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Article

Few beliefs are more frequently maligned by psychologists 
and laypeople alike than stereotypes. Faulty (Allport, 1954), 
biased (Fiske & Taylor, 1984), and hateful (Stangor & 
Schaller, 1996) are just a few of the published depictions. 
When stereotypes contain some degree of accuracy, they are 
still widely presumed to exaggerate the magnitude of actual 
group differences (Ford & Stangor, 1992).

Even when there is a “kernel” of truth to a stereotype, stereotypes 
are typically stronger and more pervasive than the kernel would 
justify . . ., presumably because the strength and consistency of 
a phenomenon are exaggerated in perceivers’ minds. (Hall, 
Coats, & LeBeau, 2005, p. 914)

Intergroup evaluations thus seem guided more by figments 
of imagination than by facts of life.

In contrast to the common perception that stereotypes 
exaggerate group differences, empirical tests of whether ste-
reotypes actually exaggerate group differences yield mixed 
results. These tests typically compare predictions of group 
differences against actual group differences, some of which 
show evidence of exaggeration (Beyer, 1999; Chambers & 
Melnyk, 2006; Corneille & Judd, 1999; Dawes, Singer, & 
Lemons, 1972; Graham, Nosek, & Haidt, 2012; Krueger, 
Hasman, Acevedo, & Villano, 2003; Martin, 1987; Quellar, 
Schell, & Mason, 2006), whereas others do not (Ashton & 

Esses, 1999; Diekman, Eagly, & Kulesa, 2002; McCauley, 
Thangavelu, & Rozin, 1988). After a comprehensive review 
of the empirical evidence, Jussim (2012) concluded,

The strong form of the exaggeration hypothesis—either defining 
stereotypes as exaggerations or claiming that stereotypes lead to 
exaggeration—is dead. Exaggeration does sometimes occur, but 
it does not appear to occur much more frequently than accuracy 
or underestimation, and may even occur less frequently. (p. 392)

Based on this evidence, stereotypes appear to be reasonably 
calibrated, with mistakes that underestimate and overesti-
mate group differences arising more or less randomly. 
Intergroup perceptions seem to be guided by the facts of life, 
plus some random errors of imagination.

Here, we suggest a potential resolution to these two seem-
ingly opposing viewpoints by testing a theory about when a 
group stereotype will exaggerate the differences between 
groups and when it will not. Research on stereotype accuracy 
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has long been disconnected from theories about the mecha-
nisms that guide human judgment, often yielding a collection 
of findings that are tallied rather than an understanding about 
when social judgments are likely to be accurate and when 
they are not (Gilbert, 1998). Understanding the mechanisms 
that guide judgment should enable a more precise under-
standing of the relative accuracy and inaccuracy of these 
judgments (Eyal & Epley, 2010; Funder, 1995; Vazire, 2010).

In particular, we predict that stereotype exaggeration is 
not haphazard and unpredictable, but rather that some stereo-
type content will reliably exaggerate group differences 
whereas other stereotype content will not. Specifically, we 
predict that the most accessible stereotype content—the con-
tent that typically defines a given group’s differentiating 
attributes—is likely to systematically exaggerate actual 
group differences but that less accessible content is not. 
Those who malign stereotypes for exaggerating group differ-
ences often focus on the most accessible components of a 
stereotype, whereas researchers who study accuracy often 
study a much broader range of attributes that vary in their 
accessibility. Both positions could be right because they are 
evaluating different stereotype content.

Our prediction applies only to one particular kind of ste-
reotype inaccuracy: exaggerating the actual difference 
between two groups on a given attribute. This differs from 
the type of stereotype exaggeration typically measured by 
researchers. Judd and Park (1993), for instance, identified 
three other forms of stereotype inaccuracy that apply to eval-
uations of a single group: misplacing the level of a given 
group attribute in a direction consistent with a stereotype 
(i.e., stereotype inaccuracy), mistaking the valence of a 
group attribute (i.e., valence inaccuracy), or underestimating 
the variance on an attribute within a group (i.e., dispersion 
inaccuracy or outgroup homogeneity). Each of these com-
pares evaluations of a target group against a specific outcome 
measure, whereas our analysis compares the difference in 
predicted performance of two groups against the actual dif-
ference between those two groups.

Our theory predicts that exaggerating the differences 
between groups is not random but rather systematic. Again, 
those who malign stereotypes for exaggerating group differ-
ences could be referring to a more systematic form of inac-
curacy, whereas researchers who study it may be measuring 
other forms. Precision about both stereotype content and the 
particular form of exaggeration it implies should yield a 
more precise understanding of the factors that moderate ste-
reotype exaggeration. Here, we report a series of experi-
ments testing our hypotheses using gender stereotypes.

Different, by Definition

By definition, a stereotype is simply “a set of beliefs about 
the personal attributes of a group of people” (Ashmore & Del 
Boca, 1981, p. 16). Technically speaking, a stereotype’s con-
tent could then include beliefs about any possible attribute 
one might apply to any group, from the degree to which a 

group prefers apples over oranges to the degree to which a 
group prefers liberal over conservative policies. Practically 
speaking, some stereotype content comes to mind more eas-
ily and is more frequently associated with a group than other 
content. When Americans think of Republicans and 
Democrats, for instance, the first beliefs that come to mind 
are political preferences rather than fruit preferences.

This occurs because groups are defined by the attributes 
that make them different from other groups (Judd & Park, 
1993), just as the self is defined by attributes that make an 
individual different from other individuals (McGuire & 
McGuire, 1988; Mussweiler, 2002; Nelson & Miller, 1995). 
Republicans are conservative whereas Democrats are liberal. 
Baptists believe in God but atheists do not. Pro-life advo-
cates oppose abortion rights whereas pro-choice advocates 
defend them. Women are more socially sensitive but less 
physically aggressive than men. Defining a group by the 
attributes that make it similar to other groups—such as its 
members prefer autonomy over tyranny, would rather be in 
love than in war, or care deeply for their own children—
means that you have defined the group out of existence. As a 
result, the most accessible content of a given stereotype will 
include attributes that are presumed to differentiate one 
group from another rather than attributes that both groups are 
presumed to share. When people spontaneously think of 
men, for instance, they are likely to think of attributes that 
make men different from women (e.g., aggression, socially 
insensitivity) rather than of attributes presumed to be roughly 
similar (e.g., impulsiveness, general happiness).

