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Threats to masculinity evoke
status-quo-reinforcing racism,
xenophobia, and Islamophobia
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Nathaniel E. C. Schermerhorn2* and Abigail J. Loviscky1

1Department of Psychology, The Pennsylvania State University, University Park, PA, United States,
2Department of Psychology, University of Essex, Colchester, United Kingdom

Culturally idealized forms of masculinity have been suggested to be endorsed

and internalized by men, resulting masculine identities that are easily threatened

and inspire status-quo-reinforcing outcomes. The present examined whether

receiving gender-incongruent feedback, which was predicted to threaten

masculinity in men (but not femininity in women), serially led to public

discomfort, anger, and status-quo-reinforcing prejudice toward members of

marginalized groups. To test predictions, men and women in two studies

(N = 606) took an apparent gender knowledge test and received feedback

indicating that their scores were more similar to the average score of women

or men. Consistent with predictions, when men received gender-incongruent

information they felt more public discomfort and subsequent anger that, in turn,

predicted anti-Black attitudes (Study 1), anti-immigrant attitudes (Study 2), and

Islamophobia (Study 2); these e�ects were not significant among women. The

present findings replicate prior research showing that, when receiving gender-

incongruent information, men experience threats to masculinity that lead to

acts of dominance and aggression, which reinforce men-s dominance over

women. The present findings also provide novel evidence that threats to men’s

masculinity—via public discomfort and anger—arouse White men’s dominance

over marginalized masculinities.
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Introduction

Political discourse often involves rhetoric linking culturally idealized forms of

masculinity to the protection of White Americans from men who belong to marginalized

groups, and who are argued to be uncontrollable and violent. President Trump skillfully

employed such tactics, by presenting himself as a strong masculine protector (e.g., Warner

et al., 2021) who would fend off the danger presented by violent immigrant men of color.

For instance, during his campaign announcement speech, President Trump claimed that

“When Mexico sends its people, they’re not sending their best... they’re bringing drugs.

They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists” (June 16, 2015). President Trump also claimed the

need for aggressive surveillance and control of Muslim communities, positioning himself

as one who could and would protect against the perceived Islamic threat. In a speech

in Fort Dodge Iowa, on November 12, 2015, President Trump said “I will stop radical

Islamic terrorism. We have to be so tough, so smart, so vigilant. We can’t allow people

coming into this country who have this hatred of the United States.” Similarly, political

strategist, Lee Atwater, relied on racially charged language and animalistic depictions

of Black men to arouse racialized fears of violence when promoting George H. W.

Bush as the protector/law-and-order president during his campaign in 1988 (e.g., Willie

Horton). Richard Nixon was known for his use of the “Southern Strategy”, which exploited
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racial fear and backlash against civil rights to woo White

voters in the south with promises of protection provided by

continued segregation. And former governor of Alabama and

four-time presidential candidate, George Wallace, was known for

his segregationist views, inflammatory racist rhetoric during the

civil rights movement, and vows to protect against the threat of

Black men. Throughout history, political leaders have aroused fear

of marginalized men and positioned themselves as strong and

powerful protectors.

Scholars have also theoretically connected idealized forms of

masculinity with the maintenance of the status quo. Specifically,

Connell (1995) suggested that there is a hegemonic—or idealized—

form of masculinity within each culture that is elevated above

other forms of marginalized and subordinated masculinities.

According to Connell (1995), hegemonic masculinity is defined

by dominant groups of men and is embedded in political and

social institutions. As a result, most people endorse and accept

hegemonic masculinity as personally beneficial, which functionally

reinforces men’s dominance over women. Importantly, Connell

(1995) also suggested that the broad endorsement and acceptance

of hegemonic masculinity reinforces the dominance of men who

belong to culture-majority groups over men who belong to

marginalized or subordinated masculinities (e.g., men who are

racial, ethnic, religious, or sexual minorities). Prior psychological

research has examined the linkages between hegemonicmasculinity

and sexism that reinforces dominance over women and gay men.

To the best of our knowledge, however, there has been no empirical

work linking hegemonic masculinity to status-quo-maintaining

prejudice toward racial, ethnic, national, and religious minorities.

The goal of the present work is to examine the linkages

between hegemonic masculinity and status-quo-maintaining

prejudice toward racial, ethnic, national, and religious outgroups.

Specifically, this work tests the hypothesis that situational threats to

White men’s internalized hegemonic ideals lead to racial prejudice,

xenophobia, and Islamophobia. To consider this possibility,

we elaborate the conceptualization of hegemonic masculinity

and link men’s internalization of hegemonic masculine ideals to

experiences of precarious manhood (Vandello et al., 2008).We then

review research showing the affective, attitudinal, and behavioral

consequences of threats to masculinity that reinforce gender-based

dominance.We then point to critical theoretical points of relevance

to hegemonic masculinity that have yet to be empirically tested.

Based on an integrated consideration of the foregoing points, we

then present a novel hypothesis that links situational threats to

White men’s internalized hegemonic masculine ideals to racial

prejudice, xenophobia, and Islamophobia.

Hegemonic masculinity and the status
quo

As noted, hegemonic masculinity refers to the idealized form of

masculinity within a culture that is defined by dominant men and

that is embedded in social and political institutions (Connell, 1995).

