of performance-related negative feedback, which may have 
influenced self-esteem in Studies 1a, 1b and 2, we opera-
tionalised benevolent sexism, with a new set of sexist com-
ments embedded the CRT-V that were only encouraging, 
even if participants did not answer items correctly. These 
benevolently sexist comments were adapted from Lamarche 
et al. (2020), who employed language that was simultane-
ously patronising, infantilising, and ostensibly supportive, 
for example, “You seem like a very smart girl.” The nature 
of these comments were pretested and were considered to be 
sexist compared to non-sexist control comments, but there 
was no statistically significant difference in whether partici-
pants deemed the comments sexist from answering correctly 
or incorrectly (see SM2 on Open Science Framework for 
more information: https://​osf.​io/​2pyv4). Therefore, for each 
of the six items, three sexist comments were given according 
to whether participants answered each question correctly or 
incorrectly. We also included three non-sexist foil comments 
as a guise so that participants would feel that we were only 
interested in assessing their performance on the task (see 
Table 12 for types of feedback).

To reduce the possibility that good or poor performance 
was an extraneous variable that affected self-esteem, we 
summed participant’s correct scores to include in our analy-
ses. Participants were then randomly split whereby 70% of 
participants were designated to the ‘challenge opportunity: 
during the study’ condition. Firstly, participants were asked 

https://osf.io/2pyv4
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a filler question given to disguise the aim of the study: “We 
are looking for some feedback on what you thought of the 
cognitive reasoning task. Overall, can you tell us what you 
thought?” before being given a chance to challenge ‘John’ 
on the sexist feedback that they received by asking, “Could 
you please describe your thoughts in detail on the feedback 
that I gave you? For instance, “Well done, smart girl!” This 
provided a clear opportunity for participants to challenge 
the sexist comments (though we expected half of partici-
pants in this condition not to). Both questions were set to 
force a response, so participants could not move on until 
they had input a response.To examine how challenge or lack 
thereof influenced the outcome measures, participants then 
completed measures of self-esteem (ɑ = .78), justification 
for systemic gender inequality (ɑ = .73), attitudes towards 
sexual consent (ɑ = .90), and rape myth acceptance (ɑ = .87).

For the remaining 30% of the participants, they had no 
opportunity to challenge the sexist feedback immediately 
after the sexist comments and went straight to the outcome 
measures. We still provided an opportunity to challenge, 
but at the end of the study after they had completed all of 
the measures, so that if women chose to challenge, it would 
not affect their scores. Participants in this condition were 
unaware that they would be presented with this opportunity 
later. Finally, participants answered a series of sociodemo-
graphic questions before being debriefed.

Participant reactions to the comments (taken before or 
after the outcome variables) were independently coded by 
the first author and a research assistant, using the same cod-
ing schema as used in Studies 1a, 1b and 2, which indicated 

excellent inter-rater agreement (Cohen’s к = .91). As in 
Study 1a, 1b and 2, coding was then translated into superor-
dinate codes for ‘did not challenge’ or ‘challenged.’

Results and Discussion

The Effect of Challenging Sexist Comments

As shown in Table 13, of the 109 participants who had the 
opportunity to challenge the comments during the study, 
65% of participants challenged the sexist comments, which 
was considerably higher than in Study 1a, 1b, and 2, which 
may be attributed to the fact that in this study, we targeted 
women personally with the comments, as opposed to women 
in general. We also specifically asked participants to provide 
their thoughts on the comments, for example, “well done, 
smart girl” (as opposed to providing the opportunity for gen-
eral comments). In the delayed opportunity condition, 83% 
challenged the comments. Interestingly, the sexist comments 
yielded a higher rate of positive reaction than our prior stud-
ies (28% in the immediate condition and 10% in the after 
the study condition versus 1–4% in Studies 1a, 1b and 2) 
Participants’ positive reactions noted the supportive tone of 
the comments, and for example, reported: “This definitely 
boosts confidence,” “Made me feel smart for easy cognitive 
tasks, even when I got one wrong I didn’t think it mattered 
because I was told I was still smart,” and “I liked getting 
called a smart girl even when I failed at the questions.” This 

Table 12   Sexist comment delivery for correct and incorrect answers to the CRT-V questions

Note. Text in bold is to highlight distinction between sexist and neutral comments and were not presented in bold to participants.

