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Abstract 

Despite the significant progress made in the Labour Market over the last decades, a very high 

discrepancy emerges in women's employment compared to men. Why is this the case? A very 

important explanation comes from social stereotypes. Research pointed out that usually, gender 

stereotypes depict women as more nurturing, empathic, and emotional but less competent – than men.  

These expectations towards men and women might prevent women from being considered suitable 

for certain positions. 

Furthermore, recent evidence showed that, in the workplace, women are evaluated along multiple 

dimensions. In other words, while men are primarily evaluated on competence, women are evaluated 

on multiple characteristics (i.e., competence, sociability, and morality). Hence, women need to fulfil 

more requirements than men to be selected or promoted for a role. This phenomenon has been called 

perfection bias since findings hint at the fact that women need to fulfil expectations of perfection to 

be considered suitable in the workplace. But are these expectations identifiable at an implicit level? 

And being evaluated on multiple dimensions have positive or negative consequences? The research 

reported in this dissertation tried to answer this question by pursuing a threefold goal.  First, we tested 

whether the multiple expectations placed on women are detectable at an implicit level.  To do so, 

Study 1 (N = 108) explored people's automatic cognitive associations concerning stereotypical 

characteristics that pertain to the masculine and feminine domains.  Second, we developed a tool that 

should capture the awareness of women about the multiple expectations placed on them in the 

workplace (Studies 2-4, N = 981) and their impact on women's well-being (Study 5, N = 335). Third, 

Study 6 (N = 163) investigated the multiple expectations placed on women in an experimental setting 

corroborating the idea that women should be performative on multiple dimensions to be recruited. 
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General Introduction 

It has been 18 years since the World Economic Forum released the (annual) Gender Gap report 

that assesses the current state and evolution of gender parity worldwide based on four main indices: 

Economic Participation and Opportunity, Educational Attainment, Health and Survival, and Political 

Empowerment. Despite the substantial progress related to educational attainment and health, the most 

recent report in 2024 pointed out that the lack of meaningful progress concerning Economic 

Participation and Opportunity is slowing down the achievements of gender parity (Word Economic 

Forum, 2024). Indeed, women are less employed, occupy lower-paid sectors, work on average longer 

than men but have fewer paid hours, take more career breaks, and face fewer and slower promotions, 

(European Institute for gender equality, 2023). Moreover, even if the percentage of women in 

leadership positions has slightly increased, their representations in the upper positions of companies 

still range from 16% to 33% (European Institute for Gender Equality, 2017). LinkedIn data from 2024 

shows that women’s representation in the workforce roughly accounts for 31% of senior leaders and 

42% of the global workforce. 

In this regard, a huge interest revolves around understanding the antecedents and 

consequences that should be addressed to reach gender equality (Bhatia & Bhatia, 2021; Charlesworth 

& Banaji, 2022; Eagly et al., 2020; Heilman & Eagly, 2008; Ryan, 2023). In a recent work by Heilman 

et al. (2024), it emerged that one of the factors maintaining gender inequalities at work is represented 

by gender stereotypes and the expectations they elicit. 

Given the fundamental role gender stereotypes play in hindering women's careers, 

psychologists have started to deepen their efforts concerning the phenomenon, both in terms of its 

antecedents and consequences. In this regard, the present dissertation will begin with a literature 

review of gender stereotypes and their evolution over time to arrive at the perfection bias which is 

the main core of this project. Therefore, the key goal of the current project was to investigate further 

the existence of a perfection bias against women, implicitly (Study 1, Chapter II), concerning the 

individual awareness of the phenomenon and its associations with variables related to social change 
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and well-being (Studies 2-5, Chapter III) and finally assessing it experimentally through a mock 

hiring procedure (Study 6, Chapter IV). 
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CHAPTER I 
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Introduction 

The persistent gender inequalities still existing both in developed and developing countries 

are receiving increasing attention from economists, policymakers, psychologists, and the general 

public (Belingheri et al., 2021). The onset of the global COVID-19 pandemic has slowed down the 

progress toward gender equality and exacerbated existing gender inequalities across domains (e.g., 

gendered divisions of labour and economic stability; Fisher & Ryan, 2021). The Global gender gap 

report (2024) investigates the current discrepancies between women and men in one hundred forty-

six countries around the world. One of the most extensive gaps the report pointed out concerns 

economic participation and opportunities. What emerges is that women have less access to the labour 

market and are also hired under more precarious conditions. Before the pandemic, only 52.6% of 

women aged 15 to 64 constituted the workforce, compared to 80% of men. Furthermore, early 

projections from the International Labour Organization suggest that 5% of all employed women lost 

their jobs, compared with 3.9% of employed men. This is because female-dominated service sector 

jobs (e.g., tertiary sector) were deeply hit by the crisis, while male-dominated sectors were less 

affected. On the other hand, even in those countries considered best-performing women receive a 

significantly lower wage than men (around 37%) when confronting wages for similar positions 

despite female educational attainment exceeding that of men (F. D. Blau & Kahn, 2017).  

The gap is even more consistent considering the high-status jobs: women are underrepresented in 

those jobs close to the top of the worker’s hierarchy (Petrongolo, 2019) with a general decrement of 

women workers for every step of the career ladder (Heinrichs & Sonnabend, 2023). This phenomenon 

is pervasive in the labour market to the point that several labels were created to explain women's 

systematic challenges in the workplace (Grangeiro et al., 2021). For instance, the phenomenon of the 

glass ceiling  (Purcell et al., 2010) refers to the invisible obstacles women face in climbing up the 

organizational ladder (regardless of achievements and qualifications) and that explains the low 

representativeness of women in senior positions. However, in the last years, research revealed that 



 

10 

 

women have begun to break through the glass ceiling (e.g., Stroh et al., 2004). Nevertheless, their 

performance is often placed under strict control and evaluated more negatively than men’s even when 

performing the same (Eagly et al., 1995). Furthermore, female leaders are shown to be over-

represented in leadership positions that are risky and precarious, consequently, the leadership 

positions that women occupy are likely to be less promising than those of their male counterparts 

(Ryan & Haslam, 2005). As seen above, the extant literature has highlighted that gender issues still 

exert a conspicuous influence in hindering women’s careers, and their economic and social 

ramifications, are complex topics that involve many possible antecedents and outcomes (Cuberes & 

Teignier, 2014).  

The pervasiveness of gender stereotypes 

The literature has shown that gender stereotypes play an important role in determining and 

maintaining the gap in the workplace since they are deeply rooted in society (Ellemers, 2018). They 

depict traits and attributes applied to social groups (Agars, 2004). Since gender represents a pervasive 

social cue of a social category, gender stereotypes are easily activated and automatically trigger a 

stereotypical way of thinking (Blair & Banaji, 1996). Gender stereotypes have been usually conceived 

to be organized along two universal dimensions labelled as competence and warmth (Fiske et al., 

2002), or communion and agency (Abele et al., 2016) respectively. The universality of these two 

dimensions stems from the fact that they are adaptive to navigating the social context due to the 

necessity to quickly estimate whether others have harmful or beneficial intentions (e.g., moral, kind) 

and whether they have the capabilities to act on them (e.g., intelligent, efficient; Cuddy et al., 2008). 

Based on this assumption, gender stereotypes usually depict men as higher on competence or agency 

(e.g., more intelligent, and able), whereas women are seen as warmer or more communal (e.g., more 

caring, and helpful; Fiske et al., 2007). Hence, gender stereotypes designate women and men (i.e., 

they have a descriptive function), but they also prescribe how they should (or not) act by dictating 

what attributes and behaviours are (in)appropriate (i.e., they have a prescriptive function; Heilman, 
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2012). In this regard, Eckes (2002) argued that (envious and paternalistic) stereotypes have a 

functional role since they maintain the status quo and defend the position of societal reference groups. 

According to the social structure hypothesis, out-group members are perceived as being 

comparatively kind and pleasant, representing obedient subordinate groups playing a practical role. 

This denigrates their abilities while also appreciating the traits that keep them in subordination as 

long as they do not represent a threat. Warmth-related identities placate subordinates by assigning 

them socially desirable traits that conveniently also imply deference to others (Glick & Fiske, 2001). 

Negative intentions are not attributed to non-competitive outgroups, and attributions of warmth help 

to maintain the status quo with a minimum of conflict (Jackman, 1994). In contrast, competitive out-

group members frustrate, tantalize, and annoy, so they are viewed as having negative intent. Thus, a 

woman with counter-stereotypical agentic attributes (e.g., demonstrating self-assertion, dominance, 

and achievement orientation) represents a violation of gender prescriptions and can produce social 

disapproval and negative outcomes (e.g., lower hireability ratings; Rudman & Glick, 2001).  

In turn, the characteristics and prescriptions attributed to the women's social group impinge 

on their career preferences and profession (Trusty et al., 2000). Gender stereotypes and the 

expectations they elicit are socialized from a very early age, and they are conveyed in the culture, for 

instance, through language (Formanowicz & Hansen, 2022), but also via a vicarious way of learning 

(Amemiya & Bian, 2024). For instance, Reby et al. (2022) found that children from two to six years 

old have already internalised gendered expectations by assigning men and women to traditionally 

male (e.g., doctor) and female occupations (e.g., nurse). A recent study (Blažev et al., 2024) examined 

the longitudinally gender-typed career interests and career stereotypes endorsement in a sample of 

adolescents. Findings showed that both boys and girls displayed a gender-typed career interest, with 

the former having a stronger interest in roles involving things (e.g., data processing, mechanical) 

while the latter being more interested in activities people-centred (e.g., social facilitating and helping 

activities). Blazev et al. (2024) also pointed out that gender stereotypes' endorsement over time 
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showed two distinct patterns for boys and girls. On one hand, adolescent girls displayed a decrease 

in gender stereotype endorsement concerning masculine occupational activities (but no change for 

the feminine ones); on the other hand, boys did not show changes in career-related gender stereotype 

endorsement over time, concerning both masculine and feminine roles.  

Gender Stereotypes as a Source of Inequalities in the Labor Market 

Gender stereotypes against women affect people's educational and career trajectory choices, 

but they are also pervasive in the labour market since they affect careers hindering judgment and 

decision-making processes (Heilman, 2012a). They are seen as affecting selection processes even 

before individuals formally apply for a position (Milkman et al., 2015). For instance, Gaucher et al. 

(2011) investigated whether gender wording (i.e., masculine- and feminine-themed words, such as 

those associated with gender stereotypes) may represent a (hidden) mechanism that sustains gender 

inequality maintenance in traditionally male-dominated jobs. Across 5 studies they showed that job 

advertisements in male-dominated areas used more masculine wording (e.g., competitive, dominant) 

than the advertisements in female-dominated areas (e.g., support, interpersonal). As a consequence, 

when job advertisements were phrased as masculine participants perceived those jobs as more male-

targeted and women found them less appealing. Furthermore, Arceo-Gomez et al. (2022) content 

analysed 2,638,754 job advertisements targeting men, women or targeting a generic public. They 

pointed out that targeted gendered job advertisements seeking “communal” characteristics (associated 

more with women) were seen to offer lower salaries than those seeking “agentic” characteristics 

(associated more with men). It is interesting to notice that based on the language used (i.e., the 

stereotypical content communal vs agentic) Arceo-Gomez et al. (2022) could infer whether non-

targeted ads were indeed addressed towards men or women: findings showed that for non-targeted 

ads for which they predicted the target as being women, the salary gap revolved around 8-35% than 

those ads phrasing the message through agentic words (0-13%). These findings suggested that gender 
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stereotypes in the marketplace are pervasive, and selectors might carry on systematically stereotypical 

expectations from the very beginning of the selection process.  

Gender Stereotypes in the hiring process 

In the workplace, the decision to hire a person can rely not only on the individual’s merit but 

also on his or her specific group membership and the stereotypical expectations that stem from them 

(Gërxhani et al., 2021). Because of gender stereotypes, women and men are evaluated by relying on 

sex-specific standards (Van Borm & Baert, 2022). In particular, the dual models of social judgment 

postulate that warmth and agency are the universal dimensions on which people's judgments reside 

(Cuddy et al., 2008). Following this approach concerning women and men, it appears that low ratings 

on one dimension coupled with high ratings on the other. In other words, subjectively positive 

stereotypes on one dimension are often functionally consistent with unflattering stereotypes on the 

other dimension (Fiske et al., 2018). For instance, since women are usually seen as communal, they 

are considered less suitable for all those jobs that require agentic ability and decision-making skills 

(e.g., high-status ones; Cortina et al., 2021). Therefore, women who do not adhere to gender 

expectations represent a violation of gender prescriptions and can produce social disapproval and 

negativity (i.e., backlash effect; Rudman & Glick, 2001). Along this line, Hernandez Bark et al. 

(2022) simulated a job selection through an interview to examine the impact of taking personal 

initiatives (i.e., agentic behaviour) on different evaluative candidates’ characteristics (e.g., 

hireability). They showed that personal initiatives were seen as incongruent with the expectations 

against women, thus resulting in negative evaluations of hireability rates. Along this line, Fanning et 

al. (2021) found further evidence of the phenomenon by investigating the candidate's interactions 

during a collective interview in front of a selector. This evaluation context called for self-promotion 

behaviours, which are necessary to stick out and have higher chances of being recruited. Nevertheless, 

results pointed out that being agentic was considered a violation of gender norms, and decreased 

women's hiring prospects. This tendency was even more pronounced if the recruiter was a man.  
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Hence, from the literature emerges that men's and women’s expectations not only are 

different, but they tend to be oppositional, with women seen as lacking what is thought to be most 

stereotypically prevalent in men, and vice versa for women (Heilman, 2012a). For instance, women 

leaders are more at risk for discrimination as they stand in contrast to stereotypes which see women 

as soft and communal but leaders as dominant and competent (Eagly & Karau, 2002). In this regard, 

some meta-analytical works (Davison & Burke, 2000; Koch et al., 2015) consistently detected a 

statistically significant preference for male candidates for traditionally male-oriented jobs (e.g., 

managerial positions), a gender-congruity bias that leads to men being preferred candidates in male-

dominated sectors. This phenomenon concerning the hiring process of women and men has been 

detected through several methodologies, for instance by tracking the search behaviour of recruiters 

on employment websites (Hangartner et al., 2021), by considering the performance feedback 

evaluation attributed to a (women or man) manager expressing (counter)stereotypical emotions 

(Raymondie & Steiner, 2022), and by examining the content and strength of gender stereotypes in 

image search (Otterbacher et al., 2017).  

At their root, gender stereotypes serve as standards against which people are assessed. In other 

words, evaluations of men and women may not be directly comparable: “Good for a woman does not 

mean the same thing as good for a man” (Biernat & Fuegen, 2001, p.708). 

A Multiple Perspective of Gender Stereotypes 

Over the past years, researchers started to develop more articulated models that include 

distinctive facets related to the two social judgment dimensions and how they affect candidate 

evaluation processes (Brambilla & Leach, 2014). Abele et al. (2016) expanded the Agency-

Communion framework by considering these dimensions as composed of different facets. According 

to this perspective, the communion dimension includes at least two distinct characteristics: sociability 

(i.e., being benevolent to people in ways that facilitate affectionate relations with them) and morality 

(i.e., being benevolent to people in ways that facilitate correct and principled relations with them). 
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Along this line, further studies  pointed out several facets concerning the dimension of the agency, 

such as self-reliance and dominance (Schaumberg & Flynn, 2017), assertiveness and competence 

(Louvet et al., 2019). In this regard, Leach et al. (2017) investigated women’s stereotypical evaluation 

of facets concerning the dimension of agency (e.g., competence, violence and strength) and the facets 

related to the dimension of warmth (e.g., sociability and trustworthiness). Findings showed that 

women associated themselves more with sociability and trustworthiness than men while men were 

more associated with violence and strength (but not competence).  

In this vein, Hentschel et al. (2019) investigated the changes in the gender stereotypes content 

by asking participants to rate men, themselves or women on several facets of agency (e.g., 

assertiveness, independence, instrumental competence, leadership competence) and facets of warmth 

(e.g., concern for others, sociability and emotional sensitivity). Findings showed a general agreement 

about the evaluations made concerning the facets of warmth, with an overall evaluation of feminine 

traits. Nevertheless, the associations concerning the facets that revolved around agency were more 

complex and displayed some differences between male and female participants.  On one hand, 

participants reported no differences in evaluations concerning competence, independence, and 

sociability for men and women. On the other hand, male participants evaluated men as more agentic 

than women, while female participants evaluated women as being less assertive than men, but equally 

independent and leadership competent. Similar conclusions were drawn by Eagly et al. (2020) by 

investigating whether gender stereotype attributions changed over the last decades (1946 to 2018) for 

what concern communion (e.g. affectionate, host), agency (e.g., ambitious, confident) and 

competence (e.g., intelligent, creative). Once again communion facets were still attributed more to 

women, while agency facets were more associated with men. Nevertheless, facets concerning 

competence were more and more associated with women over time.  

Overall, these findings suggest that gender stereotype attributions have been (at least partially) 

changing, but they also suggest that considering different facets of the dual dimension might help to 
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better grasp the complexity of the phenomena that are strictly related to them, for instance, the 

processes related to the candidate selection in the workplace.  

The Perfection Bias Against Women 

Taking on this multidimensional approach concerning the facets of the social judgment 

dimensions, Prati et al. (2019) examined written performance appraisals made by professional 

committees of managers evaluating male and female candidates by taking into account three main 

facets: competence, sociability, and morality. Overall, what emerged is that women were evaluated 

against a more complex set of characteristics. Specifically, while male candidates' performance was 

evaluated referring primarily to their competence, women’s assessment relied on more facets, such 

as morality, competence, and sociability. Taking on this line of research, Moscatelli et al. (2020) 

deepen further the aforementioned perspective. Across 4 studies, they investigated, both in real and 

laboratory contexts, whether evaluations of competence, morality and sociability were related to 

hiring and retention decisions about male and female candidates in the workplace. In particular, in 

Study 1, Moscatelli et al. (2020) content analysed written reports made by a hiring committee of 

professional selectors. Coherently with the results of Prati et al. (2019), they showed that female 

candidates were evaluated based on competence, morality, and sociability whereas male candidates 

were evaluated based on their competence. In Study 2, a sample of Italian students rated the 

importance of competence, morality, and sociability in hiring a (female vs male) candidate for a 

gender-neutral position (i.e., a vacant position in the Teaching Board of the participants’ academic 

department). Once again, results pointed out that competence was the only predictor of employment 

decisions for male candidates; instead, evaluations of female candidates were based on multiple 

criteria. Then, in Study 3 and Study 4, participants evaluated respectively the probability of hiring or 

retaining a (female vs male) candidate high in morality and low in competence or vice versa. Results 

pointed out that (high vs low) levels of competence were the main aspects for the assessment of male 

candidates, both for the hiring and retention decisions. On the opposite, for female candidates both 
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the level of morality and competence influenced the selector's decisions. These findings, as Moscatelli 

et al. (2020) suggested seemed to advocate for the idea that women “should have it all” to have the 

same probability to be selected as men. Since female candidates were evaluated against multiple 

dimensions, they were requested to excel in every criterion they were evaluated against. Hence, they 

seemed to have to appear flawless, or in other words, they needed to aim for perfection. Stemming 

from this conception, this phenomenon has been labelled perfection bias which holds that for women 

is not only a matter of demonstrating more competence than men— as shown by previous research 

(e.g., Biernat & Fuegen, 2001) — but also, they are required to meet additional requirements than 

men to be hired and promoted.  

The perfection bias against women seems to influence even the formation of first impressions, 

as shown by  Menegatti et al. (2021), who examined the role of competence, morality, and 

attractiveness inferred from faces in influencing the hiring process concerning men and women.  The 

findings demonstrated that for both female and male candidates, the level of competence inferred 

from the faces significantly predicted the hiring choice. However, selection decisions regarding 

female applicants were significantly predicted by multiple dimensions, such as (facial) morality, 

competence and attractiveness. 

Awareness of gender discrimination in the workplace 

Starting from the 1960s women's movement began to challenge the overt gender workplace 

requirements and since then, many organizations and policymakers have started adopting policies 

that tackle overly forms of sex discrimination (Diehl et al., 2020).  Nevertheless, not all biases are 

overtly expressed, and more subtle ones may still hinder women’s careers and challenge women to 

reach higher positions on the organization ladder. In this regard, the Global Labour Organization 

(2022) point out the importance of promoting awareness of when and to what extent gender 

stereotypes affect women’s discrimination to implement policies and interventions to eradicate the 

gender gap. Indeed, knowing which biases trigger and affect women’s hiring chances in particular 
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contexts can be beneficial for all the stakeholders. Subtle biases can be hard to identify and especially 

harmful because they are usually unconscious (Jones et al., 2016) and arise from cultural assumptions. 

On one hand, women themselves may find it difficult to distinguish between overt and covert biases; 

in certain cases, women who experience bias may not recognize that they are the targets of 

discrimination and may, for instance, place the blame on themselves (Diehl et al., 2020). On the other 

hand, the research found that higher perceptions of gender discrimination are associated with lower 

women's self-esteem and capabilities (Goswami & Gupta, 2012), lower career aspirations (Halladay 

& Landsman, 2022) and negative mental health outcomes (e.g., Blau & Tatum, 2000; Gutek et al., 

1996), negatively related to job attitudes and work-related outcomes (e.g., turnover; Goswami & 

Gupta, 2012).  

