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INTRODUCTION 


“Sexism goes so deep that at first it is hard to see; you think it is just reality.” 


Alix Kates Shulman, Burning Questions: A Novel, 1978  


In the Danish welfare society, which supports equal access to education, healthcare, and social services, 
 we like to think that we have an environment that is respectful and inclusive, that gender is never a 
 limiting factor, and that, when issues arise, people feel at ease to talk about them. As the stories in this 
 book reveal, the reality is different. Instead, we live with stereotypes and biases that foster a sexist 
 culture and lead to behavior that perceives and treats people differently (Muhr & Plotnikof, 2018; 


Romani et al., 2017). The response to our petition reveals how sexism is expressed in a variety of ways, 
 some more subtle and some more openly hostile. Some forms of sexism even appear as well-meaning 
 appraisal or masqueraded as jokes or compliments. This behavior—so common that we refer to it as 


“everyday” sexism—has become a normalized part of navigating workplace dynamics (Bocher, 2020). 


In 1978, author and activist, Alix Kates Shulman wrote the words that began this chapter, which nicely 
 sum up a core learning of this book. Schulman reminds us that many people do not even notice the 
 existence of sexism because it is deeply integrated into our daily lives, experiences, and culture, such as in 
 media, popular culture, politics, family organization, personal relationships, and, consequently, also our 
 workplaces. Sexism at work has been shaping our minds in strange ways, causing employees to neglect, 
 forget, or simply not know that they are entitled to equal respect and acknowledgement regardless of who 
 they are, what they look like, and on what terms they are employed. This deeply embedded yet often 
 invisible force of sexism continues to exist; it infiltrates and subsists in our workplaces and reproduces 
 itself through structures, cultures, and behaviors we are all affected by.  


In this book, you will be reading stories from people who have experienced sexism in a wide variety of 
ways, demonstrating the pervasiveness of sexism. Although our petition invited everyone to share their 
experiences, there was an overwhelming majority of people who identify as women who shared their 
experiences of sexism. Thus, we acknowledge that women in Danish Academia are the dominant 
protagonists of the many stories and examples that you will read about in this book. However, this 
does not in any way reduce sexism to a “women’s issue” because rigid gender roles—assumptions 
about gender and about femininity and masculinity—arise from sexism and hurt everyone. Reducing 
sexism to a “women’s issue” is part of the problem as it excludes men and people who identify as non-



(10)sexism, men experience sexual harassment as well as sexual assault and that gender stereotypes subsist 
 and affect men greatly, too. In fact, those same gender stereotypes may well hinder men from voicing 
 their experiences and participating in the conversation about sexism. Norms of masculinity continue to 
 exist that rest upon the idea that “real men” are those who don’t show their emotions, who don’t reach 
 out for help when they need support, etc. and that reward men for not being soft, weak, or victims. 


With this book, we are not only saying sexism is wrong, but we are also inviting everyone, regardless of 
 with which gender you identify, to reflect upon and consider the impact of gender inequality in your 
 own life. 


Dealing with sexism requires our increased attention to how it develops and manifests itself within social 
 relations. Why? Because sexism is the social reproduction of a wrongdoing that has deep historical roots, 
 legitimizes unfair and unethical behavior, and limits human potential and resources. Ultimately, sexism 
 hold employees back. Sexist behaviors, biases, and gendered expectations have damaging consequences; 


for example, they have been shown to negatively affect employees’ performance, sense of belonging, 
 mental and physical health, and job satisfaction (Dardenne & Dumont, 2007; Bocher et al., 2020). 


Sexism diminishes the possibilities of flourishing as it hijacks our agency and autonomy, holding back 
 employees, our educational institutions, and societies. This book raises awareness and takes action 
 against sexism. Against unwritten gendered expectations, rules, practices, and beliefs about the—often 
 sexist—roles of individuals in our organizations. Unwritten and rarely stated explicitly and thus rarely 
 questioned. We must first learn to listen to and see them if we are to act upon and change them.  


Sexism has consequences for you, for us, for everyone. Sexism, as the stories in this book show, 
 discriminates across and along different gender identifications, and by shaping our language, 


relationships, and collaborations, it affects and diminishes us all. Some speak up and question sexism, 
others try to challenge it more subtly; but mostly we either simply don’t recognize it, or if we do, we 
adapt to it or try to avoid it as an issue. We are all implicated in instances of sexism. Even if we haven’t 
personally experienced sexism, we are likely to witness it or perhaps even behave sexist although this 
might not be our intention. Reading this book might serve as an eye-opener, allowing us to realize that 
we have, in fact, experienced sexism. This is all due to the troubling effects of how sexism has become 
so naturalized and normal that we often don’t even notice it. This book will provide us with the ability 
to see it, to name it, and to respond to it.  



(11)This book:  


-  Acknowledges that the prevalence of different manifestations of sexism is closely linked to the 
 persistent difficulties in achieving gender equality and equity in society at large, which in turn 
 constitutes a structural and cultural barrier to fully mobilizing the human talent independently 
 of gender, race, sexual orientation, or other identity categories.  


-  Holds that gender equality and equity are not the same. Gender equality manifests itself as the 
 difference and plurality when the being of everyone is grounded in equal human rights, dignity, 
 and a commitment to equal opportunities. Equality and freedom are deeply interlinked. Positive 
 freedom manifests itself as our capacities of autonomy and agency to become, that is, as 


possibilities. It is those possibilities that are deeply diminished and constrained by sexist 
 prejudice and discrimination; and equity—as actions to diminish inequality and 


discrimination—is a means to fight that.


-  Is mindful that, despite the existence of organizational diversity and inclusion strategies, a gap 
 still persists between policies, standards, and practice; between de jure and de facto gender 
 equality. And that when sexism occurs, current institutional processes of monitoring, reporting, 
 reconciliation, judgment, and retribution appear ineffective or insufficient.  


-  Notes that it was first in 2019 that the Council of Europe agreed upon an internationally 
 recognized definition of sexism; and while this represents a growing realization of how sexism 
 constitutes a worldwide problem, it also demonstrates how we are just now in the throes of 
 change and that much remains to be done.  


-  Affirms that gender stereotypes and inherent biases shape the norms, behavior, and expectations 
 of us all and that sexism is reinforced by such gender stereotypes affecting all genders.  


-  Is aware that sexism and sexist behavior are perpetrated at the individual, institutional, and 
 societal levels and experienced with detrimental effect at all three levels.  