Because it is embedded in institutions, hegemonic masculinity

functions as an ideology that links idealized forms of masculinity to

power, status, and success. In other words, hegemonic masculinity

is an ideology that defines the attributes that are associated

with success and power in culturally valued domains and links

those attributes to men and masculinity, but not women and

femininity. Importantly, because hegemonic masculinity is an

ideology that is embedded in social and political institutions

and is endorsed and accepted as beneficial by most people, the

endorsement of hegemonic masculinity justifies and legitimates

existing social hierarchies.

The endorsement of hegemonic masculinity functionally

justifies and legitimates the power that dominant groups of men

have over both women and marginalized men (Connell, 1995).

In the United States, White cisgender, straight, Christian, middle-

and upper-class men represent the dominant men who are the

primary beneficiary of hegemonic masculine ideology. Hegemonic

masculine ideology elevates masculinity and reinforces male

dominance over women by othering femininity and womanhood

(de Beauvoir, 2011), given linkages to sexism (Vescio and

Schermerhorn, 2021). Likewise, hegemonic masculinity in the

United States justifies notions of White male supremacy by

othering marginalized masculinities (e.g., racial, religious minority

men)—given linkages to prejudice (Vescio and Schermerhorn,

2021)—and stereotypes of racial, ethnic, and religious minority

men as inadequate men who either lack the requisite male agency to

thrive or who are violent and need to be controlled (Kimmel, 2008,

2013).

Hegemonic masculinity is founded on the gender binary, or

the notion that there are two genders—men and women—who

are defined in oppositional terms, which contributes to White

men’s dominance over marginalized men, as well as women.

For instance, in contemporary Western societies, hegemonic

masculinity (a) prescribes that men should be high in power,

status, and toughness—emotional, mental, and physical toughness

and (b) proscribes that men should reject and distance from all

that is feminine, gay, or low status (Brannon, 1976; Courtenay,

2000; Fischer et al., 1998; Pascoe, 2007; Thompson and Pleck,

1986; Rudman et al., 2012). Stated differently, in Western

cultures, hegemonic masculinity prescribes that men should be

high in power (e.g., having the potential to influence or control

others, French and Raven, 1959), status (i.e., having earned

the respect from others, Keltner et al., 2003), and toughness,

particularly relative to low power, low status, warm but weak

women. If marginalized groups of men are low in power, low

in status, or low in toughness they then risk being perceived as

womanly and worthy of being dominated and aggressed against.

Importantly, while it is socially inappropriate to overtly express

racial prejudice, open rejections of men who fail to uphold

cherished standards of masculinity, such as immigrants or Muslim

men, are socially acceptable.

Men’s internalization of hegemonic
masculine ideals

Because hegemonic masculine ideals are valued given their

linkages to power, status, and success, most men strive to achieve

these ideals, even though few men embody those ideals (Connell,

1995). It is difficult to embody power, status, and toughness across

contexts; as a result, many men work hard to achieve and maintain

masculine ideals that are precarious and easily threatened (Vandello
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et al., 2008). Because hegemonic masculinity ideals prescribe that

men should be powerful, high status, and tough, while repudiating

all that is feminine, masculinity is founded on the gender binary

and can be easily threatened by leading men to believe that they are

like women. For example, threats to masculinity have been aroused

by leading men to believe that they are like women in knowledge

(Rudman and Fairchild, 2004), behavior (e.g., Bosson et al., 2009),

personality (e.g., Vescio et al., 2021, 2023), or skills (e.g., Dahl et al.,

2015).

While masculinity can be relatively easily threatened by leading

men to believe that they are like women, femininity is not similarly

threatened by leading women to believe that they are like men in

attitudes, knowledge, preferences, or skills. This is partly because

masculinity is valued and associated with high power and high

status, whereas femininity is devalued and associated with low

power and low status. Thus, men who learn that they are like

women may fear being viewed as low power and devalued, which

prior research links to greater experiences of backlash (or social

and economic punishments, Rudman et al., 2012); by contrast,

women who are perceived as being like men may actually feel they

are viewed as higher status and more valued (Vescio et al., 2010).

Consistent with this notion, when people are led to believe that they

gender atypical or like a gender with which they do not identify—in

knowledge, behavior, personality, or skills—men show a pattern of

threat related emotions and compensatory behaviors that women

do not (e.g., Rudman et al., 2012; Rudman and Fairchild, 2004;

Vandello et al., 2008; Vescio et al., 2021).

Because gender is central to notions of self (e.g., Markus and

Oyserman, 1989), gender threats motivate compensatory responses

that functionally appease the gender threat (see Babl, 1979;

Vandello et al., 2008). In other words, gender threats inspire actions

that reestablish oneself as a good gendered being. Consistent with

this assumption, threats to masculinity have been found to lead to

an array of threat-related emotions, endorsement of attitudes that

justify male dominance, and aggressive behavior that functionally

reestablishes one as a powerful, dominant man. For instance, upon

learning that one is like a woman, men experience increased public

discomfort, or concern about how one looks in the eyes of others,

and anger (Dahl et al., 2015; Schermerhorn and Vescio, 2021), as

well as more guilt, more shame, and a lack of empathy (Vescio

et al., 2021).1 Public discomfort and anger, in turn, have been found

to predict endorsement of beliefs that men should be dominant

over women (e.g., benevolent sexism, social dominance orientation

in gendered domains; Dahl et al., 2015), the sexualization, sexual

harassment, and sexual use of women (Dahl et al., 2015; Vescio

et al., 2023; Maass et al., 2003), and violence toward gay men (e.g.,

Schermerhorn andVescio, 2021). Although theory links hegemonic

masculinity to dominance over both women and marginalized

masculinities (Connell, 1995), empirical research has yet to explore

whether threatening men’s internalized hegemonic ideals leads

to subordinating attitudes toward marginalized groups beyond

women and gay men.

