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Abstract
It is rather uncontroversial that gender should have no influence on treating others 
as equal epistemic agents. However, is this view reflected in practice? This paper 
aims to test whether the gender of the testifier and the accused of assault is related to 
the perception of a testimony’s reliability and the guilt of the potential perpetrator. 
Two experiments were conducted: the subjects (n = 361, 47% females, 53% males) 
assessed the reliability of the testifier in four scenarios of assault accusation, in 
which the only difference was the gender of the people presented. During the study, 
we have observed dependencies of gender and ascription of reliability, but only mar-
ginal differences in guilt attribution. The results of our research may constitute an 
argument for the existence of different epistemic status endowed on people depend-
ing on their gender and existing gender stereotypes. Our results suggest that gender 
bias may be situated at a deeper level than the linguistically triggered representation.
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1  Introduction

1.1 � Gender Bias and Epistemic Beliefs

Is gender a factor that influences our perception of the epistemic status of another 
person? This question may be understood in at least a twofold sense. Firstly, 
ascribing reliability to an assertion made by a person may be influenced by 
whether the speaker is a man or a woman. Secondly, it might be the case that men 
and women differently perceive the credibility of other people’s claims. Those 
two understandings overlap, and so it may also be true that women believe in 
assertions made by men and by women differently; the same may be true about 
men’s beliefs. In this paper, we want to establish whether there are not only gen-
der differences, but whether there is a gender bias present in the perception of 
reliability of speakers, and whether gender is an important factor in ascribing 
epistemic status to others.

At the beginning, some terminological remarks are in order. Two concepts, 
namely: gender difference and gender bias should be distinguished for the pur-
pose of the study (for exhaustive account of biases see e.g., Kahneman & Tversky 
[28]; Kahneman [27]). Both occur when, in given circumstances, gender is the 
only varying factor, and still, the assessment of reliability changes. However, not 
in every situation this could be problematic or wrong. The gender of participants 
may carry additional information, for instance about a frequency assessment of 
the event described. Consequently, sometimes the testifier will be (not irration-
ally), regarded as less reliable, because their testimony will concern an event that 
is highly unlikely given the described gender arrangement. For example, a man, 
who testifies that he has been assaulted by five women may be considered less 
reliable than a woman who claims that she has been assaulted by five men—only 
because the former situation is deemed to be extremely infrequent. If you hear 
about an extremely rare event, it is a natural reaction to ask for more evidence 
than if you hear about an event that happens every day constantly. Thus, gen-
der difference will occur, when the assessment varies across gender in a rational 
way, due to an actual incidence of phenomena. On the other hand, gender bias 
will occur in situations, when the assessment of reliability will change, with gen-
der being the only altered variable, due to irrational and prejudiced beliefs about 
men or women. Gender bias then may be influenced by social gender norms and 
roles, as well as gender stereotypes. Moreover, in experimental circumstances the 
existence of gender bias will always imply gender differences because we cannot 
assume occurrence of the former, while no empirical difference can be observed.

The existence of a gender bias in endowing epistemic status to speakers is 
exceptionally relevant in cases of testimonies regarding violent crimes as well 
as sexual crimes. Especially, if in two cases the circumstances are similar, while 
the only differentiating factor is gender, and the assertion of reliability varies, it 
is plausible to assume that some external factors influence the perception of one 
as an epistemic agent. A disbelief in an utterance made by a woman and a belief 
in the same utterance made by a man in the context of violent and sexual crimes 
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calls for taking into consideration gender stereotypes that prevail in a society. 
These factors are particularly weighty in gender-based crimes, where the propor-
tion of female victims is significantly higher than male victims, e.g., home abuse 
or sexual violence. The prevalence of female victims in this type of crimes may 
result in the perception of both gender-based crimes and its victims through the 
lens of gender stereotypes.

The discussion on the perceived reliability of perpetrators and victims and its 
relation to gender has been increasingly vocal since the 2018 accusation of Supreme 
Court candidate Brett Kavanaugh of sexual offense against Christine Blasey Ford 
[13]. In support of Ford’s, there appeared an internet movement of “#Believe-
Women” and many women shared their experience of being victims of male sexual 
violence. Amidst the public discussion, the problem of disbelief towards testimo-
nies provided by women who claimed they have been victims of such offenses was 
raised. Ford’s case involved many factors that may be regarded as influencing the 
perceived reliability of both Ford and Kavanaugh, such as political views, socio-
economic hierarchy, etc. This case thus should serve only as an illustration to the 
problem described, as our goal is not to study reliability of people in power. We 
aim to investigate the existence of gender bias as such, which may occur in every-
day human interactions, without the presence of other obscuring variables. As Kim-
berly Kessler Ferzan [17] points, one of the underlying demands of the “#Believe-
Women” movement is to treat women respectfully as epistemic agents, and to treat 
their testimonies regarding violence caused by men with equal respect and belief, 
just like testimonies of victims of any other crimes, regardless the gender. It should 
also be pointed out that some of the voices point to potential problems that may cre-
ate “#BelieveWomen”-like movements, for example by attributing undue credibility 
to testimony based on gender, thereby reversing the gender bias [6]. The researched 
problem may also overlap with a possible misbelief towards victims of crimes as 
such and secondary victimization. For this reason, the goal of our research is to iso-
late the gender factor in testimonies and reliability ascriptions.

