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Gender discrimination remains a pervasive issue in American 
society. Women earn less money than men for the same work 
(PayScale, 2019) and 42% of women report experiencing 
gender discrimination in the workplace (Parker & Funk, 
2017), a problem that is even more prevalent in male-domi-
nated industries, such as technology (Ziv, 2016). Furthermore, 
it is becoming increasingly popular for people to attribute 
instances of gender discrimination to the implicit bias of its 
perpetrators (Altmire, 2019; Manne, 2019; Mundy, 2017). 
Although it is important for people to understand the subtle 
ways that biases can affect our behaviors, attributions of dis-
crimination to implicit bias can have unforeseen conse-
quences. For instance, a growing body of research suggests 
that when discriminatory behaviors are attributed to implicit 
or unconscious bias, rather than to explicit or conscious bias, 
people hold the perpetrators of those acts less accountable 
(Cameron et al., 2010; Daumeyer et al., 2019; Redford & 
Ratliff, 2016). Specifically, Daumeyer et al. (2019) exposed 
participants to communications of scientific findings, reveal-
ing the discriminatory effects of implicit, or rather, explicit 
bias. Across four studies, participants held perpetrators less 
accountable for discriminatory behavior when it was 

attributed to their implicit, rather than explicit, attitudes 
(meta-analytic d = .41, z = 7.08, p < .001). This reduced 
accountability for implicit bias effect was observed in two 
different contexts (medical and police interactions), across 
three different biases (political, age-based, and racial), and, 
somewhat surprisingly, was not attenuated when the conse-
quences of the discrimination were especially severe (i.e., 
premature death).

In other words, the tendency to reduce judgments of 
accountability for discriminatory acts that have been attrib-
uted to implicit rather than explicit bias appears to be quite 
robust. Given rising concerns about gender inequality (e.g., 
the Times Up and #MeToo movements), however, it is 
unclear whether people, in general, and women, in particular, 
will be willing to hold (male) perpetrators any less account-
able for gender-based discrimination that is attributed to 
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implicit bias. Because women share a relevant group mem-
bership with the most likely victims of gender discrimina-
tion, they may be reluctant to reduce their judgments of 
accountability for male perpetrators based on implicit bias 
attributions. The present work sought to examine this possi-
bility. Specifically, we test whether (a) perpetrators are held 
less accountable for gender discrimination attributed to 
implicit bias compared with explicit bias, and (b) this ten-
dency is observed among both male and female perceivers.

Shared Gender Group Membership and 
Perceptions of Discrimination

When evaluating instances of wrongdoing, people consider 
both the intent of the perpetrator as well as the harm to the 
victim (Malle et al., 2014; McNamara et al., 2019; Nadler & 
McDonnell, 2011). Perpetrators are held more accountable 
and punished more when they are thought to be acting inten-
tionally and the more harmful the outcome (Cushman, 2008; 
Ginther et al., 2016; Monroe & Malle, 2018). Because implicit 
bias is understood as being largely unconscious and/or giving 
rise to behavior that is unintentional, people who engage in 
discrimination attributed to implicit bias are held less culpa-
ble than those whose discriminatory behavior is attributed to 
explicit bias (Cameron et al., 2010; Daumeyer et al., 2019; 
Onyeador, 2017; Redford & Ratliff, 2016). Because our 
group memberships affect how we perceive and evaluate the 
behavior of other people (Brewer & Kramer, 1985; Stürmer 
et al., 2005; Tanis & Postmes, 2005; Weisbuch & Ambady, 
2008; Xu et al., 2009), however, sharing a relevant group 
membership with either the perpetrator or the victim of acts of 
discrimination might change these patterns of accountability.

Members of low-status groups, including women in many 
societal domains, are often more sensitive to acts of discrimi-
nation faced by fellow ingroup members, compared with 
members of high-status groups. For example, women per-
ceive gender discrimination as more prevalent and more 
harmful than do men (Gutek et al., 1996; Swim et al., 2003). 
Consequently, when considering cases of gender discrimina-
tion attributed to implicit bias, sharing a group membership 
with the victim may lead female perceivers to focus less on 
the intentions of the perpetrator, compared with male per-
ceivers and, perhaps, more on the harm incurred by the vic-
tim (Simon, Moss, & O’Brien, 2019). Focusing less on the 
intentions of the perpetrator should, in turn, result in greater 
assessments of perpetrator accountability, even when gender 
discrimination is attributed to implicit bias. Consequently, 
women may not hold male perpetrators any less accountable 
for discriminatory behavior toward other women when it is 
attributed to implicit, rather than explicit, gender-stereotypi-
cal biases and beliefs.

In addition to these relatively cognitive explanations for 
why shared gender group membership may result in a differ-
ential tendency to reduce perpetrator accountability for dis-
crimination born of implicit bias, there are also motivational 

explanations. Specifically, seeing or hearing about an ingroup 
member experiencing or perpetuating discrimination is 
threatening to one’s social identity (Branscombe et al., 1999; 
Major et al., 2002; Major & O’Brien, 2005). That is, sharing 
a group membership with either the perpetrator or victim of 
discrimination may be experienced as a threat to the value of 
one’s social identity (Branscombe et al., 1999). For instance, 
men may experience a threat to the perceived morality of their 
group upon learning that a man has discriminated against a 
woman (Branscombe et al., 1999). One way to diffuse such a 
threat is to downplay the immorality of the behavior (e.g., to 
justify or explain the behavior). Thus, men may look for miti-
gating information that could account for the gender discrimi-
nation of other men (Jones & Davis, 1965); implicit bias may 
offer just such a compelling explanation. In other words, per-
ceivers who share a relevant group membership with the per-
petrator of discrimination may be especially eager to rely on 
an implicit bias attribution as an excuse to hold the perpetra-
tor less accountable.

In cases of gender discrimination by male perpetrators 
toward female targets, women may be motivated to do just 
the opposite. Because sharing a group membership with the 
victim of the discrimination is a threat to their group’s value 
and/or esteem (Branscombe et al., 1999; Major & O’Brien, 
2005), women may be eager to hold the perpetrator account-
able (Malle et al., 2014; Monroe & Malle, 2018), if only to 
reduce the likelihood that the discriminatory behavior will 
persist. In other words, sharing a gender group membership 
with the victim of discrimination may increase people’s 
motivation to the hold (outgroup) perpetrators accountable 
and, thus, result in less discounting of perpetrator account-
ability for acts of discrimination that are attributed to implicit, 
rather than explicit, bias.