1 Masculinity threat also been linked to anxiety (Vandello et al., 2008),

however, this e�ect has not been consistently replicated (e.g., Berke et al.,

2017).

Threats to masculinity and dominance
over marginalized masculinities

As noted, hegemonic masculinity has been conceptualized as

an ideology that reifies the status quo by othering marginalized

men, as well as women (Connell, 1995). If this is the case, then

threats to White men’s masculinity should lead to dominance

over and aggression toward not only toward women, but also

toward racial, ethnic, and religious minority groups. Extending

prior work showing that threats to masculinity lead to sexist

attitudes that subordinate women tomen (Dahl et al., 2015;Weaver

and Vescio, 2015), we predict that threats to masculinity will also

lead to racial, ethnic, and religious prejudices and stereotypes that

subordinate marginalized groups. Threats to masculinity would be

expected to lead to dominance over marginalized masculinities, as

evidenced by increases in prejudice including general measures of

racism, anti-immigrant attitudes, and Islamophobia. This would

be expected to the degree that normative people are considered

to be White men (e.g., Zarate and Smith, 1990) and general

measures of prejudice toward any group may capture people’s

beliefs about prototypic members of those groups—men. We

would also expect this pattern on general measures of prejudice

if threats to masculinity simultaneously inspire dominance toward

marginalized men and women.

Consistent with the general notion that threats to men’s

internalized hegemonic masculine ideals leads to dominance over

marginalized men, as well as women, masculinity has been found

to be associated with racism (e.g., Wade and Brittan-Powell, 2001)

and anti-immigrant attitudes (e.g., Connell, 2003), as well as

sexism (e.g., Kimmel, 2008) and homophobia (e.g., McCusker and

Galupo, 2011; Konopka et al., 2021). However, prior work has been

correlational. In addition, whereas prior experimental work has

suggested that racism provides a threat to the masculine identities

of men of color (e.g., Goff et al., 2012; Hammond et al., 2016; Liang

et al., 2011;Wong et al., 2014), to the best of our knowledge no prior

work has examined if threats to White men’s masculinity leads to

racism, anti-immigrant attitudes, or Islamophobia.

Hypotheses and the current work

We predicted that, upon learning that one is like a gender

with which one does not identify (or receiving gender-incongruent

feedback), White men (but not White women) would experience

threats to gender, as evidenced by elevations in public discomfort

and subsequent anger, that predict racial, religious, and nationality-

based prejudice. In other words, we predicted patterns of

moderated mediation across studies and variables that replicated

and extended prior work showing that threats to masculinity

serially lead to public discomfort, anger, and dominance over

women (Dahl et al., 2015). However, here we predict that

gender-incongruent feedback leads to public discomfort, anger,

and prejudice in men but not women. Specifically, upon receipt

of gender-incongruent feedback, we predicted that White men

(but not White women) would serially feel public discomfort,

anger, and endorse prejudice (i.e., racism, anti-immigrant attitudes,

and Islamophobia).
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Predictions were tested across two studies, which used

similar designs. After completing a gender knowledge test, White

participants were led to believe that they exhibited knowledge more

like the average man or the average woman. Participants then

completed measures of public discomfort, anger, and racism (Study

1), anti-immigrant attitudes (Study 2), and Islamophobia (Study

2). All data collection was completed prior to data analysis and all

variables analyzed are reported. Data sets and syntax can be found

at https://osf.io/qk78p. Preregistration for Study 2 can be found at

https://aspredicted.org/6ZZ_FW8.

Study 1

Method

Participants and design
Because a-priori power analyses are difficult for mediation

due to the inclusion of an indirect effect (Hayes, 2018), we based

our sample size of 300 on the previous research (Schermerhorn

and Vescio, 2021: Ns = 270–369) from which our moderated

serial mediation hypotheses were based. We recruited 301

undergraduates who were White men (N = 140, including 139

cisgender men and 1 transgender man) and White women (N =

161, all cisgender) using a psychology subject pool at a large mid-

Atlantic University. Participants were granted course credit for

participation. Participants ranged in age from 18 to 37 (M = 18.86,

SD = 1.68) and were randomly assigned to one of four conditions

created by crossing participant gender (male, female) and gender

feedback (like men, like women) in a between-participants design.

Procedure
After reading a consent form, participants were led to believe

that they would complete a personality test that is composed of

“questions about common gender related knowledge” (Rudman

and Fairchild, 2004). Half of the items on the test addressed

stereotypically feminine knowledge (e.g., “the first company to

develop hair coloring was: L’Oreal vs. Clairol”). The other half

were questions about stereotypically masculine knowledge (e.g.,

“In 1982, who won the Superbowl’s’ MVP award? Joe Namath

vs. Joe Montana”). Upon completion of the gender knowledge

test, participants received feedback. Participants learned of their

“scores” in relation to the purported average scores of men and

women, as displayed by means of a visual spectrum anchored

with endpoints “Female Gender Knowledge” and “Male Gender

Knowledge.” Participants learned that their scores were similar

to the average scores of women or the average scores of men.