1.2 � Reliability and Epistemic Justice

The presented research investigates, if (1) gender is a factor that differentiates the 
status of a person as an epistemic agent, and (2) if gender is related to the perception 
of reliability of a given testimony. Ideally, gender should have no influence on treat-
ing others as equal epistemic agents. This means that other relevant circumstances 
held fixed, similar testimonies should be given the same amount of trust. Seeing 
someone as an equal epistemic agent means attributing this person with at least an 
ordinary level of rationality and reliability. By the “at least ordinary level of ration-
ality” we understand a level that we wish to ascribe to a person, when reasons to 
doubt their rationality have not (or not yet) been obtained by us. In other words, it 
is an attitude we usually have towards others in everyday encounters. It would be 
very inconvenient to assume and check if every person we meet may be irrational. 
It is advantageous and efficient to approach others as if they were at least ordinarily 
rational. Similarly, the “at least ordinary level of reliability” should be understood 
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as a level we may ascribe to an utterance made by a person we have no prima facie 
reasons to distrust. It is thus the level of reliability we have in everyday encounters 
with others, for example while inquiring about the time, or the road in a foreign city. 
Most of the knowledge we possess is not ‘knowledge by acquaintance’ but ‘knowl-
edge by description’, to use Bertrand Russell’s words [40]. To operate in the social 
world successfully, we often need to believe descriptions of things and situations 
we did not acquaint with directly. Therefore, if we receive someone’s testimony, we 
treat it as epistemically equal and we can believe it to be true, as long as there are 
no significant reasons to do otherwise. As Kimberly Kessler Ferzan [17] indicates, 
we rely on testimonies of others all the time—doing otherwise would make eve-
ryday life impossible. Yet, as she claims, regarding violence against women, the 
tendency is to disbelieve female victims solely based on their gender. Ferzan [17] 
claims that in some cases, women are suffering from epistemic injustice, while there 
is no rational explanation for their epistemically inferior status. Such phenomenon 
would be an instance of hermeneutical injustice, described by Miranda Fricker as a 
product of a hermeneutical gap that occurs when members of marginalized groups 
are rendered as lesser epistemic or moral agents [19]. Specifically, regarding women 
as less credible in cases of violent crimes based solely on their gender would add up 
to testimonial injustice, a subtype of hermeneutical injustice occurring in testimo-
nial exchanges, when stereotypes and prejudice lead to credibility deficit ascribed to 
members of a social group [18, 19]. Especially in cases of violence against women, 
since there is no reason to treat them as less reliable, there may be good reasons to 
acknowledge their epistemic superiority. For women are statistically more often vic-
tims of sexual crimes, their knowledge in this matter may exceed that of men [17]. 
Their expert knowledge may be an effect of standpoint epistemology [17]. Thus, 
it might be rational to perceive testimonies of female victims of violent crimes as 
more reliable than other testimonies. Of course, the question if in different cases 
there are any rational grounds to differentiate the reliability of men and women calls 
for separate research. Our goal here is not to determine the reason why such vary-
ing approaches in varying contexts to testimonies of men and women may appear. 
We rather want to investigate experimentally, if there are regularities in reliability 
ascriptions correlated with gender in the exact same context in the first place.

A practical dimension of the aforementioned discussion is for instance the so-
called “he said-she said” type of cases [20]. These are mainly cases of sexual assault 
accusations, where the only evidence available are testimonies of both the victim 
and the assaulter. In cases of this kind, the presence of gender bias towards the epis-
temic status of women would be a highly harmful occurrence that could interfere 
with the fairness and impartialness of adjudicating a criminal case in court — it 
could unjustly favor the perspective of a male assaulter and result in insufficient pro-
tection of female victims. Georgi Gardiner claims that the presence of this kind of 
gender bias could be understood as a case of epistemic irrationality, meaning that 
the decision-makers would take into consideration factors that are irrelevant to the 
case, such as gender prejudice and beliefs about men and women that are based on 
a cultural understanding of gender roles, but not necessarily connected to the case 
adjudicated [21]. The emergence of gender bias in the findings of the presented 
research could provide an argument in favor of Gardiner’s thesis. It also should 



1 3

Is Epistemic Status Gender‑Biased? Gender As a Predictor of…

be noted that the presence of gender bias is frequently reported in  situations that 
include a relation between an assaulter and a victim of violent crimes. Hence, it 
can be examined if it is more present in situations where a victim is female and an 
assaulter is male, but also the other way around — to investigate a possible gender 
bias towards male victims of female aggression. Comparison of those two variants 
may show either a bias towards one of the genders or towards victims versus perpe-
trators (or perhaps even both). Additionally, it should be investigated if in situations 
of male violence towards men and female violence towards women, there may be 
observed a tendency to ascribe a lower level of reliability towards victims. If this is 
the case, then it would suggest the presence of a victim bias, not a gender bias per 
se. Our experimental research is focused on examining all four of those variations of 
the victim-perpetrator relation.