Sexist Comment Correct Answer–Sexist Comment Incorrect Answer–Sexist Comment

Following item 1 Good answer, clever girl!! This is not correct. Keep focused, you're a clever girl so don't let 
your nerves get the better of you

Following item 2 That's right! Smart girl! This is not right. Don't worry, you are a smart girl, keep this in mind
Following item 4 You’re right! Smart girl! Sorry, this is not right. You are a smart girl but this was a tricky one
Non-Sexist Comment: Correct Answer–Non-Sexist Incorrect Answer-Non-Sexist
Following item 3 Smart! Sorry, this is not right
Following item 5 Clever! Sorry, this is not right
Following item 6 Well done! That was a tricky one That is not correct, but that was a tricky one

Table 13   Responses to sexist 
comments in immediate 
opportunity to challenge 
condition versus delayed 
opportunity condition in Study 
3

Note. N = 326.

Challenge response Challenge Immediate
(n = 109)

Challenge Delayed
(n = 70)

No challenge / unclear response n = 8, 7% n = 5, 7%
No challenge: Positive reaction n = 30, 28% n = 7, 10%
Challenged n = 71, 65% n = 58, 83%
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indicates that participants found the comments in Study 3 
to be encouraging.

To test H1, we examined the effect of challenging versus 
not challenging the sexist comments on self-esteem, value 
of sexual consent, justification of gender inequality, and rape 
myth acceptance using a MANOVA. The analysis showed 
that challenging was linked to lower justification of gender 
inequality, higher value of sexual consent, and lower rape 
myth acceptance. There was no statistically significant effect 
of challenging on self-esteem (see Table 14).

Sexist Attitudes and Challenging Sexist Comments

We conducted a logistic regression to examine H2, that sex-
ist attitudes would predict challenging the sexist comments. 
Across both challenge conditions (before outcome measures 
and after outcome measures merged together), 72% of par-
ticipants challenged the sexist comments and 28% did not. 
Sexist attitude did indeed statistically significantly predict 
challenging, Wald (1, 178) = 21.02, p < .001, Cox & Snell 
R2 =-.14. B = -1.7 (.366).

To test whether sexist attitude influenced all participants 
that challenged the sexist comments, whether during or at 
the end of the study, we added sexist attitude as a covari-
ate in the MANOVA. When sexist attitude was added to 
the model, the effects on the outcome variables were no 
longer significant: self-esteem F (1, 105) = 1.59, p = .210, 
ηp

2 = .015, value of sexual consent F (1, 105) = 0.07, 
p = .850, ηp

2 < .001, justification of gender inequality F (1, 
105) = 1.47, p = .228, ηp

2 = .014, and rape myth acceptance 
F (1, 105) = 1.79, p = .185, ηp

2 = 017.

Finally, we wanted to further assess whether challeng-
ing sexism could have a transformative effect for women, or 
whether those that challenge are already more invested in 
gender equality. We therefore wanted to look at ‘challeng-
ers’ who challenged before answering the outcome variables 
and challengers who only challenged after they had already 
completed all measures, because we denied them the oppor-
tunity straight after the sexist comments. We conducted a 
MANOVA examining the effect of challenge timing (during 
versus after the study) on all four outcome variables. The 
analysis showed that being able to challenge straight away 
during the study was not linked with any of the dependent 
variables. There was a null effect of challenge timing, which 
supports the interpretation that challenging sexism did not 
itself cause shifts in participants’ value of themselves and 
other women. Rather, it suggests that those who chose to 
confront the sexist comment, regardless of timing, already 
placed great value on women. In other words, it is not what 
people did that changed what they valued, but what they val-
ued that changed how they behaved, driven by pre-existing 
egalitarian values (see Table 15).