If groups are defined by their differences rather than by 
their similarities, then the most highly accessible stereotype 
content should systematically exaggerate actual group differ-
ences, even if those stereotypes are moderately accurate. 
Indeed, existing research makes it clear that beliefs about the 
attributes of groups are positively, but imperfectly, correlated 
with actual group attributes (Diekman et al., 2002; Judd, 
Ryan, & Park, 1991; Martin, 1987; Wolsko, Park, Judd, & 
Wittenbrink, 2000). Whenever two variables are imperfectly 
correlated, high scores on one variable are associated with 
more moderate scores on the other variable by statistical 
necessity. Galton was the first to notice this “result of time-
less significance” (Edwards, 1993, p. 93) when observing 
that tall fathers tended to have tall sons, but the tallest fathers 
tended to have slightly shorter sons. Likewise, short fathers 
tended to have short sons, sons who were slightly taller than 
they were. Although every student of statistics now learns of 
“regression to the mean,” recognizing its operation in every-
day life, as well as in science, is notoriously difficult 
(Harrison & Bazerman, 1995; Krueger, Savitsky, & Gilovich, 
1999).

Overview of Current Research

We believe the psychological processes that create stereo-
type content can help to explain when a specific belief about 
a group will exaggerate actual group differences and when it 



Eyal and Epley 1325

will not. To the extent that stereotypes contain some accu-
racy about real group differences in the world (Jussim, 
Crawford, & Rubenstein, 2015), and the attributes people 
tend to associate with a group are those that differentiate one 
from another, then the most readily accessible attributes of a 
group should also be most likely to exaggerate group differ-
ences. Less accessible attributes should be less likely to 
exaggerate group differences.

We tested this hypothesis in five experiments that mea-
sured what is presumed to be one of the largest psychological 
gender differences: that women are more socially sensitive 
than men (more empathic, and better able to understand oth-
ers’ thoughts and feelings). Indeed, Baron-Cohen (2003) 
described this as the “essential difference” between men and 
women.

Whereas previous research on gender stereotypes’ accu-
racy has mainly compared people’s estimations of men’s and 
women’s behaviors with self-report measures from separate 
surveys (e.g., Briton & Hall, 1995; Diekman et al., 2002; 
Wolsko et al., 2000), the current research compares people’s 
evaluations of men’s and women’s performance on specific 
tests with their actual performance on those same tests. This 
therefore avoids the major potential problem of biased self-
reporting of actual behavior (Judd & Park, 1993). More 
important, we go beyond prior work by attempting to explain 
when beliefs about gender differences will be relatively cali-
brated and when they will exaggerate differences between 
groups. Because social sensitivity is perceived to strongly 
differentiate men from women, we predicted it would be 
among the most highly accessible components of gender ste-
reotypes, and would also significantly exaggerate actual 
group differences. We predicted that such exaggeration 
would be more pronounced in evaluations of groups than in 
evaluations of individual men and women. We also predicted 
that exaggeration would be reduced among less accessible 
components of gender stereotypes, because this stereotype 
content is not presumed to differ between men and women.

Pretest

We conducted a pretest to confirm our prediction that groups 
are defined by their perceived differences rather than by per-
ceived similarities (Judd & Park, 1993), that these perceived 
differences are the most accessible components of gender 
stereotypes, and that social sensitivity is presumed to be a 
large gender difference.

Two hundred four MTurk workers participated in an 
online experiment in exchange for a small fee (102 women, 
Mage = 35.53, SDage = 12.44). Participants read a list of 30 
attributes (15 pairs of antonyms) taken mostly from Hyde 
(2005), presented in a random order. Six attributes were 
related to social sensitivity (high social sensitivity/low social 
sensitivity, empathic/individualistic, compassionate/incon-
siderate) whereas the remaining attributes were not (e.g., low 
math ability/high math ability). To measure stereotype acces-
sibility, participants in the category condition went through 

the list and selected all adjectives that were part of the com-
mon stereotype of men (men condition) or women (women 
condition). Those that are considered to be part of a stereo-
type would be those that come to mind when thinking about 
men and women. Participants then saw only those adjectives 
they selected and rank ordered them from the adjective they 
thought is most strongly believed to be typical of men/
women (i.e., most accessible for the stereotype of men/
women) to the adjective from the list that is least strongly 
believed to be typical of men/women. Participants then rated 
how descriptive each attribute was of men in general and 
women in general (1 = not at all, 2 = somewhat, and 3 = very 
much). For half of the participants, the order of tasks was 
different—first they rated the descriptiveness of each attri-
bute, then selected the attributes that were part of the stereo-
type, and then ranked the selected attributes. We also 
randomly varied the order in which participants evaluated 
each gender (some evaluated men first, others women first). 
Finally, all participants reported the perceived difference 
between men and women on each attribute (1 = “men are 
more so than women,” 2 = “men and women are the same,” 
and 3 = “women are more so than men”).

To further examine stereotype calibration, we also 
included an individual condition. Participants in this condi-
tion were asked to think about a specific man or woman they 
knew well (e.g., a friend, a relative, a colleague), write the 
initials of that man (e.g., MM) or woman (e.g., FF), select all 
adjectives that are part of the description of the specific man 
or woman, rank order them from the most to the least descrip-
tive attribute, and then rate how descriptive each attribute is 
of that man or woman (1 = not at all, 2 = somewhat, and 3 = 
very much). Half of the participants went through this proce-
dure in a reversed order—they first rated the descriptiveness 
of each attribute, then selected and rank ordered the most 
descriptive attributes of the individual. Finally, all partici-
pants reported the perceived difference between the specific 
man and woman on each attribute (1 = “MM is more so than 
FF,” 2 = “MM and FF are the same,” and 3 = “FF is more so 
than MM”). Because stereotypes are beliefs about groups of 
people rather than about known individuals of a group, we 
expected larger predicted gender differences on attributes 
related to social sensitivity in the category condition than in 
the individual condition.

The number of selected attributes varied widely across 
participants and so we first identified the five attributes each 
participant ranked highest and then reverse scored them so 
that the top ranked attribute was scored as a 5 and the lowest 
ranked attribute as a 1. To test whether accessible stereotype 
content is based on perceived group differences, we calcu-
lated the difference in the predicted mean ratings and rank-
ings of descriptiveness for men and women (category 
condition) for each attribute, and also for a man and a woman 
(individual condition). As predicted, for the difference in 
predicted mean ratings of descriptiveness, the measure of 
stereotype content was almost perfectly correlated with the 
size of perceived gender differences in the category 
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condition, r(30) = .99, but these measures were significantly 
less correlated in the individual comparisons, r(30) = .65, z = 
6.88, p < .001. For the difference in predicted mean rankings 
of descriptiveness, the stereotype content was more strongly 
correlated in the category condition, r(30) = .83, than in the 
individual comparisons, r(30) = .66, but this difference was 
nonsignificant, z = 1.45, p = .146. Overall, the attributes pre-
sumed to differ between men and women are the defining 
features of men and women.

We expected larger perceived gender differences in the 
category condition than in the individual condition. To test 
this, we calculated the percentage of participants who 
selected each attribute as descriptive of men/women and of a 
man/woman (see Supplemental Figure 1). We then calcu-
lated the absolute difference between the percentage of par-
ticipants who selected each attribute as descriptive of men 
versus women and of a man versus woman. As expected, we 
observed significantly larger gender differences in the cate-
gory condition (M = 37.77) than in the individual condition 
(M = 15.90), t(58) = 4.58, p < .001, r = .51. In addition, the 
most pronounced differences were obtained for attributes 
related to social sensitivity (i.e., have high social sensitivity, 
empathic, compassionate, and warm). These results suggest 
that particularly large perceived differences are a function of 
group stereotypes.