Yet, considering how gender inequalities take up many more subtle forms, how perceptions 

of gender inequalities in the workplace have been assessed seems limited in scope. In this regard, 

many studies measure the perception of gender inequalities in the workplace with a few quite general 

items, such as “In your opinion, are there gender inequalities in the workplace?” (Glick & Whitehead, 

2010). More frequently perceptions concerning the phenomenon focused on an economic or work-

related point of view (e.g., Tougas & Veilleux, 1988). This approach may fail to unravel the 

complexity of gender discrimination in the workplace, as shown by Snizek and Neil, (1992) who 

pointed out the need to delve into  different forms of gender discrimination in the workplace instead 

of considering the phenomen from a broad point of view.  

Thus, while the mentioned studies bring initial evidence to the importance of capturing 

women’s perceptions concerning unequal treatments and expectations in the workplace, to our 

knowledge, there has been limited attention given to women's subjective perceptions of being targeted 

against multiple facets related to gender stereotypes. 
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The current project  

Despite the progress achieved over the last decades, factual gender equality in the workplace 

remains challenging to accomplish (Menegatti et al., 2021a). Explicit discrimination and gender 

inequalities like the glass ceiling (Ryan et al., 2016) or the gender pay gap (World Economic Forum, 

2024) could represent just the tip of an iceberg with implicit biases in evaluations lurking below the 

surface. In our view, the present project contributes to investigating one of the possible subtle 

processes at the roots of workplace biases and thus be useful in extinguishing them.  

Study 1 stemmed from the acknowledgement that most studies on occupational gender 

stereotyeps implemented explicit methods while very few addressed the issue by adopting an implicit 

one (White & White, 2006). Furthermore, Nosek (2007) pointed out that usually lower levels of 

stereotypes emerged from self-report measurements than implicit ones due to biases such as social 

desirability. Therefore, it would be novel and informative to address the possible multidimensional 

nature of gender stereotypes at an implicit level. Hence, we adopted a Semantic Misattribution 

Procedure (i.e., SMP; Ye & Gawronski, 2018) to investigate the implicit cognitive associations 

concerning competence, morality, sociability, dominance, and attractiveness to the masculine or the 

feminine domains. Furthermore, as shown also by Hentschel et al. (2019) in their study, there were 

discrepancies considering the characteristics attribution made by female and male participants. 

Therefore, we explored if potential differences in such attributions emerged considering participants’ 

gender even at an implicit level.  

Although the evidence showed that women candidates (Menegatti et al., 2021; Moscatelli et al., 2020; 

Prati et al., 2019) are evaluated on multiple dimensions, little we do know whether people are aware 

of such a phenomenon. While some studies have examined individuals’ perceptions of gender pay 

gaps (Hampton & Heywood, 1993), differences in career opportunities, or work conflict (Gutek et 

al., 1996), no study has, in our knowledge, investigated individual perceptions of the so-called 

perfection bias. Therefore, across 4 studies we developed and validated a short measurement to assess 
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the awareness of multiple expectations against women (Study 2) and how addressing perfection bias 

might help better explain the relation between social outcomes concerning social change (Studies 3-

4) and well-being (Study 5) compared to more general measurements of gender inequalities in the 

workplace. Additionally, this chapter brought initial evidence of the importance of differentiating 

between specific aspects of gender discrimination in the workplace, by showing distinct 

psychological outcomes related to perfection bias. Finally, Chapter IV experimentally tested 

perfection bias by creating a mock personnel selection for a high-status position (i.e., manager and 

general director). The participants, acting as recruiters for an Italian firm, selected characteristics they 

would have liked to receive to assess the (woman vs man) candidate on several domains (i.e., 

competence, morality, dominance, sociability, attractiveness and private life). Then they were 

requested to decide the probability of calling back the candidate for an interview and to express the 

probability of hiring the candidate. Lastly, Chapter V conclude the present dissertation by outlining 

implications for theory and practice, as well as limitations and future directions of the project. 
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Chapter II 
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A multidimensional implicit approach to gender stereotypes1 

Research has widely explained gender inequalities in terms of gender stereotypes, according to which 

women are considered more nurturing, empathic, and emotional but less competent – than men. 

Recent evidence highlights that especially women are portrayed along multiple dimensions. In this 

research, we adopted an implicit Semantic Misattribution procedure to detect whether gender 

stereotypes have a multidimensional structure and are differently attributed to men and women. 

Results showed that Competence and Dominance-related terms were considered more masculine 

ones. In contrast, Morality and Physical Attractiveness were attributed to feminine ideograms to a 

higher and significant extent than masculine ones. Sociability was related to feminine and masculine 

ideograms almost to the same extent. The gathered evidence provided a multidimensional picture 

even composed of more judgment dimensions regarding women highlighting how it can be difficult 

for them to meet all those multiple expectancies. 

Introduction  

  Among the causes of gender inequalities, social psychological research has consistently 

documented the role of gender stereotypes that, initially have been conceived to be organized along 

two dimensions referring to goals and relations and being labelled as competence and warmth (Fiske 

et al., 2002), communion and agency (Abele et al., 2016), and competence and morality (Wojciszke, 

2005), respectively. Along this line, Fiske et al. (2002) have shown that men are usually depicted as 

competent (e.g., intelligent, confident, competitive, and independent) but not very nice (e.g., sincere, 

warm, and tolerant). In contrast, women are seen as nice but not very competent. In more specific 

terms, the agency dimension refers to the ability to be performative and goal-oriented. It involves 

qualities such as efficiency, intelligence, strength, and capability, while the communion dimension 

pertains to benevolence in social relations and involves qualities such as friendliness, kindness, 

 
1 Panerati, S., Rubini, M., Giannella, V. A., Menegatti, M., & Moscatelli, S. (2023). A multidimensional implicit 

approach to gender stereotypes. Frontiers in Psychology, 14, 1280207.  
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cooperativeness, and trustworthiness (Abele et al., 2008). Not adhering to gender expectancies 

usually leads to adverse outcomes and penalties, such as those related to the shifting standard effect 

(Biernat, 2009), according to which women and men are evaluated by setting different standards in 

personnel evaluation. This usually leads to setting lower minimum standards for women in the initial 

screening phase of recruitment procedures. However, higher confirmatory standards are required for 

women than men (Biernat and Fuegen, 2001). Moreover, backlash effects (Rudman and Glick, 2001) 

may emerge as women who display competence attributes (e.g., demonstrating self-assertion and 

achievement orientation) can represent a violation of gender prescriptions and produce social 

disapproval and negativity, leading to a decreased likelihood of being hired (Cortina et al., 2021) and 

lower promotion opportunities (Rudman and Phelan, 2008). 

Going beyond a bi-dimensional approach, it has been contended that the warmth or 

communion dimension encompasses two distinct components referring to morality and sociability, 

given the fact that individuals can be sociable without being moral/honest, or they can be 

moral/honest without being sociable (e.g., Leach et al., 2007; Brambilla and Leach, 2014; Abele et 

al., 2016). Along this line, scholars have disentangled the components of agency from competence as 

a distinct factor (e.g., Carrier et al., 2014) and have subdivided the agency dimension into several 

characteristics, such as self-reliance and dominance (Schaumberg and Flynn, 2017), assertiveness, 

competence, and effort (Louvet et al., 2019). Moreover, Hentschel et al. (2019) explored intra-

dimension characteristics of agency and communion: assertiveness, independence, instrumental 

competence, leadership competence (agency dimension), concern for others, sociability and 

emotional sensitivity (communality dimension). Results indicated that stereotypes about 

communality persisted and were equally prevalent for male and female participants, but agency 

characterizations were more complex. Male participants generally described women as being less 

agentic than men. Female participants differentiated among agency characteristics and described 
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women as less assertive than men but as equally independent and leadership competent. Both male 

and female participants considered men and women equally high on instrumental competence. 

A multidimensional framework of gender stereotypes 

Following this line of thought, some studies investigated whether, when addressing gender 

stereotyping phenomena, it is more realistic to adopt a multidimensional framework (e.g., Abele et 

al., 2016; Hentschel et al., 2019). Prati et al. (2019) examined gender inequality in personnel selection 

by considering competence, sociability, and morality, by analyzing spontaneous reference to 

characteristics considered to be owned by men and women in a performance appraisal procedure 

within the public administration field. The evaluation reports of professional selectors showed that 

women’s assessment relies on multiple bases: women need to fulfill more expectancies than men, 

whereas men are evaluated based primarily on their competence. In other words, individuals rely on 

more complex requirements when evaluating women rather than men. Moscatelli et al. (2020) 

confirmed and extended these findings by examining the relative importance of competence, 

morality, and sociability in employment decisions by content-analyzing archival reports of 

professionals and by investigating the importance of different characteristics in hiring a female or 

male candidate for a job position. Findings consistently showed that competence was the most crucial 

dimension in the evaluations and decisions concerning male candidates, whereas all dimensions were 

important for female candidates. This tendency has been labeled Perfection Bias (Moscatelli et al., 

2020) since multiple criteria influence decisions concerning women, and consequently, women are 

requested to satisfy more requirements than men, thus expectancies of “perfection.” Similar 

expectations of perfection are reflected in several aspects of their working life, for instance, the hiring 

process (Brescoll, 2016) and career progression (Tabassum and Nayak, 2021). 

These expectations of perfection toward women also influence the formation of selectors’ first 

impressions through candidates’ pictures. Menegatti et al. (2021) considered how candidates’ 

competence, morality, sociability, and attractiveness inferred from the candidate’s face influenced 
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hiring decisions for men and women. Findings revealed that female candidates’ facial competence 

predicted the hiring decision. Moreover, the selection of female candidates relied also on morality 

and attractiveness inferred from their faces. In this regard, it could be argued that attractiveness 

constitutes a relatively irrelevant characteristic in job recruitment unless job selection concerns, for 

example, a fashion model. Nevertheless, findings showed that it constitutes a social judgment 

criterium influencing discrimination (e.g., Axt et al., 2019). Accordingly, attractive individuals 

receive advantageous treatments in various life domains, including work (Jawahar and Mattsson, 

2005; Zebrowitz, 2017). Extending this multidimensional approach, Pireddu et al. (2022) investigated 

the impact of gender stereotypes on perceived leadership suitability of women and men. In addition 

to the characteristics considered in the perfection bias studies (i.e., competence, morality, sociability, 

and attractiveness), dominance was also investigated since it is strongly associated with leadership 

stereotypes (Bongiorno et al., 2021). Moreover, women are considered to perform negatively on 

dominance (Williams and Tiedens, 2016). The evidence of Pireddu et al. (2022) highlighted that 

attractiveness and competence were the most important predictors of hiring likelihood for all 

candidates. Moreover, morality and sociability were more critical in evaluating men than women, 

while dominance was rated as more important in evaluating women than men. The authors concluded 

that these findings suggested an evolution of gender expectancies since counter-stereotypical 

characteristics of male and female candidates received more weight in assessing the candidates. 

Implicit measures of gender stereotypes 

Most studies on gender stereotypes have employed explicit methods, whereas few have 

addressed the issues by adopting implicit methods (White and White, 2006). Thus, new ways of 

investigation can be helpful to shed light on more subtle ways through which gender stereotypes are 

vehiculated (Bhatia and Bhatia, 2021). Since recent findings suggest that multidimensional judgments 

affect women’s evaluations, would it be possible to detect this tendency also at an implicit level? 

Several studies demonstrated that gender stereotypes are usually activated automatically (i.e., Lai and 
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Wilson, 2021) and, therefore, barely controlled (Moors and De Houwer, 2006). Therefore, some 

studies pointed out the inconsistency between the results obtained through implicit and explicit 

measures since the lower level of stereotypes emerges from self-report studies. For instance, Nosek 

et al. (2007) showed that stereotypes are pervasive while corresponding self-report measures exhibit 

substantially lower rates of prejudice and stereotypes. Such evidence has given rise to the conviction 

that it could be beneficial to investigate the phenomenon by implementing implicit measures since 

they are less susceptible to self-presentation concerns. 

When people are requested to provide a judgment on a specific topic, they can have an implicit 

reaction but may restrain themselves from expressing it (Nosek et al., 2011). Hence, one of the most 

common methods employed is the Implicit Association Test (i.e., IAT; Greenwald et al., 1998), which 

investigates the association’s strength between two elements by considering the time reactions of the 

participants. This type of task has been primarily adopted to study gender stereotypes. For instance, 

studies pointed out a backlash effect against agentic women (Rudman and Glick, 2001) and a 

gendered evaluation of roles such as engineer as a masculine one and teacher as a feminine one (White 

and White, 2006), thus showing a stronger association between science and men than science and 

women (Nosek et al., 2011). Moreover, implicit methods have been showing exciting results 

investigating, among others, how stereotypes beyond people’s awareness affect women’s career 

progression (Teelken et al., 2021), the evaluations regarding the stereotypical perception of the type 

of occupations (i.e., engineer, accountant, and the teacher) and their evaluations in terms of 

masculinity vs. femininity (White and White, 2006), and the associations between gender and liberal 

art vs. science (Rezaei, 2011). 

Besides the measures based on time reaction, it has been proved that participants’ responses are 

susceptible to the influence of the priming procedure (e.g., Gawronski and Bodenhausen, 2006). For 

instance, Rudman and Phelan (2008) investigated the priming effects on women’s leadership self-

concept. The procedure consisted of two prime conditions: the traditional one depicted men as 
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occupying traditional roles (e.g., Stanford business professor, business executive), while the non-

traditional priming provided opposite associations of women with traditional male roles. Findings 

showed that women in the traditional priming condition displayed higher automatic gender 

stereotypes, leading to a decreasing interest in masculine jobs. Thus, these methods are based on the 

idea that our minds constantly create associations among concepts and feelings (Cameron et al., 

2012). Among the priming methods, one of the most applied to the study of gender stereotypes is 

represented by the Affective Misattribution Procedure (i.e., AMP), which is designed to assess 

spontaneous behavior arising from the activations of affective states (e.g., Imhoff et al., 2011). 

Generally, the AMP is composed of several trials in which ambiguous prime stimuli (e.g., a positive 

vs. negative image) are presented several times to the participants, each of them followed by a Chinese 

ideogram (for a review, see Payne and Lundberg, 2014). Then, participants are requested to evaluate 

the ideogram regarding agreeability (e.g., pleasant vs. unpleasant). Therefore, this procedure focuses 

on participants’ spontaneous affective answers to the first (ambiguous) stimulus, which is erroneously 

considered due to the second stimulus (e.g., Mann et al., 2019). This misattribution process has been 

implemented not only to observe associations on an affective level but also on a semantic one. The 

Semantic Misattribution Procedure (i.e., SMP) represents a variant of the AMP to investigate implicit 

associations focusing on spontaneous behaviour related to activating semantic concepts. 

Despite being relatively recent, this procedure was very versatile for the study of various fields of 

social psychology, such as gender stereotypes, (for a review, see Vezzoli and Zogmaister, 2016) and 

possesses good psychometric properties (Ye and Gawronski, 2018). Gawronski and Ye (2014) 

investigated whether stereotypical male or female roles would be implicitly associated with men or 

women (e.g., doctor-male; nurse-women). Participants’ trials consisted of stereotypical working 

positions, as prime, followed by a Chinese ideogram. Findings showed that participants usually 

evaluated as feminine the ideographs after being primes with a feminine stereotypical role, while the 

opposite occurred in front of male prime words. Few more studies (Ye and Gawronski, 2018) have 
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implemented this type of procedure to investigate gender stereotypes, showing how this tool has 

significant advantages in advancing knowledge on the topic that explicit methods would not entirely 

capture. 

The current research 

To fill this gap, based on the studies that adopted a multidimensional approach to gender 

stereotypes (e.g., Hentschel et al., 2019; Prati et al., 2019; Moscatelli et al., 2020; Menegatti et al., 

2021; Pireddu et al., 2022), the goal of this study was to address the possible multidimensional nature 

of gender stereotypes at an implicit level. Therefore, we investigated the implicit semantic 

associations of competence, morality, sociability, dominance, and attractiveness with ideograms that 

refer to masculine or feminine words. In light of previous literature, we hypothesize that traits 

traditionally aligned with masculinity, namely Competence (Fiske et al., 2002) and Dominance 

(Bongiorno et al., 2021; Pireddu et al., 2022), will show a stronger association with masculine 

ideograms than traits like Morality (Prati et al., 2019; Moscatelli et al., 2020), Sociability, and 

Attractiveness (Hosoda et al., 2003; Menegatti et al., 2021). In essence, we expect Morality, 

Sociability, and Attractiveness to be less frequently linked with Masculinity in comparison to 

Competence and Dominance. 

Furthermore, we aimed to explore differences in implicit attributions made by male and female 

participants since as reviewed above Hentschel et al. (2019) found discrepancies in how men and 

women portray their gender. 

Material and method 

An a priori power analysis was conducted using G*Power version 3.1.9.7 (Faul et al., 2007) 

to determine the minimum sample size required to test the study hypothesis. Results indicated the 

required sample size to achieve 90% power for detecting a medium effect, at a significance criterion 
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of α = 0.05, was N = 104 for a repeated-measure ANOVA. Thus, the obtained sample size of N = 108 

is adequate to test the study hypotheses. 

Participants 

One hundred and eight (69 women, 38 men, 1 not specified, Mage = 24.53, SDage = 8.14) 

students took part in the study. Since the stimuli of the study were presented in English, we evaluated 

their proficiency in English by asking them to translate into Italian a battery of English words and 

sentences. Thirteen students were excluded for not having sufficient English mastery. Moreover, all 

participants reported not having any mastery of Chinese. Most of the participants had completed 

secondary education (57.4%), followed by those who held a bachelor’s degree (26.9%), a master’s 

degree (13%), and a doctoral degree (1.9%). Almost all participants were native Italian speakers 

(98%). Participants were all Italian except for one with American nationality and one with Italian-

Albanian nationality. 

Procedure 

Ethics approval was obtained by the Bioethical Committee of the University (blinded) in November 

2021. Two researchers who presented the study using a cover story recruited participants in person. 

Specifically, they explained that the study aimed to investigate how people perform simultaneous 

linguistic assignments and that they would be requested to perform at the same time multiple 

linguistic tasks. The cover story was necessary to disguise the real aim of the study to participants to 

avoid social desirability biases. Then, the researchers took notes of the participants’ willingness to 

accomplish the experimental task and scheduled an appointment with them at the Social Psychology 

lab. Once in the Laboratory, participants were seated in front of a computer screen and read the 

instructions concerning the tasks. They were told they would see pairs of stimuli shown below the 

other, the first being an English adjective and the second a Chinese ideogram. Participants were told 

that their task was to decide whether they thought that the ideogram represented a feminine or 
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masculine word by pressing different buttons on the keyboard (i.e., A or L). Then, following the AMP 

procedure (Payne et al., 2005), participants were presented with a fixation point (800 ms) followed 

by a prime word (200 ms) and, after 135 ms, a Chinese ideogram (750 ms), as shown in Figure 1.1. 

The labels associated with the keyboards’ buttons varied among 12 blocks and were randomly chosen 

by the software (i.e., Inquisit Player) to avoid biases such as habituation and or bias due to the 

dominant hand of participants. Participants underwent the first trial with neutral English words (e.g., 

mirrored) to get familiar with the procedure. These evaluations were excluded from the analyses. The 

primes consisted of 15 words1 related to competence (i.e., competent, efficient, and intelligent), 

morality (i.e., sincere, honest, loyal), sociability (i.e., friendly, extraverted, sociable), dominance (i.e., 

competitive, ambitious, dominant), and Physical attractiveness (i.e., good looking, attractive, pretty). 

Every trait was randomly presented four times, equally distributed into 12 blocks for 60 trials. The 

time frame between blocks was 1,000 ms. We decided to administer prime adjectives in English to 

avoid bias due to the Italian language as a gendered language. In fact, in the Italian language, even 

adjectives are spelt differently based on the gender of the person or the object that it refers to, and no 

gender-neutral word exists. After the SMP task, participants filled in sociodemographic questions and 

were thanked and fully debriefed. 
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Figure 1.1. Illustration of a Single Trial in the Adopted Semantic Misattribution Procedure  

Results 

Analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS software. After performing preliminary analysis 

(Table 1.2 reports correlations between study variables) we calculated two SMP scores obtained by 

summing feminine and masculine associations of each word used as priming trials, following the data 

analytic procedure used by Payne et al. (2005). Specifically, raw scores included four gendered 

attributions for each primed word, thus indicating whether the ideogram was considered to refer to a 

feminine or masculine word (e.g., good looking: 1st attribution = masculine, 2nd attribution = 

feminine; 3rd attribution = feminine; 4th attribution = feminine. Pretty: 1st attribution = feminine, 

2nd attribution = feminine; 3rd attribution = feminine; 4th attribution = feminine. Attractive: 1st 

attribution = masculine, 2nd attribution = masculine; 3rd attribution = feminine; 4th attribution = 

feminine). Then, we obtained two separate scores indicating the frequency with which each primed 

stimulus was attributed to a feminine or masculine ideogram, resulting in a number varying from 0 

to 4 (e.g., good looking: n = 1 masculine; n = 3 feminine; pretty: n = 0 masculine; n = 4 feminine; 

attractive: n = 2 masculine; n = 2 feminine). Subsequently, we summed the frequencies with which 

the three words relating to each dimension were attributed to either the masculine or the feminine 

domain (e.g., thus, overall, 9 attributions were for the feminine domain and 3 were to the masculine 

domain). Thus, we obtained 10 scores five for competence, dominance, morality, sociability, and 

physical attractiveness, respectively, and five for the same dimensions related to the feminine domain. 

