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Abstract The purpose of this study was to examine the
reactions of women and men who observe misogyny. The
authors examined the emotional distress associated with ob-
serving misogyny, and the degree to which this varied based
on (a) reading about or actually observing the incivility, (b)
political orientation, and (c) religiosity. Participants (n0205
US college students) took part in a between subjects experi-
ment where they either heard or read about one of two scenar-
ios: two men making a disparaging comment about a woman
while she was out of the room, or a situation in which no
comment was made. Results indicate that women, but not
men, overestimated their emotional distress to observing mi-
sogyny. For women, but not men, whether or not the misog-
ynistic comment was heard also interacted with religiosity to
predict emotional distress. Political orientation did not have an
effect on women and men’s reactions. The authors discuss
contributions and implications.
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Introduction

Misogyny is common in many contexts, including educa-
tional and workplace settings, and this incivility negatively
affects women’s psychological and physical health (for
meta-analytic evidence, see Chan et al. 2008; Willness et
al. 2007). While targets of incivility certainly respond to
such acts, Bowes-Sperry and O’Leary-Kelly (2005) argue
that observers of such behavior hold an important role in
stopping it. By speaking out against misogyny or confront-
ing harassers, bystanders can take an active role in creating
an inclusive workplace free of misogynistic behavior. In-
deed, when asked how they would respond to observing
hostility toward women in the workplace, most women and
men indicate that they would respond in some sort of con-
frontational manner toward the harasser. These findings
have been observed among American college students
(Benavides-Espinoza and Cunningham 2010a, b; Swim
and Hyers 1999) and full-time employees in the US
(Bowes-Sperry and Powell 1999).

Interestingly though, researchers have also observed that
women and men might over-estimate the degree to which they
would respond to observing traumatic events. For instance,
Dunn and Ashton-James (2008) found that anticipated reac-
tions to tragic events (e.g., natural disasters and human vio-
lence) among American college students was significantly
greater than how they responded when actually confronting
those occurrences. Furthermore, Woodzicka and LaFrance’s
(2001) examination of college-aged American women’s
responses to sexual harassment in a job interview further
illustrated the tendency for people to overestimate their
responses. Participants who read about being asked inappro-
priate comments (e.g., do you have a boyfriend, do you think
it’s important for women to wear bras to work) largely antic-
ipated feeling angry, confronting the interviewer, and refusing
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to answer his questions. This was a markedly different re-
sponse than that provided by women who actually experi-
enced those questions. For the latter group, fear was a more
common emotion than was anger, and while 68% of the
forecasters indicated that they would refuse to answer the
questions, not a single actual interviewee refused to respond
to any of the questions. A similar pattern of results was
observed in Swim and Hyers (1999) research among US
college students.

This research suggests, therefore, that in the case of
observing hostility toward women, the manner in which
women and men anticipate responding might not match
their actual behaviors. The purpose of this study was to
investigate this possibility further by examining the degree
to which women and men overestimate their emotional
responses (i.e., the degree to which they are angry, happy,
and satisfied) to observing misogyny. We also explore the
effects of two potential moderators: religiosity and political
orientation. In so doing, we advance previous research in a
number of ways. First, the examination of mechanisms
through which observing misogyny influences people’s
reactions increases the understanding of why observers in-
tercede, thereby explicating the process by which witnessing
misogyny leads to intervention. Second, we examine mod-
erators of the relationship between observing misogyny
and people’s emotional responses, which helps identify
the circumstances under which observers are most likely
to respond, providing a more nuanced picture of their
experience. Third, we test our hypotheses using an exper-
imental design with US undergraduates. Past research in
this area has relied primarily on cross-sectional self-report
methods, which may introduce problems associated with
common method bias and causality; thus, by employing
experimental methods, we address these past shortcom-
ings. The importance of such research is highlighted by
the prevalence of incivility toward women across cultures
(Saguy 2000, 2002).

Theoretical Framework

In articulating our theoretical framework, we suggest that
women and men are likely to interpret uncivil behaviors
directed toward women differently from one another. There
are several reasons for this. First, women may have a greater
connection than men with the woman who was harassed,
thereby prompting them to act. Indeed, the similarity-
attraction paradigm (Byrne 1971) speaks to these dynamics,
as people are likely to perceive a sense of connectedness and
similarity based on shared demographic characteristics. This
is particularly the case when considering that gender is a
highly visible characteristic upon which people can base
such assumptions, as Tsui and O’Reilly (1989) observed in
their study of US employees.