Participants then completed public discomfort, anger, racism,

and xenophobia measures, as well as demographic items, before

being debriefed.

Measures
Public discomfort

Using seven-point scales (1 = not at all, 7 = a lot), while

imagining that the researchers were going to publish their full

name next to their score, participants reported how much they

felt anxious, nervous, defensive, depressed, calm, joyful, happy,

and confident (Dahl et al., 2015; Vescio et al., 2021). The

positive affective items (calm, joyful, happy, and confident) were

reverse scored, and we averaged across items to create a public

discomfort variable (α = 0.86); higher scores indicated greater

public discomfort.

Anger

Using seven-point Likert scales (1 = not at all, 7 = a lot),

participants reported the extent to which—“at this moment”—

they felt four emotions that tapped anger (i.e., angry, frustrated,

hostile, and mad), which were intermixed with six filler items (i.e.,

calm, competent, happy, anxious, depressed, and proud). We then

averaged across the four items to create an anger variable (α= 0.90);

higher numbers reflected more anger.

Racism

Participants completed the Ambivalent Racism Scale (Katz and

Hass, 1988), using seven-point Likert-type scales (1 = strongly

disagree, 7 = strongly agree). After reverse scoring appropriate

items, we averaged across the items of the pro-Black and the

items of the anti-Black subscales, respectively, to a create a pro-

Black attitudes variable (α = 0.88) and an anti-Black attitudes

variable (α = 0.85). Higher numbers reflected greater endorsement

of each attitude.

Xenophobia

Using a seven-point Likert-type scales (1 = strongly disagree,

7= strongly agree), participants completed a five-item xenophobia

scale (van der Veer et al., 2011, e.g., “interacting with immigrants

makes me uneasy,” “I am afraid that our own culture will be

lost with increases in immigration”). We averaged across items to

create a xenophobia variable (α = 0.88); higher scores reflected

more xenophobia.

Study 1 results

We predicted serial mediation—gendered feedback would lead

to public discomfort, subsequent anger, and racism (pro-Black and

anti-Black attitudes)—among men, but not women, which may

involve the absence of significant direct and/or total effects. In fact,

when effects sizes are small, significant indirect effects demonstrate

the effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable

even when total effects are insignificant (Kenny et al., 1998;

LeBreton et al., 2009; Preacher and Hayes, 2008; Shrout and Bolger,

2002; Zhao et al., 2010). However, evidence of direct effects of

gender feedback (like men, like women) and/or participant gender

(man, woman) resulting from between-participants Analyses of

Variance (ANOVAs) performed on each dependent variable are

reported in Supplementary Table 1.

To test predictions, we conducted a series of moderated

mediation analyses using PROCESS Model 83 (Hayes, 2018).

Feedback condition (1 = like women, −1 = like men) was entered

as the independent variable and participant gender (1=men,−1=

women) was entered as themoderator. Public discomfort and anger

were entered as mediators and separate analyses were conducted

for each of the dependent variables (anti-Black attitudes, pro-Black
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FIGURE 1

Moderated mediation of gender threatening feedback on anti-black attitudes, Study I. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

attitudes, xenophobia). Moderation was tested specifically for the

path leading from threat to public discomfort.

The predicted pattern of moderated mediation emerged on

anti-Black attitudes. As shown in Figure 1, gender feedback was

associated with public discomfort and that effect was moderated by

participant gender; gender feedback predicted increases in public

discomfort among men, t(297) = 6.72, p < 0.001, but not women,

t(297) = 1.22, p = 0.222. Public discomfort was also associated

with greater anger. Anger, in turn, predicted anti-Black attitudes,

b = 0.11, SE = 0.046, t(297) = 2.41, p = 0.017, but not pro-

Black attitudes, b = 0.00, SE = 0.0515, t(297) = 0.04, p = 0.968.

Furthermore, as predicted, the index of moderated mediation was

significant on anti-Black attitudes, but not pro-Black attitudes

(see Table 1), and the indirect effect of gender threat—via public

discomfort and anger—on anti-Black attitudes was significant for

men, but not women (see Table 2).

The predicted pattern of moderated mediation was not

significant on xenophobia. Anger did not predict xenophobia, b

= 0.0610, SE = 0.0566, t(297) = 1.08, p = 0.283. In addition, the

index of moderated mediation was not significant for xenophobia

(see Table 1).

Study 1 discussion

Consistent with predictions, findings revealed evidence that

gender threats inspired public discomfort and subsequent anger

that, in turn, predicted increases in racist attitudes in men but

not women. Importantly, the predicted effects emerged on anti-

Black attitudes, but not pro-Black attitudes, consistent with the

different constructs assessed by the two measures. The anti-Black

attitudes scale measures the blame and dispositional attributions

ascribed to Black individuals for the relative lower social status

of Black people in America. By contrast, the pro-Black attitudes

scale measures the endorsement of beliefs that Black Americans

are victims of long-standing racial injustice, which is more strongly

endorsed (see Supplementary Table 1) and may be less susceptible

to situational threats.

