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Article

Creating, Closing, and Reversing the
Gender Gap in Test Performance:
How Selection Policies Trigger Social
Identity Threat or Safety Among
Women and Men

Frédérique Autin1,2, Nyla R. Branscombe3, and Jean-Claude Croizet1

Abstract
We investigate how selection policies—the rules defining access to a valued position—can act as situational cues signaling
social identity threat or safety among women and men. College students took a logic test ostensibly determining their
assignment to a position of leader or subordinate for a subsequent task. Study 1 showed that when only the test score
determined the selection, women experienced more identity threat and performed worse than men. When the policy allowed
the selection of women at a lower level of performance than men to promote diversity, men’s performance decreased
compared to the merit condition, falling to the level of women’s performance and thus closing the gender gap. Study 2
replicated these findings and established that the meaning derived from selection practices affects candidates’ performance. A
third policy that also preferentially selected women, but to correct for unequal treatment based on gender, leads to a reversed
gender gap (i.e., women outperformed men). These findings suggest that structural features of test settings including selection
practices can constrain individuals’ potential access to opportunities.
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selection tests, social identity, stereotype threat, personnel selection, human sex differences, test bias, social discrimination

Most admission tests for higher education reveal gender
differences in scores favoring men over women. Men averaged
31 points higher than women on the math section of the Scholas-
tic Assessment Test in 2011 (College Board, 2011). From 2003
to 2010, Law School Admission Test scores have been higher for
men than women (Law School Admission Council, 2010). Like-
wise, men have been outperforming women on the Graduate
Management Admission Test (GMAT) over the last 10 years
(Graduate Management Admission Council, 2011). We investi-
gate whether aspects of the selection procedure itself could play
a role in the gender gap in performance on standardized tests.

Men and women can differentially experience test settings.
They especially differ in perceived devaluation of their gender
identity, which can trigger a social identity threat that has the
power to disrupt performance (Steele, Spencer, & Aronson,
2002). Features or cues in the test setting can signal that one’s
identity is safe or threatened (Murphy, Steele, & Gross, 2007).
We propose that features of the selection procedure itself can
convey identity threat or safety; by varying the social con-
text—the rules determining who will be selected or not—we
can create, close, or reverse the gender gap in performance
on a standardized test.

Situational Cues Signal Threat or Safety

When taking a math, science, or logic test, women’s aware-
ness of the stereotype about their inferiority in these domains
may create an extra burden that can prevent them from
performing at their best (Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 1999).
This phenomenon is known as stereotype threat, which is a
subtype of a broader social identity threat that arises when
people believe they might be devalued because of their mem-
bership in a social group (Branscombe, Ellemers, Spears, &
Doosje, 1999; Steele et al., 2002). Identity threat has a variety
of negative consequences including stress (Townsend, Major,
Gangi, & Mendes, 2011), negative thoughts (Cadinu, Maass,
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Rosabianca, & Kiesner, 2005), task-related worries (Beilock,
Rydell, & McConnell, 2007), depleted working memory
capacity (Schmader & Johns, 2003), and impaired intellectual
performance (see Nguyen & Ryan, 2008, for a review).
Settings are considered ‘‘safe’’ if group members perceive
they might be neutrally or positively judged. When the neg-
ative stereotype is not perceived as relevant in the test setting,
identity safety preserves women’s performance (Davies,
Spencer, & Steele, 2005; Spencer et al., 1999). For men, the
feeling of worth induced by the awareness of out-group deva-
luation can even lift their performance (Walton & Cohen,
2003).

Social identity threat has been shown to be triggered by
subtle situational cues such as the numerical underrepresenta-
tion of one’s group (Inzlicht & Ben-Zeev, 2000), exposure to
stereotypic commercials (Davies et al., 2005; Davies,
Spencer, Quinn, & Gerhardstein, 2002), stereotypical envir-
onments (Cheryan, Plaut, Davies, & Steele, 2009), or the
suggestion of a biased instructor (Adams, Garcia, Purdie-
Vaughns, & Steele, 2006). In these studies, devaluation does
not result from overt prejudice and discrimination but rather
from subtle and structural cues present in a test setting. Thus,
minorities and women are oppressed not only by intentional
acts of differentiated treatment but also by cultural values,
norms, and practices that structure their environment
(Adams, Biernat, Branscombe, Crandall, & Wrightsman,
2008). In the present article, we focus on a specific form of
institutional practices: selection policies. We propose that
they can convey identity threat or safety in men and women.
We consider how the rules that are perceived as relevant to
accessing a valued position can influence the test perfor-
mance of women and men during a selection process. Due
to the experimental nature of this work, the selection policies
used in our studies are not actual practices used by institu-
tions; rather they are proxies for the types of policies that
candidates might face during a real selection process.

Selection Policies and Intellectual Performance

During a selection process, various criteria1 can be consid-
ered when deciding among candidates. Due to the merito-
cratic ideal, measures of individual merit (e.g., standardized
test scores) are often perceived as the best criterion (Bobocel,
Son Hing, Davey, Stanley, & Zanna, 1998). However,
because selection based on test scores results in outcomes that
show systematic bias against women and minority groups,
some researchers advocate including group membership in
the selection criteria (Walton, Spencer, & Erman, 2013).
People’s attitudes toward selection policies have been the
focus of research attention (Harrison, Kravitz, Mayer, Leslie,
& Lev-Arey, 2006), but little is known about how selection
criteria might affect intellectual performance.