Then, we computed an overall comprehensive score by subtracting the overall masculine attribution 

score from the overall feminine score for each dimension. Scores of this variable could range from 

−12 to 12. Negative values indicated that, after the prime words, participants considered the 

ideographs to a greater extent as feminine, on the opposite positive values indicated that the 

ideographs were attributed to masculine domain. A zero value would imply that the corresponding 

dimension was equally attributed to males and females (Table 2.2). 
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Table 1.2.  

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Among Study 1 Variables 

Variable n M SD 1 2 3 4 6 

1. Competence 108 .93 5.42 —     

2. Dominance  108 2.15 5.03 .54** —    

3. Morality 108 -1.35 4.76 .34** .28** —   

4. Sociability 108 .28 4.80 .34** .22* .23* —  

6. Physical 

attractiveness  

108 -1.54 5.13 −.01 −.22* .42** .18 — 

Note: *p < .05;**p < .01 

Table 2.2 

Means and Standard Deviations of Words Attribution as a Function of Dimension. 

Dimension   t(107) p Cohen’s d 

M SD 

Competence .93 5.42 1.76 .079 - 

Dominance 2.15 5.03 4.44 .001 .45 

Morality -1.35 4.76 -2.95 .004 .40 

Sociability 0.03 4.80 0.06 .952 - 

Physical attractiveness -1.54 5.14 -3.11 .002 .43 

 

Analysis of variance 

We performed a repeated measure ANOVA22 with Dimension as a five-level within-

participant factor and gender of participants as a between-participant factor to test whether the 

dimensions are attributed more to either the masculine or the feminine domain and to explore possible 

differences due to participants’ gender (Table 3.2). The analysis revealed a significant main effect of 

Dimension, due to the overall attribution of the different words to either masculine or feminine 

 
2 Figure 2.2 shows a graphical representation of the results. 
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ideograms, F(4, 420) = 10.38, p < 0.001, d = 0.64. Pairwise comparisons using Bonferroni correction 

showed that being primed with competence words led participants to consider ideograms as more 

masculine than when they were primed with Morality words, p < 0.001, 95% CI [1.02, 4.36] or 

Physical attractiveness words, p = 0.005, 95% CI [0.55, 4.90]. Furthermore, after being exposed to 

Dominance primes, participants evaluated ideograms as more masculine than after having received 

Morality prime words, p < 0.001, 95% CI [1.92, 5.30], Sociability words, p = 0.040, 95% CI [0.05, 

3.60], or Physical attractiveness, p < 0.001, 95% CI [1.35, 5.97]. Finally, ideograms were considered 

more masculine after being primed with Sociability words than after being primed with Morality 

words, p = 0.028, 95% CI [−3.48, −0.12]. The Dimension × Gender of Participants’ interaction did 

not reach statistical significance, F(4, 420) = 2.07, p = 0.09. 

 

Figure 2.2. Associations of Ideograms to the Feminine and Masculine Domain as a Function of 

Primed Dimension  

T-test 

However, since we were interested in exploring whether attributions elicited by different primes 

differed between women and men, we ran independent sample t-tests on each dimension. Only the t-

test on sociability words was significant. After being exposed to Sociability words, male participants 

considered ideograms more masculine (M = 1.39; SD = 4.91) than female participants did (M = −0.72, 

SD = 4.64), t(105) = 2.26, p = 0.029, d = 0.44, 95% CI [0.22, 4.02]. Male participants when primed 
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with competence words considered ideograms more masculine (M = 2.29, SD = 5.04) than female 

participants (M = 0.16, SD = 5.54), although the effect was not significant t(105) = 1.96, p = 0.052. 

No other significant results emerged in relation to the other dimensions. Findings showed that after 

being primed with Dominance words, both male (M = 2.18, SD = 4.88) and female (M = 2.13, SD = 

5.18) participants evaluated the ideograms as masculine, t(105) = 0.52, p = 0.96. The opposite 

occurred for Morality and Physical attractiveness. Specifically, male participants (M = −1.55, SD = 

4.10) and female participants (M = −1.38, SD = 5.03) chose the feminine option more after being 

primed with morality words, t(105), p = 0.85. Finally, both male (M = −1.26, SD = 5.36) and female 

participants (M = −1.74, SD = 5.06) evaluated as feminine the ideograms after being exposed to words 

referring to Physical Attractiveness, t(105) = 0.46, p = 0.65. 

Finally, to assess the extent to which the single dimensions were overall attributed to either 

the masculine or the feminine domain separately for male and female participants, we conducted a 

series of one-sample t-tests against 0 (i.e., the mid-point of the femininity-masculinity score) as the 

fixed value of comparison. As reported in Table 3.2, male participants evaluated as masculine in the 

dimension of Competence, t(37) = 2.80, p = 0.008, d = 0.45, 95% CI [0.63, 3.95] and Dominance, 

t(37) = 2.76, p = 0.009, d = 0.45, 95% CI [0.58, 3.79]. Furthermore, male participants evaluated 

Sociability words as equally attributable to men and women, t(37) = 1.75, p = 0.09, 95% CI [−0.22, 

3.01]. A similar non-significant result concerns males’ attribution of Physical Attractiveness primes, 

t(37) = −1.45, 95% CI [−1.26, −3.02]. Moreover, Morality words were considered by both male t(37) 

= −2.34, p = 0.025, d = 0.38, 95% CI [−2.90, −0.21] and female participants t(68) = −2.28, p = 0.026, 

d = 0.27 95% CI [−2.58, −0.17] as pertaining to the feminine domain. Female participants displayed 

associations to the masculine domain in relation to Dominance primes, t(68) = 3.14, p = 0.001, d = 

0.41, 95% CI [0.89, 3.38] and associations to the feminine domain for Physical Attractiveness primes 

t(68) = −2.85, p = 0.006, d = 0.34, 95% CI [−2.96, −0.52]. Competence primes did not lead female 

participants to differentiate between the feminine and the masculine domains, t(68) = 0.24, p = 0.81, 
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95% CI [−1.17, 1.49]. Finally, female participants evaluated almost equally associated with both the 

feminine and masculine domain Sociability words, t(68) = −1.30, p = 0.20, 95% CI [−1.84, 0.39].” 

Table 3.2 

Means and Standard Deviations of Words Attribution as a Function of Dimension and Participants’ 

Gender.  

 
Gendered attribution of traits  

Men   Women TOT 

M  SD  M  SD  M SD 

Competence  2.28**  5.05  0.16 5.54  0.92 5.04 

Morality  -1.55* 4.10  -1.38* 5.03  -1.44 4.70 

Sociability  1.39 4.91  -0.72  4.64  0.03 4.82 

Dominance  2.18** 4.87        2.10 ***  5.18 2.15 5.05 

Physical 

Attractiveness  
-1.26 5.36  -1.4* 5.06 

-1.57 5.15 

Note: ***p <. 001; **p < .01; *p < .05 

Discussion 

Extending and going beyond previous research, by adopting a multidimensional perspective 

(e.g., Prati et al., 2019; Pireddu et al., 2022), we tested whether Competence, Morality, Sociability, 

Dominance, and Physical Attractiveness were associated with either the feminine or the masculine 

domain at the implicit level. In this vein, the current study adopted an original approach by employing 

a Semantic Misattribution Procedure to examine gendered implicit beliefs along judgmental 

dimensions portraying women and men. The underlying idea of this work was that people 

spontaneously think of men when presented with specific traits (e.g., dominant) and women when 

primed with other traits (e.g., moral). 

In general terms and in line with our hypotheses, results revealed that participants attributed higher 

masculinity to ideograms after being primed by Competence- or Dominance-related terms. In 

contrast, Morality and Physical attractiveness were attributed to feminine ideograms to a higher and 

significant extent than masculine ones. Surprisingly, Sociability was related to feminine and 

masculine ideograms almost to the same extent. 
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Furthermore, male participants perceived competence as more related to masculine ideograms, while 

female participants considered it to be equally related to feminine and masculine ideograms. Morality 

traits were perceived to be related to feminine ideograms to a higher extent than masculine ones by 

both male and female participants. As for Sociability traits, male participants considered it to be 

associated with masculine ideograms to a significant higher degree than feminine ones, whereas 

female participants attributed it to feminine ideograms to a little higher extent. Dominance was 

consensually attributed to masculine ideograms by male and female participants. Again, Physical 

Attractiveness was consensually attributed to feminine ideograms by both male and female 

participants. This is also in line recent findings, who showed that gender stereotypes have changed in 

such a way that contemporary gender stereotypes convey a substantial female advantage in 

communion and a smaller male advantage in the agency but also gender equality in competence along 

with some female advantage. 

In this vein, findings revealed two profiles concerning the characteristics attributed to women and 

men domains, with two dimensions being common to both profiles, namely Competence, and 

Sociability. Thus, the masculine profile involves Competence, Dominance, and Sociability, while the 

feminine one implies Competence, Morality, Sociability, and Physical Attractiveness. Along this line, 

findings are consistent with the literature on male gender stereotypes by highlighting the presence of 

dominance as a stereotypical masculine dimension but also a novelty by revealing that men consider 

sociability as a masculine property to a high degree. Such a finding may reveal a slight change in how 

men consider themselves in the current time, where gender expectancies tend to become progressively 

more inter-gendered so that sociability characteristics are appreciated also by men as valuable traits. 

This is also in line with the evidence collected by Hentschel et al. (2019) on communality attributed 

to men and women. Following a different trend Kosakowska-Berezecka et al. (2023) found instead 

that gender gaps in communality are more pronounced in more egalitarian societies. These contrasting 

findings could be due to the specific measures employed in the different studies. Moreover, findings 
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extended at the implicit level what has been already pointed out by the literature (e.g., Prati et al., 

2019), namely, that women are evaluated along more dimensions than men given that competence, 

morality, sociability, and physical attractiveness were associated with feminine ideograms. 

From a general point of view, findings support and extend quite consistently the literature 

(e.g., Moscatelli et al., 2020; Pireddu et al., 2022) by displaying competence and dominance as 

masculine characteristics to a higher extent, while morality and physical attractiveness were more 

consistently associated with the feminine domain (Menegatti et al., 2021). In general terms, the 

collected evidence shows that women are attributed traits primarily related to the capacity to build 

relationships (e.g., being honest and trustworthy). At the same time, men are usually considered to 

possess traits enabling them to be more goal-oriented, like being dominant (Williams and Tiedens, 

2016). However, results went behind the literature, since men attributed to the masculine domain also 

sociability, which is usually associated with women. This finding can be interpreted as a change in 

male stereotypes recognizing sociability as a value that can also portray men. It should be noted, 

however, that these results were obtained from young men for whom sociability is important to be 

considered as popular guys among friends and mates. What has been found complements what 

Hentschel et al. (2019) revealed. In their work, men characterized themselves in less stereotypic 

terms, namely as more sociable (e.g., more friendly and extrovert). As we argue, the explanation 

provided by Hentschel et al. (2019) revolved around current changes in the perception of gender 

stereotypes. 

Another sign of change resides in women associating competence with men and women 

almost equally. These findings likely stem from the work domain, where competence plays a crucial 

role and is required of women, even to a greater extent, as Biernat and Fuegen (2001) claimed. We 

can speculate that women are aware that in order to succeed, especially in the work domain, it is very 

important to be performative on the competence dimension. Competence is also one of the 

requirements that women are expected to display in the Perfection Bias literature reviewed above 
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(Moscatelli et al., 2020). Moreover, as the literature on the Stereotype Content Model (Fiske et al., 

2002) shows, competence is perceived as a high-status trait. It is thus very likely that women consider 

it as a means of enhancement of their status. In addition, the feminine domain was also associated 

with physical attractiveness. In this regard, our evidence is consistent with the work of Ramati-Ziber 

et al. (2020) concerning beauty expectancies. They argue that those beliefs represent social standards 

in our society and not pursuing principles of beauty can bring a backlash effect on women. In other 

words, prescriptive beauty norms determine socially desirable characteristics for women (e.g., using 

makeup, high heels, perfect skin), which are associated with their traditional lower power role and 

rewards (e.g., being sexually desirable; access to greater resources). Furthermore, the phenomenon 

that seems to emerge is that women themselves displayed the associations between physical 

attractiveness and the feminine domain, implying that they may have likely internalized the 

expectancies related to their physical appearance since, this is related to several positive aspects such 

as perceived higher status and more popularity (e.g., Fisher et al., 2019). Along this line, they can 

incur negative consequences when these expectancies are not met. Moreover, in general terms, the 

feminine domain is composed of four dimensions while the masculine one only by three dimensions 

rendering women's expected standard more difficult to achieve, especially if they are not physically 

attractive. What is very important for this contribution is that the multidimensional associations to 

the female domain point to a “perfection bias” toward women at the implicit level that can render it 

even more difficult for them to meet the required multiple expectancies. 

Strengths, limitations, and future directions 

The present study should be considered also for its strengths and shortcomings, which suggest 

directions for future research. This study highlights the implicit semantic associations concerning the 

main social judgment dimensions. Although the Semantic Misattribution Procedure displays good 

statistical indices (e.g., Ye and Gawronski, 2018), the effects obtained with one measure may not 

generalize to other measures to the extent that these effects are driven by method-related processes 
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(e.g., Gawronski et al., 2008). This is because performance on various measures can be driven by 

various processes. Therefore, it is advisable to replicate these findings using alternative measures to 

ensure appropriate interpretations of the results obtained with a specific measure (Gawronski et al., 

2008). Furthermore, the current study includes five dimensions (i.e., Competence, Dominance, 

Morality, Sociability, and Physical Attractiveness), each constituted by three characteristics (i.e., our 

prime words). However, the social judgment dimensions have been defined through several 

characteristics (e.g., Hentschel et al., 2019; Menegatti et al., 2021; Pireddu et al., 2022). Therefore, 

future research could enlarge the prime words to deepen the understanding of these processes, even 

from an implicit point of view. Finally, even if our main focus did not consist in investigating gender 

differences, the explorative analysis that we conducted unveiled interesting aspects related to the 

differences made by male and female participants. Therefore, future research may want to consider it 

as an integral part of the experimental design and, consequently, reach an equal representation of the 

sample. 

To conclude, findings might pave the way to further investigation of the expectations embedded in 

social judgments and provide a means of raising awareness of the implicit processes that mainly 

influence women in several spheres of life. It is possible, for instance, that gendered beliefs have a 

stronger correlation with hiring decisions, performance reviews, or pay scales. It would be helpful to 

analyze whether and how these perceptions change depending on the situation in which they are 

activated to understand the social judgment dimensions better. 

Conclusion 

This study highlights how semantic associations between social judgment dimension and 

masculine and feminine representations are activated implicitly. We can point out some intriguing 

results. On the one hand, results concerning attributions from primes related to competence and 

sociability suggest valuable novelty, namely the perceptions of social judgment dimensions and the 

stereotypical way they are expressed are changing. On the other hand, results underline how deeply 
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these representations are embedded in our culture. The associations related to physical attractiveness 

can be taken as an example. In this case, female participants expressed stronger associations between 

this dimension and the feminine domain. These findings have interesting implications for 

practitioners. For instance, training on gender bias in organizations, schools, or other contexts might 

employ the SMP procedure in programs aimed at raising individuals’ awareness of their stereotypical 

beliefs and their pervasive effects. Overall, the results provided a complex picture that reveals that 

multiple characteristics are used to define (expectancies toward) women and men and highlights how 

they may be interiorized and evolve along a multifaceted structure even stronger concerning women. 
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Capturing Perceived Gendered Expectations in the Workplace: Development and Validation 

of the “Perfection Bias” Scale3 

Abstract  

Research showed that, in the workplace, women have to meet more requirements than men, a 

phenomenon that has been labelled “perfection bias”. In the current research, we developed and 

validated a tool to capture individuals’ perceptions of such a phenomenon and its association with 

women's well-being. In Study 1 (N = 150 women), we identified a one-factor structure of the scale. 

Study 2 (N = 360 women) replicated the structure of the scale while Study 3 extended this evidence 

in a sample of men (N = 471). Study 4 (N = 335 men and women H.R. employees) showed that 

women’s higher awareness of being targets of a perfection bias was negatively related to their well-

being. Overall, the measure developed provides a new tool to examine a specific facet of gender 

discrimination.  Findings might provide useful insights for stakeholders and policymakers to raise 

awareness concerning gendered expectations and enhance workplace equality. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
3 Panerati, S., Moscatelli, S., Ruggieri, D., Menegatti, M.,  Ciaffoni, S., Mazzuca, S., and Rubini, M. (2024). Capturing 

Perceived Gendered Expectations in the Workplace: Development and Validation of the “Perfection Bias” Scale. 

[Manuscript submitted for publication]. Department of Psychology, University of Bologna. 
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Introduction 

The accomplishments of gender equality in the last decades have left many people with the 

impression that, in the working field, women have now obtained the same opportunities as men, 

reflecting the idea that gender inequality is almost a “thing of the past” (Marken, 2016).  

Nevertheless, we increasingly encounter testimonies, especially from women who have broken the 

glass ceiling, indicating that they had to outperform men to succeed (Elsesser, 2022; Hengel, 2017). 

This is also reflected by the recent Global Gender Gap Report (The Word Economic Forum, 2024) 

which pointed out that one of the biggest challenges in reaching gender parity concerns the work 

domain.  

A considerable amount of research has looked at the evolution of gender inequalities and the 

modern challenges to equality (Bhatia & Bhatia, 2021; Charlesworth & Banaji, 2022; Eagly et al., 

2020; Heilman & Eagly, 2008; Ryan, 2023), clearly demonstrating the crucial role of gender 

stereotypes (Heilman et al., 2024). Indeed, stereotypical beliefs might prevent women from being 

considered suitable for certain positions (Heilman & Caleo, 2018) and, at the same time, they are 

required to satisfy stricter standards (Biernat & Fuegen, 2001; Biernat & Manis, 1994). For instance, 

in the workplace, women must perform above and beyond men to be considered “equal” (Hill et al., 

2010; NAS Committee on Science and Engineering, 2006; Swinstead, 2014). Recent research has 

also shown that women who apply for a job position (Menegatti et al., 2021; Moscatelli et al., 2020) 

or strive to achieve a promotion (Prati et al., 2019) are evaluated on multiple dimensions, whereas 

men are assessed primarily on the basis of their competence. This implies that women are expected 

to meet more requirements than men to achieve the same outcome (e.g., Meeusen and Van Laar, 2019; 

Prati et al., 2019). This phenomenon has been labelled “perfection bias” (Moscatelli et al., 2020).  
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However, little is known about whether people are aware that women should demonstrate to “have 

more” than men to obtain the same recognition because of the different evaluative criteria. While 

some studies have examined individuals’ perceptions of gender pay gaps (Hampton & Heywood, 

1993), differences in career opportunities, or work conflict (Gutek et al., 1996), no study has so far 

investigated individual perceptions of the so-called perfection bias. In other terms, no research has 

delved into the individuals’ perception that women suffer from a form of discrimination that derives 

from the expectation that they should meet more requirements than men and not show any flaws in 

any domain. 

Therefore, across 4 studies, the current research aimed to develop and validate a tool to assess the 

awareness of multiple expectations towards women (i.e., perfection bias) and whether this is related 

to women’s psychological experience of well-being in the workplace. 

Gender stereotypes as the root of biased expectations against women 

A wide range of gender biases affect women’s career progression (Davison & Burke, 2000; 

Ryan et al., 2016). These biases include discriminatory policies and discreet actions designed to 

intimidate and harass women (Dunham, 2017), less favourable performance reviews and fewer 

organizational rewards for women with equivalent qualifications compared to men (Braddy et al., 

2020), and biased recalling of information based on gender-congruent expectations (Heilman, 2012a). 

Gender stereotypes have been identified as playing a fundamental role in explaining the biases 

that affect evaluation procedures and produce barriers to women’s careers (Eagly & Karau, 2002; 

Heilman, 2012b). According to two-dimensional models of social judgment, impressions about 

women and men are formed on the competence and warmth or agency and communion dimensions 

(Abele & Wojciszke, 2014; Judd et al., 2005).  Specifically, men are seen as competent, competitive, 

and independent, whereas women are seen as warm, caring, and considerate. Therefore, men are 

considered more able to pursue their goals, whereas women are seen as more suited for caring 

responsibilities or household chores (Bullough et al., 2022; Froehlich et al., 2020; Glick et al., 1988). 

These sets of attributes are thought of as complementary gender stereotypes, whereby women are 
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high on community and low on competence, and men the other way around (Abele et al., 2008). 

Hentschel et al. (2019) showed the importance of considering different facets of the social judgment 

dimensions and their complexity. Along this line, Panerati et al. (2023) adopted an implicit approach 

to examine the facet-related cognitive associations with the masculine and the feminine domains. 

