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ABSTRACT

In this project, I assess the impact of gender mistakes on various individual attitudes and behaviors
that contribute to gender inequality. A gender mistake occurs when an actor learns that he or she has
incorrectly sex categorized another. I argue that gender mistakes have lingering effects on the behaviors
and attitudes of the actor who made the mistake, even after they are corrected. My argument implies that
when a man is mistaken for a woman, he will enjoy less of a gender advantage in that interaction, even
after the mistake is corrected, than he would have if the mistake had never occurred. A woman who is
mistaken for a man, on the other hand, will suffer less of a gender disadvantage than she would have if the
mistake had not happened. A modified version of the standard expectation states experimental protocol is
used to test the arguments.

My results indicate that gender mistakes have no impact on an actor’s interaction with and
attitudes toward the person who was incorrectly sex categorized, once the mistake has been corrected. 1
found only limited support for the idea that experiencing a gender mistake reduces an individual’s sexist
attitudes. For males, there is no effect of experiencing a gender mistake on sexist attitudes. For females,
gender mistakes affect some aspects of sexism, but not others. Specifically, females who experience a
gender mistake score lower on measures of Heterosexual Intimacy and Complementary Gender
Differentiation than do females who do not experience a gender mistake. The one area in which gender
mistakes do appear to have significant effects for both males and females is in the subsequent use of sex as
a basis for social categorization. For all participants, experiencing a gender mistake is associated with
decreased use of sex as a basis of social categorization.

This research implies that gender mistakes could contribute to a reduction in gender inequality
through the decreased adherence to some sexist attitudes on the part of women, and the decreased use of

sex as the basis for social categorization.
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CHAPTER 1
STATUS MISTAKES AND GENDER: AN INTRODUCTION
1.1 Introduction

Social categorization is a ubiquitous and seemingly essential component of social
interaction. In order to interact successfully, an actor must first define “self” and “other”
according to some shared system for social categorization. A shared system of social
categorization consists of social and cultural representations that define the significant
dimensions on which people will be categorized, as well as the “evidence” that will be
used to categorize a given person along a given dimension. For example, as core bases of
social stratification, race and sex are socially and culturally important enough that they
are virtually automatic bases of social categorization in most interactions, in most
societies. Moreover, the “evidence” used to categorize an actor by race or sex is socially
and culturally constructed, varying across societies and across time (Frankenberg 1993;
Kesslar and McKenna 1978; Omi and Winant 1994).

While the relatively automatic process of social categorization facilitates social
interaction, it also leads to stereotyping and bias (for review, see Fiske 1998). If
unchecked, these processes can lead to discrimination and inequality, suggesting that
social categorization, and the cultural definitions it draws on, play pivotal causal roles in
topics that represent core concerns of sociology (Bielby 2000; Howard 1994; Reskin
2000).

While some degree of social categorization occurs in virtually all interactions, the
process does not occur uniformly across interactions. The particular social feature or

features that an actor uses to categorize another varies across actors and situations. In

12



addition, the social categorization process itself varies on dimensions such as the ease,
quickness, and accuracy of the categorization. Examining the impact of variations in
processes of social categorization should lead to a fuller understanding of how and why
social categorization contributes to inequalities based on social categories.

I focus on variation in the accuracy of social categorization. When an actor learns
that he or she has made an inaccurate categorization, the link between categorization and
ensuing patterns of bias and inequality is likely to be affected. For example, I argue that
when an actor learns that a person he had categorized as a man is actually a woman, he
will treat that person differently thereafter than if he had known she was a woman all
along. This is likely to occur primarily due to the powerful effects of initial impressions
and expectations; particularly those associated with gender.

I concentrate on sex categorization because of the primacy of sex as a
categorization system and because of its link to gender inequality. Gender is both visibly
accessible and culturally meaningful, making it one of the primary categorization systems
used in Western societies (Fiske 1992, 1998). Research has shown that actors
unconsciously sex-categorize any specific other with whom they interact (Brewer and Liu
1989; Stangor et al. 1992). Moreover, recent sociological analyses of gender inequality
highlight the important causal role that sex categorization plays in creating and
conserving gender inequality (Bielby 2000; Reskin 2000; Ridgeway and Correll 2000).
1.2 Status Mistakes and Gender

I use the term gender mistake to describe a situation in which an actor learns that
he or she has incorrectly sex categorized another. Gender mistakes can occur in a variety

of situations, such as when reading an email or resume from someone with a gender-
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neutral name, or when interacting with an “effeminate” looking man or a “masculine”
looking woman. Sex categorization is an inherently social process in which actors use
cultural cues regarding gender as proxies for biological sex differences (Kessler and
McKenna 1985; West and Zimmerman 1987). Biological verification of the sex category
we ascribe to others is rarely available. Therefore, a sex categorization can be considered
“correct” when we attribute to a person the gender that the person claims for himself or
herself.

A gender mistake is a specific type of a more general phenomenon referred to as a
status mistake (Bourg 2000). A status mistake occurs when an actor makes an incorrect
assessment of another actor’s value on a particular status characteristic. ~Since the actor
who made the incorrect categorization believes it to be true, she will act as if it is true, at
least until she learns otherwise (Thomas and Thomas 1928). The target of the mistake
often acts in the situation as if the mistake is true as well. Goffman (1959, 1967) notes
that actors often are willing to accept and act on inaccurate, and even unfavorable,
definitions of their own role because doing so facilitates interaction. In an empirical test
of Goffman’s descriptive account, Troyer and Younts (1997) have shown that actors
indeed adjust their behavior to others’ expectations of them, even when those
expectations are based on mistaken information. Moreover, experimental research by
Skrypnek and Snyder (1982) specifically demonstrates that women adjust their behavior
to conform to stereotypes associated with the gender their task partner believes them to
be.

For the actor who made the mistake, therefore, the main impact of uncorrected

status mistakes is simply that the stereotypes and biases primed by social categorization
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are based on false information. Neither the process by which categorization leads to such
outcomes, nor the strength of those outcomes, is likely to be affected by an uncorrected
status mistake.