Second, women might be better able than men to empa-
thize with a woman who is being subjected to uncivil behav-
ior, potentially because they have been subjected to similar
experiences. Indeed, misogyny is so common in some settings
that it has become institutionalized, or the assumed way
“things are done” (see Cunningham 2008). This is certainly
the case within educational and work settings, where, for
instance, analysis of Equal Employment Opportunity Com-
mission (EEOC) data shows that women are more likely to be
sexually harassed than men are (Cunningham and Benavides-
Espinoza 2008). Both of these factors might contribute to
stronger behavioral responses from women, relative to men,
when they experience emotional distress as a result of observ-
ing misogyny. There is empirical work to support this ratio-
nale. In their study of Canadian hotel employees, Barling et al.
(1996) found that women responded more negatively to being
sexually harassed than men did. Furthermore, in a study in
which American college students took part in an experiment,
Benavides-Espinoza and Cunningham (2010a) observed that
women preferred harsher punishments for incivility in the
workplace than men did.

Collectively, this literature suggests that women and men
likely differ in their reactions to observing misogyny. As
such, for each of the hypotheses presented below, we pres-
ent predictions for women and for men. Furthermore, in
testing the hypotheses, we conduct separate analyses for
each gender.

Emotional Distress to Observing Misogyny

Transactional stress theory (Lazarus and Folkman 1984)
posits that following the experience of a potentially stressful
situation, individuals engage in a process of primary and
secondary appraisal. Primary appraisal involves the inter-
pretation of the event as threatening or non-threatening, and
depending on the interpretation of the situation, emotional
reactions, such as emotional distress, may result. Secondary
appraisal involves the assignment of responsibility for the
incident and the evaluation of available coping mechanisms
to deal with the event (Lazarus 1991), including specific
behavioral responses (Lord and Kanfer 2002; Weiss and
Cropanzano 1996). We propose that observing misogyny
is a stressful situation for that causes people to experience
emotional distress and in turn to seek ways to cope with
(i.e., lessen) the distress by responding negatively toward
the responsible party.

Researchers suggest that employees who merely witness
or hear about misogynistic behavior in their organization are
negatively affected by such incidents (Glomb et al. 1997;
Richman-Hirsch and Glomb 2002). For example, Hitlan et
al. (2006), in their study of women working at a US univer-
sity, argued that witnessing or hearing about the incivility
directed toward a co-worker can lead to what they term
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bystander stress. Glomb and her colleagues (1997), in their
analysis of US employees, found that observers of sexual
harassment also experienced lower levels of psychological,
physical, and occupational well-being, which in turn affect-
ed the degree to which employees engaged in organizational
withdrawal behaviors. Miner-Rubino and Cortina (2007)
found that working in a hostile climate for women related
to lower psychological well-being, physical health, and job
satisfaction for employees of a public university in the US.
These consequences in turn related to increased exhaustion,
disengagement, and thoughts about quitting. Importantly,
the pattern of findings in these studies was nearly identical
across genders, suggesting that observing women being
treated uncivilly can negatively affect both women and
men. Thus, we hypothesized:

Hypothesis 1: Women and men who observe misogyny
will experience more emotional distress
than women and men who do not directly
observe this.

Specifying Moderators

In 2009, Kawakami, Dunn, Karmali, and Dovidio published
the results of a well-publicized and provocative study fo-
cusing on how people responded to racial harassment. Par-
ticipants in their study (Americans college students)
predicted that they would be emotionally upset by a racist
comment and would socially reject the racist. When con-
fronted with the real act, however, people’s emotional reac-
tions were not affected and their subsequent behaviors
toward the racist commenter did not change. Interestingly,
though people generally anticipate being emotionally dis-
turbed by observing incivility (see the studies of US college
students and employees; Benavides-Espinoza and Cunning-
ham 2010a, b; Bowes-Sperry and Powell 1999; Swim and
Hyers 1999), Kawakami et al.’s (2009) study calls into ques-
tion the degree to which they actually would do so, and theirs
is not the only research to call into question the intention-
action gap. Studies of college students in the US show that
people over-estimate their reactions to tragic events (Dunn
and Ashton-James 2008) and sexist comments (Swim and
Hyers 1999; Woodzicka and LaFrance 2001).

Thus, there is a gap between what people anticipate they
will do and what they actually do when confronted with a
misogynistic situation (LaPiere 1934). We argue that these
errors are due to errors in affective forecasting, the most
common of which is impact bias (Wilson and Gilbert 2003).
This error occurs when people overestimate the impact that
a future event will have on their emotional responses—
outcomes that mediate the relationship between an event
and the behavioral response. As Wilson and Gilbert illus-
trate in their review of the literature, these affective

forecasting errors are relatively common occurrences and
have been observed in varied populations (e.g., sports fans,
college students) and across a host of emotional events
(e.g., romantic break-ups, learning one has HIV).