Our envisioned research design permits to bring an additional insight into the 
potential structure of the gender bias in the “he said-she said” type of cases. Namely, 
the potential bias could occur at one of two levels. First, it could be that the bias 
is situated at a purely semiotic level. This would mean that the aforementioned 
epistemic irrationality suggested by Gardiner stems from linguistic representations 
encoded in the words we use. These semantic entities could be direct triggers of 
stereotypical mental representations leading to the discussed epistemic injustice [7, 
36, 39]. If this is the case, then a vignette experiment employing rigid, binary gen-
der categories such as “man” or “woman”, should incite participants to answer any 
values-related question on the vignette in a biased manner, as it is the vignette lan-
guage that triggers the bias. Moreover, it can be expected that the bias induced by 
the language should be systematic, with a consistent direction in  situations where 
the concept occurs. By contrast, if the answers on different questions do not all yield 
gender effects, the linguistic hypothesis is more questionable and the gender bias is 
located at a deeper, mental level. This could indicate that the shared conceptions of 
“a man” or “a woman” are understood on a level of social identities [19]. As a result, 
this possibility would emphasize the need to fight entire stereotypes rather than the 
language itself, because gender-neutral terms would not be enough to challenge the 
gender bias present in society [31, 32].

There could be a relation of gender as well as beliefs about reliability and epis-
temic status. As it has been empirically researched, people expect different behavior 
of others in accordance with their gender, they adjust their behavior themselves to 
fit gender norms, and they expect others to adjust their behavior to gender norms 
[11, 12]. Research conducted by Stepnick and Orcutt [43] indicates that in the courts 
of law, it is female judges and female attorneys who are the most observant of the 
gender bias behavior towards women, even though both male and female judges and 
attorneys engage in such behaviour. When it comes to testimonies given by female 
victims of sexual assault, certain speech styles have been reported to affect victim’s 
reliability. For instance, the use of uptalk, a manner of speaking characterized by 
risen intonation at the end of a declarative sentence, has been reported to negatively 
affect the perceived reliability of female victims of sexual assault. It did not have 
such effect on the reliability of male perpetrators, as well as it did not influence the 
perceived reliability of testimonies in a situation that did not involve a gender related 
crime, that is, in a medical malpractice trial [30]. In addition, the reliability of a 
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female victim of sexual assault would also drop when she was heard after the testi-
mony of a man [30]. A powerful speech style on the other hand, which was reported 
to increase reliability of a speaker in court, has been reported to have an opposite 
effect, when employed by a victim of sexual assault [25]. Moreover, eye contact was 
a factor enhancing the credibility of experts, but only when they were male, and had 
no significant effect on credibility, when the experts were female [33]. Research also 
indicates a possible gender bias in specific relation to adjudicating criminal activ-
ity. For instance, men in the US tend to receive 63 percent higher sentences than 
women in cases where both the crimes and their relevant circumstances are similar; 
data also shows that women are more likely to avoid conviction and incarceration 
[42]. Interestingly enough, not only gender, but also masculine or feminine appear-
ance may influence perception of reliability of victims and perpetrators of physi-
cal assault. As Wasarhaley et al. [45] indicated in the research on lesbian intimate 
partner violence, masculine-looking partners have been perceived as more reliable 
than a feminine-looking partners, when the perpetrator of violence was masculine. 
Moreover, male participants tended to have more sympathy towards the masculine-
looking victims than towards feminine. The adopted gender roles, not the gender 
per se, have been observed to vary the perception of the victims and perpetrators. 
The relation of gender and ascribing reliability has not been exhaustively studied 
yet. Even though the aforementioned research partly covers this matter, the majority 
of experiments was conducted in relation to criminal court proceedings and studied 
prosecutors’ and judges’ decisions. Our aim is a wider approach, investigating gen-
der bias in ascribing reliability to victims and perpetrators in the general population.

There have been numerous, insightful studies investigating the reliability of a wit-
ness’ testimony. For instance, Ask and Granhag [3] find that a witness who discon-
firmed a focal hypothesis was perceived as less reliable and credible; Dent and Ste-
phenson [9] find that children witnesses are more susceptible to suggestibility and 
therefore are perceived as less reliable; Castelli et al. [8] argue that the interview-
ing style can impact the credibility of witnesses, especially children. By contrast, 
there have been less studies focusing on the victim’s testimony. Among them, see, 
for instance, Voogt et al. [44] for an overview of measurements of a child-victim’s 
credibility; van Doorn and Koster [10] for a systematic review of victim’s emotion-
ality and credibility, suggesting that emotionality can impact victim’s credibility. 
Our study is part of the strand of research on victim’s testimony. It goes one step 
further by investigating the additional impact of gender on testimony. Namely, we 
investigate simultaneously whether a putative victim’s gender can impact percep-
tions of this victim’s reliability as well as whether the gender of the suspect can 
impact guilt attributions. Our study employs the rigorous method of hypothesis test-
ing through massive online surveys, which guarantees robust statistical effects, a 
balanced sample, preregistered hypotheses as well as rigorous attention and compre-
hension checks.