Findings showed that the number of facets attributed to the feminine domain was higher than those 

of the masculine one. Furthermore, different characteristics were associated with the feminine domain 

(i.e., morality, attractiveness) and the masculine one (i.e., dominance), whereas competence and 

sociability were associated with both genders. 

These stereotypical expectations are rooted very deeply in our society (Ellemers, 2018) and 

pave the way to gender discrimination through biases in women’s evaluations and judgment (Heilman 

et al., 2024). For instance, the nature of perceived work demands and women's stereotypical 

expectations may determine a “lack of fit” between the characteristics ascribed to women and those 

requested by the workplace positions (Eagly & Carli, 2007; Heilman, 2012b). In other words, women 

are expected to display more communion than agency, but this represents a problem when more 

competence than communion is associated with certain professional roles (e.g., leaders; Ciancetta & 

Roch, 2021; Heilman et al., 2024).  Even when women counter-stereotypically match the job 

expectations (e.g., they act more dominantly), more often than not, they experience some form of 

backlash, which ultimately penalizes them (even) more, as evidenced by the lower ratings of 

hireability and promotion, by the decrease in salary (Heilman et al., 2004; Williams & Tiedens, 2016) 

and the more negative supervisors’ feedback and organizational rewards (Budig, 2002). At their root, 

gender stereotypes serve as standards against which people are assessed. In other terms, evaluations 

of men and women may not be directly comparable: “Good for a woman does not mean the same 

thing as good for a man” (Biernat & Fuegen, 2001, p.708). 

Multiple expectations towards women 

To counteract the negative effects that stem from those standards of evaluation, women 

workers seem to be required to fulfil a greater number of requests to be considered “equally suitable” 
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as men (Bhardwaj, 2022; González et al., 2019). For instance, recent findings showed that while men 

only needed to show self-confidence to gain influence in organizational decision-making processes, 

women also had to display stereotype-congruent prosocial behaviours (Guillén et al., 2018). 

Similarly, another study showed that while male leaders were primarily expected to exhibit attributes 

of strength (e.g., being decisive and bold), female leaders were also required to display attributes 

related to sensitivity (e.g., being sympathetic, and understanding; Johnson et al., 2008). Furthermore, 

Kim et al. (2020) showed that female managers feel more pressure to put in more hours at work to 

become more visible in the workplace and get promoted. This puts them under more stress and makes 

them more likely to plan to leave their jobs. These findings suggest that women need to work harder 

or show better and more qualities than men to achieve the same outcomes. 

Further studies showed that evaluations of female employees are based on more dimensions 

than those of male employees. Prati et al. (2019) content-analysed performance appraisal of female 

and male employees to examine the extent to which professional evaluators spontaneously referred 

to different criteria of evaluation. Findings showed that female employees were evaluated on a range 

of dimensions (i.e., competence, sociability, and morality), whereas male employees were mainly 

evaluated on their competence. 

This work paved the way for the idea that, in the workplace, women are evaluated against 

more criteria than men. To directly address this contention, Moscatelli et al. (2020) demonstrated that 

evaluators rely on a more complex and elaborate set of requirements to select female than male 

candidates by content analysing (written) reports made by a hiring committee of professional 

selectors. Results pointed out that while men were evaluated on competence, women were instead 

assessed on multiple dimensions, namely competence, morality, and sociability. Similarly, when 

naïve participants were asked to rank the importance of a set of characteristics—such as competence, 

morality, and sociability—to hire a candidate, they focussed on multiple dimensions for female 

candidates, but only competence was deemed a crucial attribute for male candidates. Finally, 

participants were presented with evaluations of a (male vs female) candidate depicted as high in 
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competence and low in morality and vice versa and asked to rate their likelihood of being hired. The 

findings showed that the evaluators’ assessment of male candidates’ (high vs low) level of competence 

was the main predictor of hiring and retention decisions. Instead, only in cases where female 

applicants were perceived as having relatively low levels of competence, perceived competence serve 

as the primary predictor of judgments about them. 

When female candidates were depicted as having comparatively low morality, decisions about 

them were mostly impacted by their perceived morality. Thus, evaluators appeared to be more 

influenced by information concerning women’s flaws. These findings suggested that women 

applicants must “have it all” to have the same possibilities to be selected as men (Moscatelli et al., 

2020): because women are judged on multiple dimensions, they are asked to excel in every domain 

against which they are evaluated. This effect was labelled “perfection bias”, which holds that women 

not only have to demonstrate more competence than men— as shown by previous research (e.g., 

Biernat & Fuegen, 2001) — but also are required to meet additional requirements not set for men to 

be hired and promoted. 

These expectations of perfection were also found when investigating the role of facial first 

impressions on candidates’ likelihood of being hired (Menegatti et al., 2021) with multiple traits 

inferred from applicants’ faces significantly affecting impressions and hiring decisions about female 

applicants but a single dimension affecting male’s applicants.  

Overall, the findings reviewed above bring out a double-edged sword for women. On the one 

hand, women are perceived and evaluated on more dimensions (Guillén et al., 2018; Johnson et al., 

2008; Prati et al., 2019) and, consequently, requested to meet more criteria than men to achieve the 

same outcome (Heilman & Okimoto, 2007). On the other hand, being evaluated on multiple work-

related and even little-related aspects makes it easier for women to be found “lacking” in some 

dimensions (Heilman et al., 2004; Moscatelli et al., 2020; Phelan et al., 2008). Nonetheless, as far as 

we know, no research has directly examined whether individuals are aware of these different and 

multiple criteria that women have to meet in comparison to men. To address this issue, we developed 
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and validated a tool aimed at measuring individuals’ perception of a Perfection bias concerning 

women in the workplace. Although stereotypical characteristics can manifest in many different ways, 

these studies seem to point to a consistent result: for women, it is almost always about demonstrating 

what men possess, plus something more. Therefore, we believe that the perfection bias captures, in a 

broad sense, the idea that women “should have it all. 

The Current Research 

The current studies aimed to develop and validate a Perfection Bias scale. Across four 

correlational studies, we elaborated and tested a short-scale measure to assess individuals’ awareness 

of the multiple standards that women face in the workplace. In Study 1, after a preliminary item 

generation phase, we developed and tested this instrument. In Studies 2 and 3, we tested its statistical 

robustness in a different sample of women and men while also assessing its convergent, incremental, 

and discriminant validity. Finally, in Study 4, we investigated whether women and men workers 

acknowledge the perfection bias and whether they differ in such a perception. We also analyzed 

whether the awareness of perfection bias is related to women’s well-being in addition to the broader 

perception of gender discrimination. 

The Bioethical Committee at the authors’ university approved all the studies. For all the 

studies, we reported how we determined data exclusions, sample size, and measures, consistent with 

reporting standards for quantitative research (Appelbaum et al., 2018). The design and analyses for 

the studies were not preregistered. The dataset, material, codebook of the variable, and script for the 

analysis of the studies are available on OSF at the following link: 

https://osf.io/cztjq/?view_only=a14a28bce56249ada6ca28e2855a5b1d. 

Item Generation 

As a first step, we developed the Perfection Bias scale items. Although stereotypical 

characteristics can manifest in many ways, the conclusions that studies on the perfection bias 

(Moscatelli et al., 2020; Prati et al., 2019) draw seem to point to a consistent result: For women, it is 

almost always about demonstrating what men possess, plus something extra. We aimed to create a 
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short and single-factor scale tapping into the general idea that women must appear perfect in the 

workplace in a general way without referring to specific characteristics or abilities. 

The starting point of the current project was to make the scale as short as possible. Hence, the 

initial pool of six items was intentionally restricted to ensure the conceptual clarity and specificity of 

the construct under investigation. Overly broad item pools can dilute the operational definition of a 

construct and introduce noise in measurement (Boateng et al., 2018). By focusing on a smaller, 

carefully curated set of items, we aimed to enhance the content validity of the scale while minimizing 

the risk of capturing unrelated dimensions. Moreover, as mentioned, we did not want respondents to 

focus on specific characteristics or abilities of women and men, but to report their general perception 

that women are required to demonstrate more than men in the workplace. For this reason, we thought 

that generating a higher number of items would have likely resulted in very similar and redundant 

items. 

Therefore, first, based on the literature concerning the perfection bias phenomenon (e.g., 

Menegatti et al., 2021; Moscatelli et al., 2020; Prati et al., 2019), we produced six items that would 

capture expectations of perfection for women in the workplace. Then, a team of experts judged the 

face validity of the items. Two items were considered redundant; therefore, they were deleted, and 

four items were retained. 

Study 1 

Study 1 aimed to test the scale structure using exploratory factor analysis considering a sample 

of Italian women from the general population. Since the generated items tapped into the general idea 

that women should demonstrate more than men in the workplace, we expected the data to be better 

described by a mono-dimensional structure. Furthermore, the current Study was conducted to 

investigate whether women, as potential targets of expectancies of perfection, were indeed perceived 

to be judged more harshly than men in the workplace. The stereotypical expectations against women 

could represent a more subtle expression of discrimination (vs more overt forms such as hostile 

sexism); hence, for targets of discrimination, being held to such standards could imply a greater 
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difficulty in perceiving it effectively. Furthermore, targets of discrimination might perceive 

expressions of discrimination differently than non-targets, for instance, due to their lived experiences 

with prejudice and discrimination. Thus, it seems reasonable that women (as compared to men) could 

rely on different processes when deciding whether an event is attributable to discrimination or not 

and that targets of prejudice perceive potentially discriminatory behaviour as more discriminatory 

than non-targets, on average. For these reasons, we decided to first investigate whether women, as 

the target of those expectations, were aware of the phenomenon. 

Method 

Participants and procedure 

Data for Study 1 were collected in Italy. One hundred fifty women participated in the study 

(Mage = 33.21, SDage = 13.69). This sample was obtained by excluding from the initial sample (N = 

175) men (n = 16) and participants who did not specify their gender (n = 9). Demographic 

characteristics can be found in Table 1S in the Supplementary material. Participants were recruited 

through social networks (e.g., Facebook) and snowball sampling from the general population and 

volunteered to fill in an anonymous questionnaire on the Qualtrics platform. In compliance with 

established ethical principles, participation was voluntary and completely anonymous, and 

participants provided informed consent before filling in the questionnaire. There was no 

compensation for participation. The sample size for this study was based on the minimum item–

participant ratio recommendations of three to six observations per item in the factor analysis (Cattell, 

2012). We left the questionnaire open for two weeks and checked whether the minimum sample size 

had been reached after that period. 

Measure 

After filling in the online consent form, participants expressed their agreement from 1 

(completely disagree) to 7 (completely agree) with the four statements of the scale. Participants were 

asked to provide socio-demographic information (i.e., age, gender, educational level, occupation, and 

sexual orientation). The study took a few minutes to complete.  
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Results 

Before conducting an exploratory factor analysis on the scale, assumptions of normality and 

descriptive statistics were checked. Preliminary analyses showed that all skewness indexes ranged 

between -0.97 and -0.28, whereas all the kurtosis indexes ranged between -0.71 and 0.47, confirming 

that all the continuous variables were normally distributed.  

Since a graphical examination (i.e., plot the distribution on the histogram) confirmed that item 

distributions were close to normality, we applied the Maximum Likelihood Estimation Model First, 

a robust broadly implemented procedure that relies on multivariate normality of the data (Muthen & 

Muthén, 2019). Data analyses were run using IBM SPSS v23. The four items of the Perfection Bias 

scale (see Table 2S in the supplementary material for the Italian version of the item) were submitted 

to an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) with promax rotation to identify the underlying structure and 

test whether the single-factor structure fitted the data well (Table 1). Findings showed that the factor 

loadings of items 1-3 were excellent (>.80) while item 4 showed a lower factor loading (i.e., .66), 

which is still considered very good (Howard, 2016). Hence, we decided to retain all the items of the 

perfection bias scale. 

Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO = .81) measure of sampling adequacy test and Bartlett test of 

sphericity, with χ2 (6) = 333.01 and p < .001, demonstrated that the data were suitable for factor 

analysis. Furthermore, a correlation check showed no multicollinearity, and the determinant value 

equal to 0.10. 

Table 1 

Factor Loadings of the Items for the Perfection Bias Scale  

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 
Factor 

Loadings 

1. It seems to me that women, compared 

to men, must be "flawless” from every 

point of view to be positively evaluated at 

work. 

5.61 1.41 —    .90 

2. Women must show themselves capable 

in more domains than men to be truly 

appreciated  

5.58 1.37 .77** —   .85 
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3. Compared to men, women are more 

often asked to demonstrate qualities that 

go beyond job skills. 

5.49 1.33 .67** .74** —  .82 

4. Women cannot show weaknesses to 

have the same success as men at work. 
5.51 1.26 .52** .55** .60** — .66 

Note. N = 150; **p < .01 

 

The factor extraction, based on Kaiser’s criterion (1960), displayed one factor, explaining 

73.65% of the variance. In the final model, four items loaded on one factor captured the Perfection 

Bias (M = 5.51; SD = 1.12; eigenvalue 2.95; α = .88).  

Study 2 

Exploratory factor analysis in Study 1 revealed a one-factor solution. In Study 2, we aimed to 

replicate this structure with a different sample of women by also investigating convergent, 

incremental, and discriminant validity (see Table 2 for a summary of the measures and hypotheses). 

To test for convergent validity, the validated instrument needs to be strongly associated with a 

measure of a similar construct (Hogan, 2019). Thus, we expected the Perfection Bias to be positively 

correlated with a measure of Perception of Inequalities (adapted by Tougas & Veilleux, 1988; H1a) 

and negatively correlated with a scale of Perceived Justice, which refers to the degree to which 

participants recognize inequalities as (un)fair (Ciaffoni et al., 2023; H1b). 

Furthermore, we tested incremental validity, which is defined as the degree to which a measure 

explains or predicts a phenomenon of interest, beyond other validated scales (Haynes & Lench, 2003). 

Given that incremental validity is usually established by demonstrating that a new scale adds, with 

respect to a scale measuring similar construct, to predictions concerning outcome variables (in our 

case anger, moral conviction, discomfort, and individual relative deprivation; Szymanski et al., 2024), 

we conducted a series of hierarchical multiple regressions which consisted of entering the existing 

measures (i.e., perception of inequalities and the perceived justice) as predictors in step 1, and then 

adding the new measure (i.e., the perfection bias scale) in step 2.  
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Since being aware of group-based discrimination has been linked to the experience of group-

based emotions, such as anger (Agostini & van Zomeren, 2021), to test for incremental validity we 

analysed the associations between perfection bias and two outcome variables (i.e., anger and 

discomfort) expecting that the more participants were aware of higher expectations towards women, 

the more they would report experience of anger (H2a) and discomfort (H2b).  

Furthermore, studies pointed out that being aware of discrimination might boost the 

motivation to face it (Hakim, 2006; Liss et al., 2004). In this regard, one of the most powerful 

motivations for promoting equality is represented by moral convictions of  acting for gender equality, 

conceived as the degree of moral significance that people attach to such action (Mazzuca et al., 2022; 

Sabucedo et al., 2018). Hence, we expected that a higher awareness of perfection bias would be 

related to higher moral convictions (Mazzuca et al., 2022) of supporting equal opportunities at work 

(H2c). Finally, one last outcome variable was selected, namely individual relative deprivation (i.e., 

the perception that an individual is in a disadvantaged position when compared to a referent group;  

Smith et al., 2012). At its core, individual relative deprivation stems from social comparison (Kim et 

al., 2017; Teng et al., 2023), and one of its antecedents revolves around one’s recognition of being 

unfairly discriminated. Hence, we expected that higher participants' perception of perfection bias 

would be associated with greater individual relative deprivation (H2d). 

Discriminant validity is what ensures that two measures are effectively tapping into different 

dimensions and that there are no associations between two variables that should not be associated 

with each other (Hogan, 2019). To this aim, we investigated the emotion of pride and the feeling of 

responsibility concerning gender inequalities. Like anger and discomfort, pride is a group-based 

emotion, but differently from these, it is a positive emotion arising from taking responsibility for a 

legitimate achievement (Tracy & Robins, 2007). Therefore, we expected no significant relationship 

between our scale and pride (H3a). Along this line, it would be intuitive to assume that when people 

are aware of the perfection bias towards women, they may also be aware that inequality exists outside 

of individuals’ realm of action (perceiving inequality is associated with an external locus of control; 
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Anguiar et al., 2021) and hence do not feel responsible about inequality experience. Thus, we did 

expect a non-significant relation between the perfection bias and the feeling of responsibility (H3b). 

Table 2 

Summary of Types of Validity Tested, Measures Employed and Expected Associations in Study 2 

Validity Tested Measure What the measure assesses Expected associations with PB 

Convergent 

validity 

Perception of Inequalities scale (adapted 

from Tougas & Veilleux, 1988) 

Subjective perception of 

personal disadvantage 

compared to others 

Positive and significant 

correlation (H1a) 

Convergent 

validity 

 

The Perceived Justice of Gender Inequalities 

at Work  (Italian version Ciaffoni et al., 

2024) 

Fairness attributed to 

gender inequalities in 

the workplace. 

Negative and significant 

correlation (H1b) 

Incremental 

validity 

Discomfort and anger Participants’ emotions 

concerning gender 

inequalities in the 

workplace 

The more participants 

were aware of higher PB 

expectations towards 

women, the more they 

would report anger 

(H2a) and discomfort 

(H2b)  

Incremental 

validity 

Moral convictions (adapted from Mazzuca et 

al., 2022; e.g., "To what extent promoting 

equal opportunities in the workplace is a part 

of your most important conviction?") 

The degree to which 

individuals perceive 

specific issues, such as 

promoting equal 

opportunities, as central 

to their core moral 

beliefs 

Higher awareness of PB 

would be related to a 

higher moral conviction 

of supporting equal 

opportunities at work 

(H2c).  

Incremental 

validity 

Individual Relative Deprivation scale 

(adapted from van Rongen et al., 2022; e.g., 

“I feel at a disadvantage in my work/studies 

compared to a man”) 

Subjective perception of 

personal disadvantage 

arising from social 

comparison with others. 

Higher participants' 

perception of PB would 

be associated with 

greater individual 

relative deprivation 

(H2d). 

Discriminant 

validity 

Pride and the feeling of responsibility Participants’ emotions 

concerning gender 

inequalities in the 

workplace 

Non-significant 

relationship between PB 

and pride (H3a) and PB 

and feeling of 

responsibility (H3b). 

Method 

Participants and procedure 

Three hundred and eighty-three Italian participants took part in the study. Since our interest 

revolved around women, we excluded men and non-binary people (n = 13) and participants who did 

not complete all the measures (n = 9). The final sample included three hundred-sixty Italian women 

(Mage = 34.37, SDage = 13.26). Demographic characteristics can be found in the Supplementary 
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material (Table 1S). We recruited the participants from the general population through social networks 

(e.g., Facebook) and snowball sampling. There was no compensation for participation. 

Before filling in the questionnaire, participants signed a consent form in line with the ethical 

norms of the University. Afterwards, they randomly filled in the perfection bias scale and the other 

measures (see below). We left the questionnaire open for five weeks and checked whether the 

minimum sample size had been reached after that period. Finally, participants provided socio-

demographic information (e.g., age, occupation, and sexual orientation). The questionnaire took about 

ten minutes to complete.  

An a priori power analysis was conducted using G*Power version 3.1.9.7 (Faul et al., 2009) 

to determine the minimum sample size required to test the study hypotheses. Results indicated the 

required sample size to achieve 95% power for detecting a medium effect, at a significance criterion 

of α = .05, was N = 119 for the hierarchical regression model including three predictors. Thus, the 

obtained sample size was adequate to test the study hypotheses for Study 2 and Study 3.  

Measures 

We measured perfection bias (M = 5.41, SD = 1.16) as in Study 1. The measure displayed 

good reliability (α = .86). Unless differently specified, for the following measures, participants had 

to indicate their agreement with each item on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very 

much).  

Furthermore, we used the Italian version of the measurements when possible. If the Italian 

version of the scale was not available, we applied the procedure of the back translation to ensure 

equivalence between the original scale and the Italian version (Beins, 2013). In the text, unless 

differently stated, the scales were adapted using the back translation procedure.  

Then the perception of inequalities (adapted from Tougas & Veilleux, 1988; α = .92) was 

measured with three items (e.g., “In your opinion, to what extent gender differences in the workplace 

are discriminatory for women?”). The perceived justice of gender inequalities at Work (α = .93) was 

made up of six items (e.g., “To what extent do you think that gender inequalities in the workplace are 
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rightful?”; Italian version from Ciaffoni et al., 2024). The lower the scores on the scale, the lower the 

fairness attributed to gender inequalities in the workplace.  

Then we investigated participants’ emotions concerning gender inequalities in the workplace, 

namely discomfort, anger, pride and the feeling of responsibility. Participants were asked, “What do 

you feel, as a woman, when you think about gender inequalities in the workplace?”  followed by the 

emotions of discomfort, anger, pride, and the feeling of responsibility. Furthermore, we measured 

women’s perceptions of individual relative deprivation (adapted from van Rongen et al., 2022; α = 

.94). The scale was composed of seven items (e.g., I feel at a disadvantage in my work/studies 

compared to a man) on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (completely disagree) to 7 (completely agree). 