Some studies have considered how selection policies influ-
ence performance-related outcomes by examining women’s
self-perceptions and performance evaluation after being

selected for a leadership position. These studies thus used con-
texts where women may be targeted by the negative stereotype
about their managerial abilities. Indeed, despite some changes
over time, leaders are predominantly perceived as masculine
(Koenig, Eagly, Mitchell, & Ristikari, 2011). People view
managers as similar to men, but not very similar to women, and
as more masculine rather than androgynous or feminine;
furthermore, they describe them with more agentic than com-
munal traits. Women are viewed as possessing less leadership
ability, and leadership enactments by women are less favor-
ably evaluated than when these behaviors are produced by men
(Eagly & Karau, 2002). Thus, the consequences of selection
policies have been examined in contexts where women may
experience social identity threat. This literature focused on
women’s self-views and performance evaluations after being
selected for a leadership position under either a merit-based
policy or a gender-based preference policy. When women
thought that they had been selected only because of their gen-
der, they evaluated their performance more negatively,
doubted their competence, and devalued their accomplish-
ments (Heilman, Battle, Keller, & Lee, 1998; Heilman, Rivero,
& Brett, 1991; Heilman, Simon, & Repper, 1987; Major, Fein-
stein, & Crocker, 1994; see Turner & Pratkanis, 1994, for a
review). These results suggest that women who benefited from
gender-based preferential selection do experience psychologi-
cal discomfort.

Three studies have investigated the actual performance of
women who benefitted from various selection policies
(Brown, Charnsangavej, Keough, Newman, & Rentfrow,
2000; Roberson & Alsua, 2002; Turner & Pratkanis, 1993).
In each study, women showed impaired performance when
they thought they had been selected only because of their
gender, compared to their merit. However, this detrimental
effect disappeared if the assignment was based on both gen-
der and merit (i.e., women were given preference only if they
were equally qualified; Brown et al., 2000) or when the task
was presented as a training task, thus reducing its diagnosti-
city (Roberson & Alsua, 2002). Previous research therefore
suggests that selection criteria can result in performance
deficits among people who have benefited from the policy,
possibly because these criteria elicited identity threat.
However, these studies did not address the central question
of how selection criteria affect individuals’ performance at
the selection stage. People rely on selection procedures
(e.g., standardized tests) to gain access to resources such as
higher education and employment. We propose that perfor-
mance that determines access to opportunities can be affected
precisely by the rules used to define access.

Previous research has only examined the consequences of
selection criteria on performance for the group that is usually
devalued in the domain (e.g., women in leadership). Nothing
is known about the impact of selection criteria on groups that
are not usually devalued (e.g., men). Yet, we know that situa-
tional cues can elicit identity threat in men. For example,
when anticipating that they might lose their high status, men
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experience identity threat characterized by a physiological
reaction of stress (Scheepers, Ellemers, & Sintemaartensdijk,
2009), which can disrupt performance (Blascovich, Spencer,
Quinn, & Steele, 2001). Fully understanding how the selec-
tion procedure contributes to the gender gap in standardized
test scores requires investigating the impact of selection
criteria on the experience of identity threat or safety in men
as well as in women.

Giving Meaning to Selection Practices

Prior studies investigating selection criteria manipulated only
whether gender was included in the criteria themselves or not.
No information was given to help the participants understand
why such a selection policy was applied, although research
suggests that the features of a setting have different conse-
quences for one’s identity depending on the meaning given
to those features. For example, a low representation of
African Americans in a company can trigger identity threat
for those group members if it is perceived as a sign of dis-
crimination. However, if the setting conveys that diversity
and mutual respect are valued, then African Americans expe-
rience identity safety despite the underrepresentation of their
group (Purdie-Vaughns, Steele, Davies, Ditlmann, & Crosby,
2008). Thus, situational cues that help candidates give mean-
ing to selection criteria may contribute to men’s and women’s
experience of identity threat or safety. Three different justify-
ing philosophies emerge in the debate about selection policies
which focus on (a) individual merit, (b) diversity, and (c)
correction of unequal treatments experienced by each groups.
We propose that the rules determining access to opportunities
that are defined by these philosophies have differential
consequences for women’s and men’s social identities, which
may translate into differences in test performance.

The implementation of selection policies based on test
scores is usually justified by the meritocratic ideal. Test
scores are presented as an objective measure of individual
merit (Sackett & Wilk, 1994). Considering any other factor,
including group membership, would violate the principles
of fairness and equality. However, research has shown that
the mere presentation of a task as diagnostic of intellectual
ability is enough to trigger identity threat among women and
safety threat among men. The gender gap in performance
appeared when participants were merely told that they would
be taking a math test. However, the gap was reduced when
participants learned that the test yields no gender difference
(Quinn & Spencer, 2001). Evaluative situations seemingly
based on merit are therefore not free from the influence of
group stereotypes on performance. We expect that when
scores on a logic test are said to be the only selection criter-
ion for a leadership position, women will be threatened by
their supposed incompetence in both logic and leadership
and will show impaired performance. In contrast, men’s per-
formance should be lifted by the identity safety that results
from their awareness of women’s supposed incompetence.

The usual gender gap in logical reasoning should therefore
be confirmed in this meritocratic setting.

The inclusion of group membership in the selection
criteria is commonly presented as a way to ensure diversity
(Miller, 1997; Tierney, 1997). Such a policy increases the
representation of minorities in education (Lempert, Cham-
bers, & Adams, 2000) and in the workplace (Herring &
Collins, 1995). Diversity benefits both minority and majority
members by enhancing consideration of others’ perspectives
and bringing complementary skills (Gurin, Dey, Hurtado, &
Gurin, 2002). Although this philosophy emphasizes women’s
complementary skills, it does not question their supposed
incompetence in the stereotypical domain. Thus, the salience
of the negative stereotype in this setting should trigger social
identity threat for women and have a deleterious effect on
performance (see Schmader, Johns, & Forbes, 2008). From
the perspective of men, increased representation of women
could put their higher status in jeopardy, which might trigger
identity threat (Scheepers et al., 2009). When the inclusion of
gender in the selection criteria is presented as a way to
increase diversity, men should experience identity threat, thus
lowering their performance to the level of the women who are
also threatened by the negative stereotype. We thus hypothe-
size that the gender gap in performance will be reduced by the
selection policy promoting diversity.

