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Abstract 

 Contrary to expectations about solidarity and sisterhood between women, women 

managers sometimes distance themselves from junior women in the workplace when facing 

identity threat, that is, the feeling that one's social identity—such as race or gender—is 

devalued or undermined. For example, women managers might distance themselves from 

lower status, junior women by seeing themselves as more masculine and career committed 

than their junior women colleagues. To advance our understanding of how to combat self-

group distancing, the present research proposed and tested whether taking the perspective of 

junior women would attenuate these ingroup-distancing tendencies in women managers. 

Findings from a field study and an experimental study indicated that women managers 

reported greater self-distancing from junior women (on masculine trait perceptions), 

compared to women employees. As predicted, this effect was attenuated for women managers 

with high levels of perspective-taking (Study 1), and for women who were experimentally led 

to take the perspective of junior women (Study 2). For ratings of career commitment and 

support for affirmative actions, we did not replicate the self-ingroup distancing effect 

reported in the literature. Theoretical and practical implications of these findings are 

discussed. 

 

Keywords: women leaders; self-ingroup distancing; social identity threat; perspective-taking; 

power; queen bee 
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The Role of Perspective-Taking in Attenuating Self-Group Distancing in Women 

Managers 

“Empowered Women Empower Women” --Unknown 

This quote reflects the hope that women in high-status, high-power positions will 

empower, support, and act as inspirational role models to other women (Ely, 1995; Ragins & 

Scandura, 1994). Building on this assumption of solidarity and sisterhood between women 

(see Mavin, 2006), it may appear logical to conclude that a higher number of women in high-

status, high-power positions in organizations will foster gender equality in management.  

Yet, this solution is compromised by the fact that, under certain conditions, women 

managers might not act supportive toward more junior women. Some women who achieve 

high-status, high-power roles in male-dominated organizations may “behave in ways that 

impede rather than help the advancement of other women” (p. 903, Faniko et al., 2016). For 

instance, some women managers may propagate harmful gender stereotypes against junior 

women (e.g., by endorsing stereotypes of junior women as less ambitious and less committed 

than men) and provide less support to junior women than junior men (e.g., Derks et al., 2016; 

Kulich et al., 2015; Paustian-Underdahl et al., 2017). This self-distancing of women 

managers from their gender ingroup aids and abets the status quo of women’s 

underrepresentation in leadership roles and diminishes career opportunities for other women 

(see Ellemers et al., 2012).  

As such, scholars and practitioners alike have a vested interest in understanding the 

circumstances that lead to self-ingroup distancing and how to combat it. The present work 

responds to the call by Derks et al. (2016; p. 465) to “focus on discovering ways to eliminate 

this dynamic” and adds to the scarce amount of research on strategies for reducing self-

ingroup responses (e.g., Derks et al., 2009; Derks et al., 2011). Across two studies, we 

propose and test perspective-taking as a factor that may prevent self-ingroup distancing. Our 
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findings yield important implications for both theory and practice by enriching our 

understanding of ingroup distancing tendencies and informing interventions in organizations 

that seek to prevent or attenuate potentially harmful self-ingroup distancing, respectively. 

Self-Group Distancing 

Self-group distancing among women—originally coined, “the queen bee” syndrome 

(Staines et al., 1974)—can take different forms. In previous research that focused on women 

in power and the work context, self-group distancing of women managers was examined in 

three ways (e.g., Derks et al., 2016): (a) distancing from junior women, by rating their own 

career commitment higher than that of junior women; (b) assimilation to the higher-status 

group of men, by providing highly masculine self-presentations; and (c) legitimizing the 

current status quo of gender imbalance in power, status, and leadership, by objecting to 

policies that would address gender inequalities and improve women’s current status. Scholars 

argue that such reactions are context-dependent, a consequence of various challenges 

experienced by women rising to leadership in organizations (e.g., Paustian-Underdahl et al., 

2017), and due to competition between women brought about by scarce resources and 

opportunities in the workplace (see Sheppard & Aquino, 2013). 

From a social identity perspective (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), self-group distancing 

behavior could be regarded as “an individual mobility response to the identity threat that 

women may encounter at work” (p. 904, Faniko et al., 2016). Discriminatory or masculine 

organizational contexts or roles can be threatening environments for women managers if they 

perceive that their gender identity is devalued. A woman who has risen in the social hierarchy 

through means of professional mobility has to manage two conflicting identities: her ascribed 

low-status identity of being a woman and her achieved high-status identity of being a 

manager (Chipeaux et al., 2017; Kulich et al., 2015). Self-group distancing serves as an 

individual mobility strategy that allows women to focus on the valued professional identity 
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while downplaying the less valued identity associated with being a woman. Role congruity 

theory (Eagly & Karau, 2002) also considers the perceived incongruity between the 

communal qualities (e.g., kind, affectionate) of the female gender role and the masculine-

agentic (e.g., assertive, independent) qualities of the management role. In contrast to the 

management role, the lower-status role of an employee (or follower) has been found to be 

congruent with the communal qualities of the feminine gender role (Braun et al., 2017; Eagly 

& Karau, 2002). Hence women who make it into the management ranks of an organization 

might experience their feminine gender identity to be at odds with their achieved identity of 

being a manager. 

