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When women are in a situation whereby they are at risk of being judged by a negative 

stereotype, they underperform relative to men.  This quandary is called stereotype threat.  The 

present study examined whether stereotype threat affects the performance of men versus 

women in a simulated job interview.  The stereotype that women are not suitable for 

managerial jobs was unobtrusively embedded in a job description presented to interviewees 

(n = 50) prior to the interview.  The interviews were evaluated by four HR managers, two 

male and two female.  The results showed that stereotype threat disadvantages females vis-à-

vis those in the control group, and it disadvantaged them relative to men in the stereotype 

threat condition.  This occurred regardless of whether the HR manager was male or female. 
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A wealth of studies have found that 

women as well as men perceive that the 

attributes ascribed to successful managers 

are more likely to be held by a man rather 

than a woman (e.g., Boyce & Herd, 2003; 

Cabrera, Sauer & Thomas-Hunt, 2009; 

Eagly & Karau, 2002; Fernandes, & 

Cabral-Cardoso, 2006; Gmuer, 2006; 

Powell, Butterfield, & Parent, 2002; 

Sczesny, 2003; Welbourne, 2005; 

Willemsen, 2002).  This is because in 

Euro-Western society, managerial jobs are 

believed to “require an achievement-

oriented aggressiveness and an emotional 

toughness that is distinctly male in 

character and antithetical to both the 

stereotyped view of what women are like, 

and the stereotype-based norms specifying 

how they should behave” (Heilman, 2001, 

p. 659).  Because of these perceptions, 

women’s competence in managerial 

positions is often viewed as inferior 

(Foschi, 1996), and their work is 

undervalued and considered of lower 

quality even when they perform at the 

same level as men (Heilman, 1995).  Thus, 
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it is not surprising that the selection of 

women for managerial positions has been 

uneven and slow (International Labor 

Organization, 2005). 

 

One reason for this slow and uneven 

growth may be that organizations 

perpetuate gender stereotypes through their 

hiring practices (Kmec, 2005).  

Organizations often frame particular 

departments or positions as masculine or 

feminine in their job descriptions and 

hiring criteria (Hall, 1993; Pierce, 1996).  

For instance, Skuratowicz and Hunter 

(2004) investigated how newly created 

jobs were described to incumbent 

employees at a US-based bank.  

Management used signs, photographs and 

videos that depicted men as prestigious 

personal bankers and women as customer 

relations personnel.  The latter position 

commanded lower pay, and had little or no 

supervisory power, as compared to a 

personal banker.  

 

Gender stereotypes may also be 

perpetuated in the employment interview.  

Indeed, the interpersonal nature of the 

employment interview makes it susceptible 

to interviewer biases (Latham & Sue Chan, 

1999).  Interviewer decisions are affected 

by expectations that are generated from 

stereotypes (Pingitore, Dugoni, Tindale & 

Spring, 1994).  For male-sex-typed jobs 

(e.g., engineer, carpenter), male 

interviewees are hired more frequently 

than females because males are seen as 

more likely to be successful than female 

interviewees even when the latter have 

similar credentials (Davison & Burke, 

2000; Dipboye, 1987). 

 

These studies shed light on the human 

resource management procedures that 

maintain what Schein (1973, 1975) coined 

as the ‘think-manager-think-male’ belief.  

However, these studies do not take into 

account how stereotypes influence the 

behavior of the target of a stereotype.  

Rather, this body of research has been 

limited to discovering the evaluations 

made by “powerful others.” Indeed, over 

and above any bias on the part of 

interviewers, women carry an additional 

burden, which is the possibility that what 

they say or do will be interpreted in light 

of the stereotype about women’s inferior 

managerial ability.  This burden is called 

stereotype threat.  Specifically, stereotype 

threat refers to the phenomenon whereby 

an individual or group performs more 

poorly on a task when they perceive that a 

negative stereotype may be characteristic 

of their group within the task’s domain 

(Steele, 1997; Steele & Aronson, 1995).  

