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Abstract
Research on role congruity theory and descriptive and prescriptive stereotypes has estab-

lished that when men and women violate gender stereotypes by crossing spheres, with

women pursuing career success and men contributing to domestic labor, they face back-

lash and economic penalties. Less is known, however, about the types of individuals who

are most likely to engage in these forms of discrimination and the types of situations in

which this is most likely to occur. We propose that psychological research will benefit from

supplementing existing research approaches with an individual differences model of sup-

port for separate spheres for men and women. This model allows psychologists to examine

individual differences in support for separate spheres as they interact with situational and

contextual forces. The separate spheres ideology (SSI) has existed as a cultural idea for

many years but has not been operationalized or modeled in social psychology. The Sepa-

rate Spheres Model presents the SSI as a new psychological construct characterized by

individual differences and a motivated system-justifying function, operationalizes the ideol-

ogy with a new scale measure, and models the ideology as a predictor of some important

gendered outcomes in society. As a first step toward developing the Separate Spheres

Model, we develop a new measure of individuals’ endorsement of the SSI and demonstrate

its reliability, convergent validity, and incremental predictive validity. We provide support for

the novel hypotheses that the SSI predicts attitudes regarding workplace flexibility accom-

modations, income distribution within families between male and female partners, distribu-

tion of labor between work and family spheres, and discriminatory workplace behaviors.

Finally, we provide experimental support for the hypothesis that the SSI is a motivated, sys-

tem-justifying ideology.

Introduction
For more than a decade, the dominant social-psychological approach to studying gendered
workplace inequality and discrimination has been to investigate the role of descriptive and pre-
scriptive gender stereotypes (e.g., [1]). Social psychologists have established that when women
appear to be too feminine, maternal, communal, or warm, they are regarded as not being
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competent enough or committed enough to the workplace [2]. This can lead to backlash in the
form of fewer recommendations for promotions, lower hiring rates, and less willingness to edu-
cate mothers compared to other employees [3–6]. Conversely, when women appear too mascu-
line, agentic, or competent, they are penalized for violating gender norms of femininity [1, 4,
6–10]. Men similarly face backlash in the workplace when they violate gender norms of mascu-
linity and workplace devotion by attempting to engage in caregiving and other forms of domes-
tic labor [10–14].

A common theme in the study of gender is the idea that men and women belong in distinct
spheres of society, with men being particularly fit for the workplace and women being particu-
larly fit for the domestic domain. As described above, research on role congruity theory and
descriptive and prescriptive stereotypes in the workplace has established that when men and
women violate gender stereotypes by crossing spheres, with women pursuing career success
and men contributing to domestic labor, they face backlash and economic penalties. Less is
known, however, about the types of individuals who are most likely to engage in these forms of
backlash and discrimination and the types of situations in which this is most likely to occur.
Although the idea of separate-but-equal spheres for men and women has existed for a long
time in our culture [15–16], social psychologists have not systematically examined this belief
system as a psychological process. We propose that psychological research on gendered behav-
ior and outcomes in society will benefit from supplementing existing research approaches with
a model that places the locus of causation on the attitudes and behaviors of the actor doing the
discriminating. This approach allows psychologists to examine individual differences in sup-
port for the SSI as they interact with situational and contextual forces. In this set of studies, we
characterize the SSI as a psychological construct marked by individual differences and moti-
vated system justification tendencies, operationalize the SSI with a new scale measure, and
model the SSI as a predictor of several important forms of gender inequality in society. This
paper thus presents a new theoretical approach that augments existing approaches to the study
of gender in social psychology, as well as a new measurement tool.

Accordingly, we present the Separate Spheres Model, which provides a psychological con-
struct for the belief system known as the separate spheres ideology and predicts specific rela-
tionships between individuals’ endorsement of this ideology and other cognitive, attitudinal,
and behavioral processes. In particular, the Separate Spheres Model proposes that individual
endorsement of the separate spheres ideology interacts with a variety of contextual and situa-
tional forces to produce gendered outcomes in society. As a first step toward developing the
Separate Spheres Model and examining the contours of the separate spheres ideology, we
develop a measure of individuals’ endorsement of this belief system and demonstrate the reli-
ability, convergent validity, and incremental predictive validity of the measure in relation to
other contemporary measures of gendered attitudes. We also provide support for the novel
hypotheses that the separate spheres ideology predicts attitudes regarding workplace flexibility
accommodations, reported income distribution within families between male and female part-
ners, reported distribution of labor between work and family, and reported workplace conduct.
Finally, we provide experimental support for the novel hypothesis that the separate spheres ide-
ology is a motivated belief system, taking the form of a system-justifying ideology.

The Separate Spheres Ideology as a New Theoretical Psychological
Construct
The general notion of separate spheres for men and women is deeply ingrained in our culture.
Journalists, legal scholars, and social scientists have observed a wide variety of gendered phe-
nomena that seem to be manifestations of the public’s insistence that men and women occupy
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separate spheres. In contrast, we propose that the separate spheres ideology is a measurable
psychological construct with individual and situational variability. We posit that by investigat-
ing individuals’ endorsement of the separate spheres ideology as an individual difference and
modeling the separate spheres ideology as a source of behavioral outcomes, social psychologists
and other social scientists may uncover previously unexamined sources of individual and situa-
tional variation in the tendency to engage in gendered discrimination and backlash against oth-
ers and to support policies that exacerbate gendered inequality in society.

Because psychologists have not systematically studied the separate spheres ideology, we bor-
row from literatures in other fields to develop a working definition of the belief system. We
define the separate spheres ideology (SSI) as a belief system that claims that: 1) gender differ-
ences in society are innate, rather than culturally or situationally created; 2) these innate differ-
ences lead men and women to freely participate in different spheres of society; and 3) gendered
differences in participation in public and private spheres are natural, inevitable, and desirable.
We conceive of the separate spheres ideology as a single construct composed of these interre-
lated tenets. Furthermore, in contrast to gender ideology, which is typically defined in terms of
one’s personal identity with regard to marital and family roles [17–20], the SSI as we define it is
a set of beliefs about the proper roles of men and women in society. We outline in more detail
several important facets of this belief system as we have conceptualized it and illustrate these
facets with examples of various social phenomena observed by other scholars.

The SSI contends that gender differences are innate. According to this belief system, the
gender differences we observe in society are natural and innate. For example, social psycholo-
gists have demonstrated a tendency among some individuals to essentialize differences between
men and women, viewing gender categories as immutably distinct [21–23]. Social role theory
argues that individuals’ beliefs about differences between men and women originate from
observing men and women in different social roles, and that these beliefs then foster real differ-
ences in behavior between men and women [24]. Regardless of where gender essentializing ten-
dencies originate, these tendencies constitute one component of support for the SSI.

The SSI neglects situational constraints on men’s and women’s behavior. This belief
system not only emphasizes the innateness of gender differences in parenting roles and career
ambition, but it also deemphasizes the extent to which societal institutions reproduce gender
differences and inequality. For example, several researchers in sociology have demonstrated
that young men and women in the U.S. have remarkably similar goals in terms of establishing
gender-egalitarian families in which male and female partners contribute equally at home;
however, structural forms of gender inequality prevent people from creating gender egalitarian
household arrangements [25–26]. Other researchers have found that when fathers try to con-
tribute to caregiving duties at home, they are sometimes penalized for using flexibility benefits
at work to do so [11, 13]. The SSI deemphasizes these institutional forces that encourage the
perpetuation of gender differences in favor of the belief that these gender differences are natu-
ral and innate.

The SSI posits that gender differences in participation are a matter of personal choice.
This belief system assumes that the reason women are underrepresented and under-rewarded
in the workplace is that women freely choose to prioritize family over work (a choice that is
rooted in women’s innate needs for caregiving, as described above). Print media perpetuate the
idea that mothers are freely opting out of working, while ignoring the evidence that shows they
are being systematically pushed out of the workplace [27–28]. In contrast to the media image
of white, middle- to upper-class women choosing to leave their careers in droves, research sug-
gests that women who leave the workplace when they have children are less common than pop-
ularly believed [29–30]. They are also often low-income women who cannot afford the cost of
childcare on their low wages [29–30]. Finally, women are frequently lauded for opting out of
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the workplace entirely to care for their children, but are often punished if they stay at work and
make use of flexibility policies [31]. Thus, while there are significant situational and institu-
tional factors that influence the “opt-out” phenomenon, the SSI characterizes this act as a mat-
ter of personal choice by individual women.

The SSI likens separate gendered spheres with equality. This belief system relies on a
separate-but-equal logic that regards women’s homemaking role as equally important and ful-
filling as men’s working role, even while insisting that these spheres be segregated by gender. In
other words, this is not an ideology that explicitly argues that women are inferior to men
(although the reality is that care work in our society is not economically rewarded as much as
work in the public sphere). Scholars have observed that individuals are decreasingly willing to
report that they view women as inferior to men, and instead are more likely to report resent-
ment toward women who break out of traditional roles [32].

The SSI then and now. As these examples suggest, the separate spheres ideology is a con-
cept with several interrelated tenets. It seems that the SSI harms both men and women
(although not necessarily in directly comparable ways) by restricting women’s abilities to con-
tribute fully to society and restricting men’s abilities to participate fully in their family lives.
The SSI also harms individuals who identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender, and
individuals who do not subscribe to the gender binary, by failing to recognize the legitimate
existence of alternative gender identities, roles, and pairings. We note that our discussion is not
meant to draw sharp distinctions between so-called old and new forms of sexism, nor is it
meant to suggest that the separate spheres ideology is itself new as a cultural idea. We posit
that the SSI continues to be relevant in society today while also reproducing old-fashioned pat-
terns of inequality in employment, politics, law, and the home.

Despite the existence of the separate spheres ideology as a cultural idea in society for so
many years, the notion of separate spheres as an ideological belief system has not been exam-
ined in psychology. We know quite a bit about the types of perceptions and behaviors that may
lead an individual to experience gendered discrimination and backlash, particularly in the
workplace, but we know little about individual and situational variation in the tendency to
engage in gendered discrimination and backlash against others. In this set of studies, we char-
acterize the SSI as a psychological construct marked by individual differences and motivated
system justification tendencies, operationalize the SSI with a new scale measure, and model the
SSI as a predictor of several important forms of gender inequality in society. This paper thus
presents a new theoretical approach that augments existing approaches to the study of gender
in social psychology, as well as a new measurement tool. The first step toward developing the
Separate Spheres Model is creating a measure of individuals’ endorsement of the SSI. We now
examine how the measurement of the SSI differs from previous work in social psychology.

The SSI Has Not Been Operationalized in Social Psychology
Although there are no measures of the separate spheres ideology in social psychology, there are
a few individual-difference measures that capture other aspects of gendered attitudes and
beliefs. These measures are useful for different measurement purposes, and the Separate
Spheres Ideology scale presented here is not meant to supplant them. We briefly review here a
few of the most frequently used gender-related attitude measures used in empirical social psy-
chology research during the past few decades.