A justifying philosophy could signal social identity safety
for women by casting doubt both on women’s supposed in-
competence and on men’s supposed greater competence. The
correction-of-bias philosophy presents the underrepresentation
of women not as a sign of their incompetence but as a result of
systematic obstacles; and the overrepresentation of men not as
a sign of greater competence but of systematic privilege
(Crosby, Iyer, & Sincharoen, 2006). This conception stems
from evidence that racial minorities and women face prejudice
and discrimination, whereas racial majority members benefit
from favoritism (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2000). The standard
testing setting could systematically underestimate racial mino-
rities’ and women’s potential because it triggers identity threat
and lower test performance while lifting majorities’ and men’s
performance (Walton & Cohen, 2003; Walton & Spencer,
2009). A way to compensate for this bias is to correct the
scores of negatively stereotyped candidates (Walton et al.,
2013). The inclusion of gender in selection criteria can thus
be framed as a way to counter barriers faced by women and
to correct for men’s privilege. From the perspective of women,
this framing should question the negative stereotype about
their incompetence and allow them to experience the test
setting as safe for their identity, thereby restoring their perfor-
mance. From the perspective of men, this policy reminds them
of their privilege, which can be distressing (Branscombe,
1998). Such a reminder should elicit identity threat in men and
lower their performance. We thus expect a reversed gender gap
in performance, such that women’s performance will be better
than men, under a policy that emphasizes the correction of
structural bias between gender groups.
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Present Research

We tested the hypothesis that selection policies can act as
situational cues signaling identity threat or safety for men and
women. Undergraduate men and women were told they
would be placed in a work group setting ostensibly involving
two groups differing in status: managers and workers. To
determine their group assignment, participants were told they
would take a test that is diagnostic of logical reasoning
ability, which is highly related to leadership and decision
making—qualities essential to succeed as a manager.

In both experiments, we investigated whether the selection
policy affects men’s and women’s performance on the selec-
tion test. In Experiment 1, there was one condition where
selection was based on merit, with admission to be gauged
by test scores. In the second condition, both test scores and
gender were said to be taken into consideration such that
women were to be selected at a lower level of performance
than men. This policy was presented as a way to increase
diversity in the high-status (manager) group. In Experiment
2, we further investigated the impact of the meaning that
candidates give to the selection policy. We replicated the two
conditions of Experiment 1 and added a third condition. In
this new condition, women again would be accepted at a
lower level of performance, but the selection policy was
presented as a way to correct for unequal treatment based
on gender.

Experiment 1

College men and women completed a logic test after reading
text describing the selection procedure that would be used to
choose people for a group task. In a first condition, partici-
pants learned that the logic test score was the only criterion
determining the selection of the managers of the group task.
In a second condition, participants were told that both their
test score and gender would be considered in the selection
process. More specifically, their test score was to be adjusted
by gender, with women being selected as managers at a lower
level of performance than men. This selection policy was pre-
sented as a way to achieve a more balanced representation of
both genders in the high-status manager group.

We expected that in the setting emphasizing merit, gender
stereotypes would elicit identity threat in women and identity
safety in men. Women as a group would thus perform worse
than men as a group. Under a policy favoring women to
promote diversity, the negative stereotype about women’s
ability remains and thus should threaten women’s identity.
We predicted that in the diversity condition men should be
threatened by the prospect of status loss so that their perfor-
mance would be lowered to the level of women’s, resulting in
a reduced gender gap in performance. To assess the possibil-
ity that the changes in men’s and women’s performance
are related to changes in their engagement with the test, we
also analyzed the number of items attempted. To investigate

their perception of the selection procedure, participants also
reported their experience of social identity threat.

Method

Participants

A sample of 117 psychology undergraduates (58 women and
59 men) at a large U.S. Midwestern university participated in
exchange for course credit. No additional demographic infor-
mation was recorded but judging from other research with
this population, it is safe to assume that participants were
primarily White and young (about 19 or 20 years of age).
They were introduced to the experiment by one of two experi-
menters (one male and one female) in mixed-gender groups
composed of 5–10 students.

Procedure

Participants were informed that the study involved first taking a
test and then working on a group task. Participants received a
booklet containing the instructions implementing the selection
policy manipulation, followed by measures of social identity
threat and difficult items from the Graduate Management
Admission Test (GMAT). Participants read the cover story
informing them that the study would investigate group work
in a simulated organizational setting and that two groups would
be created: a group of managers and a group of workers. Man-
agers would receive interesting and challenging tasks involving
supervision and evaluation of the workers who would receive
repetitive tasks. Their group assignment would be allegedly
based on their performance on the upcoming test that was pre-
sented as evaluative of logical reasoning ability and predictive
of success as a manager. Within each gender, participants were
randomly assigned to one of the two selection conditions: either
that group task assignment would be (a) based on test scores
only or (b) based on both test scores and gender.

Participants in the merit condition read that despite the
usually observed underrepresentation of women in the man-
ager group, the test was a reliable tool to estimate individual
ability. With these instructions, our goal was to achieve two
things. First, we wanted to mimic the usual conditions under
which both women and men take tests: Individuals think they
are evaluated on their ability while knowing that some groups
are known to perform better than others. Indeed, people auto-
matically link merit-based evaluation with group stereotypes
about ability (Steele & Aronson, 1995; Walton & Cohen,
2003). As such, the merit condition constitutes a performance
baseline for both gender groups. Second, at a methodological
level, by explicitly mentioning group membership, we aimed
to equate experimental conditions regarding the salience of
social identity. This kind of induction is classically used to
investigate social identity threat or safety (Beilock et al.,
2007; Rydell, McConnell, & Beilock, 2009). The implemen-
tation of the policy was illustrated using a race-running meta-
phor. Participants read that to ensure a fair race to succeed,
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the conditions had to be the same for all runners so that indi-
vidual ability was the only deciding factor. No suggestion
that gender would affect group assignment was given in this
condition. Participants were simply told they had to get more
than 60% of the items correct to be selected as a manager.