 

Research in management is lacking as to 

whether stereotype threat provides a 

disadvantage to an individual’s 

employment.  In social psychology, 

stereotype threat has almost exclusively 

been studied as an issue in testing for 

cognitive ability/academic performance 

(Nguyen & Ryan, 2008).  But it can also 

be present in routine situations that are part 

of most jobs and employment experiences 

(Roberson & Kulik, 2007).  On-going 

exposure to stereotype threat may lead a 

person to disengage from the performance 

domain (Steele, 1997).  

 

The purpose of the present study is to 

address this gap in the literature by 

assessing whether stereotype threat 

influences the interview performance of 

female job candidates.  Few studies have 

examined the effect of stereotype threat in 

the work domain, and no study, to date, 

has examined it in relation to the interview 

performance of men versus women.  

Hence, the present study contributes to the 

extant literature by examining, for the first 

time, whether stereotype threat impairs 

women’s performance in a selection 

interview.  To do so, we first define 

stereotype threat, and review empirical 

research that has examined its effects on 

women in a work domain.  Next we 

present the results of a pilot study that was 

conducted to ensure that the manipulation 
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of stereotype threat for a selection 

interview was effective.  Finally, we 

present the results of the simulated 

interview study, and conclude with a 

discussion of those results, as well as 

limitations of this experiment and 

directions for future research.  

 

Stereotype Threat 

There are voluminous experiments in 

social psychology showing that stereotype 

threat has a pernicious effect on the 

performance of those who are targeted 

(Steele, 1997).  This is because the 

targeted individual or group focuses on 

“the threat of being viewed through the 

lens of a negative stereotype or the fear of 

doing something that would inadvertently 

confirm that stereotype” (Steele, 1999, 

p.46).  This fear interferes with task 

performance, which ironically confirms for 

others the very stereotype that the 

individual or group wants to avoid 

(Wheeler & Petty, 2001).  The targets of a 

stereotype perform poorly relative to their 

non-stereotyped counterparts as soon as 

they perceive they are being judged 

stereotypically, treated stereotypically or 

presumed to be behaving stereotypically 

(Link & Phelen, 2001).  This is especially 

likely to occur when the targeted group 

identifies strongly with the stereotyped 

categorization (e.g., women who strongly 

identify with their gender), and the task 

domain (e.g., women who strongly 

identify with a management career; Steele, 

1997).  This is because they perceive their 

self-identity has been threatened 

(Schmader, 2002).  

 

Stereotype threat can be experimentally 

activated in a variety of ways.  For 

instance, Schmader and Johns (2003) 

explicitly reminded women of the 

stereotype that men outperform them in 

mathematical domains.  Shih, Pittinsky 

and Ambady (1999) elicited stereotype 

threat by asking women in the 

experimental condition to indicate their 

sex, and answer questions related to their 

sex immediately prior to taking a 

mathematics test.  No explicit mention of 

the stereotype was made.  Davies, Spencer, 

Quinn and Gerhardstein (2002) primed 

stereotype threat by showing the 

participants gender-stereotypical 

commercials on television, and then asking 

them to complete a mathematics test.  The 

results of social psychology experiments 

reveal that stereotype threat can be elicited 

either obtrusively or unobtrusively.  

 