Focalism represents one of the primary causes of the
impact bias. This occurs when people underestimate the
degree to which other events taking place at that time will
influence their thoughts and emotions, as Wilson et al.
(2000) demonstrated in their study of American football
fans. When trying to predict how they will react to future
events, people think of their lives in vacuums and focus
solely on said event. However, life does not occur in a
vacuum, and other events, social pressures, and contextual
variables can alter what people suspect they would other-
wise do. As one example, Wilson et al. found that sports
fans in the US over-estimated how happy or sad they would
be after their favorite sport team won or lost a game. This
was due in part to the fans’ over-estimation of how much
they would think about the game after it was played.

Thus, affective forecasting theory provides cues into
why people might overestimate their response to observing
misogyny. When presented with hypothetical scenarios, such
as the case in Benavides-Espinoza and Cunningham’s (2010a,
b) or Woodzicka and LaFrance’s (2001) research of US col-
lege students, people focus solely on what was depicted by the
researchers, and their anticipated emotional and behavioral
responses corresponded accordingly. However, when women
and men observe misogyny in “real life,” other factors—those
external to the incivility—also contribute to the emotions they
experience and the behaviors in which they engage. Based on
this past work, we made the following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 2: Participant role will moderate the relation-
ship between observing misogyny and
women and men’s emotional distress.

We also expect that women and men’s political orienta-
tion might influence their reactions to observing incivility
toward women. All else equal, liberals are likely to cham-
pion social justice and change, while conservatives are more
likely to support the status quo (Conover and Feldman
2004). Political orientation is also associated with other
characteristics, such as social dominance orientation (Pratto
et al. 1994) and right wing authoritarianism (Altemeyer
1996), with conservatives endorsing these perspectives more
than liberals. Women and men with high social dominance
orientation are likely to support differences among social
groups and advocate for the status quo, as Pratto et al.
(1994) showed in their study of US college students, while
women and men high in right wing authoritarianism express
positive feelings toward authority figures, display hostility
toward persons different from the self, particularly when such
actions are socially sanctioned, and favor traditional values
(Altemeyer 1996). These differences are important, because
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collectively they suggest that liberals and conservatives differ
in their attitudes toward women and women’s issues. Indeed,
studies of US college students show that a conservative polit-
ical orientation is associated with more negative attitudes
toward gender equity (Cokley et al. 2010) and less positive
attitudes toward feminism (Fitzpatrick Bettencourt et al.
2011).

Research also suggests that political orientation might
also affect people’s attitudes toward misogyny. For instance,
Cunningham and Benavides-Espinoza’s (2008) examination
of EEOC claims showed that that prosecution of workplace
sexual harassment was significantly higher in years when a
Democrat was the US President (i.e., a leader with more liberal
views) compared to years when a Republican was President
(i.e., a leader with more conservative views). Furthermore, in
an experimental study of US college students, Benavides-
Espinoza and Cunningham (2010b) found that, when com-
pared to people with liberal political leanings, women and men
with a conservative political orientation were less likely to
intervene when observing subtle forms of sexual harassment.
Collectively, this literature suggests that liberals might express
stronger reactions to misogyny, particularly when presented
with a hypothetical scenario, as in Benavides-Espinoza and
Cunningham’s (2010a) study. Thus, in extending on our pre-
vious hypothesis related to actually observing versus imagin-
ing misogyny, we predicted:

Hypothesis 3: Political orientation and participant role will
moderate the relationship between observ-
ing misogyny and women and men’s emo-
tional distress. Specifically, women and
men who have a liberal political orientation
and observe misogyny will have stronger
emotional reactions than their peers.

Finally, we also considered the role that women and men’s
religiosity might have on their emotional reactions to observ-
ing misogyny. Wilson (1978) recognized that people’s reli-
gious beliefs serve as one of the strongest factors shaping their
attitudes toward gender issues. This association stems from
the conservative values that are frequently associated with
religiosity. For instance, research conducted with US college
students has illustrated that religious fundamentalists are like-
ly to maintain authoritarian views (Altemeyer and Hunsberger
1992), endorse conservative political ideals (Cohen et al.
2009), and reject the view that they can learn from others
who differ from them (Strauss and Sawyerr 2009).