Last clarificatory remark is in order. What the experiments we propose in this 
paper can detect, formally speaking, are gender differences, because the formula-
tion of the study does not provide a direct proof that it is a gender bias, rather than 
a rationally justified gender difference. As was mentioned in the beginning, rational 
and unprejudiced differences in the assessment of the reliability of assertions should 
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not be considered gender bias. On the other hand, should the differences occur on 
a population level, not in particular assessors, we are inclined to argue that it is a 
gender bias. In the discussion we will argue that gender differences, if found in the 
course of the study, will constitute a systemic gender bias, when they occur at a 
population, rather than at a particular level.

2 � Methods

2.1 � Study Design

In the course of the study, two experiments have been conducted.1 The research’s 
aim was to observe, whether gender bias, as defined above, occurs in identical sce-
narios, which differ only in the gender of the protagonists. Namely, whether reliabil-
ity ascriptions to testifiers and suspects respectively will differ if everything is held 
fixed in the experimental scenarios, except for the gender of the protagonists.

The main questions and hypotheses of the research were as follows:
Q1: Are people gender-biased in ascribing reliability to testifiers when adjudicat-

ing violent crimes?
Q2a: Does the gender of participants impact the ascriptions of the testifier’s reli-

ability in violent crimes?
Q2b: Does the gender of the testifier or suspect impact testifier’s reliability 

assessments pertaining to violent crimes?

H1  When everything else is held fixed in the scenario, except for the gender of testi-
fier and suspect, there are differences in the assessments of the testifier’s reliability.

H2  Participants’ gender affects their assessments of the testifier’s reliability.2

In the experiments conducted, participants had to pass an attention check and 
confirm being a native speaker of English. Participants were presented with one var-
iation of the following scenario:

An ordinarily looking (A) came to the police department to report that [he/she] 
has just been assaulted by [his/her] (B) boss after a company dinner. Although 
the police officer could smell a bit of alcohol from [his/her] breath, [he/she] 
answered all questions clearly nevertheless. The boss was a wealthy [man/
woman], who never had any criminal record. There have been rumors about 

1   All data, preregistrations and appendix can be found in the OSF repository under the link: https://​
osf.​io/​wbu8c/?​view_​only=​9bb30​7575a​b5420​0a3b4​91b6f​a399d​2b. We preregistered two separate experi-
ments but analyzed the data jointly. Link to preregistration of conditions MT and FT: https://​aspre​dicted.​
org/​blind.​php?x=​9k4zq9; link to preregistration of conditions BF and BM: https://​aspre​dicted.​org/​7KJ_​
9XF.
2  We also asked participants to assess the Guilt of the perpetrators, but found only negligible differences, 
and thus present the analysis of the answers on the Guilt question in the Appendix.

https://osf.io/wbu8c/?view_only=9bb307575ab54200a3b491b6fa399d2b
https://osf.io/wbu8c/?view_only=9bb307575ab54200a3b491b6fa399d2b
https://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=9k4zq9
https://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=9k4zq9
https://aspredicted.org/7KJ_9XF
https://aspredicted.org/7KJ_9XF
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[him/her] mistreating [his/her] [male/female] workers, but no accusations have 
ever been proven.

Four variations of the scenario were randomly assigned to participants:

1.	 A = “woman”, B = “female”, rumors about mistreating female workers. Condition 
name: “both females” (BF).

2.	 A = “man”, B = “male”, rumors about mistreating male workers. Condition name: 
“both males” (BM).

3.	 A = “woman”, B = “male”, rumors about mistreating female workers. However the 
scenario does not suggest that the person reporting the crime actually is a victim, 
for the sake of clarity and conciseness we will use the name “female testifier” 
(FT) for this condition.

4.	 A = “man”, B = “female”, rumors about mistreating male workers. Condition 
name: “male testifier” (MT).

As can be seen, in each case rumors suggest that the boss could mistreat workers 
whose gender is the same as A’s gender.

After reading the scenario, participants were asked to adjudicate the level of reli-
ability of A:

“On a scale from 1 to 10, where 1 is completely unreliable and 10 is completely 
reliable, how reliable is the testimony of the [woman/man] in your opinion?”

2.2 � Data Structure and Data Analysis

Collected data included dependent variable (highlighted in capital letters in the 
text), and four independent variables (for easier distinction, demographic variables 
are marked with a capital letter and the experiment variable with a lower case letter):

•	 RELIABILITY (ordinal variable approximated by interval scale)—participant’s 
assessment of testimony’s reliability: 1–10 Likert scale.

•	 Condition (factor)—the scenario which was presented to the participant in the 
questionnaire: BF vs BM vs FT vs MT.

