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Previous research has indicated a strong relationship between benevolent sexism (chivalry) and women’s level of 
conformity to traditional gender roles.  Women who conform to gender roles seem to be more likely to elicit 
chivalrous behavior and helping responses from others than women who do not conform.  The purpose of this 
study was to determine if there is a relationship between a woman’s style of dress (either masculine or feminine) 
and helping behavior.  A confederate, dressed either masculinely or femininely, discreetly dropped a water bottle 
at the feet of an unsuspecting lone male and then recorded whether or not he retrieved it for her.  There was no 
significant difference between the number of people who helped in the two conditions.  The results suggest that a 
relationship does not exist between a woman’s style of dress and benevolent sexism.  However, methodological 
limitations may have contributed to the non-significant results and future research on this topic is needed to 
address limitations. 
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Previous research has revealed attitudes of benevolent 
sexism toward women who fit into traditional feminine gender 
roles (Hebl et al., 2007; Tendayi & Abrams, 2002).  
Benevolent sexism refers to “attitudes toward women that are 
sexist in terms of viewing women stereotypically and in 
restricted roles” (Glick & Fiske, 1996, p. 491).  While these 
attitudes are sexist, they are “subjectively positive in feeling or 
tone (for the perceiver) and also tend to elicit behaviors 
typically categorized as prosocial (e.g., helping behaviors) or 
intimacy seeking (e.g., self-disclosure)” (Glick & Fiske, 1996, 
p. 491).  Though benevolent sexism may appear relatively 
harmless, it not only reinforces the notion that women must 
depend on men for survival, but it is also positively correlated 
with hostile sexism.  Hostile sexism refers to overtly adverse 
attitudes toward women that view them as inferior and invokes 
negative stereotypes, such as the idea that women try to control 
men through their sexuality (Glick and Fiske, 2001). 

Studies have suggested that benevolent and hostile 
sexist attitudes are attitudes of coexisting beliefs helped to 
justify sexist attitudes by separating women into “good” and 
“bad” categories and rewarding women for conforming to 
gender roles and punishing those who fail to conform (Glick & 
Fisk, 1996).  For example, a woman conforming to traditional 
gender roles may be more likely to be offered a job position 
and  regarded  more  positively than  a  woman  who  does  not  
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conform to traditional gender roles.  Though the current 
research seems to support this theory, relatively few 
experiments have been conducted to test it.  Furthermore, past 
research regarding benevolent sexism has focused mainly on 
women’s vocational gender roles, such as a woman’s marital 
status, and few studies have been directed at the relationship 
between outward appearance and benevolent sexism.   

The gender roles that have thus far been studied in 
relation to benevolent sexism include purity versus promiscuity 
(Sibley & Wilson, 2004), pregnant women seeking assistance 
versus pregnant women seeking employment (Hebl et al., 
2007), and faithful wives versus unfaithful (Tendayi & 
Abrams, 2002).  Sibley and Wilson (2004) found that men are 
more likely to exhibit benevolently sexist attitudes toward 
women who conform to gender roles by behaving in a 
relatively chaste manner than their promiscuous counterparts.  
Men who scored high on a scale measuring sexual self-schema 
(a spectrum which measures the degree to which one thinks of 
oneself in sexual terms, including previous sexual experiences, 
attitudes toward sexual coercion, and attitudes toward 
passionate love) in particular ascribed positive traits to the 
woman described as more pure.  Similarly, these men were 
more likely to regard the women who were perceived as 
promiscuous with an attitude of hostile sexism and regard her 
negatively (Sibley & Wilson, 2004).  Women that the men 
viewed as having a positive (pure) sexual subtype were 
regarded more positively than those to whom they assigned a 
negative (promiscuous) sexual subtype.  This study supports the 
idea of coexisting sexist ideologies of classifying women into 
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either “good” or “bad” categories, as the men rewarded the 
chaste women with positive attitudes and benevolent sexism and 
punished the promiscuous women with negative attitudes and 
hostile sexism.   

Hebl et al. (2007) similarly found that pregnant 
women asking store clerks for assistance, and thereby 
exemplifying a submissive and socially acceptable gender role 
for a pregnant woman, were greeted significantly more 
positively than pregnant women seeking to apply for a job and 
therefore exhibiting a proactive and less socially acceptable 
gender role.  A trained observer measured clerks’ attitudes and 
found that not only were the gender conforming women 
regarded more positively than the “radical” job-seeking 
pregnant women, but the store clerks also expressed less 
confidence that the pregnant woman would be able to secure 
the job when asked their opinion. 

  Tendayi and Abrams (2002) conducted a study in 
which participants were presented with a story about a woman 
who went to a party, kissed a man, brought him back to her 
apartment and was subsequently raped by him.  In the control 
group, participants were provided with no additional 
information about the woman, while the experimental group 
was told she was a married mother of three.  The married 
mother was attributed much more blame for the rape than the 
control woman (Tendayi & Abrams, 2002).  This study 
provides yet another example of treatment of and attitudes 
toward women being influenced by conformity to gender roles.  
Once again, the woman who showed non-conformity to her 
gender role by being an unfaithful wife was regarded with 
hostility.  Presumably, the participants assumed the woman was 
unmarried in the control group, and her going home with the 
man, though not necessarily chaste, is much more socially 
acceptable than in the case of the married woman and 
participants therefore rewarded her by attributing less blame to 
her, keeping in line with the concurrent ideals of benevolent 
sexism.   