First, the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory [33] measures individuals’ beliefs about the proper
relationships between men and women. The Benevolent Sexism subscale measures the belief
that women should be treated with protection and paternalism by men (e.g., “Every man ought
to have a woman whom he adores.”). The Hostile Sexism subscale measures the belief that
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women should be subservient to men and overall resentment and hostility toward women who
fail to be submissive (“Women seek to gain power by getting control over men.”). These scales
also capture positive and negative stereotypes about women (“Women, compared to men, tend
to have a superior moral sensibility.”). The Ambivalent Sexism Inventory has been important
to theoretical advancements in the study of sexism. For example, the idea that some forms of
sexism take on positive tones has been pivotal to psychologists’ understanding of why some
women endorse sexist beliefs that disadvantage them [34–35]. While women regularly reject
hostile sexism, they often endorse benevolent sexism, which serves to place women on a pedes-
tal and obscure the harmful gender disparities that they face.

A primary difference between the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory and the Separate Spheres
Ideology scale is that the former does not (and is not meant to) assess the extent to which indi-
viduals endorse the separation of men and women into different spheres of society. Further-
more, the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory primarily captures positive and negative attitudes
about women, rather than men. In contrast, the Separate Spheres Ideology scale captures beliefs
about the proper social roles for both men and women, and we posit that the ideology serves to
police both men and women into their traditional roles. The Separate Spheres Ideology scale
draws inspiration from research on Ambivalent Sexism, because it recognizes that sexism is
often nuanced and positive in tone. For example, by glorifying women’s natural abilities in
caregiving roles, individuals can simultaneously believe that men belong at work and women
belong at home and believe that men and women living under this separated system are
“equal.”

The Modern Sexism scale [32] measures the extent to which individuals deny the existence
of continuing discrimination against women (e.g., “Society has reached the point where
women and men have equal opportunities for achievement.”). Similarly, the Gender System
Justification scale [35] measures individuals’ belief that, broadly speaking, gender relations in
today’s society are fair and just (e.g., “Most policies relating to gender and the sexual division
of labor serve the greater good.”). Individuals who score high on gender system justification
believe that the gender status quo is as it should be. This belief could either stem from the belief
that gender inequality has been eradicated (which is similar to the belief underlying modern
sexism) or from the belief that existing gender disparities are themselves just (which is more
similar to the third tenet of the SSI as we have conceptualized it). As with the Ambivalent Sex-
ism Inventory, these scales are useful for measuring what they were designed to measure and
have been important in the psychological study of gender inequality. However, neither scale
addresses individuals’ endorsement of the separation of men and women into different spheres
of society. The SSI approach draws inspiration from these scales in that it recognizes the role of
the separate-but-equal mentality toward gender in justifying and perpetuating inequality. We
propose that individuals who believe that women have innate caregiving propensities that men
lack are better able to justify restricting women to the domestic sphere and restricting men out
of it. They are also likely to regard this separation as fair and just.

The Old-Fashioned Sexism Scale [32] and the Attitudes Toward Women scale [36] measure
broader forms of sexism that tap into some concepts related to the separate spheres ideology,
as well as other forms of sexism. For example, the Old-Fashioned Sexism scale includes an item
regarding men’s and women’s involvement in the domestic sphere (“When both parents are
employed and their child gets sick at school, the school should call the mother rather than the
father.”), as well as some items regarding women’s general inferiority to men (e.g., “Women
are generally not as smart as men.”). Similarly, the Attitudes Toward Women scale includes
some items that relate to gendered social spheres (“Women should be concerned with their
duties of childbearing and house tending rather than with desires for professional or business
careers.”), as well as many items that capture other types of sexism (e.g., “Intoxication among
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women is worse than intoxication among men.” “Women should be encouraged not to become
sexually intimate with anyone before marriage, even their fiancés.”). Thus, although the Old-
Fashioned Sexism scale and the Attitudes Toward Women scale contain a few items related to
the concept of separate spheres, they contain many items that tap into different constructs alto-
gether—particularly, forms of sexism that are more outdated. In particular, we conducted a
survey in preparation for this research (N = 303) and found that only 5.3% of the sample
endorsed sexist attitudes using the Old-Fashioned Sexism scale, and only 6.9% of the sample
endorsed sexist attitudes using the Attitudes Toward Women scale. Thus it seems that many of
the beliefs represented on these scales are outdated enough that participants will not endorse
them on a survey (see also [37]). For this reason, these scales are not included in the analyses
described in this paper. The SSI scale draws inspiration from these scales insofar as they tap
into beliefs about social roles for women, but the SSI scale diverges conceptually from these
scales in that it does not also measure other forms of sexism.

In sum, existing individual-difference measures of gender attitudes in social psychology
have inspired our research on the separate spheres ideology. Each of these measures addresses
concepts that are somewhat related to the SSI or downstream consequences, but none of them
captures the construct of interest here—specifically, the notion that men and women naturally
fit in different domains of society and should be restricted to these domains. In Studies 1
through 3, we show that individuals’ endorsement of the SSI is significantly correlated with,
but distinct from, scores on benevolent and hostile sexism, gender system justification, and
modern sexism. We also show that endorsement of the SSI predicts important outcomes above
and beyond these measures.

The SSI Scale is Distinct from Existing Measures of Gender Attitudes in
Sociology and Political Science
Unlike in social psychology, there exist measures in sociology and political science that are
meant to capture at least some aspects of individuals’ endorsement of separate spheres for men
and women. However, because of the way these measures are designed, their utility for social
psychologists is limited. Davis and Greenstein [38] conducted a useful review of separate
spheres measures used in sociology. They identified 34 single items that have been used to dif-
ferent degrees in various sociological surveys (e.g., “Women are much happier if they stay at
home and take care of their children.”). These items are used in pairs or groups of a few items
at a time, and often the combinations of items differ from study to study in ad hoc ways. They
are typically used in large-scale nationally representative surveys that measure a wide variety of
attributes (e.g., the General Social Survey). The 34 items vary somewhat in the extent to which
they capture endorsement of separate spheres, but they are all at least loosely related to this
concept. Although Davis and Greenstein [38] state that each of these survey items is reliable
and valid, the items have not been validated as scales. The situation is similar in political sci-
ence, where a primary measure of endorsement of separate spheres is one single-item measure
used in the American National Election Study (ANES).

Single survey items are useful for the purpose they are meant to serve; when conducting a
large survey in a nationally representative sample, there often isn’t adequate space or time to
include full scales for each construct of interest. For social psychologists interested in studying
psychological processes, however, these measures are not useful. First, because the separate
spheres ideology in particular is so multi-faceted, psychologists must use a multi-item scale to
ensure concept validity. Second, by aggregating many items together into one validated scale,
researchers increase the reliability of their measures [39], which is particularly important when
examining subtle, hard-to-detect psychological phenomena [40]. Finally, psychologists often
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don’t face the same logistical constraints regarding the length of survey measures that sociolo-
gists and political scientists face. When conducting experiments of specific, targeted hypotheses
(as opposed to a large survey meant to provide data for many different studies), it is easier to
ask participants to complete an entire scale.

For all of these reasons, sociology and political science survey items that measure gender ide-
ology are useful for some purposes, but they are not useful for psychologists hoping to examine
the psychological antecedents, processes, and consequences of the SSI. In Studies 1 through 3,
we show that individuals’ endorsement of the SSI is significantly correlated with, but distinct
from, measures of gender ideology used in sociology and political science. We also show that
endorsement of the SSI outperforms these measures in predicting important outcomes.

Other Attributes Relevant to the Separate Spheres Ideology
One participant attribute that should be related to individuals’ endorsement of the SSI is gen-
der. As discussed above, both men and women can hold sexist attitudes, particularly sexist atti-
tudes that are more nuanced and positive in tone, such as benevolent sexism [34]. For this
reason, we do not expect gender differences in SSI scores to overwhelm similarities between
men and women. However, because women are disadvantaged economically by their restricted
access to the work sphere, women may demonstrate somewhat lower average endorsement of
the SSI than men.

Political conservatism should also correspond to endorsement of the SSI. Researchers have
identified connections between political conservatism and needs for order and structure, sup-
port for tradition, and justification of inequality [41]. These tendencies and values are consis-
tent with a desire to structure society neatly along gendered lines and to reinforce traditional
notions of appropriate roles for men and women.

In Studies 1 through 3, we show that individuals’ endorsement of the SSI is significantly cor-
related with, but distinct from, political ideology and gender. We also show that endorsement
of the SSI predicts important outcomes above and beyond political ideology and gender.

Hypothesis 1 (Convergent Validity): Scores on the Separate Spheres Ideology scale will be
significantly correlated with scores on benevolent and hostile sexism, gender system justifi-
cation, modern sexism, gender ideology items from sociology and political science, gender,
and political conservatism.

The SSI Predicts Important Gendered Outcomes in Society
In addition to operationalizing the SSI with a new scale measure, the Separate Spheres Model
models the SSI as a predictor of important gendered outcomes in society. One potential out-
come of endorsing separate spheres is opposition to the flexibility accommodations that are
offered by some American workplaces. Many workplaces are structured around a schedule that
assumes each worker is fully available to the company and has no outside life conflicts [10].
Workplace policies that provide flexibility accommodations (e.g., parental leave, tele-commut-
ing, flexible start and end times) allow employees to adapt their schedules so that they can
attend to both their careers and their personal and family lives as needed. As such, they have
the effect of blurring the boundaries between the work and home spheres, and some of these
accommodations help reduce economic inequality for women who have both careers and fami-
lies to care for. Individuals who endorse separate spheres for men and women may oppose
these policies because they have the effect of both encouraging men to participate in family
caregiving and encouraging women to invest in their careers. On the other hand, it is possible
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that, particularly in an American context embodied by individualism and meritocracy ideals,
that some individuals recognize gendered inequality in the workplace but still do not think that
workplaces should bear the burden of enacting flexibility policies.

Hypothesis 2 (Flexibility Policies): a) Scores on the Separate Spheres Ideology scale will pre-
dict opposition to workplace flexibility policies. b) This effect will occur above and beyond
the effects of benevolent and hostile sexism, gender system justification, modern sexism,
gender, and political conservatism.

A second potential consequence of the SSI is the way in which families are structured. In
many families, a woman’s job is regarded as the “second job”; it is often the first to go if the
family relocates or decides to live on a single income [42]. It’s possible that individuals who
endorse separate spheres for men and women are more likely to have a family income structure
in which the man’s income is higher than the woman’s (assuming a cisgender and heterosexual
partnership).

Hypothesis 3 (Division of Family Income): a) Scores on the SSI scale will predict traditional
family income structure. b) This effect will occur above and beyond the effects of benevolent
and hostile sexism, gender system justification, modern sexism, gender, and political
conservatism.

A third potential outcome of individual endorsement of the SSI is the extent to which indi-
viduals participate in the work and domestic spheres. As described above, society often holds
women to higher standards when it comes to domestic responsibilities [16], and society holds
men to higher standards when it comes to career devotion [11, 13]. It’s possible that individuals
who endorse the SSI structure their own time in gendered ways, such that men spend more
time at work and women spend more time on caregiving duties.