Participants in the diversity condition read that women
would be favored in selection in order to reduce their under-
representation in the manager group. Specifically, it was
noted that because some categories (women) lose the race
to succeed more often, they would be given a head start to
ensure diversity. To achieve a more balanced representation
of both genders, women would be accepted in the managers
group at a lower threshold of performance (50% of correct
answers on the test) than men (60%).

Before taking the test but after reading the selection pol-
icy, participants were asked to complete measures of social
identity threat. Social identity threat arises from the percep-
tion that one’s group might be devalued and unfairly treated
in a setting (Steele et al., 2002). We thus assessed social
identity threat with a measure of perceived fairness of the
selection setting for the in-group. Participants reported on a
6-point scale, from 1 (extremely unjust) to 6 (extremely just),
how fair they thought the selection procedure was for their
gender group. This item was reverse scored so that higher
numbers indicate a greater experience of threat.

The test consisted of four problems, each composed of 6
items, which were adapted from the analytical section of past
GMAT exams (Adams et al., 2006). For example, in the first
problem, participants were given comparative information
about the wetness and fatness of six panda bears. To answer
the 6 items, they had to deduce the relative position of the
panda bears along these two dimensions. The participants
were given 25 minutes to complete the 24 questions. Past
research has established that the time constraint and the
items’ difficulty allow for the emergence of social identity
threat (Adams et al., 2006).

Results

Self-Reported Social Identity Threat

Scores on the social identity threat measure were analyzed in
a 2 (gender) ! 2 (selection policy) analysis of variance
(ANOVA).2 The analysis yielded no main effect of selection
policy (F < 1). A main effect of gender was obtained, indicat-
ing that men perceived their in-group as treated more fairly
by the selection policy than did women, F(1, 112) ¼ 7.80,
p ¼ .006, d ¼ .53. This main effect was, as expected, quali-
fied by the Gender ! Selection Policy interaction, F(1, 112)
¼ 10.95, p ¼ .001, d ¼ .63, as can be seen in Table 1(a).
Planned comparisons revealed that women perceived the
selection policy based on merit (M ¼ 4.40) as more threaten-
ing than the selection policy promoting diversity (M ¼ 3.71),
F(1, 112) ¼ 7.13, p ¼ .009, d ¼ .51. In contrast, men per-
ceived the policy based on merit (M ¼ 2.93) as less

threatening than the policy promoting diversity (M ¼ 3.84),
F(1, 112) ¼ 4.04, p ¼ .05, d ¼ .38. As a result, women felt
more threatened than men in the merit condition, F(1, 112)
¼ 18.30, p < .001, d ¼ .81. However, when the selection pol-
icy promoted diversity, women and men did not differ in their
perception of how fairly their in-group was treated (F < 1).

Logic Performance

The proportion of correct answers on the logic test was analyzed
in a 2 (gender) !2 (selection policy) ANOVA. There was no
main effect of selection policy (F < 1) or gender, F(1, 113) ¼
2.16, p¼ .15. As shown in Table 1(b), the expected interaction
between gender and selection policy was significant, F(1, 113)
¼ 4.05, p ¼ .05, d ¼ .38. Planned comparisons revealed that
under a selection policy based only on merit the usual gender
gap was observed: Women (M ¼ .45) underperformed relative
to men (M¼ .57), F(1, 113)¼ 5.91, p¼ .02, d¼ .46. When par-
ticipants believed women would be preferentially selected to
ensure diversity, men’s performance was lower (M¼ .47) than
in the condition emphasizing merit, F(1, 113)¼ 4.54, p¼ .04, d
¼ .40. Women’s performance in the diversity condition (M ¼
.49) did not differ from the merit condition (F < 1). As a
result, in the diversity condition, men did not perform differ-
ently from women (F < 1).

Further examination revealed no main effects of gender or
selection policy and no interaction on the number of items
attempted (Fs < 1), suggesting that the performance effects
cannot easily be accounted for by effort withdrawal. The
number of items attempted did not correlate with self-
reported social identity threat (r ¼ #.03, p ¼ .73). We also
correlated test performance and self-reported social identity
threat and found no significant correlation (r¼ .004, p¼ .96).

Discussion

The present findings suggest that selection policies can elicit
social identity threat or safety in men and women. A selection

Table 1. Social Identity Threat and Logic Performance as a Function
of Gender and Selection Policy, Experiment 1.

Selection Policy

Merit M (SD) Diversity M (SD)

(a) Self-Reported Social Identity Threat Scale
Women 4.40a (1.35) 3.71b (1.24)
Men 2.93c (1.49) 3.84b (1.09)

(b) Logic Performance
Women .45a (.17) .49a (.19)
Men .57b (.20) .47a (.19)

Note. GMAT¼Graduate Management Admission Test; SD¼ standard error.
The 6-point social identity threat item was scored so that higher numbers
indicate a greater experience of threat. Logic performance is the proportion
of each participant’s correct answers across GMAT items. Means within each
dependent variable that do not share subscripts across rows and columns
differ significantly (ps ≤ .05).
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procedure based only on test scores, which best mimics usual
test settings, conveyed threat for women and safety for men.
In this setting, the usual gender gap was observed (i.e., men
outperformed women). The inclusion of gender in the criteria
to promote diversity was perceived as equally threatening to
both gender groups. The gender gap in performance was
closed in this condition, but gender equality was achieved
at the expense of men’s success. Our results indicate that
structural features of a selection setting, such as the rules
determining access to opportunities themselves, can work
as situational cues signaling social identity threat or safety
and affect performance.

