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ABSTRACT 

 

This study examines the relationship between observer assessments and interviewer sexism, 

emphasizing sexism’s impact on perceptions of female candidate’s hireability and competence. 

The sample includes 266 participants randomized across interview scenarios. We find that 

benevolent sexism implies a positive outcome of increased hire-ability with little stigma 

associated with the female candidate’s competence. While Hostile Sexism has an overall 

negative effect, that effect is offset by impressions of likeability of a female job candidate who 

maintains a neutral composure. Our study suggests that observers’ perceptions of sexism, 

benevolence, and likeability differ and may change with experience.  

 
Keywords: Hostile Sexism, Benevolent Sexism, Likeability, Competence, Hireability 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Sexism in the workplace is an important topic of continued study.  Women who experience 

sexism report more negative job perceptions and poorer health outcomes (Manuel, Howansky, 

Chaney, & Sanchez, 2017). Sexism relates negatively to women’s mental health and job 

satisfaction (Ruben, Subasic, Giacomini, & Paolini, 2016) and women exposed to sexism 

internalize it, undermining their own job performance (Koch, Konigorski, and Sieverding, 

2014;). Given the breadth of scope of issues that stem from workplace sexism, the core question 

in literature continues to revolve around women’s equitable advancement in organizations where 

sexism is a factor. This study contributes to the literature by focusing on the effect of sexism 

during interviews.   

 

We first clarify some of the constructs involved in workplace sexism in the interview setting. 

Christopher and Wojda (2008) define hostile sexism as where women are viewed in a blatantly 

disparaging manner. Hostile sexism suggests negative reactions to women who challenge male 

dominance. and justifies male objectification of women, endorsement of traditional gender roles, 

and an unequal distribution of power (Glick et al., 1997).  
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Benevolent sexism supports an unequal status quo through positive reactions towards women 

who comply to traditional roles (Becker & Wright, 2011); it casts doubt on women’s competence 

(Taylor, Smith, Welch and Hardin, 2018) andmanifests as subtle encouragement for traditional 

roles coupled with discouragement for nontraditional roles (Sacco, Scheu, Ryan, and Schmitt, 

2003). Hostile sexism punishes women who challenge traditional gender roles, while benevolent 

sexism rewards women who embrace them (Glick and Fiske, 2012). 

 

Sexist attitudes and resulting problems are most visibly and materially observed during periods 

of evaluation and selection. According to Salvaggio, Streich, and Hopper (2009), the effects of 

sexism begin as judgments made based on application forms and resumes, and trickle into 

interviews, which are the most frequently used method of employment selection (Purkiss, 

Perrewé, Gillespie, Mayes, and Ferris, 2006). While the mechanisms through which sexism 

embeds in organizational systems are complex, researchers have noted that decision makers’ 

own sexism reinforces systemic sexism and undermines women advancement (Stamarski and 

Hing, 2015). For example, Latu, Mast, and Stewart (2015) found that men observed to have 

implicit unfavorable biases of women rated women’s competence lower in interview settings, 

and that women subsequently assimilate these biased impressions. Good and Rudman (2010) 

examined whether observers penalized a woman subjected to hostile or benevolent sexism during 

interviews and  found that a male interviewer’s sexism propagated into lower assessments of 

female candidates by participating observers.  

 

Good and Rudman (2009) designed a study where participants were asked to assess the 

likeability or association with the male interviewer. Their sample was partitioned to read 

transcripts where the male interview displayed hostile sexism, benevolent sexism, or a neutral 

attitude. By asking participants to evaluate the likeability of the male interviewer, it is possible 

that observing participant’s preconceived notions of their role inherently shifted. Rather than 

assessing an interview situation as a third-party observer, they joined the interviewer in assessing 

a potential candidate. Hideg and Ferris (2016) note that when stereotypes are activated they can 

influence the attitudes and behaviors of individuals. Asking participants to what extent they 

identify with an actor frames their assessments in that actor’s point of view. The present study 

argues that shifting that identification, asking observers to assess the candidate’s likeability as 

opposed to the interviewer, will reveal potentially different insights.  

 

Hostile Sexism in Interview Situations 

 

Hostile sexist conditions are created when people are subjected to offensive, hostile, or 

intimidating conditions because of their sex (Woodzicka and LaFrance, 2005). Women would be 

penalized when perceived as attempting to challenge male dominance (Good and Rudman, 

2010). Masser and Abrams (2004) find that hostile sexism is associated with lower employment 

recommendations.  

 

H1a: Hostile Sexist Interview Conditions will predict negative assessments of the candidate 

potential to be hired. 