It follows that continued association with the devalued group can bear a threat to these 

individuals’ identities, who try to establish themselves in these higher spheres. One strategy 

to reduce this threat is for these individuals to define their identity more in terms of traits 

associated with their new high-status ingroup (manager) rather than their low-status group of 

origin (women) (i.e., to distance themselves from their low-status ingroup, that is, women in 

more junior roles; Ellemers, 2001). In short, self-group distancing reactions are “examples of 

self-protecting social mobility responses to identity threat experienced by lower-status groups 

in contexts of inequity” (p. 439, Paustian-Underdahl et al., 2017). 

Previous studies found that women managers showed a tendency to describe 

themselves as more masculine than junior women in their organizations, to see themselves as 

more committed to their careers than junior women to theirs, and to support affirmative 

action less than junior women (see Derks et al., 2016 for an overview). Such self-group 

distancing is more likely to exist in male-dominated settings, and in organizations with 

adverse diversity climates (Derks et al., 2016; Paustian-Underdahl et al., 2017). Indeed, 

women managers who experienced or were reminded of gender discrimination showed 

greater self-group distancing from other women (Derks et al., 2016), and women employees 
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perceived lower perceived supervisor support from managers of the same gender or racial 

low-status ingroup, particularly in adverse diversity climates (Paustian-Underdahl et al., 

2017).  

Given the drastic consequences of self-group distancing for junior women, women 

leaders, the organization, and the gender hierarchy (for an overview, see Derks et al., 2016), 

it is imperative to identify and test potential ways for reducing self-group distancing in the 

workplace. Up to this point, strategies proposed and examined to combat self-group 

distancing have focused on self-affirmation strategies and reducing the belief in system 

legitimacy. Self-affirmation strategies aim to reduce social identity threat, for instance, by 

providing women with positive feedback from supervisors (e.g., Derks et al., 2011), with this 

focus on personal values and accomplishments affirming the self-concept (e.g., Aronson et 

al., 1999) and thus reducing threat and the need to distance from more junior women. 

Another set of strategies aims to reduce the belief in system legitimacy, for example, by 

increasing awareness of personal discrimination which has been found to elicit higher 

identification with one’s group (Branscombe et al., 1999) and is likely to promote collective 

rather than individual coping strategies. Our investigation focuses on perspective-taking as a 

third potential strategy for preventing, or at least reducing self-group distancing by women 

managers.   

Reducing Self-Group Distancing Through Perspective-Taking   

The ability to imagine the world from another’s point of view is a fundamental aspect 

of social functioning (Davis, 1983). It is therefore not surprising that perspective-taking is 

associated with social competence (Davis, 1983), moral development (Kohlberg, 1976), 

empathy and altruism (Cialdini et al., 1997), and decreases in system-justifying beliefs (Li & 

Edwards, 2021). Further, perspective-taking can reduce stereotyping and negative evaluations 

of outgroup members (e.g., Galinsky & Moskowitz, 2000; Todd et al., 2011). Additionally, 
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studies have demonstrated that the positive effects of perspective-taking on intergroup 

evaluations are quite robust and that these effects are evident in the immediate experimental 

context and persistent over time (e.g., Clore & Jeffery, 1972; Devine et al., 2012).  

We believe that perspective-taking may be especially important for reducing self-

group distancing among women in leadership roles given that power can often lead to 

outcomes that conflict with perspective-taking (Galinsky et al., 2006). For example, power 

was found to reduce compassion (Van Kleef et al., 2008), attention to others’ emotions 

(Galinsky et al., 2006), empathic accuracy (Kraus et al., 2010), an accurate understanding of 

alliances (Brion & Anderson, 2013), and to be associated with social distance (Magee & 

Smith, 2013). Moreover, women imagining the self in a powerful position reported reduced 

gender identification and increased endorsement of sexism (Vial & Napier, 2017). Why is it 

that the powerful attend less to the perspectives of others?  

First, individuals in power hold control over valuable resources and therefore they are 

less reliant on others to accomplish goals (Galinsky et al., 2006). Second, power usually 

comes with increased attentional demands, which makes it more challenging for power 

holders to adopt the perspective of those under their charge (Fiske, 1993). Finally, whereas 

perspective-taking results in others becoming more “self-like” (Davis et al., 1996), having 

power fosters psychological distance from other people (Lee & Tiedens, 2001). For women, 

in addition to these effects, the enactment of power in leader roles mostly happens in identity-

threatening environments (Derks et al., 2016), thus they may be particularly vulnerable 

creating even stronger distance from others. These theoretical perspectives and related 

findings suggest that contrary to ideas about solidarity and sisterhood between women (see 

Mavin, 2006), women managers who are in positions of power might not act as change 

agents for junior women in work settings. Yet, perspective-taking may serve to mitigate this 

phenomenon, given that power and perspective-taking can produce synergistic effects, with 
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perspective-taking steering power holders’ agentic tendencies away from the self to others 

and with power “propelling people to act on their understanding of others” (p. 628; Galinsky 

et al., 2014).  

To conclude, if we consider that women managers and junior women in work settings 

form two sub-categories of their gender group  (Faniko et al., 2017), we can assume that 

women managers (i.e., those with more power), in organizations where most leadership 

positions are held by men, view junior women as an out-group and as fulfilling the 

stereotypical perception of women as being “less adequate” for leadership (Eagly & Karau, 

2002). This might contribute to self-group distancing and detachment of women managers 

from other, more junior women. We propose here that perspective-taking may be an effective 

strategy to reduce self-group distancing by women managers such that ingroup distancing (in 

terms of masculine trait ascription, career commitment, and affirmative action support) may 

be attenuated when they take the perspective of junior women.  