•	 Gender (binary variable)—gender of the participant: 1—female vs 0—male 
(other values omitted, see: Sect. 3.3. of the present paper).

•	 Age (continuous variable)—age of participant.
•	 Any legal expertise (binary variable)—whether the participant has any legal 

knowledge, i.e., declares being a law student, legal academic, a judge or other 
lawyer: 1—having any legal expertise vs 0—lack of legal expertise.

Turning to the issue of data analysis, let’s start with comments on the Likert 
scale. It is an ordinal scale, but it is indicated that it can be approximated as an 
interval scale, especially when it has many points [26, 34]. As the scale used in 
the study is a 10-point scale, it is not a misuse to treat it as an interval scale, 
which is why parametric statistical tests are used in the paper. However, as the 
ordinality of the Likert scale can manifest itself particularly strongly in the face 
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of controversial issues, and because of the desire for robustness of the analysis, 
non-parametric methods were additionally used in many issues.

Eventually, the study uses parametric methods (such as ANOVA), non-par-
ametric methods (such as Kruskal–Wallis test or Dunn’s test), and elements of 
visual analysis. When p-value is in-text reported, it refers to t-test, but in each 
case, the results of non-parametric statistical tests are also provided in the tables 
with the results of the post-hoc tests. Absolute value of Cohen’s |d| is reported 
in each t-test and η2 are reported in each ANOVA. No arbitrary level of signifi-
cance was adopted due to the many disadvantages and lack of a strong justifi-
cation for this approach [22, 46]. Instead, according to test power calculations, 
any p-value ≤ 0.10 was considered worthy of interest, while lower p-values were 
treated as leading to higher significance compared to higher p-values (hence, it 
was not a 0–1 decision-making rule). In the absence of a solid rationale for intro-
ducing a correction for multiple comparisons in current study [37], the p-values 
of the statistical tests without such correction were intentionally treated as refer-
ence values. However, as many researchers report p-values with corrections for 
multiple comparisons, for those interested and for comparability of the analysis 
with possible future similar studies, values for the Tukey HSD tests are addi-
tionally included in the results tables. The conclusions of the analysis would not 
change significantly if the p-values for the Tukey test were taken as reference val-
ues. We did not control the information about the legal expertise strictly enough 
to include variable Any legal expertise in the main analysis.

The statistical analysis was performed using programming language R ver. 
4.2.2 [35] with packages: tidyverse set (including, especially, ggplot2, readr, 
dplyr, broom) [47], afex [41], rstatix [29], and IDE RStudio [38], JASP ver. 
0.17.2, and Jamovi ver. 2.3.21.

2.3 � The Sample Characteristics

Based on a predictive power analysis performed with the G-Power [15] software, 
we had estimated that a sample size of 400 participants, the 100 per condition and 
the 50 for condition-gender group, will be sufficient to achieve power for a two-
tailed t-test at the level of 80 percent for the moderate size effects (|d|= 0.50) for 
the gender groups inside the condition (α = 0.10, equal groups, precise n = 102) 
and small-moderate (|d|= 0.35) for the condition groups (α = 0.10, equal groups, 
precise n = 204).

400 participants were recruited using the Amazon Mechanical Turk online plat-
form. We filtered out participants who (i) were not native speakers of the English 
language; (ii) who failed an attention check; (iii) took less than 30 s to complete the 
entire questionnaire. The group of non-binary gender included only 2 participants, 
which was not enough to include it in the statistical analysis, so these participants 
were omitted. Finally, 361 observations have been left (192 males and 169 females). 
Distribution of the observations across conditions and gender, and post-hoc com-
puted power of the Student’s t-test are presented in Table 1.
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The mean age in the sample was 39.4 years (SD = 11.1, range: 20–80) and did not 
significantly vary across the groups (F-test of the linear model predicting the age using 
condition and Gender variables: F(4, 356) = 0.33, p = 0.858).

A high number of participants declared having any legal expertise in the demo-
graphic questionnaire at the end of the survey, i.e. lawyers, judges, legal academics and 
law students (80 from 361, which is ca. 22 percent). Thus, the proportion of people 
who declared to have legal expertise in the sample is higher than in the population [2]. 
Precise number of lawyers per group is displayed in Table 2.

Table 1   Contingency table of 
condition and Gender 

Condition Gender Total Power of the t-test 
(for |d|= 0.5, 
α = .10)Male Female

BF Count 55 38 93 76%
% [within row] 59% 41% 100%

BM Count 58 35 93 75%
% 62% 38% 100%

FT Count 39 51 90 75%
% 43% 57% 100%

MT Count 40 45 85 74%
% 47% 53% 100%

Total Count 192 169 361
% 53% 47% 100%

Table 2   Contingency table 
of condition and Any legal 
expertise 

Condition Any legal expertise Total

0 1

BF Count 62 31 93
% [within row] 67% 33% 100%

BM Count 62 31 93
% 67% 33% 100%

FT Count 78 12 90
% 87% 13% 100%

MT Count 79 6 85
% 93% 7% 100%

Total Count 281 80 361
% 78% 22% 100%
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3 � Results

3.1 � Descriptive Statistics

The descriptive statistics for the dependent variable RELIABILITY are displayed in 
Table 3. In turn, the histograms for the values are indicated in Fig. 1. Comparison 
of the dispersion measures of RELIABILITY (SD = 1.89; IQR = 3) and its central 
parameters (mean = 7.25, mode = 8), allows one to conclude that its level of variabil-
ity is fully sufficient for the statistical analysis (M/SD = 0.26). The skewness of the 
RELIABLITY distribution is around − 0.87, which means the distribution has slight 
negative skew.