Analysis of xenophobia did not reveal the predicted pattern

of moderated mediation. In Study 1, we used a five-item measure

TABLE 1 Indices of moderated mediation for each dependent variable,

studies 1 and 2.

Index of moderated mediation

Index SE Lower 95
CI

Upper 95
CI

Study 1

Anti-black

attitudes

0.0289∗ 0.0142 0.0063 0.0613

Pro-black

attitudes

0.0005 0.0137 −0.0274 0.0283

Xenophobia 0.0156 0.0148 −0.0117 0.0469

Study 2

Xenophobic threat

Cultural threat 0.0335∗ 0.0177 0.0050 0.0732

Economic

threat

0.0256∗ 0.0131 0.0038 0.0543

Xenophobic policy preferences

Broad rejection 0.0159∗ 0.0103 0.0006 0.0410

Conditional

acceptance

0.0039 0.0214 −0.0368 0.0509

Islamophobia 0.0332∗ 0.0174 0.0052 0.0721

∗Indicates a significant index of moderated mediation.

of intergroup anxiety about people from other countries, or

fear-based xenophobia (van der Veer et al., 2011). However,

theory on attitudes toward immigrants suggests the importance

of four constructs. The first two constructs assess attitudes toward

preferences for immigration policies and assess preferences for (a)

restrictive policies that broadly reject all immigration, regardless

of the immigrant population and (b) conditional restrictions on

immigration, which are tolerant of immigration only for native

speakers who bring skills/education that will advance a nation.

The other two constructs assess perceptions of threat posed by

immigrants to culture and to the economy. The assessment of these

four constructs has been suggested to provide a more nuanced

and cross-culturally valid measure of anti-immigrant attitudes

(Meuleman and Billiet, 2012). These four attitudinal constructs
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TABLE 2 Indirect e�ects for men and women on each variable, Studies 1 and 2.

Male participants Female participants

IE SE Lower 95 CI Upper 95 CI IE SE Lower 95 CI Upper 95 CI

Study 1

Anti-black attitudes 0.0348∗ 0.0159 0.0080 0.0704 0.0059 0.0060 −0.0032 0.0205

Pro-black attitudes 0.0009 0.0155 −0.0306 0.0314 −0.0001 0.0034 −0.0070 0.0074

Xenophobia 0.0175 0.0164 −0.0151 0.0510 −0.0030 0.0045 −0.0146 0.0037

Study 2

Xenophobic threat

Cultural threat 0.0262∗ 0.0133 0.0054 0.0572 −0.0074 0.0103 −0.0296 0.0120

Economic threat 0.0200∗ 0.0096 0.0039 0.0409 −0.0056 0.0078 −0.0228 0.0092

Policy preferences

Broad rejection 0.0122∗ 0.0077 0.0008 0.0307 −0.0037 0.005 −0.0164 0.0061

Conditional

acceptance

0.0030 0.0161 −0.0300 0.0365 −0.0009 0.0074 −0.0195 0.0117

Islamophobia 0.0259∗ 0.0128 0.0050 0.0560 −0.0073 0.0098 −0.0286 0.0120

∗Indicates a significant indirect effect.

were assessed in Study 2. In addition, to further test the prediction

that threats to internalized masculine ideals would lead gender-

threated men to reject marginalized groups, Study 2 also assessed

the impact of gender threats in White men on the endorsement

of Islamophobia.

Study 2

Method

Participants
As in Study 1 and noted in our preregistration (https://

aspredicted.org/6ZZ_FW8), we sought to recruit 300 participants.

Participants were 305 White cisgender men (N = 153) and White

cisgender women (N = 152) who were undergraduates enrolled in

an introductory psychology course a large mid-Atlantic university,

who were granted course credit for participation. Participants

ranged in age from 18 to 50 (M = 19.64, SD= 2.90).

Design
Procedure and measures

The design and procedure of Study 2 was similar to Study 1.

As in Study 1, we measured public discomfort and anger. However,

anti-immigrant attitudes were assessed here with a more nuanced

measure that tapped attitudes toward different policy approaches

to immigration and different threats. We also included a measure

of Islamophobia.

Anti-immigrant attitudes

Participants completed measures of four constructs of anti-

immigrant attitudes, which were measured via a subset of items

that have been used in the European Social Survey (ESS) and that

have been found to be cross-culturally valid (Meuleman and Billiet,

2012). These items assess four constructs, including (1) preferences

for restrictive policies that broadly reject all immigrants (five items;

e.g., “To what extent do you think the U.S. should allow people of a

different race or ethnic group from most Americans to live here?”),

(2) preferences for conditional policies that accept native speakers

who are skilled/educated (four items, e.g., “How important should

it be for them to be able to speak English?”), (3) perceptions of

immigrants as cultural threats (three items, e.g., “It is better for a

country if everyone shares the same customs and traditions.”), and

(4) perceptions of immigrants as economic threats (four items, e.g.,

“If people who have come to live and work here are unemployed

for a long period, they should be made to leave.”). The items and

response scales are presented in the Appendix. We reverse scored

appropriate items and averaged across items to create two policy

variables: preferences for the broad rejection of all immigrants (α=

0.94) and conditional acceptance of native speakers who bring skills

(α= 0.86). Because of the use of varied response scales within threat

subscales, we standardized responses on each item tapping threat.