 

Hostile sexism is associated with less positive trait evaluations of female candidates (Masser and 

Abrams, 2004). Koch et al., (2014) find that hostile sexism by an interviewer can impair female 
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candidates’ task performance; that is, exposure to hostile sexist behavior during selection caused 

a reduction in the candidates’ assessed competence. Women who are confronted with hostile 

sexism become more introspective, and often ask fewer work-related questions during an 

interview (Woodzicka and LaFrance, 2005).  

 

H1b: Hostile Sexist Interview Conditions will predict negative assessments of the candidate’s 

competence 

 

Benevolent Sexism in Interview Situations 

 

Hideg and Ferris (2016) observe that unlike hostile sexism, perceptions of benevolent sexism are 

somewhat mixed; the most common pattern of ambivalence is to perceive a candidate as being 

likeable, or displaying warmth, while being less competent, or the reverse. The authors argue that 

the compassion felt by benevolent sexists is qualified by a sense of protectionism that implies an 

assessment of weakness or incompetence. Good and Rudman (2009) suggest that benevolent 

sexists would want to help or protect women in a stressful situation. Thus, benevolent sexists 

would actually provide greater support to help women secure a job, while at the same time 

evaluating women as low in competence.  

 

H2a: Benevolent Sexist Interview Conditions will predict positive assessments of the candidate 

potential to be hired. 

 

Reilly, Rackely, and Awad (2017) found women were perceived as having lower aptitudes than 

men in conditions of high benevolent sexism. Good and Rudman (2010) argue that patronizing 

women may undermine their perceived intellect and that observers may interpret benevolence as 

a form of favoritism and seek to penalize the women who experience it.  

 

H2b: Benevolent Sexist Interview Conditions will predict negative assessments of the candidate’s 

competence. 

 

Likeability Mitigating the Effects of Sexism 

 

Schneider, Tinsley, Cheldelin, and Amanatullah (2010) argue that women must choose between 

being likeable and being competent. Women who adopt intimidation tactics similar to men are 

often viewed more negatively than men (Bolino and Turnley, 2003). We argue that the converse 

of this phenomenon is also true. Given the contrast effect, women who are exposed to heightened 

levels of intimidation from interviewers may be perceived as more likeable.  

 

H3a: Negative assessments of candidate’s professional attributes (hire-ability and competence) 

will be moderated (reduced) by assessments of the candidate’s personal attributes (likeability). 

 

While arguing that the tradeoff between competence and likeability is the norm in most 

organizations, Schneider et al.’s (2010) study found no gender differences in ratings of 

effectiveness of lawyers. The authors suggest that being an outsider with externally conferred 

status may mitigate any potential tradeoffs.  Pinto, Patanakul, and Pinto (2015) found that 

likeability is often assessed to be greater among women than men, and that being likeable was 
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not associated with negative assessments of women’s qualifications or performance. Thus, we 

argue that likeability does not operate in the same way as benevolent sexism, but that it is fully 

independent and has positive effects.   

 
H3b: Positive assessments of candidate’s professional attributes (hire-ability and competence) 

will be further enhanced by assessments of the candidate’s personal attributes (likeability). 

 
METHODS 

Procedure 

 

The sample includes 266 participants randomized across three different interview scenarios (83 

in the hostile condition, 87 in the benevolent, and 96 in the neutral condition). Participants were 

from a southwestern university in the United States, within a school of Business. Recruited 

students were informed that they would be listening to a ore-recorded scenario between a male 

interviewer and female applicant and that a survey would follow. Once all consent forms were 

filled out and returned, survey packets were distributed. A sound check was performed to ensure 

that all participants could hear the audio.  Participants were read a short post-script telling them 

how to fill out the surveys. Professors provided information about participants’ right to leave at 

any point. 

 

Each of the three interview scenarios takes place between a male interviewer, played by a 

professional manager with ten years of hiring experience, and a female candidate, played by a 

professional actress from the Screen Actors Guild. The female candidate’s responses are 

identical across all three conditions and the male interviewer’s questions vary to reflect the right 

sexism condition.  

 

Measures 

 

We include demographic data as self-reported by participants. This study utilized a modified 

version of the Interview Evaluation Scale (IES) originally developed by Jussim, Coleman, and 

Lerch (1987) to assess participants’ perceptions of hireability and competence. We include the 

Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI, Glick and Fiske, 1996). The ASI is a 22 question, self-report 

measure comprised of two 11-question subscales that assess hostile sexism and benevolent 

sexism. Finally, we adapt Reyen’s (2005) scale of likeability, which includes 10 items. Items 

related to attractiveness were omitted because of the potential confounds in assessing 

attractiveness in addition to likeability.  