The Spearman’s correlation coefficient between Age and RELIABILITY was very 
low (ρ = 0.03, p = 0.551). In view of this, Age was not included in further analysis.

3.2 � Statistical Analysis

An multi-way ANOVA including condition and Gender (note that Gender = 1 refers 
to female participants and Gender = 0 refers to male participants, as indicated in 
Sect.  3.2) as well as their interaction as independent variables was performed to 
assess the differences in RELIABILITY scores between experimental groups. The 
results are presented in Table 4. A sum of squares of the third type was used in each 
ANOVA.

Table 3   Descriptive Statistics of RELIABILITY 

RELIABILITY Mode Mean SD IQR Skewness Min Max 1st quartile Median 3rd quartile

8 7.25 1.89 3  − 0.87 1 10 6 8 9

Fig. 1   Histogram of RELIABILITY



	 K. Horniczak et al.

1 3

In the case of the RELIABILITY analysis, both Gender (F(1, 353) = 7.13, 
p = 0.008, η2 = 0.019) and condition (F(3, 353) = 5.96, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.047) were 
significant, see Table 4. There was too weak a basis to infer the significance of the 
interaction term (F(3, 353) = 1.81, p = 0.145, η2 = 0.014), but again the p-value is rel-
atively small and therefore a deeper analysis is recommended. To make the analysis 
more robust, as mentioned in Sect. 3.2., we decided to perform also non-parametric 
tests. Kruskal–Wallis rank sum test (which is known as non-parametric equivalent 
for the one-way ANOVA) for differences across condition variable validated afore-
mentioned results (χ2(3) = 15.60, p = 0.001).

Post-hoc tests, which are displayed in Table  5, provide two highly significant 
relationships. Firstly, females tend to assess RELIABILITY as higher on average as 
compared to males (t = −  2.67, pt = 0.008, |d|= 0.29; ‘pt’ refers to p-value of Stu-
dent’s t-test). Secondly, mean RELIABILITY ascription in the MT condition is lower 
than any other condition and this effect seems to have a medium strength (BF vs 
MT: t = 2.85, pt = 0.005, |d|= 0.43; BM vs MT: t = 4.10, pt < 0.001, |d|= 0.62; FT vs 
MT: t = 2.80, pt = 0.005, |d|= 0.43). Other differences are not significant (pt > 0.188, 
pD > 0.257) The results of the non-parametric post-hoc tests (Table 5, right panel B) 
fully overlap with the conclusions from the parametric tests.

As visual inspection shows, on the one hand, for some conditions (FT, BF) there 
are noticeable differences in average answers of female and male participants, while 
for other conditions the difference is not apparent (MT, BM), see Fig.  2. On the 
other hand, when grouped by gender, the data reveals one group significantly differ-
ent from the others, different for each gender (higher BM score for males, lower MT 
score for females), see Fig. 3. These observations make it worthwhile to undertake 
a further analysis: a comparison between genders, when grouping by condition (i.e., 
in each condition, separately), and between conditions, when grouping by gender 
(i.e. for females and for males, separately). The t-tests performed assumed equality 
of variances, as tests of equality of variances in three of the four cases did not give 
grounds to reject this assumption (p = 0.053 for BM; p > 0.212 for other conditions; 
for detailed results, see Table A1 in the online appendix).

Both Student’s t and Mann–Whitney-Wilcoxon tests (presented in Table  6) 
allow for the conclusion that the assessments of RELIABILITY by female par-
ticipants were significantly higher than for male participants in FT condition 
(t(88) =−  2.95, pt = 0.004; W = 638, pW = 0.003; |d|= 0.62) and likely signifi-
cantly higher in BF condition (t(91) = − 1.83, pt = 0.071; W = 782, pW = 0.036; 

Table 4   Multi-way ANOVA for RELIABILITY, including Gender, condition and their interaction

**p ≤ 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Cases Sum of Sq Df Mean Sq F p η2

Gender 23.86 1 23.86 7.13 0.008 ** 0.019
Condition 59.92 3 19.97 5.96  < 0.001 *** 0.047
Gender * condition 18.17 3 6.06 1.81 0.145 0.014
Residuals 1182.08 353 3.35
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|d|= 0.39). These effects are moderately strong. There is no basis for rejecting 
the hypothesis of equality across groups for the BM (t(91) = 0.25, pt = 0.799; 
W = 1036, pW = 0.871; |d|= 0.05) and MT (t(83) = −  0.69, pt = 0.489; W = 818, 
pW = 0.468; |d|= 0.15) conditions.