Regardless of how stereotype threat is 

activated, research shows that it has a 

negative impact on the performance of a 

wide range of people, specifically, African 

Americans’ and Latinos’ academic 

performance (Aronson, 2002; Steele, 

2003), females versus males on 

mathematical problems (Brown & Josephs, 

1999; Cadinu, Maass, Rosabianca, & 

Kiesner, 2005; Spencer et al., 1999), lower 

socioeconomic groups’ performance on 

academic tasks (Croizet & Claire, 1998), 

white males’ performance vis-à-vis Asian 

males on mathematical problems 

(Aronson, Lustina, Good, Keough, Steele 

& Brown, 1999), and gay men in their 

interaction with children (Bosson, 

Haymovitz & Pinel, 2004).  There is also 

evidence that suggests that stereotype 

threat may hinder women’s performance in 

the workplace.  One work-related activity 

whereby women are susceptible to 

stereotype threat is negotiations (Kray, 

Thompson and Galinsky, 2001).  Kray et 

al. (2001) elicited this threat in a 

negotiating exercise by indicating that a 

test was diagnostic of success in the 

classroom.  MBA students enrolled in a 

negotiations course were randomly 

assigned to mixed-gender dyads.  Half of 

the pairs were told that success in the 

exercise generally translates into success 

in overall classroom performance (threat 

condition) and the other half were told that 

success in the exercise did not correlate 

with success in the classroom.  Simply 

labeling the negotiation as diagnostic of a 

person’s effectiveness improved men’s 
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ability to negotiate, but hindered women’s 

performance at the bargaining table.  

 

Davies et al. (2002) examined the effect of 

stereotype threat on women’s vocational 

aspirations.  Undergraduate women, who 

were shown gender-stereotypic television 

commercials, indicated less interest in 

pursuing educational/vocational options 

where mathematical skills are required to 

succeed (e.g., engineer, mathematician, 

computer science, statistician, accountant, 

etc.) and more interest in domains that rely 

on verbal skills for success (e.g., author of 

novels, linguistics, journalist, 

communications, political scientist, editor, 

etc.), than did women who were shown 

gender-neutral television commercials.   

 

Davies, Spencer and Steele (2005) 

examined whether exposing undergraduate 

women to stereotype threat, that was not 

made salient by the researchers, influenced 

the decision of women to adopt a 

leadership role as opposed to a problem-

solver role on a subsequent task.  The 

participants were shown television 

commercials that either depicted women in 

a stereotypical light, or neutrally.  Women 

who viewed the gender-stereotypical 

commercials were subsequently less likely 

to prefer a leadership role, compared to 

women who watched the gender-neutral 

commercials.  

 

Although these experiments suggest a 

reason for why women do not occupy as 

many managerial roles as men, few studies 

to date have explicitly addressed work 

related tasks for managerial roles.  A 

notable exception is a study conducted by 

Bergeron, Block, and Echtenkamp (2006).  

They investigated the effect of stereotype 

threat on men and women’s performance 

on a managerial in-basket exercise.  

Specifically, graduate students were asked 

to complete a decision-making activity in 

the field of human resource management 

after they were provided with information 

on their successful predecessor.  Their 

successor was described using either 

stereotypically masculine or feminine 

descriptors.  Bergeron et al. hypothesized 

that exposing female participants to 

masculine descriptors elicits stereotype 

threat, which in turn leads to lower levels 

of performance, both in terms of the 

quantity of memos to which the 

participants were able to respond, and the 

quality of their responses in the in-basket 

exercse.   

 

The results showed that women in the 

masculine sex-typed condition 

underperformed in terms of both quality 

and quantity relative to women in the 

feminine sex-typed condition. Compared 

to men in the masculine sex-typed 

condition, women in the same condition 

underperformed in terms of performance 

quantity.  In terms of quality, men and 

women did not perform differently in the 

masculine sex-typed condition relative to 

men and women in the feminine condition.  

Surprisingly, both men and women in the 

masculine sex-typed condition 

underperformed compared to men and 

women in the feminine sex-typed 

condition in terms of performance quality.  

 

Bergeron et al. suggested that a possible 

reason for these results is the nature of 

their sample.  That is, the men in their 

sample scored atypically androgynous on 

Bem’s Sex Role Inventory (1974) 

compared to men in the general 

population.  Furthermore, the in-basket 

exercise was for a position in human 

resources, an increasingly feminine-sex-

typed position (Roos, & Manley, 1996).  