Finally, we measured moral convictions through three items (α = .81) adapted from Skitka et al. (2021; 

e.g., "To what extent promoting equal opportunities in the workplace is a part of your most important 

conviction?").  

Results and Discussion 

We organize our findings conceptually in terms of (a) confirmatory factor analysis, and (b) 

convergent, incremental and divergent validity. 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

Reliabilities, descriptive statistics, and bivariate correlations among all variables were 

calculated using IBM SPSS v28 (see Table 3). We run a confirmatory factor analysis using Mplus 

version 8.3 (Muthen & Muthén, 2019). We loaded the four items in a single factor, as emerged in 

Study 1. Model parameters were estimated using the Maximum Likelihood Method. To examine 

model fit, we relied on the following indices (Schumacker & Lomax, 2010): comparative fit index 

(CFI) and Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), both of which should exceed 0.90 to be considered acceptable, 

and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) and standardized root mean square residual 

(SRMR), both of which should be less than 0.08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999). By examining well-established 

criteria for fit indices, we found evidence that our specified model fitted the data well, with χ2 (6) = 

3.14, p = .21, CFI = .99, RMSEA = .04 (CI: .00, .12), SRMR = .01. The Cronbach’s alphas test for 
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the single factor showed acceptable results (α = .89; M = 5.51; SD = 1.21). All bivariate correlations 

between items were significant and positive (Table 3). 

Table 3 

 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Between the Variables of Study 2 

Variable N M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1. Perfection Bias 360 5.51 1.21 —         

2. Perception of 

Inequalities 

360 5.55 1.00 .58** —        

3. Perceived Justice 360 6.70 0.53 -.28** -.18** —       

4. Discomfort 360 4.15 2.09 .35** .28** -.14** —      

5. Anger 360 5.85 1.10 .39** .32** -.20** .34** —     

6. Individual RD 341 4.48 1.52 .55** .51** -.15** .24** .23** —    

7. Moral Conv 360 6.11 0.87 .36** .27** -.28** .29** .45** .18** —   

8. Pride 360 3.16 2.17 .08 .01 .20** .08 .10 .07 .11* —  

9. Responsibility  360 3.87 2.03 .01 -.01 -.07 .20* .01 .03 .08 .17** — 
**p < .01; *p < .05             

Table 4 

Correlations Between the Perfection Bias Scale Items of Study 2 

Variable N M SD 1 2 3 4 

1. Item 1 360 5.55 1.43 —    

2. Item 2 360 5.50 1.42 .78** —   

3. Item 3 360 5.41 1.41 .67** .72** —  

4. Item 4 360 5.57 1.31 .61** .64** .61** — 

 **p < .01 

Validity analysis  

Convergent validity. In line with the hypothesis, correlations showed a significant relation between 

Perfection Bias and the perception of inequalities (H1a), while the association between perfection 

bias and perceived justice was significant and negative (H1b; Table 3).  

Incremental validity. To test for the incremental validity of our scale, we first analysed bivariate 

correlations between the outcome variables in our study: supporting our hypotheses, higher perfection 

bias scores were positively and significantly associated with anger (H2a) and discomfort (H2b), moral 

convictions (H2c), and individual relative deprivation (H2d; Table 5). To see whether the new scale 

had more predictive power than the perceived justice and perception of inequalities concerning the 
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considered outcome variables, we conducted a series of hierarchical multiple regressions where the 

existing measures (perception of gender inequalities and perceived justice) were entered into model 

1, and the new measure (the perfection bias scale) was added in model 2. Regressions were computed 

entering the emotions of discomfort and anger, individual relative deprivation, and moral conviction 

as outcome variables. 

Table 5 

Unstandardized Regression Coefficients, F Tests, and R2 of the Hierarchical Regressions for the 

Outcome Variables of Study 2 

 Anger 
Moral 

Conviction 
Discomfort 

Individual Relative 

Deprivation 

Model 1     
Intercept 4.37 (0.34)*** 5.40(0.27)*** 1.39(0.67)* 0.39 

Perception of Inequalities 0.32(0.06)*** 0.19(0.04)*** 0.56(0.11)*** 0.76(0.07)** 

Perceived Justice -0.20(0.07)** -.26(0.06)*** -0.23(0.14) -0.09(0.10) 

R2 adj 0.12 0.12 0.08 0.26 

Standard error 1.03 0.82 2.00 1.31 

F (df = 2, 357) 24.64***  25.32** 17.25*** 58.44*** 

Model 2     
Intercept 3.83(0.36)*** 4.97(0.28)*** 0.35(0.70) -0.73(0.46) 

Perception of Inequalities 0.17(0.07)* 0.07(0.05) 0.26(0.13)* 0.45(0.08)** 

Perceived Justice -0.13(0.07) -0.20(0.06)*** -0.10(0.14) 0.06(0.09) 

Perfection Bias 0.23(0.06)*** 0.19(0.04)*** 0.45(0.11)*** 0.47(0.07)*** 

R2 adj 0.16 0.16 0.12 0.34 

∆R2 0.40 0.04 0.04 0.09 

Standard Error 1.01 0.80 1.96 1.24 

F (df = 3, 356) 23.12*** 24.02*** 17.94*** 59.04*** 

∆F (df = 1,356) 17.77*** 18.90*** 17.69*** 45.23*** 
*p < .05; **p < .01, *** p < .001 

Findings showed that including the Perfection Bias measurement in the model increased the 

variance explained for all variables under consideration (except for moral conviction), and that our 

scale was a significant and positive predictor of anger, discomfort, and relative deprivation above 

and beyond what was already explained by the perception of inequality and perceived justice. 

Discriminant validity. As shown in Table 4, the Perfection Bias scale did not present significant 

associations with pride (H3a) and responsibility (H3b). 
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Consistently with the results of Study 1, the results of Study 2 confirmed that the single-factor 

model fit the data well and provided some evidence of the convergent, predictive, and discriminant 

validity of the newly developed instrument. To test the robustness of the scale, data from a sample of 

men were then collected. 

Study 3 

In the previous studies, we identified the structure of the Perfection Bias scale via EFA, found 

additional evidence via CFA, and established its validity with a women’s sample. Hence, the 

Perfection Bias scale might help to capture women’s awareness of higher expectations placed on them 

and their perceptions when facing these expectations. However, in principle, men should also be able 

to perceive the occurrence of a perfection bias against women in the workplace. Whether men, as 

members of the advantaged group, see or do not see specific manifestations of gender inequality, such 

as the perfection bias, is crucial for their willingness to change the status quo (Mazzuca et al., 2022).  

Furthermore, the importance of men standing with women in the fight for gender equality has 

been increasingly acknowledged in recent years  (Iyer & Ryan, 2009; Stewart, 2017). Therefore, in 

this study, we wanted to test if our new scale can be used among men too. In particular, we aimed to 

test the scale robustness by replicating its factor structure in a sample of men, and also to test 

convergent, incremental, and discriminant validity (see Table 6 for a summary of the measures and 

hypotheses).  

To test for convergent validity, we looked at the correlations between the Perfection Bias,  

awareness of inequalities between men and women (Glick & Whitehead, 2010), and perceived justice 

(Ciaffoni et al., 2024). We expected a positive and significant correlation with perceived inequalities 

(H1a), but a significant and negative one with perceived justice (H1b). As for incremental validity, 

we followed the same procedure as in Study 2, by considering two outcome variables, namely the 

willingness to promote gender equality in everyday life and the emotion of indignation. Previous 

studies have demonstrated that men frequently do not combat gender inequality because they do not 

understand the extent of discrimination against women (Mazzuca et al., 2022). We expected that men 
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who acknowledged that women in the workplace face perfection bias would be more inclined to 

engage in promoting gender equality in everyday life (e.g., intervening personally when faced with 

incidents of discrimination, for example by explaining or pointing out that a certain behaviour is not 

correct; H2a). Additionally, as the emotion of indignation has been associated with solidarity towards 

disadvantaged groups (Ciaffoni et al., 2024; Prentoulis & Kyriakidou, 2019; Ullmann‐Margalit & 

Sunstein, 2001), we expected a significant and positive relation between indignation and the 

perfection bias scores (H2b).  

Finally, we considered a third outcome variable for incremental validity, namely, group 

relative gratification (Mazzuca et al., 2022; Moscatelli et al., 2014). This construct has been 

frequently associated with high-status groups and stems from the idea that the ingroup is in a better 

position concerning a dimension of comparison (Eller et al., 2020). In other words, relative 

gratification is usually felt when the social comparison produces the impression that one, being an 

individual of an ingroup, is getting more than the other one (individual and/or group). Therefore, we 

expected that being aware of the perfection bias, a process that hinders women's chances in the 

workplace, would have been associated with group relative gratification (H2c). Based on the 

intergroup emotion framework, we assessed the discriminant validity of the scale by looking at the 

association between Perfection Bias and the emotion of pride. In this regard, Smith and Ellsworth 

(1985) pointed out that individuals tend to evaluate whether a situation affects them (vs others). Thus, 

framing the same intergroup inequality (e.g., women's disadvantage in the working field) either as an 

ingroup advantage or outgroup disadvantage should lead to different emotions since this framing 

leads to focus the attention on either the ingroup or the outgroup (Harth et al., 2008). Particularly, at 

the group level, focusing on an ingroup’s achievement over an outgroup should lead to group-based 

pride (Leach et al., 2002). Since our focus revolves around (the outgroup of) women and their 

disadvantage in the working field, we expected to find a non-significant correlation with pride (H3a).  

Finally, we tested the discriminant validity of our scale with the zero-sum belief scale (Ruthig 

et al., 2017). Zero-sum belief is a construct that is somewhat related to gender inequalities (e.g., as a 
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predictor of sexism and collective action; Kosakowska‐Berezecka et al., 2020), but that appears 

different from the perception of gender inequalities per se. One explanation is that men and women’s 

lives are, to some extent, interdependent. This can elicit the idea that women and men’s goals are 

mutually interdependent, and this, in turn, might decrease the perception of gender discrimination as 

a zero-sum situation in which one gender's gain is strictly associated with the other gender’s loss 

(Bosson et al., 2012). In line with this reasoning, we expected to find a non-significant correlation 

with the zero-sum beliefs scale (H3b). 

Table 6 

Summary of Type of Validity tested, Measures Employed and Expected Associations in Study 3 

Validity Tested Measure What the measure assesses Expected Associations with PB 

Convergent 

validity 

Perception of Inequalities scale (adapted 

from Tougas & Veilleux, 1988) 

Subjective perception of 

personal disadvantage 

compared to others 

Positive and significant correlation 

(H1a) 

Convergent 

validity 

 

Awareness of Inequalities in the Workplace 

(adapted from Glick & Whitehead 2010; 

“In your opinion, are there gender 

inequalities in the workplace?”). 

Perception of gender 

inequalities in the 

workplace. 

Significant and negative 

correlation (H1b) 

Incremental 

validity 

Everyday collective action (Italian version 

from Mazzuca et al., 2022; e.g., “Discuss 

with friends and colleagues the need to 

tackle gender inequality at work”). 

Willingness to engage in 

everyday collective 

action 

Men who acknowledged that 

women in the workplace face 

perfection bias would engage 

more in promoting gender 

equality in everyday life 

(H2a) 

Incremental 

validity 

Indignation Participants’ emotions 

concerning gender 

inequalities in the 

workplace 

Significant and positive 

association (H2b) 

Incremental 

validity 

The scale of Group Relative Gratification 

(Mazzuca et al., 2022; e.g., “Making a 

career and obtaining high-level job 

positions is easier for men than for 

women”) 

The perception that 

one’s group is relatively 

advantaged or better off 

compared to other 

groups. 

Being aware of the perfection 

bias, a process that hinders 

women's chances in the 

workplace, would have been 

associated with higher group 

relative gratification (H2c).  

Discriminant 

validity 

Pride Participants’ emotions 

concerning gender 

inequalities in the 

workplace 

Non-significant correlation 

(H3a).  

Discriminant 

validity 

Zero-sum belief scale (adapted from Ruthig 

et al., 2017; e.g., “More good jobs for 

women means fewer good jobs for men”). 

 

Belief that gains for one 

group or individual 

necessarily result in 

losses for another. 

Non-significant correlation 

(H3b) 
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Method 

Participants and procedure 

Of the 504 Italian participants who completed the survey, those who were either women or 

non-binary people (n = 17) or who did not complete all the measures (n = 16) were excluded, resulting 

in a final sample size of N = 471 (Mage = 33.31, SDage = 12.87). We recruited the participants through 

social networks (e.g., Facebook) and snowball sampling. Before filling in the online questionnaire, 

participants signed a consent form in line with the ethical norms of the Authors’ University. There 

was no compensation for participation. Participants filled in the perfection bias scale and the other 

measures (see below) in randomized order, and provided socio-demographic information (i.e., age, 

educational level, and occupation). The study took about ten minutes to complete. Demographic 

characteristics can be found in the Supplementary material (Table 1S). 

Measures  

Participants filled in the perfection bias scale, as described in the previous studies (M = 3.76, 

SD = 1.63; α = .92). As for Study 3, we used the Italian version of the measurements when possible. 

If the Italian version of the scale was not available, we applied the procedure of the back translation 

as reported in Study 2.  

Unless differently specified, for the other measures participants had to indicate their 

agreement with each item on a 7-point Likert scale, from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). They then 

completed a single-item measure of awareness of inequalities in the workplace (adapted from Glick 

& Whitehead 2010; “In your opinion, are there gender inequalities in the workplace?”). Responses 

were given on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (men are more disadvantaged) to 7 (women are more 

disadvantaged). Perception of perceived justice (α = .93) was assessed as in Study 2. To measure 

indignation and pride, participants were asked, “When thinking about inequalities between men and 

women in the workplace, to what extent do you feel indignation [pride]?”. 

The scale of group relative gratification (Mazzuca et al., 2022; Pettigrew et al., 2008) was 

composed of seven items (1 = completely disagree; 7 = completely agree). An example of the item 
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was “Making a career and obtaining high-level job positions is easier for men than for women” (α = 

.93). To measure the willingness to engage in everyday collective action we used two items (e.g., 

“Discuss with friends and colleagues the need to tackle gender inequality at work”; α = .68; Italian 

version of Mazzuca et al., 2022).  

Finally, we administered the zero-sum belief scale (adapted from Ruthig et al., 2017; 1 = 

completely disagree; 7 = completely agree). An example item was “More good jobs for women means 

fewer good jobs for men” (α = .83). 

Results and Discussion 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

We loaded the 4 items onto the factor in line with the structure that emerged from the factor analyses 

in Studies 1 and 2. The specified model fitted the data well, with χ2 (6) = 700.71, p = .24, CFI = .99, 

RMSEA = .03 (CI: .00, .10), SRMR = .01.  

Validity analyses 

Reliabilities, descriptive statistics, and bivariate correlations among all variables using IBM SPSS 

v28 (Table 6). All bivariate correlations between items were significant and positive (Table 7). 

Table 6 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Between Study 3 Variables 

Variable N M SD 1 2 3  4    5 6 7 8 

1. Perfection Bias 471 3.76 1.63 —        

2. Awareness of 

inequality 

471 3.82 0.68 .38** —       

3. Perceived justice 471 6.51 0.76 -.29** -.16 —      

4. Group RG 471 4.35 1.36  .73** .56** -.25** —     

5. Everyday CA 471 5.70 1.18  .37** .28** -.27**  .33** —    

6. Indignation 471 4.92 1.63  .42** .25** .41**  .36**  .47* —   

7. Pride 471 1.58 1.24 -.05 -.07 .11** -.04 -.07 .003 —  

8. Zero-sum beliefs 220 1.95 0.95 .05 .06 -.04 -.01 .05 .02 .04 — 
*p < .05; **p < .01 
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Table 7 

 Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Between the Perfection Bias Scale Items 

**p < .01 

Convergent validity. Our scale was significantly and positively correlated with awareness of 

inequalities (supporting H1a) and perceived justice (in support of H1b; see Table 6). 

Incremental validity. To test for the incremental validity of our scale, we first analysed all bivariate 

correlations between all variables in our study. As expected, higher perfection bias scores were 

positively and significantly associated with higher group relative gratification, everyday collective 

action, and the emotion of indignation. Then, to see whether the new scale had more predictive power 

than the awareness of inequalities and perceived justice, we conducted hierarchical multiple 

regressions, firstly testing a model without the Perfection Bias scale in the first step (model 1) and 

then adding it in the second step (model 2). Regressions were computed on the following outcomes: 

the emotions of indignation, everyday collective action, and group relative gratification. Results are 

shown in Table 8.  

Table 8  

Unstandardized Regression Coefficients, F Tests, and R2 of the Hierarchical Regressions for the 

Outcome Variables of Study 3 

 Indignation 
Everyday Collective 

Action 

Group Relative 

Gratification 

Model 1    
Intercept 4.22 (0.42)*** 4.96(0.32)*** 0.60(0.32) 

Awareness of inequalities 0.46(0.10)*** 0.32(0.08)*** 1.08(0.08)*** 

Perceived Justice -0.62(0.07)*** -0.30(0.05)*** -0.23(0.05)*** 

R2 adj 0.21 0.11 0.34 

Standard error 1.46 0.11 1.11 

F (df = 2, 467) 60.16**  30.17** 122.82*** 

Model 2    

Variable N M SD 1 2 3 4 

1. Item 1 471 3.50 1.76 —    

2. Item 2 471 3.69 1.84 .79** —   

3. Item 3 471 3.96 1.89 .73** .75** —  

4. Item 4 471 3.87 1.80 .72** .71** .70** — 
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Intercept 3.86(0.41)*** 4.76(0.32)*** 0.60(0.32) 

Awareness of inequalities  0.20(.10)* 0.18(.08)* 0.68(0.06)*** 

Perceived Justice -0.51(0.07)*** -0.24(0.05)*** -0.04(0.04) 

Perfection Bias 0.30(0.04)*** 0.17(0.03)*** 0.50(0.30)*** 

R2 adj 0.28 0.16 0.63 

∆R2 0.70     0.04***     0.28*** 

Standard Error 1.39 1.09 0.84 

F (df = 3, 467) 50.83*** 29.16*** 261.19*** 

∆F (df = 1, 467) 47.28*** 24.15*** 353.13*** 
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 

Supporting our hypotheses (H2a, H2b, H2c), findings showed that including the perfection 

bias measurement in the model, 2 increased the variance explained for all the outcome variables and 

the perfection bias score was always a significant predictor.  

Discriminant validity. In this study, we looked at the association between the Perfection Bias scale 

and the emotions of pride and the zero-sum beliefs scale.  As shown in Table 6, Perfection Bias scale 

was not correlated either with the feeling of pride (H3a) or zero-sum beliefs scores (H3b).  

Consistently with the results of Study 1 and 2, the results of Study 3 confirmed that the single-

factor model of perfection bias fit the data well and provided some evidence of the convergent, 

predictive, and discriminant validity of the newly developed instrument in a sample of men too. To 

further extend our understanding of the phenomenon, we investigated whether workers acknowledge 

the perfection bias and whether they differ in such a perception depending on their gender. It is 

interesting to notice that the perfection bias scores of men were lower than those of women in Studies 

1 and 2. To statistically check whether this discrepancy was statistically significant, we compared 

women’s scores on perfection bias (Studies 1 and 2) with men’s scores. Findings showed a significant 

difference, F(2, 978) = 188.79, p < .001. Men (Study 3) reported lower scores (M = 3.76, SD = 1.63) 

than women in Study 1 (M = 5.51, SD = 1.21; p <.001) as well as in Study 2 (M = 5.51, SD = 1.21, 

p < .001). No statistically significant differences were found between women’s scores in Studies 1 

and 2. 

Additionally, we investigated whether the awareness of perfection bias was related to 

women’s well-being in addition to the broader perception of gender discrimination. 
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Study 4 

Previous studies pointed out the robustness and validity of the Perfection Bias Scale. Study 4 

aimed to take a step forward by investigating whether the perfection bias was detectable in a 

workplace context (i.e., an Italian Public Administration) and whether this perception differed 

between female and male employees. Moreover, we examined whether the awareness of the 

perfection bias might be associated with women’s well-being in addition to the more general 

perceived gender discrimination in the workplace. This last step would allow us to demonstrate not 

only that the perfection bias might affect women’s mental health in organizations but also that it has 

a unique contribution in this process over and beyond more general gender discrimination.  

First, building on previous findings indicating that women tend to perceive more gender 

discrimination than men even within a female-dominated work environment (e.g., Blau & Tatum, 

2000), we hypothesized that women would exhibit higher awareness regarding both perfection bias 

(H1a) and perceived gender discrimination (H1b) than men. As for well-being, research has 

consistently shown the direct negative relationship between perceived gender discrimination and 

well-being (e.g., Hackett et al., 2024; Pietiläinen et al., 2020), which encompasses positive mental 

health states, including the pursuit of joy, contentment, and personal fulfillment (van Agteren et al., 

2021). Furthermore, recent studies have demonstrated that perceived gender discrimination can 

adversely affect specific work-related aspects of psychological well-being, such as organizational 

commitment (Foley et al., 2005) and burnout (Wang et al., 2020). 