For these reasons, as in earlier research on status mistakes (Bourg 2000), I focus
on what happens after a mistake is corrected. I address the question of whether gender
mistakes have lingering effects on ensuing sources and patterns of inequality after they
are corrected. I develop and test the argument that gender mistakes do indeed have a
lasting influence, after they are corrected, on the behaviors and attitudes of actors who
initially possess mistaken information about another. I also argue that gender mistakes
that are advantaging to the actor who made the mistake have more pronounced lingering
effects on that actor’s subsequent behavior and attitudes than do mistakes that are
disadvantaging.

My argument implies that when a man is originally mistaken for a woman, he
enjoys less of a gender advantage in that interaction, even after the mistake is corrected,
than he would have if the mistake had never occurred. Conversely, a woman who is
mistaken for a man suffers less of a gender disadvantage in that interaction, even after the
mistake is corrected, than she would have if the mistake had not happened. I argue that
the impact of a mistake in which a man is mistaken for a woman will be greater than will
the impact of a mistake in which a woman is mistaken for a man.

If gender mistakes occur in many interactions, involving many actors, they have
the potential to contribute to a reduction in gender inequality through the cumulative

effects of decreased male advantage in interaction. This, in turn, suggests that the
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maintenance of gender advantage for men in society is dependent on the cultural

enforcement of clear-cut gender displays by actors in virtually all situations.
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CHAPTER 2
THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
2.1 Social Categorization

Interest in the origins and the implications of social categorization can be traced
to the early days of sociological thought. Simmel ([1908] 1950) notes the primacy of this
process when he claims, “the first condition of having to deal with somebody ... is to
know with whom one has to deal” (p. 307). Mead’s (1934) description of the
development of the self implies that actors must categorize one another, and the
“generalized other”, in terms of their relative roles in order for interaction to proceed. In
his classic study 7he Nature of Prejudice, Allport (1954) argues that the process of
categorizing others is inevitable, normal, and necessary to give meaning and order to
social interaction. Recent sociological treatments of categorization stress the value of
turning to insights from social cognition theory to uncover the original causes of much
discrimination and inequality (see Bielby 2000; Howard 1994; Jost and Banaji 1994;
Reskin 2000; Ridgeway and Correll 2000). Social categorization is considered an
original cause of discrimination in the sense that discrimination on the basis of categories
such as race and gender could not occur if actors did not routinely categorize one another
on these dimensions.

According to social cognition theory, categorizing actors as members of coarsely
defined groups is “a pervasive human propensity,” with a number of potentially
automatic ramifications (Fiske 1998, p. 364). Categorization, even when based on
experimentally manipulated random and trivial criteria, leads to ingroup favoritism and

outgroup derogation (see Tajfel 1981; Turner 1985). Ingroup preference leads actors to
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be more comfortable with, have more trust in, seek equal treatment with, and generally
hold more positive views of their own group (Baron and Pfeffer 1994; Perdue et al.
1990). Given white male predominance in many occupational settings, the ingroup bias
that accompanies the normal process of social categorization can lead to subtle forms of
race and gender discrimination in employment (see Bielby 2000; Reskin 2000; Ridgeway
1997).

Categorizing someone as a member of a social group also primes stereotypic
associations about the group, even among actors who consciously reject stereotypes
(Bodenhausen, Macrae and Garst 1998). Stereotypes describe what behaviors can be
expected from a person of a given category and predispose observers to attend to
stereotype confirming information, while blinding observers to disconfirming
information (Fiske 1998). Stereotypes cause actors to exaggerate between-group
differences and minimize within-group differences (Fiske 1998).

In the case of gender, the relatively automatic act of sex categorizing someone
makes stereotypes about gender differences salient enough to cause discernable
distortions in an actor’s perceptions and judgements (Reskin 2000; Ridgeway 1997).
Research has shown that it is extremely difficult to get people to attend to individuating
information rather than stereotypes, once categorization has occurred. For example, even
when given information that men and women in the target population were distributed
equally across college majors, subjects continued to rely on gender stereotypes more than
on information about individual interests in predicting whether an individual was an

engineering or a nursing major (Nelson, Acker and Manis 1996).
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Stereotypes often contain beliefs not only about presumed differences between
groups, but also about the overall relative worth and status of groups. Studies of gender
stereotypes and beliefs indicate that gender beliefs in contemporary North American
societies consist of beliefs about both difference and relative status. Men are seen as
more agentic and instrumental, while women are seen as more communal. In addition,
gender beliefs suggest that men have higher status and are more competent at things that
count than are women (Conway, Pizzamiglio Mount, 1996; Wagner Berger, 1997,
Williams and Best 1990). In fact, gender beliefs evaluate men more highly overall, and
therefore as more competent both at specifically “masculine” tasks, and more competent
at most things than women. Women are seen as not only different, but as more
competent than men only at “feminine” tasks, which are themselves devalued (i.e. lower
status) (Conway et al. 1996; Eagly and Mladinic 1989). In sum, gender status beliefs are
widely held cultural beliefs that evaluate men as generally more superior and as diffusely
more competent than women.

While many elements of stereotypes have important consequences, status beliefs
have direct relevance for inequality. In fact, status beliefs are a common feature of the
stereotypes associated with many of the characteristics upon which major macro-level
systems of stratification are based, such as race and gender. Status characteristics theory
provides a coherent and well-documented explanation of how status beliefs, such as those
about gender, contribute directly to measurable differences in power and prestige in

interaction.
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2.2 Status Characteristics Theory

Status characteristics are those categorical distinctions that are associated with
widely shared status beliefs attaching different levels of competence and worth to
individuals with different values of the characteristic. According to status characteristics
theory, in many settings the categorizations actors make of themselves and others result
in patterns of unequal power, prestige, and influence in the interaction. This occurs
though a process of status generalization, by which actors who possess a valued state of a
characteristic are expected to contribute more to the group goal. These actors therefore
take and are given more power, influence and prestige than actors with a less valued state
of the characteristic. These local structural inequalities tend to reflect and reinforce
macro-level systems of inequality based on categorical distinctions.

Specific status characteristics are socially valued skills, knowledge, or
accomplishments that are instrumental to specific tasks and imply a bounded range of
competencies. Examples include computer skills, gardening ability, or specific technical
knowledge. Diffuse status characteristics are associated with cultural stereotypes linked
to both specific expectations and general expectations. It is their association with general
expectations of competence and worth that distinguishes diffuse characteristics from
specific ones. Gender operates as a diffuse status characteristic in the United States
(Meeker 1992; Wagner and Berger 1997; Ridgeway and Walker 1995).