General Discussion

Research on sexism suggests that sexism manifests in nega-
tive outcomes for women, but that challenging sexist com-
ments could mitigate these outcomes, leading to calls for 
more research on the effects of challenging (Becker et al., 
2014; Connor et al., 2017; Drury & Kaiser, 2014). The cur-
rent research provides a foundation for understanding the 

Table 14   Effect of challenge 
decision on personal and 
interpersonal outcomes

Note. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05.

Outcome Challenged Did Not Challenge F (1, 107) p ηp
2

Self-esteem 2.33 (0.43) 2.28 (0.41) 0.369 .548 .003
Justification of gender inequality 3.90 (1.23) 4.84 (1.10) 15.54***  < .001 .127
Value of sexual consent 5.86 (0.94) 5.41 (1.02) 5.48* .021 .049
Rape myth acceptance 1.36 (0.46) 1.56 (0.52) 12.28***  < .001 .103

Table 15   Mean (SD) of the personal and interpersonal outcomes for women as a function of challenge timing (immediate opportunity to chal-
lenge/delayed opportunity to challenge) to examine the effect of ‘challenging’

Outcome Challenged 
Overall
(N = 129)

Challenged Immedi-
ately (n = 71)

Challenged Later
(n = 58)

F (1, 127) p ηp
2

Personal
     Self-esteem 2.34 (0.44) 2.33 (0.44) 2.35 (0.46) 0.58 .810  < .001
     Value of sexual consent 5.85 (.93) 5.86 (0.94) 5.83 (0.92) 0.45 .832  < .001

Interpersonal
     Justification of gender inequality 4.09 (1.25) 3.90 (1.23) 4.32 (1.24) 3.69 .057 .028
     Rape myth acceptance 1.27 (0.37) 1.26 (0.38) 1.28 (0.35) 0.94 .760 .001
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associations between challenging sexist comments and 
immediate personal and interpersonal outcomes for women 
in how they value themselves and other women. To test 
whether challenging sexist comments benefitted women 
across a range of outcomes that encapsulate how women 
value themselves and other women, we ran three studies with 
the aim of distinguishing between three possibilities about 
the role of challenging sexist comments. First, that chal-
lenging has an immediate transformative effect of its own 
on women’s self-value and the value they place on other 
women. Second, that challenging may have a moderating 
effect that reduces the effect of sexism. Finally, that chal-
lenging does not cause changes in women’s self-value and 
the value they place on other women, rather, being a chal-
lenger may relate to specific psychological characteristics. 
We aimed to assess these possibilities using appropriate 
experimental and control conditions, well-powered and more 
diverse samples, controlling for baseline sexist attitudes, and 
avoiding the pressure of social responsibility by providing a 
private opportunity to challenge as opposed to a public one.

The first two studies (1a, 1b and 2) focused on examin-
ing the associations between receiving sexist comments on 
cognitive performance, self-esteem, value of sexual consent, 
justification of gender inequality, and rape myth acceptance, 
encapsulating women’s personal and interpersonal value 
they place on themselves and other women in society. We 
found that across both studies, there was a null effect of 
receiving sexist comments on all personal and interpersonal 
outcomes for women. We note that this is consistent with 
the work of Swim and Hyers (1999), who also did not elicit 
an effect of exposure to sexism on performance and self-
esteem. When considering the impacts of sexism, we refer 
to the work of Helwig (2022), noting their argument that 
prejudice is pervasive and persistent over time. This is also 
demonstrated in Swim et al.’s (2001) diary studies, in which 
women detail the negative impact of sexism on their self-
esteem over time. The fact that we did not elicit an effect 
of sexism exposure is not demonstrative of the cumulative 
effects for women on the receiving end of insidious, sys-
temic and prolonged sexism.