The Present Research  

The aim of the present research is to investigate (a) the role of hierarchical position on 

self-group distancing, and (b) the role of perspective-taking in mitigating these self-group 

distancing responses toward junior women. We examined these research questions in two 

studies - one field study with public sector employees from Malta (Study 1) and one 

experimental study with MTurk workers from the United States (Study 2). In our work, the 

term ‘junior women’ refers to the evaluated target group of women in junior positions in 

organizations and the terms ‘employees’ and ‘managers’ refer to the group of women 

participants who occupy an employee position or a managerial position, respectively.  

Building on Faniko et al. (2017), Study 1 tests the role of women’s hierarchical 

position (manager vs employee) on three self-group distancing outcomes. In a novel 

extension of this research, Study 1 also examines the moderating role of perspective-taking in 
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predicting how women in managerial versus employee positions differ in responses 

associated with the self-group distancing phenomenon. Using an experimental design, Study 

2 then manipulates perspective-taking in both women managers and women employees to test 

whether taking the perspective of ‘junior women’ reduces self-group distancing of managers 

toward the target group of junior women. Specifically, we experimentally created a 

psychological state that is junior women-focused (vs self-focused vs other-focused) to 

establish causally that perspective-taking through the focus on junior women can attenuate 

the self-group distancing responses of managers toward junior women. Overall, we test two 

specific hypotheses in the present research:  

Hypothesis 1: Women managers (compared to women employees) will report stronger 

self-distancing from women occupying junior positions. Specifically, managers will rate 

themselves as more masculine (H1a) and more career committed (H1b) than they will rate 

junior women; managers will also rate themselves as more masculine and career committed 

compared to self-ratings of employees. Moreover, women managers will be less likely to 

support affirmative actions for (junior) women, compared to women employees (H1c). 

Hypothesis 2: Taking the perspective of junior women (vs not) will attenuate the self 

vs junior women distancing effect. Specifically, women managers will show less self-

distancing from junior women when taking the perspective of junior women, that is, lower 

distancing in masculinity (H2a) and career commitment ratings (H2b), and an increase in the 

support of affirmative action for junior women (H2c). 

Transparency  

The de-identified dataset and analysis code of Study 1 are available by emailing the 

corresponding author for Study 1. All data, analysis code, and research materials are available 

on OSF for Study 2 (https://osf.io/vc9ed). Study 2’s design, hypotheses, and analysis were 

pre-registered (https://osf.io/ajknu) and additional pre-registered exploratory questions were 
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formulated for the measures included in the Supplementary Materials. Ethical approval was 

obtained for Studies 1 and 2.  

Study 1 

Participants 

We sent an online survey to 5,000 public employees in Malta and obtained 547 

completed surveys across all employees (reflective of a response rate of 11%). Respondents 

were 314 women, 233 men, and 5 individuals who did not indicate their sex. Given the focus 

of our study on women managers and women employees only, we analysed the data from the 

314 women participants (mean age = 40.75, SD = 9.66). On average, participants had been 

working in their current organization for 13.96 years (SD = 10.76), with 92.7% working full-

time, 170 (54.1%) women held an employee/non-managerial position and 144 (45.9%) 

women a managerial position.  

A priori power analyses using G*power3 (Faul et al., 2007) indicated that achieving 

95% power to detect a medium effect size (f = 0.25) at α = .05 would require 210 participants 

in a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) and 119 participants in a regression model with 

three predictors (f2 = 0.15). Sufficient data were subsequently collected. 

Measures  

All items were measured using 7-point Likert rating scales ranging from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Measures are indicated in chronological order. A list of 

additional exploratory measures and a correlation table between all measures (SM Table 1) 

can be found in the Supplementary Materials. 

Self-Group Distancing Indicators  

As per previous studies (e.g., Faniko et al., 2017), we measured three indicators of the 

self-group distancing phenomenon expressed by women managers toward “female junior 

colleagues”.  
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Perceived Masculinity. Four attributes (assertive, having leadership abilities, willing 

to take risks, dominant) taken from Bem’s Sex Role Inventory (Bem, 1974, see also Faniko et 

al., 2016) measured perceived masculinity. Participants indicated the degree to which these 

attributes were characteristic of the self (α = .71, M = 5.09, SD = 0.96), and of junior women 

(α = .76, M = 4.50, SD = 1.09). 

Perceived Career Commitment. On three items from Ellemers et al. (1998), see also 

Faniko et al. (2016), participants rated their personal career commitment (α = .90, M = 4.36, 

SD = 1.62, e.g., “My career is one of the most important things in my life”) as well as the 

career commitment of junior women at the beginning of their career (α = .96, M = 4.78, SD = 

1.45, e.g., “The career is one of the most important things in their life”). 

Support for Affirmative Action. Participants rated their agreement with seven 

affirmative action items from Tougas and Veilleux (1988; α = .90, M = 5.79, SD = 0.97, e.g., 

“I am in favor of implementing training programs designed to give women access to non-

traditional jobs”; “I am in favor of implementing an equality of access program”). 

Perspective-Taking 

Perspective-taking is the tendency to adopt the psychological point of view of others 

and is often assessed using the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI, Davis, 1980; see for 

example, Wang et al., 2014). Participants rated their agreement with seven items (α = .73, M 

= 5.29, SD = 0.74, e.g. “I sometimes find it difficult to see things from the “other person’s” 

point of view”, “I try to look at everybody’s side of a disagreement before I make a 

decision”). 