Experiment 2

To further investigate the role played by the selection
procedure in the gender gap on standardized test perfor-
mance, we examined whether a different philosophy justify-
ing the inclusion of gender in the selection criteria can
moderate its impact on men’s and women’s test scores. Two
philosophies emerged from the debate about why group
membership should be included in selection criteria: One
emphasizes diversity benefits, whereas the other focuses on
the need to correct for unequal treatment between low- and
high-status groups (Crosby et al., 2006). This last conception
presents the correction of women’s scores as a way to com-
pensate for the biases in usual evaluation of individual poten-
tial, which promotes men’s success and hinder women’s
(Walton et al., 2013).

Participants were again enrolled in a selection procedure
ostensibly to form a high- and a low-status group (managers
vs. workers) for a later task. Two conditions were replicated
from the first experiment: A standard condition where selec-
tion to be a manager was only based on merit and a condition
where women could expect to be selected at a lower level of
performance to increase diversity. In a third condition,
women were selected at a lower level of performance, but the
inclusion of gender in the criteria was justified by the need to
correct for the obstacles faced by women and the privileges
that benefit men. We expected that this policy would release
women from the threat of incompetence and restore their per-
formance. Men, by comparison, should be threatened by the
prospect of status loss and the reminder of their privilege,
resulting in lowered performance similar to the diversity
condition. To further examine the alternative account that the
differences in men’s and women’s performance are due to
effort withdrawal, we again analyzed the number of items
attempted and included a self-report measure of motivation.

Method

Participants

Psychology students (N ¼ 204) at a large U.S. Midwestern
university took part in the study in exchange for course credit.
No additional demographic information was recorded, but we

assume that participants were primarily White and young.
Participants were met by one of two female experimenters
in mixed-sex groups with 4–12 students. Five participants
were excluded after they expressed suspicion so that the final
sample of 199 comprised 98 women and 101 men.

Procedure

The merit and the diversity conditions were identical to
Experiment 1. Participants in the new correction for unequal
treatment condition read that women were underrepresented
in the managers group because the test overestimated men’s
competence and underestimated women’s. The metaphorical
runners’ race to succeed was unfair therefore because the
lanes used by some runners (women) had obstacles like
stereotyping and biased tests that favor men. Participants
were told that equality among test takers would be restored
by correcting for the gender bias of the test. Scores would
be adjusted and women selected as managers at a lower
threshold of performance than men (50% vs. 60%). The logic
test was identical to the one used previously. After the test,
participants were asked to report on a 6-point scale, from 1
(not important at all) to 6 (extremely important), how impor-
tant it was for them to perform well on the test.3

Results

The proportion of correct answers on the logic test was
analyzed in a 2 (gender) ! 3 (selection policy) ANOVA. The
analysis yielded no significant main effect of gender or selec-
tion policy (Fs < 1). As can be seen in Table 2, the expected
interaction between gender and selection policy was signifi-
cant, F(2, 193) ¼ 4.47, p ¼ .01, d ¼ .43. Replicating Experi-
ment 1, planned comparisons revealed that when the selection
policy emphasized merit, women (M ¼ .48) underperformed
relative to men (M¼ .59), F(1, 193)¼ 4.75, p¼ .03, d¼ .31.
Again, men’s performance was hindered when they thought
women would be preferentially selected on behalf of
diversity (M ¼ .48) compared to the merit condition, F(1,
193) ¼ 5.64, p ¼ .02, d ¼ .34. Under the diversity policy
(M ¼ .51), women’s performance did not differ from the per-
formance of women in the merit condition (F < 1). The gen-
der gap was closed in the diversity condition where men’s

Table 2. Logic Performance as a Function of Gender and Selection
Policy, Experiment 2.

Selection Policy

Merit M (SD) Diversity M (SD) Correction M (SD)

Women .48a (.21) .51a, b (.21) .58b (.19)
Men .59b (.22) .48a (.20) .48a (.19)

Note. SD¼ standard error. Means across both rows and columns that do not
share subscripts differ (ps ≤ .05), except for the comparison of women in the
merit and correction conditions (p < .07).
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performance did not differ from women’s (F < 1). When
gender was included in the criteria to correct for unequal
treatment, men’s performance (M ¼ .48) was also lower in
the merit condition, F(1, 193) ¼ 5.74, p ¼ .02, d ¼ .35. In
contrast, women’s performance tended to be higher in the
correction condition (M ¼ .58) compared to the merit condi-
tion, F(1, 193) ¼ 3.33, p ¼ .07, d ¼ .26. As a result, women
performed better than men in the correction condition,
F(1, 193)¼ 3.84, p¼ .05, d¼ .28. The gender gap was there-
fore reversed when women were expected to be preferentially
selected to counter both the obstacles they face and men’s
privileges. Under this selection policy, women’s performance
did not differ from the performance of men in the merit
condition (F < 1).

Supplemental analyses were conducted to examine a
motivational account of these performance effects. The anal-
ysis of the number of items attempted yielded no main effects
of gender or selection policy or their interaction (Fs < 1).
Participants also did not differ in their reported motivation
to succeed on the test (no main effect of gender, selection pol-
icy, or their interaction, all ps > .25).4 Although reported
motivation correlated with performance (r ¼ .23, p ¼
.001), when predicting performance, reported motivation did
not interact with participant gender, F(1, 192) ¼ 1.64, p ¼
.20, selection policy, or both (Fs < 1), and controlling for
motivation to do well did not affect the results on perfor-
mance. These findings indicate that the variation we observed
in test performance does not seem to be due to participants’
differential engagement in the task.