Status characteristics affect interaction when they become salient in the situation,
either because they are a basis for discriminating among actors or because they are
perceived to be relevant to the task. Once a status characteristic becomes salient, it

triggers a process by which the actors in the situation form expectation states for
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themselves and others. An expectation state is a theoretical construct roughly defined as
an actor’s conception of individuals’ relative abilities to succeed at a certain task.
Expectation states are not necessarily conscious, are always relative to other individuals
in the setting, and are specific to the task at hand. Through the process of status
generalization, status characteristics lead to the creation of specific performance
expectations, which in turn shape interaction in such a way as to produce behavioral
inequalities among actors (Meeker 1992; Webster and Foschi 1988).

Many important refinements and elaborations have been added to the original
formulation of status characteristics theory. One issue that has yet to be fully addressed,
however, is the implications of incorrect status assessments, such as when a man is
categorized as a woman. In earlier research (Bourg 2000), I examined the impact of status
mistakes in the context of a fictitious status.

Using a variation on the standard expectation states experimental protocol, I had
subjects work, over a computer network only, with a fictitious partner on a fictitious
decision-making task. Depending on the experimental condition, subjects were initially
told that their partner had either scored higher than them or lower than them on a test
related to the group task they performed. In other words, subjects were told that they
were either lower or higher status than their partner on a specific task-relevant
characteristic.

After subjects had completed one round of working with their fictitious partner,
they were told that the status information they had been given about their partner was

wrong. Subjects who were originally told their partner was higher status than they were
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then told that their partner was lower status and vice versa. In the control conditions, no
mistake was made about the partner’s status.

Results show that when an actor originally thought her partner was lower status
than she, she deferred less often to that partner, even after the mistake was corrected, than
did subjects who knew their partner’s higher status all along. However, when an actor
originally thought her partner was higher status than she, once she learned her partner’s
true lower status she treated the partner the same as did subjects who knew the partner’s
lower status all along.

These finding indicate that when a status mistake grants a relative status
advantage to the actor who made the mistake, it has lingering effects on ensuing patterns
of inequality, even after the mistake is corrected. In particular, if an actor mistakes a high
status person for a low status person, she grants that person less power and prestige than
she would have if she had known the person’s true status all along, even after the mistake
is corrected. On the other hand, I found that disadvantaging mistakes had no lingering
effects on the attitudes and behaviors of the person who made the mistake, once the
mistake had been corrected. Although I had predicted that all status mistakes might
affect inequality, these findings imply that the only status mistakes that contribute to a
reduction of inequality are those in which a high status person is mistaken for a low status
person.

If gender mistakes have similar lingering effects on interaction, then a man who is
originally mistaken for a woman will have less power and prestige in that interaction than
he would have if the mistake had not occurred. A woman who is mistaken for a man,

however, will have no more power and prestige than she would have had if the mistake
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had not occurred. The cumulative impact of many men being incorrectly sex categorized,
therefore, has the potential to lead to a reduction in gender inequality in terms of local
power and prestige hierarchies. Many women being mistaken for men, however, may
have little or no impact on the existing system of gender inequality.

2.3 Links to Race/Ethnicity, Post-modern Feminism, and Queer Theory

In focusing on whether mistakes in the social categorization process might
contribute to the breakdown or reduction in processes of bias, prejudice, and
discrimination and to the systems of difference and stratification that they maintain, my
project reflects some important broad themes articulated by a diverse body of scholars.
Work in such diverse traditions as functionalist treatments of race and ethnicity and queer
theory literature addresses the potential impact of eliminating or reducing social
categorization entirely (see Parks and Burgess 1924; Gordon 1964; Hirschman 1983;
Bem 1995; Butler 1990; Connell 1995; Lorber 1994; Risman 1999).

Much of this work assumes that in settings where social categorization is
eliminated or considerably disrupted or reduced, stereotypes, bias, and inequality would
be eliminated or greatly reduced as well. While this argument has a utopian tone, it
provides the implicit foundation for arguments and theories ranging from functionalist
racial/ethnic assimilation theories to post-modern feminist and queer theory arguments
about the social construction of categories of sexuality and gender.

Advocates of assimilation theories essentially argue that racial and ethnic
stereotypes, conflict, and inequality will diminish over time as formerly separate racial
and ethnic groups merge and cultural and physical differences diminish. According to

this “melting pot” theory of racial and ethnic relations, once categorization according to
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separate racial and ethnic group identities is no longer relevant or possible, racial and
ethnic strife and inequality will decrease (Parks and Burgess 1924; Gordon 1964;
Hirschman 1983).

In a similar vein, a number of post-modern feminist and queer theory scholars
have argued that the only successful route to a post-gendered world is through the
disruption of sex categories and sex categorization (Bem 1995; Butler 1990; Connell
1995; Lorber 1994; Risman 1999). Scholars from these perspectives have promoted the
disruption of sex categorization through such tactics as the expansion of sex categories
well beyond the currently accepted dichotomy (Bem 1995), or through the performance
of a variety of “subversive bodily acts” (Butler 1990). They further argue that such
disruption is a necessary step towards decreasing or eliminating gender inequality. Like
the functionalist assimilation theorists, these queer and post-modern feminist scholars
implicitly emphasize the utility of examining variation in processes of social
categorization in order to uncover mechanisms that might contribute to a reduction in the
social biases and inequalities that categorization produces.

Consistent with this emphasis, this project addresses the fundamental question of
whether some form of disruption in the normal process of sex categorization also disrupts
the usually ensuing patterns of gender inequality. Accurate sex categorization is disrupted
either when an actor is unable to sex categorize another or when an actor learns that he or
she has made a gender mistake by “incorrectly” sex categorizing another. In this project, I

examine the second process.
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CHAPTER 3
HYPOTHESES

How might a gender mistake affect interaction? If interaction occurs before the
mistake is corrected, as work by Troyer and Younts’ (1997) and Skrypnek and Snyder
(1982) indicates is likely, then the mistaken information is likely to continue to affect the
interaction for several reasons. First, the initial patterns of inequality that form in
interaction have a self-perpetuating property to them, which makes them particularly
resistant to change (Ridgeway and Walker 1995). One of the mechanisms by which initial
expectations become self-fulfilling is the use of double standards in evaluating actors’
contributions to group tasks. When double standards are present, the contributions of
actors with higher status are judged as more valuable and more relevant than are
qualitatively similar contributions from lower status actors. Higher status actors not only
are initially given more opportunities to contribute, but are also more likely to have their
contributions judged as more valuable, even when their contributions are qualitatively the
same as the contributions of lower status actors. Others infer a higher degree of ability
from an act by a high status actor than they infer from the same act performed by a low
status actor. This process leads to ever stronger advantage in terms of power and prestige
for high status actors within the group (for recent review, see Foschi 2000).