Research thus far supports the theory that women who 
behave in stereotypical gender roles including asking for help, 
remaining chaste, and being faithful are more likely to be the 
recipients of benevolent sexism, while their nonconforming 
counterparts are more likely to be greeted with hostility.  The 
current study will explore whether the sexist attitudes described 
in the previous research extends to coexisting sexist ideologies 
relating to a woman’s style of dress, through measuring men’s 
helping towards women dressed in masculine or feminine ways.  
Since the previous research supports the theory that men are 
more likely to have benevolently sexist attitudes toward women 
who conform to socially accepted gender roles, one would 
expect this attitude would apply to women’s outward 
appearance and style of dress.  The hypothesis will be tested by 
observing whether a woman, dressed in either a masculine or 
feminine manner, elicits a helping response from a male after 
she drops an item. 

The researcher predicts that the more femininely 
dressed woman will receive a helping response a greater 

percentage of the time as an unconscious reward for 
conforming to gender roles.  
 

METHOD 
 
Participants 

Thirty male participants were involved in this study.  
Lone males on a university campus were unknowingly recruited 
for the study.  Selection was based upon convenience and 
demographics of the sample were not recorded in order for the 
confederate to remain discreet.  Participants were not 
compensated for their participation. 

 
Materials 

Due to the fact that the researcher was manipulating a 
real-life situation, as well as the fact that there were no 
anticipated risks or potential harm to participants, no consent 
form was provided to participants, nor were they informed that 
they had partaken in a study.    

Materials used included a form-fitting dress, high 
heels, make-up, hair products, a baggy pair of men’s pants, a 
baseball cap, and a shapeless man’s shirt.  In one scenario, the 
researcher, acting as the confederate, dressed hyper-
femininely, by wearing make-up, curling her hair, and wearing 
a pink dress.  In the other scenario, she dressed as masculinely 
as possible by wearing clothes that made her appear boyish, 
refraining from using make-up, and hiding hair under a hat. 
 
Procedure 

The researcher, dressed femininely on one day, and 
masculinely on the next, waited at a bus stop until a man came 
to the bus stop.  In order to guarantee that only one person was 
targeted, the researcher had to ensure that only she and the man 
were at the bus stop.  Then the researcher dropped a metal 
water bottle onto the cement, which made an obtrusive noise.  
The researcher then waited three seconds, and if after three 
seconds, the man did not pick up the water bottle, the 
researcher picked it up herself.  Finally, the researcher 
recorded whether or not the man had picked up the water bottle 
after he had left to measure helping behavior based upon style 
of dress.  The feminine condition was tested on a weekday 
morning and the masculine condition was tested on the 
following weekday morning in the same location.  
 

RESULTS 
 

In the current study, one dependent variable, helping 
behavior, was assessed based on whether or not the participant 
assisted the researcher in picking up a dropped object.  The 
independent variable was style of dress, either masculine or 
feminine.  In the masculine condition, two out of 15 
participants retrieved the water bottle for the researcher, while 
in the feminine condition, five in 15 participants did so.  A chi-
square test of independence was performed to determine if 
there was  a statistically significant difference  between the two 
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conditions.  The proportion of participants who exhibited 
helping behavior was not significantly different between the 
masculine dress condition (13.33%) and the feminine condition 
(33.33%), χ²(1) = 1, p = 0.39.  

 
DISCUSSION 

 
The results of this experiment do not support the 

hypothesis that women who conform to gender roles by 
dressing femininely elicit a greater helping response than 
women who do not conform to these roles.  The findings also 
seem to contradict the findings of previous researchers (Hebl et 
al., 2007; Tendayi & Abrams, 2002) who were able to 
distinguish a difference in the amount of benevolent sexism 
directed at women who conformed to gender roles compared to 
those who did not.  However, although the results were not 
statistically significant, women in the feminine condition were 
indeed assisted more than those in the masculine condition. 

A number of factors in this study may have 
contributed to the lack of statistically significant results.  A 
larger sample size would have provided more statistical power, 
which may have thereby enabled the researcher to detect 
differential effects of the style of dress. 

Another potential issue could be that the researcher 
herself carried out the study and may therefore have 
inadvertently skewed the experiment with expectancy effects.  
The researcher may have given subtle cues to participants in 
the feminine condition that she did not give to those in the 
masculine condition because she expected the water bottle to be 
picked up.  If this study is replicated in the future, it would 
benefit from training a blind confederate, who does not know 
the specifics of the study to pose as the woman in distress. 

An additional area of concern is that the measure of 
whether or not the participant assisted the woman may not have 
been strong enough to detect if the participant was making an 
effort to provide aid.  Perhaps some of the participants had 
begun to reach for the water bottle after the woman already 
began to reach for it and she was not able to observe this.  
Future research in this area should include a confederate who 
can not only determine whether or not the participant retrieved 
the water bottle, but also if he made any signs as if he were 
about to help.  A follow-up study could utilize a broader 
operational definition of helping behavior, which would be 
more sensitive to detecting these more subtle helping behaviors. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Future research in this area of interest would benefit 
from increasing the sample size, eliminating expectancy effects 
by training a woman otherwise uninvolved in the research to 
carry out the experiment, and training a confederate to detect 
more subtle indicators of helping behavior.  Finally, because 
the experiment was carried out on a university campus, even 
statistically significant results could perhaps only be 
generalized to university students.  A future study would 
benefit from conducting the experiment in a variety of 
locations, as well as targeting a more diverse sample of 
subjects. 

Although further research is needed to determine 
whether or not there is a significant difference in women’s style 
of dress and the amount of helping behavior they receive from 
men, it is possible that the non-significant results accurately 
reflect behavior in the population and that men do not reward 
women who conform to gender roles and punish those who do 
not conform.  These results would then reflect positively on the 
male population and on current attitudes in society, as they 
would signify equality between women regardless of gender 
presentation.  However, these findings are inconsistent with 
previous research demonstrating benevolent sexism directed at 
women who conform to gender roles.  Additional research is 
needed in this area in order to address these possible 
limitations. 
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