Discussion

These results confirm that selection policies impact candi-
dates’ performance, suggesting that they create threat or safety
differentially in women and men. Replicating Experiment 1,
expected selection based on merit was deleterious for women
and beneficial to men. In contrast, implementing a procedure
favoring the selection of women hindered men’s performance,
and this pattern was observed regardless of the justification
given for the selection criteria used. Although women’s perfor-
mance was still hindered by the diversity selection criteria,
they benefited from a procedure that favored them to correct
for unequal treatment. Such a construal of the test setting
restores performance and allows women to perform at the
same level as men in the merit condition. These findings
demonstrate that the justification given for the selection
criteria differentially impacts candidates’ performance. The
same set of criteria—including both test scores and gender—
led to either a closed or a reversed gender gap in performance
depending on the justification given for it.

General Discussion

With the present research, we sought to understand the poten-
tial role of selection policies in the gender gap observed in

standardized test performance. We argued that selection pol-
icies can signal social identity threat or safety in men and
women and thus affect performance. To test this hypothesis,
we first implemented two selection policy conditions: one
said to be simply based on test scores as a gauge of merit and
the other based on both scores and gender to favor women on
behalf of diversity. Results showed that when intellectual
ability was said to be the only criterion, women experienced
threat and showed lower performance than men. When
women were to be preferentially selected to increase diver-
sity, both women and men experienced threat and performed
at the same low level. In the second experiment, we imple-
mented a third policy that also included gender in the criteria
but was justified, not to increase diversity but to correct for
unequal treatment. This selection policy led to a reversed
gender gap in performance (i.e., women outperformed men)
and women performed at the same level as men in the merit
condition, suggesting that women experienced identity
safety and men experienced identity threat. The meaning
derived from selection procedures can thus play a key role
in candidates’ performance.

Interestingly, men’s performance was highly sensitive to
the selection policies perceived to be in place when they took
the test. The difference in men’s performance on the logic test
by threat condition cannot be accounted for by concerns
about a negative stereotype of lower leadership skills because
such a stereotype does not exist for men. Instead men’s lower
performance seems to reflect a more general concern about
devaluation and unfair treatment of their group. This finding
fuels the idea that the experience of threat is not contingent on
having a stigmatized identity (Aronson et al., 1999). Group
members who are usually advantaged and valued in the soci-
ety can also experience the deleterious effect of being deva-
lued and disadvantaged in a specific setting. Previous
research demonstrated that members of high-status groups,
who might lose their favorable status position, show a physio-
logical response typical of identity threat (Scheepers et al.,
2009). The present studies extend this research by showing
that intellectual performance of members of high-status
groups is negatively affected by the prospect of status loss.

Women’s performance was positively affected by selec-
tion rules that favor them to counter the barriers they face
along with men’s privilege. Having better chances to be
selected is thus not enough to restore women’s performance.
Rather women need to learn that their group’s underrepresen-
tation is due to structural barriers and that the negative
stereotype is incorrect. It is probable that the preferential
selection of women framed as a way to increase diversity
reduces threat for the in-group. More women should get
access to a high-status position so the group as a whole is per-
ceived as not too badly treated, as suggested by the low level
of social identity threat reported by women in the diversity
condition. However, this setting would not restore perfor-
mance because the self would still be the target of a threat
(see Shapiro & Neuberg, 2007). Women may still fear that
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they, as individuals, will underachieve and confirm the negative
stereotype. Their performance is thus only restored when the
stereotype is discounted as in the correction condition where
their behavior would no longer be interpreted through the lens
of their supposed incompetence.

Our results demonstrate that the gender gap in test
performance can be not only closed but also reversed. Indeed,
intellectual performance is highly sensitive to sociopsycholo-
gical factors (Wilson, 2006) as repeatedly shown by the liter-
ature on stereotype threat (Quinn & Spencer, 2001; Steele
et al., 2002). Our research extends this literature by showing
that performance is affected not only by the stereotypes that
are prominent in a testing situation but also by aspects of the
social structure that are salient. We demonstrated that
the rules that define access to opportunity can directly affect
individuals’ performance. Thus, depending on the way
people perceive the testing situation, the gender gap can be
created, closed, or reversed. In that sense, our study contri-
butes to a conceptualization of the situational determinants
of performance that includes structural factors such as the
selection practices to which individuals are exposed.

Limitations and Future Directions

One limitation of our research is that we mentioned the usual
underrepresentation of women in the manager group in the
merit condition. Our intent was to equalize the salience of
social identity among the different selection conditions. We
think that this condition is equivalent to standard testing
situations where individuals are aware of the stereotypes tar-
geting social groups. However, by mentioning women’s
underrepresentation, we explicitly activated gender stereo-
types. The impact of such explicit activation on social iden-
tity threat or safety has been inconsistent. Some research
has shown that increasing the salience of the stereotype pro-
duces similar effects on performance compared to implicit
activation (Campbell & Collaer, 2009; Keller, 2002;
Marchand & Taasoobshirazi, 2013; Smith & White, 2002;
Walton & Cohen, 2003). Other studies indicate that explicitly
referring to the usual gender gap in performance induces
reactance, characterized by the engagement in counter-
stereotypical responses (Kray, Thompson, & Galinsky,
2001), and reduces the impact of stereotype threat on
women’s performance (Nguyen & Ryan, 2008). Due to this
inconsistency in existing findings, it is difficult to be sure
how mentioning women’s underrepresentation affected our
results. Having participants take the test without mentioning
the usual women’s underrepresentation in manager groups
could either produce the same gender gap as the one we
observed or, by avoiding reactance, foster women’s under-
performance and increase the gender gap.