We also examined whether the predicted differences 
between the rankings of attributes are larger when evaluating 
gender categories than when evaluating individuals. We then 
calculated the absolute difference between the rankings of 
each trait. As expected, participants predicted larger gender 
differences when evaluating categories (M = 0.80) than when 
evaluating individuals (M = 0.17), t(58) = 4.92, p < .001, r = 
.53 (see Supplemental Figure 2). In addition, the largest dif-
ferences in ranking of attributes of men and women again 
involved social sensitivity. We also examined whether the 
predicted differences between the ratings of attributes are 
larger when evaluating gender categories than when evaluat-
ing individuals. We thus calculated the absolute difference 
between the ratings of traits descriptive of women and men 
and of a woman and a man. Perceived gender differences 
were larger for the category (M = 0.68) than for the individ-
ual (M = 0.22), t(58) = 6.74, p < .001, r = .66 (see Supplemental 
Figure 3).

Finally, we examined whether attributes related to social 
sensitivity yielded the largest perceived group differences 
(see Supplemental Figure 4). Out of the top five attributes 
perceived to be more descriptive of women than men, four 
were related to social sensitivity: have high social sensitivity, 
compassionate, empathic, and warm. Of the top five attri-
butes perceived to be more descriptive on average of men 
than women, two attributes were related to social sensitivity: 
have low social sensitivity and inconsiderate.

The results of the pretest confirm that the most accessible 
content of gender stereotypes are attributes perceived to dif-
fer between men and women. In addition, women are per-
ceived to be more socially sensitive than men, and this is one 

of the strongest stereotypes about men and women. We next 
test the degree to which that stereotype exaggerates actual 
group differences.

Experiments 1a to 1c

Participants completed one of three widely used social sensi-
tivity tests and then predicted the performance of men and 
women on that test who were also enrolled in the experiment. 
These measures avoid several of the most common problems 
associated with stereotype accuracy research by using a con-
crete measure of performance, by explicitly restricting pre-
dictions to the sample of participants who are actually taking 
the test, and by using a reasonably representative sample for 
both predicted and actual performance. It is also important to 
note that our main predications are not about whether people 
overestimate or underestimate a given gender’s degree of 
social sensitivity (referred to as “elevation” in the accuracy 
literature), but rather whether people exaggerate the differ-
ence between genders on these measures.

This comparison of two difference scores avoids well-
known problems in evaluating simple discrepancy scores 
between a judgment and a criterion measure (judgment-ele-
vation, judgment-positivity, or judgment extremity biases: 
Cronbach, 1955; Judd & Park, 1993). These problems are 
especially severe when evaluating a measure that has little 
intuitive meaning for a participant, such as the number of 
items correct on a novel test. We therefore do not interpret 
simple discrepancies between predicted and actual perfor-
mance for men and women separately, as those simple dis-
crepancy scores are hard to interpret. Instead, we predicted 
that presumed differences between men and women would 
be significantly larger than the actual differences between 
men and women. However, we present analyses using the 
Judd and Park (1993) method in the appendix for interested 
readers.

Method

Participants. MTurk workers participated in exchange for a 
small fee in Experiment 1a (N = 233, 126 women, Mage = 
35.21, SDage = 12.57), Experiment 1b (N = 231, 121 women, 
Mage = 34.87, SDage = 12.33), and Experiment 1c (N = 238, 
112 women, Mage = 35.56, SDage = 12.60). We aimed for 
large samples recruited from a reasonably representative 
subject population to obtain reliable measures of predicted 
and actual gender differences.

Procedure. Participants first read that they would be complet-
ing a “social intelligence test” and that social intelligence 
was important for a “variety of desirable outcomes in daily 
life . . .” Participants in Experiment 1a then completed the 
facial expression version of the Diagnostic Analysis of Non-
verbal Accuracy Scale (DANVA2; Nowicki & Duke, 1994) 
which consists of 24 pictures of male and female faces 
expressing an emotion. For each face, participants indicated 

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/0146167217713190
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/0146167217713190
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/0146167217713190
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/0146167217713190
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/0146167217713190
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whether the person feels happy, sad, angry, or fearful. Par-
ticipants then predicted how many of the 24 items they 
answered correctly1 as well as how many items “men MTurk 
workers participating in this study, on average” and “women 
MTurk workers participating in this study, on average” 
answered correctly.2

Participants in Experiment 1b then completed the Reading 
the Mind in the Eyes test (ME; Baron-Cohen, Wheelwright, 
Hill, Raste, & Plumb, 2001). This consists of 36 black and 
white pictures of the area around the eyes of males and 
females. Participants chose which of four words (e.g., seri-
ous, ashamed, alarmed, bewildered) described what the per-
son in the picture is thinking or feeling. Participants then 
predicted how many of the 36 items they answered correctly, 
and how many “men MTurk workers participating in this 
study, on average” and “women MTurk workers participat-
ing in this study, on average” answered correctly.

Participants in Experiment 1c then completed the Empathy 
Quotient–Short (EQ; Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004; 
Wakabayashi et al., 2006) in which participants report their 
agreement with 22 statements, 16 of which reflect high empathy 
(e.g., “I find it easy to put myself in someone else’s shoes”) and 
six which reflect low empathy (e.g., “It is hard for me to see 
why some things upset people so much”). Participants then pre-
dicted their own score on the test and the score for “men MTurk 
workers participating in this study, on average” and “women 
MTurk workers participating in this study, on average.”

Note that we restricted predictions to other MTurk work-
ers to enable more appropriate comparisons between pre-
dicted and actual performance.

Results and Discussion

Means and standard deviations for the three experiments are 
presented in Table 1.

In Experiment 1a, we did not observe a significant differ-
ence in actual performance on the DANVA2 between women 
and men (Ms = 19.09 and 18.67, respectively), t(231) = 1.15, 
p = .253, 95% confidence interval (CI) [−.29, 1.13], r = .08, 
but participants predicted that women would perform signifi-
cantly better than men (Ms = 18.55 and 15.86, respectively), 
t(232) = 12.57, p < .001, 95% CI [2.26, 3.10], r = .64. To test 
whether predictions exaggerated the actual gender differ-
ence, we created a simple calibration score for each partici-
pant by subtracting the actual average difference in 
performance between men and women (0.42) from his or her 
predicted difference in performance between men and 
women (M = 2.69). This resulting difference score was sig-
nificantly positive, t(232) = 10.60, p < .001, 95% CI [1.84, 
2.68], r = .57, indicating that the predicted gender difference 
was significantly larger than the actual gender difference.