Hierarchical Position 

Participants reported the organizational level they had achieved amongst five response 

options. The option “Employee/non-manager” (54.1%) became the ‘employee’ category, the 

four remaining options “Team leader/supervisor” (23.6%), “Middle manager” (11.5%), 
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“Upper-level management” (8.9%), or “Chief Officer/Director” (1.9%) were combined into 

the ‘manager’ category (45.9%).    

Results 

We performed two repeated measures ANOVAs on ratings of masculinity and career 

commitment. The design was 2 (Target: self vs junior women) within-participant × 2 

(Hierarchical Position: employee = -1 vs manager = 1) between-participants × Perspective-

Taking (continuous, grand-mean centered). We carried out ANOVAs with repeated measures 

rather than linear regression with a difference score of self and junior ratings because in H1 

we predict not only effects on self-junior women comparisons but also an effect comparing 

self-ratings of women managers and women employees on perceived masculinity. The 

correlations between the focal variables and exploratory variables are displayed in Table 1 of 

the Supplementary Materials.  

Perceived Masculinity 

 The main effect for Target was significant, F(1, 310) = 63.63, p < .001, ηp
2 = 0.17, 

whereby women rated their own masculinity (M = 5.11, SE = 0.54) as higher than the 

masculinity of junior women (M = 4.47, SE = 0.06). Additionally, this main effect was 

qualified by a Target × Hierarchical Position interaction, F(1, 310) = 19.97, p < .001, ηp
2 = 

0.06. Simple slope analyses showed that, as predicted by Hypothesis 1a, managers rated 

themselves (M = 5.29, SE = 0.08) as higher in masculinity than they rated junior women (M = 

4.29, SE = 0.09),  B = 1.00, SE = 0.12, p < .001, 95% CI [0.77, 1.23], and that, although this 

self-distancing effect also occurred for employees (self: M = 4.93, SE = 0.07, junior women: 

M = 4.65, SE = 0.08),  B = 0.28, SE = 0.11, p = .010, 95% CI [0.07, 0.50], its effect size was 

almost only one tenth the magnitude (employees: ηp
2 = 0.02 vs managers: ηp

2 = 0.19). 

Moreover, as predicted, managers rated themselves as more masculine (M = 5.29, SE = 0.08) 

than did employees (M = 4.93, SE = 0.07), B = 0.18, SE = 0.05, p < .001, 95% CI [0.07, 
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0.28]. In summary, in line with Hypothesis 1a, women managers showed greater distancing 

from junior women on the masculinity dimension than did women employees. Moreover, 

they considered themselves more masculine than women employees considered themselves.  

As predicted by Hypothesis 2a, the Target × Hierarchical Position × Perspective-

Taking interaction was also significant, F(1, 310) = 4.76, p = .030, ηp
2 = 0.02. Decomposing 

this interaction within hierarchical position yielded a Target × Perspective-Taking interaction 

for managers, F(1, 310) = 5.39, p = .021, ηp
2 = 0.02, but not employees, F(1, 310) = 0.49, p = 

.483, ηp
2 < 0.01. Simple slopes showed that, among managers, high perspective-taking (+1 

SD) was associated with higher masculinity ratings of the self (M = 5.26, SE = 0.11) than of 

junior women (M = 4.54, SE = 0.12), B = 0.72, SE = 0.16, p < .001, 95% CI [0.42, 1.03]. 

However, this effect was more pronounced for low perspective-taking (-1 SD, self: M = 5.31, 

SE = 0.12; junior: M = 4.04, SE = 0.13), B = 1.27, SE = 0.18, p < .001, 95% CI [0.92, 1.62], 

indicated by an effect size that was more than double the size for low perspective takers (ηp
2 

= 0.14 vs high perspective takers: ηp
2 = 0.07). Means are displayed in Figure 1.  

Career Commitment 

The main effect of Target was significant, F(1, 310) = 13.32, p < .001, ηp
2 = 0.04, 

whereby women reported lower career commitment for themselves (M = 4.34, SE = 0.09) 

than for junior women (M = 4.78, SE = 0.08). The Target × Hierarchical Position interaction, 

F(1, 310) = 2.38, p = .124, ηp
2 < 0.01, predicted by Hypothesis 1b and the Target × 

Hierarchical Position × Perspective-Taking interaction, F(1, 310) = 1.63, p = .203, ηp
2 < 0.01, 

predicted by Hypothesis 2b, were not significant. The Target × Perspective-Taking 

interaction was also not significant (p = .079). 

Support for Affirmative Action 

We carried out an ANOVA with Hierarchical Position (Manager = 1 vs. Employee = -

1) and Perspective-Taking (continuous, grand-mean centered) as independent variables and 
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support for affirmative action as the dependent variable. The main effect of Hierarchical 

Position was significant, F(1, 310) = 5.26, p = .023, ηp
2 = 0.02, whereby as expected in 

Hypothesis 1c, employees indicated higher support for affirmative action (M = 5.92, SE = 

0.07) than did managers (M = 5.67, SE = 0.08). The critical Hierarchical Position × 

Perspective-Taking interaction predicted by Hypothesis 2c was not significant (F(1, 310) = 

1.37, p = .243, ηp
2 < 0.01). However, the main effect of Perspective-Taking was significant, 

F(1, 310) = 14.69, p < .001, ηp
2 = 0.05, showing that support for affirmative action was 

higher for high perspective-takers (+1 SD, M = 6.00, SE = 0.08) than low perspective-takers 

(-1 SD, M = 5.58, SE = 0.08) overall. Thus, perspective-taking increased support for 

affirmative action for both managers and employees but it did not decrease differences 

between the two groups. 