 

Although the study conducted by Bergeron 

et al. (2006) indicates that stereotype threat 

can negatively impact women in the 

workplace, additional research is needed to 

uncover the effect of stereotype threat in 

other non-gender specific, work-related 

domains.  Hence, the present study builds 

on the work of Bergeron et al. (2006) by 

examining the effect of stereotype threat in 
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the employment interview.  Unlike 

Bergeron et al.’s study, the job position in 

this study was not gender-specific, but 

rather a general managerial trainee 

program.  Furthermore, instead of a 

masculine versus feminine sex-role typed 

position, the present study assessed the 

effects of a masculine versus a neutral 

condition.  Finally, in the present study, a 

panel of four human resource (HR) 

managers assessed interviewee 

performance.  The hypothesis was that the 

interviewee performance of women is 

undermined, that is, they perform 

significantly lower than women in the 

control group, when they encounter cues 

of a subtle negative stereotype in a job 

description.  

 

As noted earlier, stereotype threat can be 

elicited explicitly or implicitly.  Saliency 

of the threat was not made explicit in the 

present study because most, if not all, 

employers are sophisticated in avoiding 

explicitly sexist related behavior in hiring 

practices.  Before presenting the results of 

the main study, we present a pilot study 

that was conducted to ensure that the 

manipulation of stereotype threat in an 

interview context was effective.  

Specifically, the experimental and control 

conditions were compared on the 

following three dimensions: (1) 

attractiveness of the job, (2) preference for 

the job, and (3) job description inspires 

confidence that the applicant will perform 

well in an interview for the position.  

 

Pilot Study 

A job description was developed for a 

management trainee position.  The threat 

and no-stereotype threat (control) 

conditions differed in the description of the 

position for which the interviewees were 

asked to apply.  Six neutral and seven 

masculine descriptors were selected from 

Bem’s (1974) Sex Role Inventory.  The 

seven masculine descriptors mapped onto 

a list of masculine descriptors generated by 

Heilman et al. (1989) in their study of 

gender and success in a managerial 

position.  These masculine descriptors 

were: self-confidence, ambition, 

independence, leadership, take a stand on 

issues, forceful, and willing to take risks.  

The 6 neutral descriptors were: 

conscientious, demonstrate a desire for 

continuous learning, motivated, flexible, 

responsible, and open to new experiences.  

 

Each job description contained three 

paragraphs.  The first and third paragraphs 

were identical for both conditions.  The 

middle paragraph contained either the 

masculine or neutral descriptors: 

How would you like to spend 

your time choosing the perfect job? 

This is what Milestones and 

Associate’s 9-month Management 

Trainee Program can offer you.  

While networking with top 

executives, you will experience how 

a number of different business units 

operate and get to know how we 

work as one of the leading 

companies in our field.  You will 

rotate through at least three key 

business units of your choice, work 

on special projects designed to give 

you valuable work experience, as 

well as attend career and self-

development classes and seminars 

about our industry.  

 

The Management Trainee 

Program recruits top individuals who 

demonstrate self-confidence, 

ambition and a high level of 

independence.  We are looking for 

trainees that possess strong 

leadership skills.  Success in this 

position requires you to be willing to 

take a stand on issues you believe in, 

make forceful and persuasive 

presentations to senior executives, 

and you must be willing to take the 

risks necessary to climb our 

corporate ladder.  
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OR 

The Management Trainee 

Program recruits top individuals who 

are conscientious and demonstrate a 

desire for continued learning.  

Success in this position requires you 

to be highly motivated, flexible, 

responsible, and open to new 

experiences.  

 

What happens after the Management 

Trainee Program? That’s up to you! Past 

trainees have gone on to high-level 

positions across numerous businesses and 

functions within our company.   

 

Method 

Sample and Procedure 

The pilot study was conducted with 71 

undergraduate business school students.  

Their mean age was 21.86 (SD = 31); 

53.5% were female.  The participants were 

randomly assigned to the threat (n=35) 

versus control (n=36) job descriptions.  