Additionally, drawing from consistent findings demonstrating a positive association between 

perceived gender discrimination and negative mental health outcomes for women (e.g., Blau & 

Tatum, 2000; Gutek et al., 1996), we expected that awareness of perfection bias (H2a) and perceived 

gender discrimination (H2b) would positively and significantly correlate with mental well-being for 

women, but not for men.  

Finally, we reasoned that being aware of the existence of a perfection bias against women in 

the workplace would very likely affect women’s well-being but not men’s, who are not the target of 
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such bias. Therefore, we tested the hypothesis that the perfection bias would be significantly 

associated with the mental well-being of women within the women sample only.  In particular, we 

hypothesized that the awareness of the perfection bias would uniquely and significantly contribute to 

reported mental well-being of women in the organization over and beyond the effect of perceived 

gender discrimination (H3). 

Method 

Participants and Procedure 

The online questionnaire was presented as part of research on human resources practices and 

employee well-being. The link to the questionnaire was distributed through the internal 

communicative channels of the organization, and complete anonymity of responses was ensured. 

Before completing the questionnaire, participants agreed to data-informed consent and then provided 

demographic information. 

Two participants were excluded because they did not provide answers to the mental well-

being and perfection bias scales. The final sample was composed of 335 Italian employees (Mage = 

50.81, SDage = 9.12, ranging from 25 to 66 years old; 181 women). 

Additional sociodemographic information can be found in Table 1S in the Supplementary 

material. Since the questionnaire was administered to all employees of the organization, it was not 

possible to determine the sample size in advance. We included in the analyses those who responded 

within the first month. A sensitivity power analysis was conducted using G*Power (Faul et al., 2009), 

which indicated that with our sample size and statistical power set at .80, we achieved an effect size 

of .12 at an alpha level of .05.  

Measures 

As in previous studies, the presentation of the measures used in Study 4 was randomized. To 

measure the awareness of perfection expectations, the Perfection Bias scale, as validated in the 

previous studies, was used (M = 2.66, SD = 1.23;  = .96). Participants were also administered an 

adapted Italian version of the perceived gender discrimination scale by Blau et al. (2005). The scale 



 

68 

 

consisted of 4 items (e.g., “My gender negatively affects my career advancement opportunities”;  = 

.92), and responses were given on a Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 

Finally, the shorter Italian version of the general health questionnaire (GHQ-12) by Giorgi et 

al. 2014; adapted from Goldberg and Williams, 1988) was used to measure employees’ psychological 

state at work. This scale has consistently shown its effectiveness in measuring mental well-being with 

results comparable to longer versions of the tool (Goldberg et al., 1997). It consisted of 12 items ( 

= .86), asking participants how often, on a response scale from 1 (never) to 5 (every day), they would 

feel in a positive manner (e.g., “Felt capable of making decisions”) or in a negative manner (e.g., 

“Lost your self-confidence”). 

Results 

Descriptive statistics and correlations among the study variables for women and men are 

reported in Table 8. To test Hypothesis 1, we conducted a series of independent t-tests with employee 

gender as the grouping variable. Results showed that perceived gender discrimination was 

significantly higher for women than for men, t(333) = -7.76, p < .001, d = 0.86 (H1a), and that 

perfection bias was reported significantly more by women than by men, t(333) = -11.78,  p < .001, d 

= 1.29 (H1b). Finally, mental well-being was significantly higher for men than women, t(333) = 4.81, 

p < .001, d = 0.51.  

Table 9 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Study 4  

 
Variable 

Women Men Total 
1 2 3 

 M(SD) M(SD) M(SD) 

1. Perceived Gender 

Discrimination 
2.71(1.00)a 1.88(.93)b 2.33(1.05) -  .72**  .02 

2. Perfection Bias 3.21(1.09)a 1.88(.96)b 2.60(1.23)  .56** - -.05 

3. Mental Well-being 3.53(.61)a 3.84(.56)b 3.67(.60) -.34** -.49** - 

Note. Different subscripts indicate significant differences within the row (p < .05).  

Note. Correlations for women are reported below the diagonal of the correlation matrix; for men, above. 
** p < .01 

 



 

69 

 

To test Hypothesis 2, we computed Pearson correlation coefficients separately for men and 

women (Table 9). Among women, there was a significant negative correlation between perfection 

bias and mental well-being, with higher perfection bias awareness associated with low levels of 

reported mental well-being (H2a). Similarly, there was a significant negative correlation between 

mental well-being and perceived gender discrimination (H2b), while the latter being positively 

correlated to perfection bias. Among men, the correlations between mental well-being and perfection 

bias, and between mental well-being and perceived gender discrimination were not significant. 

However, results showed a significant positive correlation between perfection bias and perceived 

gender discrimination. 

Finally, to test Hypothesis 3, we performed a hierarchical regression analysis to identify the 

contribution of perfection bias in explaining the reported mental well-being of women in the 

organization beyond perceived gender discrimination (Table 10). In the first model, we entered 

perceived gender discrimination first since it is a more general construct, and then   perfection bias 

score in the second step. Findings showed that model 2 explained more variance, F(1,179) = 29.12, 

p < .001, R2
adj = .24, than model 1. Whereas perceived discrimination contributed significantly to the 

regression model in the first step, F(1,179) = 22.85, p < .001, R2
adj = .11, it became non-significant in 

model 2. Specifically, model 2, which includes perceived gender discrimination (ß = -.09, p = .270) 

and perfection bias (ß = -.44, p < .001), showed a significant enhancement over the initial model, 

∆F(1,179) = 31.50, p < .001, ∆R2 = .13. Overall, incorporating the awareness of perfection bias 

explained 24% of the total variance in the reported mental well-being among women employees.  
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Table 10 

Standardized Regression Coefficients, F Tests and R2 of the Hierarchical Regression Analysis for 

Study 4 

 b ß 

Model 1   

Perceived Gender Discrimination    -.20***    -.34*** 

R2
adj     .11     .11 

F (df = 1, 179) 22.85*** 22.85*** 

Model 2   

Perceived Gender Discrimination    -.05    -.09 

Perfection Bias    -.25***    -.44*** 

R2
adj     .24     .24 

∆R2     .13     .13 

F (df = 1, 179) 29.12*** 29.12*** 

∆F (df = 1, 179) 31.50*** 31.50*** 
***p < .001  

 

 Overall, the results showed that female employees acknowledge more than men that women 

were held to higher expectations within their organization. Moreover, women perceived higher gender 

discrimination and reported lower well-being compared to men. Finally, as expected, we found that 

the lower mental well-being reported by working women was not only related to a general perception 

of gender discrimination but also to a specific awareness of gendered expectations. Thus, this scale 

can help identify an additional aspect of gender discrimination that is linked to employees’ well-being 

in the workplace. 

General Discussion 

The current research aimed to validate and develop a short measure tackling individuals’ 

perception concerning the existence of the “perfection bias” phenomenon in the workplace, that is, 

the tendency to expect women to satisfy more requirements than men. Indeed, previous research 

demonstrated that women are held to higher and more diverse requirements compared to men to 

achieve the same level of recognition (e.g., Moscatelli et al., 2020; Prati et al., 2019). Despite the 
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great attention towards gender inequalities in the workplace, in our knowledge, it was still missing a 

tool capturing the individual perceptions concerning the phenomenon. Furthermore, we tested 

whether the awareness of such expectations might play a role in women’s well-being. Our findings, 

based on four quantitative studies with distinct samples, provide robust evidence for a single-factor 

structure that reflects the multiple requests placed on women. 

In Study 1, we carried out an exploratory factor analysis on a sample of women and found a 

one-factor structure of the Perfection Bias scale. We subsequently replicated this factor structure in 

Study 2, which involved a different sample of women from the general population, providing further 

support for the scale’s robustness. Furthermore, we examined the relationship between our scale and 

related constructs, providing evidence for its convergent and predictive validity. Specifically, we 

tested for the incremental validity of the Perfection Bias scale by also considering two other scales 

(i.e., awareness of gender discrimination and perceived justice concerning gender inequalities) 

evaluating gender discrimination. The Perfection Bias scale predicted the expected outcomes and 

showed the expected correlations with group-based emotions of anger and discomfort, as well as 

moral conviction (i.e., being willing to support equal opportunities for women). Higher perceptions 

of perfection expectations placed on women were associated with greater experiences of anger and 

discomfort, showing how women’s awareness of perfection bias leads to discomfort and negative, 

harmful emotions.  

Study 3 proved the scale’s fit in a sample of men from the general population and showed 

that, despite men reporting perceived lower perfection expectations, those who were more aware of 

gender inequalities reported higher indignation and higher support towards everyday collective action 

on behalf of women. Finally, Study 4 pointed out that the Perfection Bias scale contributed to a more 

accurate detection of the phenomenon by comparing women's and men’s perceptions of gender 

discrimination at work. Findings showed that women, more than men, perceived more gender 

discrimination within their organization. These findings are also in line with our previous studies. In 

fact, women reported higher perception of perfection bias expectations (Studies 1 and 2) than men 
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(Study 3). In this regard, one can speculate that historically dominant groups, such as men, could 

perceive any status gained by a lower-status group (women) as coming to the dominant group’s 

detriment (Kehn & Ruthig 2013). Hence, compared to women, men have more reasons to legitimize 

the current social system because it privileges them (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999) and, in turn, may be 

more motivated to minimize perceptions of discrimination against low-status groups (Blodorn et al., 

2012). 

Hierarchical regression analyses demonstrated that perfection bias explained a greater 

variance in the mental well-being of working women, in addition to what was explained by a general 

measure of perceived gender discrimination.  

Overall, our research advances beyond previous literature by providing the validity of a short 

measure that can be used to assess women's awareness of inequalities at a group level by investigating 

their overall perception of being targeted against expectations of perfection in the workplace. It may 

be interesting to notice that recognizing group-based disadvantage was associated with outcomes both 

at the individual (i.e., moral convictions, anger, and decreased well-being; Agostini & van Zomeren, 

2021; Schmitt et al., 2014) and at the group level (e.g. support for everyday collective action (Radke 

et al., 2016; Selvanathan et al., 2020). These findings complement those of Prati et al. (2019) and 

Moscatelli et al. (2020). While previous results focused on external evaluations (e.g., selectors or 

participants in the role of selectors), this research, focused on the general perception that women, as 

the target group of discrimination, have regarding the existence of perfection bias. 

The findings of these studies pointed out how important the awareness of discrimination is to 

understand how people respond to a system in which they are submitted to disadvantaged conditions 

(Jetten et al., 2021; Pettigrew et al., 2008), but also how important it is to raise the awareness of 

inequalities within the advantaged group of men. In this regard, Kaiser and Miller (2001) showed that 

even when inequality is evident and provable, minority group members might face negative 

consequences when raising awareness about discrimination. Furthermore, Anisman-Razin et al. 

(2018) pointed out that while male participants expressed negative evaluations and attitudes toward 
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women who discussed gender discrimination, female participants reacted differently based on their 

feminist identification. Women who identified as low feminists had views closer to men than did 

women who identified as high feminists. Those results highlight the importance of working on (and 

raising) awareness of gender inequalities, as a way to advance the social status quo (Saguy et al., 

2008; Saguy & Kteily, 2017).  

In fact, underestimating the existence of these discriminatory dynamics may represent a 

barrier to overcoming gender discrimination from several perspectives (Anisman-Razin et al., 2018). 

For instance, they influence educational formation and career choices, as women tend to avoid 

counter-stereotypical roles and pursue fewer career advancements (Avolio et al., 2020; Casad et al., 

2021; Moor, 2015). Thus, these findings emphasize a potential use of the scale in the workplace, 

particularly concerning future actions related to diversity and inclusion policies. 

Theoretical and Practical Implications 

This research has the potential to significantly contribute to a deeper comprehension of the 

processes underpinning gender inequality and workplace discrimination against women. Focusing on 

the multiple expectations placed on women, especially in the workplace (though not exclusively 

there), can help us understand why it is much more difficult for them to be recruited, maintain their 

job positions, and be promoted to higher-status roles. In this respect, it is important to note that 

perfection bias is likely to be related to but distinct from other forms of bias reviewed in the literature. 

In particular, studies on the shifting standards phenomenon (Biernat et al., 2010; Biernat & Fuegen, 

2001) showed that people set different standards of competence for women in different stages of 

decision-making, moving from initial lower standards and intra-gender comparisons (e.g., “She is 

very skilled for a woman”) to requiring more evidence in final, inter-gender comparisons. Even 

though perfection bias, too, refers to gendered expectations and standards, it captures a more general 

idea that women should be perfect along multiple dimensions (Menegatti et al., 2021; Moscatelli et 

al., 2020; Prati et al., 2019) and, as proved by the current set of studies, such an overarching 
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requirement to women appears to be easily recognized as a bias toward women by both women and 

men.  

Moreover, as Study 4 has shown, experiencing multiple expectations in the workplace can 

lead to distressing mental experiences, which in turn may dampen job performance. This can 

jeopardize the maintenance of job positions or even prevent women from applying for or being 

promoted to higher status job. Thus, numerous and high expectations may lead women to develop a 

complex gender and job identity, potentially causing them to abandon higher job aspirations. 

This study significantly enhances our understanding of the processes underpinning workplace 

discrimination against women and gender inequality. First, it might contribute to a better 

understanding of processes deeply related to gender inequalities in the workplace. In fact, the 

Perfection Bias scale appears to provide additional insights into the perception of discrimination. Our 

findings suggest that awareness of multiple expectations placed on women captures a specific 

phenomenon related to the burdens they face in the workplace. At least, being aware of the multiple 

expectations placed on women, especially in the work context can lead women and men who are 

aware of such discrimination to get involved in actions to change the status quo. In this regard, it 

could be interesting to notice that men (compared to women) reported lower perceptions concerning 

both gender discrimination and perfection expectancies. This could provide some insights into the 

importance of endorsing awareness-raising campaigns and interventions (e.g., Boring & Philippe, 

2021).  

Along the same line, moving to a more practical level, the findings of our studies can be used 

in training professional selectors to make them aware that their recruitment strategies may be 

influenced by societal expectations, which can jeopardize their selection decisions. In particular, 

selectors might be trained to recognize how women can be marginalized due to being burdened with 

multiple expectations that may not be relevant to their job positions. Increasing women’s economic 

participation and achieving gender parity in the workplace represents a key factor for addressing 
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gender inequalities. Our contribution might provide insights to institutional leaders, both in the public 

and private domain, so they can act to accelerate the progress toward gender parity. 

Furthermore, our findings might provide useful insights into what concerns women 

themselves. Gendered expectations not only hinder women's opportunities in the workplace but also 

affect selectors and organizations’ expectations regarding the requirements women need to meet. The 

flip side of the coin is represented by more indirect barriers to women’s careers. In fact, stereotypical 

expectations have been seen as preventing women’s self-efficacy and choice intentions, which in turn 

affect their active career development (Deemer et al., 2014). For instance, these expectations 

influence career choices (Fluchtmann et al., 2024; Hentschel et al., 2021) and applications to be hired 

or promoted (Filandri & Pasqua, 2021). 

Limitations 

The present study should be considered in light of its strengths and shortcomings, which 

suggest directions for future research. It highlights the significance of higher expectations placed on 

women when working and being evaluated across different groups in Italy. The Perfection Bias scale 

assessed the phenomenon from a general point of view, namely the perception of a general tendency 

to assess women on multiple criteria. Despite the promising results, it would be useful to deepen the 

knowledge concerning the individual perceptions of men and women on specific dimensions of 

judgment to better understand the perfection bias phenomenon. Moreover, it should be noted that we 

did not include reverse items in our scale, and this might lead to bias such as the acquiescence one. 

Nevertheless, the literature shows that, especially for short scale, combining direct and reverse items 

raises several issues, such as starting from decreasing the reliability of the measure, reducing the fit 

to the expected factorial structure, and producing lower scores for the reverse items (Vigil-Colet et 

al., 2020). Therefore, the combination of positive and negative items seems to seriously affect the 

scale’s internal consistency. Hence a remedy to this situation might only make matters worse (Salazar, 

2015).  
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It should also be noted that the fourth item of the scale (“Women cannot show weaknesses to 

have the same success as men at work”) presented through the studies lower factor loading than the 

other items. This could be due to how the item is worded, as it hints at a more negative meaning than 

others. In fact, “not showing weaknesses” could be considered as the other side of the coin compared 

to showing oneself “perfect.” As largely proved in the literature, people react differently and give 

more weight and consideration to negative than positive information (Peeters, 1971; Peeters & 

Czapinski, 1990). Future research could deepen the results observed here and examine whether the 

expectation that women should not show weaknesses – despite being clearly related to the idea of 

perfection – represents a somewhat different yet crucial facet of the perfection bias towards women. 

Furthermore, future studies should recognize the complexity of gender inequalities and 

consider additional outcomes related to this phenomenon. Although gendered expectations seem to 

be quite robust across cultures (Kosakowska-Berezecka et al., 2023), gender issues and policies vary 

between countries. Hence, it would be interesting to investigate perfection expectations in different 

contexts. It is reasonable to assume that what is expected and requested of women is affected by the 

circumstances and culture women live in. Moreover, except for Study 4, our sample was a convenient 

one and the studies involved women and men from the general population. Despite the great 

importance of having a picture of what’s going on in our society (also to offer insights on how to 

address societal issues), likewise, it is fundamental to investigate whether recruiters are aware of 

those processes when evaluating candidates. Indeed, unawareness of the existence of a “perfection 

bias” could underrate the influence that such stereotypical expectations exert on their evaluations 

contributing to bringing forward vicious processes that hinder women's careers and disadvantages in 

the workplace. 

Finally, considering the phenomenon through an intersectional lens may enlarge our 

knowledge about how people perceive social expectations and encourage new perspectives that take 

over the overlap of various social identities (e.g., Williams et al., 2020). Future studies could, for 
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instance, look more closely at experiences that cut across several stigmatized social identities, like 

women who belong to minority groups (e.g., sexual or ethnic minorities). 

Conclusion 

The Perfection Bias scale is designed as a brief tool to assess awareness concerning a specific 

aspect of gender discrimination in the working field. Specifically, it aims to capture the perceptions 

related to higher expectations placed on women when evaluated at the organizational level. This 

construct presents aspects of novelty concerning the broader concept of gender discrimination. Our 

findings suggested that, in the workplace, it is not just a matter of pointing out differences in the 

treatment workers receive based on their gender. Rather, the higher expectations placed on women 

represent a unique phenomenon that affects them both professionally and personally. Furthermore, 

the challenge with a brief scale is to achieve both simplicity and methodological rigour. 

The preliminary evaluation of the psychometric properties of the Perfection Bias scale 

suggested that it might be considered a good tool for capturing a specific process that leads to women's 

discrimination in the workplace. Furthermore, findings showed that being aware of this process is 

closely related to various aspects of life, both at the individual and societal level. In particular, the 

results of the current studies could be considered as preliminary evidence of tools that can help to 

enhance the understanding of the obstacles women face in the workplace. Such tools could help in 

developing interventions and policies to prevent bias that can affect women's evaluations and raise 

awareness of the detrimental effects that expecting perfection has on both women’s careers and their 

well-being. 
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Chapter IV 
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Introduction 

Gender inequalities in information seeking for high-status job roles 

Gender roles and stereotypes develop early in life (Miller & Budd, 1999) and are a primary 

reason for rejecting certain occupations and developing career preferences (Trusty et al., 2000). One 

of the reasons why this happens could be ascribed to gender stereotypes. At their root, they depict 

men as higher on competence or agency (e.g., more intelligent, and able); whereas women are seen 

as warmer or more communal (e.g., more caring, and helpful; Fiske et al., 2007). Hence, the literature 

reveals that conceptions of men and women are not only different but also tend to be oppositional, 

with women seen as lacking what is thought to be most prevalent in men and vice versa (e.g., agency; 

Heilman, 2012). These expectations affect many areas of our lives, influencing processes such as 

candidate selection in the workplace. For instance, selectors usually rely on different standards 

depending on the candidate's gender: since women are usually seen as communal, they are considered 

less suitable for all those jobs that require agentic ability and decision-making skills (Cortina et al., 

2021). Adopting a gender stereotypes framework in the workplace, the shifting standards model 

(Biernat & Manis, 1994) suggests that when candidates are judged they are compared relying on 

within-category judgment standards: for instance women are not seen as (quite) competent, hence 

selectors’ expectations in the initial phase of selection are usually low concerning this characteristic 

and fewer cues allowed them to move the candidate on to the next step of the evaluation (e.g., calling 

back the female candidate). In other words, it is somewhat easier for women to overcome the initial 

screening phase, due to the low standards or expectations about women’s abilities. Nevertheless, 

when it comes to hiring, women are requested to meet higher standards and are requested to provide 

more evidence since their abilities are seen as lacking in certain areas (Biernat & Kobrynowicz, 1997). 

As a result, evaluators usually require less proof to find women suitable in the initial phase (e.g., "she 

is very skilled, for a woman"), but they may establish greater criteria later on (Biernat, & Fuegen, 

2001).  
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Along this line, recent research (e.g., Prati et al., 2019; Moscatelli et al., 2020) expanded this 

perspective by adopting a multidimensional approach to gender stereotypes in personnel selection. 