Discussion 

The results from this correlational study are indicative of self-distancing effects of 

women managers from junior women on ratings of masculinity, consistent with H1a, but, 

inconsistent with H1b, not career commitment. Women managers rated their own masculinity 

as higher than that of junior women, and women managers rated themselves as higher in 

masculinity than employee women rated themselves. Additionally, consistent with H2a, 

perspective-taking among women managers attenuated self-junior women distancing for 

masculinity ratings. For career commitment, inconsistent with H1b, both women managers 

and employees rated their own career commitment as lower than that of junior women. 

However, consistent with self-group distancing responses and H1c, women managers 

indicated less support for affirmative action than did women employees. In contrast with our 

expectations as per H2c, perspective-taking increased this support not only for women 

managers, but also for employees.  
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Study 2 

We employed an experimental design to manipulate perspective-taking and examine 

its causal effect on self-group distancing responses of women managers toward junior 

women. 

Methods 

Participants and Design 

The sample consisted of 347 women MTurk workers in the United States (mean age = 

37.87, SD = 10.76) who completed an online survey and received 1 USD for compensation. 

From the original sample (N = 396), 35 participants were excluded from the analyses (3 

participants did not agree for their responses to be used, 14 participants failed at least one of 

the attention checks, 18 participants indicated to be men although the survey explicitly 

invited women participants, 3 participants never had contact with a junior woman; some 

participants were excluded based on several of these criteria). Finally, 14 participants did not 

pass the comprehension checks and were excluded. Overall, 156 (45.0%) women were in an 

employee/non-manager position, and 191 (55.0%) women indicated having a managerial 

position. The ethnic make-up of the sample represents the U.S. population (12.4% African 

American, 5.2% Asian American, 24.5% White (Hispanic/Latino), 56.8% White (non-

Hispanic/Latino), 1.4% Native American, 1.2% had another ethnic background, and 0.9% 

preferred not to indicate their ethnicity. Participants worked on average 7.96 years in their 

organization (SD = 6.61) and on average 40.7 hours a week (SD = 6.55).  

The study employed a 3 (Perspective-Taking: Junior Women-Focus vs. Self-Focus vs. 

Other-Focus) × 2 (Hierarchical Position: Manager vs. Employee) between-participants 

design. A priori power analysis, using G*power3 (Faul et al., 2007), indicated that to obtain 

90% power for the expected medium effect size (f = 0.25) at α = .05, 204 participants were 

needed for a repeated ANOVA and 206 participants were needed for an ANOVA with 6 
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groups (df = 2). We recruited 400 participants to make sure to attain this number after 

exclusions (e.g., comprehension check, attention check). 

Perspective-Taking Manipulation  

Participants were randomly assigned to one of three conditions. We manipulated 

perspective-taking through a thought exercise (see Galinsky et al., 2014) that asked 

participants to focus on either junior women (junior women-focus), themselves (self-focus), 

or others (other-focus); the latter two conditions serving as controls. In the junior women-

focus condition, participants were told to “Think about junior women. That is, try to reflect 

on how they are experiencing their careers and work-life. What are the opportunities and/or 

challenges that they have encountered and may encounter in the future?” In the self-focus 

condition, they were told to “Think about yourself. That is, try to reflect on how you have 

been experiencing your career and work-life. What are the opportunities and/or challenges 

that you have encountered and may encounter in the future?” Finally, in the other-focus 

condition, participants read “Think about ways to get to work. That is, try to reflect on how 

people get to work in the morning. What are the opportunities and/or challenges they have 

encountered and may encounter in the future on their way to work?” We instructed 

participants to spend a couple of minutes writing down their thoughts. Comparing all three 

conditions allows us to pinpoint whether the specific act of taking the perspective of junior 

women (as opposed to any other perspective or self-reflection) uniquely influences self-

distancing. 

Measures  

All participants were informed that “throughout this survey, we will use the term 

"junior" which refers to a person early in their career, no matter what age they are”. Measures 

were presented in the questionnaire in the same order as they appear below. Additional 
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measures included for exploratory purposes and correlation Table 2 are reported in the 

Supplementary Materials. 

Comprehension Check. Following the thought exercise that exposed participants to 

one of the three perspective-taking conditions, we asked participants to indicate the correct 

response out of two response options regarding their thoughts during the thought experiment. 

From the 361 participants retained after the other exclusions, n = 14 responded to at least one 

of these checks incorrectly and were thus excluded from the analyses. The first item gave two 

response options which were “I thought about the workplace” (100% of the junior women-

focused and self-focused conditions gave this correct answer) and “I thought about my way to 

work” (91.5% in the other-focused condition gave this correct answer). Then we asked 

participants to respond with “Yes” versus “No” to the following items “I objectively viewed 

this situation” (88.2% in the other-focused condition responded correctly “yes”); “I imagined 

my own feelings, thoughts, and experiences in this situation” (98.5% in the self-focused 

condition responded correctly “yes”), or “I imagined junior women's feelings, thoughts, and 

experiences in this situation” (96.1% in the junior-women-focused condition responded 

correctly “yes”).  