A second factor contributing to the likelihood that gender mistakes have enduring
effects is the way that multiple status information is processed. Research in expectation
states theory indicates that when additional status information becomes available in an
interaction, actors combine the new information with the existing information. This

means that the new and the existing information jointly affect interaction, even when the
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new information is inconsistent with the original information (Balkwell 1991; Berger et
al. 1977). Although existing research has thus far only examined inconsistent
information between different statuses, in this research I extend those ideas to argue that
a similar process occurs when an actor has incorrect information about the same status.
In other words, I argue that the original mistaken status information is combined with the
new corrected information such that the actor’s definition of the situation, expectations,
and behaviors are jointly determined by the mistake and the correct information.

Finally, the powerful social construction of gender as “natural” is also likely to
play an important role in gender mistake situations. A key component of the pervasive
“natural attitude toward gender” is the belief that gender is invariant (Garfinkel 1967;
Kessler and McKenna 1978). Belief in the invariance of gender means that most people
believe that individuals cannot change their gender and have always been the gender that
they appear to be. Once people make a sex categorization about another, they tend to
interpret all subsequent behaviors and cues within the context of the original sex
categorization. For example, once someone identifies another person as female, the
discovery that this person has a penis is likely to be interpreted first as evidence that the
person is a woman with a penis, rather than as evidence that the person is a man (Kessler
and McKenna 1978, p. 161). This sense of the natural invariance of gender makes initial
sex categories extremely difficult to discredit. For that reason, gender mistakes are likely
to continue to influence interaction, even after they have been corrected.

In sum, given what we know about the power of initial expectations, the tendency
to combine new status information with existing information, and the tendency to view

gender as an unchanging feature of individuals, I hypothesize:
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Hypothesis 1: Gender mistakes affect ensuing patterns of gender

inequality, even after they are corrected.

When an actor makes a gender mistake, the mistake grants that actor either a
higher or lower status in the situation than he or she would have had if the sex
categorization had been correct. Since current cultural beliefs about gender grant higher
status to males, any actor who learns that someone they regarded as female is really male
will lose relative status as a result of the mistake being corrected. Males who learn that
someone they regarded as female is actually male will go from having a status advantage
to being status equals in the interaction. Females in the same situation will go from being
equals to being at a status disadvantage. On the other hand, when an actor learns that
someone they thought was male is really female, he or she will have a higher status after
the mistake is corrected than he or she had before the correction.

According to the aggregated expectation states assumption of status
characteristics theory, actors use all available status information in interaction, even when
some of that information disadvantages them (Webster and Foschi 1988). When a status
mistake occurs, however, actors may be likely to pay more attention to some information
than to other information. Once the mistake is corrected, actors have contradictory
information about the same status. Since individuals are motivated to avoid status loss
(Cohen and Silver 1989; Lenski 1984), they are likely to pay more attention to
advantaging information and less attention to disadvantaging information.

When a status mistake occurs, the motivation to avoid status loss will induce
actors who have higher status before the mistake is corrected than they do after the

correction (i.e. those who thought a male was a female) to continue to pay heed to and act
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in accord with the mistaken information, even after the mistake is corrected. In other
words, men who initially thought a male was a female will be motivated to maintain their
status advantage, while women who initially thought a male was female will want to
maintain their status equality. In a situation where an actor is disadvantaged by the
mistake relative to the correction (i.e. he or she thought a female was a male), the
correction leads to a status gain. In this case, actors are less motivated to act on the basis
of the original mistaken information, once it is corrected.

In addition to status loss considerations, the differential normative evaluation of
gender deviance may play a role here. In general, male gender non-conformity is viewed
as more deviant than is female gender non-conformity (Thorne 1993). This is likely due
to the fact that men and masculine attributes are more socially valued than are women
and feminine attributes.

In the specific case of androgynous names, Lieberson and colleagues (2000)
found that androgynous names are significantly more popular and accepted for girls than
for boys. They posit that a contamination effect is at work, “such that the advantaged
have a greater incentive to avoid having their status confused with the disadvantaged”
(Lieberson et al. 2000). This asymmetrical maintenance of gender boundaries occurs in
other social arenas as well, most notably in male withdrawal from occupations that
women begin to enter (Reskin and Roos 1990). This general asymmetry in the meaning
of gender non-conformity suggests that a male being mistaken for a female is likely to be
seen as more deviant than a female being mistaken for a male. This is likely to contribute

to a mistake in which a male is thought to be female being more memorable and therefore
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more influential than a mistake in which a female is thought to be male. These
arguments lead to my second hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Gender mistakes in which males are thought to be

females have greater lingering effects on patterns of inequality than

mistakes in which females are thought to be males.

Beyond their impacts on the immediate interaction, how else might gender
mistakes impact individual cognitive processes and attitudes? Research in person
perception indicates that individuals tend to categorize others on the basis of
immediately apparent physical features, including the social categories of race
and sex (Brewer and Liu 1989; Fiske 1998; Stangor et al 1992). The general
consensus among social cognition scholars is that individuals attend to and
categorize others according to those social and/or physical features that are most
informative and accessible (Stangor et al 1992; Fiske 1998). Social categorization
on the basis of race and sex, however, appears to be over-learned in the sense that
sex and race are habitually used in virtually all interactions. In fact, Stangor and
colleagues (1992) were unable to increase the extent of categorization on the
basis of sex or race by manipulating either the accessibility or the usefulness of
those categories. Little research exists on attempts to decrease the use of sex (or
race) as a basis for social categorization.

A gender mistake renders the category of sex both less accessible and less
useful. When an actor realizes she has made a gender mistake about another, she
is confronted with the reality that gender cues are not always accurate

representations of sex category. This makes sex a less accessible social category
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than previously thought. In addition, if gender cues such as name, appearance,
and behavior can no longer be counted on as accurate indicators of an actor’s sex,
then perhaps sex can no longer be counted on as an accurate indicator of
underlying personality traits or behavioral dispositions. In other words, the
degree to which an actor’s sex provides useful information about that person is
called into question when a gender mistake occurs. This leads to my third
hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: Gender mistakes decrease the subsequent use of sex as

a basis for social categorization.