-  Is concerned that sexism is linked to having a negative impact on employees’ physical and mental 
 health, whereby acts of “everyday” sexism are part of a continuum creating a climate of 
 intimidation, fear, discrimination, exclusion, and insecurity, which limits employees’ 


opportunities and damages their wellbeing. 


-  Commits to contributing to practical solutions and forward-looking initiatives by introducing a 
toolbox with examples, exercises, pedagogics, and multiple knowledge resources that can be 
used as inspiration for change by academic individuals and institutions.  



(12)This book is structured in four parts. First, we introduce the nature and issues of sexism in the chapter 


“Understanding,” which provides information that will help readers understand what sexism is, how it 
 operates, and how it is performed. Secondly, this is followed by the chapter “Exploring,” which 


presents a “methodological mix” including both qualitative and quantitative data to explore the multiple 
 ways in which sexism operates. In the first part, we present an array of vignettes, developed from the 
 accounts and testimonials submitted to our petition, which are divided into different categories of 
 sexism. Each story is part of a category and presents questions that invite readers to work with the 
 complexity of sexism. In the second part, we present our quantitative study—a survey questionnaire—


which we sent out following our petition to capture the extent of sexism. The next chapter, “Acting,” 


includes practical knowledge and exercises for staff and managers to examine how they can approach 
 local efforts to fight sexism, including tangible tips and tools for handling sexism in the workplace. 


Lastly, the book offers a collection of knowledge resources and references to learn more about the 
 complexity and action possibilities to deal with sexism. 


There is a growing realization of how sexism constitutes a worldwide problem; however, we are just 
now in the throes of change, and much remains to be done. We are only in the early stages of 
acknowledging the persistence of sexism and tackling it as an important issue, and so, this book will 
also be updated as time passes. Importantly, dismantling sexism remains a work in progress, and 
hopefully, this book will begin this process and be a first step toward change.  
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CHAPTER I: UNDERSTANDING 



(14)Understanding sexism 


The issue of sexism is complex, which is why we find it important to tackle it in diverse ways—diverse 
 in terms of perspectives, methods, and voices included. Our main concern is that formulating an 
 effective response to sexism requires understanding sexism and the nature of its harm. Thus, the 
 purpose of this chapter is to introduce sexism in its many forms and to address the following 
 questions:  


-  What is sexism?  


-  How is sexism performed?  


-  Why do we perform sexism?  


-  Which factors enable sexism?  


-  What makes it difficult to speak up?  


In part 1, we begin by defining sexism. We introduce the legal definition provided by the Council of 
 Europe. In addition to this legal definition, we dedicate the section interpreting to explain important 
 wording. Lastly, we introduce the term intersectionality to argue that sexism does not operate in 
 isolated ways; rather, sexism intersects with and intensifies other forms of discrimination.    


In part 2, we ask how sexism is performed, and we demonstrate this by means of a continuum to show 
 the complexity and multifaceted ways in which sexism can be performed. Then, we devote a section to 
 explaining the drip-drip effect of sexism. Next, we demonstrate how sexism is performed at three levels: 


1) individual—experienced individually by a person or collectively as a group of persons; 2) institutional 
 and sociocultural—as a “naturalized” and accepted way of navigating the workplace and reflected in the 
 policies and practices of organizations; and 3) structural—as societal systems of domination and 


privilege. To best target sexism, we must be aware of all three levels and how they interact and work 
 together to reproduce sexism.  


In part 3, we ask why we perform sexism. To answer this question, we describe how sexism stems from 
gender stereotypes and unconscious biases, which shape the norms, behavior, and expectations of us 
all; thus, we all engage in discriminatory and sexist behavior. In the first section, we define gender 
stereotypes and unconscious bias and ask where they come from, and we introduce a few examples of 
how they work to demonstrate their pervasiveness and invite the reader to reflect. Next, we explain the 



(15)ongoing challenges of trying to break free from gendered expectations. In this section, we define 
 stereotype threat, the likeability paradox—the warmth/competence scale—and the tight rope bias. 


These all shed light on the question Why do we perform sexism?—and might in turn shed light on the 
 question—as well as with what consequences. 


In part 4, we ask which factors enable sexism. In this section, we give recognition to several 


organizational-level factors, but in particular, we focus on 1) organizational climate (specifically, we 
 outline in which climates sexism is most likely to occur), 2) a “chilly climate,” 3) institutionalized sexist 
 banter, and 4) systemic sexism.  


In part 5, we ask what makes it difficult to speak up. To answer this question, we argue 1) it is costly to 
 speak up, and we explain why; 2) one might not be aware that the act is in fact sexist due to the 


pervasiveness and “naturalized” state of sexism; 3) speaking up holds the victim responsible; and 4) 
 speaking up produces victimization and puts one at risk of victim-blaming.  


In part 6, we offer a dictionary, explaining the difference between sex, gender, and sexuality, and 
 demonstrate how these concepts interlink with sexism. 


In part 7, we introduce a list of reflection questions to ask yourself after you have finished reading this first 
chapter.  



(16)Part 1: What is sexism? A definition  


The precise origin of the term “sexism” is difficult to trace, but it almost certainly dates back to the 
 1960s and the political activities of feminists in various educational establishments (Code, 1991). 


Historically, there has been a tendency to restrict the term sexism to negative attitudes toward women 
 (Glick & Fiske, 1996) because the concept of sexism was originally formulated to raise consciousness 
 about the oppression of women. However, sexism is now considered as “an attitude of prejudice or 
 discriminatory behavior based on gender” (Swim & Hyers, 2009), and the term has been expanded to 
 include the oppression of any gender, including men, non-binary people, transgender people, etc.1
 Oftentimes, people believe that sexism is linked to sex,2 which reduces sexism to acts of sexual 
 objectification, making sexualized remarks, etc.; however, sexism isn’t necessarily about sex. Rather, 
 sexism, as shall be demonstrated below, is a belief-system, and sexist behaviors and attitudes perpetuate 
 gender stereotypes.3  


Introducing a legal definition  


For the purpose of this book as well as its recommendations, sexism is conceptualized in accordance 
 with the definition provided by the Council of Europe:4   


[Sexism is] any act, gesture, visual representation, spoken or written words, practice or 
 behavior based upon the idea that a person or a group of persons is inferior because of 
 their sex, which occurs in the public or private sphere, whether online or offline, with the 
 purpose or effect of:  


i. violating the inherent dignity or rights of a person or a group of persons; or  


ii. resulting in physical, sexual, psychological, or socio-economic harm or suffering to a 
 person or a group of persons; or  


iii. creating an intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating or offensive environment; or  


1 Transgender is when your gender identity differs from the sex on your birth certificate. Non-binary people identify outside the 


traditional categories of male and female. Please refer to our dictionary (part 6) to learn more.  