The Present Work

The primary aims of the present work are to explore (a) 
whether perpetrators of gender discrimination are held less 
accountable when their behavior is attributed to implicit com-
pared with explicit bias, and (b) whether the magnitude of this 
reduced accountability for implicit bias effect is moderated 
by shared gender group membership with the perpetrator or 
victim of the discrimination. To address these aims, we con-
ducted four studies examining the extent to which male and 
female perceivers hold male (Studies 1–3) and female (Study 
4) perpetrators less accountable for gender discrimination 
when it is attributed to their implicit, compared with their 
explicit, bias. Replicating past work in other domains of dis-
crimination (Cameron et al., 2010; Daumeyer et al., 2019; 
Redford & Ratliff, 2016), we expected participants to hold 
perpetrators less accountable and be less supportive of pun-
ishing them for acts of gender discrimination when attributed 
to their implicit, rather than explicit, bias. We also expected to 
observe a main effect of participant gender. Specifically, in 
Studies 1 to 3, we expected women, who share a group 
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membership with the victim, to hold the male perpetrator 
more accountable and be more supportive of punishing him 
than men, who share a group membership with the perpetra-
tor. In Study 4, we expected men, who in this case share a 
group membership with the victim, to hold the female perpe-
trator more accountable and support punishing her more than 
women, who share a group membership with the perpetrator. 
In addition, we expected to observe a significant interaction 
between the bias attribution condition and participant gender 
(i.e., shared gender group membership). Specifically, we 
expected the magnitude of the reduced accountability for dis-
crimination attributed to implicit, versus explicit, bias effect 
(i.e., the main effect of bias attribution) to be smaller among 
participants who share a group membership with the victim, 
compared with participants who share a group membership 
with the perpetrator, of the discrimination.

Study 1

Design and Materials

This study had a 2 (Bias Attribution: Explicit vs. Implicit) × 
2 (Participant Gender: Men vs. Women) between-subjects 
design. All materials and data for the four studies presented 
here can be found at https://osf.io/tybvq/?view_only=137c87
1f85f3468eafc263d1324708b0. Participants responded to all 
dependent measures on scales from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 
(strongly agree).

Participants. Through TurkPrime (Litman et al., 2017), 300 
people in the United States completed the study in exchange 
for US$1.00. Three people reported that they did not answer 
carefully or accurately, three reported being suspicious of 
the article manipulation, and two reported their gender as 
“other” leaving a total of 292 participants for analysis 
(51.4% women, 79.1% White, Mage = 36.38, 145 in the 
explicit condition). This sample gave us greater than 80% 
power to detect an effect of η2

partial = .026, which is similar 
to the effect size estimates observed in related work (Dau-
meyer et al., 2019).

Bias manipulation. Participants read an ostensible news arti-
cle detailing research about gender discrimination against 
women working in science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics (STEM) companies (see Ziv, 2016). The dis-
criminatory behaviors were attributed to either the explicit or 
implicit biases and beliefs held by the male employees and 
managers at the companies. In the implicit condition, partici-
pants were given a brief definition of implicit bias: “Implicit 
biases are attitudes or stereotypes that affect our actions and 
decisions in ways that we are typically not even aware.” The 
bias in the article used in this condition was always referred 
to as “implicit.”

Accountability. Perceptions of perpetrator accountability were 
measured with a six-item scale (α = .81, for example, 

“People should be held responsible for any gender biases 
they have that may impact their coworkers.”).

Punishment. Support for punishing perpetrators was measured 
using a two-item scale (α = .69, for example, “Managers  
who consistently demonstrate gender biases should be penal-
ized or even demoted.”).

Other measures. In addition to accountability and punish-
ment, as in Daumeyer et al. (2019), we measured partici-
pants’ level of concern about the bias they read about and 
support for reform efforts to mitigate the bias, as well as  
several potential moderator variables (e.g., bias perception; 
Uhlmann & Nosek, 2012, motivation to respond without 
prejudice; Plant & Devine, 1998). Because they were not 
measured across all studies, analyses of concern and reform 
are provided in the Supplemental Material available online. 
None of the measured individual difference variables consis-
tently moderated the main effects on any of the outcome 
variables and, thus, they are not discussed further. Study 1 
did not have a bias attribution manipulation check.

Procedure

After providing informed consent, participants completed 
relevant demographic information (e.g., age, gender, race, 
and political ideology). Participants were subsequently ran-
domly assigned to a bias attribution condition, within gender. 
After reading the article for their condition, participants 
completed the primary outcome measures—accountability 
and punishment, followed by the other measures, potential 
moderator variables, attention checks, and additional demo-
graphic information (e.g., whether they currently work for a 
STEM company).1 Finally, participants reported whether 
they responded carefully and accurately, and then they were 
thanked, debriefed, and paid.

Results

To test our predictions, a 2 (Bias Attribution: Explicit vs. 
Implicit) × 2 (Participant Gender: Men vs. Women) analysis 
of variance (ANOVA) was conducted on the dependent vari-
ables. Mean values and standard deviations for the depen-
dent variables are provided in Table 1.

Accountability. Consistent with predictions and past work 
(Daumeyer et al., 2019), participants in the implicit bias con-
dition held the perpetrators less accountable than participants 
in the explicit bias condition, F(1, 288) = 4.80, p = .029, 
η2

partial = .016. Also consistent with predictions, analyses 
revealed a main effect of participant gender, F(1, 288) = 
17.99, p < .001, η2

partial = .059. Women held the male perpe-
trators more accountable for their discrimination than did 
men. Contrary to predictions, participant gender did not 
moderate the effect of bias attribution on perceived account-
ability, F(1, 288) = 0.14, p = .71, η2

partial < .001.

https://osf.io/tybvq/?view_only=137c871f85f3468eafc263d1324708b0
https://osf.io/tybvq/?view_only=137c871f85f3468eafc263d1324708b0
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Punishment. The results for punishment mirrored those for 
accountability. There was a nonsignificant trend for par-
ticipants in the implicit bias condition to support punish-
ment less than participants in the explicit bias condition, 
F(1, 288) = 2.85, p = .092, η2

partial = .010. The main effect 
of participant gender was significant, F(1, 288) = 13.83, 
p < .001, η2

partial = .046. Women were more supportive of 
punishing male perpetrators of gender discrimination than 
were men. And, again, there was no interaction between 
bias attribution and participant gender, F(1, 288) = 0.00, 
p = .99, η2

partial < .001.

Discussion

Study 1 revealed that both men and women reduce the extent 
to which they hold male perpetrators of gender discrimina-
tion accountable for their behavior when it is attributed to 
their implicit, rather than explicit, attitudes and beliefs. That 
said, women did tend to hold the male perpetrators more 
accountable overall, compared with their male counterparts. 
The results for punishment revealed this same general pat-
tern. Together, these findings suggest that sharing a gender 
with the victim of gender discrimination does not necessarily 
reduce the extent to which perceivers hold perpetrators less 
accountable for discrimination attributed to implicit, com-
pared with explicit, bias. Prior to speculating why this pat-
tern of results may have emerged, we thought it important to 
reexamine the potential for moderation due to sharing a gen-
der group membership with the victim (rather than perpetra-
tor) of gender discrimination in a study that is both sufficiently 
powered to detect the small effects observed here.

Study 2

Study 2 sought to examine the robustness of the effects in 
Study 1 in a sample large enough to observe an interaction 
between the bias attribution condition and participant gender. 

The present study also examined the generalizability of the 
effects of Study 1 to an interpersonal scenario in which an 
actor behaves in a discriminatory way toward a single vic-
tim, thus, increasing the potential for participants to identify 
with either the victim or the perpetrator in the situation.

Design and Materials

As in Study 1, this study had a 2 (Bias Attribution: Explicit 
vs. Implicit) × 2 (Participant Gender: Men vs. Women) 
between-subjects design. Study 2 was pre-registered at 
aspredicted.org (http://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=vd7fe7).