As noted earlier, the mere act of categorizing someone as a member of a
particular social group makes stereotypes for that group particularly salient.
Gender stereotypes are primed whenever an actor sex categorizes another.
Stereotypes about gender contain beliefs about presumed differences between
men and women, as well as beliefs about men’s general superiority and greater
competence. Gender stereotypes are implicitly sexist since stereotypes attribute
and prescribe relatively rigid role expectations to men and women. In this way,
sex categorization contributes to sexism. A comparable argument can be made
regarding racial categorization and racism. In the same way that racism depends
on the existence and use of racial categories, sexism depends on the ability to
categorize people as men or women.

Gender mistakes disrupt the relatively automatic process of sex
categorization. In doing so, gender mistakes have the potential to affect an

individual’s acceptance of gender stereotypes and sexist beliefs. When a man is
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mistaken for a woman (or vice-versa), the notion that gender differences are

natural and obvious is called into question. This leads my to my final hypothesis:
Hypothesis 4: Gender mistakes decrease individual agreement with
sexist attitudes; especially those based on gender stereotypes and

presumed gender differences.
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CHAPTER 4
RESEARCH DESIGN
4.1 Overview
To test these hypotheses, I use a modified version of the standard expectation
states experimental setting, based on Troyer’s (1997) adaptation of Foschi’s (1990)
computerized version of the Contrast Sensitivity Task (CST). In my experiment, subjects
are told that they will be working, over a computer network only, with either a same or
opposite sex partner on two rounds of a multi-trial decision-making task. At the end of
round one, subjects in the mistake conditions are told that they were incorrectly informed
about the sex of their task partner. In the remaining no mistake control conditions, no
mistake is made about the task partner’s sex. The extent to which subjects change their
choices on the decision-making task trials to match their partner’s choice in rounds 1 and
2 provides a measure of influence, allowing me to assess the impact of the mistake on
inequality as measured by influence in interaction. Subjects also complete a
computerized post study questionnaire, based on items from the Ambivalent Sexism
Inventory (Glick and Fiske 1996; Glick et al. 2000). Results from this questionnaire are
used to assess the impact of gender mistakes on sexist attitudes. Finally, subjects
complete a name-matching paradigm exercise (Taylor et al. 1978; Taylor 1981). The
name-matching paradigm exercise provides a measure of the degree to which sex is used
as a basis of social categorization by measuring the extent to which subjects make within-

sex and between-sex matching mistakes.
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4.2 Main Experimental Procedures

In the standard expectation states experiment, two unacquainted subjects work on
a collective task. In Phase I of the experiment, the subjects are given information about
their own and the other subjects’ value on some status. In this experiment, the key status
information provided to subjects is the partner’s gender. In Phase II, subjects are given a
task to work on together. In the computerized version of the CST used in this experiment,
subjects are shown two rectangles composed of black and white squares and must
determine which of the two rectangles contains more white squares. In reality, the
rectangles contain nearly equal numbers of white squares.

Subjects are male and female college freshman. They are told they will earn $11
for participating in a decision-making task (CST) with a partner. They are also told that
they will communicate with their partner only via a computer network. In reality, the
partner’s responses the subjects receive are pre-programmed computer responses.

In order to increase the relevance and salience of gender in the interaction,
subjects are told that prior research indicates that males tend to perform better than
females on tests of contrast sensitivity. Examining the impact of gender mistakes in the
context of a gendered task provides a conservative test of my main arguments. When
gender is relevant to the task, actors can be expected to pay more attention to their
partner’s correct gender, once it is revealed, thus decreasing the lingering impact of the
mistake.

To allow the reported sex of the subject’s partner to be corrected after round one
in the mistake conditions, subjects complete 2 rounds of 25 trials of the team task. As in

the standard expectation states experiment, the subject is told that on each trial both team
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members will make an independent initial choice, then they will see each other’s initial
choice. Finally, subjects are asked to make a final choice to either stay with their initial
choice or change it. The pre-programmed partner responses are designed so that the
partner’s initial choice differs from the subject’s in 20 of the 25 trials in each round.

How subjects resolve disagreement, either by staying with their original response
(called a “stay response”), or by changing to the other person’s response (a “change
response”) is the typical dependent variable. Stay responses indicate rejection of
influence and change responses indicate acceptance of influence. Assuming that subjects
are motivated to do well (an assumption that is checked in post-experiment interviews),
the observable acceptance or rejection of influence is an indicator of the unobserved
internal expectation state of the subjects, and therefore measures the relative power and
prestige of the individuals in the interaction. An impressive and diverse body of
empirical research based on some form of this standard experimental setting has
demonstrated the powerful influence of social categorizations on patterns of interactional
inequality (for a review, see Webster and Foschi 1988; Wagner and Berger 1993).

The experiment used in this research involves a three-factor design: gender of
subject x presence of gender mistake x direction of the mistake. The design includes four
“mistake” conditions and four corresponding “no mistake” conditions:

1. Male subject, no gender mistake is made about a male partner.

2. Male subject, a male partner is mistaken for female.

3. Male subject, no gender mistake is made about a female partner.

4. Male subject, a female partner is mistaken for male.

5. Female subject, no gender mistake is made about a female partner.
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6. Female subject, a female partner is mistaken for male.

7. Female subject, no gender mistake is made about a male partner.

8. Female subject, a male partner is mistaken for female.

Table 1 provides a summary of all conditions, including information on partner
and subject’s gender, or presumed gender, relative status, and the impact of the correction
on the subject’s status. The experimental script is shown in Appendix 1. The
computerized instructions that participants received are reproduced in Appendix 2. All
other forms used in the experiment are reproduced in Appendix 3.