2 I.e., sexual intercourse  


3 Sex and gender are often used interchangeably despite having different meanings. Please refer to our dictionary to learn the 


difference. 


4 Recommendation CM/Rec(2019)1 adopted by the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe March 27, 2019 



(17)iv. constituting a barrier to the autonomy and full realization of human rights by a person 
 or a group of persons; or  


v. maintaining and reinforcing gender stereotypes. 


Interpreting the legal definition   


Having a clear definition of sexism forces a more general recognition that sexism is a problem; 


however, to further make sense of this definition, we must go through important wording to better 
 understand it.  


“Behavior based upon the idea that….” 


The wording “behavior based upon the idea that a person or group of persons is inferior because of 
 their sex” might make you want to state that such ideas do not resonate with you or that you simply 
 don’t believe in such ideas. However, such an idea does not have to be explicit; thus, we don’t have to 
 believe that, for example, women are inferior for us to be sexist toward women. This idea can also—and 
 most likely will—be implicit and unconscious. The reason for this is that (conscious or unconscious) 
 ideas regarding gender stem from gender stereotypes, whereby males and females are arbitrarily assigned 
 characteristics and roles determined and limited by culturally embedded gendered expectations. For 
 example, the idea that women are natural nurturers lead to men not facing societal expectations to care 
 for their family in the same manner as women, which negatively affects women’s careers and salary but 
 at the same time negatively affect men’s opportunities to take parental leave. In Denmark, for instance, 
 fathers only account for 11% of the parental leave, meaning that, on average, a woman is away on 
 maternity leave for 300 days, while a man takes only 30 days. Thus, even if we might not believe in the 
 idea that women are natural nurturers, these numbers demonstrate how such an idea still informs us 
 about how we should, for example, arrange our caring obligations when we have children. Thus, 
 gendered ideas—conscious or not—still have certain effects on us. And when these effects are 
 systemic, then they are perpetually reinforced.    


“With the purpose or effect of….”   


The wording “with the purpose or effect of” gives recognition to the fact that performing sexism can be 
intentional, an act that is “on purpose,” but it can also be unintentional, “not on purpose,” yet still have 
damaging effects on the individual. In fact, unintentional sexism is very common. The normalization of 
sexism has made it so integrated into our everyday lives that we often fail to recognize it, and equally we 
fail to recognize when we are the ones performing sexism.  



(18)“Maintaining and reinforcing gender stereotypes….”  


Sexism and gender stereotypes are closely related because sexism is a form of discrimination that derives 
 from unconscious bias and is rooted in gender stereotypes. This will be elaborated in parts 4 and 5.  


Intersectionality  


Professor of Law Kimberlé Crenshaw coined the term “intersectionality” in 1989 to describe how race, 
 class, gender, and other individual characteristics (see illustration) intersect and overlap with one 


another and end up reinforcing each other exponentially. Today, the term is widely used to describe the 
 analytic approach to understanding lived experience from the lens of multiple intersecting categories of 
 oppression (Cole, 2009). Intersectionality is a framework that can be used to understand how multiple 
 forms of inequality may operate simultaneously and create systems of disadvantage. The key is that 
 oppressive forms of behaviors within a society, such as racism, ageism, sexism, and homophobia, do 
 not act independently but are instead interrelated and continuously shaped by one another.  


People will experience sexism in ways complicated by other elements of their identity, such as race, 
 ethnicity, religion, ability, gender identity, and sexual orientation. The key to understanding 


discrimination is that it does not operate in silos. For example,  the lived 


experiences and inequalities faced by a black woman will be  different from 
 that of a white woman but also from that of a 


black man. Intersectionality, then, is when 
a person belongs to multiple groups of 
disadvantaged characteristics, such as if 
the person is black, a woman, and gay, 
this person will face multiple threats of 
disadvantage and inequality.  



(19)What might this look like in a work environment? A woman might experience sexism in the form of 
 sexualized comments from a colleague. If she then replies, “I have a girlfriend,” her response might 
 result in a homophobic response from her colleague, such as in the form of an inappropriate joke, 
 saying, “You just haven’t found the right man yet.” This reply is likely to make her upset, but she might 
 choose to say nothing because she does not want to become the “angry black woman,” which is a racial 
 stereotype that characterizes black women as bad-tempered and overly aggressive (Evans & Moore, 
 2015).  


In this example, this person experiences sexism, homophobia, and racism. However, her experiences of 
 being a woman, gay, and black do not exist independently of each other. Rather, they all inform each 
 other, creating a complex intersection of inequalities. 


It will not be possible here to cover the full spectrum of identity categories (religion, class, etc.). 


However, we need to appreciate that the social category of gender is related in complex ways to other 
 social categories, such as race and heterosexuality. This is relevant as an intersectional understanding of 
 sexism is key to recognizing how experiences of sexism—including those shared in this book—can 
 reflect different identity biases concurrently. Thus, the key to understanding discrimination is that it 
 does not operate in silos. Understanding the interconnected nature of oppression will help us realize 
 the interconnected nature of equality and equity.  


It should be noted that while 
 there is a spectrum of gender 
 identities, due to constraints 
 within the existing 


literature, this book often 
brings examples within the 
gender binary—male and 
female.  



(20)Part 2: How is sexism performed? 


In this section, we ask how sexism is performed. To answer this question, we devote attention to the 
 complexity and multifaceted ways in which sexism operates. By means of a continuum model, we 
 demonstrate the many ways in which sexism can be performed.  


This section is intended to contribute to further understanding and dealing with how sexism remains 
 active and hidden in organizational life. Sexism can take the forms of implicit and explicit acts, attitudes, 
 and cultures as well as institutional structures. It can be severe, as seen with sexual harassment, but it 
 also exists in more subtle forms that most people don’t even notice. In the workplace today, extreme, 
 hostile, and overt sexist behaviors are rarely tolerated. However, a sexist mentality—based on gender 
 stereotypes and social prejudice—remains alive and well and often goes unnoticed. While hostile explicit 
 sexism is inarguably bad and inexcusable, this does not mean subtle sexism isn’t also damaging—it can 
 be even more dangerous because it is harder to detect and document, and even harder to call out. 