What emerged was that people seemed to rely on a more complex set of requirements when evaluating 

women than men. Specifically, while men were evaluated based primarily on their competence, 

women’s assessment relied on more dimensions, such as morality, competence, and sociability. This 

tendency was labelled as Perfection Bias since women had to satisfy more requirements than men to 

be selected. In other words, they need to strive for “perfection”. In this regard, it is important to note 

that perfection bias is likely to be related to but distinct from the shifting standards phenomenon 

(Biernat et al., 2010; Biernat & Fuegen, 2001). Indeed, even though perfection bias, too, refers to 

gendered expectations and standards of evaluations, it captures a more general and fixed idea that 

women should be “perfect” along multiple dimensions when evaluated (Menegatti et al., 2021; 

Moscatelli et al., 2020; Prati et al., 2019).  

Overall, the fact that women’s judgment relies on more criteria shows a complex scenario for 

women who have to deal with the workplace and this tendency is even more accentuated in male-

dominated jobs (Rudman et al., 2012). Indeed, women have to demonstrate not only the 

characteristics selectors are looking for but also have it to a higher extent than men since they are 

considered to lack those (counter-stereotypical) abilities (e.g., assertiveness, dominance). 

Overview of the study 

Gender stereotypes in the workplace have been studied using several methods. For instance, 

much of the evidence on gender discrimination derives from field experiments such as 

correspondence studies (González et al., 2019) and self-report questionnaires (Axt et al., 2019). 

However, explicit methods usually are affected by a certain degree of control regarding the answers 

and can, in turn, be affected by biases such as social desirability and self-presentation (Nosek, 2007). 

Therefore, from the literature emerges an increasing of works adopting a more indirect methods to 

avoid those biases.  One of these is represented by the information search approach that relies on the 
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idea that people's information search is influenced by contextual information such as the candidate’s 

gender. For instance, Ditonto et al. (2014) pointed out that participants adopted a different search 

strategy based on a candidate’s gender. They sought out more competence-related information about 

women candidates than they do for their masculine counterparts, as well as more information related 

to “compassion issues”. Along this line, the present research aimed to investigate the multiple 

expectations placed on women in an experimental setting and corroborate the idea that women should 

be performative on multiple dimensions to be recruited. Participants were asked to navigate several 

candidates’ characteristics related to social judgment (i.e., competence, sociability, morality, 

dominance). Furthermore, we included information concerning attractiveness and private life since 

literature showed their impact in evaluating women in the workplace (Malik et al., 2023; Verniers, 

2020).  

This is, to our knowledge, the first attempt to investigate the perfection bias processes considering 

these wide ranges of characteristics as well as the first one considering the perfection bias in 

managerial positions, both male-oriented and evenly represented by women and men. Overall, we 

expected that a greater amount of information would be selected for women candidates independently 

of the type of job (H1). Based on the perfection bias perspective, we expected information related to 

competence to be primarily searched for female and male candidates (H2). Nevertheless, for women, 

participants would search for information related to other dimensions such as morality, sociability 

private life and physical appearance more than men (H3). Moreover, we wanted to investigate 

whether the likelihood of being called back for a job interview differs significantly between male and 

female candidates (RQ1). This research question is based on the idea that the initial stages of 

recruitment may involve lower requests for women in the initial phase but shift to harsher criteria 

when the decision is about hiring a female candidate (Phelean et al., 2008). Furthermore, we expected 

that participants would demonstrate a stronger tendency to select male candidates than female ones 

for the high-status position (H4). This hypothesis aligns with prior research showing that female 
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candidates are often perceived as less suitable for leadership or managerial roles due to persistent 

stereotypes associating men with competence, assertiveness, and authority (Axt et al., 2019; Heilman, 

2012). Furthermore, the perfection bias suggests that women are subjected to stricter and more 

multidimensional scrutiny during the evaluation process (Moscatelli et al., 2020). In addition, one 

recent survey revealed that nearly ninety-one per cent of employers involved in hiring and recruiting 

use the Internet to investigate candidates' private lives (James, 2013), mining a broad array of personal 

data from online social network sites (Sprague, 2011). Thus, we were interested in examining whether 

participants would be more likely to consult the social network profile of the female candidate than 

the male one (H5). This prediction was also grounded in the idea that gender stereotypes not only 

shape perceptions of professional abilities but also extend into expectations about personal and private 

domains (Malik et al., 2023; Verniers, 2020): women are often subjected to scrutiny regarding their 

private lives, such as their family responsibilities, marital status, or work-life balance (Cuddy et al., 

2004; Heilman & Okimoto, 2008). This heightened interest in private life reflects a bias where women 

are judged not only on their professional qualifications but also on societal expectations about their 

roles outside of the workplace (Eagly & Karau, 2002).  Finally, we wanted to investigate whether 

being more aware of the existence of a perfection bias against women would be a “protective” factor 

for female candidates in the selection process with employees decreasing the amount of information 

concerning the female candidate (H6a) and a higher probability of hiring them (H6b). 

Pre-test 

We wanted to explore the perfection bias through managerial roles since they are usually considered 

high-status positions. Thus, we conducted a pre-test to investigate the perception related to five roles 

to assess the perceived status associated with them. Seventy-three Italians from the general population 

participated in the pre-test (44 women, 28 men, and 1 not-specified; Mage = 34.33; SDage = 15.97). 

The questionnaire was administered online using a link generated on the Qualtrics platform. After 

signing the consent form, participants were asked to think about the Italian context and then to 
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evaluate the status/prestige of 5 job roles on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Not at all 

prestigious) to 7 (Completely prestigious). Then, we asked participants to express to what extent they 

consider those jobs more represented by men vs women (from 0% completely masculine vs 100% 

completely feminine). Participants then provided some sociodemographic information (e.g., age, and 

gender). After collecting the data and conducting preliminary analyses, we ran a repeated measures 

ANOVA with the job roles as within factors. Findings showed that all the roles were perceived as 

high-status jobs (i.e., above the middle point of the scale; Table 1.4). The analysis revealed a 

significant main effect of the roles, F(1,72) = 19.08, p < .001. 

Table 1.4  

Repeated measure ANOVA Testing the Perceived Prestige of Job Roles  

Roles  Prestige  

  M  SD  

Sales Manager for a mobile telephone company  4.33a  1.13  

Full professor at the University   5.82b,d  1.05  

General Manager for the Postal Service  5.12b,c  1.28  

Creative Director of an advertising agency  5.47b  0.96  

Hotel General Manager   5.41b  1.21  

Note: Means with different subscripts differ significantly within column (p < .05)   
 

To test the perception concerning the percentage of men and women employed for each job, we ran 

a repeated measure ANOVA (Table 2.4). Higher values indicated that the role was perceived as more 

masculine. Results showed that participants made different estimations of the gender representation 

concerning the roles, F(1,61) = 6.93, p < .001.  
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Table 2.4  

Repeated measure ANOVA Testing the Perceived Masculine vs Feminine Representation of the 

Roles of Study 6 

Roles  

M SD 

General manager for Poste 38.34a,d 14.02 

General manager Hotel 39.86a,d 13.83 

Creative director advertising agency 49.20b 14.10 

Full professor at the University 45.85c,b 12.03 

Manager for sales of the mobile telephone company 41.52c,d 12.74 

 

 Note: Means with different subscripts differ significantly within column (p < .05)   
 

We decided to include only two positions in the study, namely the Creative Director of an advertising 

agency and the Hotel General Manager since they were both perceived higher in status almost to the 

same extent and differed in terms of gender representation.  

Study 6 

Method  

Participants and design 

One hundred and seventy-three participants from the general population in Italy took part in the study 

(82 women, 71 men, 2 non-binary, and 8 not-specified; Mage = 38.10; SDage = 14.4). Most of the 

participants were workers (63,2%), followed by working students (17,2%) and students (12,2%). The 

study consisted of a between-subject 2 (gender of the candidate: man vs woman) x 2 (managerial role: 

general manager vs creative director) experimental design.   

Before starting data collection, to establish an adequate sample size for the study, we used an a priori 

power analysis on the G*Power calculator version 3.1.9.7 (Faul et al., 2009). Results indicated the 

required sample size to achieve 95% power for detecting a medium effect (r = 0.15), at a significance 
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criterion of α = .05, was N = 107 for the linear multiple regression, including three predictors (i.e., 

our independent variable, moderating variable, the interaction).  

Procedure and measure 

The questionnaire was administered online via a link to the Qualtrics platform. Before filling in the 

questionnaire, the participants signed a consent form in line with the ethical norms of the University 

of Bologna. It stated that participation was voluntary and would not affect their physical or 

psychological health, that they could withdraw at any time without consequences, and that the data 

would be collected and analysed anonymously. Then, participants read the aim of the study, such as 

understanding which information companies rely on when recruiting an employee.  

After this initial phase, the following instructions were presented: “When companies want to 

recruit employees, they often rely on recruitment agencies that organize the information of job seekers 

in databases accessible to recruiters. Your task will be to take the perspective of a recruiter for the 

organization “Innovation for a New World SPA” (vs “Best Holiday Hotel”). We ask you to search 

through the candidate’s information in the database to decide whether he (vs she) is suitable for the 

position of Creative Director (vs General Manager) in your company”. 

Participants were provided with little information about the candidate, including a fictitious name, 

age, gender, and a fictitious email address. Subsequently, participants were presented with a brief 

description of the job role, depicting the main tasks and responsibilities retrieved from real job posts 

(figures 2S and 3S in supplemental material report the job advertisement concerning the two roles). 

Then, participants were informed that further information about the candidate was available on an 

online database and that they could select additional information they wanted to evaluate the 

candidate. The information was related to six main areas: namely competence (e.g., ability to achieve 

professional goals), sociability (e.g., ability to show openness to others), morality (e.g., sincerity 

toward colleagues), dominance (e.g., ability to communicate assertively), and private life (e.g., 
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hobbies). After the selection of information ended, participants expressed the probability of (a) calling 

back and (b) hiring the candidate on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Not at all) to 7 

(Completely). Then they indicated to what degree they would consult the (c) candidate’s social 

network profile (i.e., “If given the opportunity, would you like to view a social network profile (e.g., 

LinkedIn of the candidate?”) on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Not at all) to 7 (Completely). 

Then the four items of the perfection bias scale (Panerati et al., 2024) were administered (e.g., 

“Compared to men, women are more often asked to demonstrate qualities that go beyond job skills; 

α = .92). Each item scored on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly 

agree). 

Finally, participants reported some of their sociodemographic information (e.g., age, gender, 

and occupation). Upon the completion of the survey, participants were thanked for their participation 

and provided with a debriefing on the purpose of the study. They were informed that the main goal 

of the research was to investigate the impact of gender stereotypes and the expectations they elicit 

affect the hiring process.   

Results 
Before testing our hypotheses, assumptions and descriptive statistics were checked (Table 

4S in supplementary material). The data collected were analysed using IBM SPSS v23 software.  

Differences in the information search based on facets, candidates’s gender and role 

We ran a mixed multi-factorial repeated ANOVA in which the number of characteristics 

selected for each dimension was considered a factor within subjects, while candidate gender and role 

were the between factors (i.e., 2x2x6). We tested whether there were differences in the selected 

information across the six facets (i.e., competence, sociability, morality, dominance, personal life, 

and physical appearance).  

The analysis showed a main effect concerning the number of information selected, F(1,161) 

= 4.26, p = .001. The multi-factorial ANOVA points out a significant main effect of the candidate’s 
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gender, F(1,159) = 15.16, p < .001. Participants selected a significantly greater number of 

characteristics for women than men. No significant main effect emerged regarding the type of role. 

Furthermore, there was a significant within-group difference in the dimension F(5,795) = 201. 96, p 

< .001 (Table 3.4).  

Table 3.4  

Within-factor Comparison between the Number of Information Selected Based on each Dimension  

Measure Direct effect 

Facets 
M SD N 

Competence 3.87a 0.13 163 

Sociability 1.87b 0.12 163 

Morality  1.21c 0.11 163 

Dominance 1.97b 0.13 163 

Physical Asp 0.16d 0.04 163 

Private life 0.55e 0.07 163 

Note: Means with different subscripts differ significantly within column (p < .05)   

 There was a significant interaction between the candidate's gender and the facets selected, F(5,795) 

= 4.17, p  = .003. η2
p = .026, indicating that the characteristics participants sought varied significantly 

depending on the candidate's gender (Figure 1.4). 
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Figure 1.4. Interaction effects between the candidate's gender and the facets selected of Study 6 

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

 

Particularly, participants sought more information for women candidates (M = 2.41, SE = 0.17) than 

men ones (M = 1.34, SE = 0.18) regarding sociability, F(1,161) = 19.39, p < .001. This tendency was 

observed as well for morality, with participants more concerned about getting information for the 

women candidate than for the man (M = 0.89, SE = 0.16), F(1,161) = 8.47, p = .004. Figure 1.4 also 

shows a significant difference regarding the amount of information selected about dominance since 

more characteristics were selected for women (M = 2.29, SE = 0.17) than for men (M = 1.66, SE = 

0.19), F(1,161) = 5.76, p < .017. Finally, despite being one of the lower facets selected, the physical 

aspect was more sought out for women candidates (M = 0.10, SE = 0.06) than for men (M = 0.22, SE 

= 0.52), F(1,161) = 7.14, p < .009. No significant differences were detected for competence (p = .92) 

and private life (p = .11).  

There was a significant interaction between the role of the candidate and the facets selected, F(5,795) 

= 2.87, p  = .014, η2
p = 0.018, suggesting that participants considered different characteristics 

depending on whether the candidate was applying for the role of General Manager or Creative 

Director. Finally, no three-way interactions emerged.  

Job Interview, Hiring, and Social Network Profile Decision 

Then we tested the differences in the probability of calling back the candidate for a job 

interview, the hiring decision, and the willingness to access the social network of the candidate based 

on the candidate’s gender and role. The results showed no significant effects on the likelihood of 

calling back the candidate for a job interview, F(3,152) = 0.03, p = .99. In addition, there were no 

significant effects on the likelihood of hiring the candidate, F(3,152) = 1.54, p = .21. Lastly, the 

analysis of the likelihood of consulting a Social Network Profile of the candidate did not show any 

significant differences, F(3,150) = 2.28, p = .08. To further explore our data, we tested whether 

considering only the candidate’s gender as the independent variable, there would be significant 
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differences in the three dependent variables previously analyzed. The results showed no significant 

differences in the likelihood of calling back the candidate for a job interview, F(1,154) = 0.02, p = 

.89. Concerning the hiring decision, the results were significant and pointed out that participants were 

more likely to hire the men candidates (M = 5.28, SD = 0.95) compared to the women ones (M = 4.84, 

SD = 1.51), F(1,153) = 4.40, p = .04. Moreover, participants were more likely to consult a social 

network profile of the woman candidate (M = 4.80, SD = 1.80) than for the man, F(1,152) = 4.53, p 

= .04.   

Mediational analyses 

We tested our hypotheses through a mediational model, including the candidate's gender as 

a predictor (0 = men, 1= women), the probability of hiring the candidate as a criterion, and the total 

number of characteristics selected as mediators. The analyses were conducted using SPSS, vers. 4.0 

of its macro PROCESS (Model 4, Hayes, 2017). The results of the mediational model confirmed our 

hypotheses (Table 4.4; Fig 2.4), explaining a significant proportion of variance in the probability of 

hiring the candidate, R2 = .11, F(2,152) = 9.59 p < .001.  

Table 4.4 

Direct and Indirect Associations of the Mediational Model of Study 6 

DV IV β se t p 95% CI 

Lower 

95% CI 

Upper 

Characteristics 

TOT 

Candidate gender 0.57 0.74 3.70 < .001 1.286 4.227 

The probability of 

hiring the candidate 

Candidate gender -0.16 0.21 -1.01 .315 -0.624 0.202 

 Characteristics TOT -0.30 0.02 -3.79 < .001 -0.126 -0.039 

Indirect Associations 

 β BootSE   BootLLCI BootULCI 
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Notes. Standardized β are shown. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.4. Mediational Model of Study 6 

Notes. ** p < .01; *** p < .001 

Candidate gender: 1 = men; 2 = women  

Dotted lines indicate non-significant relationships; Standardized β are shown.  

 

Although the direct association between gender and hiring probability was not statistically 

significant after accounting for the number of characteristics selected, the indirect pathway suggests 

that the amount of information sought may play a role in the observed relationship between candidate 

gender and hiring probability.  Specifically, the number of characteristics selected mediates the 

relationship between a candidate’s gender and hiring probability, with more characteristics selected 

for women candidates, which then negatively impacts their probability of being hired.  

Moderation analyses  

Moderation analyses were performed using PROCESS v4.2, model 1 (Hayes, 2024). The first 

model tested the candidate’s gender as the independent variable, the total number of information 

selected by participants as the dependent variable, and the perfection bias scale as the moderator. The 

candidate’s gender was significantly associated with the total number of information selected. 

Specifically, when the candidate was a man, a lower number of characteristics were selected than for 

the women candidate (b = 2.77, SE = .72, p = .001). In addition, there was a significant interaction 

Candidate gender  →  Characteristics TOT  

→ The probability of hiring the candidate 

-0.22 0.10   -0.464 -0.065 

Candidate gender 

Characteristics TOT 

Probability of hiring 

0.57*

** 

-0.30*** 

-0.16 
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between the perfection bias and the characteristics selected, F(3,147)= 9.52, p <.001. As shown in 

Figure 3.4, when the participants evaluated the woman candidate and they reported lower perfection 

bias awareness, they significantly selected more information to evaluate her (b = -.89, SE = .44, p = 

.04). For the male candidate, there was not a significant interaction effect. 

Figure 3.4 

The moderating role of Perfection Bias on the Relationship between the Candidate’s Gender and the 

Total Number of Characteristics Selected 

 

Note. 1 = Man Candidate, 2 = Woman Candidate 

  

The subsequent moderation analysis tested a model using the candidate’s gender as the 

independent variable, the likelihood of hiring the candidate as the dependent variable, and the 

perfection bias as the moderator (Figure 4.4). The candidate’s gender (b = -.45, SE = .19, p = .02) and 

perfection bias scale (b = -.47, SE = .20, p = .02) had a significant direct effect on the likelihood of 

hiring the candidate. In addition, there was a significant interaction between the Perfection Bias and 

the candidate’s gender F(3,145) = 11.42, p <.001. In other words, when the participants evaluated the 

woman candidate and they reported a higher perfection bias awareness, they would have hired her to 

a greater extent (b = -.44, SE = .12, p < .001). For the men candidates, there was not a significant 

moderation effect between the perfection scale and the final decision to hire the candidate. Finally, 
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an additional moderation analysis was run to examine the moderating role of perfection bias on the 

relationship between the candidate's gender and the likelihood of consulting a social network profile 

of the candidate. Results indicated that there were no significant moderation effects.    

  

Note. -1 = Man Candidate, +1 = Woman Candidate.  

Figure 4.4  

The Moderating Role of Perfection Bias on the Relationships Between the Candidate’s Gender and 

the Likelihood of Hiring the Candidate  

Discussion 

The present research aimed to examine the perfection bias through an information process 

procedure concerning high-status roles. Specifically, the goal was to test whether perfection bias 

influenced the information search and the ultimate decisions (i.e., hiring and calling back) concerning 

men and women applicants. Building upon previous research that has investigated the phenomenon 

of perfection bias (e.g., Prati et al., 2019), we hypothesized that a greater number of information, in 

general, would be sought in the evaluation of women in comparison to men. As expected, findings 

pointed out that participants selected more information for the women candidates in both the roles of 

General Manager and Creative Director. Furthermore, the most relevant dimension for the 

evaluations of applicants was found to be competence regardless of their gender. However, it was 

found that the applicants had the same likelihood of being called back for a job interview. 
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Nevertheless, there was a significant difference in their likelihood of being hired. Indeed, participants 

reported that they would have hired to a greater extent men candidates compared to women 

ones. Furthermore, participants were more interested in consulting the Social Network Profiles of 

women than those of men.  Finally, it may be interesting to notice that the awareness concerning the 

perfection bias phenomenon was related to fewer characteristics selected and to a higher probability 

of hiring women applicants. 

The findings contribute to the growing body of evidence highlighting the role of perfection bias as a 

substantial process that hinders women’s careers (Menegatti et al., 2021b; Moscatelli et al., 2020c; 

Prati et al., 2019b). This study represents a step ahead in the comprehension of the characteristics and 

abilities that women are required to possess in the workplace. In the present research, a 

multidimensional approach allowed us to acknowledge that women are evaluated against more 

characteristics than men. Furthermore, some of these criteria were not directly related to their ability 

to perform the job’s tasks, such as sociability, and morality. Some characteristics are quite irrelevant 

to the fulfilment of the job’s tasks, for instance, those related to physical appearance. Hence, the 

recruitment process appeared to be more complex for women than for men, since there is a disparity 

in the evaluative criteria used to assess women’s and men’s suitability for job roles, especially those 

that are considered high-status. As a related consequence, their disadvantage in the recruitment 

process ultimately translates into a reduced likelihood of being hired compared to men. This study’s 

findings further support the evidence for the shifting standards model (Biernat & Fuegen, 2001b). 