Hypothesis 4 (Participation in Each Sphere): Men’s SSI scores will predict working more
hours per week. Women’s SSI scores will predict spending more time on caregiving duties.

Finally, a fourth potential outcome of individual endorsement of the SSI is supervisors’ con-
duct toward their employees in the workplace. Psychologists and legal scholars have docu-
mented significant incidents of flexibility stigma and discrimination in the workplace on the
basis of employees’ caregiving and family responsibilities [10, 43]. Supervisors who endorse the
SSI may be more likely to engage in discriminatory conduct against employees with caregiving
responsibilities, because these employees are blurring the boundaries between the home and
workplace spheres.

Hypothesis 5 (Discriminatory Conduct in the Workplace): Supervisors’ SSI scores will pre-
dict the extent of self-reported discriminatory actions taken against employees with family
responsibilities.

The SSI is a Motivated, System-Justifying Ideology
A signature feature of the SSI is the separate-but-equal logic that underlies it. This is not a belief
system that argues for the inferiority of women; rather, it argues that men and women are dif-
ferent in ways that both deserve respect—women for their innate caregiving abilities, and men
for their drive to succeed. Accordingly, the Separate Spheres Model posits that the SSI serves a
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motivated, system-justifying role for individuals who endorse it; individuals who endorse the
SSI rely on this belief system to defend, justify, and perpetuate gendered inequality in society.

System justification is the process of rationalizing and defending the status quo, or the sys-
tem under which one lives [44]. System justification theory argues that individuals experience a
powerful motivation to believe that the system they live under is fair and just. The system can
be a nation, an employer, a legal institution, or any other structural environment within which
a person operates. Research has demonstrated that people will go to great lengths to justify or
explain away the injustices that they see in society so that they can maintain their belief that the
world is just.

According to system justification theory, individuals vary in the extent to which they are
chronically motivated to justify the system [44]. The strength of this motivation also varies
from situation to situation. When people experience system threat, the motivation to justify
the system becomes stronger [45–46]. System threat can come in a variety of forms. For exam-
ple, system threat in the national context might occur after reading an article about how the U.
S. is facing economic and social decline. Anything that signals a threat to the status quo has the
potential to trigger system justification tendencies. Furthermore, the subject matter of the sys-
tem threat need not match the subject matter of the particular system that the individual
defends [46]; system threat in one domain of a person’s life can lead to increased system justifi-
cation in a different domain.

Many different ideologies and beliefs can serve system-justifying functions. Just as an indi-
vidual can endorse the gender system justification scale, expressing a broad belief that gender
relations in society are fair, one can also rely on one’s political orientation [41], complementary
stereotypes about men and women [35], or essentialist explanations for gender differences [47]
to justify the gendered status quo. Similarly, the Separate Spheres Model proposes that the SSI
serves this system-justifying function for those who endorse it. Research on the status incon-
gruity hypothesis suggests that agentic women and modest men are penalized in the workplace
because these penalties serve to defend the gender hierarchy [48–49]. In contrast, the Separate
Spheres Model posits that both men and women who cross spheres are penalized in the work-
place because they violate gendered social roles, and these penalties serve to defend the tradi-
tion of separate, gendered spheres.

The potential system-justifying function of the SSI has important implications for gendered
inequality in society. Research has demonstrated that system justification leads people to not
only acquiesce to injustices in society, but to actively resist change [50–51]. In order for social
scientists to develop effective interventions that have the potential to decrease inequality, we
must first understand the extent to which individuals’ resistance to potential interventions is
rooted in their psychological motivations to defend the status quo. For example, in the context
of environmental policy, people who experienced stronger system justification needs were
more likely to deny climate change and oppose pro-environmental policies [52]. However,
when these pro-environmental policies were framed as patriotic and consistent with protecting
the status quo, rather than altering the status quo, the effects of system justification were elimi-
nated. Thus, the extent to which the SSI takes the functional form of a system-justifying ideol-
ogy is not a mere matter of academic debate. This functional form has important implications
for the extent to which progress toward gender equality is possible, as well as for the specific
strategies that may be successful in this pursuit. In Study 3, we show that individuals strengthen
their endorsement of the SSI in response to system threat, suggesting that the SSI is a moti-
vated, system-justifying ideology that individuals actively use to defend and perpetuate gen-
dered inequality in society. We also show that the effect of a system threat manipulation
dissipates after individuals have expressed their separate spheres beliefs, suggesting that the SSI
serves the palliative function of resolving the individual’s elevated need to justify the system.

The Separate Spheres Model of Gendered Inequality
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Hypothesis 6 (System Justification): Participants who are exposed to system threat will have
higher SSI scores than participants who are not exposed to system threat. System threat will
not have an effect on subsequent measures of policy attitudes after participants complete
the SSI scale.

In three studies, comprising seven samples and 1,138 participants, we first validate a scale to
measure individuals’ endorsement of the separate spheres ideology. In Studies 1 through 3, we
show that attitudes and behaviors that characterize gender inequality are systematically pre-
dicted by individual variation in endorsement of the SSI (represented by Hypotheses 1 through
5). In Study 3, we also show that individuals’ endorsement of the SSI varies across situations in
systematic ways, namely, by operating as a motivated, system-justifying ideology (represented
by Hypothesis 6).

Study 1
In Study 1, we constructed the Separate Spheres Ideology scale and tested its reliability and
validity. We also examined the extent to which the SSI predicts opposition to workplace flexi-
bility policies above and beyond the effects of existing measures of gender attitudes.

Method
Ethics statement. All of the studies described in this article were approved by the Univer-

sity of Minnesota institutional review board (IRB# 1201P08184, 1302P27801, 1404P49425,
1404P49761). We obtained written consent from participants for each study described in this
paper.

Participants. Participants in Study 1 were 242 undergraduate students (66 men and 176
women) at a large Midwestern University who completed the study for partial course credit.

Materials and procedure. Before the study began, we constructed a pool of 73 potential
items for the SSI scale. We primarily produced this list by reviewing past literature on separate
spheres. Among the 73 items were statements that captured each tenet of the SSI (gender dif-
ferences are innate, men and women freely divide themselves into separate spheres, and gen-
dered spheres are desirable). The full set of 73 items included equal numbers of items that
focused on men and women. The full set of items also included 31 that were reverse-scored.

Participants in Study 1 arrived to the study and completed the 73 SSI items. Participants
saw the 73 items in randomized order on a computer screen and responded to each on a
7-point scale (1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree). After completing the potential SSI
scale items, participants took a 60-second break. They then completed measures of benevolent
and hostile sexism [33], gender system justification [35], and modern sexism [32] (see Table 1
for descriptive statistics for these measures in each study). Next, participants completed 34 sin-
gle-item measures of gender ideology used by sociologists [38] and another two items from the
General Social Survey that were not reviewed by Davis and Greenstein [38]. Next, participants
completed the gender item from the American National Election Study (2008 Time-Series,
pre-election). Participants then indicated their support for two workplace flexibility policies
that blur the line between the gendered spheres (“Companies should be required to provide
paid leave for new fathers” and “Companies should be required to provide equal paid leave for
new mothers and new fathers”). Finally, participants identified their gender and provided their
political orientation on three items (general political orientation, social political orientation,
and economic political orientation).

The Separate Spheres Model of Gendered Inequality
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Results
Creation of the SSI scale. An analysis of the full set of 73 items revealed that they were

highly reliable (Cronbach’s α = .88). None of the individual items detracted from the reliability
of the full set; the reliability of the set if each item was deleted ranged from α = .87 to α = .88.
In order to narrow down the set, we first removed any items that had item-total correlations in
the wrong direction; this resulted in nine items being removed from the scale. We then
removed any items with low item-total correlations (below 0.1); this resulted in ten more items
being removed. Finally, we removed any items with low standard deviations (below 1.0),
because these items did not capture enough variability; this resulted in five more items being
removed from the scale.

After taking these steps, 49 SSI items remained. The reliability of this set was high (α = .92).
As described above, while we conceptualize the SSI in terms of multiple tenets, we consider
these tenets to be interrelated and somewhat logically dependent; we expected the scale items,
therefore, to cohere into one ideological construct, as opposed to three separate sub-scales.
Using exploratory factor analysis with iterated principal factors, we forced the 49 items into
one factor. We did this in order to gauge each item’s contribution to the central construct
underlying the SSI, so we could select items most closely related to that central construct. After
forcing the items into one factor, we chose the items with the highest loadings on that factor,
with a few exceptions. Specifically, the reverse-scored items tended to load less strongly on the
factor than the items scored in the standard direction; they also reduced the reliability of the
set. We felt, however, that it was important to include reverse-scored items in the final scale, in
order to reduce acquiescence and response-style bias. We therefore selected the five reverse-
scored items with the highest loadings and the ten standard-scored items with the highest load-
ings (see Appendix A for the final SSI scale). The resulting reliability of this 15-item scale was α
= .88 (see Table 2). After reverse-scoring the appropriate items, we calculated each participant’s
SSI score by finding the mean of the 15 responses; high scores indicate stronger endorsement
of separate spheres. The mean score in the sample was 3.20 (slightly below the midpoint of 4)
and the standard deviation was 1.02 (see Table 2 for full summary of psychometric properties).

Hypothesis 1: Convergent validity. In order to test the convergent validity of the 15-item
SSI scale, we measured the correlations between the SSI and other contemporary scales related

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for attitudinal variables in each study.

Variable (Study) Items M SD Minimum Maximum α

Benevolent Sexism (1) 11 3.38 0.81 1.00 5.60 .79

Benevolent Sexism (2b) 11 3.17 1.06 1.00 6.00 .89

Hostile Sexism (1) 11 3.04 0.94 1.00 5.64 .88

Hostile Sexism (2b) 11 2.89 1.14 1.00 5.64 .93

Gender System Justification (1) 8 4.42 0.96 1.50 7.00 .77

Gender System Justification (2b) 8 4.23 1.14 1.25 6.63 .84

Modern Sexism (1) 8 3.39 1.00 1.13 6.13 .84

Modern Sexism (2b) 8 3.20 1.22 1.00 6.38 .90

Political Conservatism (1) 1 3.81 1.54 1.00 7.00 —

Political Conservatism (2a) 1 3.05 1.12 1.00 5.00 —

Political Conservatism (2b) 1 3.43 1.61 1.00 7.00 —

Political Conservatism (2c) 1 3.17 1.56 1.00 7.00 —

Political Conservatism (3a) 1 3.25 1.57 1.00 7.00 —

Political Conservatism (3b) 1 3.17 1.60 1.00 7.00 —

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0147315.t001
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to gendered attitudes. We expected the SSI to be related to benevolent sexism, hostile sexism,
gender system justification, and modern sexism. Consistent with our predictions, the SSI was
significantly correlated with benevolent sexism (r = .66, p< .001), hostile sexism (r = .59, p<
.001), gender system justification (r = .42, p< .001), and modern sexism (r = .54, p< .001).