Next, we found that the act of challenging sexist com-
ments was linked with lower support for gender inequality, 
more value placed on sexual consent, and lower rape myth 
acceptance, but there was no association between challeng-
ing sexism and a boost in self-esteem across all the stud-
ies. Previous work had focused on the effects of challenging 
sexism on self-esteem and wellbeing, and we added novel 
variables that went further in considering the impact of sex-
ism on women’s attitudes toward other women. Whilst Swim 
and Hyers (1999) did not find an effect of challenging on 
self-esteem, Gervais et al. (2010) did, though we note the 
absence of a non-sexist control condition in their work, thus, 
it is not possible to compare self-esteem of those who did 

not receive sexist comments and those that did. To employ a 
more robust methodology, we remedied this by ensuring that 
the current studies included a non-sexist control condition.

In Study 1 (1a and 1b), we also controlled for baseline 
sexist attitudes. When this was included as a covariate, the 
associations between challenging sexism and all outcomes 
became null. This suggests that the differences observed in 
women who challenged the sexist comments were predicted 
by their existing, more egalitarian attitudes towards women, 
rather than because of challenging the comments. We also 
found that baseline sexist attitudes were positively corre-
lated with propensity to challenge, supporting the findings 
of Swim and Hyers (1999) in that women who are already 
committed to gender activism were most likely to call out 
sexism.

To further test whether the act of challenging sexism 
had transformative effects on the outcomes for women, or 
whether the case was that women who challenged already 
possessed higher value of themselves and other women, 
Study 3 once again tested the effects of challenging sexism. 
We gave an opportunity for women to challenge immedi-
ately after the sexist comments during the study, compared 
to delaying the opportunity to challenge the comments until 
post-study, after they had completed all outcome measures. 
This was because we expected that wanting to challenge 
but being denied the opportunity may impact the rumina-
tion processes, magnifying the impact of the comments. 
This showed a null effect in that there were no differences 
in personal and intrapersonal outcomes for women when 
they had an opportunity to challenge straight away vs. those 
who wanted to challenge but were not given the immediate 
opportunity to do so (but did later).

The results contrast with a range of findings showing 
immediate benefits of challenging. For instance, Gervais 
et al. (2010) highlighted immediate benefits of challeng-
ing sexism on competence, self-esteem, and empowerment. 
Similarly, Helwig (2022) found that participants who chal-
lenged sexism reported immediate greater empowerment 
though only when the challenge was deemed effective in 
changing the perpetrator’s behaviour. Additionally, Foster 
(2015) found that women participating in collective confron-
tation of sexism via tweeting reported a decrease in negative 
affect and an increase in psychological well-being after just 
three days, compared to pre-study levels. While our findings 
did not support Gervais et al.’s (2010) claim that challenging 
sexism has immediate benefits on self-esteem, it is possible 
that the benefits of challenging sexism, much like the impact 
of experiencing it, accumulate over time, especially when 
considering Helwig's (2022) argument about the pervasive 
and persistent nature of sexism.

It is also important to note the significance of confronta-
tion style. Foster (2013) found that individuals using indi-
rect challenges to discrimination reported higher levels of 
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wellbeing compared to those who used an angered style. 
Over time, however, this trend reversed; indirect challenges 
led to a decrease in wellbeing, while the angered style led to 
an increase in wellbeing after 28 days. Longitudinal stud-
ies could track whether repeated acts of challenging sexism 
result in cumulative changes in self-esteem, support for gen-
der equality, rape myth acceptance, and other personal and 
interpersonal outcomes, potentially uncovering effects that 
short-term experimental designs may miss.