Self-group Distancing Indicators. We used the same measures of perceived 

masculinity, perceived career commitment, and support for affirmative action as in Study 1.   

Perceived Masculinity. Participants indicated the degree to which masculinity was 

characteristic of themselves (α = .78, M = 4.63, SD = 1.28) and of junior women (α = .80, M 

= 4.42, SD = 1.18). 

Perceived Career Commitment. Participants indicated the degree to which career 

commitment was characteristic of themselves (α = .92, M = 4.68, SD = 1.63) and of junior 

women (α = .91, M = 5.22, SD = 1.26). 
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Support for Affirmative Action. Participants indicated their support for affirmative 

action for junior women specifically (α = .92, M = 5.87, SD = 0.99). 

Hierarchical Position. Five categories assessed participants’ hierarchical position: 

45.0% employees, 19.0% were lower-level managers, 27.7% middle managers, 6.6% upper-

level managers, and 1.7% executive/top managers. The latter four groups were combined into 

the group of managers.  

Results 

We performed repeated-measures ANOVAs with target ratings (self vs junior women) 

for masculinity and for career commitment. We further carried out an ANOVA for the 

support of affirmative action variable. For all three analyses, we included the main effects of 

hierarchical position (employees = -1, managers =1) and perspective-taking (coded as two 

orthogonal contrasts) and their interactions. Contrast 1 (C1) compared the perspective-taking 

condition “junior women-focus” (coded 2) to the two control conditions, “self-focus” and 

“other-focus” (coded -1), used for testing predictions of H2. Contrast 2 (C2) opposed the 

“self-focus” (-1) to the “other-focus” (1) condition (“junior women-focus” was coded 0).  

Perceived Masculinity 

The main effect for Target was significant, F(1, 341) = 5.96, p = .015, ηp
2 = 0.02, 

whereby women rated their own masculinity (M = 4.59, SE = 0.07) higher than the 

masculinity of junior women (M = 4.39, SE = 0.06). This main effect was further qualified by 

a Target × Hierarchical Position interaction, F(1, 341) = 4.41, p = .037, ηp
2 = 0.01. Simple 

slope analyses showed that, as predicted by Hypothesis 1a, managers rated themselves (M = 

5.01, SE = 0.09) as higher in masculinity than they rated junior women (M = 4.64, SE = 0.08), 

B = 0.37, SE = 0.11, p = .001, 95% CI [0.15, 0.58], whereas employees did not rate 

themselves differently from junior women (self: M = 4.17, SE = 0.10, junior: M = 4.15, SE = 

0.09), B = 0.03, SE = 0.12, p = .818, 95% CI [-0.21, 0.26]. Moreover, as predicted, managers 
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rated themselves as more masculine (M = 5.01, SE = 0.09) than did employees (M = 4.17, SE 

= 0.10), B = 0.40, SE = 0.06, p < .001, 95% CI [0.28, 0.53]. In summary, as per Hypothesis 

1a, managers showed greater distancing from junior women on the masculinity dimension 

than did employees. Moreover, they considered themselves more masculine than employees 

considered themselves.  

In addition, there was a Target × Hierarchical Position × Perspective-taking C1 

interaction, F(1, 341) = 4.02, p = .046, ηp
2 = 0.01. Target × Perspective-taking C1 was F(1, 

341) = 2.72, p = .100, ηp
2 = 0.008 for managers, and F(1, 341) = 1.48, p = .225, ηp

2 = 0.004 

for employees. Simple slopes showed that, when managers adopted the perspective of junior 

women (junior women-focus), their self-ratings for masculinity did not differ from those for 

junior women (self: M = 4.93, SE = 0.15, junior: M = 4.82, SE = 0.14), B = 0.12, SE = 0.19, p 

= .533, 95% CI [-0.25, 0.48], whereas when managers did not (they either focused on 

themselves or others), they rated themselves as higher in masculinity than they rated junior 

women (self-focus: self M = 5.22, SE = 0.15, junior M = 4.58, SE = 0.14; other-focus: self M 

= 4.88, SE = 0.16, junior M = 4.54, SE = 0.15)1, B = 0.49, SE = 0.13, p = .001, 95% CI [0.23, 

0.75]. None of these effects were significant for employees (ps > .266). Means are displayed 

in Figure 2. In summary, in line with Hypothesis 2a, taking the perspective of junior women 

attenuated the masculinity distancing effect found for managers in the control conditions (i.e., 

self-focus combined with other-focus).  

Career Commitment 

The main effect of Target was significant, F(1, 341) = 34.33, p < .001, ηp
2 = 0.09; 

women, regardless of their hierarchical position, ascribed lower levels of career commitment 

to themselves (M = 4.63, SE = 0.08) than to junior women (M = 5.20, SE = 0.07).  

 
1 Comparisons per condition: junior-focus F(1, 341) = 0.39, p = .533, ηp

2 = 0.00; self-focus F(1, 341) = 

12.16, p = .001, ηp
2 = 0.03, and other-focus F(1, 341) = 3.15, p = .077, ηp

2 = 0.01. 
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This main effect was qualified by a Target × Hierarchical Position interaction, F(1, 

341) = 9.71, p = .002, ηp
2 = 0.03. In contrast to Hypothesis 1b, managers ascribed lower 

levels of career commitment to themselves (M = 5.08, SE = 0.11) than to junior women (M = 

5.35, SE = 0.09), B = -0.27, SE = 0.13, p = .042, 95% CI [-0.52, -0.01], which was also the 

case for employees (self: M = 4.18, SE = 0.13, junior: M = 5.05, SE = 0.10), B = -0.87, SE = 

0.14, p < .001, 95% CI [-1.15, -0.59]. However, in line with H1b, managers ascribed higher 

levels of career commitment to themselves (M = 5.08, SE = 0.11) than did employees (M = 

4.18, SE = 0.13), B = 0.45, SE = 0.08, p < .001, 95% CI [0.28, 0.61]. Thus, Hypothesis 1b 

was only partially supported. 