Next, we measured the correlations between the SSI and the single-item measures of sexism
used primarily in other fields. We predicted that the SSI would be related to single-item mea-
sures of gender ideology used in sociology research and the American National Election Study.
The results overwhelmingly supported this prediction; of the 37 correlations that we measured,
35 were significant (see Table 3; the first 34 items are sociological survey items reviewed by
Davis & Greenstein [38]; the next 2 items are from the General Social Survey but are not
reviewed by Davis & Greenstein; the final item is from the ANES). Significant correlations ran-
ged from ρ = .21 to ρ = .73, and the mean of all correlations was ρ = .46.

Next, we measured the correlations between SSI scores and participants’ political orienta-
tion. We measured separately participants’ political orientation in general, on social issues, and
on economic issues. We predicted that the SSI would be correlated with political conservatism
on all three measures, but the correlation would be stronger for social issues than for economic
issues. The results supported these predictions. The SSI was significantly correlated with gen-
eral political conservatism (ρ = .45, p< .001), social conservatism (ρ = .50, p< .001), and eco-
nomic conservatism (ρ = .21, p< .001). Furthermore, the correlation between the SSI and
social conservatism was significantly stronger than the correlation between the SSI and eco-
nomic conservatism (z = 3.57, p< .001).

Finally, we predicted that men would score higher on the SSI scale than women. The results
of an independent samples t-test confirmed this prediction. Men (M = 3.80, SD = .87) endorsed
the SSI significantly more strongly than women (M = 2.98, SD = .99, t(240) = 5.94, p< .001,
Cohen’s d = .88).

Hypothesis 2: Flexibility policies. The Separate Spheres Model posits that individuals’
endorsement of the SSI translates into opposition to flexibility policies that allow people to blur
the boundaries between the domestic and work spheres. In order to test this substantive
hypothesis, as well as the predictive and discriminant validity of the SSI scale, we measured
participants’ opposition to two workplace policies requiring businesses to provide paid pater-
nity leave and requiring equal leave time for mothers and fathers. We predicted that SSI scores
would predict opposition to these policies above and beyond the effects of other gender-related
attitudes. The results of linear regression models confirmed our predictions.

In the first model, SSI scores predicted opposition to paid paternity leave (β = .30, t = 4.88, p
< .001). In a second model, SSI scores continued to predict opposition to paid paternity leave,
even when benevolent sexism, hostile sexism, gender system justification, modern sexism, gen-
der, and political conservatism were included as predictors (β = .24, t = 2.48, p< .02; see

Table 2. Psychometric properties of the Separate Spheres Ideology scale across seven samples.

Statistic Study 1 Study 2a Study 2b Study 2c Study 2d Study 3a Study 3b

Reliability (α) .88 .88 .91 .91 .91 .92 .90

Mean 3.20 3.28 3.26 3.09 3.03 3.21 3.00

Standard Deviation 1.02 1.04 1.16 1.10 1.10 1.21 1.09

Kolmogorov-Smirnov (D) .07* .08 .05 .07 .06 .06* .07*

Shapiro-Wilk (W) .98* .98 .99 .98 .98* .98 .98*

Eigenvalue of first factor — 6.25 7.00 6.62 7.13 7.40 6.68

*p < .05.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0147315.t002
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Table 4). Despite the fact that each of these predictors is significantly correlated with the SSI,
the full models predicting opposition to paid paternity leave and opposition to equal parental
leave did not suffer from significant multicollinearity. The Variance Inflation Factor for each
predictor ranged from 1.22 to 2.59. Furthermore, these other measures failed to predict opposi-
tion to paid paternity leave. In the combined model, hostile sexism has a significant coefficient
in the wrong direction (see Table 4); however, in a model that uses only hostile sexism to

Table 3. Correlations between the Separate Spheres Ideology scale and single-itemmeasures of sex-
ism used primarily in sociology and political science.

Survey Item (paraphrased) Spearman’s ρ

1. Against both the man and woman contributing to income .38**

2. Men’s job is to earn money, and women’s job is to look after the home .67**

3. Husband should earn higher pay than wife .63**

4. If jobs are scarce, the wife shouldn’t work .54**

5. Husband should be the main breadwinner .68**

6. When jobs are scarce, men should have more right to a job .62**

7. It causes problems when women earn more than their husbands .38**

8. It’s better if the man is the achiever outside the home .70**

9. Men and women should not be doing each other’s work .59**

10. A woman’s place is in the home, not the office or shop .54**

11. A wife who does her job at home doesn’t have time for paid work .55**

12. Working mothers can’t have as warm relationships with their children .41**

13. Preschool children suffer when their mothers work .41**

14. Family life suffers when the woman has a full-time job .51**

15. A husband should worry if his wife is away overnight for work .31**

16. The employment of wives leads to juvenile delinquency .42**

17. Women are happier when they stay home and care for children .53**

18. What most women really want is a home and children .59**

19. Being a housewife is just as fulfilling as working for pay .26**

20. Having a job is not the best way for women to be independent .00

21. A wife’s most important task is caring for her children .43**

22. Working wives don’t feel more useful than stay-at-home wives .09

23. Successful marriages don’t depend on each partner having freedom .21**

24. Women have to have children in order to be fulfilled .54**

25. Wives should not expect husbands to help around the house .44**

26. If the wife works full-time, the husband shouldn’t have to help at home .32**

27. Men should not share the work around the house with women .48**

28. Employment of both parents is not necessary to make a living .28**

29. Even if both husband and wife work, they should not share housework .42**

30. A wife should support her husband’s career instead of having her own .62**

31. Parents shouldn’t encourage as much independence in daughters as sons .49**

32. University education is more important for boys than girls .46**

33. Would rather have a son than a daughter .32**

34. Men make better political leaders than women .73**

35. Women are not emotionally suited for politics .66**

36. Won’t vote for a woman presidential candidate .22**

37. Women’s place is in the home .64**

**p < .001.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0147315.t003
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predict opposition to paid paternity leave, hostile sexism is not a significant predictor (β = .10,
t = 1.49, p = ns). This may be the result of a suppressor effect [53–55]. If hostile sexism has
both an indirect effect on policy attitudes and a direct effect in the opposite direction, these
effects may cancel each other out when hostile sexism is the only predictor in the model. When
other relevant predictors are added to the model, they may control for the indirect effects of
hostile sexism on policy attitudes, leaving only the direct effect in the opposite direction. If this
is the case, whatever effect hostile sexism has on policy attitudes in the theoretically predicted
direction is an indirect effect through other relevant attitudes in the model and does not survive
as a predictor when SSI scores are introduced.

Finally, we ran a series of linear regression models to determine whether the SSI scale pre-
dicted opposition to paid paternity leave when controlling for the measures most conceptually
similar to the SSI scale. The SSI scale continued to predict opposition to paid paternity leave
when controlling for each of the 34 gender ideology items used in sociological research (see
Table 5). Thus, the SSI scale demonstrated incremental predictive validity and discriminant
validity; SSI scores predicted policy attitudes that benevolent sexism, hostile sexism, gender
system justification, modern sexism, gender, and political conservatism failed to predict.

SSI scores also predicted opposition to employers providing equal leave time for mothers and
fathers (β = .27, t = 4.29, p< .001). In a secondmodel, SSI scores continued to predict opposition
to equal leave time for mothers and fathers, even when benevolent sexism, hostile sexism, gender
system justification, modern sexism, gender, and political conservatism were included as predic-
tors (β = .20, t = 2.07, p< .04; see Table 6). Furthermore, benevolent sexism, hostile sexism, gen-
der system justification, and modern sexism failed to predict opposition to equal leave time. In
the combined model, hostile sexism has a significant coefficient in the wrong direction (see
Table 6); however, in a model that uses only hostile sexism to predict opposition to paid pater-
nity leave, hostile sexism is not a significant predictor (β = .04, t = 0.55, p = ns). Finally, we ran a
series of linear regression models to determine whether the SSI scale predicted opposition to
equal leave time for mothers and fathers when controlling for the measures most conceptually
similar to the SSI scale. The SSI scale continued to predict opposition to paid paternity leave
when controlling for each of the 34 gender ideology items used in sociological research (see
Table 7). Thus, the SSI scale demonstrated incremental predictive validity and discriminant
validity; SSI scores predicted policy attitudes that benevolent sexism, hostile sexism, gender sys-
tem justification, and modern sexism failed to predict. It appears that endorsement of the sepa-
rate spheres ideology plays an important role in individuals’ opposition to parental leave policies
that alleviate women’s caregiving work and allow men to participate more fully in their families.

Table 4. The separate spheres ideology predicts opposition to paid paternity leave when controlling
for other relevant measures (Study 1).

Variable β t Bivariate correlation (ρ)

Separate Spheres Ideology .24 2.48* .29**

Benevolent Sexism .03 0.38 .20*

Hostile Sexism -.18 -2.23* .11

Gender System Justification .11 1.23 .25**

Modern Sexism .00 0.02 .19*

Participant Gender (man) .10 1.52 .19*

Political Conservatism .12 0.09 .26**

**p < .001;

*p < .05.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0147315.t004
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Study 2
In Study 2, we further validated the 15-item SSI scale in four independent samples. Three of
these samples were recruited using Mechanical Turk, which has been shown to produce rela-
tively diverse samples and high-quality data, particularly in comparison to student samples
[56–57]. It was important to rely primarily on diverse adult samples to validate the SSI scale,

Table 5. The separate spheres ideology predicts opposition to paid paternity leave when controlling
for single-itemmeasures of gender ideology (Study 1).

SSI Scale Gender Ideology Item

Gender Ideology Itema β t β t

1 .21 3.21* .26 4.05*

2 .25 3.08* .07 0.88

3 .33 4.26* -.05 -0.69

4 .34 4.66* -.07 -0.94

5 .32 3.91* -.03 -0.33

6 .30 3.84* .00 0.06

7 .34 5.07* -.10 -1.49

8 .29 3.42* .01 0.15

9 .26 3.50* .07 0.90

10 .23 3.31* .13 1.88

11 .25 3.53* .11 1.50

12 .27 4.02* .09 1.40

13 .29 4.26* .02 0.35

14 .27 3.86* .07 1.05

15 .29 4.50* .04 0.68

16 .31 4.54* -.02 -0.27

17 .28 3.80* .05 0.65

18 .26 3.44* .07 0.96

19 .33 5.09* -.09 -1.42

20 .30 4.90* .08 1.29

21 .32 4.61* -.03 -0.50

22 .31 5.08* .12 1.98*

23 .29 4.70* .05 0.72

24 .31 4.27* -.01 -0.19

25 .26 3.94* .13 1.95

26 .26 4.17* .16 2.48*

27 .18 2.62* .27 4.05*

28 .26 4.06* .13 2.09*

29 .18 2.73* .31 4.88*

30 .31 4.03* -.01 -0.16

31 .22 3.30* .18 2.71*

32 .27 3.97* .09 1.31

33 .30 4.57* .01 0.13

34 .27 3.07* .04 0.43

a Each line depicts the results of a separate linear regression model. Item numbers correspond to the items

listed in Table 3. Gender ideology items are coded such that higher scores indicate support for more

traditional gender roles.