 

Results 

To determine whether difference in length 

of the two job descriptions might be a 

confounding factor, the two job 

descriptions were rated in terms of 

attractiveness on a 4-item 5-point Likert-

type scale (i.e., “I would like to have a job 

like this.” “This job description would 

encourage me to apply for the job.”).  The 

Cronbach alpha coefficient for this 4-item 

scale was .84.  A two-tailed independent t-

test revealed no significant differences in 

the level of attractiveness for those shown 

the threat (X=3.97, SD=.65) versus the 

control condition (X=3.74, SD=.63; 

t(69)=-.79, p=.13).  

 

To assess whether gender differences in 

preference for the two job positions, the 

data collected on job attraction were re-

analyzed in terms of males (n=33) and 

females (n=38).  No significant difference 

(t(69)=1.55, p=.49) was found (X=3.91, 

SD=.64; X=3.80, SD=.65, respectfully).  

 

Finally, the two job descriptions were 

examined to determine whether one 

inspired more confidence in the 

interviewees than the other.  Again, 

responses were assessed using a four item 

(e.g., “The job advertisement makes me 

believe that I would do well in an 

interview for the job.”) 5-point Likert-type 

scale.  The Cronbach alpha coefficient for 

this scale was .79.  No significant 

difference (t(69)=.93, p=.35) in responses 

were found for those who read the threat 

(X=3.41, SD=.67) versus the control 

(X=3.26, SD=.63) job description.  

Consequently, these two job descriptions 

were used to assess stereotype threat in the 

simulated selection interview.  

 

Simulated Interview Study 

Method 

Participants  

The participants were 20 male and 30 

female fourth-year undergraduate business 

school students enrolled in a Canadian 

university who were looking for full time 

employment upon graduation.  None of the 

participants were in the pilot study.  Their 

mean age was 23 years (SD = 5.9).  They 

were recruited through signs posted in a 

business school asking for volunteers to 

participate in a workshop for improving 

interview skills.  These students 

volunteered to take part in the study on 

their own time.  The participants were 

randomly assigned to a stereotype threat (n 

= 15 females, 10 males) versus control (n= 

15 females, 10 males) condition in a 2 X 2 

(male/female) factorial design.  

 

Procedure  

The participants were told that this 

experience would enhance their ability to 

interview effectively, that the interview 

would be videotaped so that they could 

subsequently view their performance, and 

that they would receive written feedback 

from four HR managers on ways to 

improve their interview performance in 

order to obtain a job.   
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The interviews were scheduled so that 

each participant entered and left the 

interview room individually.  Ten minutes 

before the scheduled interview, each 

participant was provided with a job 

description of the position opening, 

namely a 9-month management trainee 

program.  

 

Consistent with both Schmader and Johns 

(2003) and Brown and Josephs (1999), all 

the participants were interviewed by the 

same female human resource manager.  A 

female interviewer was used in accordance 

with the recommendation of Blascovich, 

Spencer, Quinn, and Steele (2001) as a 

way to safeguard against experimenter 

effects by using the same gender as that of 

the stereotype threat target.  The 

interviewer was blind to the hypotheses of 

the study as well as the assignment of 

participants to the experimental conditions.  

She greeted each candidate in the manner 

she uses in her department.  Specifically, 

she made welcoming comments to relax 

the person, and then asked the 

predetermined structured interview 

questions.  

 

Six structured questions taken from 

Latham and Budworth (2006) were asked 

of each participant: (1) Tell me about a 

time when you helped someone in need; 

(2) Do you work well with others? If yes, 

please provide an example; (3) What two 

or three accomplishments have given you 

the most satisfaction? Why?; (4) Tell me 

about your past work experiences; (5) 

What do you see yourself doing five years 

from now? Each interview lasted 

approximately 10-15 minutes.   