Subtle sexism is harder to pinpoint and handle, but to neglect the more subtle forms of sexism will not 
 successfully eradicate sexism in the workplace. Thus, overcoming sexism requires an understanding of 
 the wide variety of the ways in which sexism operates.  


Sexism—A continuum  


Given the complexity of sexism, we introduce a 
 continuum model to demonstrate how sexism 
 operates in multifaceted ways. “Everyday” 


sexism and subtle sexist behaviors are at one 
 end of the continuum, and hostile sexism 
 and sexual harassment are located at the 
 other end. At the red end of the continuum, 
 we are dealing with assault or explicit 


discrimination, whereas at the other end, we are 
 dealing with everyday and subtle sexism, which 
 operates in more invisible ways. This form of sexism 
 might make you go “Is it just me? Am I crazy?”  


(You are not.)  



(21)Everyday sexism entails everyday types of experiences—frequently viewed as somewhat harmless remarks 
 and jokes that are just part of organizational reality. However, these acts are often humiliating and 
 contribute to a social climate where employees are demeaned, their self-regard lowered, and their 
 activities and choices restricted in the workplace. Everyday sexism is performed in many different 
 forms such as seemingly harmless comments or jokes about gender, for example, that women are 
 naturally better at collaborating, childcare, cooking, or shopping. Such everyday remarks wherein we 
 associate certain traits with feminine characteristics and, consequently, associate opposite traits with 
 masculine characteristics (Abele & Wojciszke, 2014) contribute to and reproduce gender stereotypes 
 that hurt everyone. When we say that women are more nurturing, compassionate, or intuitive, we 
 distance men from their capacity for gentleness, compassion, intuition. Everyday sexism can also be not 
 offering women work opportunities out of misplaced concern that they may not be able to manage it, 
 such as assuming that women can’t travel because of caring obligations but not assuming the same for 
 men who are fathers.  


Here is an example from our petition: Juliana is asked to arrange a conference. She wishes to share the 
 responsibility of doing so; however, a colleague replies, “But you are the best.” Although she feels 
 acknowledged by that compliment, she also knows that doing this type of work means not having time 
 to do research; therefore, she feels unsure whether this is a genuine compliment. Another colleague 
 says, “Yes we need those good feminine qualities.” Juliana now feels that rather than paying her a 
 compliment, “feminine qualities” are being used as an excuse for her to arrange the conference. This 
 everyday sexist remark reflects a gender stereotypical view of what women are “good at.”5


Subtle sexism is less easily recognized and questioned, partly because it is often taken for granted as part 
 of the organizational culture and practices -“the way things are done here” (Husu, 2005). This makes it 
 difficult to recognize and deal with, particularly in the workplace.  


The subtleness can show itself as, for example, assuming women are sensitive and emotional. When 
 subtle sexism is performed, a normal reaction is to feel put down but unable to really name it for what 
 it is. This form of sexism might not seem worthy of notice to many because it is often unconsciously 
 delivered in subtle snubs or dismissive looks, tones, and actions, such as cutting off women mid-


5Note that the stories from our petition have been re-written to function as a narrative sketch introducing fictional 
characters while effectively representing the real-life examples. We elaborate this process and present more stories in 
Chapter 2, Exploring.



(22)conversation. Subtle sexism is so pervasive and automatic in daily conversations and interactions that it 
 is often dismissed and glossed over as being innocent and innocuous (Swim et al., 2004). This form of 
 sexism often seems so small that by calling it out, one risks being called overly sensitive or overreacting.  


Here is an example from our petition: Louise is having lunch with her colleague Martin and a professor who 
 is their supervisor. At one point, the professor looks at his sock and sees a hole in it. He looks at 


Louise and says: “Now I know what I have you for” and points toward the hole in the sock. Martin and 
 the professor laugh. Louise feels awkward and humiliated. She wonders, “Why would the professor 
 point to her? Why not Martin?” Louise starts feeling self-conscious and insecure, yet she remains silent 
 because this was just a joke.  


Benevolent sexism (often in paternalistic ways, but not necessarily) communicates a more positive attitude 
 toward, for instance, women that appears favorable but is actually sexist because it draws on 


stereotyped and essentialist views that, for example, portray women as incompetent or weak 
 individuals. Benevolent sexism is often referred to as the subjectively perceived “positive” and 


seemingly “civil” form of sexism as it reflects beliefs that, for example, women should be “protected,” 


thus portraying women as weak individuals, or “provided for,” thus portraying women as unable to 
 care for themselves, or “admired,” for example, for their good looks (Glick & Fiske, 1996). This form 
 of sexism essentially applies what some might consider “positive” stereotypes of women, such as being 
 mothering and caring. Thus, rather than insulting women, benevolent sexism “compliments” women 
 based on stereotypes, such as by characterizing women as wonderful but weak. This form of sexism 
 causes patronizing behavior toward women, such as over-helping and restricting them from stressful or 


“dangerous” activities. Take the example from above, assuming that women can’t travel because of 
 caring obligations. Benevolent sexism is not assigning a female employee a task that requires travel 
 because one wishes to do her a “favor” and let a mother be at home with her kids rather than travel. 


This can be viewed as a “favor” or as a form of “chivalrous” attitude toward women; however, 
 these attitudes are damaging, for example, because that travel task could be beneficial for the 


employee’s future career opportunities. Despite the positive feelings benevolent sexism may indicate to 
 the perceiver, its underpinnings lie in traditional gender stereotyping and the harm this causes.  


Here is an example from our petition: Nina is a research assistant on a contract that will soon end, and she is 
experiencing that feeling of fear in regard to her future career. Will she be able to get a PhD position? 



(23)She decides to talk to the department head, who says, “You would probably fit better in a secretary 
 position. I am unsure whether a PhD will be too much for you.”  


Hostile sexism is an aggressive type of prejudice, and its expressions are, arguably, easy to identify (Glick 


& Fiske, 1996). Hostile sexism refers to negative views toward individuals who violate traditional 
 gender roles, such as being hostile toward people who act not in accordance with gender norms and 
 expectations. Hostile sexist behavior is when people, for instance, mock men who demonstrate 
 emotions or ask for parental leave or disparage women who enter traditionally masculine domains. 