Fig. 2   Violin plots and comparisons of means for RELIABILITY, by Gender-condition, grouped by 
condition. Points represent the means, error bars denote the 95% confidence intervals calculated using 
ANOVA model-based standard errors

Fig. 3   Violin plots and comparisons of means for RELIABILITY, by condition-Gender, grouped by Gen-
der. Points represent the means, error bars denote the 95% confidence intervals calculated using ANOVA 
model-based standard errors
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Turning to the differences by participants’ gender group, an one-way ANOVA 
displayed in Table 7 suggests a significant difference between the conditions in 
the male participants group (F(3, 188) = 4.78, p = 0.003, η2 = 0.071). Assess-
ments of RELIABILITY in BM condition were highly significantly higher than 
MT (t = 3.57, pt < 0.001, |d|= 0.73) and significantly higher than FT (t = 2.57, 
pt = 0.011, |d|= 0.53) and BF (in BF vs BM: t = − 2.21, p = 0.029, |d|= 0.42), see 
Table  8. Note that the effect size of the BM vs MT difference is quite a large 
(|d|= 0.73). Other differences are rather not significant (pt > 0.126, pD > 0.121). 
This suggests that the higher assessments in the BM condition are responsible for 
the significant differences detected by the one-way ANOVA, see Table 7.

In the case of the female’s group, on the other hand, the significant difference 
between the groups, as indicated by the one-way ANOVA (presented in Table 9; 
F(3, 165) = 3.85, p = 0.011, η2 = 0.065), is due to the difference in scores for MT. 
More precisely, ascriptions of RELIABILITY in the MT condition were highly 
significantly lower than in FT (in FT vs MT: t = 3.18, pt = 0.002, |d|= 0.65) and 
significantly lower than in BF (in BF vs MT: t = 2.48, pt = 0.014, |d|= 0.55) and 
BM (in BM vs MT: t = 2.29, pt = 0.023, |d|= 0.52). Differences in other condi-
tions are not significant (pt > 0.542, pD > 0.450). Dunn’s tests provide nearly same 
results. The results of the post-hoc tests are provided in Table 10.

In both gender groups there is no basis to assume inter-group differences after 
excluding the BM and MT conditions, respectively (F(2, 121) = 0.25, p = 0.779 
for females with MT excluded; F(2, 131) = 0.98, p = 0.376 for males with BM 
excluded). This confirms the earlier comments about the conditions responsible 
for the intergroup differences noted in the ANOVAs.

Table 6   Central tendency comparisons between gender groups for RELIABILITY with the splitting by 
condition 

Flags refer to the higher out of the two p-values: max(pt, pW); ○p ≤ 0.10; **p ≤ 0.01

Condition A. Student’s t-tests B. Wilcoxon 
tests

Flag

Mean Male Mean Female Mean Diff t df |d| pt W pW

BF 6.98 7.71  − 0.73  − 1.83 91 0.39 0.071 782 0.036 ○
BM 7.74 7.66 0.08 0.25 91 0.05 0.799 1036 0.871
FT 6.77 7.90  − 1.13  − 2.95 88 0.62 0.004 638 0.003 **
MT 6.40 6.71  − 0.31  − 0.69 83 0.15 0.489 818 0.468

Table 7   One-way ANOVA for 
RELIABILITY, for the male 
participants group only

**p ≤ 0.01

Cases Sum of Sq df Mean Sq F p η2

Condition 47.95 3 15.98 4.78 0.003 ** 0.071
Residuals 628.63 188 3.34
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3.3 � The Any Legal Expertise Variable in the Model

After adding the Any legal expertise variable into the model (which then included 
Gender, condition, Any legal expertise variables and their three first order interac-
tions), the most significant term was Gender * Any legal expertise (F(1, 348) = 9.68, 
p = 0.002, η2 = 0.026) interaction. Taking into account very small group sizes of law-
yers in the sample, such a significant term could be interpreted as the existence of an 
important (mediation) effect of Any legal expertise on the relation between gender 
and RELIABILITY assessments. The table with precise results is presented in the 
appendix (Table A2 in the online Appendix).

4 � General Discussion

The experiments do not allow to conclude, what conditions, or which gender, devi-
ate from the norm, because due to the experiment design, setting the norm is not 
possible. Thus, we will not formulate our results in statements claiming that one 
gender is more biased than the other, because there is no objective reference point. 
Additionally, when participants are split based on their gender, the reference point 
for female participants’ answers is generally higher than for males: female answer 
depict higher reliability ascriptions.