We then averaged across appropriate items to create two threat

variables: cultural threat (α= 0.61) and economic threat (α= 0.72).

Islamophobia

Participants completed an Islamophobia Scale (Lee et al., 2009)

using eight-point scales (1 = Strongly Disagree, 8 = Strongly

Agree). Items on the scale assessed affective and behavioral

responses to Muslim people (e.g., “If possible, I would avoid going

to places where Muslims would be.”), as well as cognitive beliefs

about Muslim people (e.g., “Islam is a religion of hate.”). We

averaged across responses on the scale to create an Islamophobia

variable (α = 0.96).2

2 For purposes unrelated to the scope of the present paper, participants

also completed the 27-item Attitudes Toward Feminism Scale (Smith et al.,

1975) using 7-point scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).

Items measured attitudes toward feminism that were both positive (e.g.,

“Women have the right to compete with men in every sphere of activity”) and

negative (e.g., “A woman who refuses to bear children has failed in her duty

Frontiers in Social Psychology 06 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/frsps.2025.1494928
https://aspredicted.org/6ZZ_FW8
https://aspredicted.org/6ZZ_FW8
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/social-psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Vescio et al. 10.3389/frsps.2025.1494928

FIGURE 2

Moderated mediation of gender threatening feedback on xenophobic variables, Study 2.

Study 2 results

As in Study 1, we report the results of all ANOVAs in

the Supplementary Table 2 and used PROCESS Model 83 (Hayes,

2018) to test our predicted moderated mediation. Consistent

with predictions, evidence of moderated mediation emerged from

analyses of anti-immigrant attitudes and Islamophobia.

to her husband”). After reverse-scoring positive items, we averaged across

items to create an anti-feminist attitudes variable (α = 0.88). Analysis of this

variable produced findings that paralleled those found on Islamophobia and

Xenophobia (cultural threat, economic threat, and broad rejection).

As shown in Figures 2, 3, gender feedback was associated with

public discomfort and that effect was moderated by participant

gender; gender feedback predicted increases in public discomfort

among men, t(301) = 2.83, p = 0.005, but not women, t(301) =

−0.97, p = 0.428. Public discomfort was also associated with

greater anger. As shown in Figure 2, anger, in turn, predicted

cultural threat, economic threat, and preferences for policies that

broadly reject all immigrants; also consistent with predictions,

the indirect effect of gender threat on each variable via public

discomfort and anger was significant for men but not women (see

Table 2). As shown in Figure 3, anger also predicted Islamophobia.

In addition, the index of moderated mediation was significant for

each variable (see Table 1) and the indirect effect gender threat on
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FIGURE 3

Moderated mediation of gender threatening feedback on Islamophobia, Study 2.

Islamophobia was significant for men but not women (see Table 2).

Anger did not, however, predict preferences for policies that accept

English speaking immigrants who are highly skilled/educated (i.e.,

conditional acceptance), b = −0.02, SE = 0.1150, t(301) = −0.21, p

= 0.836, and the index of moderated mediation was not significant

on conditional acceptance (see Table 1).

Study 2 discussion

Consistent with predictions, gender-inconsistent feedback

predicted increased public discomfort and subsequent anger in

men (but not women) that, in turn, predicted anti-immigrant

attitudes and Islamophobia. In Study 2, anti-immigrant attitudes

were assessed bymeasuring two threat variables (cultural threat and

economic threat) and two policy preference variables (the broad

rejection of all immigrants and the conditional acceptance of native

speakers who bring skills/education). Consistent with predictions,

among men (but not women), gender threat—as evidenced by

increased public discomfort and anger—predicted cultural threat

and economic threat. Similarly, gender threat predicted preferences

for the broad rejection of all immigrants. A parallel pattern was also

found on Islamophobia. Learning that one is like a gender with

whom one does not identify was associated with increased public

discomfort in men, but not women. Public discomfort predicted

subsequent anger that, in turn, was associated with anti-immigrant

sentiment and Islamophobia.

Interestingly, parallel patterns did not emerge on preferences

for immigration policies that conditionally accept English speaking

people who are highly skilled/educated. There are several possible

reasons for the lack of parallel findings. The lack of findings

could possibly be due to the psychometric properties of the scales.

Specifically, the items assessing preferences for policies that broadly

reject all immigrants have been found to show a high cross-

cultural validity, with the results of a multi-group confirmatory

factor analysis performed across cultural groups showing that the

number of violated equality constraints was limited for the reject

scale, while the conditional accept scale is cross culturally far

less robust (Meuleman and Billiet, 2012). Alternatively, the lack

of parallel findings on the conditional acceptance scale may be

related to the American context and the strong nationalism, such

that xenophobia leads to broader rejection rather than conditional

acceptance of immigrants. Finally, our theoretical back drop is

consistent with the suggestion of some scholars; namely, those

that suggest prejudice is expected to be directed toward low-status

groups, rather than a generalized prejudice toward all outgroups

(Bergh et al., 2016), which could explain why gender threat did not

predict prejudice toward immigrants who bring skills. Nonetheless,

the findings of Study 2 provided strong and consistent patterns

of findings supportive of predictions. Together, the findings of

Studies 1 and 2 provide evidence that moderated mediation

emerged on anti-Black attitudes, xenophobic threat (cultural and

economic), preferences for anti-immigrant policies that broadly

reject immigrants, and Islamophobia. Of note, our cultural threat

variable had a lower alpha reliability, potentially because the scale

consisted of only three items. Future work may want to consider

alternative measures of cultural threat.