 

All documents (consent forms, scripts, post-scripts, and survey instruments) are available upon 

request by the authors. The below list indicates the specific variables constructed from the 

collected material.   

 

Gender: coded 0 for female and 1 for male.  

Age: in years. The mean age across the entire sample was 23.4, ranging from 19-58.  

Ethnicity: coded to include Native American, Asian, Black, Hispanic, Pacific Islander, White, 

and other. 
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Work Experience: years worked and combines both part-time and full-time experience. The 

mean value for work experience was 6 years, with a range from zero to 42.  

Hireability: Item 7 from the IES (“How likely is it that this applicant will be hired for this 

position?”).  

Competence: Items 1, 2, and 3 from the IES. These items combine with a Cronbach’s alpha of 

0.81. 

Hostile Sexism Condition: coded 1 if participants observed the Hostile Sexism interview 

scenario, and zero otherwise.  

Benevolent Sexism Condition:  coded 1 if participants observed the Benevolent Sexism interview 

scenario, and zero otherwise.  

Hostile Sexist Self-Report: The ASI uses averaged values of 11 measures of Hostile Sexism. We 

also combined the measures to ensure they were assessing a single construct 

(Cronbach’s alpha 0.91) 

Benevolent Sexist Self-Report:  The ASI uses averaged values of 11 measures of Benevolent 

Sexism. We also combined the measures to ensure they were assessing a single construct 

(Cronbach’s alpha 0.86) 

Reysen Likeability: Likeability combines 10 items (Cronbach’s alpha 0.92) to capture the 

impressions of likeability that the observing participants had of the candidate.  

 

Estimation 

 

A pilot test of the interview scenarios was assessed to ensure that there were significant 

differences between the three conditions. Ordinary least squared regression was used to test the 

hypotheses, with t-tests reported by gender and group to characterize each condition. Given that 

conditions are represented as dummy variables, the OLS model is a simple test of differences 

between groups that allows for multivariate controls and the use of the full sample size. A 

significant coefficient value means that the people who are in that group had a significantly 

different evaluation of the candidate than those in the neutral condition.  

 

RESULTS 

 

Table 1 reports differences across the full sample by gender. Data for continuous variables is 

reported using mean ± standard deviation, while count data is reported with the actual count and 

the sample percentage. Significant differences between genders are in bold. In our sample, men 

are about 1 year older and having about 1 more year of work experience than women. There 

were no significant differences in ethnicity. In univariate tests, women significantly evaluated the 

interviewee as being more promotable than men. Men also self-reported significantly higher 

ratings for both hostile and benevolent sexism than women.  

 

Table 2 includes four regression models, of main and interaction effects of the conditions 

(neutral, hostile, and benevolent) on participants’ perceptions of the candidate’s hire-ability and 

competence. Models 1 and 2 refer to perceptions of Hire-ability and differ only in adding the 

interaction effects of Likeability. Models 3 and 4 follow the same pattern. All models include 

full data, with dummy variables indicating the condition effects, so that when the Hostile Sexism 

Condition equals one, the Benevolent Condition equals zero. When both treatment conditions 

equal zero, the base value is for the neutral condition.  
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Hypothesis 1a predicts that exposure to the Hostile Sexism Condition will adversely influence 

candidate evaluations of hire-ability. Consistent with our hypothesis 1a, Hostile Sexism 

Condition does have a significant and negative effect on Hire-ability. Inconsistent with 

hypothesis 1b, Hostile Sexism Condition, while negative, is not significant in Table 2 Model 3.  

 

Hypothesis 2a predicts that Benevolent Sexism will positively influence assessments of the 

candidate’s hire-ability. Consistent with Hypothesis 2a, Benevolent Sexism had a positive 

significant coefficient for Hire-ability (0.468, p< 0.001). This finding persists in both Models 1 

and 2, regardless of the effect of Likeability.  

 

Hypothesis 2b predicts that Benevolent Sexism Condition would negatively influence 

perceptions of candidate’s competence. In contrast to our hypothesis, the coefficient for 

Benevolent Sexism in Model 3 had a significant positive value. Therefore, hypothesis 2b was not 

supported.  

 

Hypothesis 3a predicts that negative assessments of the candidate’s hire-ability and competence 

will be moderated by perceptions of likeability. The interaction of the hostile condition and 

likeability is significant and positive in Model 4. Thus, hypothesis 3a is supported with regard to 

competence. Likeability is a continuous variable. A two unit change in the significant positive 

effect is large enough to outweigh the overall negative effect of the hostile sexism condition. 