To test whether this exaggeration effect is robust beyond 
this one actual group difference score obtained by this par-
ticular sample of participants, we employed the bootstrap-
ping method using R to obtain something closer to a 
population sample. We calculated 1,000 samples with 
replacement from the original sample, each the same size as 
the original, and computed a calibration score for each sam-
ple. The bootstrap confidence interval (CI) did not include 
zero [1.43, 3.09], indicating significant exaggeration.

It could be argued that our calibration scores are invalid 
because they compare a single score of actual performance 
with a prediction score created by the difference between two 
scores (i.e., predicted women’s performance and predicted 
men’s performance). To test whether the exaggeration effect is 
also robust when actual and predicted differences are treated 
on more even grounds, we ran a different bootstrapping proce-
dure with 1,000 samples with replacement, the same size as 
the original, and computed the difference between actual per-
formance of men and women, the difference between 

Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations for Experiments 1a to 1c.

Experiment 1a: DANVA2 (24 items) Women (n = 126) Men (n = 107) Difference

 Predicted self-performance 17.94 (4.18) 18.04 (3.49) −0.10a

 Predicted others’ performance 18.55 (4.12) 15.86 (4.16) 2.69b

 Actual performance 19.09 (2.48) 18.67 (3.04) 0.42a

Experiment 1b: Mind in Eyes (36 items) Women (n = 121) Men (n = 110) Difference

 Predicted self-performance 23.21 (6.78) 23.22 (6.42) –0.01a

 Predicted others’ performance 24.72 (5.89) 20.19 (5.34) 4.53b

 Actual performance 26.69 (4.34) 24.36 (6.45) 2.33c

Experiment 1c: Empathy Quotient (88 items) Women (n = 112) Men (n = 126) Difference

 Predicted self-performance 64.29 (14.88) 61.36 (13.90) 2.93a

 Predicted others’ performance 68.71 (11.00) 54.32 (10.18) 14.39b

 Actual performance 66.11 (10.16) 64.33 (9.42) 1.78a

Note. For predicted self-performance and actual performance, gender differences are between participants whereas for predicted others’ performance, 
gender differences are within participants. Within each experiment, numbers that do not share a superscript within the difference column differ 
significantly at p < .05.
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predicted performance between men and women (using only 
the first prediction that participants gave), and the difference 
between these two difference scores. The CI was very similar 
to the other bootstrap analysis we conducted and did not 
include zero [0.56, 3.19], indicating significant exaggeration.

In Experiment 1b, women answered more items on the 
ME test correctly than men (Ms = 26.69 and 24.36, respec-
tively), t(229) = 3.25, p = .001, 95% CI [0.91, 3.74], r = .21, 
but participants predicted an even larger gender difference 
(Ms = 24.72 and 20.19, respectively), t(230) = 11.14, p < 
.001, 95% CI [3.71, 5.33], r = .59. We calculated a calibra-
tion score for each participant as in Experiment 1a. The 
resulting score was significantly positive, t(230) = 5.41, p < 
.001, 95% CI [1.40, 3.00], r = .34, indicating that predicted 
gender difference on the ME test was significantly larger 
than the actual gender difference. In addition, the bootstrap 
CI did not include zero [0.47, 3.91], indicating significant 
exaggeration. As in Experiment 1a, we also conducted a 
bootstrapping procedure with the difference between actual 
performance of men and women, the difference between pre-
dicted performance between men and women (using only the 
first prediction that participants gave), and the difference 
between these two difference scores. The CI did not include 
zero [0.44, 4.60], indicating significant exaggeration.

In Experiment 1c, we first calculated each participant’s 
EQ score by summing the 22 items (reverse scoring the six 
negatively framed items, Cronbach’s α = .93). We observed 
no significant difference between the actual EQ scores of 
women and men (Ms = 66.11 and 64.33, respectively), 
t(236) = 1.40, p = .162, 95% CI [−1.27, 1.78], r = .09, but 
participants expected that women would score higher than 
men (Ms = 68.71 and 54.32, respectively), t(237) = 16.41,  
p < .001, 95% CI [12.67, 16.12], r = .73. The calibration 
score was significantly positive, t(237) = 14.38, p < .001, 
95% CI [10.88, 14.34], r = .68, indicating that predicted gen-
der differences in EQ was significantly larger than the actual 
gender difference. In addition, the bootstrap CI did not 
include zero [9.34, 15.72], indicating significant exaggera-
tion. As in Experiments 1a and 1b, we conducted another 
bootstrapping procedure with the difference between actual 
EQ of men and women, the difference between predicted EQ 
between men and women (using only the first prediction that 
participants gave), and the difference between these two dif-
ference scores. The CI also did not include zero [8.61, 16.01], 
indicating significant exaggeration.

Women are presumed to be more socially sensitive than 
men: better able to recognize others’ emotions, understand 
others’ intentions, and empathize with others’ experiences. 
Three experiments demonstrate that these gender stereotypes 
significantly exaggerate actual gender differences between 
men and women on three relatively objective measures of 
social sensitivity. In each experiment, we observed statisti-
cally nonsignificant differences in the actual performance of 
men and women on tests of social sensitivity, but large differ-
ences in predicted performance. Gender stereotypes were not 

directionally mistaken, but they were dramatically miscali-
brated. Gender stereotypes suggest that “Men are from Mars 
and Women are from Venus” (Gray, 1992). The truth is closer 
to “Men are from Boston and Women are from New York” 
(see also Hyde, 2005).

Experiment 2

The psychological processes that create stereotypes should 
help to explain differences in the degree to which they exag-
gerate actual differences. To the extent that stereotypes contain 
some degree of accuracy, those attributes perceived to differ 
most strongly between groups, and hence form the most acces-
sible stereotype content, should exaggerate group differences 
the most based on regression to the mean alone. We therefore 
predicted that the most accessible attributes of a stereotype—
those that differentiate one group from another most strongly 
(Judd & Park, 1993)—exaggerate actual group differences but 
that less accessible content that does not differentiate one 
group from another will be less likely to exaggerate group dif-
ferences. People’s beliefs about groups therefore do not neces-
sarily exaggerate differences between groups, but some beliefs 
about groups are more likely to do so than others.

We tested this hypothesis by examining perceived versus 
actual gender differences on traits that presumed to differen-
tiate men from women according to our pretest (social sensi-
tivity and self-esteem) and one trait presumed to be similar 
between men and women (happiness). We selected these 
attributes because each is relatively straightforward to mea-
sure with widely accepted and well-validated methods. We 
expected that participants would exaggerate gender differ-
ences when predicting social sensitivity and self-esteem, but 
not when predicting happiness.

Method

Participants. MTurk workers participated in exchange for a 
small fee (N = 132, 50 women, M

age
 = 30.98, SD

age
 = 10.35).