Participants. Using TurkPrime (Litman et al., 2017), 1,100 
people in the United States completed the study in exchange 
for US$0.80. Thirteen people reported that they did not answer 
carefully or accurately and seven reported a gender other than 
“man” or “woman,” leaving a total of 1,080 participants for 
analysis (48.7% women, 68.1% White, Mage = 34.43, 541 in 
the explicit condition). This final sample size had more than 
95% power to detect an interaction even assuming a small 
effect size (η2

partial = .01).

Bias manipulation. Participants read a scenario about a 
woman named Naomi who was experiencing gender dis-
crimination at her tech company. We manipulated the attribu-
tion for the discrimination by telling participants that an 
outside consulting firm reviewed the case and, in their report, 
they either stated,

Naomi’s experience of discrimination seems to be caused by her 
manager’s conscious negative stereotypes about the technical 
ability of women compared to men. In other words, Naomi’s 
manager is aware that he holds negative stereotypes about 
gender and technical ability

in the explicit condition, or

Table 1. Mean Values and Standard Deviations by Gender and Condition for Studies 1 and 2.

Study 1 Study 2

 All Men Women All Men Women

 M SD N M SD N M SD N M SD N M SD N M SD N

Accountability
 Explicit 5.36a 1.04 145 5.12 1.15 71 5.58 0.88 74 5.78a 0.91 541 5.68 0.93 280 5.89 0.87 261
 Implicit 5.10b 1.07 147 4.81 1.14 71 5.36 0.93 76 5.53b 0.92 539 5.35 0.98 274 5.72 0.80 265
 Total 5.22 1.06 292 4.96a 1.15 142 5.47b 0.91 150 5.66 0.92 1,080 5.52a 0.97 554 5.80b 0.84 526
Punishment
 Explicit 5.28 1.35 145 4.97 1.41 71 5.57 1.22 74 5.51a 1.01 541 5.33 1.08 280 5.71 0.90 261
 Implicit 5.01 1.43 147 4.70 1.53 71 5.30 1.28 76 5.17b 1.10 539 5.02 1.21 274 5.33 0.94 265
 Total 5.14 1.40 292 4.84a 1.48 142 5.43b 1.25 150 5.34 1.07 1,080 5.18a 1.15 554 5.52b 0.94 526

Note. Condition mean values that differ significantly at the p < .05 level are designated with different superscripts in the All column. Participant gender 
effects that differ significantly at the p < .05 level are designated with different subscripts in the Total row for men and women.

http://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=vd7fe7
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Naomi’s experience of discrimination seems to be caused by her 
manager’s unconscious negative stereotypes about the technical 
ability of women compared to men. In other words, Naomi’s 
manager is not aware that he holds negative stereotypes about 
gender and technical ability

in the implicit condition. For the full scenarios see https://osf.
io/tybvq/?view_only=137c871f85f3468eafc263d1324708b0.

Accountability. Perceptions of accountability (α = .77) were 
measured similar to that in Study 1, but items were adjusted 
to be about the manager in the scenario rather than all man-
agers (e.g., “The manager should be held responsible for any 
gender bias he has that may impact Naomi.”).

Punishment. Support for punishing the manager was measured 
similar to that in Study 1, but with five items (α = .81, for 
example, “Naomi’s manager should be put on probation.”).

Manipulation check. Participants completed a one-item 
manipulation check asking them to complete the sentence, 
“In the beginning of the study, the instance of gender dis-
crimination in the report was attributed to . . .” with the 
following options: the manager’s unconscious negative ste-
reotypes about women’s technical abilities, the manager’s 
conscious negative stereotypes about women’s technical 
abilities, a lack of female managers, I’m not sure, and the 
instance was not attributed to anything. In all, 193 people 
answered the manipulation check incorrectly: 84 people 
(15.5%) in the explicit bias condition and 109 people (20.2%) 
in the implicit bias condition. The number of people who 
failed the manipulation check was significantly higher in the 
implicit bias condition, χ2(1, N = 1,080) = 4.06, p = .044. 
The results presented here include participants who answered 
the manipulation check incorrectly; however, all main effects 
and interactions on the outcome variables are the same when 
these participants are excluded.

Other measures. In addition to our primary outcomes, we 
again measured support for reform as well as the Ambivalent 
Sexism Inventory (ASI; Glick & Fiske, 1996) to explore 
potential moderation by hostile and benevolent sexism. 
These analyses are provided in the Supplemental Material 
available online. The results reported below are robust to the 
inclusion of benevolent and hostile sexism as covariates.

Procedure

After providing informed consent, participants read the sce-
nario about Naomi experiencing gender discrimination at 
work. They subsequently completed the primary outcome 
measures: perceived accountability and support for punish-
ment, followed by the support for reform efforts measure, the 
bias attribution manipulation check, and the ASI. Finally, 
they reported on their demographic information, indicated 

whether they responded carefully and accurately, and were 
then thanked, debriefed, and paid.

Results

A 2 (Bias Attribution: Explicit vs. Implicit) × 2 (Participant 
Gender: Men vs. Women) ANOVA was conducted on the pri-
mary dependent variables. Mean values and standard devia-
tions are provided in Table 1.

Accountability. Replicating Study 1, the effect of bias condition 
was significant, F(1, 1076) = 19.77, p < .001, η2

partial = .018. 
Consistent with predictions, participants in the implicit condi-
tion held the perpetrator less accountable than participants in 
the explicit condition. The expected main effect of gender also 
emerged, F(1, 1076) = 28.03, p < .001, η2

partial = .025. 
Women held the perpetrator more accountable than men. Rep-
licating Study 1, the interaction between participant gender 
and bias attribution was not significant, F(1, 1076) = 2.24, 
p = .14, η2

partial = .002.

Punishment. Similar to the accountability results, both the 
bias attribution main effect, F(1, 076) = 29.69, p < .001, 
η2

partial = .027, and the main effect of participant gender, F(1, 
076) = 29.15, p < .001, η2

partial = .026, emerged significant. 
Participants in the implicit bias condition thought that the per-
petrator should be punished less than did participants in the 
explicit bias condition and women were more supportive of 
punishment than were men. As before, the interaction between 
participant gender and bias attribution condition was not sig-
nificant, F(1, 1076) = 0.26, p = .61, η2

partial < .001.

Discussion

Replicating Study 1, as well as past work (Daumeyer et al., 
2019), participants held a perpetrator less accountable, and 
supported punishing him less, for acts of discrimination that 
were attributed to his implicit, rather than explicit, attitudes. 
Furthermore, women held the male perpetrator more account-
able and supported punishing him more than men. Somewhat 
surprisingly, however, participant gender did not signifi-
cantly moderate the tendency to hold the perpetrator less 
accountable for discrimination attributed to his implicit, 
rather than explicit, attitudes.