Empirical research generally supports the association be-
tween religiosity and conservative attitudes toward gender
issues. For instance, Herek (1988) observed that US college
students who identify as highly religious and regularly attend
religious services were also likely to express prejudice toward
lesbians and gay men. Others have observed that religiosity is
associated with traditional attitudes toward gender among US

college students (Ahrold and Meston 2010) and with less
positive attitudes toward feminism among older US adults
(Fitzpatrick Bettencourt et al. 2011). Baker et al. (1990) con-
ducted one of the few studies to examine the association
between religiosity and reactions to incivility toward women.
They collected data from US college students, asking them to
review different scenarios where they observed sexual harass-
ment and to then imagine how they would respond to those
situations. The authors observed that highly religious individ-
uals anticipated addressing the situation by either withdrawing
or having someone else address the issue for them. On the
other hand, people with low levels of religiosity were more
likely to endorse confronting the offending party.

Collectively, this literature suggests that religiosity might
be negatively associated with emotional responses to ob-
serving misogyny, particularly when presented with a hypo-
thetical scenario. As such, consistent with our previous
hypotheses related to actually observing versus imagining
misogyny, we predicted:

Hypothesis 4: Religiosity and participant role will moder-
ate the relationship between observing mi-
sogyny and women and men’s emotional
distress. Specifically, women and men who
are not highly religious and observe misog-
yny will have stronger emotional reactions
than their peers.

In summary, we draw from multiple theoretical frame-
works to examine reactions to observing misogyny. Specif-
ically, we predict that: women and men who observe
misogyny will report greater emotional distress than will
women and men who do not (Hypothesis 1); participant role
moderates the relationship between observing misogyny and
women and men’s emotional distress (Hypothesis 2); polit-
ical orientation and participant role moderate the relationship
between observing misogyny and women and men’s emotion-
al distress (Hypothesis 3); and religiosity and participant role
moderate the relationship between observing misogyny and
women and men’s emotional distress (Hypothesis 4). As out-
lined in the following section, we examined these relation-
ships through an experimental design with American
undergraduate students. We then conducted a series of mod-
erated regression analyses to test the specific hypotheses, with
emotional distress serving as the dependent variable.

Method

Participants

Students (N0205) at a large, public institution voluntarily
participated in the study. The sample consisted of 67 women
(32.7%) and 138 men (67.3%) and was predominantly
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White (76.2%, n0157), followed by Hispanic (11.7%, n0
24), persons who listed “other” (4.9%, n010), Asian (4.4%,
n09), Native American (1.0%, n02), African American
(1.0%, n02), and one person who did not provide racial
information. The mean age was 20.53 years (SD01.87).
Participants had a host of different majors (82 different ones
in all), with the most common being general studies (6.3%)
and finance (5.3%). Finally, participants reported being
moderately conservative in their political orientation (M0

4.73, SD01.52) and moderately religious (M04.82, SD0
1.76), with both variables measured on a 7-point scale.

Procedures

We conducted a 2 (role: forecaster, or persons who read
scenarios and estimated how they would respond in that
situation, and experiences, or persons who actually observed
events unfold and then responded accordingly) × 2 (com-
ment: misogynistic comment; no comment) experiment.
Participants were randomly divided into two groups: fore-
casters and experiencers. Within each of those groups, par-
ticipants either observed or read about one of two scenarios:
the first, which included two men disparaging a woman
colleague (while she is out of the room) for refusing dating
requests, and the second, which was a control condition
where the comments were not made (see the Appendix for
the specific scripts). This design is consistent with previous
research (Dunn and Ashton-James 2008; Kawakami et al.
2009) and gets to the heart of affective forecasting: what
people think they will do might not match what they actu-
ally do when confronted with a situation. That is, when
presented with hypothetical scenarios (i.e., the forecasters),
people focus solely on what was depicted by the researchers,
and their anticipated emotional and behavioral responses
corresponded accordingly; however, when women and
men observe incivility in “real life” (i.e., the experiencers),
other factors also contribute to the emotions they experience
and the behaviors in which they engage (see also Kawakami
et al. 2009; Wilson and Gilbert 2003).

In the experiencer condition, participants entered the
laboratory where they were introduced to three confederates
(one woman and two men, all White) and instructed that
they would be participating in a decision making study.
Shortly thereafter, the woman left the room to retrieve
additional materials needed for the study. It was at this point
(i.e., while the woman was briefly out of the room) that the
comment manipulation took place. In the misogynistic com-
ment condition, the two men engaged in a dialogue
concerning their disdain for the woman because of rejected
romantic overtures (see the Appendix for the full script). A
manipulation check confirmed that all participants were
aware of the comment. After this time, the woman reentered
the room with the questionnaires, which were distributed to

the participants. In the no comment condition, the female
confederate left the room to pick up the needed materials,
but the two male confederates waited silently for her return.
In both conditions, experiencers then completed the ques-
tionnaire, which requested them to provide their demo-
graphics, respond to items measuring their emotional
distress, and to indicate with which of the confederates they
would want to work for the remainder of the task. Upon
completing the questionnaire, participants were asked to
verbally express their selection for with whom they had
chosen to work. After the participants observed (or read
about) the harassment, we measured their emotional dis-
tress, political orientation, religiosity, and demographic
characteristics. At that point, the experimental manipulation
was complete, and the participants were debriefed. This is
the same protocol Kawakami et al. (2009) employed in their
study of US college students’ reactions to racist remarks.