Procedure. We first measured participants’ stereotypes to 
confirm that attributes related to social sensitivity and self-
esteem, but not to happiness, are perceived to differ between 
men and women as we found in the pretest described earlier. 
Participants read the list of 30 attributes used in the pretest 
and indicated what the stereotype suggests about the simi-
larities or differences between men and women (1 = “stereo-
type is that men are much more so than women,” 5 = 
“stereotype is that women are much more so than men” with 
a middle point of 3 = “stereotype is that men and women are 
the same”). There was also a sixth option that nobody chose 
(“This attribute is not included in the stereotype”).

Participants then read that they will complete several 
short tests: a facial expressions test that measures empathy 
(DANVA2), a self-esteem test (Rosenberg, 1965), and a hap-
piness test (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999). The self-esteem 
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test is a 10-item measure in which participants report the 
degree to which they agree with a series of self-descriptive 
statements on scales ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 
(strongly agree) (“I feel that I am a person of worth, at least 
on an equal plane with others”). The happiness test is a four-
item measure in which participants respond on scales rang-
ing from 1 (not a very happy person) to 7 (a very happy 
person; e.g., “in general I consider myself . . .”). We counter-
balanced the order of the tests across participants.

Finally, participants predicted their own performance as 
well as the performance of women and men, on average, on 
each of the three tests. For the DANVA2, participants pre-
dicted their own total score on the test as well as the average 
score for men and for women, as done in Experiment 1. For 
the self-esteem test, participants predicted their score: “On 
this range from highest on self-esteem being 40 to lowest 
self-esteem being 10, what do you think was YOUR score?” 
as well as “the average score for MEN on this test” and “the 
average score of WOMEN on this test.” For the happiness 
measure, participants predicted their score: “On this range 
from highest on happiness being 28 to lowest happiness 
being 4, what do you think was YOUR score?” as well as 
“the average score for MEN on this test” and “the average 
score of WOMEN on this test.”

Results and Discussion

Means and standard deviations for the three tests are pre-
sented in Table 2.

Stereotypes. We examined whether attributes related to social 
sensitivity, self-esteem, and happiness yielded perceived 
group differences. As shown in Figure 1, of the 12 attributes 
where women were expected to show more of the attribute 
than men, attributes related to social sensitivity were ranked 
second, third, and sixth: empathic, compassionate, and high 
social sensitivity. Low self-esteem ranked 11th. Women and 

men were not presumed to differ significantly in depression 
or happiness. Of the 10 attributes where men were expected 
to show more of the attribute than women, attributes related 
to social sensitivity were ranked forth, sixth, and 10th: incon-
siderate, low social sensitivity, and individualistic. High self-
esteem was ranked eighth. Consistent with the pretest 
described earlier, men and women were presumed to differ in 
their attributes related to social sensitivity and self-esteem, 
but not in their general happiness.

Actual versus predicted performance. Women answered more 
items on the DANVA2 correctly than men (Ms = 20.02 and 
18.98, respectively), t(130) = 2.53, p = .013, 95% CI [0.23, 
1.86], r = .22, but participants predicted an even larger gen-
der difference (Ms = 18.31 and 16.08, women vs. men 
respectively), t(131) = 5.88, p < .001, 95% CI [1.48, 2.98],  
r = .46. We calculated a calibration score for each participant 
as in Experiment 1. This score was significantly positive, 
t(131) = 3.13, p = .002, 95% CI [0.44, 1.94], r = .26, indicat-
ing that predicted gender differences in social sensitivity 
were significantly larger than actual gender differences. In 
addition, the bootstrap CI did not include zero [0.06, 2.36], 
indicating significant exaggeration.

To assess self-esteem, we first reverse scored the relevant 
items and then summed the items into a total score 
(Cronbach’s α = .94). There was no significant difference in 
actual self-esteem between women and men (Ms = 19.86 and 
19.26, respectively), t(130) = −.49, p = .623, 95% CI [−1.82, 
3.03], r = .04, but participants predicted a significant gender 
difference (Ms = 28.14 and 31.96, women vs. men respec-
tively), t(131) = −6.61, p < .001, 95% CI [−4.97, −2.68], r = 
.50. This predicted difference was similar in effect size to the 
predicted difference on the DANVA2. The calculated cali-
bration score was significantly positive, t(131) = −7.64, p < 
.001, 95% CI [−5.57, −3.28], r = .56, indicating that pre-
dicted gender differences in self-esteem were significantly 
larger than actual differences. In addition, the bootstrap CI 

Table 2. Means and Standard Deviations for the Three Tests in Experiment 2.

Women Men Difference

DANVA2 (24 items)
 Predicted self-performance 18.42 (3.23) 16.99 (5.21) 1.43a

 Predicted others’ performance 18.31 (4.19) 16.08 (4.14) 2.23b

 Actual performance 20.02 (1.74) 18.98 (2.58) 1.04a

Self-esteem (10 items, Rosenberg, 1965)
 Predicted self-performance 28.36 (8.10) 29.00 (8.08) –0.64a

 Predicted others’ performance 28.14 (5.46) 31.96 (5.10) –3.82b

 Actual performance 19.86 (7.65) 19.26 (6.29) 0.60a

Happiness (4 items, Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999)
 Predicted self-performance 19.75 (6.36) 18.90 (6.30) 0.85a

 Predicted others’ performance 20.08 (4.16) 20.71 (3.50) –0.63a

 Actual performance 17.86 (5.74) 18.80 (5.69) –0.94a

Note. For predicted self-performance and actual performance, gender differences are between participants whereas for predicted others’ performance, gender 
differences are within participants. Within each test, numbers that do not share a superscript within the difference column differ significantly at p < .05.
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did not include zero [−7.33, −1.24], indicating significant 
exaggeration.

To assess participants’ happiness, we reverse scored the 
relevant items and then summed the items into a total score 
(Cronbach’s α = .92). There was no significant difference in 
happiness scores between women and men (Ms = 17.86 and 
18.80, respectively), t(130) = −.92, p = .358, 95% CI [−2.97, 
1.08], r = .08, and participants also did not predict a large 
gender difference (Ms = 20.08 and 20.71, women vs. men 
respectively), t(131) = −1.75, p = .082, 95% CI [−1.34, 0.80], 
r = .15. As expected, the calibration score did not differ from 
zero, t(131) = 0.87, p = .387, 95% CI [−0.40, 1.02], r = .08, 
indicating that predicted gender differences in happiness did 
not exaggerate actual gender differences. In addition, the 
bootstrap CI included zero [−1.59, 2.23], indicating no exag-
geration effect.

As in Experiment 1, we conducted an additional boot-
strapping procedure for each of the three measures, with the 
actual difference between men and women, the predicted dif-
ference between men and women (using only the first predic-
tion that participants gave), and the difference between these 
two difference scores. The CI did not include zero for social 
sensitivity [0.70, 3.85] or for self-esteem [−8.01, −1.76] but 
did include zero for happiness [−0.82, 3.43], indicating sig-
nificant exaggeration for social sensitivity and self-esteem 
but not for happiness.