Candidates rated high by observing participants in likeability completely reversed the negative 

effect of the hostile condition on perceptions of Competence.  

 

Hypothesis 3b predicts greater enhancement of positive effects of likeability on perceptions of 

the candidate’s hire-ability and competence. Combining the significant effects for the Benevolent 

condition group to compare Model 1 to Model 2, the average rating for the benevolent condition 

in Model 1 is 4.463 (0.137+0.566+0.378+3.382), while in Model 2 it is 5.981 (2.416+.666-

0.518+2.381). Even with a negative interaction coefficient, the full effect of likeability can 

enhance the overall hire-ability in the benevolent condition. There is a similar pattern in the 

Hostile Condition, with a negative interaction but positive overall main effect. With respect to 

perceived Competence, the interaction between the Benevolent Condition and Likeability is not 

significant. Overall, the full effect of Likeability does positively enhance perceptions of the 

conditions when assessing Hire-ability, but not of Competence.  

   

DISCUSSION 

 

The present study investigates how observers perceive and assess female job candidates who 

experience different forms of sexism. We found that hostile sexism decreases hire-ability of 

female job candidates; however, we found that benevolent sexism could increase hire-ability. 

Good and Rudman (2010) found a tradeoff between likeability and perceptions of competence, 

while we also found a similar trade-off, our analysis suggests that the overall effect of likeability 

was a net improvement in assessments of competence.  

 

Prior studies have argued that benevolent sexism will view women as warm but incompetent. 

While we find some evidence of this, our study suggests that observers’ perceptions are much 

more complexly inter-related. Specifically, that when observers are rating competence, 
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benevolence, and likeability, they may confound the items. What is designed to be benevolent 

sexism may appear simply as benevolence.  

 

Consistent with the idea of complex inter-relations, Latu, Stewar, Myers, Lisco, Estes, and 

Donahue (2011) found that generally both men and women held favorable implicit biases toward 

their own genders, and argued “the relationship between [hostile sexism] and implicit stereotypes 

of successful managers is not highly reliable.” The issue of reliability and the importance of the 

constructs involved underscores the importance of our study’s methodological contribution. 

While many studies have approached these ideas with very interesting measures and theoretic 

arguments (as outlined by Stamarksi and Hing, 2015), most studies rely on ANOVA or simple t-

tests to argue for the validity of specific nuanced constructs. Our modest addition of multiple 

controls helps establish the reliability of the concepts of likeability and benevolent sexism in a 

complex model of interrelated constructs.   

 

Our study demonstrated the moderating effect of Likeability. Reysen (2005) argued that 

Likeability specifically was useful when attempting to change attitudes of participants, with 

more likeable communicators more likely to change perceptions in others. Notably, in our study 

the woman candidate did not vary based on condition, remaining neutral regardless of a hostile, 

benevolent, or neutral interviewer. Perceptions of her likeability by observers did vary, and did 

so in a way that moderated the overall condition. This suggests that more intricate study designs 

may be needed; a neutral response to hostile sexism appears to mean something different than an 

identical response to a benevolent situation. Prior studies have found that in hostile situations, 

women tend to react to hostility with diminished performance (Woodzicka and LaFrance, 2005), 

it is possible that remaining neutral in the presence of hostility is viewed positively by observers.  

 

Dick (2013) argues that sexism can be a controversial category of experience, where activities 

are subject to multiple interpretations. Rubin et al. (2016) explore the idea of differing between 

organizational sexism and interpersonal sexism, noting that both may have differing effects on 

job satisfaction and mental health. While prior work has shown that sexism can have direct 

negative effects on women (Koch et al., 2014), this study suggests that sexism at the dyadic level 

can influence perceptions of sexism at a broader, organizational level.  

 

Conclusions 

 

Our inclusion of the likeability scale sheds the light on the intricate relationships between 

likeability and benevolent sexism. Clear, empirically supported guidelines for mitigating the 

negative effects of sexism can help female professionals directly. Further, these results provide 

support for the importance of such behavior on influencing the assessments of others, which 

could lead to positive organizational change outside of the individual career.  