 

The video camera was placed behind the 

interviewer, somewhat hidden by a pole in 

the room so as not to be obtrusive.  Each 

applicant sat in the same chair so that the 

angle of the camera and background were 

identical for each applicant.  After the 

interview, participants were taken to an 

adjacent room where they completed a 

questionnaire.  Participants were then 

debriefed and thanked for their 

involvement in this study.  

 

A simulated interview was used because it 

would be difficult, if not impossible, to 

observe and evaluate the performance of 

each interviewee during an actual 

interview in vivo.  Previous research has 

shown that there is no difference in rating 

accuracy for live versus a videotaped 

performance (Ryan, Daum, Bauman, 

Grisez & Mattimore, 1995). 

 

The interviewees’ performance was 

independently rated by four HR managers, 

two males and two females.  Three were 

Caucasian and one was Asian.  The HR 

managers worked for a bank, law firm, 

school board, and a union, respectively.  

The HR managers were blind to the 

hypotheses of the study, and whether the 

interviewee was in the stereotype or non-

stereotype threat condition.  They were 

told that the purpose of the workshop was 

to help graduating students improve their 

interview skills for selection into 

management trainee positions.  

 

The four HR managers rated each 

applicant independently on a 5-point 

Likert type scale on three general 

managerial skills identified by Baak, Carr-

Ruffino and Pelletier (1993), namely, self-

confidence, the ability to make logical 

sense to others, and ability to communicate 

effectively.  The Cronbach alpha coeffient 

for this scale was .86.  In addition, the 

managers decided independently whether 

they would hire an interviewee using a 7-

point Likert-type scale (e.g., I would hire 

this candidate, 1=strongly disagree, 

7=strongly agree).  The correlation 

between responses to the two scales was 

high (r = .91, p < .001).  Responses to the 

hiring and managerial skills items were 

averaged, and transformed into z-scores.  

After the HR managers viewed each 

videotape and rated the interviewees’ 
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performance, they were thanked and 

debriefed.  

 

Participant interviewees were asked to rate 

the position for which they interviewed on 

two dimensions, namely masculinity and 

status.  They were asked to state their level 

of agreement on a 9-point Likert-type scale 

(1=strongly disagree, 9=strongly agree) for 

the following statements, “The position of 

management trainee for which I applied is 

a high status position,” and “The position 

of management trainee for which I applied 

reflects masculine characteristics.” It was 

important that participants did not see 

either of the two positions as being higher 

in status, because this could pose an 

alternative explanation for the results.  

 

Results 

Manipulation Checks 

An arguable limitation of laboratory 

experiments is that participants may not 

see the outcome of their performance as 

important to them.  A pre-requisite for 

stereotype threat is that the participants 

must care about doing well on the task, 

and the task must have an impact on self-

identity (Steele, Spencer, & Aronson, 

2002).  Consequently, Spencer, Steele and 

Quinn’s (1999) scale was adapted to assess 

task importance/identity to the participants 

(e.g., “How important is it for you to do 

well in the job interview?” “How 

important is it for your self-esteem that 

you do well in the job interview?”) using a 

9-point Likert-type scale.   

 

The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the 

responses was .72.  The means were 

relatively high.  There was no difference in 

mean scores between men (M=7.38, 

SD=1.06) and women (M=7.13, SD=.90; 

t(48)=.87, p=.41).  A second independent 

two-tailed t-test revealed that there was 

also no significant difference on perceived 

task importance between those in the threat 

(M=7.02, SD=1.06) versus the control 

condition (M=7.44, SD=.87; t(48)=-1.56, 

p=.13).  

 

A univariate analysis of variance showed a 

significant effect of sex-typing 

(F(1,46)=10.39, p < .05, d = .89), with the 

masculine sex role job description 

condition (X = 4.5, SD = 2.01) being seen 

as significantly more masculine than the 

control condition (X = 2.6, SD = 2.26).  A 

univariate analysis of variance indicated 

that the participants did not view the 

masculine sex role typed job description 

(X = 6.08, SD = 2.17) as differing in status 

from the neutral condition (X = 6.04, SD = 

1.88; F(1,46)=.23, p = .64, d = .02).  