Exaggeration as a function of magnitude of perceived differ-
ences. The precise constellation of traits that come to mind 
when thinking about groups of individuals obviously varies 
somewhat from one person to another. To directly test 
whether exaggeration is stronger for more accessible ste-
reotype content, we examined how individual differences 

in accessibility was related to exaggeration of group differ-
ences. We used the data from the first part of the experiment 
in which we measured stereotype content accessibility by 
having participants rate the extent to which each of 30 attri-
butes (including social sensitivity and self-esteem) is more 
stereotypical of men versus women. We first computed a 
social sensitivity composite by averaging together five out 
of the six attributes related to social sensitivity: empathic, 
high social sensitivity, considerate, low social sensitivity 
(reverse coded), and inconsiderate (reverse coded; α = .80). 
We excluded individualistic because it was statistically 
unrelated to the other items. Larger numbers on this com-
posite indicate that social sensitivity is a more accessibility 
component of the gender stereotype. We then computed a 
self-esteem composite by averaging together low self-
esteem and high self-esteem (reverse scored; r = .24, p = 
.007).3 Larger numbers on each composite score indicate 
that a given trait is a more accessible component of the gen-
der stereotype.

We conducted two linear regression analyses—one for 
predicting exaggeration on the DANVA2 by the social sensi-
tivity accessibility score controlling for the low self-esteem 
accessibility score, and one for predicting exaggeration on 
self-esteem by the low self-esteem accessibility score con-
trolling for the social sensitivity accessibility score. The first 
regression yielded a significant effect for social sensitivity 
accessibility, β = .38, t(129) = 4.34, p < .001, and a nonsig-
nificant effect for low self-esteem accessibility, β = −.09, 
t(129) = −1.00, p = .318. The more that social sensitivity was 
a uniquely accessible component of the gender stereotype, 
the more participants exaggerated gender differences on the 
DANVA2. The second regression yielded a significant effect 
for low self-esteem accessibility, β = −.37, t(129) = −4.30, p 

Figure 1. Stereotypes regarding men and women (Experiment 2).
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< .001, and a nonsignificant effect for social sensitivity 
accessibility, β = −.14, t(129) = −1.56, p = .122. The more 
that low self-esteem was a uniquely accessible component of 
the gender stereotype, the more participants exaggerated 
gender differences in self-esteem.

As predicted, participants’ gender stereotypes exaggerate 
actual group differences only on the traits that are defining 
features of gender stereotypes, namely, traits presumed to 
differentiate men and women. Gender stereotypes exagger-
ated actual gender differences in measures of social sensitiv-
ity and self-esteem, but did not exaggerate actual differences 
in happiness. We also found support for our prediction when 
analyzing individual differences in stereotype content acces-
sibility. Exaggeration of gender differences on a given trait 
(either social sensitivity or self-esteem) was greater the more 
participants perceived that trait as an accessible stereotype 
content. Consistent with a regression-to-the-mean account, 
the degree to which stereotypes exaggerate group differences 
is a function of the presumed magnitude of perceived differ-
ences rather than on actual gender differences.

Experiment 3

Stereotypes are beliefs about groups of individuals, and 
groups are defined by attributes that differentiate one group 
from another. Implicit in this theorizing is that members 
within a given group are defined by a feature they share. 
Women share a gender category that differentiates them from 
men on some attributes. Although individuals within the cat-
egory of “women” all share the same gender, they obviously 
vary along many other attributes such as age, ethnicity, and 
education that are not brought to mind when thinking of the 
broader gender stereotype. This theorizing suggests the exag-
gerated gender differences we observed in Experiments 1 and 
2 are created because stereotype content is based not only on 
features presumed to differentiate one group from another but 
also on the defining feature that unites members within a 
group. This predicts that individuating group members—
thinking about a particular man or woman—will reduce the 
tendency to exaggerate gender differences because other indi-
viduating attributes besides gender are more readily accessi-
ble than when considering gender alone.

We tested this prediction in Experiment 3 by asking par-
ticipants to predict the performance of men and women on a 
social sensitivity test, and also to predict the performance of 
individual men and women, shown in a picture. Comparing 
predictions with actual performance of both men and women 
as a group, as well as with the individuated men and women, 
tests the calibration of predicted gender differences.

Method

Participants. Visitors to the Museum of Science and Industry 
in Chicago volunteered to participate in the baseline condi-
tion (N = 30, 15 women, M

age
 = 43.07, SD

age
 = 13.48) and 

subsequently in the evaluation condition (N = 90, 43 women, 

M
age

 = 32.53, SD
age

 = 13.18). We excluded five additional 
participants from the baseline condition (one was younger 
than 18, two were not Native English speakers and did not 
understand the instructions, and two were interrupted by 
their children). Including these participants, however, does 
not meaningfully alter the results.

Procedure. The first 30 participants served as our baseline 
condition so that we could obtain individual photographs to 
be used by the next 90 participants in the evaluation condi-
tion. Participants in the baseline condition completed the 
DANVA2 and then predicted their own score on the test as 
well as the average score for men and for women, as in 
Experiments 1 and 2. Participants then had their picture 
taken, from the waist up. These baseline participants com-
pleted the same procedure as participants in the evaluation 
condition, except that they did not make predictions about 
individuated targets.

Participants in the evaluation condition first completed 
the DANVA2 and then predicted how many items they 
answered correctly. Participants then made both categorical 
predictions about how many items “men on average” and 
“women on average” would answer correctly, and individu-
ated predictions. For the individuated predictions, partici-
pants saw a picture of each participant from the baseline 
condition, and predicted, for each one, how many items he or 
she answered correctly. The order of categorical and indi-
viduated predictions varied randomly across participants.

Results and Discussion

Means and standard deviations are presented in Table 3.

Performance. We observed no reliable gender difference in 
performance on the DANVA2 (Ms = 18.05 vs. 17.48, respec-
tively), t(118) = 1.08, p = .282, 95% CI [−.47, 1.61],  
r = .10.

Predicted performance. In the baseline condition, participants 
predicted that women would perform significantly better on 
average than men (Ms = 17.13 and 13.97, respectively), t(29) = 
5.75, p < .001, 95% CI [2.04, 4.29], r = .73.