Hostile sexism can be explicitly insulting, making threatening or aggressive comments based on a 
 person’s gender, harassing, or threatening someone for defying gender norms. Our petition points to 
 many instances of hostile sexism toward people who identify as women, such as people expressing 
 beliefs about women as incompetent, unintelligent, overly emotional, and sexually manipulative, as 
 expressed in the myth “she slept her way to the top” or calling women “bitches” if they behave 


assertively. This corresponds to existing research demonstrating that when women behave in ways that 
 don’t fit their gender stereotype—for example, by being assertive—they are being penalized for 


straying from gender stereotypes (Heilman, 1993, 2012; Muhr, 2019), but now, new research shows that 
 this also happens to men. New research demonstrates that men also face backlash when they don’t 
 adhere to masculine gender stereotypes, for example, when men show vulnerability, act nicer, display 
 empathy, express sadness, exhibit modesty, and proclaim to be feminists (Rosette et al., 2015). 


Although we received few testimonials from people who identify as men, we have one example of a 
 man defying masculine ideals, in this case, denouncing the stereotypical view that men appreciate any 
 form of sexual attention. Instead of listening and taking the sexually related behavior seriously, the 
 people he is describing the situation to laugh at and ridicule him for speaking up about his experience, 
 which, in itself, reflects a sexist view of gender.  


Here is the example from our petition: Charles begins to notice how Laura is always placing herself right next 
 to him, and soon she also begins to join his other classes. Time passes, and the attention from Laura 
 becomes more and more intensive. Charles is reading her assignment, and as he is checking her 
 references, he is directly linked to a porn-website. He is stunned. He decides the next day to confront 
 Laura about it and to tell her to stop. Charles tells his colleagues about the incident. They all laugh. 


Charles goes to the department head, who also laughs and says: “It is funny to see the university’s 
biggest man be afraid of such a little girl.” 



(24)According to the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI), hostile sexism also characterizes women as 
 whiny competitors who “are seeking special favors,” “exaggerate the problems they have at work,” and 


“complain about being discriminated against”; and, by casting women as complainers unable to succeed 
 without special help, hostile sexism justifies men’s authority and status in the workplace (Glicke & 


Fiske, 1996). Specifically, hostile sexism targets women who, by participating in traditionally male 
 domains, pose a threat to the existing social hierarchy. Hostile sexism predicts negative evaluations of, 
 for example, ambitious professional women (Glick et al., 2015), preferences for male authorities 
 (Rudman & Kilianski, 2000), negative evaluations of female managerial candidates (Masser & 


Abrahams, 2004), beliefs in women’s incompetence in the workplace (Christopher & Wodja, 2008), and 
 opposition to equal pay and opportunity policies (Sibley & Perry, 2010). According to ASI, there exists 
 many hostile sexist myths in our workplaces, for example, that hiring policies favor women over men 
 under the guise of asking for “equality.”  


Here is an example from our petition: Riley was recently hired as an assistant professor. At a team-
 meeting, a male professor said, “Have you seen who they hired in Department X? I think it is so 
 sad to see that the university is now beginning to hire women only because they are women.” 


Another colleague stated, “It’s those damn quotas! Soon every department will be filled with 
 women, and we all know what that means!” Riley was really uncomfortable, but she gathered 
 herself and asked, “What does that mean?” They all laughed. A colleague looked at her and said: 


“How do you feel about only getting hired because you are a woman?” 


Importantly, hostile sexism is also a spectrum, which in severe cases reflect misogyny, that is, the 
 hatred of or contempt for women. It is misogynistic, for example, believing that victims of sexual 
 assault “ask for it” due to their behavior or clothing.  


Sexual harassment in its overt forms includes, for example, unwanted kissing, touching of breasts or 
genitals, all forms of sexual assault, requests for sexual favors, making sexually explicit comments, 
uninvited massages, and sexually suggestive gestures, catcalls, etc. Sexual harassment also takes on more 
subtle forms and includes, for example, asking an employee about their sex life, making sexual jokes, 
commenting on the attractiveness of others in front of a colleague, sending suggestive texts, making 
unwelcomed sexually charged comments, or invitations to meetings that somehow turn into dates. Any 
of these actions can be deemed as sexual harassment if they happen often enough or are severe enough 
to make an employee uncomfortable, intimidated, or distracted enough to interfere with their work. 



(25)Here is an example from our petition: Martin is at the annual Christmas Party, having a great time dancing 
 with a few fellow colleagues all in a good mood and cheerful. At this point, the fact that he identifies as 
 a gay man is well-known among all of his colleagues. Yet, a few moments later a female colleague 
 comes up to him dancing rather closely. At first, Martin thinks, Oh well, this is probably just one of those “He 
 is a gay man, and I can be a little more extroverted around him” kinds of attitudes. Martin keeps on dancing with 
 her to the extent that he feels comfortable. But then she grabs first his ass and then his crotch, smiling 
 as if to tantalize him, and she says, “I might just turn you straight this evening.” 


In sum, sexism comes in various forms and is part of a continuum. Our continuum model demonstrates 
 how one form of sexism cannot readily be distinguished from another; rather, each element in the 
 continuum shades into the other elements. Thus, the different forms of sexism at one end of the 
 continuum make way for more hostile forms of sexism. As several researchers demonstrate, sexual 
 harassment is actually rooted in everyday sexism (Buchanan et al., 2014). This doesn’t mean that, for 
 example, telling a sexist joke is directly linked to sexual harassment; rather, it means that sexist jokes 
 foster a culture where sexual harassment and other forms of harassment can more easily be performed. 


It means that a single joke itself does not do major damage but that each individual sexist joke or 
 comment or act adds up over time, creating a sexist work environment, which in turn reproduces 
 gender inequality. Therefore, a critical focus should be on the connections among the various forms of 
 sexism rather than seeing one form of sexism as a distinct set of discrimination. 


When we react with outrage to acts of hostile sexual harassment or gender violence, we tend to express 
 shock at the perpetrator, and we bracket such perpetrators into “others,” separating them from the 
 society we exist in and the organizations we work within. Such “othering” of offenders is our collective 
 way of saying, “they cannot be us”; however, there is a whole lot of truth in saying, “we enable 


them.” We enable hostile sexism and even gender violence by normalizing everyday sexism; that is, our 
 casual remarks, jokes, everyday attitudes, and actions contribute to this normalization. Even if we are 
 not discriminating directly, or intending to perform sexism, we are contributing to the culture that 
 breeds discrimination, and, furthermore, we help maintain the drip-drip effect of sexism. 