Students in the forecasting condition were given one of
two scenarios to read and were then asked complete the
questionnaire. The vignettes described the misogynistic
comment condition and “no comment” conditions previous-
ly outlined (see the Appendix). After completing the task
and the questionnaire, participants were debriefed and
excused.

Measures

The questionnaire requested the participants to provide their
age, sex, race, academic major, political orientation (1 0 very
liberal to 7 0 very conservative), and religiosity (1 0 not at all
religious to 7 0 very religious). We measured participants’
emotional distress with three items based onKawakami et al.’s
(2009) scale: “angry”, “happy” (reverse scored), and “satis-
fied” (reverse scored). Responses were made on a 7-point
scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), and
the reliability (α0 .75) was acceptable. The questionnaire was
designed to measure how they felt “right now,” or their state
response. We took the item mean for the final score.

Results

Preliminary analyses revealed that race did not covary with
gender, χ2 (1) 0 .74, p0 .39. Descriptive statistics are pre-
sented in Table 1. We found no direct effects of gender on
emotional distress, F (1, 201) 0 2.69, p0 .11. Bivariate corre-
lations are presented in Table 2.Women andmen did not differ
in their political orientation (M04.94, SD01.44, andM04.63,
SD01.55, respectively), but there were significant differences
in religiosity, as women scored higher (M05.42, SD01.66)
than did men (M04.53, SD01.74), t (202) 0 3.50, p0 .001.
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Effects of Role and Comment on Emotional Distress

Our first two hypotheses predicted that people who observed
misogyny would report greater emotional distress than persons
who did not (Hypothesis 1), and participant role would mod-
erate the relationship between observing misogyny and emo-
tional distress such that participants who read about misogyny
would report feeling more emotional distress than participants
who actually witnessed the event (Hypothesis 2). We tested the
first two hypotheses by way of a 2 (role: experiencer, forecast-
er) × 2 (comment: misogynistic comment, no comment) anal-
ysis of variance (ANOVA), with emotional distress serving as
the dependent variable. We present the data in Table 1 and an
illustrative summary of the findings in Fig. 1.

We first tested the hypotheses with women only. Results
indicate women who observed misogyny did not experience
more emotional distress (M03.62, SD01.84) than their
counterparts (M02.80, SD0 .87), F (1, 62) 0 3.64, p0 .06.
We did, however, observe a significant role × comment
interaction, F (1, 62) 0 11.62, p0 .001. Among women in
the experiencer condition, observing misogyny did not
evoke any stronger emotions than not observing such

behavior (M02.37, SD0 .80, and M02.83, SD0 .83, respec-
tively), t (29) 0 −1.45, p0 .16. However, in the forecaster
condition, people who read about the misogynistic comment
reported significantly more emotional distress (M04.40,
SD01.88) than those who did not (M02.77, SD0 .93). Thus,
among women, Hypothesis 1 was rejected, but Hypothesis 2
was supported.

We then tested the hypotheses among men. Results indi-
cate that the effects of comment were not significant, F (1,
133) 0 .18, p0 .67; thus, Hypothesis 1 was rejected for men.
The role × comment interaction also failed to reach signif-
icance, F (1, 133) 0 3.52, p0 .06, and as such, Hypothesis 2
was also rejected for men.

Effects of Political Orientation, Role, and Comment
on Emotional Distress

Hypothesis 3 predicted that political orientation and role
would moderate the relationship between observing misogyny
and emotional distress. As political orientation is a continuous
variable, we tested this hypothesis by way of moderated
regression, following Cohen et al. (2003) guidelines.

Table 1 Influence of role, comment, and gender on emotional distress

Role Comment Women Men

M SD M SD

Forecaster No comment (n052) 2.77 .93 3.66 1.23

Misogynistic comment (n056) 4.40a 1.88 3.97 1.39

Experiencer No comment (n047) 2.83 .83 3.31 .99

Misogynistic comment (n048) 2.37 .81 2.82 1.20

Role and comment refer to the experimental conditions. Emotional distress measured on Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree). Subscript indicates significant differences in mean scores, with analyses conducted within each gender