In this study, I also collect information about each subject’s perceptions of their
own and their partner’s task performance, as well as their attitudes towards men and
women generally. This information is collected in the form of a computerized
questionnaire presented to each subject after each round of the experiment. The
questionnaire also contains questions designed to evaluate whether the scope conditions
of the theory were met and whether the gender mistake manipulation was successful.
Appendix | contains the exact wording of questions used. At the end of round two,
subjects also answer questions about their attitudes towards men and women (see
Appendix 4, A.4.2). These questions are drawn from the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory

developed by Glick and Fiske (1996).
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4.3 Name-matching Paradigm Procedures

At the end of the Contrast Sensitivity experiment, I assess the degree to which
subjects use sex as a basis of social categorization by having subjects complete the name-
matching paradigm task (Fiske and Taylor 1978). In this paradigm, subjects are shown a
series of photographs of individuals, identified by a name only. Subjects are told that the
individuals in the photographs participated in a discussion about how to publicize a
campus event. Distinct statements on the topic are attributed to each individual. Subjects
therefore see a series of photographs, each accompanied by the name of the individual in
the photograph and a statement made by that individual. The individuals in the
photographs typically vary on one or more visible features. After viewing the
photographs and hearing the statements attributed to each individual, subjects are asked
on a surprise recall task to match each statement with the photograph of the individual
who made the statement.

The dependent measure of interest is the number of matching errors that confuse
individuals who share a given feature, compared to the number of errors that confuse
individuals who do not share that feature. If subjects are categorizing the target
individuals on the basis of a given feature, they will make more within-category errors
than between-category errors. In the original studies, Taylor and colleagues (1978) found
that subjects were more likely to confuse statements made by a woman with those made
by another woman, and to confuse statements made by a man with those made by another
man (within-sex errors) than to confuse men’s statements with women’s or women’s
statements with men’s (between-sex errors). This suggests that the subjects were using

sex as a basis for categorizing the target individuals.
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I administer the name-matching paradigm task to all subjects after they have
completed both rounds of the Contrast-Sensitivity task and the computerized
questionnaires that follow. Photographs of four white females and four white males are
used as targets. In addition to ensuring that targets are of the same race, selection of the
photo targets was made in such a way as to ensure that all targets are recognizable in
terms of gender and that all targets are of similar attractiveness. Three copies of each
photograph are used, resulting in a set of 24 photographs. Each target person was
assigned a first name. The photos are arranged in a random order, subject to the
constraints that each subject appear once in the first eight photos, once in the second
eight, and once in the last eight. In addition, care was taken to avoid excessive clustering
of either male of female photos.

The statements attributed to the twenty-four photos replicate those used by
Stangor and colleagues (1992). These statements all concern the best way to promote a
college play. The statements are of similar length and quality. Examples of the
statements are “We could see about getting a television commercial” and “Let’s slide
leaflets under doors in the dorms.” The statements are randomly ordered and matched
with the set of photographs, such that each individual is associated with 3 different
statements.

The photographs and statements are incorporated into an automated slide show
that each subject views on her computer screen. Each slide in the slide show consists of
the photograph, the target individual’s name, and the statement attributed to them. All
photographs are shown for the same amount of time. Prior to viewing the slide show,

subjects are told that they will be viewing a brief slide show of students discussing how
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to generate publicity for a college play. Subjects are told that after the slide show they
will be asked questions about their impressions of the individuals in the slide show.
After viewing the slide show, subjects are given a sheet with the photograph and
name of each target person (Appendix 3, A.3.5). Subjects are also given a list of the 24
statements and asked to fill in the blank next to each statement with the name of the
target who made the statement (Appendix 3, A.3.4). Subjects are given as much time as
they need to complete the task, and are told to make their best guess on statements they
are not sure about, to ensure that they attribute every statement to an individual.
According to hypothesis 3, the ratio of the number of within-sex errors to the number of
total errors will be lower for subjects who experienced a gender mistake than for subjects
in the no mistake conditions. The ratio of within-sex errors to total errors indicates the

degree to which sex is being used as a basis for categorizing the target individuals.
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CHAPTER 5
MEASUREMENT
5.1 Independent variables
5.1.1 Gender of subject

Equal numbers of male and female subjects were used so that I can assess main
effects of gender of subject, as well as interaction effects.
5.1.2 Presence of gender mistake

All subjects are told that they are participating in research on the effects of gender
composition on group-decision making performance. Subjects are told that several
individuals are participating in the study at the same time, and that they have been
randomly assigned to a same-gender or mixed-gender group. This is part of the mistake
manipulation, and also increases the salience of gender in the situation.

In natural interactions, gender mistakes can occur for a variety of reasons, as
individuals use a variety of criteria on which to base sex categorizations (Kessler and
McKenna 1978). The way in which a gender mistake affects individual behaviors and
attitudes is likely to be affected by the way in which the mistake is made. While I plan to
explore the effects of variation in types of mistakes in future research, in this initial
exploration of the impact of gender mistakes it is necessary to hold the source of the
mistake constant. I accomplish this by having the experimenter make the mistake, rather
than the subject. Although this design creates a situation that differs from a situation
where the subject herself makes the gender mistake, it ensures that the cause of the

mistake is the same for all subjects. Moreover, this design provides a conservative test of
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my main hypothesis, since subjects are likely to be less invested in someone else’s
mistaken first impression than they would be in their own mistake.

The mistake is introduced between rounds 1 and 2 of the task. In the mistake
conditions, the experimenter tells the subject that he or she made a mistake in identifying
the gender of the partner. The experimenter uses the androgynous name of the partner as
the excuse for making a gender mistake. The name “Jordan” is used, as recent research
identifies this name as both androgynous and currently popular (Lieberson et al 2000).
Below is an example of the relevant portion of the experimental script used for the
condition in which a male subject is originally told that a female partner is male:

“I just talked to the other Research Assistant and found out that

your partner is actually a girl. When I saw the name Jordan, I just

assumed it was a guy. [’m really sorry for the mix-up. It turns out you are

actually in a mixed-sex group, so please go ahead and change that on the

information sheet. Sorry about that.”
For the condition in which male subjects are initially told that their male partner is
female, the experimenter says:
“I just talked to the other Research Assistant and found out that

your partner is actually a guy. When I saw the name Jordan, I just

assumed it was a girl. I’m really sorry for the mix-up. It turns out you are

actually in a same-sex group, so please go ahead and change that on the

information sheet. Sorry about that.”
5.1.3 Direction of the gender mistake

In order to assess the impact of the direction of the mistake on the degree
to which the mistake affects ensuing patterns of inequality, the design includes
conditions in which males are mistaken for females and conditions in which

females are originally thought to be males. Whenever an individual thinks a male

task partner is female, he or she will experience a loss in relative status once the
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mistake is corrected. When an individual thinks a female is a male, he or she will
gain in relative status when the mistake is corrected. Since actors are motivated
to avoid status loss, I hypothesize that the lingering effects of mistaking a male
for a female are greater than are the lingering effects of mistaking a female for a
male.
5.2 Dependent variables