*p < .05.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0147315.t005
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rather than student convenience samples. Furthermore, because many of our outcome mea-
sures are career-related, we recruited two samples that would be specifically relevant to the
employment context. We wanted to ensure that the properties of the SSI scale were consistent
among people for whom gendered employment-related decisions are relevant and consequen-
tial in their professional lives and who are held accountable for their gender-related decision-
making in professional contexts. Study 2c consists of participants who were employed at the
time of the study, and 2d consists of participants who were employed in supervisory positions
at the time of the study (in other words, these participants had the power to make employment
decisions regarding other employees, including hiring, firing, promoting, and approving flexi-
bility accommodations). We examined the reliability, convergent validity, and predictive valid-
ity of the SSI scale across these samples. We also examined the extent to which the SSI predicts
important real-life outcomes related to gender inequality above and beyond the effects of exist-
ing measures of gender attitudes.

Study 2a

Method
Participants. Participants in Study 2a were 64 undergraduates (26 men and 38 women) at

a large Midwestern University who completed the study in April 2012 for partial course credit.
Materials and procedure. Participants in Study 2a began the study by completing the

15-item SSI scale (see Appendix A). Participants then identified their gender and provided
their political orientation on a 7-point scale.

Results
Reliability and psychometric characteristics. In order to further validate the SSI scale in

Study 2, we first analyzed the reliability and other psychometric properties of the scale. The
scale proved to be reliable (α = .88; see Table 2 for the psychometric properties of the scale in
each study). The mean score (M = 3.28) was slightly below the scale midpoint of 4. This finding
is consistent with our expectations, because each of our samples produced a mean political ide-
ology that was slightly to the left of Moderate (see Table 1 for descriptive statistics). Next, we
conducted factor analysis using the SSI scale items. Using exploratory factor analysis with iter-
ated principal factors, we left the scale items free to load on any number of factors. We did this
in order to verify that the scale items freely loaded onto a single factor. As predicted, a single

Table 6. The separate spheres ideology predicts opposition to equal leave time for mothers and
fathers when controlling for other relevant measures (Study 1).

Variable β t Bivariate correlation (ρ)

Separate Spheres Ideology .20 2.07* .27**

Benevolent Sexism .08 0.98 .21**

Hostile Sexism -.24 -3.10* .05

Gender System Justification .08 0.86 .22**

Modern Sexism -.05 -0.55 .15*

Participant Gender (man) .15 2.27* .21*

Political Conservatism .21 2.97* .28**

**p < .001;

*p < .05.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0147315.t006
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factor emerged as the sole dominant factor in the model (see Table 2 for eigenvalues; see also
S1 File for scree plots from each sample).

Hypothesis 1: Convergent validity. Next, we examined the convergent validity of the SSI
scale by examining the extent to which scores on the scale correlate with theoretically relevant

Table 7. The separate spheres ideology predicts opposition to equal leave time for mothers and
fathers when controlling for single-itemmeasures of gender ideology (Study 1).

SSI Scale Gender Ideology Item

Gender Ideology Itema β t β t

1 .19 2.83* .21 3.26*

2 .23 2.78* .05 0.66

3 .32 4.01* -.08 -1.04

4 .29 4.03* -.05 -0.71

5 .30 3.59* -.04 -0.53

6 .32 4.05* -.08 -1.06

7 .32 4.78* -.13 -2.01*

8 .34 3.98* -.11 -1.27

9 .28 3.70* -.03 -0.33

10 .23 3.14* .08 1.14

11 .28 3.85* -.02 -0.26

12 .24 3.54* .06 0.86

13 .25 3.60* .04 0.64

14 .29 4.09* -.04 -0.66

15 .27 4.22* -.03 -0.40

16 .30 4.44* -.09 -1.30

17 .23 3.15* .07 0.94

18 .26 3.46* .01 0.07

19 .26 4.00* .03 0.45

20 .27 4.35* .14 2.24*

21 .27 3.95* -.02 -0.22

22 .27 4.38* .07 1.11

23 .25 3.91* .14 2.17*

24 .28 3.86* -.03 -0.39

25 .24 3.64* .07 1.08

26 .25 3.84* .08 1.30

27 .16 2.35* .23 3.32*

28 .23 3.51* .13 2.02*

29 .21 3.05* .16 2.30*

30 .28 3.57* -.02 -0.20

31 .20 2.92* .16 2.30*

32 .27 3.95* -.00 -0.05

33 .25 3.78* .06 0.86

34 .22 2.40* .07 0.79

a Each line depicts the results of a separate linear regression model. Item numbers correspond to the items

listed in Table 3. Gender ideology items are coded such that higher scores indicate support for more

traditional gender roles.

*p < .05.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0147315.t007
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variables. As in Study 1, we predicted that the SSI would be correlated with political conserva-
tism. The results supported this prediction (ρ = .39, p< .01).

Finally, we predicted that men would score higher on the SSI scale than women. The results
of an independent samples t-test confirmed this prediction. Consistent with the results from
Study 1, men endorsed the SSI significantly more strongly than women (see Table 8).

Study 2b

Method
Participants. Participants in Study 2b were 150 adults (68 men and 82 women) residing

across the United States who were recruited using Amazon.com’s Mechanical Turk service in
March 2012. The participants ranged from 18 to 79 years of age, with a mean of 34.83 and a
standard deviation of 12.56. The sample included participants from 38 states and the District
of Columbia. Participants completed the study for $3.00 in compensation.

Materials and procedure. Participants in Study 2b volunteered for the study on the
Mechanical Turk website. After providing consent, participants first completed the SSI scale.
Next, participants completed measures of benevolent and hostile sexism [33], gender system
justification [35], and modern sexism [32]. Participants then indicated their support for each
of nine different workplace policies designed to address work-life boundaries and gender
inequality in the workplace (e.g., flexible start and end times for employees; the ability to work
from home). Next, participants indicated their own income and their partners’ (if any) income.
Finally, participants identified their gender and their partners’ (if any) gender and provided
their political orientation on a 7-point scale.

Results
Reliability and psychometric characteristics. As in Study 2a, the SSI scale was reliable (α

= .91; see Table 2), and it had a mean score of 3.26 (slightly below the scale midpoint). This
finding is consistent with our expectations, because each of our samples produced a mean
political ideology that was slightly to the left of Moderate (see Table 1). This finding is also con-
sistent with past work showing that Mechanical Turk samples tend to be slightly liberal [56].
Using exploratory factor analysis of the scale items with iterated principal factors, a single fac-
tor once again emerged as the sole dominant factor in the model (see Table 2 and S1 File).

Hypothesis 1: Convergent validity. Next, we examined the extent to which scores on the
scale correlate with contemporary measures of gendered attitudes. We expected the SSI to be
related to benevolent sexism, hostile sexism, gender system justification, and modern sexism.

Table 8. Men endorse the separate spheres ideologymore strongly, on average, than women.

Study Men Mean (SD) Women Mean (SD) Mean Difference df t Cohen’s d

1 3.80 (.87) 2.98 (.99) 0.82 240 5.94** 0.88

2a 3.91 (.92) 2.85 (.90) 1.06 62 4.58** 1.16

2b 3.65 (1.03) 2.93 (1.16) 0.72 148 4.01** 0.66

2c 3.40 (.98) 2.77 (1.12) 0.63 144 3.60** 0.60

2d 3.31 (1.10) 2.76 (1.04) 0.55 151 3.18* 0.53

3a 3.69 (1.11) 2.79 (1.14) 0.90 132 4.58** 0.80

3b 3.26 (1.15) 2.75 (.95) 0.51 245 3.81** 0.48

**p < .001;

*p < .05.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0147315.t008
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Consistent with our predictions, the SSI was significantly correlated with benevolent sexism (r
= .65, p< .001), hostile sexism (r = .65, p< .001), gender system justification (r = .58, p<
.001), and modern sexism (r = .61, p< .001). These results replicate the findings from Study 1.

Next, we measured the correlation between the SSI and political orientation. As in the previ-
ous studies, the results supported our prediction that SSI scores would be significantly corre-
lated with conservatism (ρ = .46, p< .001).

Finally, we predicted that men would score higher on the SSI scale than women. The results
of an independent samples t-test confirmed this prediction. Men endorsed the SSI significantly
more strongly than women (see Table 8).

Hypothesis 2: Flexibility policies. The Separate Spheres Model posits that individuals’
endorsement of the SSI translates into opposition to flexibility policies that allow people to blur
the boundaries between the domestic and work spheres. In Study 2b, we predicted that SSI
scores would correlate with opposition to nine specific workplace policies. The results strongly
supported these predictions (see Table 9). The correlations ranged from ρ = .25 to ρ = .41, and
all were statistically significant.

Next, we examined the effect of SSI scores on opposition to each flexibility policy while con-
trolling for benevolent sexism, hostile sexism, gender system justification, modern sexism,
political conservatism, and gender. A series of linear regression models revealed that none of
the variables were consistently significant predictors of the nine flexibility policies. Of the five
gender-related scales, the SSI was a significant predictor of opposition to a zero-tolerance dis-
crimination policy (β = .26, p< .05), and none of the other scales were significant predictors of
this policy. Modern sexism was a significant predictor of opposition to a system for parents to

Table 9. Correlations between the Separate Spheres Ideology scale and opposition to workplace flexi-
bility and equality policies.

Policy (Study) Spearman’s ρ

Paid paternity leave for new fathers (2b) .30**

Paid paternity leave for new fathers (3a) .50**

Education programs for supervisors about biases against parents (2b) .41**

Education programs for supervisors about biases against parents (3a) .40**

Periodic self-audits of family responsibilities discrimination (2b) .36**

Periodic self-audits of family responsibilities discrimination (3a) .41**

Flexible start and end times (2b) .36**

Flexible start and end times (3a) .23*

Requirement of equal paid leave time for mothers and fathers (2b) .31**

Requirement of equal paid leave time for mothers and fathers (3a) .55**

Zero tolerance of family responsibilities discrimination (2b) .36**

Zero tolerance of family responsibilities discrimination (3a) .39**

Work-from-home options for parents (2b) .33**

Work-from-home options for parents (3a) .15

System for parents to swap shifts when needed (2b) .25*

System for parents to swap shifts when needed (3a) .21*

Extra training for employees returning from extended leave (2b) .32**

Extra training for employees returning from extended leave (3a) .34**

Workplace flexibility in general (2c) .20*

**p < .001;

*p < .05.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0147315.t009
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swap shifts (β = .30, p< .05) and opposition to extra training for employees returning from
leave (β = .40, p< .01), and none of the other scales were significant predictors of these policies.
Future research is needed to examine why these results were not as consistent as they were in
Study 1, but the most likely explanation is that the sample size in Study 2b was smaller than
that of Study 1 and therefore had less power.

Hypothesis 3: Distribution of family income. The Separate Spheres Model posits that
individuals’ endorsement of the SSI relates to how they structure their families and careers. We
predicted that individuals’ SSI scores would correspond to the way in which income was dis-
tributed within their families. In order to test this hypothesis, we measured participants’
income relative to their partners’ in Study 2b. We examined SSI scores in relation to the likeli-
hood of living in a family with a traditional income structure (an arrangement in which a male
partner has a higher income than a female partner); thus, only participants with partners of a
different gender were included in this analysis. Men who indicated that they made more
money per year than their partners and women who indicated that they made less than their
partners were coded as traditional families (1). Men who indicated that they made less than
their partners and women who indicated that they made more than their partners were coded
as non-traditional families (0). We predicted that SSI scores would predict traditional family
income, above and beyond the effects of other relevant attitudes and attributes.