Limitations

We considered that having the sexist attitude measure (ASI) 
at the very start of Study 1a and Study 3 may have sign-
posted what our goal was when we later delivered the sexist 
comments as part of a reasoning task, and hence possibly 
reduced the effect of the sexist comments. To mitigate this, 
we retested participants in the non-sexist condition of Study 
1a in Study 1b and omitted the measure altogether in Study 2 
to focus on comments appearing ‘out of the blue’ to elicit a 
more natural response. We found similar challenge rates and 
outcomes across Studies 1a, b and 2, indicating no differ-
ence in responses when we removed the ASI from the start 
of the study. It is also noted that the sexist comments were 
more benevolent than hostile in nature, and were seen as 
encouraging by some women, as noted via some of the feed-
back. Therefore, the fact that there was no effect of exposure 
to these comments on personal and interpersonal outcomes 
may have been because the comments were not perceived 
as sexist “enough.” However, this is unlikely, as we pre-
tested the sexist comments and, in all cases, comments were 
statistically significantly rated as undermining, patronising 
and sexist, more so compared to non-sexist versions of the 
comments. We expect that, as Helwig (2022) suggests, sex-
ism is more pervasive and persistent over time and it is very 
possible that as sexism is part of everyday experiences (as 
demonstrated in diary studies such as Swim et al. (2001) 
and Hyers (2007), sexist comments are more likely to have 
an insidious and longer-term impact over time, and there 
are indications that cumulative challenging over time could 
have personal benefits (Foster, 2013). Further, we note that 
in all three experiments, women that challenged could not 
see the benefits or costs of their challenge. Helwig (2022) 
found that challenge benefits to psychological wellbeing are 
dependent on whether the challenge was deemed effective 
or ineffective.

We also acknowledge the modest internal consistency 
of the Gender-Specific System Justification Scale (Jost & 
Kay, 2005; adapted from Jost & Banaji, 1994) in Study 1a, 
α = 0.71, which was at the lower threshold of acceptable 
reliability. While this level of reliability is commonly con-
sidered adequate for research purposes, it may limit the pre-
cision of measurement and reduce the sensitivity to detect 

subtle effects. Future research would benefit from employing 
measures with higher reliability or refining existing scales to 
improve consistency, ensuring they are more robust.

Finally, we acknowledge that no formal attention check 
items were included in our studies. This decision was 
informed by our use of the Prolific platform for Studies 1a 
and 1b. Prior research demonstrates that Prolific participants 
provide reliable responses, even in the absence of embed-
ded attention checks (Peer et al., 2022). The nature of par-
ticipants’ reactions to the sexist (and non-sexist) comments, 
indicates that they read and paid attention to the text. Never-
theless, we recognise the importance of incorporating formal 
attention checks in future studies, particularly when using 
alternative data collection methods or platforms, to further 
ensure data integrity.

Future Research Directions

Our evidence for the lack of direct immediate effect of expo-
sure to sexist comments and of challenging those comments 
also require further replication and development. Several 
key areas warrant further investigation to refine our under-
standing of the potential benefits of challenging sexism. 
First, as our studies are limited to focusing on the immedi-
ate outcomes of challenging sexism, future research should 
examine the longer-term, cumulative effects of both expe-
riencing and challenging sexism. Further, our studies used 
benevolent sexist comments. In our pretest, we confirmed 
that these comments were indeed perceived as sexist, though 
it is important to consider coping strategies to reduce disso-
nance when women fail to challenge these comments, where 
they may play down their offence to the comments to justify 
not speaking out (Rasinski et al., 2013). Challenging such 
comments may not yield the same benefits as challenging 
more overt forms of sexism. Future work could investigate 
whether challenging hostile forms of sexism leads to differ-
ent outcomes.