Recall that we thought that participant gender might pre-
dict a differential tendency to hold the perpetrator account-
able for gender discrimination attributed to implicit bias, 
primarily due to cognitive and motivational processes stem-
ming from sharing a relevant group membership with the 
victim, rather than the perpetrator, of the discrimination. 
Specifically, sharing a gender with the victim of the discrimi-
nation may shift female perceivers’ focus from the intentions 
of the male perpetrator and, perhaps, toward the experiences 
of the female victim, ultimately disrupting the processes 
thought to give rise to the reduced accountability for implicit 

https://osf.io/tybvq/?view_only=137c871f85f3468eafc263d1324708b0
https://osf.io/tybvq/?view_only=137c871f85f3468eafc263d1324708b0


6 Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 00(0)

bias effect. Although the lack of moderation of this effect by 
participant gender observed in the present study suggests 
that our reasoning regarding the potential effects of shared 
gender group membership may not be correct, it is certainly 
possible that the main effects of participant gender found 
could be due to a differential tendency take on the perspec-
tive of the victim and/or the perpetrator in the discrimination 
scenario. Study 3 aimed to examine this possibility.

Study 3

The aim of Study 3 was to replicate and extend Study 2 by 
adding measures of perspective-taking and sympathy for the 
victim and perpetrator. This allows us to test whether the pre-
viously observed main effect of gender on accountability and 
punishment is due, at least in part, to the tendency for women 
to take the perspective of, and sympathize with, the female 
victim more than male participants.

Design and Materials

Study 3 had a 2 (Bias Attribution: Explicit vs. Implicit) × 2 
(Participant Gender: Men vs. Women) between-subjects 
design. Study 3 was pre-registered at aspredicted.org (http://
aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=by9nz7).

Participants. Using TurkPrime (Litman et al., 2017), 656 
people in the United States completed the study in exchange 
for US$0.75. The sample size was determined by using a 
power analysis on the smallest significant effect size from 
Study 2. Eleven participants were excluded from analyses: 
four for admitting they did not answer carefully or accurately 
and seven who reported a gender other than “man” or 
“woman.” Therefore, we had a total of 645 participants for 
analysis (55.7% women, 71.8% White, Mage = 36.47, 320 in 
explicit condition). This final sample provided more than 
95% power to detect an interaction even assuming a small 
effect size (η2

partial = .02).

Discrimination scenario and bias attribution manipulation. The 
scenario described in Study 2 was used in the present study 
and, thus, the bias attribution manipulation was also as 
described previously.

Primary outcome variables. Perceptions of accountability and 
support for punishment were measured as described in Study 2.

Manipulation check. The manipulation check was measured 
the same as in Study 2. In Study 3, 95 people (14.7%) failed 
the manipulation check: 43 people (13.4%) in the explicit 
condition and 52 people (16.0%) in the implicit condition. 
The number of people who failed the manipulation check  
did not differ by condition, χ2(1, N = 645) = 0.84, p = .359. 
All main effects and interactions on the outcome variables 

are the same when these participants are excluded from 
analyses.

Perspective-taking. We included measures of perspective-tak-
ing with the victim (Naomi) and the perpetrator (the male 
manager) to test whether perspective-taking differed as a 
function of participant gender and, perhaps, predicted dif-
ferential judgments of perpetrator accountability and support 
for punishment. Specifically, participants responded to two 
face-valid statements: “When I read the scenario, I imagined 
myself in the manager’s position” and “When I read the sce-
nario, I imagined myself in Naomi’s position,” each on a 
scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Items 
were presented in random order across participants.

Sympathy. We also measured the extent to which participants 
felt sympathy toward the victim and the perpetrator. These 
two measures were determined through a factor analysis 
using Varimax rotation (see Supplemental Material available 
online). Sympathy toward the victim (α = .90) measured the 
extent to which participants felt sympathy, compassion, and 
concern toward Naomi and anger, outrage, and irritation 
toward the manager. Sympathy toward the perpetrator (α = 
.87) measured the extent to which participants felt sympathy, 
compassion, and concern toward the manager and anger, out-
rage, and irritation toward Naomi. These emotions were 
rated on scales from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). The order 
of the scales and items within the scales were randomized 
across participants.

Other measures. We also measured participants’ level of sup-
port for efforts to redress the harm incurred by the victim 
with three items (α = .58, for example, “Naomi should be 
financially compensated by the company.”). Analyses for 
support for redress are provided in the Supplemental Material 
available online.

Procedure

After providing their informed consent, participants read the 
discrimination scenario and then completed the measures of 
perspective-taking, sympathy, accountability, punishment, 
and redress, in that order. They next completed the same bias 
attribution condition manipulation check item from Study 2, 
after which they reported on their demographic information 
and whether they answered carefully and accurately, prior to 
being thanked, debriefed, and paid.

Results

Each dependent variable was submitted to a 2 (Bias Attribution: 
Explicit vs. Implicit) × 2 (Participant Gender: Male vs. 
Female) ANOVA. Mean values and standard deviations for 
accountability and punishment are provided in Table 2.

http://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=by9nz7
http://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=by9nz7
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Accountability. Replicating the previous studies, analyses 
revealed that participants in the implicit bias condition held 
the perpetrator less accountable than participants in the explicit 
bias condition, F(1, 641) = 4.86, p = .028, η2

partial = .008. 
And, as in the previous two studies, women held the (male) 
perpetrator more accountable than men, F(1, 641) = 26.72, 
p < .001, η2

partial = .040. Participant gender again did not 
moderate the effect of bias attribution on accountability, F(1, 
641) = 0.32, p = .57, η2

partial < .001.

Punishment. Similarly, analyses revealed that participants in 
the implicit bias condition were less supportive of punishing 
the perpetrator than those in the explicit bias condition, F(1, 
641) = 6.64, p = .010, η2

partial = .010. In addition, women 
were more supportive of punishing the male perpetrator than 
were men, F(1, 641) = 15.32, p < .001, η2

partial = .023. 
Again, the interaction between participant gender and bias 
attribution condition was not significant, F(1, 641) = 0.03, 
p = .88, η2

partial < .001.

Perspective-taking. Analyses revealed that participant gender 
significantly predicted perspective-taking with both the vic-
tim, F(1, 641) = 30.65, p < .001, η2

partial = .046, and perpe-
trator, F(1, 641) = 34.53, p < .001, η2

partial = .051. Women 
(M = 5.81, SD = 1.29) took the female victim’s perspective 
more than men (M = 5.20, SD = 1.48), whereas men (M = 
3.62, SD = 1.78) took the male perpetrator’s perspective 
more than women (M = 2.80, SD = 1.79). In addition, there 
was a significant effect of bias attribution on perspective-
taking with the perpetrator, F(1, 641) = 5.70, p = .017, 
η2

partial = .009. Participants reported greater levels of per-
spective-taking with the perpetrator when the discrimination 
was attributed to implicit (M = 3.34, SD = 1.86) rather than 
explicit (M = 2.98, SD = 1.79) bias. No other effects were 
reliable (ps > .09).

Sympathy. A similar pattern emerged for participant gen-
der on sympathy with the victim and perpetrator. Women 

(M = 5.65, SD = 1.20) expressed more sympathy for the 
(female) victim than did men (M = 5.06, SD = 1.38), F(1, 
641) = 33.90, p < .001, η2

partial = .050. Similarly, men 
(M = 2.60, SD = 1.42) expressed more sympathy for the 
(male) perpetrator than did women (M = 2.02, SD = 1.22), 
F(1, 641) = 31.15, p < .001, η2

partial = .046. No other effects 
were reliable (ps > .20).