The results of two logit regression models confirmed our predictions. In the first model, SSI
scores predicted traditional family income (B = .53, SE = .17,Wald = 10.21, p< .001). In a sec-
ond model, SSI scores continued to predict traditional family income, even when benevolent
sexism, hostile sexism, gender system justification, modern sexism, political conservatism, age,
education, and gender were included as predictors (B = .75, SE = .33,Wald = 5.13, p< .03; see
Table 10). In other words, endorsement of the separate spheres ideology predicts the likelihood
that an individual’s family will have a traditional income structure, and this relationship exists
even when controlling for existing measures of sexism, ideology, and related demographic
characteristics. This is yet further evidence that the SSI matters for important life outcomes,
not only for predicting attitudes on other psychological scale measures. Furthermore, this
result once again demonstrates the incremental predictive validity of the SSI scale.

It is important to note that the causal direction of the relationship between endorsement of
the SSI and family income is not yet clear. It may be that endorsement of the SSI leads individu-
als to structure their families in traditional ways, it may be that individuals justify their

Table 10. Among heterosexual couples, the separate spheres ideology predicts the likelihood that the male partner makesmore money than the
female partner (Study 2b).

Variable B SE Wald Bivariate correlation (ρ)

Separate Spheres Ideology 0.75 0.33 5.13* .27*

Benevolent Sexism -0.37 0.28 1.68 .14

Hostile Sexism -0.17 0.30 0.32 .24*

Gender System Justification 0.16 0.27 0.35 .25*

Modern Sexism 0.04 0.32 0.02 .24*

Political Conservatism -0.12 0.15 0.59 .16

Age 0.04 0.02 4.25* .16

Education -0.19 0.17 1.24 -.10

Participant Gender (man) 1.98 1.44 2.24 .44**

**p < .001;

*p < .05.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0147315.t010
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traditional family arrangements by endorsing the SSI, or it may be that these two phenomena
feed back on each other in a reciprocal way. It may also be the case that different causal rela-
tionships exist for different individuals.

Study 2c

Method
Participants. Participants in Study 2c were 146 adults (74 men and 72 women) residing

across the United States who were recruited on Mechanical Turk in May 2013. All participants
in Study 2c were employed at the time of the study. The participants ranged from 19 to 68
years of age, with a mean of 32.62 and a standard deviation of 10.94. Participants completed
the study for $4.00 in compensation.

Materials and procedure. Participants in Study 2c volunteered for the study on Mechani-
cal Turk. They were allowed to participate in the study if they indicated that they were cur-
rently employed in a job outside of Mechanical Turk. After confirming their employment
status, participants first completed the SSI scale. Next, they indicated their overall attitudes
toward workplaces providing flexibility accommodations to their employees. Finally, partici-
pants identified their gender and provided their political orientation on a 7-point scale.

Results
Reliability and psychometric characteristics. As in the previous studies, the SSI scale was

reliable (α = .91; see Table 2), and it had a mean score of 3.08. Using exploratory factor analysis
of the scale items with iterated principal factors, a single factor once again emerged as the sole
dominant factor in the model (see Table 2 and S1 File).

Hypothesis 1: Convergent validity. Next, we examined the convergent validity of the SSI
scale by examining the extent to which scores on the scale correlate with theoretically relevant
variables. As in the previous studies, we predicted that the SSI would be correlated with politi-
cal conservatism. The results supported this prediction (ρ = .44, p< .001).

Finally, we predicted that men would score higher on the SSI scale than women. The results
of an independent samples t-test confirmed this prediction. Men endorsed the SSI significantly
more strongly than women (see Table 8).

Hypothesis 2: Flexibility policies. The Separate Spheres Model posits that individuals’
endorsement of the SSI translates into opposition to workplace flexibility policies. In Study 2c,
we predicted that SSI scores would correlate with negative attitudes toward workplace flexibil-
ity accommodations in general. The results supported this prediction (ρ = .20, p< .02; see
Table 9). Thus, in a sample of adults for whom employment-related policies are particularly
relevant, the relationship between the SSI and policy attitudes remained robust.

Study 2d

Method
Participants. Participants in Study 2d were 153 adults (75 men and 78 women) residing

across the United States who were recruited on Mechanical Turk in September and October
2014. All participants in Study 2d were employed at the time of the study and held supervisory
positions at work. We screened participants using a self-report question (“We consider you a
supervisor for this study if a major part of your job is managing and overseeing the work of
other employees (for example, if you hire, fire, or promote employees, or if you have the power
to approve employees' time off).”). We then followed up with open-ended questions in which
participants provided detailed information about the nature of their supervisory work. This
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procedure allowed us to be more certain that each participant truly was a supervisor at work,
while also maintaining the anonymity of the study. The participants ranged from 19 to 60
years of age, with a mean of 33.75 and a standard deviation of 8.39. Participants completed the
study for $2.00 in compensation.

Materials and procedure. Participants in Study 2d volunteered for the study onMechani-
cal Turk. Participants were allowed to participate in the study if they were currently employed
in a job and held a supervisory position. The study took place in two sessions. In the first session,
participants completed the SSI scale and provided their gender and a variety of other demo-
graphic information. In the second session, which took place at least five days later for each par-
ticipant, participants were presented with fourteen workplace behaviors that supervisors might
engage in toward their employees (e.g., “I fired an employee after it became clear that his or her
family was interfering with his or her work too much”; “I called an employee rude names
because I felt that his or her family responsibilities were interfering with his or her job”). Each of
the behaviors measured in the study was identified by observing examples from a combination
of sources: stories about flexibility stigma in the news, court cases based on family responsibili-
ties discrimination, and data from a pilot study that used an employee sample. The pilot study
asked employees to describe the work-life conflicts they had experienced at work, and in their
open-ended responses, some participants described experiencing discrimination at work. For
each type of behavior, participants indicated whether they had ever engaged in the behavior on
a binary measure, as well as how frequently they had engaged in the behavior. Behavior fre-
quency was measured on a 9-point scale (1 = Never, 2 = Less than once per year, 3 = About
once per year, 4 = A few times per year, 5 = About once per month, 6 = A few times per month,
7 = About once per week, 8 = A few times per week, 9 = Almost daily).

Results
Reliability and psychometric characteristics. As in the previous studies, the SSI scale was

reliable (α = .91; see Table 2), and it had a mean score of 3.03. All other scale properties were
consistent with the previous studies (see Table 2 and S1 File).

Hypothesis 1: Convergent validity. Next, we examined the convergent validity of the SSI
scale by examining the extent to which scores on the scale correspond to theoretically relevant
variables. We predicted that men would score higher on the SSI scale than women. The results
of an independent samples t-test confirmed this prediction. Consistent with the results from
the previous studies, men endorsed the SSI significantly more strongly than women (see
Table 8). Note that across the four samples in Study 2, the mean gender difference in SSI scores
was between about one-half and one full point on the 7-point scale. The standard deviations
among men’s and women’s SSI scores were similar to each other in each sample and quite con-
sistent across samples (approximately equal to 1.0). Thus, while there was a consistent gender
difference in SSI scores in the predicted direction, it’s also important to note that the differ-
ences within men and within women (represented by the standard deviations) were at least as
large as the differences between men and women (see Fig 1).

Hypothesis 5: Discriminatory conduct in the workplace. The Separate Spheres Model
posits that supervisors’ endorsement of the SSI relates to their workplace conduct. We pre-
dicted that individuals’ SSI scores would correspond to the extent to which they reported
engaging in discriminatory conduct against their employees who had family caregiving respon-
sibilities. We use the word “discriminatory” in the narrow legal sense here, meaning that the
participants took these actions against their employees “because of” the employees’ family
responsibilities. In order to test this hypothesis, we presented participants with fourteen types
of discriminatory or stigmatizing workplace conduct that supervisors might engage in.
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Participants reported the frequency of engaging in each behavior. Using linear regression, we
found that for nine of the fourteen behaviors, supervisors’ SSI scores predicted the frequency of
engaging in discriminatory acts against employees with caregiving responsibilities (see
Table 11). These findings are striking because they indicate once again that the SSI scale does
not merely predict other relevant attitude measures, but important real-world conduct. To the
extent that there is a relationship between the SSI scale and employment discrimination against
workers with caregiving responsibilities, it will be an important research tool for examining

Fig 1. Men’s andWomen’s SSI Scores. This histogram includes pooled data from all seven samples. Bins
are 0.2 wide.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0147315.g001

Table 11. The separate spheres ideology predicts supervisors’ self-reported frequency of discrimina-
tion against employees with family caregiving responsibilities (Study 2d).

Discriminatory Conducta β t

Reconsidered a promotion that employee was going to receive .13 1.65

Talked to employee about inadequate commitment .21 2.62*

Talked to employee about inadequate performance .18 2.25*

Rearranged employees’ work assignments .12 1.51

Terminated employee .20 2.52*

Terminated employee or asked employee to quit while on leave .19 2.42*

Convinced employee not to take time off or change schedule .12 1.44

Prevented employee from taking time off or changing schedule .19 2.38*

Acted angry with employee .19 2.33*

Checked on employee to verify reasons for absence -.03 -0.31

Called employee rude names .21 2.65*

Demoted employee .10 1.26

Reduced employee’s hours .21 2.64*

Acted cold and distant with employee .25 3.11*

a Each line depicts the results of a separate linear regression model.

*p < .05.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0147315.t011
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family responsibilities discrimination. Furthermore, this study presents a conservative test of
the hypothesis, as the ability to detect the hypothesized relationships depends on supervisors’
willingness to report their own workplace discrimination. The actual frequency of the behav-
iors measured here is likely higher than the data indicate, suggesting that we were able to iden-
tify significant relationships despite a restriction of range in the dependent variable.

It is once again important to note that the causal direction of the relationship between
endorsement of the SSI and discriminatory workplace conduct is not clear. It may be that
endorsement of the SSI leads individuals to engage in discriminatory conduct, it may be that
individuals justify their discriminatory conduct by endorsing the SSI, or it may be that these
two phenomena feed back on each other in a reciprocal way. It may also be the case that differ-
ent causal relationships exist for different individuals.

Study 3
In Study 3, we further validated the SSI scale in two independent samples and demonstrated
that its psychometric properties remained consistent. We also experimentally examined sys-
tematic situational variation in endorsement of the separate spheres ideology and demon-
strated that the SSI functions as a system-justifying ideology.

Study 3a

Method
Participants. Participants in Study 3a were 134 adults (62 men and 72 women) recruited

on Mechanical Turk in August 2012. All participants were over 18 years of age and resided in
the United States. Participants completed the study for $2.50 in compensation.