A second limitation is that our research was conducted
with mostly White participants and was confined to gender
identity. Future research should investigate how ethnic–racial
identity as it intersects with gender identity can be threatened

by the rules that define access to a valued position. Studies
have shown that leaders of color are perceived more nega-
tively and face more obstacles in exercising their leadership
than White leaders, notably because racial stereotypes do not
fit with leadership characterization (Ospina & Foldy, 2009),
but there is growing evidence that women of color face spe-
cific challenges in the domain of leadership (Sanchez-Hucles
& Davis, 2010). Due to their multiple stigmatized identities,
women of color may suffer multiple disadvantages (Bowleg,
2008; Rosette & Livingston, 2012). We might therefore pre-
dict heightened threat and performance decrements when
both gender and ethnic–racial stereotypes are relevant in the
selection setting (Gonzales, Blanton, & Williams, 2002).

Another limitation is the lack of documentation of the
mechanism by which selection policies affect candidates’
performance. We proposed that identity threat or safety
underlies the performance variations. In our first experiment,
we obtained the expected impact of gender and selection
policy on identity threat. However, this self-report measure
did not correlate with performance. This result seemingly
questions the validity of the measure of identity threat. First,
we defined identity threat as a perception that one’s group
might be unfairly treated because men would be unlikely to
feel devalued in this context due to the positive stereotype
of men’s superiority in leadership. By not assessing the feel-
ing of devaluation directly, we may have failed to capture a
core aspect of women’s experience of threat. Second, threat
was measured at the group level but not at the individual
level. Because identity threat is a multifaceted concept (Sha-
piro & Neuberg, 2007), future studies should include items
asking participants about their experience of devaluation as
well as unfairness—for themselves as well as for their group.
Nonetheless, we should note that there is growing evidence
that self-report methods often fail to capture reliable media-
tors of identity threat and safety effects (Bosson, Haymovitz,
& Pinel, 2004; Johns, Inzlicht, & Schmader, 2008; Smith,
2004). More indirect measures of the experience of threat
have been identified, including blood pressure, cardiovascu-
lar responses, and skin conductance (Croizet et al., 2004;
Mendes, Blascovich, Lickel, & Hunter, 2002; Murphy
et al., 2007; Scheepers & Ellemers, 2005). Such physiologi-
cal markers of threat would be useful for future research.

The absence of a correlation between self-reported threat
and performance questions the theoretical claim that social
identity threat or safety contributes to the performance differ-
ential. Existing literature on the impact of selection policies
on performance proposes alternative mechanisms. Roberson
and Alsua (2002) showed that goal orientation moderates the
impact of selection policy on performance such that preferen-
tial treatment is only deleterious for women when the test was
framed as performance-oriented (i.e., an assessment of
ability) as opposed to learning-oriented (i.e., learning oppor-
tunity). In our studies, the test was always presented as diag-
nostic of abilities; no mention of opportunity for training or
improvement was made, so it is likely that all participants
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adopted a performance goal orientation. Goal orientation thus
cannot easily account for the observed interaction on perfor-
mance. Turner and Pratkanis (1994) suggested that selection
policies can be viewed as threatening or supporting for the
individual self. As mentioned earlier, no measure of threat
at the individual level was included. Further studies should
investigate whether the selection policies implemented
induce self-threat and affect self-efficacy or self-esteem.

Our research only begins to investigate the impact of
selection practices on test performance. Future studies should
explore potential moderators. In line with the stereotype
threat literature, domain identification seems a good candi-
date. When leadership is central to women’s identity, they
might worry that their performance would confirm the nega-
tive stereotype. A poor performance would also question an
important aspect of their self-concept, thus adding an extra
pressure (Steele, 1997). Research suggests that settings where
a negative stereotype is applicable are more likely to suppress
the performance of women who are highly (Keller, 2007) or
moderately identified with the testing domain (Nguyen &
Ryan, 2008). In contrast, women low in domain identification
would feel less performance pressure and suffer less from the
threat (Nguyen & Ryan, 2008) or even show boosted perfor-
mance (Keller, 2007). We thus hypothesize that the identity
threat triggered by selection policies based on merit or pro-
moting diversity would especially impair the performance
of highly domain-identified women. The same logic can be
applied to men. Those who highly identify with the domain
would be threatened by the prospect that their group will lose
its privileged status and that they will personally not succeed
in an important domain. The performance drop observed in
the diversity and the correction conditions relative to the merit
condition would thus be exacerbated for highly identified men.

Another possible moderator is gender group identification.
Although results are somewhat mixed, the literature on
stereotype threat suggests that stigmatized individuals for
whom group identity is highly important are more susceptible
to underperform when the negative stereotype is applicable in
the test setting (Armenta, 2010; Clark, Eno, & Guadagno,
2011; Kaiser & Hagiwara, 2011; Martiny, Roth, Jelenec,
Steffens, & Croizet, 2012; Schmader, 2002; Wout, Danso,
Jackson, & Spencer, 2008 but see Brown & Pinel, 2003;
Kiefer & Sekaquaptewa, 2007). This implies that highly
gender-identified women would have lower performance in
the merit and diversity conditions. At the same time, gender
identification is related to perceived discrimination among
low-status group members (Branscombe, Schmitt, & Harvey,
1999; Major et al., 2002), so highly gender-identified women
may be more responsive to the framing referring to correction
for unequal treatment and show higher levels of performance.
As for men, the performance lift induced by the negative out-
group reputation would occur in highly identified group
members (Armenta, 2010; Walton & Cohen, 2003). Men for
whom gender is central to their self-concept would perform at
the highest level in the merit condition. Simultaneously, the

possibility of losing a high-status position triggers identity
threat only in members who highly identify with their group
(Scheepers & Ellemers, 2005). Further studies should inves-
tigate whether the results obtained here are most likely in
highly gender-identified participants.