Table 2 Means, standard devi-
ations, and bivariate correlations

Political orientation ranges from
1 (very liberal) to 7 (very con-
servative). Religiosity ranges
from 1 (not at all religious) to 7
(very religious). Role coded as
0 0 forecaster, 1 0 experiencer.
Comment coded as 0 0 no com-
ment, 1 0 sexually harassing
comment

Variable M (%) SD 1 2 3 4 5

Women Only

1. Political orientation 4.94 1.44 –

2. Religiosity 5.42 1.66 .53 –

3. Role .48 – −.11 −.12 –

4. Comment .40 – −.22 −.08 −.12 –

5. Emotional distress 3.12 1.38 −.05 .09 −.31 .29 –

Men Only

1. Political orientation 4.63 1.55 –

2. Religiosity 4.53 1.74 .35 –

3. Role .47 – .01 −.07 –

4. Comment .57 – −.01 −.01 .04 –

5. Emotional distress 3.45 1.30 −.02 .01 −.31 −.04 –
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Specifically, we entered the standardized first order effects in
the first step, the three 2-way interaction terms in the second
step, and the 3-way interaction term in the third step. Results
for both women and men are presented in Table 3.

For women, the first order effects accounted for 16%
(p<.05) of the variance (see Model 1), and the block of 2-way
interactions contributed an additional 16% (p<.01) of the
variance (see Model 2). While the role × comment interaction
termwas significant (β0−.49, p<.05), the political orientation
× comment interaction (β0 .20, p0 .18) and political orienta-
tion × role interaction (β0 .10, p0 .58) failed to reach signifi-
cance. Further, the final block containing the political
orientation × role × comment interaction was not significant
(ΔR20 .00, p0 .74; see Model 3). Thus, for women, Hypoth-
esis 3 was rejected.

We observed similar findings for men. The first order
effects accounted for 10% (p<.01) of the variance, but the
block containing the 2-way interactions (ΔR20 .05, p0 .06;
see Model 2) and the block containing the 3-way interaction
(ΔR20 .00, p0 .67; see Model 3) were not significant. Thus,
Hypothesis 3 was also rejected for men.

Effects of Religiosity, Role, and Comment on Emotional
Distress

Hypothesis 4 predicted that religiosity and role would moder-
ate the relationship between observing misogyny and emo-
tional distress. As religiosity is a continuous variable, we
tested this by way of moderated regression, following Cohen
et al.’s (2003) guidelines. Results for both women andmen are
presented in Table 4.

For women, the first order effects accounted for 16%
(p<.05) unique variance, and the block of 2-way interac-
tions (see Model 2) contributed an additional 18% (p<.01)
unique variance. The role × comment interaction term was
significant (β0−.47, p<.01), as was the religiosity × com-
ment interaction (β0 .28, p0 .04). Following Cohen et al.
(2003), we conducted a simply slope analysis to interpret the
nature of the interactions. When religiosity was low, wom-
en’s emotional distress was not influenced by observing a
misogynistic comment or not (B0 .60, p0 .16). However,
when religiosity was high, they experienced more emotional
distress by observing a misogynistic comment (B02.00,
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Fig. 1 Effects of role and
comment on women and men’s
emotional distress

Table 3 Effects of political ori-
entation, role, and comment on
emotional distress

Role coded as 0 0 forecaster, 1 0
experiencer. Comment coded as
0 0 no comment, 1 0 misogy-
nistic comment. Political orien-
tation ranges from 1 (very
liberal) to 7 (very conservative).
*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001

Variable Women Men

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Role (R) −.27* −.02 −.02 −.32*** −.14 −.14

Comment (C) .25* .53** .52** −.02 .11 .11

Political orientation (PO) −.03 −.24 −.27 −.02 .27 .22

R × C −.47* −.49* −.27 −.27

R × PO .10 .12 −.08 −.02

C × PO .20 .23 −.29* −.24

R × C × PO −.06 −.07

R2 .16 .32 .32 .10 .15 .15

ΔR2 .16* .16** .00 .10** .05 .00
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p<.001). We illustrate the nature of the interaction in Fig. 2.
Finally, the block with the religiosity × role × comment
interaction was also not significant (ΔR20 .03, p0 .08; see
Model 3). While some of the findings were significant, they
were opposite to the direction we expected. Thus, Hypothesis
4 was not supported.