Mediation analyses. We next sought to test whether the more 
participants reported taking the victim’s perspective and feel-
ing sympathy toward her (and the less they took the perpetra-
tor’s perspective and felt sympathy for him), the more they 
held the perpetrator accountable and supported punishing 
him. Specifically, we used PROCESS (5,000 bootstrapped 
resamples, Model 4; Hayes, 2013) to test whether victim per-
spective-taking, perpetrator perspective-taking, victim sym-
pathy, and/or perpetrator sympathy mediated the relationship 
between participant gender (men = −0.5, women = 0.5) 
and the outcome variables, with bias attribution condition 
included as a covariate. As depicted in Figure 1, women’s 
tendency to take the victim’s perspective more, B = 0.60, 
SE = 0.11, p < .001, feel more sympathy toward the victim, 
B = 0.59, SE = 0.10, p < .001, and feel less sympathy for the 
perpetrator, B = −0.58, SE = 0.10, p < .001, all compared 
with men’s responses on these measures and statistically 
explained their tendency to hold the male perpetrator more 
accountable compared with men (total indirect effect:  
B = 0.46, SE = 0.06, 95% confidence interval [CI] = [.34, 
.59]). And, the direct effect of participant gender on account-
ability was no longer significant with the mediators in the 
model, B = −0.06, SE = 0.05, p = .25 (total effect: B = 0.40, 
SE = 0.08, p < .001).

A similar pattern emerged for punishment (total indirect 
effect: B = 0.41, SE = 0.07, 95% CI = [.27, .54]). Relative 
to men, women expressed greater sympathy for the victim, 
B = 0.59, SE = 0.10, p < .001, and lower sympathy for the 
perpetrator, B = −0.58, SE = 0.10, p < .001, which signifi-
cantly predicted and statistically mediated the effect of 

Table 2. Mean Values and Standard Deviations by Gender and Condition for Studies 3 and 4.

Study 3 Study 4

 All Men Women All Men Women

 M SD N M SD N M SD N M SD N M SD N M SD N

Accountability
 Explicit 5.82a 0.99 320 5.58 1.03 143 6.02 0.91 177 5.31a 0.99 344 5.33 1.02 162 5.28 0.96 182
 Implicit 5.65b 1.00 325 5.45 1.12 143 5.81 0.87 182 4.78b 0.98 346 4.82 1.00 120 4.76 0.97 226
 Total 5.74 1.00 645 5.52a 1.08 286 5.91b 0.89 359 5.04 1.02 690 5.11 1.04 282 4.99 1.00 408
Punishment
 Explicit 5.55a 1.09 320 5.37 1.15 143 5.70 1.02 177 4.44a 1.18 344 4.53 1.16 162 4.37 1.19 182
 Implicit 5.33b 1.13 325 5.13 1.26 143 5.49 0.98 182 3.78b 1.13 346 3.89 1.18 120 3.73 1.10 226
 Total 5.44 1.11 645 5.25a 1.21 286 5.59b 1.00 359 4.11 1.20 690 4.26 1.21 282 4.01 1.18 408

Note. Condition mean values that differ significantly at the p < .05 level are designated with different superscripts in the All column. Participant gender 
effects that differ significantly at the p < .05 level are designated with different subscripts in the Total row for men and women.
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participant gender on support for punishing the perpetrator 
(B = 0.54, SE = 0.03, p < .001, and B = −0.11, SE = 0.03, 
p < .001, for victim and perpetrator sympathy, respectively). 
And, once again, the direct effect of participant gender was 
no longer significant, B = −0.07, SE = 0.07, p = .33 (total 
effect: B = 0.34, SE = 0.09, p < .001).

Discussion

Study 3 replicated the pattern of effects found in Studies 1 
and 2; when sexist behaviors were attributed to the male per-
petrator’s implicit bias, he was held less accountable and per-
ceived to be less worthy of punishment than when those 
same behaviors were attributed to his explicit bias. Both men 
and women revealed this reduced accountability for implicit 
bias effect. In addition, women, perhaps because they share a 
group membership with the victim of the discrimination 
described in the scenario, held the perpetrator more account-
able and were more supportive of punishing him than were 
men, perhaps because they share a group membership with 
the perpetrator. Consistent with this explanation, mediation 
analyses suggested that perspective-taking and sympathy 
help explain the relationship between participant gender and 
the outcome variables: accountability and punishment. 
Specifically, the present study offered initial evidence that 
women held the male perpetrator more accountable than 
men, in part because women took the perspective of and 

sympathized with the female victim more than men did as 
well as because women sympathized with the male perpetra-
tor less than men did. Similarly, women tended to be more 
supportive of punishing the perpetrator than men because 
they sympathized more with the victim and less with the per-
petrator than men did.

Although shared group membership is one plausible 
explanation for this pattern, it is not the only one. It is also 
possible that the differential patterns of perspective-taking 
(and felt sympathy) are due to processes related to gender 
(and gender socialization) that are independent of sharing a 
relevant group membership with the perpetrator or victim of 
the discrimination. Notably, it is possible that women were 
more likely to take the perspective of the victim of the dis-
crimination and feel more sympathy toward her simply 
because of gender socialization processes that encourage 
women, more than men, to express sympathy toward others 
in the wake of harm (Hess et al., 2000; Lithari et al., 2010). 
Alternatively, these gendered patterns of differential per-
spective-taking and sympathy could reflect the effects of 
membership in a group that is a common and traditional tar-
get of societal discrimination (Gutek et al., 1996). That is, it 
could be the case that, regardless of whether they share a 
group membership with the victims (or perpetrators) of spe-
cific instances of discrimination, women will be more likely 
to adopt the perspective of the victim, compared with men, 
and, in turn, hold the perpetrator more accountable.

Figure 1. Mediation model depicting the effect of gender on accountability in Study 3.
Note. Bias attribution condition was included as a covariate.
**p < .01. ***p < .001.
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We cannot disambiguate these possibilities in the present 
study, of course, because participant gender is conflated with 
shared group membership with the victim of the discrimina-
tion (and, perhaps importantly, not sharing one with the per-
petrator). In Study 4, however, we switch the contingency 
between participant gender and perpetrator versus victim 
gender. Specifically, participants evaluate a case of gender 
discrimination by a female perpetrator toward a male victim. 
This arrangement allows us to explore whether women con-
tinue to adopt the perspective of the male victim of discrimi-
nation, sympathize with him more, and hold the female 
perpetrator more accountable, compared with men, consis-
tent with both the gender socialization and “traditional target 
of discrimination” explanations. Or, rather, consistent with 
the shared group membership explanation, women may take 
the perspective of the female perpetrator more, sympathize 
with her more and, thus, hold her less accountable compared 
with men, who, in turn, take the perspective of the male vic-
tim and sympathize with him more than women.