Previous research has explored the effects of challeng-
ing sexism on self-esteem (Gervais et al., 2010; Helwig, 
2022; Swim & Hyers, 1999), though self-esteem is gener-
ally considered a stable trait (Orth, 2017). To explore the 
broader impact of challenging, beyond self-esteem, on per-
sonal and interpersonal outcomes for women, it would be 
valuable to use a measure that captures both aspects, such 
as the Internalised Sexism Scale (Bozkur, 2020). This scale 
includes five key factors: self-objectification, derogation, 
loss of self/internalised powerlessness, competition/self-
separation, and male prioritisation. Furthermore, given our 
findings that baseline sexist attitudes predicted challenging 
behaviour and that individuals with lower sexist attitudes 
placed higher value on themselves and other women, future 
research should focus on how to reduce these pervasive and 
enduring attitudes.
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Finally, future research should investigate potential inter-
ventions aimed at amplifying the benefits of challenging sex-
ist comments. Given our findings that challenging sexism did 
not have immediate transformational personal and interper-
sonal benefits for women, but there is an emerging evidence 
base supporting the value of alternative methodologies like 
online activism and long-term diary studies, targeted inter-
ventions could enhance the positive outcomes of challeng-
ing sexism (Foster, 2015; Hyers, 2007). Such interventions 
could equip women with effective strategies for confronting 
and processing sexist encounters, potentially fostering psy-
chological well-being. Empowerment-based programmes 
or cognitive interventions that help women navigate these 
experiences might offer significant benefits. Furthermore, 
our research only focused on positive outcomes. It is possi-
ble that challenging would also have negative consequences 
for women, such as heighten anxiety or fears (e.g., of retali-
ation). In sum, while our findings provide a step forward in 
understanding the immediate (lack of) positive impact of 
challenging sexism, future research is needed to explore the 
long-term, contextual, and individual factors that may shape 
the outcomes of these experiences.

Practice Implications

These findings have practical relevance for those working 
to combat sexism. While challenge sexist comments did 
not result in immediate personal or interpersonal benefits 
to women, women who challenged were more likely to hold 
egalitarian values towards women to start with. This sug-
gests that interventions aimed at encouraging challenging 
sexism may be more effective when they also focus on devel-
oping these underlying egalitarian attitudes and values. For 
therapists and educators, this highlights the importance of 
fostering positive attitudes towards women rather than rely-
ing on confrontation alone as an act of empowerment. Activ-
ists and policymakers might also reconsider the framing of 
challenging as immediately transformative, and efforts could 
focus on collectively fostering long-term gender equality and 
a better understanding of benevolent sexism, how to identify 
it, and how it serves to conceal the underlying ideological 
mechanisms of sexism. For everyday readers, whilst these 
results serve as a reminder that challenging sexism may 
not feel immediately transformational, it may still play a 
meaningful role in fostering change over time – studies have 
shown that challenging prejudice reduced the likelihood that 
perpetrators and bystanders would use negative stereotypes 
again in the future (Czopp et al., 2006; Rasinski & Czopp, 
2010), thus reducing the prevalence of prejudice in society.

Conclusion

Our research offers new insights and a critical step forward 
in understanding the immediate impact of challenging sex-
ist comments on the value women place on themselves and 
other women and the personal and interpersonal outcomes 
associated with challenging these comments. Contrary 
to some previous findings (e.g., Gervais et al., 2010), we 
observed that challenging sexism did not universally lead to 
immediate positive outcomes in self-esteem, value of sexual 
consent, justification of systemic gender inequality, and rape 
myth acceptance. Instead, we found that pre-existing atti-
tudes toward sexism played a critical role whereby women 
with lower sexist attitudes were more likely to challenge sex-
ist remarks and already exhibited positive characteristics in 
how they value themselves and other women, such as more 
value on sexual consent, more support for gender equality, 
and lower rape myth acceptance. This suggests that the act 
of challenging alone may not be the immediate antidote that 
it has previously been, but rather reflects deeper pre-existing 
values and beliefs.

Our findings highlight the complexity of challenging 
sexism and caution against overestimating its immediate 
benefits. While challenging sexist remarks did not produce 
significant short-term shifts in self-perception and percep-
tion of other women, our research shines a spotlight on 
the research gap in examining cumulative effects of chal-
lenging sexism over time and prompts the exploration of 
more long-term impacts of experiencing and challenging 
sexism. Overall, this work provides an important ground-
ing for future research and practical applications in efforts 
to reduce sexism’s pervasive impact. Continued exploration 
of the long-term and contextual effects of challenging, as 
well as interventions designed to foster cultural changes to 
address systemic gender inequality that underpins sexism, 
will be crucial in maximising the potential for meaningful 
change in attitudes and behaviours.
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