For men, the first order effects accounted for 10% (p<.01)
variance (see Model 1), and as seen in Model 2, the three 2-
way interactions accounted for 5% (p0 .05) unique variance.
The role × comment interaction termwas significant (β0−.29,
p0 .05), but the religiosity × comment interaction (β0−.25,
p0 .07) and religiosity × role interaction (β0−.07, p0 .59)
failed to reach significance. Finally, the block with the religi-
osity × role × comment interaction was also not significant
(ΔR20 .01, p0 .39; see Model 3). Thus, Hypothesis 4 was not
supported.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to extend past research focus-
ing on observers’ reactions to misogyny by considering key
moderating roles of gender, affective forecasting, political
orientation, and religiosity. We observed meaningful differ-
ences between women and men, the first of which was related
to their affective forecasting. Women over-estimated their
emotional distress associated with observingmisogyny, while
men did not. The findings for women are consistent with
Kawakami et al.’s research and other investigations in this
area (Dunn and Ashton-James 2008; Kawakami et al. 2009;
Woodzicka and LaFrance 2001). These results also support
affective forecasting theory (Wilson and Gilbert 2003) and
suggest that women over-estimate how they will respond to
observing sexual harassment. That is, when reading a

Table 4 Effects of religiosity,
role, and comment on emotional
distress

Role coded as 0 0 forecaster, 1 0
experiencer. Comment coded as
0 0 no comment, 1 0 misogy-
nistic comment. Religiosity
ranges from 1 (not at all reli-
gious) to 7 (very religious).
*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001

Variable Women Men

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Role (R) −.26* .03 −.03 −.31 −.15 −.13

Comment (C) .26* .47** .36* −.02 .10 .10

Religiosity (RE) .09 −.09 −.23 −.01 .21 .14

R × C −.47** −.38* −.29* −.31*

R × RE −.05 .15 −.06 .07

C × RE .28* .56* −.25 −.14

RE × C × PO −.35 −.19

R2 .16 .34 .37 .10 .15 .16

ΔR2 .16* .18** .03 .10** .05* .01
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hypothetical scenario, with their attention focused on said
exercise, women anticipate they will respond forcefully to
emotionally-charged events such as incivility directed toward
another woman; however, when actually observing this inci-
vility and faced with all of the other distractions of life, their
emotional responses are not as strong. Instead, the responses
among experiencers in the misogynistic comment condition
more closely resembled ambivalence, which is consistent
with past researchers’ contention that many people initially
ignore sexism and harassment (e.g., Gutek 1985; Woodzicka
and LaFrance 2001).

Interestingly, men did not over-estimate their emotional
reactions—something due to the lack of differences among
men in the forecasting condition. That is, while women and
men in the experiencer condition displayed similar levels of
emotional distress, men reported less distress than women in
the misogynistic forecasting condition. Benavides-Espinoza
and Cunningham (2010a) found similar results in their study
of college students’ anticipated responses to observing sex-
ual harassment. Barling et al. (1996), in a study of Canadian
hotel employees, also observed that women preferred
harsher punishments for sexual harassment offenders than
did men. These differences are likely a function of several
factors. For instance, men in the forecasting condition might
lack of perceived connectedness with the hypothetical wom-
an being treated poorly. Alternatively, because men are less
likely to face incivility than are women (Cunningham and
Benavides-Espinoza 2008), they might lack empathy with
the hypothetical victim.

We also considered the influence of two additional mod-
erators: political affiliation and religiosity. Contrary to past
research (e.g., Benavides-Espinoza and Cunningham
2010b), political orientation did not influence reactions to
observing misogyny among women or men. We did find,
though, that religiosity did. Among women with high reli-
giosity, observing misogyny was positively associated with
emotional distress, but we did not observe these effects
among women with low religiosity or among any of the
men. It is also worth noting that women also expressed
higher religiosity mean scores than did men. In drawing from
previous research pointing to the association between religi-
osity and conservative views toward women (Ahrold and
Meston 2010; Fitzpatrick Bettencourt et al. 2011), we had
expected that low religiosity would be associated with stron-
ger emotional reactions, but this was not the case. In one of the
few studies to specifically examine this issue, Baker et al.
(1990), in their study of US college students, found that
observing poor treatment toward women did elicit reactions
among highly religious individuals, but they simply
responded passively. Thus, our findings are not wholly incon-
sistent with previous research, as it is possible that the women
in our study could be emotionally distressed yet still respond
passively (as did participants in Baker et al.’s research).

Implications

The findings of this study have clear implications for efforts
to quell cases of misogyny. First, that observers were unlikely
to affectively respond to incivility suggests that intervention
training is needed. Baynard et al. (2007) provided evidence as
to the efficacy of this approach in their study of sexual
violence prevention programs. These authors designed a
training program in which participants learned about the
prevalence, causes, and outcomes of sexual violence, as well
as the steps that community members could take to prevent
this action. Active learning exercises in the way of role play-
ing were also developed to allow participants to think about
how they would actually intervene. Baynard et al. found that,
when compared to a control group, persons who received the
training showed attitudinal, knowledge, and behavioral
improvements. These effects were observed 2, 4, and up to
12 months after the training took place. The benefits of
training were observed among women and men.