General discussion

Two studies examined whether the receipt of gender

incongruent feedback resulted in gender threats in White men

(but not White women), serially leading to increases in public

discomfort and subsequent anger that was associated with negative

attitudes toward marginalized racial, religious, and immigrant

people. Findings across studies were consistent with predictions.

When White men learned they were like women (vs. men) they

reported increased feelings of public discomfort and subsequent

anger. Anger, in turn, predicted increases in explicitly stated

negative attitudes toward Black Americans (Study 1), immigrants

(Study 2), and Muslim people (Study 2). This pattern did not

emerge for White women who learned they were like men.

The predicted pattern of results emerged across variables

with two exceptions. First, threats to masculinity did not predict

xenophobia as measured generally (in Study 1) or the conditional

restrictions on immigration measure (Study 2). In hindsight, our

original predictions may have been based on a misconception of

these measures. Specifically, our predictions were based on the

logic that threats to internalized hegemonic masculine ideals would

lead to prejudice that reinforces men’s dominance over women
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and White men’s dominance over marginalized men. From this

perspective, threats to masculinity should inspire prejudice toward

low-status men who fail to embody hegemonic masculine ideals but

should not inspire prejudice to high status men who successfully

embody hegemonic masculine ideals (e.g., rich men, professional

athletes, high-power CEOs, see also (Bergh et al., 2016). When

extended to considerations of xenophobia and restrictions on

immigration, we would expect that threats to masculinity should

predict the rejection of low-status foreigners and/or immigrants

who are perceived as failing to embody hegemonic masculinity,

not all foreigners and immigrants. In other words, these two

measures assess broad attitudes toward immigrants who do and

do not embody hegemonic masculine ideals, which work against

predictions and could explain our lack of findings on these

two measures.

Second, threats to masculinity had the predicted effects

on anti-Black attitudes, but not pro-Black attitudes (Study 1).

Our predictions across variables were based on the assumption

that endorsement of prejudice functionally appeases threats to

masculinity by reestablishing White men as high status, powerful,

and dominant over marginalized men. The endorsement of anti-

Black attitudes unambiguously reinforces White men’s dominance

over Black men, who fail to embody culturally idealized notions

of agency, resilience, power, and status and, unsurprisingly, the

predicted effects emerged on anti-Black attitudes. It is unclear how

reductions in the endorsement of beliefs that Black Americans face

situational barriers and discrimination (i.e., pro-Black attitudes)

would functionally appease threats to masculinity by reestablishing

White men and good men who are high in power and status. Stated

differently, while prior work has shown that broader threats affect

perceptions of systemic inequality (e.g., Blodorn et al., 2016; Lesick

and Zell, 2021), we would expect gender threats in White men to

lead to prejudice that reestablishes them as good men, who are high

in power and status.

There are limitations of the present set of studies that should

be addressed in future work. Most notably, we used the same

manipulation of gender threat across studies: people were led

to believe that they possessed gender-atypical or gender-typical

knowledge. Masculinity has also been shown to be threatened

when men are outperformed by women in masculine domains

(Dahl et al., 2015), when men perform gender-atypical tasks (e.g.,

hair braiding, Bosson et al., 2009), and when heterosexual men

are targets of the sexual advance of a gay man (Schermerhorn

and Vescio, 2021). We would expect to replicate the pattern

of findings documented here using any of the manipulations

that prior work has shown to threaten masculinity. Furthermore,

theoretically, threats to masculinity would also be expected to

occur whenever men are low in power, status, dominance, and

toughness particularly relative to a woman, given heterosexual

interdependencies. Another limitation of our work is that our

prejudice scale items did not specify gender and, given that people

hold androcentric biases (Bailey et al., 2020), participants may

have responded with men in mind. Therefore, future work should

explore if the pattern of findings generalizes to women who are

Black, immigrants, or Muslim.

Future research should also examine when and with what

consequences femininity is threatened. Whereas, leading

participants to believe that they are gender incongruent in

meaningful ways has been found to lead to gender threats in men

but not women, recent research has identified conditions that

result in femininity threats. Leading people to believe that they do

not physically look like good members of the gender with which

they identify has been found to lead to both femininity threats in

women andmasculinity threats in men (Wittlin et al., 2024; see also

Steiner et al., 2022). Gender threats resulting from shortcomings

in physical appearance have been found to produce both anxiety

and insecurity in women, as well as anxiety in men (Wittlin et al.,

2024). Interestingly, while there is some evidence that anxiety (at

least social anxiety) is associated with increased feelings of hostility,

the same work also shows that anxiety is related to less aggressive

behavior (e.g., DeWall et al., 2010). Therefore, we would not expect

the anxiety following from physical gender threats to be associated

with status-quo-maintaining acts of attitudinal and behavioral

dominance over marginalized groups in men or women.