In the evaluation condition, we first averaged participants’ 
individuated predictions of the 15 men and 15 women. A 2 
(predicted gender: men vs. women) × 2 (measure: categori-
cal vs. individuated) repeated-measures ANOVA yielded a 
main effect for predicted gender, F(1, 89) = 52.39, p < .001, 
r = .61, qualified by a predicted Gender × Measure interac-
tion, F(1, 89) = 16.94, p < .001, r = .40. Participants pre-
dicted women would perform better than men, but this 
predicted gender difference was roughly 3 times larger when 
making categorical judgments (Ms = 17.08 vs. 14.23, respec-
tively), F(1, 89) = 39.72, p < .001, 95% CI [1.95, 3.74], r = 
.56, than when making individuated judgments (Ms = 16.43 
vs. 15.36), F(1, 89) = 32.39, p < .001, 95% CI [0.70, 1.45],  
r = .52.
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We calculated two calibration scores for each participant—
for categorical predictions and for individuated predictions. 
The calibration score was significantly positive for categori-
cal predictions (M = 2.85), t(89) = 5.04, p < .001, 95% CI 
[1.38, 3.17], r = .47, indicating that predicted gender differ-
ences exaggerated actual gender differences observed in the 
entire sample. The calibration score was also significantly 
positive, yet significantly smaller, for individuated predic-
tions (M = 1.07), t(89) = 2.66, p = .009, 95% CI [0.13, 0.88], 
r = .27. Beliefs about men and women as groups—
stereotypes—exaggerated actual gender differences in social 
sensitivity more than beliefs about individuated men and 
women. A paired t test comparing the calibration score for 
categorical predictions and for individuated predictions 
yielded a significant effect, t(89) = 4.12, p < .001, 95% CI 
[0.92, 2.63], indicating that exaggeration was significantly 
greater for categorical predictions than for individuated 
predictions.

We also did a bootstrap analysis. For categorical judg-
ments, the bootstrap CI did not include zero [1.26, 4.15], 
indicating significant exaggeration. However, for individu-
ated judgments, the bootstrap CI did include zero [−0.14, 
2.23], indicating nonsignificant exaggeration.4

This experiment, again, highlights how the psychological 
process underlying a person’s beliefs affects the calibration of 
those beliefs. Evaluating individual men and women, based on 
their picture, reduced the tendency to exaggerate gender dif-
ferences in social sensitivity, suggesting that the process that 
creates stereotypic beliefs about groups of men and women 
leads to exaggerated perceptions of gender differences.

General Discussion

Other people are the most complicated agents that most of us 
will ever think about, and yet, thinking accurately about oth-
ers is critical for everyday life. It is therefore not surprising 
that people’s beliefs about others contain a good share of 
both fact and fiction. People are neither bumbling idiots nor 
brilliant savants around each other, and a psychological 

account of social judgment should not simply categorize 
judgment as one or the other, or tally up a haphazard collec-
tion of existing experiments to create some overall average. 
Our experiments instead tested a theory that connects the 
mechanisms that guide interpersonal judgment to the accu-
racy of those judgments, thereby enabling a more precise 
account of when stereotypes are likely to exaggerate inter-
group differences and when they do not.

Because groups tend to be defined by the features that distin-
guish one from another, we predicted that the most accessible 
attributes of a stereotype would tend to exaggerate group differ-
ences because they are also the features that people perceive to 
differ most strongly between groups. People’s beliefs contain 
some degree of accuracy but also some error, and whenever two 
variables are imperfectly correlated with each other, high scores 
on one variable tend to be associated with more modest scores 
on another variable. This suggests that the features that are most 
accessible when thinking about gender categories will exagger-
ate actual group differences, but those that are less accessible 
will be less likely to exaggerate differences.

We tested this account by examining the degree to which 
people’s beliefs about fundamental differences between men 
and women—their interpersonal abilities, specifically their 
empathic ability to understand the minds of other—exaggerate 
actual group differences compared with less accessible fea-
tures in gender stereotypes, such as happiness. In all five 
experiments, participants consistently believed that women 
were on average significantly better mind readers than men. 
These expected gender differences were not completely mis-
taken, as women were indeed better in some of our tests than 
men. However, expected gender differences consistently 
exaggerated the actual magnitude of gender differences, 
expecting gender differences that were 2 times larger or more 
than the actual gender differences. These exaggerated beliefs 
were mostly apparent in stereotypes of men and women in 
general, were reduced in beliefs about specific men and 
women, and did not emerge in men’s and women’s beliefs 
about themselves. These exaggerated beliefs were also 
restricted to attributes presumed to be most accessible in 

Table 3. Means and Standard Deviations for Experiment 3.

Women Men Difference

DANVA2 (24 items)
 Baseline and evaluation conditions
  Predicted self-performance 16.12 (4.91) 16.00 (5.25) 0.12a

  Actual performance 18.05 (2.25) 17.48 (3.35) 0.57a

 Evaluation condition
  Predicted others’ performance—Category 17.08 (4.51) 14.23 (4.22) 2.85a

  Predicted others’ performance—Individuals 16.43 (3.43) 15.36 (3.55) 1.07b

 Baseline condition
  Predicted others’ performance—Category 17.13 (5.83) 13.97 (5.47) 3.17

Note. For predicted self-performance and actual performance, gender differences are between participants whereas for predicted others’ performance, 
gender differences are within participants. Within each condition, numbers that do not share a superscript within the difference column differ significantly 
at p < .05.
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gender stereotypes, and did not emerge on more peripheral 
attributes such as happiness.

We think these results help clarify a somewhat mixed 
research literature, with some experiments finding evidence 
of exaggeration but other experiments finding no evidence of 
exaggeration (or even underestimating actual group differ-
ences; Jussim, 2012). In existing research, stereotype exag-
geration is typically explained as resulting from cognitive 
biases in social information processing (Beyer, 1999; 
Corneille & Judd, 1999; Dawes et al., 1972; Krueger et al., 
2003; Martin, 1987; McCrae et al., 2013). For example, 
some have suggested that exaggeration results from people’s 
tendency to pay more attention to and weigh more heavily 
group members that better differentiate between two social 
groups (Corneille & Judd, 1999; Eiser, 1971; Tajfel & 
Wilkes, 1963). Others have suggested that people overesti-
mate the frequency of occurrence of schema-consistent 
information relative to schema-inconsistent information 
(Martin, 1987).

We suggest instead that stereotype exaggeration results in 
part from the way people perceive groups. Any two groups of 
human beings have more shared attributes than differing attri-
butes, and yet, groups are defined by the attributes that differ-
entiate one from another, leading people to think more about 
differences between groups than similarities between groups. 
Obviously men and women differ in many ways, but the big-
gest differences are biological differences related to sex rather 
than psychological differences related to gender (Hyde, 2005). 
Stereotypes about gender that posit “essential” psychological 
differences between men and women, and even researchers 
who appeal to them (e.g., Baron-Cohen, 2003; Brizendine, 
2007, 2011), appear to exaggerate the relatively small differ-
ences that exist. Indeed, our experiments show that actual gen-
der differences across a variety of psychological measures 
were relatively meager. Exaggeration is therefore not as reli-
able for attributes that people do not perceive as “essential” for 
defining the difference between men and women (Experiment 
2), or for known individuals within a group (Experiment 3). 
The magnitude of stereotype exaggeration therefore relies 
heavily on expectations about group differences.