The drip-drip effect of sexism  


The drip-drip effect marks those frequent sexist acts that occur over a long time. Taken individually, 
these acts may not seem like that big a deal. However, that is in part what makes them so damaging 



(26)(Draeger, 2016). If we view (and react to) acts of sexism as isolated instances, these acts may not be in 
 violation with company policy, not prosecutable in court, and they may seem easy to brush off, but it is 
 the repetition of these acts and thus the continuousness of sexism that is harmful in the long run. The 
 real danger lies in it being possible to see sexist comments, acts, or jokes as normal and acceptable. We 
 then create an organizational culture where the ordinary occurrence of sexist behavior leads us all to 
 believe that this is just “how it is,” an organizational “reality” that we must all surrender to and accept 
 as part of everyday working life.  


The drip-drip effect reminds us that everyday subtle sexism and hard-to-detect sexist comments and acts 
 have an insidious effect because over time people start to conform to stereotypes (Steele, 1999), which 
 is called “stereotype threat” (go to part 3 to learn more). People begin to question their own abilities 
 and worth and start experiencing feelings of incompetence, dissatisfaction, and even unsafety in the 
 workplace (Dardenne et al., 2007). In general, the drip-drip effects of sexism negatively affect physical 
 and mental health (Waldo, 1999) and employees’ productivity as well as job satisfaction and 


organizational commitment (Ragins & Cornwell, 2001; Waldo, 1999), increase stress levels (Driscoll et 
 al., 1996), and negatively affect careers as well as organizational culture (Bond et al., 2004; Gutek, 2001). 


Moreover, various studies reveal that sexist jokes and gender stereotypes are some of the main factors 
 in reproducing gender inequality and that sexist humor helps to maintain a sexist social order 


(Kochersberger & Holden, 2013; Bemiller & Schneider, 2010; Crawford, 2000).  


A common implicit assumption of subtle sexism is that its outcomes are less severe than more hostile 
forms of sexism. However, contrary to this assumption, recent research suggests that task performance 
suffers greatly as a result of subtle and benevolent sexism (Dardenne et al., 2007, 2013; Dumont et al., 
2010). Furthermore, research demonstrates that experiencing subtle sexism and hostile sexism actually 
differs in their consequences for performance.  



(27)Experiences of hostile sexism tend to generate 
 less intrusive thoughts since hostility is explicitly 
 manifested and external. Because hostile sexism is 
 easily identified as sexism, related statements are 
 more easily placed back at the person expressing 
 them, and fewer mental intrusions are 


experienced (Dardenne et al., 2007).  


Experiencing hostile sexism is likely to make one 
 angry, which make it easier to identify the 


wrongdoing and justify the desire for retribution. 


We might say that experiencing hostile sexism can 
 serve as a catalyst for developing an “I’ll show 
 them” attitude. However, anger, while a 


meaningful emotional reaction, is not the same as 
 having positive freedom, agency, or power. In 
 cases where there is a major power asymmetry 
 between those that experience hostile sexism and 
 those that commit it, victims feel both angry and 
 powerless.  


On the other hand, subtle sexism—while only implicitly suggesting an individual lack of abilities due to 
 their gender—is harder to categorize as sexism and will therefore not elicit as much motivation to 
 react/resist as hostile sexism. Thus, the drip-drip effect of everyday and subtle sexism has the damaging 
 consequence that we might come to accept sexism instead of fighting it.  


To conclude, sexism—in all its various forms—is harmful, not least because of the drip-drip effect.   


Three levels of experiencing and perpetuating sexism  


To further answer the question as to how sexism is performed, we offer a three-level model of 
 experiencing and perpetuating sexism. With this model, we demonstrate how sexism and sexist 
 behavior occur across the full range of human activity. Importantly, culture is an overarching category 
 that saturates across all levels; thus, culture runs through all levels and glues them together.  


“WOMEN ARE MORE SENSITIVE”


“WOMEN ARE WORSE AT NEGOTI-
 ATING SARY” ”WOMEN CAN’T 


BE IN CHARGE” ”WOMEN 
 ARE SUPPOSED TO BE 


THE CAREGIVER” 


”WOMEN CAN’T 
 WORK IN A 
 TOUGH BUSI-


NESS”


“WOMEN 
 ARE LESS AGENTIC” 


”WOMEN CAN’T WORK HARD”



(28)To combat sexism is to induce behavioral and cultural change at all three levels. The three levels of 
 experiencing and perpetuating sexism are:  


Structural  
 Cultural 
 Individual  


Sexism operates at 1) an individual level, which means that sexism is experienced or perpetuated 
 individually or collectively by a person or a group of persons. Sexism operates at 2) an institutional 
 level, which overall refers to how sexism work as “social reality” shaping our institutions. Lastly, sexism 
 operates at 3) a structural level/societal level, which refers to the societal systems of domination and 
 privilege, such as through societal gender inequalities and social norms and behaviors. This book takes 
 every level into account as they influence each other. Importantly, sexism takes overt, covert, and 
 hidden forms on all these levels.  


Consider this example of how the three levels interconnect: The expectations shaped by societal culture 
 (structural level) for a woman may be that she “naturally” should want to have kids. This woman might 
 not be considered for a promotion (institutional level) because the hiring committee is keeping her 
 potential pregnancy in mind—even if this is not an apparent or outspoken factor. This may well 


influence that woman’s confidence, and she might think she is not fit for the job (individual level). This 
is how structural injustice becomes embodied harm.  



(29)Part 3: Why do we perform sexism?  


In this part, we ask why we perform sexism. We focus on why sexism can happen—even unnoticed. As 
 mentioned, sexism has typically been conceptualized as a reflection of hostility toward women. 


However, this book views sexism as discrimination, prejudice, and stereotyping based on (any) gender. 


To answer the question of why we perform sexism, we describe how sexism derives from (often 
 unconscious) biases and gender stereotypes that shape the norms, behavior, and expectations of us all. 


While sexist behavior can be intentional, the most common forms of sexism are actually rooted in these 
 unconscious biases and gender stereotypes, which we all carry around with us, thus, we all engage in 
 discriminatory and sexist behavior.  