I hypothesize that gender mistakes affect an actor’s interaction with and
attitudes toward the person who was incorrectly sex categorized. I also
hypothesize that gender mistakes affect an actor’s attitudes toward men and
women more generally, as well as an actor’s subsequent use of sex as a basis for
categorizing others. The dependent variables I measure reflect this dual emphasis
on interaction-specific outcomes and more generalized outcomes.
5.2.1 Interaction-specific Outcomes

The first interaction-specific dependent variable is influence, measured by
whether or not the subject changes her initial choice to agree with her partner’s
choice on the 20 trials in which there is disagreement. The proportion of stay
responses, or P(s), measures this. In addition to the behavioral measure of
influence, subjects provide self-reported measures of influence as part of a
questionnaire administered to each subject after the second round of the Contrast
Sensitivity problems (see Appendix 4 for exact wording of these items). Subjects
are asked the following question: “How often did you change your initial answer
to go along with your partner?” Participants mark their responses by using the

mouse of the computer to move a slider along a scale. The slider position is
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recorded on a scale ranging from zero to 100, with zero indicating the far left side
of the scale (labeled “I never changed my mind to go along with my partner”),
and 100 indicating the far right side (“I always changed my mind to go along with
my partner”).

The second set of interaction specific outcomes measure the subject’s attitudes
about herself and her partner. Expectation states are always relative to others, indicating
that understandings of both one’s own and one’s partner’s performance are likely to be
affected by a change in relative status rankings. Status mistakes are therefore likely to
affect perceptions of one’s own performance, as well as perceptions of one’s partner’s
performance. Subjects are asked to rate how accurate they think their own and their
partners’ initial choices were, as well as how much Contrast Sensitivity ability they
believe they have and how much Contrast Sensitivity ability they believe their partner
has. Subjects use the same 100-point slider scale, with appropriate anchor labels, to
indicate these perceptions.

5.2.2 Generalized Outcomes

The first generalized outcome of interest is the use of sex as a categorization
feature. Consistent with much of the research in social categorization (see, for example,
Stangor et al 1992; Spears et al 1999; Van Twuyver and Van Knippenberg 1998), I use
the name-matching paradigm first developed by Taylor and her colleagues (Taylor 1981;
Taylor et al 1978). As described earlier, in the name-matching paradigm, subjects are
asked to match photographs of target individuals with statements made by those
individuals. In this experiment, the ratio of within-sex errors to total errors made by

subjects represents the degree to which sex is being attended to and used as a basis of
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categorization (Taylor et al 1978; Stangor et al 1992; Spears et al 1999). According to
hypothesis three, the ratio of within-sex errors to total errors will be higher for subjects in
the no mistake conditions than for subjects who did experience a gender mistake.

The second generalized outcome of interest concerns attitudes towards men and
women, particularly attitudes that are sexist and/or that are indicative of a belief in gender
differences. To measure adherence to sexist beliefs, especially those associated with a
belief in presumed gender differences, I use the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI)
developed by Glick and Fiske (Glick and Fiske 1996; Glick et al 2000).

While there are many other currently available measures of sexism, the ASI is
best suited to the purposes of this research for several reasons. Other measures of sexism
tend to measure sexism in terms of either sex-role traditionalism versus egalitarianism
(Spence and Helmreich 1972; Spence et al 1973; Beere et al 1984), or in terms of
attitudes towards current gender-related political issues (Swim et al 1995). Due to the
widespread acceptance of egalitarianism in America in recent years, particularly among
young people (Correll and Bourg 1999), sex-role traditionalism scales are inadequate for
measuring current subtle sexism. Scales like the Modern Sexism Scale (Swim et al
1995), designed to pick up subtle sexism by focusing on gender related political topics,
likewise do not address the kind of gender stereotyping and implicit differentiation
between the sexes that [ believe will be affected by gender mistakes.

The ASI taps two correlated aspects of sexism: Hostile Sexism and Benevolent
Sexism. The Hostile Sexism component corresponds to Allport’s (1954) classic
definition of prejudice and taps negative attitudes toward and stereotypes of women. The

Benevolent Sexism component of the ASI includes a “set of interrelated attitudes toward
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women that are sexist in terms of viewing women stereotypically and in restricted roles
but that are subjectively positive in feeling tone (for the perceiver) and also tend to elicit
behaviors typically categorized as prosocial (e.g., helping) or intimacy-seeking (e.g., self-
disclosure)” (Glick and Fiske 1996, p. 491). The Benevolent Sexism component of the
ASI consists of three sub-factors: Complementary Gender Differentiation, Heterosexual
Intimacy, and Protective Paternalism. It is the inclusion of both subjectively positive and
negative stereotypes of men and women, as well as items specifically measuring belief in
gender differentiation, which makes the ASI ideal for this research. The ASI taps a wide
range of stereotypes and beliefs that are typically cued by sex categorization and are
therefore potentially affected by gender mistakes.
As noted earlier, the exact items included in the ASI are reported in Appendix 4,

A.4.2. The ASI is administered as part of the computerized questionnaire that subjects
complete at the end of the second round of Contrast Sensitivity tasks. As with the other
items included in the computerized questionnaire, subjects indicate their level of
agreement with each statement by using their mouse to move the slider between the left
anchor (Strongly Disagree) and the right anchor (Strongly Agree). Responses are scored
on a 100 point scale, with all items coded such that higher scores indicating greater
agreement with sexist beliefs.
5.3 Manipulation Checks
5.3.1 Scope conditions and other checks

The scope conditions of Status Characteristics Theory state that status beliefs affect
people’s behavior and evaluations of one another in situations where people are working

together on a collective goal or task (Berger et al., 1977; Webster & Foschi, 1988). To
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assess participants’ task orientation, they are asked, “How important to you was it that
your group obtained correct answers?” Collective orientation is assessed by the
following question: “How much attention did you pay to your partner's initial choices?”
Responses are made on a 100 point scale, with higher values indicating higher task and
collective orientation respectively. Each question is asked twice, once after the first
round of the Contrast Sensitivity task, and once after round two. Three participants were
excluded from the analysis because of extremely low task orientation (responses of 20 or
less on the 100 point scale). Two additional subjects were excluded because of responses
of 20 or less on the 100 point scale measuring collective orientation.
As required by the theory, the remaining participants generally considered

it important that their group did well on the task (Round one mean = 73.52, s.d. =
18.60; Round two mean = 71.04, s.d. = 18.28). In addition, participants generally
paid attention to their partners (Round one mean = 69.31, s.d. = 16.55; Round two
mean = 63.22, s.d. = 16.95). These indicate that participants were both task
oriented and collectively oriented.