Our experiments also provide weak hints to other pro-
cesses that may contribute to stereotype exaggeration. In 
four out of the eight comparisons in which we tested partici-
pants’ predictions about men’s and women’s performance, 
women exaggerated performance differences more than 
men. This finding may suggest that exaggeration was partly 
driven by ingroup favoritism (or valence inaccuracy; Judd & 
Park, 1993), sometimes predicting that one’s own group 
would perform better on a desirable trait than another group. 
Interestingly, we did not observe similar overestimation by 
women of their personal performance (see Tables 1-3), con-
sistent with predictions of individuated targets. In fact, in 
none of the seven comparisons in which we examined gender 
differences in self-performance predictions did women sig-
nificantly predict they performed better than men. Overall, 

these findings may imply that exaggeration may be weakly, 
and inconsistently, attenuated when perceivers are not mem-
bers of a group that has an advantage in terms of the evalu-
ated trait (e.g., men when the evaluated trait is social 
sensitivity ability). However, because overall, the gender 
effect in prediction was weak (r = .16) and inconsistent 
across experiments, these suggestions await further research.

Although our experiments test the hypotheses about ste-
reotype exaggeration by studying gender stereotypes, we 
believe the mechanism underlying our account should 
account for the magnitude of stereotype exaggeration in any 
domain, and can even apply to people’s beliefs about them-
selves. Groups, as well as oneself, are defined by the features 
that make a group or a person distinct from others. The most 
distinguishing features that define the core content of a 
group, or a self, those that differ from others, are therefore 
most likely to exaggerate differences between groups or 
between self and others. Groups seem more different from 
each other than they actually are (i.e., stereotype exaggera-
tion). When applied to the self, it can make a person seem 
more different from others than he or she actually is (i.e., 
false uniqueness; Goethals, Messick, & Allison, 1991). 
People’s beliefs about themselves and others are neither 
completely mistaken nor perfectly calibrated. Considering 
the process by which groups, or the self, are defined can pro-
vide a more precise understanding of the facts and fictions 
that exist in people’s beliefs about a complicated world.

Appendix

Judd and Parks’s (1993) conceptualization of stereotypic 
inaccuracy serves as the standard analysis approach in the 
field today, but their focus is different than ours because it 
focuses on estimates of attribute prevalence in single groups 
compared with a criterion measure (e.g., men, women) rather 
than on differences between groups (e.g., men vs. women). 
Their analysis approach therefore cannot test our hypotheses. 
However, we include it here for interested readers, as it does 
identify a potentially intriguing, unpredicted, and relatively 
consistent result. In particular, men’s performance was con-
sistently underestimated compared with their actual score on 
tests of social intellect, whereas predictions of women’s per-
formance were relatively calibrated. We present those analy-
ses here, and discuss a mechanism that could explain it in the 
“General Discussion” section.

To perform this analysis, we computed the difference 
between predicted and actual performance for men and for 
women separately. These difference scores were then sub-
mitted to an ANOVA with participant’s gender (men vs. 
women) as a between subjects variable and target’s gender 
(men vs. women) as a within subjects variable.

In Experiments 1a through 1c, the grand means were all sig-
nificantly larger than zero (1.67, 3.07, and 3.68, respectively), 
all p < .001, indicating that participants generally answered 
more items correctly than predicted. That is, participants 
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underestimated others’ performance on these tests. The 
ANOVA also yielded a significant main effect for target’s gen-
der in all three experiments: Experiment 1a, F(1, 231) = 109.70, 
p < .001, r = .57; Experiment 1b, F(1, 229) = 28.62, p < .001, r 
= .33; and Experiment 1c, F(1, 235) = 209.49, p < .001, r = .69. 
This indicates that men’s performance was underestimated 
more than women’s performance. This analysis also yielded a 
significant target gender by participant gender interaction in 
Experiment 1a, F(1, 231) = 5.20, p = .023, r = .15; in Experiment 
1b, F(1, 229) = 6.76, p = .010, r = .17; but not in Experiment 
1c, F(1, 235) = 2.03, p = .156, r = .09. These interactions indi-
cate that women predicted larger gender differences than men 
did on the DANVA2 and The ME test, but not on the EQ.

In Experiment 2, the grand means for the DANVA2, self-
esteem, and happiness all differed significantly from zero 
(2.32, −10.58, and 2.16, respectively, all ps < .001). 
Participants thought others scored lower on the DANVA2 and 
happiness than others actually did, but they thought others 
scored higher on self-esteem than others actually did. In addi-
tion, the ANOVAs yielded a significant main effect of target’s 
gender for the DANVA2, F(1, 130) = 15.93, p < .001, r = .33; 
and for self-esteem, F(1, 130) = 63.44, p < .001, r = .57; but 
not for happiness, F(1, 130) < 1. This indicates greater under-
estimation of men’s performance than of women’s perfor-
mance on social sensitivity, and a great overestimation of 
men’s scores on self-esteem scale than of women’s scores. 
Finally, this analysis also yielded a significant target gender 
by participant gender interaction for the DANVA2, F(1, 130) 
= 11.96, p = .001, r = .29; a marginally significant interaction 
for self-esteem, F(1, 130) = 3.71, p = .056, r = .17; and no 
interaction for happiness, F(130) < 1. These interactions indi-
cate that women predicted larger gender differences than men 
did on the DANVA2 and self-esteem, but not on happiness.

In Experiment 3, the grand mean was again significantly 
greater than zero (2.2), t(179) = 6.53, p < .001, indicating that 
participants underestimated others’ performance on the 
DANVA2. This analysis also yielded a significant main effect 
for target gender, F(1, 88) = 41.48, p < .001, r = .57, indicat-
ing greater underestimation of men’s performance (−3.65) 
than women’s performance (−0.77). The analysis did not 
yield a significant target gender by participant gender interac-
tion, F(1, 88) = 2.48, p = .119, r = .16, indicating that women 
did not predict larger gender differences than men did.

Given that our theory makes no predictions about these 
effects, and that overestimating or underestimating perfor-
mance compared with an objective criterion is difficult to 
interpret, we do not speculate about these effects further.
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Notes

1. Participants predicted their own performance in all experiments 
before predicting the performance of men and women. Because 
this is not the focus of our research and we did not have a spe-
cific prediction regarding these self-predictions, we report the 
data only in the tables and not in the text.

2. In Experiments 1 and 2, the order of predictions of men’s and 
women’s performance was counterbalanced.

3. Because the correlation between low self-esteem and high 
self-esteem (reverse coded) was low, we also analyzed the 
two self-esteem measures separately. We conducted a regres-
sion analysis predicting exaggeration on self-esteem by high 
self-esteem accessibility (reverse coded) and low self-esteem 
accessibility score controlling for social sensitivity accessibility. 
The regression yielded a significant effect for high self-esteem 
(reverse coded), β = −.24, t(128) = −2.82, p = .006, and for low 
self-esteem, β = −.24, t(128) = −2.79, p = .006, but not for social 
sensitivity, β = −.13, t(128) = −1.51, p = .133.

4. In Experiment 3, we did not run the additional bootstrapping 
procedure we report in Experiments 1 and 2, using only the first 
prediction participants gave, because in this experiment, we did 
not counterbalance the order of predicted performance of men 
and women.

Supplemental Material

Supplementary material is available online with this article.
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