The Target × Hierarchical Position × Perspective-taking C1 interaction was not 

significant, F(1, 341) = 0.001, p = .997, ηp
2 < 0.01, thus Hypothesis 2b was not supported. 

None of the other interaction effects were significant, Target × Perspective-taking C1: F(1, 

341) = 0.35, p = .553, ηp
2 < 0.01; Target × Perspective-taking C2: F(1, 341) = 0.288, p = 

.592, ηp
2 < 0.01; Target × Hierarchical Position × Perspective-taking C2: F(1, 341) = 0.153, p 

= .695, ηp
2 < 0.01. 

Support for Affirmative Action 

The main effect for Hierarchical Position was not significant, F(1, 341) = 0.27, p = 

.606, ηp
2 < 0.01, thus, Hypothesis 1c was not supported. There was a main effect of 

Perspective-Taking C1, F(1, 341) = 4.91, p = .027, ηp
2 = 0.01, whereby support was higher in 

the junior women-focus condition (M = 6.05, SE = 0.09) than in the other two conditions 

(self-focus: M = 5.93, SE = 0.09; other-focus: M = 5.67, SE = 0.09). A main effect of 

Perspective-Taking C2, F(1, 341) = 4.19, p = .041, ηp
2 = 0.01, showed that support was 

higher in the self-focus condition than in the other-focus condition. The Hierarchical Position 

× Perspective-taking C1 interaction was not significant, F(1, 341) = 2.53, p = .112, ηp
2 = 0.01 
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(nor was the Perspective-taking C2 × Hierarchical Position interaction, F(1, 341) = 0.07, p = 

.791, ηp
2 < 0.01). H2c was thus not supported. 

Discussion 

Results from Study 2 are consistent with those of Study 1 and H1a in that self-group 

distancing occurred for masculinity ratings, with managers ascribing more masculinity to 

themselves than to junior women (in their self-ratings but also compared to employees’ self-

perceptions). Of importance, consistent with Study 1 and H2a, perspective-taking moderated 

the self-group distancing response such that when managers adopted the perspective of junior 

women, masculinity self-ratings and ratings of junior women did not differ, whereas self-

distancing from junior women was evident when managers either focused on themselves or 

others. In contrast to our expectations, for career commitment ratings neither study found 

evidence of self-group distancing in the expected direction asnor a moderating effect of 

perspective-taking. For affirmative action, we found that perspective-taking increased support 

for affirmative action directed toward junior women, regardless of hierarchical level. Overall, 

we can conclude that the results of the two studies are comparable and that most important, 

adopting the view of junior women led to an attenuation of the self-group distancing response 

regarding masculinity perceptions.  

General Discussion 

Consistent with the literature (Derks et al., 2016) and H1a, both studies found 

evidence of self-group distancing responses for masculinity ratings such that women 

managers ascribed more masculinity to themselves than to junior women (in their self-ratings 

but also compared to women employees’ self-perceptions). In so doing, these women 

managers assimilate themselves into the higher-status group of men and distance themselves 

from the group of junior women. Such an effect was not found for career commitment ratings 

(H1b). The expectation that affirmative action intentions should be lower for women 
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managers than women employees (H1c), was only partially supported, as the effect only 

occurred in Study 1 but not in Study 2. Novel for the literature on how to combat the self-

group distancing phenomenon, both studies found that perspective-taking reduced these self-

group distancing responses for masculinity ratings thereby supporting H2a. No attenuation 

occurred for career commitment (H2b), and perspective-taking related positively to 

affirmative action intentions for both women managers and employees, contrary to 

expectations (H2c).  

These findings emerged across different research methods –a correlational design in 

Study 1, which measured women’s perspective-taking, and an experimental design in Study 

2, which manipulated perspective-taking. In Study 1, women managers with higher levels of 

perspective-taking showed less self-junior women distancing for masculinity ratings than 

women managers with lower levels of perspective-taking. In Study 2, women managers 

adopting the perspective of junior women, rated themselves no different than they rated 

junior women, whereas self-distancing from junior women was evident when women 

managers either focused on themselves or others. Overall, both studies’ findings suggest that 

perspective-taking is a fruitful strategy for (i) reducing self-group distancing-responses for 

perceived masculinity, and (ii) increasing support for affirmative action support for both 

women managers and employees. Moreover, Study 2 showed that, focusing on either junior 

women, or the self, led to increased intentions to support affirmative action measures. This 

suggests that focusing on women’s barriers in the workplace encountered either by women 

themselves or imagined for junior women led to increased support of affirmative actions. 