 

Main Results  

The two male HR managers did not rate 

the interviewees (X = 3.81 SD = .98) 

significantly different from the two female 

HR managers (X = 3.79 SD = .92, t(49) = 

.52, p = .61).  An independent two tailed t-

test showed that there was no significant 

difference in the scores given to female (X 

= 3.8, SD = .86) versus male interviewees 

(X = 3.77, SD = 1.02; t(48) =.12, p =.19) 

by the two female HR managers.  

Similarly, the two male HR managers did 

not rate female interviewees (X = 3.76, SD 

= .91) significantly different from male 

interviewees (X = 3.89, SD = 1.09; t(48) 

=.44, p = .34).  

 

A two-way between-groups analysis of 

variance was conducted to explore the 

effect of gender versus threat/control 

conditions on interviewee performance.  

There was a significant interaction effect 

between the threat/control condition and 

gender for interviewee performance 

[F(1,46) = 14.1, p < .05].  In addition, 

there was a significant main effect for the 

sex-role typed job position on interviewee 

performance [F(1,46) = 2.6, p < .05].  The 

main effect for gender was not significant 

[F(1,46) = .09, p = .63].  

 

Consistent with the hypothesis, a planned 

t-test revealed that the interviewee 

performance of women was lower in the 

threat (X = 3.47, SD = .89) than in the 
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control condition (X = 4.1, SD = .76; t(28) 

= 2.08, p < .05, d = .76).  An unanticipated 

finding was that the opposite pattern of 

results was found for men.  Men in the 

control condition (X = 3.04, SD = .83) 

performed worse than those in the threat 

condition (X = 4.61, SD = .48; t(18) = 

5.23, p < .05, d = 2.3).  

 

Within the threat condition, there was a 

significant difference between the 

performance of men (X = 4.61, SD = .48) 

versus women (X = 3.47, SD = .89; t(23)= 

3.7, p < .05, d = 1.6).  Thus the hypothesis 

was supported.  Another unanticipated 

finding in the control condition was the 

significant difference in the performance 

of women versus men (t(23)= 3.29, p < 

.05, d = 1.3).  The female interviewees in 

the control group performed better (X = 

4.1, SD = .76) than their male counterparts 

(X = 3.04, SD = .83).   See Figure 1.  

 

Discussion 

The results of this experiment show that 

stereotype activation prior to a job 

interview represents a threat for women, 

which in turn leads to a hiring 

disadvantage.  The rival hypotheses that 

the participants did not care how well they 

performed in the simulated interview 

workshop for which they volunteered was 

rejected as were the rival hypotheses that 

one job description was preferred more by 

women than men, or that the differences in 

length of the two job descriptions affected 

the attractiveness of the managerial job 

position that was being advertized, or that 

one job description instilled more 

confidence in the interviewees than the 

other.   

 

This research provides external validity for 

Steele’s (1997, 1999) findings in social 

psychology.  Threat of being viewed 

through the lens of a negative stereotype 

has an adverse effect on female 

interviewee performance relative to 

females who are not stereotyped.  The 

present findings also provide support for 

Bergeron et al.’s (2006) conclusions 

regarding the low performance of women 

on an in-basket test and those of Kray et al. 

(2001) involving the low performance of 

women in a negotiating exercise relative to 

men. 

 

In previous studies on stereotype threat, 

objective measures of a targeted person’s 

performance were typically assessed (e.g., 

the number of mathematical problems 

solved).  The present experiment is only 

the second to assess a targeted person’s 

performance through the eyes of others.  

Bosson, Haymovitz and Pinel’s (2004) 

study involved observations of the 

interactions of gay males with children.  