Indeed, the candidates had the same likelihood of being called back for a job interview independently 

of their gender and role. Nevertheless, men were significantly more likely to be hired for the job 

position compared to women. This result is coherent with the shifting standards idea, namely, women 

are held to lower minimum standards at the beginning of the recruitment process (e.g., called back 

for an interview) but have to provide higher evidence of their values in the subsequent stages of 

selection (e.g., being hired; Biernat and Feugen, 2001). The unfair evaluation of candidates in the 
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hiring process might be attributed to the belief that women will require more capacities and skills 

than men to do certain jobs. This conviction may derive from the perceived lack of fit between 

women’s stereotypical characteristics and job requirements (Heilman et al., 2015). In particular, 

individuals may exhibit greater biases when the job is a high-status/managerial one. These positions 

involve a series of abilities and personal attributes traditionally associated with men, such as 

leadership skills, assertiveness, and the ability to take control in group situations. Therefore, when 

evaluating female candidates for such roles, individuals may tend to seek out a greater amount of 

information on them to compensate for the perceived lack of fit.  

The moderation analyses allowed us to take a step further by underlying the importance of awareness 

concerning this phenomenon. Indeed, results indicated that individuals who obtained higher scores 

on the Perfection Bias Scale (i.e., with a greater awareness of expectations of perfection against 

women), selected fewer characteristics for women candidates and were more likely to hire them. 

Therefore, it may seem that being aware that access to the job market is unfair and expecting women 

to have an exaggerated set of capacities could act as a protective factor against gender discrimination 

in the selection phase. Individuals more aware may be more careful in making evaluations driven by 

stereotypical expectations.  

Limitations and Future Research Directions 

A first objection that could be advanced to the study is that the design may not have hindered the 

occurrence of desirability bias. For instance, participants may have limited the selection of 

information for the woman candidate because they did not want to seem biased. For instance, in our 

study, there were no significant differences in the number of characteristics sought related to the 

private life between the two applicants. Nevertheless, previous literature has demonstrated that 

women’s recruitment process is affected by their private lives. For instance, mothers usually face 

more obstacles in employment than childfree women (Heilman & Okimoto, 2008). However, also 



 

95 

 

childfree female candidates may face penalties because of the “maybe baby” expectations (Peterson 

Gloor et al., 2022), according to which they might go on maternity leave in the future.  

Another constraint revolved around our sample composed of lay participants and not 

professional recruiters. Therefore, future research should consider reproducing the study with such 

populations to help grasp better the process involved in a real-life context. Moreover, the employment 

of a between-subject design, in which participants evaluated either the man or the woman candidate 

created an artificial context. Indeed, when recruiters evaluate candidates, they pass judgment on 

several applications all at once. Therefore, future research would have to take into account this aspect, 

for instance by implementing within-subjects designs. The difference in the likelihood of consulting 

a social network profile of the candidates is an interesting result backing the evidence that candidates’ 

accounts are a source of information when evaluating applicants (Hedenus et al., 2021). Future studies 

might decide to investigate which information from social media profiles recruiters’ access and their 

influence on the evaluations. Similarly, future research could use a more thorough design that 

completely crosses positive and negative information about job candidates (e.g., by comparing 

assessments of highly qualified women across multiple dimensions with assessments of competent 

men who are less qualified than women on other dimensions). Further research may also look more 

closely at whether people use distinct evaluation techniques when deciding between male and female 

applicants. It is crucial to find out if selectors are more concerned with obtaining data to support the 

marginalization of women or if they take the time to analyze and debate negative data about women 

more than negative data about males. Finally, the results of the moderation analyses revealed that 

being aware of the existence of perfection bias may act as a protective factor against gender 

discrimination in recruitment. Hence, it may be worth examining more in-depth how the awareness 

that women’s requirements are more than those of men could prevent the occurrence of perfection 

bias.  
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General Discussion 

The current dissertation aimed to deepen the understanding of the multiple stereotypical 

expectations against women in the workplace through the lens of a perfection bias approach. The 

project investigated the stereotypical implicit associations from an implicit point of view, then it 

moved forward by validating a tool able to capture the awareness concerning the multiple 

expectations women face in the workplace. Finally, through a selection process, the last study 

explored the phenomenon by implementing an information-seeking approach with a twofold aim. On 

one hand, the study expanded the previous knowledge about perfection bias by considering high-

status positions and whether it affects the probability of women being hired. On the other hand, it 

investigated whether the awareness concerning multiple expectations against women acted as a 

“protective” factor producing more equal evaluations between women and men.  

Study 1 tested whether Competence, Morality, Sociability, Dominance, and Physical 

Attractiveness were associated with either the feminine or the masculine domain adopting a Semantic 

Misattribution Procedure. Findings support and extend the literature (e.g., Moscatelli et al., 2020; 

Pireddu et al., 2022) by displaying competence and dominance as masculine characteristics to a 

greater extent, while morality and physical attractiveness were more consistently associated with the 

feminine domain (Menegatti et al., 2021). Overall, findings showed that while women were attributed 

traits primarily related to the capacity to build relationships (e.g., being honest and trustworthy), men 

were usually considered to possess traits more goal-oriented, like being dominant (Williams & 

Tiedens, 2016). The study investigated also men's and women's self-attributions providing intriguing 

results; for instance, men attributed sociability to the masculine domain, which has been usually 

associated with women. We interpreted this as a change in masculine stereotypes recognizing 

sociability as a characteristic that can also portray men as shown by Hentschel et al. (2019) who 

pointed out that men have started characterising themselves in less stereotypic terms (e.g., more 
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friendly and extrovert). Another interesting result revolved around women associating competence 

with the masculine and feminine domains almost equally. These findings were coherent with 

scientific evidence concerning workplace assessments, where competence plays a crucial role and is 

required of women, even to a greater extent (Biernat and Feugen; 2001). Competence was also 

preliminary characteristic candidates were  expected to display in the Perfection Bias literature 

reviewed above (Moscatelli et al., 2020). In addition, the feminine domain was also unanimously 

associated with physical attractiveness. In this regard, our evidence was consistent with the one 

provided by Ramati-Ziber et al. (2020) stating that attractiveness represents social standards in our 

society and that not pursuing principles of beauty can bring a backlash effect on women. In other 

words, women's socially desirable traits—such as wearing cosmetics, and high heels—are determined 

by prescriptive beauty standards and are linked to their conventional lower power status and 

“rewards” (like having more wealth or being sexually attractive). Additionally, it appears that women 

themselves have shown implicit associations between physical attractiveness and the feminine 

domain, suggesting that they may have internalized expectations related to their physical appearance 

(e.g., Fisher et al., 2019).  

Taking a step forward, Studies 2-5 investigated whether people were aware of the multiple 

expectations against women and how this was related to both social (e.g., supporting action to social 

change) and individual outcomes (e.g., women's well-being). In this vein, we created and validated a 

measurement tool capturing multiple expectations placed on women compared to men in the 

workplace founding a one-factor structure of the Perfection Bias scale. We subsequently replicated 

this structure in a second study, which involved a different sample of women from the general 

population, providing further support for the scale’s robustness. The Perfection Bias scale showed 

positive correlations with group-based emotions of anger and discomfort, as well as moral conviction 

(i.e., being willing to support equal opportunities for women). After examining the scale's fit in a 

sample of men drawn from the general population, we demonstrated that men's higher awareness of 

gender inequality was associated with outrage and support for regular collective action on behalf of 
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women. Lastly, Study 5 pointed out that by contrasting how men and women perceive gender 

discrimination in the workplace, the Perfection Bias scale helped detecting the phenomenon more 

accurately. Results indicated that women were more conscious than men of gender discrimination in 

their workplace. Additionally, for women but not for men, the awareness of perfection bias was linked 

to (poorer) well-being. These findings complement those of Prati et al. (2019) and Moscatelli et al. 

(2020) who showed the existence of a perfection bias from an external evaluative perspective. In 

other words, their results focused on the characteristics selected by external evaluations either by 

selectors or participants in the role of selectors, of different judgment dimensions. The results of these 

studies highlighted the significance of raising awareness of inequalities within the privileged group 

of men, as well as the importance of discrimination awareness in understanding how people react to 

a system in which they are subjected to disadvantaged conditions (Jetten et al., 2021; Pettigrew et al., 

2008; Walker & Mann, 1987). From several angles, underestimating the presence of these 

discriminatory processes might be a roadblock to facing gender discrimination (Anisman-Razin et 

al., 2018) both for women and men. For women, they affect professional and educational choices 

(e.g., less likely to seek career advancements and shun occupations that defy stereotypes; Casad et 

al., 2021; Moor, 2015), but also their well-being (Stroebe et al., 2010b). For men recognizing the 

phenomenon represents a first step to successfully supporting the advancement of women in 

workplace settings, for instance by treating women as equals, and challenging sexist behaviour 

(Madsen et al., 2020), but also but also empower them to keep fighting (Estevan-Reina et al., 2021). 

These results thus highlight a possible useful application of the scale in the workplace. In this 

regard, Study 6 aimed to broaden the evidence of perfection bias by adopting an information search 

approach. Participants were asked to consider several candidates’ characteristics related to social 

judgment dimensions (i.e., competence, morality, and dominance). This was, to our knowledge, the 

first attempt to investigate the perfection bias considering such a great range of characteristics as well 

as the first one considering the associations between the perfection bias and the probability of being 
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hired in managerial positions. Furthermore, we wanted to investigate whether being more aware of 

the existence of a perfection bias against women would represent a “protective” factor associated 

with more equal evaluations between women and men candidates. Findings showed that participants 

often expressed a desire for more attributes to assess female applicants for both positions. 

Furthermore, regardless of the candidates' gender, competence was determined to be the most relevant 

aspect of their evaluations. However, the gap in their chances of getting a job was substantial. 

Participants stated that they would have recruited more men than women for the open positions. 

Nonetheless, each applicant had an equal chance of being contacted for a follow-up interview. 

Additionally, participants were more interested in looking at women's social network profiles than 

men's. Furthermore, results pointed out that only for women there was a positive association with the 

number of characteristics selected which in turn was associated with a lower probability of being 

hired. Finally, the awareness concerning the perfection bias phenomenon was related to fewer 

characteristics selected and to a higher probability of hiring women applicants. 

The current research adds to the increasing amount of data showing that women's careers are 

significantly hindered by multiple expectations against them (Menegatti et al., 2021b; Moscatelli et 

al., 2020c; Prati et al., 2019b). Using a multifaceted approach, we showed that women were usually 

associated with (Study 1), being expected of (Studies 2-5) and assessed on (Study 6) a greater number 

of attributes than men. Additionally, several of these qualities—like morality and sociability—had 

little to do with their capacity to carry out the duties of the position. Some characteristics, including 

those of physical appearance, are completely unrelated to the performance of the job's duties (with 

few exceptions). Because men's and women's fit for employment responsibilities are evaluated using 

different criteria, the hiring process seems more complex for women than for men. For instance, their 

disadvantage during the hiring process eventually resulted in a lower chance of getting employed than 

men counterparts, even if the candidates had an equal chance of being invited back for a job interview. 

This is consistent with the shifting standards perspective, which holds that women must demonstrate 
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their values more in later stages of the selection process (such as being hired) but are held to lower 

minimum standards at the start of the recruitment process (such as being called back for an interview; 

Biernat and Feugen, 2001). The perception that women need to demonstrate more abilities and talents 

than men to fulfil a role may be the cause of the biased assessment of applicants throughout the 

recruiting process. The apparent mismatch between women's stereotyped traits and job requirements 

may be the source of this belief (Heilman et al., 2015). Hence this trend may be more evident when 

the job is a managerial one since it is carried out based on characteristics traditionally associated with 

the masculine domain, such as leadership skills, assertiveness, and the ability to take control in group 

situations. Therefore, when evaluating women for such roles, individuals may seek out a greater 

amount of information to compensate for the perceived lack of fit. Finally, the experimental study 

allowed us to take a step further by underlying the importance of awareness concerning equal 

treatment towards women. Indeed, results indicated that individuals with a greater awareness of 

expectations of perfection against women selected a lower number of characteristics for women 

candidates and were more likely to hire them. Therefore, it may seem that being aware that access to 

the job market is unfair and expecting women to have an exaggerated set of capacities could act as a 

protective factor against gender discrimination in the selection phase. Individuals more aware may 

be more careful in making evaluations driven by stereotypical expectations. The present findings 

contribute to a growing literature underlining the multidimensionality of gender biases in professional 

contexts, particularly in managerial professions. While the general phenomenon of the perfection bias 

is well-documented, the present research speaks to its consequences at a finer grain by investigating 

how these various dimensions of competence, morality, sociability, and physical appearance serve 

different functions in women's versus men's evaluation. This again reinforces earlier evidence that 

women are judged on more diverse criteria, unduly burdening them and fostering inequitable 

outcomes in hiring processes and promotions. 
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Limitations and future directions 

The present study should be considered in light of its strengths and shortcomings, which 

suggest directions for future research. First, except for Study 5, our samples were composed of lay 

participants and not professional recruiters. Despite HR workers (Study 5, Chapter 3) displaying a 

tendency to underestimate the influence of stereotypical expectations to evaluate candidates, results 

may be not generalizable to professionals who usually received a specific formation and training to 

evaluate applicants. Therefore, future research should consider reproducing the study with such 

populations to help grasp better the process involved in a real-life context. Secondly, although the 

Semantic Misattribution Procedure proved to be an effective tool for measuring implicit cognitive 

associations, it may not fully capture the complexity of real-world attributions, where implicit biases 

might interact with other factors such as organizational culture, the type of job or candidate’s identity 

intersectionality. Third, even if the Perfection Bias Scale was validated, the objective of the scope is 

still focused only on gender evaluative standards.  Subsequent development of the scale could expand 

its scope to include race, ethnicity and socio-economic status in tackling differential treatment in 

workplaces beyond the known forms of gender bias.  Indeed, considering the phenomenon through 

an intersectional lens may enlarge our knowledge about how people perceive social expectations and 

encourage new perspectives that take over the overlap of various social identities (e.g., Williams et 

al., 2020). Future studies could, for instance, look more closely at experiences that cut across several 

stigmatized social identities, like women who belong to minority groups (e.g., sexual or ethnic 

minorities). 

Furthermore, our samples were collected in Italy, therefore it would be interesting to expand 

the results by looking at countries' differences. Finally, previous literature has demonstrated that 

women’s recruitment process is affected by their private lives. For instance, mothers usually face 

more obstacles in employment than childfree women. Nevertheless, our results showed no significant 

differences in the number of characteristics sought related to the private life between the two 
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applicants. This brings forward the issue of the possible occurrence of the desirability bias. Future 

studies could address this issue by implementing more subtle ways to investigate this issue. In this 

regard, the difference in the likelihood of consulting a social network profile of the candidates is an 

interesting result backing the evidence that candidates’ accounts are a source of information when 

evaluating applicants (Hedenus et al., 2021). Future studies, for instance, might decide to investigate 

which information from social media profiles recruiters’ access or the influence that the candidate 

picture exerts on the evaluations. Finally, expanding the scope of this research to include cross-

cultural comparisons could provide insight into whether perfection bias manifests similarly across 

different societies. Understanding how cultural values and norms influence the perpetuation of gender 

stereotypes would help to develop more effective, culturally tailored interventions aimed at reducing 

workplace inequality globally.  

Theoretical and Practical Implications 

This research has the potential to significantly contribute to a deeper comprehension of the 

processes underpinning gender inequality and workplace discrimination against women. Focusing on 

the multiple expectations placed on women, especially in the workplace (though not exclusively 

there), can help us understand why it is much more difficult for them to be recruited, maintain their 

job positions, and be promoted to managerial roles. Hence, this study bears important theoretical and 

practical implications. 

Theoretically, the research contributes to the growing literature corpus dealing with gender 

stereotyping and discrimination in the workplace, especially through perfection bias development. 

This will add a new layer to our understanding of how gendered expectations may influence or define 

the evaluation of professional competence and success. By integrating both implicit and explicit 

measures, the present study offers a multi-dimensional view of the more rigorous judgment enacted 

against women compared to men along several social dimensions. This extends prior models of 

gender stereotypes, such as the Stereotype Content Model (Fiske et al., 2002), which traditionally 
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focuses on the dichotomy of competence and warmth. 

From a practical standpoint, the Perfection Bias Scale has the potential to be used by any organization 

or human resources department for estimating whether there is gender bias in its evaluative processes. 

For instance, it may be applied to recruitment, performance reviews, or promotion evaluations. More 

importantly, it can also be used to raise perfection bias awareness and inform the training programs 

designed to raise bias awareness with the view to diminishing the effect of such discriminatory 

practices and promoting gender equity in the workplace. 

Findings of the SMP also suggest that some of these stereotypes may be in evolution. This is evident 

across the dimension of sociability, which is equally attributed to the two genders. This, therefore, 

implies that organizations need to be updated through training and evaluative criteria too, to reflect 

the possibility of these shifting norms. Such leadership traits as sociability and competence can be 

encouraged in a gender-neutral way and will help bring about inclusivity in cultures at workplaces 

and reduce the implicit barriers experienced by women in career advancement. 

Conclusion  

Factual gender equality in the workplace is still difficult to attain despite decades of 

improvement. Implicit biases in assessments may be present beneath the surface of overt 

discrimination and injustices, such as the glass ceiling (Ryan et al., 2016) or the pay gap (European 

Commission, 2019; World Economic Forum, 2020). Global Labour Organization (2022) point out 

the importance of promoting awareness of when and to what degree gender stereotypes affect 

women’s discrimination to implement policies and interventions to eradicate the gender gap. Women 

may be expected to perform well in any area that is used to evaluate them since they are assessed on 

a variety of criteria. In other words, as prior research has shown (e.g., Biernat and Fuegen 2001), 

women must not only show more skill in their professional sector than their male counterparts but 

also fulfil extra conditions not imposed on males to be recruited and pursue a career. This may be a 

potent tool that can reduce women's employment prospects and increase their likelihood of being 
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turned down if they don't meet high requirements for qualifications in all areas taken into 

consideration. Indeed, knowing which beliefs and stereotypes triggered and affected women’s hiring 

chances in particular contexts, can be beneficial for all the stakeholders.  

In conclusion, this study advances our understanding of the perfection bias and its far-reaching 

implications for gender equality in the workplace. The results underscore the need for ongoing efforts 

to raise awareness of implicit gender expectations, promote inclusive hiring practices, and create 

supportive organizational cultures that value diversity in all its forms. 
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Supplementary material 

Table 1S  

Descriptive Statistics of the Studies 1-4 Chapter 4 

 

 

Baseline characteristic 

Study 1 

(N = 150) 

Study 2 

(N = 360) 

Study 3 

(N = 470) 

Study 4 

(N = 335) 

n % n % n % n % 

Gender         

Women 150 100 360 100 - - 181 54.03 

Men - - - - 471 100 154 45.97 

Marital status         

Single 32 21.3 69 19.2 117 24.8 54 16.01 

In a relationship 35 23.3 80 22.2 105 22.3 248 74.00 

Married/cohabitating 57 38.0 151 41.9 167 3.5 - - 

Divorced 5 3.3 6.0 1.7 4 0.8 26 7.80 

Widowed 2 1.3 3.0 .08 2 0.4 - - 

Do not want to say it 9 6 17 4.7 35 7.4 7 2.1 

Missing 10 6.67 34 9.44 41 8.7 - - 

Highest educational level         

High school 51 34 128 35.5 162 34.4 - - 

Bachelor’s degree 27 18 60 16.7 80 17 - - 

Master’s degree 35 23.3 82 22.8 113 24 - - 

Master 13 8.7 31 8.6 32 6.8 - - 

Professional Diploma 4 2.7 5 1.4 13 2.8 - - 

PhD 8 5.3 20 5.6 24 5.1 - - 

Other 3 2 5 1.4 14 3 - - 

Missing 9 6 29 8.06 33 7 - - 

Employment         

Student 34 22.7 86 23.9 120 25.5 - - 

Employed-Student/ Employed 84 56 186 51.7 287 60.9 335 100 

Looking for first job 4 2.7 4 1.1 8 1.7 - - 

Homemaker 3 2.0 4 1.1 - - - - 

Retired 3 2.0 12 3.3 10 2.1 - - 

Other 13 8.7 39 10.8 13 2.8 - - 

Missing 9 6 29 8.06 33 7 - - 

Sexual orientation         

Straight 110 73.3 269 74.7 385 81.7 256 76.42 

Bisexual 18 12.0 28 7.8 5 1.1 - - 

Homosexual 3 2.0 8 2.2 16 3.4 8 2.39 

Other 3 2.0 7 1.9 4 .8 4 1.19 

Do not want to say it 6 4.0 14 3.9 20 4.2 67 20 

Missing 10 6.7 34 9.4 41 8.7 - - 
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Figure 2S 

Job advertisement of study 6 

 

 

Figure 3S 

Job advertisement of study 6 
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Table 4S 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation of the Study 6 Variables   

Variable  n  M  SD  1  2  3  4  5  

1. Charact_TOT   163  9.83  4.93  —          

2. Job interview  156  5,78  1.08  .14  —        

3. Hiring   155  5,03  1.31  -.33**  .41**  —      

4. Social Network   154  4,51  1.96  -.03  .08  .14  —    

5. PB_TOT   151  4,43  1,66  -.23**  .01  .29**  .27**  —  

Note. Charact_TOT, the total of characteristics selected; PB_TOT, the Perfection Bias Scale total 

score.   
**p < .01  

 