In the first section, we define bias and gender stereotypes. Next, we ask where they come from, and we 
 introduce a few examples of how they work to demonstrate their pervasiveness and invite the reader to 
 reflect. Afterwards, we define stereotype threat and further reflect upon the likeability paradox—


warmth/competency scale, as well as the “tight rope bias.” Thereby, we add to the question of why we 
 perform sexism and supplement with the question, and with what consequences? 


Defining bias and stereotypes  


In general, biases can manifest as prejudiced perceptions of, attitudes toward, or beliefs about an 
 individual or group, and these biases are powerful in the way that they affect behaviors. Bias is 
 prevalent in every aspect of our lives because our brains are hardwired to categorize the things we 
 encounter in order to make sense of the complicated world around us. Instead of using energy on 
 experiencing the world and the people we meet each and every day, our brain lets us save that energy, and 
 instead we experience and interpret the world through biases. In this way, bias is actually our brain’s 
 short-cuts, which allow us to navigate the world without being cognitively overwhelmed. Bias comes in 
 many forms; however, in this book, we focus on gender bias. 


To provide an example: When walking into a room of people one does not know, the first parameter 
one categorizes people along is gender. The next one could be race, it could be class, it could be age, 
and so on. But gender wins pretty much across the board in every culture. 



(30)Unconscious bias happens automatically and outside of 
 our control and is triggered by our brain making quick 
 judgments and assessments of people and situations. 


Unconscious bias describes the associations that we 
 hold when we automatically respond to others, such as 
 men and women or people from different racial or 
 ethnic groups, in different ways (Blair & Lenton, 2001). 


Our biases have a significant influence on our attitudes 
 and behavior because they are deeply ingrained within 
 our thinking and emotions. The key challenges and 
 consequences of unconscious bias is that these biases 
 can and often do run counter or opposite to the stated 
 values of an individual. In this way, unconscious bias 
 can help explain how people who value and support 
 gender equality can still be involved in biased decisions 
 or actions. While unconscious biases serve a purpose—


helping us navigate the world without being 


overwhelmed by information—they implicate on the 
 downside that gender stereotypes are hard-wired into 
 human cognition and social behavior.  


This means that we are all at risk of categorizing people 
 in ways that reproduce discriminatory and sexist 


behavior (Abrams, 2010; Hardin & Banaji, 2013).  


Gender stereotypes  


Gender stereotypes are what people think are “appropriate” roles or behaviors for a given gender, which 
 are determined by cultural prejudices, customs, and traditions. Many of us grow up with this idea, and, 
 without even noticing it, we become biased. Hearing the word “stereotyping” can make us feel 


defensive. Perhaps we want to state, “I don’t judge” or “I know not to use stereotypical language.” 


Unfortunately, much of this happens unconsciously.  


Bias is making assumptions about 
 individuals based on which social groups 


(e.g., gender, sexuality, ethnicity, or 
 religion) they belong to. For instance, 


rather than assessing a particular 
 individual’s actual skills, one assumes they 


will be good (or bad) at something simply 
 based on their social group. 


Gender bias is favoring a specific 
 individual over another based on 
 assumptions about their gender. For 
 instance, choosing a male employee for a 


statistics task because he is male and 
 therefore assumed to be good at math, or 
 choosing a female employee to take on care 


tasks because she is female and therefore 
 assumed to be good at care tasks.  


Unconscious bias is an automatic or 
 implicit assessment—a gut feeling—that is 


allowed to determine choices or actions. 


Gender stereotypes are beliefs about what 
 men and women are good and bad at. The 
 most common gender stereotypes are that 


men are assumed to be agentic, while 
 women are assumed to be communal. 


These stereotypical beliefs often lead 
 people to assume that men are better 
 qualified for high-status and well-paid jobs, 


while women are better qualified for low-
status and un/under-paid jobs.  



(31)Even when we say that we are open-minded and not prejudiced, these biases may still creep up on us:  


Women are more emotional. 


Men are more assertive. 


Women are natural nurturers.  


Men are better at taking risks.  


Women with children are less devoted to their jobs.   


Men who are emotional are “unmanly” and likely gay.  


Even if one does not believe these generalized gendered statements or perhaps wants to reject them, 
 these biases plague us all and affect behavior without us consciously realizing it (Muhr, 2019). 


Moreover, these generalized statements come in opposing pairs, one of which is tacit. For example, 


“women are natural nurturers,” therefore, tacitly, “men are not natural nurturers”; and “men are better 
 at taking risks,” so tacitly, “women are worse at taking risks”; “women with children are less devoted to 
 their jobs,” so tacitly, “men with children are more devoted to their jobs,” and so on. It is important to 
 be aware of the tacit underlying assumption in the pair.  


Gender beliefs, probably more than most people realize, are incredibly powerful in (re-)producing our 
 culture and organizations, our behavior, and the way that we go about our daily lives. Part of the reason 
 for this is that gender is the dominant basis for categorization, across virtually all social contexts.  


What we see represented in our 
 society also implicates how much we 
 buy in to these stereotypes. For 
 example, because our society is filled 
 disproportionally with men in top 
 positions, we are going to associate 


“male” with “leader” and 


“competence” and “female” with 


“home” and “family.”  



(32)This is also supported by theoretical models of discrimination, such as lack of fit (Heilman, 1993, 2012) 
 and think manager, think male (Schein, 1973, 2001), which are among the most well-examined and 
 empirically supported theories of gender bias in the psychology literature. These theoretical 


explanations argue that there can be a mismatch between what men and women are perceived to be like 
 (i.e., gender stereotypes) and what is thought to predict success in specific occupations (i.e., job 


stereotypes). This perceived mismatch or incongruity between gender stereotypes and job stereotypes 
 leads to negative performance expectations for both women and men in gender-incongruent domains 
 and, in turn, gives rise to gender discrimination. 


Here is an example. If we walk into a job interview assessing a woman, our unconscious bias will likely 
 assign “feminine” characteristics to her, for example, we believe her to be communal, and therefore, 
 tacitly, less aggressive. If that woman is more aggressive than we expected (or we might say what our 
 unconscious bias expects), we will most likely react differently to her. There is a big chance that we are 
 reacting to her in a way that is different than we would react to her if she were a man. This is where 
 stereotyping gets us in trouble because all of this more often than not happens unconsciously.  


Where do our biases come from?  