The present experiment examined the 

performance of females and males in the 

domain of human resource management, 

namely, their performance in a selection 

interview as viewed by HR managers.  

 

Previous research has shown that reducing 

stereotype threat improves the 

performance of those who have been 

stigmatized to the point where their 

performance is similar to those who have 

not been stigmatized (Spencer et al., 1999; 

Steele & Aronson, 1995).  The practical 

significance of the present study is that it 

suggests a way human resource managers 

can minimize stereotype threat in the 

selection process.  In the present study, 

only 7 descriptors embedded within a job 

description were needed to elicit 

stereotype threat and hence bring about a 

deleterious effect on the interview 

performance of women.  The performance 

of women in the control group suggests 

that to negate stereotype threat, HR 

managers must ensure that job descriptions 

are gender neutral.  Doing so, ironically, 

may be to the advantage of female 

interviewees.  When the job description 

was written in neutral terms, women were 

seen by HR managers in this study as 

performing better in the interview than 

men.  A speculative explanation is the fact 

that women are often found to be more 
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expressive than men (Briton & Hall, 

1995). 

 

An unanticipated finding was that males in 

the experimental condition performed 

significantly better in the interview than 

men in the control group.  This finding 

may be due to stereotype lift (Steele, 

1999), whereby a positive stereotype such 

as “think manager, think male” augments 

or lifts performance.  Evidence for this lift 

was found in a study by Stone, Lynch, 

Sjomeling and Darley (1999) on an athletic 

and an intellectual task involving Black 

and White Americans.  

 

Limitations and Future Research 

An arguable limitation of this study is the 

use of senior level students in a simulated 

interview.  However, these students were, 

or soon would be on the job market.  It is 

unlikely that this experiment can be 

subsequently replicated by following them 

or fellow cohorts into an actual job 

interview.  Nor is it likely that there is a 

necessity to do so.  The findings from 

laboratory experiments in organizational 

psychology generalize quite well to 

organizational settings (Locke, 1986).  As 

J. Campbell (1986) noted: “Perhaps 

college students really are people.  After 

all, probably the vast majority of them 

work, or have worked at a job.  Why their 

disguise fools many observers into 

thinking otherwise is not clear” (p. 276).   

 

A second limitation is that participants 

may have behaved differently in an 

interview for which they were told that the 

experience would enhance their ability to 

interview effectively, than in an interview 

for which they were applying for a job.  It 

is possible that the participants may have 

taken the opportunity to take more risks in 

a “training” interview because there were 

no repercussions for poor performance.  

Anecdotal evidence, observations of the 

participants and the manipulation checks 

for task importance however, suggest that 

the fourth year students did their best to 

perform effectively in the simulated 

interview.  

 

Future research should investigate other 

workplace domains that may be 

susceptible to the effect of stereotype 

threat (e.g., performance appraisals).  

Future research should also address 

whether changing dysfunctional to 

functional self-talk of women, using 

techniques developed by Meichenbaum 

(1971, 1975, 1977) mitigates stereotype 

threat.  This technique has proven to be 

effective for displaced managers (Millman 

& Latham, 2001) as well as native North 

Americans (Latham & Budworth, 2006) 

and Muslim women over the age of 40 in 

Turkey (Yanar, Budworth, & Latham, 

2009) in finding jobs.  

 

Conclusion 

The present study shows that stereotype 

threat may be partially responsible for 

women’s underrepresentation in 

management.  The results revealed that 

women whose identities are threatened due 

to the “think manager, think male” 

stereotype underperform in an interview 

for a managerial position relative to men.  

Hence, it is imperative for human resource 

managers to minimize stereotype threat in 

order to support female managers.  Such 

steps will enable businesses to avoid 

engaging in behaviors that may reinforce 

domain-related stereotypes, which may in 

turn decrease the negative consequences 

related to stereotype threat.  
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FIGURE 1 

The Effect of Stereotype Threat on the Interview Performance of Men and Women 

 