Study 4

In addition to demonstrating the robustness of the implicit 
versus explicit bias attribution effect, Study 3 suggested that 
the extent to which participants take the victim’s or perpetra-
tor’s perspective (and feel sympathy for each of them) may 
influence judgments of accountability and punishment. 
Although these processes do not appear to weaken (or 
enhance) the bias attribution effect on judgments of perpetra-
tor accountability and support for punishment, as originally 
predicted, they nonetheless hint at a potential role for shared 
gender group membership in shaping these outcomes. But, it 
is also possible that gender socialization in general or, rather, 
experiences as members of a group often targeted for discrim-
ination, leads women to adopt the perspective of, and sympa-
thize with, victims of discrimination more than men, 
irrespective of whether or not they share a group membership 
with the victim. Study 4 seeks to examine these possibilities 
by assessing men and women’s judgments of accountability 
and support for punishment regarding a female perpetrator of 
gender discrimination toward a male victim.

Design and Materials

Study 4 had a 2 (Bias Attribution: Explicit vs. Implicit) × 2 
(Participant Gender: Men vs. Women) between-subjects 
design.

Participants. Through Prolific, 706 people in the United 
States completed the study in exchange for US$1.25. Sixteen 
participants were excluded from analyses: six for not con-
firming that they answered carefully or accurately and 10 
who reported a gender other than “man” or “woman.” Thus, 
we had a final sample of 690 participants (59.1% female, 
69.0% White, Mage = 36.84, 344 in the explicit condition). 

This final sample provided more than 95% power to detect an 
interaction even assuming a small effect size (η2

partial = .02).

Discrimination scenario and bias attribution manipulation. Sim-
ilar to Studies 2 and 3, participants read about an instance of 
gender discrimination in the workplace. The discrimination, 
however, was perpetrated by a female manager (Kathy) 
against a male employee (Joel). Again, see https://osf.io/
tybvq/?view_only=137c871f85f3468eafc263d1324708b0 
for the full study materials.

Primary outcome variables. Perceptions of accountability, 
support for punishment, perspective-taking, and sympathy 
were all measured as described in Study 3, but adapted for 
the current context.

Manipulation check. The manipulation check was measured 
the same as in Studies 2 and 3. In the present study, 111 
people failed the manipulation check: 82 people (23.8%) in 
the explicit condition and 29 people (8.4%) in the implicit 
condition. In this study, more people in the explicit condi-
tion failed the manipulation check, χ2(1, N = 690) = 30.53, 
p < .001. The results presented here include participants 
who failed the manipulation check. That said, there are two 
minor differences on the results when these participants are 
excluded: (a) the marginal effect of gender on support for 
punishment becomes nonsignificant, and (b) the effect of 
bias attribution condition on perpetrator perspective-taking 
becomes significant. All other main effects and interactions 
are unchanged as are the mediation analyses.

Other measures. We also included exploratory measures of 
perceptions of perpetrator intent, the controllability of the per-
petrator’s behavior, and the perceived harm to the victim. 
Analyses of these variables suggested no effects of participant 
gender and, thus, we report the effects of bias attribution on 
these variables in the Supplemental Material available online.

Procedure

After providing informed consent, participants read the dis-
crimination scenario followed by the bias attribution mani-
pulation information. They then completed the measures  
of accountability, punishment, intent, harm, controllability, 
perspective-taking, and sympathy, in that order. Next, they 
completed the bias attribution condition manipulation check 
followed by demographic information (e.g., age, gender, and 
political orientation). Finally, they reported whether they 
answered carefully and accurately, were thanked, debriefed, 
and paid.

Results

Each dependent variable was submitted to a 2 (Bias 
Attribution: Explicit vs. Implicit) × 2 (Participant Gender: 

https://osf.io/tybvq/?view_only=137c871f85f3468eafc263d1324708b0
https://osf.io/tybvq/?view_only=137c871f85f3468eafc263d1324708b0
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Male vs. Female) ANOVA. Mean values and standard 
deviations for accountability and punishment are provided 
in Table 2.

Accountability. Replicating the previous studies, analyses 
revealed that participants in the implicit bias condition held 
the perpetrator less accountable than those in the explicit 
bias condition, F(1, 686) = 45.62, p < .001, η2

partial = .062. 
Contrary to the past studies, however, participant gender did 
not predict perceptions of accountability, F(1, 686) = 0.49, 
p = .48, η2

partial = .001. Importantly, and inconsistent with 
both the gender socialization and discrimination sensitiza-
tion hypotheses, women did not hold the female perpetrator 
in the scenario more accountable for her discrimination than 
men. Once again, the participant gender by bias attribution 
interaction was not significant, F(1, 686) = 0.00, p = .96, 
η2

partial < .001.

Punishment. Participants in the implicit bias condition were 
less supportive of punishing the manager than participants in 
the explicit bias condition, F(1, 686) = 50.54, p < .001, 
η2

partial = .069. Although it did not reach conventional levels 
of significance, men were somewhat more supportive of 
punishing the female perpetrator than were women, F(1, 
686) = 3.20, p = .074, η2

partial = .005—an outcome consis-
tent with the predicted role of shared group membership in 
this work. Similar to all previous studies, participant gender 
did not moderate the bias attribution effect, F(1, 686) = 0.01, 
p = .94, η2

partial < .001.

Perspective-taking. Also consistent with the putative role of 
shared gender group membership in this work, rather than 
gender socialization or sensitization to discrimination, analy-
ses revealed that men (M = 5.37, SD = 1.40), who shared a 
gender group membership with the victim of the discrimina-
tion, reported taking the victim’s perspective more than 
women (M = 4.98, SD = 1.66), F(1, 686) = 10.81, p = .001, 
η2

partial = .016. And, women (M = 3.71, SD = 1.75), who 
shared a gender group membership with the perpetrator, 
reported taking her perspective more than men (M = 3.35, 
SD = 1.74), F(1, 686) = 5.59, p = .018, η2

partial = .008. 
Although the effect of bias attribution condition on perspec-
tive-taking with the perpetrator was close to conventional 
levels of statistical significance, F(1, 686) = 3.10, p = .079, 
η2

partial = .004, no other main effects or interactions were 
significant (ps > .29).2

Sympathy. Contrary to predictions, participant gender did not 
predict feeling sympathy for the male victim, F(1, 686) = 1.88, 
p = .17, η2

partial = .003, or for the female perpetrator, F(1, 
686) = 0.16, p = .69, η2

partial < .001. There was, however, 
an unexpected main effect of bias attribution condition on 
both outcomes. Participants in the implicit bias condition 
(M = 4.08, SD = 1.37) reported feeling less sympathy for 
the victim than those in the explicit bias condition (M = 4.51, 

SD = 1.45), F(1, 686) = 12.08, p = .001, η2
partial = .017. 

Furthermore, those in the implicit bias condition (M = 2.67, 
SD = 1.05) felt more sympathy for the perpetrator than those 
in the explicit bias condition (M = 2.41, SD = 1.09), F(1, 
686) = 9.53, p = .002, η2

partial = .014. The participant gen-
der by bias condition interaction was not significant for 
either outcome (ps > .23).