Materials and procedure. Participants in Study 3a volunteered for the study on Mechani-
cal Turk. In order to manipulate system threat, participants first read what they thought was an
excerpt from a newspaper article discussing the state of the nation. Participants were randomly
assigned to one of two conditions. In the system-threat condition, the newspaper excerpt dis-
cussed the decline of social, economic, and political conditions in the U.S. In the no-threat con-
dition, the newspaper excerpt discussed the stability and success of social, economic, and
political conditions in the U.S. (both excerpts were taken from Kay, Jost, & Young [45]; see S2
File for the text of the stimuli). After exposure to the newspaper manipulation, participants
completed the Separate Spheres Ideology scale. Next, participants indicated their support for
each of nine different workplace policies designed to address work-life boundaries and gender
inequality in the workplace (the same policies used in Study 2b). Next, participants indicated
how many hours per week they worked and how much caregiving responsibility they had on a
7-point scale (1 = I don’t have any dependents to take care of, 2 = I take on very few of the care-
giving responsibilities for my dependents, 3 = I have some caregiving responsibilities for my
dependents, 4 = I share caregiving responsibilities about equally with a partner, 5 = I take on
the majority of caregiving responsibilities for my dependents, 6 = I take on almost all of the
caregiving responsibilities for my dependents, 7 = I am solely responsible for my dependents).
For the purposes of this question, dependents included children, aging family members, adults
with disabilities, and any others needing care. Finally, participants identified their gender and
provided their political orientation on a 7-point scale.

Results
Reliability and psychometric characteristics. In order to further validate the SSI scale in

Study 3, we first analyzed the reliability and other psychometric properties of the scale. The
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scale proved to be quite reliable (α = .92; see Table 2), and it had a mean score of 3.21. Using
exploratory factor analysis of the scale items with iterated principal factors, a single factor once
again emerged as the sole dominant factor (see Table 2 and S1 File).

Hypothesis 1: Convergent validity. Next, we examined the convergent validity of the SSI
scale by examining the extent to which scores on the scale correlate with theoretically relevant
variables. As in Studies 1 and 2, we predicted that the SSI would be correlated with political
conservatism. The results supported this prediction (ρ = .53, p< .001).

We also predicted that men would score higher on the SSI scale than women. The results of
an independent samples t-test confirmed this prediction. Consistent with the results from the
previous studies, men endorsed the SSI significantly more strongly than women (see Table 8).

Hypothesis 2: Flexibility policies. The Separate Spheres Model predicts that individuals’
endorsement of the SSI translates into opposition to workplace policies that blur the line
between the gendered spheres. In Study 3a, we predicted that SSI scores would correlate with
opposition to nine specific workplace policies. The results strongly supported these predictions
(see Table 9). The correlations ranged from ρ = .15 to ρ = .55, and all but one were statistically
significant. This finding replicates the results of Studies 1 and 2 and demonstrates that the rela-
tionship between the SSI and important policy attitudes is robust.

Hypothesis 4: Participation in gendered spheres. Next, the Separate Spheres Model pre-
dicts that individuals’ endorsement of the SSI corresponds to their everyday participation in
the gendered spheres. We measured work and caregiving responsibilities in Study 3a to assess
how much time each individual participated in the work and domestic spheres, respectively.
We hypothesized that participants’ SSI scores would predict these important real-life out-
comes. Specifically, we predicted that men with high SSI scores would work more hours per
week, but this would not be true for women. We also predicted that women with high SSI
scores would spend more time caregiving, but this would not be true for men. The results of
four linear regression models confirmed these predictions. Men’s SSI scores predicted the
number of hours they worked per week (β = .27, p< .04), but women’s SSI scores did not

Fig 2. Scores on the Separate Spheres Ideology scale increase in response to system threat (Study 3).

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0147315.g002
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predict the number of hours they worked per week (β = .09, p = ns). Conversely, women’s SSI
scores predicted the amount of caregiving responsibilities they had (β = .31, p< .01), but men’s
SSI scores did not predict the amount of caregiving responsibilities they had (β = .02, p = ns).

Next, we pooled men and women together into each regression model to determine whether
there was a significant interaction between gender and SSI scores in predicting each outcome.
The results of the first linear regression revealed that there was not a significant interaction
between gender and SSI scores in predicting the number of hours worked per week (β = .28, p
= ns). This indicates that although men’s SSI scores significantly predicted their work hours
and women’s SSI scores did not significantly predict their work hours (as we hypothesized),
the difference between these two effects was not significant. A second linear regression model
revealed that there was a nearly significant interaction between gender and SSI scores in pre-
dicting caregiving responsibilities (β = -.58, p = .05). Although this interaction was on the cusp
of significance, it suggests that the effect of women’s SSI scores in predicting their caregiving
responsibilities was higher than the effect of men’s SSI scores in predicting their caregiving
responsibilities. Taken together, all of these findings demonstrate the potentially important
role of individuals’ endorsement of the SSI in gendered life outcomes. Furthermore, they show
that individuals’ SSI scores predict important life outcomes beyond simply their attitudes on
other psychological scale measures.

Next, we broke up the caregiving variable in order to more closely examine the role of SSI
scores in predicting the time women spend on caregiving. First, we created a binary variable in
which women who did not have dependents were coded as 0 and women who had dependents
were coded as 1. We conducted a logit regression in order to determine whether SSI scores pre-
dicted the likelihood of having dependents to care for. The results revealed that women’s SSI
scores significantly predicted their likelihood of having dependents (B = .44, SE = .23,
Wald = 3.86, p< .05). Next, we took only the group of women who had dependents and con-
ducted a linear regression in order to determine whether SSI scores predicted the amount of
caregiving these women did. The results revealed a marginally significant relationship between
SSI scores and caregiving responsibilities among women who have dependents (β = .29, p<
.07). It seems that women’s endorsement of the SSI corresponds to whether they have depen-
dents to care for, and it may also be related to the amount of caregiving women do once they
have dependents. In contrast, men’s SSI scores are unrelated to the amount of time they spend
on caregiving.

Taken together, these findings suggest that one’s endorsement of the separate spheres ideol-
ogy predicts greater day-to-day participation in the sphere traditionally associated with one’s
gender. It is once again important to note that the causal direction of the relationship between
endorsement of the SSI and everyday participation in work and caregiving is not yet clear. It
may be that endorsement of the SSI leads individuals to structure their time in gendered ways,
it may be that individuals justify their gendered sphere participation by endorsing the SSI, or it
may be that these two phenomena feed back on each other in a reciprocal way. Future research
to tease apart these relationships should be conducted.

Hypothesis 6: System justification. Finally, the Separate Spheres Model posits that the
SSI is a system-justifying ideology. We used the SSI scale to test the novel prediction that par-
ticipants who were exposed to system threat would endorse the separate spheres ideology more
strongly than those who were not exposed to system threat. The results of an independent sam-
ples t-test confirmed this prediction (see Fig 2). In Study 3a, participants in the system-threat
condition had significantly higher SSI scores (M = 3.50, SD = 1.29) than participants in the no-
threat condition (M = 2.94, SD = 1.07, t(132) = 2.71, p< .01, Cohen’s d = .47). A linear regres-
sion further revealed that the system threat manipulation increased SSI scores even when con-
trolling for the effects of political conservatism and gender (β = .20, p< .01). In other words, as
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predicted, participants responded to system threat by strengthening their support for the idea
that men and women should occupy separate spheres in society.

Next, we examined the proposition that endorsement of the SSI serves a palliative function
for individuals with system-justifying needs. We predicted that after participants had completed
the SSI scale, thereby expressing their beliefs about gender roles, the system threat manipulation
would no longer have an effect on subsequent attitude measures. In a series of linear regression
models, we examined the effect of the system threat manipulation on each of the nine measures
of opposition to workplace flexibility policies (which were measured immediately after the sepa-
rate spheres ideology was measured) while controlling for political conservatism and gender.
The results supported our predictions, revealing that the system threat manipulation had no sig-
nificant effect on any of the policy attitudes (see Table 12). Taken together, these findings sup-
port our contention that the separate spheres ideology serves a system-justifying function. They
suggest that in response to system threat, participants increased their support for the separate
spheres ideology in an attempt to justify the gender-role status quo. The results also suggest that
the SSI successfully served a palliative function, helping participants to resolve their heightened
need for system justification, as the effect of system threat dissipated once participants had been
given the chance to express their separate spheres ideology.

Study 3b

Method
Participants. Participants in Study 3b were 249 adults (126 men, 121 women, and 2 who

declined to identify their gender) residing across the United States who were recruited on
Mechanical Turk in January and February 2013. The participants ranged from 18 to 71 years of
age, with a mean of 31.69 and a standard deviation of 11.49. Participants completed the study
for $3.00 in compensation.

Materials and procedure. Participants in Study 3b volunteered for the study on Mechani-
cal Turk. Participants were asked to read the admissions essay of a college applicant and then
provide a series of ratings and recommendations regarding the applicant. Participants were
randomly assigned to one of four essay conditions. In each case, the author of the essay was a
high school student with a 3.3 grade-point average. In the system-threat condition, the student
stated that his family could not afford to pay for a college education and lamented the fact that

Table 12. The effects of system threat on opposition to workplace flexibility policies after participants
completed the Separate Spheres Ideology scale (Study 3a).

Policya β t

Paid paternity leave for new fathers .11 1.42

Education programs for supervisors about biases against parents .07 0.84

Periodic self-audits of family responsibilities discrimination .03 0.39

Flexible start and end times .13 1.54

Requirement of equal paid leave time for mothers and fathers .09 1.14

Zero tolerance of family responsibilities discrimination .16 1.93

Work-from-home options for parents .01 0.17

System for parents to swap shifts when needed .07 0.85

Extra training for employees returning from extended leave .08 0.95

a Each line depicts the results of a separate linear regression model, controlling for political conservatism

and gender.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0147315.t012
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the American Dream seemed not to be true. In the no-threat condition, the student stated that
through hard work, his family had saved enough money to afford a college education and the
American Dream seemed to be alive and well (see S2 File for the text of the stimuli). The two
remaining filler conditions were included in the study in order to prevent Mechanical Turk
workers from posting information in online forums and discovering that the cover story for
the study was untrue (a problem that we have experienced in the past). Participants in these
filler conditions received different study stimuli and their data were not meant to be analyzed
along with the test conditions. Thus, a total of 123 adults (61 men, 61 women, and 1 participant
who declined to provide a gender) participated in the test conditions. After the essay manipula-
tion, participants provided recommendations regarding the student’s admission to a four-year
college and ratings of the student’s abilities and potential, in order to enhance the cover story
for the study. Finally, participants completed the Separate Spheres Ideology scale, identified
their gender, and provided their political orientation on a 7-point scale.

Results
Reliability and psychometric characteristics. We first analyzed the reliability and other

psychometric properties of the scale. Once again, the scale proved to be quite reliable (α = .90;
see Table 2), and it had a mean score of 3.00. Using exploratory factor analysis of the scale
items with iterated principal factors, a single factor once again emerged as the sole dominant
factor (see Table 2 and S1 File).