 

Our results indicate that the connection between likeability and benevolent sexism needs to be 

better addressed and discussed in our workplaces and communities.  The apparent overlap 

between these concepts and their ability to be influenced by subtle framing suggests a need for 

more awareness around the distinction and interpretation of each.  
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TABLE 1.   Demographic Differences of Sample by Gender 

                

Characteristic   Female (n = 147)   Male (n = 119)   P 

Demographic       

 Age  23.0 ± 4.6  24.0 ± 4.1  0.0783 

 Race or Ethnicity     0.7934 

  Native American 2 (1.4)  0 (0)   

  Asian 40 (27.4)  33 (27.5)   

  Black 4 (2.7)  6 (5.0)   

  Hispanic 41 (28.1)  27 (22.5)   

  Pacific Islander 3 (2.1)  4 (3.3)   

  White 45 (30.8)  42 (35.0)   

  Other 11 (7.5)  8 (6.7)   

 Underrepresented Minority 62 (42)  45 (38)  --- 

 Work Experience 5.5 ± 4.4  6.6 ± 5.0  0.0404 

Perception of Interviewee Performance 

 Hireablility 4.3 ± 1.3  4.3 ± 1.3  --- 

 Promotability 4.4 ± 1.0  4.1 ± 1.1  0.0243 

 Competence 4.9 ± 0.7  4.7 ± 0.5  --- 

Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI)      

 Hostile Sexism 2.1 ± 1.0  2.8 ± 1.0  0.0000 

  Benevolent Sexism 2.4 ± 1.0   2.6 ± 0.9   0.0915 

Data are mean ±SD, n(%).       
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Table 2. Regression Analysis of Ambivalent Sexism relative to Likeability of Job Candidate Characteristics 

                

Coefficient β (95% CI) P   β (95% CI) P   β (95% CI) P   β (95% CI) P 

 Perceived Hire-Ability  Perceived Competence 

   Model 1      Model 2      Model 3      Model 4   

Controls                

Gender -0.019 (-0.269 - 0.231) 0.882  -0.055 (-0.300 - 0.189) 0.656  -0.086 (-0.211 - 0.039) 0.179  -0.079 (-0.204 - 0.45) 0.212 

Age -0.011 ( -0.050 - -0.028) 0.571  -0.011 (-0.050 - 0.027) 0.557  -0.024 ( -0.043 - -0.04) 0.019  -0.022 (-0.041 - -0.002) 0.029 

Work Exp. -0.029 (-0.067 - 0.08) 0.120  -0.029 (-0.065 - 0.008) 0.124  0.012 (-0.007 - 0.030) 0.223  0.010 (-0.009 - 0.029) 0.292 

ASI Hostility -0.362 (-0.182 - 0.110) 0.626  -0.134 (-0.157 - 0.130) 0.854  -0.492 (-0.122 - 0.024) 0.187  -0.050 (-0.123 - 0.023) 0.182 

ASI Benevolence 0.137 (-0.011 - 0.285) 0.070  0.105 (-0.041 - 0.250) 0.159  0.058 (-0.017 - 0.132) 0.127  0.064 (-0.011 - 0.138) 0.093 

Treatment                
Hostile Sexism 
Condition1 -1.595 (-1.885 - -1.304) 0.000  0.629 (-0.850 - 2.108) 0.403  -0.148 (-0.160 - 0.131) 0.841  -0.845 (-1.598 - -0.092) 0.028 
Benevolent Sexism 
Condition1 0.566 (0.284 - 0.849) 0.000  2.416 (1.212 - 3.620) 0.000  0.143 (0.002 - 0.285) 0.048  0.083 (-0.530 - 0.696) 0.791 

Reysen Likeability 0.378 (0.232 - 0.525) 0.000  0.666 (0.457 - 0.875) 0.000  0.468 (0.395 - 0.542) 0.000  0.418 (0.312 - 0.525) 0.000 

HSC * Reysen     -0.581 (-0.954 - -0.208) 0.002      0.212 (0.022 - 0.402) 0.029 

BSC * Reysen     -0.518 (-0.848 - 0.188) 0.002      0.016 (-0.152 - 0.184) 0.854 

Constant 3.382 (2.336 - 4.429) 0.000  2.381 (1.224 - 3.539) 0.000  3.519 (2.995 - 4.043) 0.000  3.655 (3.065 - 4.244) 0.000 

F(8,257) 28.220  0.000  25.050  0.000  23.780  0.000  19.790  0.000 

R2 0.468      0.496  0.425      0.437 

Adj R2 0.451      0.476  0.407      0.415 
LR Test: Chi-Square 
(1)         14.28   0.001           5.4   0.067 

 N = 266. 1. The Conditions are binary, coded 1 if the condition is present and 0 otherwise. In the absence of both conditions, the observed scenario was neutral. 

 
  