It is noteworthy that although the current research found that women distanced 

themselves from junior women by self-ascribing masculine traits, in both studies, counter to 

expectations, women reported lower career commitment for themselves than for junior 

women. Prior work shows that self-group distancing in perceptions of career commitment 
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(whereby women rate their commitment higher for themselves than junior women) were only 

found for women who did not highly identify with other women and perceived gender 

discrimination (Derks et al., 2016). As such, in the current studies, women managers may still 

feel attached to their gender ingroup, even if they self-describe as also having the traits of 

their second identity, that of a manager. Future research is needed to better understand how 

and when women respond with self-distancing on different dimensions. Additionally, self-

distancing responses may vary across measurement dimensions (attitudes, identification, 

behavior or intentions, see Chipeaux et al., 2024). 

For support of affirmative action, it was interesting to see that women managers 

supported them less compared to women employees in Study 1 which focused on “women” 

but not in Study 2 which focused on “junior women”.  Junior women may be seen as more 

deserving of affirmative action (as they are also seen as higher on career commitment), thus 

reducing women managers’ opposition to such policies in Study 2. Additionally, state (Study 

1) and experimentally induced perspective-taking (Study 2) or focus on the self (Study 2) 

increased women’s support for such measures, regardless of their hierarchical position. The 

stronger affirmative action in the self-focus condition may have prompted some women to 

reflect on the gender discrimination they face at work, potentially driving them to mobilize 

for gender equality.  

Theoretical and Practical Contributions 

Taken together, the present research has important theoretical and practical 

implications. First, our results provide theoretical insights regarding two contradictory views 

about women’s approaches to helping junior women in the workplace (Maume, 2011). One 

view that stresses solidarity and sisterhood between women (see Mavin, 2006) sees women 

managers supporting junior women’s careers and thus acting as change agents, whereas 

another view that highlights the social identity threat experienced by women in male-
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dominated organizations (e.g., Kulich et al., 2015; Paustian-Underdahl et al., 2017) points to 

women who have achieved high-status, high-power roles showing ingroup distancing instead.  

Our findings suggest that the degree to which women managers engage in self-

distancing from junior women – when assessed as masculinity perceptions – depends on 

whether they take the perspective of these junior women, or not. According to the literature, 

those in power tend to be more egocentrically preoccupied and less aware of the social 

consequences of their behavior (Galinsky et al., 2006; Keltner et al., 2003; Lammers et al., 

2010), and power combined with perspective-taking might assist the powerful in using their 

agency for good and thus yield beneficial effects (Galinsky et al., 2014). Our research 

advances efforts to understand how perspective-taking by those in power positions can yield 

synergistic effects, particularly for women managers. Women managers are often working in 

organizational settings that are male-dominated and thus potentially pose a threat to their own 

social identity. Such situations of identity threat enhance women managers’ tendency for self-

distancing from their former ingroup of other, more junior women. Notably, in our study, 

women managers who engaged in perspective-taking showed less distancing by rating junior 

women as higher in masculinity and more similar to themselves. Thus “power with 

perspective-taking allows people to reach their destination without crashing into others along 

the way” (p. 633, Galinsky et al., 2014).  

Second, our findings contribute to recent work that identifies guidelines for 

interventions to combat the self-group distancing phenomenon, which can help improve 

support mechanisms for junior women. Given that self-group distancing is likely to emerge as 

an individual mobility response when the social identity of women in male-dominated 

organizations is threatened, the ideal scenario would involve removing the threat altogether 

by having companies in which more women hold leadership positions and/or in which 

diversity-friendly climates exist (Paustian-Underdahl et al., 2017). Overall, our findings thus 
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present yet another alternative to combat self-group distancing responses which is for women 

managers to engage in perspective-taking – that is to put themselves into the shoes of junior 

women when thinking about challenges and opportunities in relation to careers and work life. 

Our findings show that both a state of high perspective-taking as well as an intervention 

where women are being asked to actively adopt the perspective of junior women reduce self-

distancing from junior women among women managers for masculinity. This knowledge can 

be leveraged for perspective-taking training interventions in organizations not only to combat 

self-group distancing responses but to improve interpersonal outcomes (e.g., Todd et al., 

2011; Calvard et al., 2021), while being mindful that under certain circumstances 

perspective-taking might also increase stereotyping (e.g., Skorinko & Sinclair, 2013). 

Limitations 

A potential limitation is that our study did not include participants’ responses to both 

junior women and junior men; however, previous evidence has already shown that women 

managers are more biased against junior women than junior men (e.g., Faniko et al., 2021). 

Finally, future research could further explore the link between interpersonal contact and 

perspective-taking (Schilke & Huang, 2018) as higher levels of interpersonal contact of 

managers with their employees, for example due to a smaller span of control (number of 

employees who report to a supervisor), might foster perspective-taking and thus reduce self-

group distancing responses among women managers.  

Conclusion 

 Our paper started with the quote that “Empowered Women Empower Women”, which 

expresses the hope that women who have achieved social mobility and power in 

organizations will empower, support, and act as inspirational role models to other, more 

junior women. Yet, this paper highlighted two conflicting views in the current literature 

according to which women might show supportive behaviors versus self-distancing from 
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junior women. The findings from our two studies illuminated self-distancing responses 

among women managers for ratings of masculinity; however, they also provide an optimistic 

view whereby perspective-taking can attenuate these self-group distancing responses.  
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Figure 1  

Masculinity Ratings of Self and Junior Women (7 Point Scale) by Employees and Managers 

With High Versus Low Perspective-Taking Tendencies 

 

Note. Error bars represent standard errors. 
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Figure 2  

Masculinity Ratings of Self and Junior Women (7 Point Scale) for Employees and Managers 

Across Experimental Conditions  

 

Note. Error bars represent standard errors. 
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