Hypothesis 1: Convergent validity. Next, we examined the convergent validity of the SSI
scale by examining the extent to which scores on the scale correlate with theoretically relevant
variables. As in the previous studies, we predicted that the SSI would be correlated with politi-
cal conservatism. The results supported this prediction (ρ = .40, p< .001).

We also predicted that men would score higher on the SSI scale than women. The results of
an independent samples t-test confirmed this prediction. Consistent with the results from the
previous studies, men endorsed the SSI significantly more strongly than women (see Table 8).
Once again, the differences between men and women in both samples of Study 3 were between
one-half and one point on the SSI scale, and the standard deviations were approximately one
point. Therefore, it is important to note that the differences within men and within women
were at least as large as the differences between men and women. Furthermore, the distribu-
tions of men’s and women’s scores overlapped quite a bit (see Fig 1).

Hypothesis 6: System justification. Finally, we used the SSI scale to test the novel predic-
tion that participants who were exposed to system threat would endorse the separate spheres
ideology more strongly than those who were not exposed to system threat. The results of an
independent samples t-test confirmed this prediction (see Fig 2). In Study 3b, participants in
the system-threat condition once again had significantly higher SSI scores (M = 3.28,
SD = 1.04) than participants in the no-threat condition (M = 2.88, SD = 1.11, t(121) = 2.05, p<
.05, Cohen’s d = .37). As in Study 3a, participants responded to system threat by strengthening
their support for the idea that men and women should occupy separate spheres in society.

It should be noted that it is not yet clear whether system threat in Studies 3a and 3b caused
SSI scores to rise, whether the no-threat stimuli caused SSI scores to fall, or whether a combina-
tion of these processes occurred. Evidence for the role of system threat in increasing SSI scores
is that in both studies the mean SSI score for the system threat condition was equal to or higher
than the highest mean score in all of the other samples (Study 2a). However, it is also possible
that the no-threat stimuli caused SSI scores to fall; evidence for this interpretation is that in
both studies, the mean score for the no-threat condition was lower than the lowest mean score
in all of the other samples (Study 2c). Thus, it is likely that the threat stimuli increased SSI
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scores at the same time that the no-threat stimuli decreased SSI scores. Future research should
examine this question using a third, neutral condition that neither threatens nor affirms the
status quo. In any case, the results of Studies 3a and 3b provide robust evidence of motivated
reasoning and support our contention that the SSI is a motivated, system-justifying ideology.

General Discussion
We have presented the separate spheres ideology as a psychological construct characterized by
individual differences and a motivated system-justifying function, operationalized the SSI with
a new scale measure, and modeled the SSI as a predictor of important outcomes related to gen-
der discrimination and inequality in society.

First, we developed the Separate Spheres Ideology scale, a reliable and valid measure of indi-
viduals’ support for the SSI. The SSI scale exhibited high reliability and consistent psychometric
properties across all seven samples. This was no small feat, considering that the study included
two student samples, three samples of diverse American adults, one sample of adults with jobs,
and one sample of adults with supervisory responsibilities in their jobs. The reliability of the
scale and the consistency of the results support the proposition of the Separate Spheres Model
that endorsement of the SSI should be characterized as an individual difference.

Second, the SSI scale exhibited convergent validity and incremental predictive validity. SSI
scores correlated in the predicted direction with a wide variety of contemporary, conceptually
related measures. The SSI scale also predicted important attitudes and behaviors above and
beyond the effects of existing measures in psychology. The SSI as a psychological construct and
the SSI scale as a measure both seem to contribute to our understanding of gender inequality in
ways not accomplished by current theoretical and measurement approaches to the study of
gender attitudes.

Third, we provided support for the Separate Spheres Model contention that the SSI has
important implications for gender inequality in society. We found that individuals’ endorse-
ment of the SSI was related to stronger opposition to policies that would alleviate the caregiving
pressures many women experience, allow men to derive more benefits from family life, and
decrease economic disparities that disadvantage women (Hypothesis 2). Endorsement of the
SSI was also related to supervisors’ discriminatory acts against employees with caregiving
responsibilities (Hypothesis 5). These findings represent two types of gendered workplace out-
comes that the Separate Spheres Model’s individual-difference approach is in a unique position
to address, as the existing dominant approach to gendered workplace outcomes focuses on
backlash toward individual targets’ gendered behavior. SSI scores also predicted gendered
income distributions within families (Hypothesis 3), and they predicted individuals’ own
reported participation in the work and domestic spheres in their everyday lives (Hypothesis 4).
These are important real-world outcomes that go beyond simply predicting scale measures
with other scale measures. These findings all demonstrate the substantive (and methodological)
utility of the Separate Spheres Model.

Fourth, we provided experimental support for the novel hypothesis that the separate spheres
ideology takes the functional form of a system-justifying ideology. System threat in two differ-
ent forms caused participants to strengthen their support for the SSI. Expressing their separate
spheres beliefs also seemed to serve a palliative function for participants, helping them to
resolve their heightened need for system justification. The results of these studies suggest that
the SSI is not simply a passive set of attitudes that individuals hold about proper gender roles,
but is motivated and is actively used by participants to defend and justify the gendered status
quo. Furthermore, these findings are particularly noteworthy, because the threats in question
were not targeted to gender roles in any way. The threatening newspaper article in Study 3a
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discussed the social, economic, and political decline of the United States, and the threatening
essay in Study 3b discussed the failure of the American Dream. Despite the fact that neither of
these manipulations threatened traditional gender roles, participants responded to these
threats by increasing their reliance on an ideology that justifies and promotes gendered segre-
gation in society. This finding suggests that there are many opportunities in everyday environ-
ments to trigger system threat and increase individuals’ endorsement of the SSI.

Fifth, the results of these studies supporting the novel hypotheses of the Separate Spheres
Model were characterized by ecological validity in terms of both the samples and the outcomes.
Participants in five of the seven samples were adults who grapple with work-family decisions
on a day-to-day basis. Study 2d in particular was comprised of individuals who have the power
to make employment decisions about other workers, including approval for leave and other
flexibility accommodations. Furthermore, the effects of the SSI were not limited to lab-based
measures that may not generalize to real-world behaviors. Endorsement of the SSI predicted
men’s and women’s gendered participation in the work and domestic spheres in their everyday
lives, the reported income distribution within participants’ families, and supervisors’ self-
reported discriminatory conduct in the workplace. These findings support the proposition of
the Separate Spheres Model that the SSI has an important relationship to gendered inequality
and suggest that this relationship is robust.

Finally, the results are consistent with previous research findings that have demonstrated
that women often endorse traditional gender attitudes along with men. Particularly with forms
of sexism that are nuanced and more positive in tone (such as benevolent sexism and the sepa-
rate spheres ideology), women can and do espouse sexist beliefs nearly as often as men. Across
the seven samples in this project, we found that while men exhibited slightly higher average
scores than women, the distributions of men’s and women’s scores overlapped quite a bit. Per-
haps this helps to explain the persistence of this belief system over time.

We have proposed that the separate spheres ideology regards the domestic and public
spheres as equally valuable, even while de facto insisting that they remain segregated by gender.
It is also the case, however, that the public sphere is more highly valued in financial terms in
our society, with the majority of domestic work being unpaid. It is not yet clear whether indi-
viduals who endorse the SSI sincerely regard the two spheres as equally valuable to society or
regard the public sphere as inherently more valuable but use separate-but-equal rhetoric as a
way to uphold gendered institutions. Further research is needed to examine these possibilities.

Generally speaking, the results of these studies suggest that the Separate Spheres Model
offers conceptual and methodological advantages to supplement existing approaches to the
psychological study of gendered inequality. The prescriptive stereotyping and backlash
approach has been extremely fruitful and provided much of the inspiration for this work. How-
ever, measuring gendered ideology as an individual difference and modeling it as a predictor of
gendered outcomes allows psychologists to examine gendered outcomes in new ways and adds
value to existing empirical approaches. The results of these studies demonstrate that individual
and situational variation in endorsement of the SSI systematically predict outcomes that are
consequential for gender inequality. This approach will allow social psychologists to investigate
the antecedents and psychological processes underlying the separate spheres ideology and
design new interventions to attenuate its harmful effects. These interventions may include
strategies such as the de-biasing training used to weaken the effects of implicit associations
(see, e.g., [58]), organizational factors to constrain how much SSI beliefs can manifest in work-
place decision-making (see, e.g., [59]), message framing strategies that reduce system threat
(see, e.g., [52]), or legal reforms designed to reduce discrimination [60–61].

Until now, social psychologists have not operationalized the SSI as an individual-differences
measure. The potential uses of the SSI scale are numerous. For example, future research may
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examine the role of the SSI in workplaces, including the extent to which individual endorse-
ment of the SSI interacts with structural aspects of the workplace and leads to greater discrimi-
nation and inequality within organizations. The Separate Spheres Model would predict that,
under certain workplace conditions, supervisors’ endorsement of the SSI plays a role in flexibil-
ity stigma and family responsibilities discrimination. Researchers may also investigate endorse-
ment of the SSI over the life course; early childhood exposure to gendered messages in the
media and elsewhere may affect the development of this worldview. Researchers could examine
the role of the SSI in political institutions; average support for the SSI in a district might
decrease women’s emergence as political candidates. Finally, researchers may investigate more
subtle priming effects on individuals’ endorsement of separate spheres, such as changes in SSI
scores after exposure to sexist advertising. In sum, the Separate Spheres Model, which concep-
tualizes the SSI as an ideology characterized by individual differences and a system-justifying
function, open doors for researchers looking to examine the psychological antecedents, pro-
cesses, and consequences of endorsement of gendered spheres.

Appendix A: The Separate Spheres Ideology Scale

1. Women can learn technical skills, but it doesn’t come as naturally as it does for most men.

2. If one person in a heterosexual marriage needs to quit working, it usually makes more
sense for the husband to keep his job.

�3. Children with single parents can be just as well off as children with both a mom and a dad.

4. When it comes to voting for president, I’mmore comfortable trusting a man to make
tough political decisions than a woman.

�5. When a married couple divorces, judges shouldn’t assume that the mother is the more
“natural” parent.

6. Most men naturally enjoy a tough and competitive career more than women do.

7. I would feel more comfortable if my auto mechanic was a man, rather than a woman.

�8. If we got rid of stereotyping and discrimination, differences between men and women
would mostly disappear.

9. Women can learn how to be good leaders in the workplace, but it doesn’t come as natu-
rally as it does for most men.

10. It’s natural for a woman to be fulfilled by taking care of her children, but most men feel
better when they have a good career, too.

11. There are certain caregiving jobs, like nursing, that just naturally fit with women’s skills
better than men’s skills.

12. Most kids are better off if their dad is the primary provider for the whole family.

�13. I would feel equally comfortable with a repair-man or a repair-woman to fix something
in my house.

�14. It’s just as important to most women as it is to men to have a successful career.

15. When it comes to making tough business decisions, men tend to have special abilities
that most women don’t have.
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Response scale

1. Strongly Disagree

2. Moderately Disagree

3. Slightly Disagree

4. Neither Agree nor Disagree

5. Slightly Agree

6. Moderately Agree

7. Strongly Agree

�Reverse-scored

Supporting Information
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