In drawing from Baynard et al.’s (2007) study, it is
possible that training observers of misogyny, whether it
occurs in educational settings, work, or other contexts,
would also yield positive results. The training could focus
on the prevalence of misogyny in the various contexts,
provide different examples, discuss the moral implications
of incivility toward women, and steps that observers can
take to intervene effectively. Such a program would poten-
tially reduce ambiguity related to harassment, increase the
moral intensity felt when observing incivility, and provide
observers with a mental script from which they could draw
in future events (see also Bowes-Sperry and O’Leary-Kelly
2005).

In a related way, people’s responses to observing misog-
yny is likely to be influenced by an organizational climate
that does not tolerate such incivility (Miner-Rubino and
Cortina 2007). When leaders convey that misogyny is a
serious issue, the incidence of hostility is likely to decrease
(Wasti et al. 2000), while victims’ reporting of the incivility
is likely to be more frequent (Bergman et al. 2002). The
outcomes associated with reporting harassment are also
affected; for instance, victims who report incivility in organ-
izations that do not tolerate that behavior are unlikely to face
retaliation and are apt to report greater procedural satisfac-
tion (Bergman et al. 2002). We expect similar effects among
observers. If an organization’s climate strongly opposes
incivility, observers are likely to take misogyny seriously,
consider those offenses with a high moral intensity, and
behaviorally respond to the offense.

Limitations and Future Directions

Despite the many contributions of the study, there are po-
tential limitations. First, one reviewer noted that the
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methods confounded gender harassment with misogyny,
thereby not allowing us to understand what caused partici-
pant reactions. Future researchers should explore this issue
further. Second, it is possible that the participants’ phenom-
enological experience might have differed had they com-
pleted the task individually rather than in groups of 25.
Finally, because of the sensitive nature of the study the
norms for egalitarian responses, it is possible that forecasters
responded in a socially desirable manner. It should be noted,
however, that all participants were ensured that their
responses were anonymous, and no identifying information
was included on the questionnaire. Thus, it is unlikely social
desirability influenced the results.

While remaining cognizant of these limitations, there are
several avenues for future research. First, and consistent
with Baynard et al.’s (2007) work on sexual assault, re-
search is needed to examine the degree to which training
efforts could affect observers’ affective and behavioral reac-
tions to misogyny. Second, future researchers should con-
sider varying the target of the misogyny. For instance, all
confederates in the study were White, and the victim was a
woman. How would reactions vary if the harassers differed
in race to the victim or if same-sex harassment was taking
place? Levine and Crowther’s (2008) work, coupled with
the findings from this study, suggest that reactions, especial-
ly among forecasters, would be dependent on in-group and
out-group membership with the victim, but additional re-
search is needed to examine these possibilities. Finally,
consistent with Bergman et al.’s (2002) research pertaining
to sexual harassment victims in the US armed forces, addi-
tional inquiry is needed to examine the extent to which the
diversity climate influences observers’ affective and behav-
ioral outcomes. Indeed, if observers are key to reducing the
incidence of misogyny (Bowes-Sperry and O’Leary-Kelly
2005), then any and all efforts to better understand their
affective and behavioral reactions are critically needed.

Appendix

Script for the men in the misogynistic comment experiencer
condition:

& Joe: “She is such a bitch! I cannot stand her.”
& Bob: “Why is that?”
& Joe: “She thinks she is so hot. I asked her out, but she

said no.”
& Bob: “I hear ya, man.”

Script that participants read in forecaster/misogynistic
comment condition:

Please read the following scenario and respond to the
items on the following page: Three researcher team

members were guiding an experiment on a decision
making task. When it came time for the participants to
complete the questionnaire, the lone female of the re-
search team, Sue, indicated that the questionnaires had
been left in another room and that she would need to be
excused to retrieve them. While she was out of the
room, one of the male researchers, Joe, commented to
the other, Bob: “She is such a bitch! I cannot stand her.”
Bob then responded by asking “why is that?” Joe
responded “She thinks she is so hot. I asked her out,
but she said no.” Bob then concluded the exchange by
commitment “I hear ya, man.” At this point, Sue
returned to the room with the questionnaires.

Script that participants read in forecaster/no comment
condition:

Please read the following scenario and respond to the
items on the following page: Three research team mem-
bers were guiding an experiment on a decision making
task. When it came time for the participants to complete
the questionnaire, the lone female of the research team,
Sue, indicated that the questionnaires had been left in
another room and that she would need to be excused to
retrieve them. While she was out of the room, the male
researchers, Joe and Bob, waited for Sue to return with
the questionnaires.
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