Practice Implications

The aim of our research was not to mimic real selection
policies per se in order to determine which one is the best
to apply. In real situations, it has been previously established
that perceiving that one has benefited from preferential
treatment is associated with lower performance (van Laar,
Levin, & Sinclair, 2008). Rather, our research was aimed at
establishing a causal link between selection policies and
actual performance of both beneficiaries and nonbenefici-
aries and to investigate the impact of justifying philosophies.
To achieve this goal, we had to (a) explicitly tell the candi-
dates about the standards for who would be selected to be a
manager and (b) give justifying information about the ways
each policy would address group differences. Real workplace
selection policies would not use these standards, nor would
they be as explicit in conveying them.

Our results may, though, provide preliminary insight con-
cerning how, in real settings, individuals’ beliefs about selec-
tion policies could affect their performance. When no
specific indication is given, candidates would probably
assume that selection is based on merit, which is widely
known to disrupt stigmatized candidates (Walton & Spencer,
2009). However, many institutions advertise that they apply
equal opportunity and affirmative action policies. People
often assume that affirmative action programs involve prefer-
ential treatment or quotas aimed at increasing the representa-
tion of low-status group members (Eberhardt & Fiske, 1994;
Kravitz & Platania, 1993). Our research suggests that this
belief could be detrimental for all candidates.

In contrast, if affirmative action policies are framed as
useful in compensating for unequal treatment, women could
experience the selection process more safely. However, male
candidates would probably suffer from that message. A way
to induce identity safety in both gender groups could be to
mention past discrimination and acknowledge stereotypes to
reaffirm women’s competence but without mentioning men’s
privilege. This kind of message might show that the climate
is welcoming for women without threatening men. Allusion
to preferential selection of women might be best avoided so
that men do not think they might lose their status. Although
consistent with the present findings and our rationale for them,
these suggestions are, however, highly speculative and more
research is needed to establish what policy could be beneficial
to both gender groups and investigate how the selection
policies affect performance in real settings.

In our research, we sought to demonstrate how selection
policies constrain candidates’ potential access to opportunities
where test performance is assessed to determine that access.
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We showed that performance on the GMAT is affected by
selection policies. In real situations, candidates would have
taken this type of test when they apply for admission to
education programs—well before they apply for the job. And
yet, selection based on interviews or other kinds of tests would
also probably be affected by identity threat. Identity threat is
known to have a wide range of cognitive and emotional nega-
tive consequences (Beilock et al., 2007; Schmader et al.,
2008). We could thus expect that if candidates perceive that
they might be devalued or unfairly treated in the selection
process, they would experience deleterious emotions and
cognitions that might prevent them from doing their best at the
test or interview.

Conclusion

Although our research was aimed at investigating how selection
policies can be a situational determinant of performance, we
believe our results contribute to the ongoing debate about how
to reconcile the meritocratic principle with increased diversity
goals (Crosby, Iyer, Clayton, & Downing, 2003; Walton
et al., 2013). Walton et al. (2013) have argued that because test
settings systematically underestimate the intellectual potential
of negatively stereotyped candidates, correcting their test scores
could be a way to establish ‘‘real’’ meritocracy. Our results indi-
cate that candidates’ awareness of the implementation of such
policy affects their performance. Study 2 showed that a ‘‘correc-
tion’’ policy is indeed beneficial to negatively stereotyped can-
didates (i.e., women) but prevents the advantaged group (i.e.,
men) from performing at their best. Interestingly, the conse-
quences of the policy favoring women in order to correct for
unequal treatment are strikingly symmetrical to the conse-
quences of a meritocratic setting. Both policies produce a gen-
der gap but in opposite directions. Settings emphasizing merit
thus seem to offer conditions that favor one group while disfa-
voring another. Our results suggest such settings can actually
work as a preferential treatment policy for advantaged group
members. Meritocratic settings should therefore not be consid-
ered more ‘‘neutral’’ or more ‘‘objective’’ than those employing
other selection policies. Finally, the policy that favored women
on behalf of diversity yielded no gender gap but group equality
was obtained via lower performance in men relative to the merit
condition.

Each selection policy, from assumed meritocracy to
selection to expand diversity and correct inequities, can lead
to the exclusion of individuals who would have succeeded in
a different setting. Our research demonstrates that the rules
defining access to opportunity can themselves introduce
bias in the selection process. One implication of our work,
along with the abundant literature on identity threat (Walton
& Spencer, 2009), is that advantaged and disadvantaged
group members’ test performance cannot be assumed to
reflect the individual’s ‘‘true ability.’’ Depending on the
meaning individuals derived from the test setting, both men
and women can be prevented from exhibiting their full

potential no matter how apparently ‘‘objective’’ perfor-
mance testing appears. The usual gender gap in test perfor-
mance where men outperform women may reflect the greater
safety men experience in typical test settings rather than the
intellectual superiority of one gender group over the other.
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Notes

1. In line with the literature on selection policies (Heilman et al.,
1998; Turner & Pratkanis, 1994), the term ‘‘criteria’’ refers here
to the kinds of information on which the selection decision is
based (i.e., scores only or scores and gender).

2. One male participant did not fill in the scale, so there is one
missing value in the analysis.

3. This study did not include a measure of social identity threat.
Although a measure of perceived fairness was included, it mista-
kenly made no mention of the in-group—participants reported on
a 6-point scale how fair they thought the selection procedure was
from 1 (extremely unjust) to 6 (extremely just). We believe that
the question framed this way does not assess social identity threat
but a more global sense of justice. Analysis of this measure
revealed a main effect of gender such that women (M ¼ 2.91,
standard deviation [SD] ¼ 1.22) thought that the procedure was
less just than men (M ¼ 3.27, SD ¼ 1.14) did, F(1, 176) ¼
4.32, p ¼ .04, d ¼ .31. The main effect of selection policy
(F < 1) and the interaction, F(1, 176) ¼ 1.33, p ¼ .27, were
not significant. This result suggests that the selection policy
manipulation does not affect the general sense of justice expe-
rienced by participants.

4. One male participant did not fill in the motivation scale so there
is one missing value in the analysis.
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