In addition, leading women to believe that they lack positive

and stereotypically feminine attributes (e.g., warmth, maternal

instincts) has been found to lead to anger and relational aggression,

which does not contradict femininity prescriptions in the way that

physical aggression does (Foster and Boch, 2024). Furthermore,

even if threats to femininity produce feelings of anger, as in

Foster and Boch (2024), there is no theoretical reason to presume

that femininity threats would lead women to exhibit power and

dominance over others.Whereas, anger-inspired acts of dominance

and physical aggression have been suggested to appease threats

to masculinity by reestablishing a man as “good” and powerful

(Bosson et al., 2009; Vandello et al., 2008), dominance and physical

aggression should not appease a threat to femininity because such

acts violate femininity prescriptions and would not reestablish

one as a good woman. From this perspective, even if women

experience threats to femininity in some contexts, we would not

predict linkages between femininity threats and attitudinal or

behavioral acts of dominance. However, future work is need to

more thoroughly test our prediction. Further work is also needed

to understand the varied causes and consequences of threats to

masculinity and femininity in relation to toxic intergroup relations.

Although a necessity given the focus of the present work, all

participants in the present work were White men and women,

leaving open questions regarding the causes and consequences of

threats to masculinity among men with intersecting marginalized

identities. Given the conceptualization of hegemonic masculinity,

it argued that most people within a given culture endorse the

hegemonic idealized notions of masculine. However, there are also

critical differences in the content of hegemonic masculinity within

and across groups and cultures (Hooks, 2004). Future research

is needed to determine when members of marginalized groups

internalize broader culturally idealized notions of masculinity vs.

alternative masculinities and what factors predict those tendencies

(e.g., ingroup identification).

In the United States, hegemonic masculine ideals historically

have been and continued to be racialized and, as a result,

may be more easily embodied when men are White, straight,

able-bodied, and middle class, vs. members of marginalized

masculinities (due to race, sexual orientation, religion, socio-

economic status). As a result, it is not clear whether threats

to masculinity would be similarly or differently associated with

prejudicial forms of compensatory dominance among men whose
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intersecting identities render them members of groups that are

marginalized or subordinated masculinities. Future research is

needed to examine whether the content and consequences of

dominance and prejudice toward people of marginalized races,

marginalized religions, and immigrants would vary as a function of

the intersecting race, ethnicity, culture, and socio-economic status

of participants.

Despite limitations, the present theory and research is timely

and important. As noted at the outset, masculinity has been a

core component of national discourse about gender, race, and

violence. The theoretical framework of hegemonic masculinity can

illuminate those linkages, but core to that framework is the notion

that idealized notions of masculinity are racialized. Also core to

theorizing on hegemonic masculinity is the notion that the status-

quo-maintaining acts of dominance and aggression that follow

from threats to masculine ideas are directed toward women, as

well as marginalized masculinities (e.g., men who are marginalized

because of race, religion, nationality) and subordinate masculinities

(e.g., gay men and trans men). For the status quo to remain

stable across shifts in population, values, and crisis, masculinity

as a cultural ideology may play a critical role in legitimating

and justifying prejudice toward status-quo-threatening women,

ethnic/racial groups, immigrants, and trans people, which is

likely to be imbedded in the state and related institutions (e.g.,

MacKinnon, 1989). This work critically documents the relation

between threats to internalized notions of hegemonic masculinity

and explicit prejudice toward marginalized men, as well as

women, which may support the dehumanization, dominance, and

aggression toward marginalized men and women.
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Appendix

TABLE A1 Xenophobia subscales, Study 2.

Subscale and item wording Answer categories

Rejection: preferences for policies that broadly reject immigrants

To what extent do you think the U.S. should allow people...

R1. of the same race or ethnic group from most Americans to live here?

R2. of a different race or ethnic group from most Americans to live here?

R3. from the richer countries in Europe to come and live here?

R4. from the poorer countries in Europe to come and live here?

4-point Likert (1=many, 2= some, 3= a few, 4=

none)

Conditional acceptance: preference for policies that admit English speaking and skilled immigrants

Please tell me how important you think each of these things should be in deciding whether someone

born, brought up, and living outside of the United States should be able to come and live here. How

important should it be for them to...

P1. have good educational qualifications? ∗

P2. have close family living here? ∗

P3. be able to speak English? ∗

P4. have work skills that the United States needs? ∗

7-point Likert (1= extremely important, 7= extremely

unimportant)

Cultural threat

Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with the following statements:

C1. It is better for a country if almost everyone shares the same customs and traditions. ∗

C2. It is better for a country if there are a variety of different religions.

6-point Likert (1= strongly agree, 5= strongly disagree)

C3. Would you say that the United States cultural life is generally undermined or enriched by people

coming to live here from other countries? ∗

6-point Likert (1= cultural life is strongly undermined,

6= cultural life is strongly enriched)

Economic threat

Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with the following statements:

E1. If people who have come to live and work here are unemployed for a long period, they should be

made to leave. ∗

E2. People who come to live and work here generally harm the economic prospects of the poor more

than the rich. ∗

6-point Likert (1= strongly agree, 5= strongly disagree)

E3. Would you say that people who come to live here generally take jobs away from workers in the

United States, or generally help to create jobs? ∗

4-point Likert (1= take many jobs away, 2= take some

jobs away, 3= create some jobs, 4= create many jobs)

E4. Would you say that it is generally bad or good for the United States economy that people come to

live here from other countries? ∗

6-point Likert (1= really bad for the economy, 6=

really good for the economy)

∗Indicates that an item is reverse scored so that higher scores indicate greater xenophobia.
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