Mediation analyses. Although participant gender did not have 
a significant direct effect on either accountability or support 
for punishment, this is not a necessary condition to test for 
intervening effects between predictors and outcome vari-
ables (Hayes, 2009). Here, we tested the same mediation 
model from Study 3 to see whether perspective-taking with 
the perpetrator and victim and/or sympathy for the perpetra-
tor and victim played an intervening role between participant 
gender and the primary outcome variables: perpetrator 
accountability and support for punishment.3 Consequently, 
similar to Study 3, we examined victim and perpetrator per-
spective-taking (centered), as well as victim and perpetrator 
sympathy (centered), as mediating processes between par-
ticipant gender (men = −0.5, women = 0.5) and the outcome 
variables, using PROCESS (5,000 bootstrapped resamples, 
Model 4; Hayes, 2013) with bias attribution condition 
included as a covariate. As depicted in Figure 2, participant 
gender significantly predicted victim perspective-taking, 
B = −0.39, SE = 0.12, p = .001, and perpetrator perspec-
tive-taking, B = 0.32, SE = 0.14, p = .018. Men reported 
taking the male victim’s perspective more than women; 
whereas women reported taking the female perpetrator’s per-
spective more than men. Furthermore, perpetrator perspec-
tive-taking significantly predicted judgments of perpetrator 
accountability, B = −0.08, SE = 0.02, p < .001 (total indi-
rect effect: B = −0.09, SE = 0.05, 95% CI = [–.19, .00]). 
That is, the more participants took the female perpetrator’s 
perspective, the less they held her accountable. As with the 
ANOVAs, the direct effect of participant gender on account-
ability was not significant, B = 0.04, SE = 0.06, p = .55 
(total effect: B = −0.05, SE = 0.08, p = .48).

Support for punishing the perpetrator revealed a similar 
pattern (total indirect effect: B = −0.11, SE = 0.06, 95% CI 
= [–.22, .00]). As in the accountability model, women 
reported taking the female perpetrator’s perspective more 
than men did, B = 0.32, SE = 0.14, p = .018, and the ten-
dency to take the perpetrator’s perspective was associated 
with punishing the perpetrator less, B = −0.08, SE = 0.02, 
p = .001. The direct effect of participant gender on punish-
ment was not significant, B = −0.05, SE = 0.07, p = .47 
(total effect: B = −0.16, SE = 0.09, p = .074).

Discussion

Study 4 provided additional evidence that attributing gender 
discrimination to implicit rather than explicit bias reduces 
perceptions of perpetrator culpability. Participants who were 



Daumeyer et al. 11

told that a female manager engaged in gender discrimination 
toward a male employee because of her implicit bias held her 
less accountable and were less supportive of punishing her 
than participants who were told she discriminated because  
of explicit bias. Once again, both men and women revealed 
this bias attribution effect. By reversing the contingencies 
between participant gender and that of the perpetrator and 
victim, Study 4 allowed us an opportunity to assess whether 
shared gender group membership may be playing a role in 
participants’ judgments of perpetrator accountability and 
support for punishment.

Although the present results were not a full reversal of the 
past three studies, they are largely inconsistent with the more 
general gender socialization and/or discrimination sensitiza-
tion accounts, given that women did not hold the perpetrator 
of the discrimination in this study more accountable, nor did 
they support punishing her more, compared with men. 
Instead, consistent with the putative role of shared group 
membership, men were somewhat more supportive of pun-
ishing the female perpetrator of gender discrimination 
against a male victim than were women. Furthermore, it was 
the differential tendency for participants to adopt the per-
spective of the perpetrator in the scenario that predicted the 
extent to which participants held the female perpetrator 
accountable and supported punishing her for the discrimina-
tion. In other words, the overall pattern of results suggests 
that shared gender group membership is playing a role in 

these outcomes. To be clear, this does not foreclose on the 
possibility that women’s gender socialization and/or their 
sensitization to discrimination are also operative and, per-
haps, account for the somewhat inconsistent findings across 
the dependent measures. Indeed, it is possible that the null 
effect of participant gender on accountability in Study 4 is 
because women experience a tension between the effects of 
sharing a relevant group membership with the female perpe-
trator and sharing the experience of discrimination with the 
male victim (Cortland et al., 2017). Future research is needed 
to explore these possibilities further.

General Discussion

The present research aimed to examine whether (a) people 
hold perpetrators less accountable for gender discrimination 
attributed to implicit compared with explicit bias, and (b) 
whether this effect would be moderated by participant gen-
der, presumably due to known effects of sharing a relevant 
group membership with either the perpetrator or victim of 
the discrimination. Replicating previous work (Cameron 
et al., 2010; Daumeyer et al., 2019; Redford & Ratliff, 2016), 
we found consistent evidence that both male (Studies 1–3) 
and female (Study 4) perpetrators are held less accountable 
and deemed less worthy of punishment for gender discrimi-
nation when it is attributed to their implicit, rather than 
explicit, attitudes and beliefs. Across these four studies, 

Figure 2. Mediation model depicting the indirect effect of gender on accountability in Study 4.
Note. Bias attribution condition was included as a covariate.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p ≤ .001.
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however, we found no evidence that sharing a gender (i.e., 
relevant) group membership with the victim rather than per-
petrator of gender discrimination affects the extent to which 
people hold perpetrators differentially accountable for dis-
crimination attributed to implicit relative to explicit bias. 
Given that shared group membership could reasonably be 
expected to shift cognitive and motivational processes rele-
vant to assessing responsibility for harmful acts, including 
gender discrimination (Branscombe et al., 1999; Major & 
O’Brien, 2005), the failure of participant gender to moderate 
the magnitude of the bias attribution effect in this work is 
quite noteworthy.

Although we found no evidence of moderation of the bias 
attribution effect by participant gender, women consistently 
held male perpetrators of gender discrimination against other 
women more accountable and were more supportive of pun-
ishing them than men (Studies 1–3). The mediation analyses 
in Study 3 revealed that this effect could be explained statis-
tically by women’s and men’s differential tendency to adopt 
the perspective of female victim and feel sympathy for the 
female victim and male perpetrator. When the victim of the 
discrimination was a man and the perpetrator was a woman 
(Study 4), a more atypical instance of discrimination, women 
no longer held the perpetrator more accountable. Once  
again, however, shared group membership predicted patterns 
of differential perspective-taking with the perpetrator, which 
accounted for differences in the extent to which men and 
women held the female perpetrator accountable and sup-
ported punishing her. Taken together, these findings suggest 
that, whereas sharing a relevant group membership with the 
perpetrator or target of discrimination appears to influence 
judgments of accountability and punishment overall, it does 
not necessarily influence the effect of attributing discrimina-
tion to implicit rather than explicit bias on these outcomes.