We barely even notice them—the insidious terms that are part of the fabric of our daily lives. We often 
 use different language to describe men and women, and, on closer inspection, we see bias is hidden in 
 our language (Muhr, 2019). Consider the term “working mother” or “career woman.” Have you ever 
 heard of a “working father” or a “career man”? Or take the word “bossy,” which is mostly used to refer 
 to women who assert themselves. It’s a term rarely used to describe men as they are more likely to be 
 described as “confident”—the implication being that women should not express strong opinions.  


The Danish language consists of many gendered expressions (and Danish is not even the worst language 
 in this respect). Consider these few examples of particular job descriptions: Formand /chairman; 


Karrierekvinde / career woman; Politimand /police officer; Barnepige / nanny; Flyttemand /mover; 


Rengøringsdame / cleaning lady. The gendered connotation of these expressions varies from language 
to language, but for English examples, we could also emphasize examples such as businessman or 
waitress.  



(33)And why do we say “male nurse” or “female contractor”? Language—in this way—expresses that the 
 normative expectation is that a nurse is female, and a contractor is male. In a similar way, when we use 
 the masculine pronouns (he, him, his) to refer to people in general, such as “a professor should be fair to 
 his students,” we are taking for granted that the professor is a “he.”   


Language does not just reflect the world; it co-creates the world in which we live and enact on a daily 
 basis. Thus, language shows us two things—not only does it signal and demarcate the presence of 
 sexism in society, but it also reproduces and reinforces sexist behaviors, beliefs, and perceptions. In 
 other words, our language reveals that we do not have gender equality within the labor market; 


however, language also holds us back from achieving it. Put simply, gendered language is that which 
 promotes (negative or positive) bias toward one gender while simultaneously entrenching such bias 
 further. For example, because we expect the nurse to be female and the contractor to be male, we are 
 more likely to hire/contract a so-gendered person for the job, which reproduces biases and gender 
 inequality at large.  


In sum, sexist behavior can be intentional. However, the most common forms of sexism are rooted in 
 these unconscious biases and gender stereotypes, which we all carry around with us; thus, we all engage 
 in discriminatory and sexist behavior. We need to acknowledge that bias and stereotypes are rooted in 
 social consensus, and therefore, they are not random; rather, they are systematic. Within a given society, 
 the likes, dislikes, and beliefs that constrain some and privilege others occur in patterns that 


systematically oppress subordinates while further ingraining the superiority of the dominants.  


Unconscious bias and stereotyping aren’t limited to judgments of others but also affect self-judgment 
 and behavior, especially with regard to intellectual performance. Moreover, they set the boundaries (or 
 ideals) for what is deemed “appropriate” or “normal” for one’s gender, thus, limiting us all. We turn to 
 this now.  


Why do we perform sexism? —And with what consequences? 


In this section, we add to the question of why we perform sexism and supplement with the question, 
and with what consequences? So far, we have focused on the impact that unconscious biases and gender 
stereotypes can have on our behavior toward other people, but they can also impact on perceptions of 
self in relation to stereotypes that we think apply to ourselves, and they set limits and restrict our 



(34)Stereotype threat  


In this section, we explain the term stereotype threat and demonstrate by means of a model how 
 gender stereotypes affect behavior so that we come to act according to a given stereotype and, thus, 
 end up confirming the stereotype. Importantly, stereotype threat happens whether the stereotype is 
 positive or negative.  


A damaging consequence of unconscious bias and gender stereotypes is stereotype threat. Stereotyping 
 includes “the threat of being viewed through the lens of a negative stereotype or the fear of doing 
 something that would inadvertently confirm that stereotype” (Steele, 1998). Stereotype threat affects 
 members of any group about whom there exists negative stereotypes. When activated, stereotype threat 
 causes people to perform according to the stereotypical bias when they are reminded of this negative 
 bias prior to performing a task. This is due to a neurobiological reaction—the perceived threat 
 stimulates cortisol production in the brain (Inzlicht & Kang, 2010, 2014).  


Studies have demonstrated that when participants (in experimental situations) were reminded of 
 belonging to an identity category linked to a negative stereotype, such as by stereotypical pictures in a 
 classroom or on the way to a job interview, the stereotype threat gets activated. For example, causing 
 women to underperform in, for example, math tests (stereotypically masculine skills) and men to 
 underperform in tests designed to measure “social sensitivity” (stereotypically feminine skill). 


Stereotype threat is likely to occur in workplace settings, and it is important to be aware of because of 
 its potential for harm (Koenig et al., 2011).  


As the model (below) illustrates, stereotype threat becomes a kind of “self-fulfilling prophecy.” 


Importantly, whether positive or negative, stereotype threat affects self-perceptions. Furthermore, 
evidence suggest that stereotype threat is actually more likely to occur when the relevant stereotypes are 
made salient in subtle ways rather than blatantly (Shih et al., 2002).  



(35)The likeability paradox—Warm but incompetent 


Despite women’s willingness to negotiate gender boundaries, women have often found that their 
 leadership choices and actions were restricted by others’ expectations based upon stereotypes 
 (Christman & McClellan, 2012). According to the Stereotype Content Model (Fiske et al., 2002), 
 women are oftentimes stereotyped as either warm and incompetent or as cold and competent (see also 
 Eckes, 2002). As a result of these ambivalent stereotypes, women face an impression management 
 dilemma: when they display competence, they risk being disliked, but when they display warmth, they 
 risk being disrespected. Thus, even though stereotypes of women contain positive traits, (e.g., caring, 
 nurturing), the positive traits to social-emotional, not agentic dimensions influence how women are 
 portrayed as being “nice” and “warm” but “incompetent.”  


Women are often socially and culturally expected to be nurturing and likeable, which in turn restricts 
 their consideration for a leadership position because our understanding of leadership is based on more 
 masculine-associated values/traits. If a woman performs “masculinity,” such as by behaving assertively, 
 dominant, etc., it goes against what our unconscious biases tell us are appropriate ways for a woman to 
 behave. The response to a woman performing “masculinity” is thus often negative because she is acting 
 in contradiction to gendered norms and our unconscious biases, which inform us on what is 


“acceptable” behavior and what is not. In fact, numerous studies have found that women who display 
 leadership qualities are perceived as less likeable (Heilman, 1993; Eagly & Karau, 1995) This 


corresponds with more recent studies (Stoker et al., 2012), including a meta-analysis of predominately 
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