To assess whether participants were fatigued or frustrated by the length of the
experiment (standard Expectation States experiments last only 1 round, rather
than 2), participants were asked “How frustrated were you during the study?” As
with other items, this was scored on a 100 point scale with higher values
indicating greater frustration. Although participants were slightly frustrated by
the experiment on average (mean = 58.49, s.d. = 22.62), there was no significant

difference in frustration levels between subjects in the mistake conditions and
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those in the no mistake conditions (t = 1.02, p =.31). No participants were
excluded from the analysis because of frustration with the experiment.

Finally, in order to assess how the “gender mistake” made by the experimenter
affected participants’ views of the experimenter, all participants were asked, “How
competent do you think the experimenter was?” This item was also scored on a 100 point
scale, with higher values indicating greater perceived competence of the experimenter. In
general, participants viewed the experimenters as competent (mean = 72.84, s.d. = 17.75).
Participants in the mistake conditions rated the experimenter competence at 69.72, while
those in the no mistake conditions rated the experimenter competence at 75.93. Although
there is a significant difference (t = 2.28, p <.05) between participants in the mistake
conditions and those in the no mistake conditions, it is clear that all participants rated the
experimenters as generally competent, and therefore no participants were excluded for
this reason.

5.3.2 Mistake manipulation

To confirm that the gender mistake manipulation was successful, all
participants were asked to discuss how the mistake affected them. The
experimenter also confirmed with each participant that she knew the correct
gender of her partner at the end of the experiment. By providing an answer to the
question of how the gender mistake affected them, even if they said it did not
affect them at all, participants were indicating that they believed that a gender
mistake had been made. All participants provided some answer that showed that
the gender mistake manipulation was effective. In addition, all participants were

able to identify the “correct” gender of their partner at the end of the experiment.
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5.3.3 Other Issues

An additional eleven participants had to be excluded from the analysis for
various reasons. One participant was excluded because a computer malfunction
precluded them from finishing the experiment. Two other participants were
excluded because an error by the experimenter compromised the experiment.
Finally, seven participants were excluded because they reported excessive

suspicion about one or more aspects of the experiment.

48



CHAPTER 6

ANALYTICAL STRATEGY

6.1 Interaction-specific outcomes

The first hypothesis regarding the lingering effects of gender mistakes on
interaction requires comparing subjects who experience gender mistakes with those who
do not. Since I am interested in the effects of mistaken status information after the
mistake has been corrected, the proportion of stay responses from the second round of
the team task is the main interaction-specific dependent variable of interest.

In round two of the team task, the gender information subjects have about their
partner is the same in corresponding mistake and no mistake conditions. For example,
subjects who originally thought their male partner was female know that they are
working with a male in round two. This gives them the same gender information as the
subjects who always knew they were working with a male partner. If gender mistakes do
not influence behavior once corrected (the null hypothesis), there will be no difference in
the proportion of stay responses in round two for subjects in the mistake conditions and
subjects in the corresponding no mistake conditions. If mistakes do matter, however,
there will be a significant difference in the average proportion of stay responses in round
two between subjects in the mistake conditions and those in the corresponding no mistake
conditions. I use an independent samples t-test to test this hypothesis. These analyses
are performed separately for males and females.

To test for the effects of the direction of the mistake, a repeated measures analysis
of variance to compare the amount of change in influence behavior between rounds for
subjects in the two mistake conditions is appropriate. According to the second

hypothesis, I predict that mistakes in which males are thought to be females will have
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greater lingering effects than mistakes in which females thought to be males. I therefore
expect to find that the between round difference in P(s) scores for subjects who originally
thought a male partner was female will be less than the between round change in P(s)
scores for subjects who originally thought a female partner was male.

I use the same analytical strategies to test for the effects of gender mistakes and
the direction of the gender mistake on subjects’ perceptions of their own and their
partner’s performance at Contrast Sensitivity tasks. I expect that subjects who originally
thought a male partner was female will rate their own accuracy and ability higher, and
will rate their partner’s accuracy and ability lower, even after the mistake is corrected,
than the subjects who believed they were working with a male all along. Subjects who
originally thought a female partner was male are likely to rate their own accuracy and
ability lower, and will rate their partner’s accuracy and ability higher, even after the
mistake is corrected, than the subjects who believed they were working with a female all
along. I further expect that the lingering effects of mistakes in which males are thought
to be females on perceptions of accuracy and ability will be greater than will be the
lingering effects of mistakes in which females thought to be males.

6.2 Generalized outcomes

The results of the name-matching paradigm exercise are used to test the
hypothesis that gender mistakes decrease the use of sex as a basis for social
categorization. In the name-matching paradigm, the key variable indicating
degree of categorization is the ratio of within-category errors to total errors made
when matching individuals to statements. In hypothesis three, I argue that

experiencing a gender mistake will result in decreased use of sex as a social
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category. To test this hypothesis, I use an independent samples t-test to assess the
effects of the presence of a mistake on the ratio of within-sex errors to total errors.
I perform this analysis separately for male and female participants. I expect that
the ratio of within-sex errors to total errors will be significantly higher for
subjects in the no mistake conditions than for subjects in the gender mistake
conditions. Since I have no hypothesis regarding the effects of kind of gender
mistake on sex categorization, my comparison is between participants who
experienced a gender mistake and those who did not.

To test hypothesis four, I create a composite ASI score composed of all of
the Ambivalent Sexism items shown in Appendix 1. To test for the effects of the
presence of a gender mistake on sexism, I will use an independent samples t-test
to compare mean ASI scores of participants who experienced a gender mistake
and those who did not. Separate analyses will be done for male and female
participants. I will also perform t-tests for 