Implications

The present work builds on a growing body of literature 
demonstrating that perpetrators are deemed less culpable 
when their discriminatory behavior is attributed to their 
implicit rather than explicit biases and beliefs (Cameron 
et al., 2010; Daumeyer et al., 2019; Redford & Ratliff, 2016). 
Past work has found that when discriminatory behavior is 
linked to implicit bias, people infer that it was unintentional 
and/or uncontrollable, which leads them to hold perpetrators 
less accountable (Cameron et al., 2010; Onyeador, 2017), 
presumably because people prioritize intentionality when 
evaluating wrongdoing (Cushman, 2008; Ginther et al., 
2016; Swim et al., 2003). The results of the present work 
suggest that sharing a relevant group membership with the 
victim, rather than perpetrator, of the discrimination does not 
necessarily disrupt this reasoning process. That is, women 
(who shared a gender group membership with the victim of 
the discrimination in Studies 1–3) and men (who shared a 
gender group membership with the victim in Study 4) held 

the perpetrators of discrimination against a fellow ingroup 
member less accountable when the discrimination was 
attributed to their implicit, rather than explicit, bias. And, 
importantly, the magnitude with which these participants 
demonstrated the bias attribution effect was not meaning-
fully different from that observed among participants who 
shared a relevant group membership with the perpetrators of 
the discrimination (i.e., men in Studies 1–3, women in Study 
4). Shared group membership, in other words, does not nec-
essarily attenuate the extent to which implicit bias attribu-
tions reduce perceived culpability for discrimination.

Although the predicted effect of shared group member-
ship on the magnitude of the bias attribution effect was not 
observed, sharing a gender with either the perpetrator or vic-
tim of the discrimination did appear to influence perceptions 
of culpability overall. In both Studies 3 and 4, gender pre-
dicted differential patterns of perspective-taking with the 
victim and/or perpetrator, which in turn predicted and par-
tially accounted for differential willingness to hold the per-
petrator accountable and punish him or her. Specifically, in 
Study 3, sympathy toward and perspective-taking with the 
victim mediated the relationship between participant gender 
and accountability. Whereas, in Study 4, it was perspective-
taking with the perpetrator that mediated the relationship 
between participant gender and accountability. These find-
ings suggest that shifting who people perspective-take and 
sympathize with in instances of discrimination, even those 
attributed to implicit bias, may lead them to rethink the 
extent to which they should hold the perpetrators account-
able ( Simon, Moss, & O’Brien, 2019). Future research 
should investigate this question and, further, whether induc-
ing perspective-taking with the victim might also reduce the 
magnitude of the bias attribution effect, especially relative to 
inducing perspective-taking with the perpetrator.

Limitations and Future Directions

Although this work adds to the growing literature on how 
people reason about discrimination that is attributed to 
implicit rather than explicit bias, it is not without limitations. 
Because we chose to focus on gender discrimination in the 
present work, this limits our ability to generalize to instances 
of shared group membership based on other dimensions of 
social identity and in other domains of discrimination (e.g., 
race and racism). That is, the same patterns may not emerge 
when Black Americans are making judgments about the 
accountability of a White American perpetrator of racial dis-
crimination against a Black victim. Indeed, past work sug-
gests that Black and White Americans assess instances of 
racial discrimination differently (Carter & Murphy, 2015; 
Corning & Bucchianeri, 2010; Inman & Baron, 1996; 
Sherman et al., 1983), with race shaping the extent to which 
people perceive intentionality and harm in instances of racial 
discrimination (Simon, Moss, & O’Brien, 2019). Thus, shar-
ing a racial group membership with the victims, rather than 
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perpetrators, of racial discrimination may indeed moderate 
the extent to which people hold perpetrators less accountable 
for discrimination that has been attributed to implicit, rather 
than explicit, bias. Future work is needed to explore this 
question and we advise against making broad claims about 
the role of shared group membership in these processes 
based on the current work.

Examining other domains of discrimination will also 
afford a better test of the potential role of perspective-taking 
with victims of discrimination across groups with an inter-
sectional approach. For instance, in Studies 3 and 4, we 
found evidence that people who shared a gender identity 
with a victim of gender discrimination tended to take the 
perspective of the victim more than people who shared a 
gender identity with the perpetrator. Furthermore, Study 3 
provided evidence that this victim-focused approach helped 
account for people holding the perpetrator more account-
able. Would we find similar patterns if the victim of the dis-
crimination was a Black woman or a gay man? People may 
be more likely to adopt the perspective of prototypical vic-
tims of discrimination (e.g., Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach, 
2008) and/or only with people with whom they share other 
relevant identities (e.g., race, sexual orientation). Or, rather, 
people may be encouraged to think about commonalities 
between different types of discrimination (e.g., racism, sex-
ism), which, in turn, may increase the extent to which they 
adopt the perspective of the victim irrespective of whether 
or not they share a relevant group membership (Cortland 
et al., 2017). Future work should explore these possibilities 
both within the domain of gender discrimination and in 
other domains.

Finally, the current design only explored situations in 
which participants shared a group membership with either 
the perpetrator or victim. Future work could explore how 
people respond to instances of discrimination wherein they 
share a group membership with both the victim and perpetra-
tor. For example, how might women respond to implicit ver-
sus explicit gender discrimination enacted by a female 
perpetrator toward a female victim? This situation would 
allow researchers to further probe the extent to which shared 
group membership (and subsequent perspective-taking/sym-
pathy) versus gender socialization or even general sensitivity 
toward victims of discrimination shapes perceptions of 
accountability. In such a case, because women may take the 
perspective of/sympathize with both the victim and the per-
petrator, these variables may not explain their perceptions of 
accountability and support for punishment.

Conclusion

As implicit bias becomes an increasingly popular explana-
tion for gender discrimination among the general public, it is 
important for researchers to understand how people reason 
about the discrimination that is attributed to it. The present 
work is the first (of which we are aware) to examine this 

question and, further, to offer full consideration of whether 
shared gender group membership shapes the extent to which 
people hold the perpetrators less accountable for gender dis-
crimination attributed to implicit bias. Indeed, our findings 
suggest that sharing a gender group membership with the 
victims of gender discrimination does not reduce, much less 
eliminate, the bias attribution effect on perpetrator account-
ability or support for punishment. Given the robustness of 
the bias attribution effect to reduce perpetrator accountabil-
ity and punishment, then, the present work suggests a need to 
be far more thoughtful about when and why we attribute spe-
cific instances of discrimination to implicit rather than 
explicit bias. Misattributing the cause of discrimination, in 
other words, may prove especially detrimental to efforts to 
combat, if not root out, sexism in the workplace and society 
at large.
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Notes

1. Overall, 31 participants (10.6%) listed an occupation in a sci-
ence, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) field 
or company. When included as a covariate, working in STEM 
did not significantly affect the outcome variables (ps > .14). 
Thus, it will not be discussed further.

2. When participants who failed the manipulation check are 
excluded, the bias attribution effect on perpetrator perspective-
taking becomes significant with participants in the implicit bias 
condition (M = 3.68, SD = 1.70) taking the perspective of the 
perpetrator more than those in the explicit condition (M = 3.30, 
SD = 1.72), F(1, 575) = 4.07, p = .044, η2

partial = .007.
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3. Although perspective-taking and sympathy were measured 
after accountability and punishment in this study, we used the 
same mediation model as Study 3, given our interest in explor-
ing whether the pattern of results that emerged there would also 
emerge in the present study with a female perpetrator and male 
victim. Because there was no direct effect of participant gender 
on accountability in Study 4, we are confident that perceived 
accountability does not mediate the relationship between par-
ticipant gender and perspective-taking/sympathy.
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