Table 9   One-way ANOVA for 
RELIABILITY, for the female 
participants group only

*p ≤ 0.05

Cases Sum of Sq df Mean Sq F p η2

Condition 38.78 3 12.93 3.85 0.011 * 0.065
Residuals 553.46 165 3.35

Table 10   Post-hoc comparisons for RELIABILITY, by condition, for the female participants group only

Flags refer to the higher out of the two p-values: max(pt, pD); *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01

Group 1 Group 2 A. Student’s t- and Tukey’s HSD tests B. Dunn’s tests Flag

Mean Diff SE t |d| pt ptukey Z Wi Wj pD

BF BM 0.05 0.43 0.12 0.03 0.901 0.999 0.35 91.39 87.46 0.727
FT  − 0.19 0.39  − 0.49 0.10 0.626 0.962  − 0.39 91.39 95.42 0.696
MT 1.00 0.40 2.48 0.55 0.014 0.067 2.41 91.39 65.88 0.016 *

BM FT  − 0.24 0.40  − 0.61 0.13 0.543 0.929  − 0.75 87.46 95.42 0.451
MT 0.95 0.41 2.29 0.52 0.023 0.104 1.99 87.46 65.88 0.047 *

FT MT 1.19 0.37 3.18 0.65 0.002 0.009 3.00 95.42 65.88 0.003 **
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However, the analysis of reliability ascriptions to testifiers allows to formulate 
five main conclusions.3

1.	 A man who claims that he has been assaulted by a woman is generally perceived 
as the least reliable.

2.	 Males tend to perceive FT as much less reliable, as compared to females.
3.	 It is likely that males tend to perceive BF as less reliable, compared to females.
4.	 In the group of female participants, the assessments of reliability were lower than 

in other conditions only in the MT case.
5.	 In the group of male participants, the assessments of reliability were higher as 

compared to other conditions only in the BM case.

In the discussion, we adopt four interpretations, each formulated from a differ-
ent point of view, which may allow to explain the results of the experiments. The 
interpretations, however employing different optics, are not mutually excluding, and 
may be treated as complementary. The first one will allow to compare results of both 
genders studied together. The second will investigate differences in inter-gender 
beliefs. The third one will examine what we call intra-gender beliefs about gender. 
The fourth one is an attempt to reconcile conclusions from the former three paths, 
with an employment of an explanation based on gender roles and gender norms.

4.1 � Disbelief Towards Men Testifying to Have Been Assaulted by Women

Typically, female participants tended to ascribe a higher level of reliability to testi-
fiers than males. However, we found a substantially reduced trust toward males who 
claimed that they had been victims of female perpetrators.

One potential explanation of such a low assessment of male testifiers’ reliability 
is a commonly held stereotype that men cannot be, or at least very rarely are, vic-
tims of female violence [4, 24]. Perception of male testifiers as least reliable could 
be caused by a low frequency of such violence, as compared to the higher inci-
dence of male violence towards men or women. On the other hand, this effect may 
be explained by an untrue belief about a low frequency of female violence towards 
men. Benatar [5] argues that empirical studies have shown that male and female vio-
lence against a partner of a different gender is equally, or almost equally frequent. 
At the same time, the prevailing stereotype is that most violence between partners 
is that of males against females. Benatar claims that the often-used expression 
“gender violence” is commonly misunderstood as an equidistant for male violence 
against women. In his line of argumentation, the misperception of violence against 
men may have its roots in gender stereotyping and prevailing gender norms. Some 

3   Further in the discussion, analogous to the description of the statistical analysis, we will use the 
shorter term “male testifier” or MT (and, likewise, FT, BF for “both female”, and BM), because the sce-
narios have not specified whether the person, whose reliability was assessed, has really been a victim. 
The scenarios were formulated without this information on purpose, as it was the perceived reliability 
that had been measured.
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beliefs about men and women, according to Benatar, are harmful to both genders. 
For instance, the perception of men as strong, active agents and women as weaker, 
passive and in need for extending protection over them, effects both in disadvan-
taging women from many aspects of social and professional life and downplays the 
weight of harm and psychological trauma suffered by men [5].

A more traditional perception of gender roles influences practices of victim blam-
ing for violence and sexual violence when the gender non-conforming behaviour is 
followed by sexual violence [16]. This may indicate that holding the traditional, ste-
reotypical views on gender norms may influence the disbelief towards less typical 
instances of gender violence, such as violence towards men committed by women, 
accompanied by a view that men, as the “tougher” gender are less likely to suffer 
such violence, or that they should be able to defend themselves, hence shifting the 
weight of their testimony from endured harm to expected behaviour. These beliefs 
have been proven counterfactual. Men suffering mobbing at work are more prone 
to depression, anxiety, and even paranoia [1]. On the other hand, a majority of men, 
about two thirds, share a belief that mobbing behaviour is normal, contrasted with 
about one third of women [14].

It may be the case that due to commonly held stereotypes about masculinity and 
femininity as well as the social stigma for male victims of female violence, report 
rate for such crimes is low. If that were true and the “dark number” of such crimes 
was large, these crimes would be perceived as infrequent, and the victims less reli-
able. The role of stereotype, social stigma, low reporting, and perceived infrequency 
would create a “looping-effect” [23] for the male victims of female violence and 
their perception as unreliable.

The low reliability for male testifiers is of particular interest, because it does not 
differ among the experimental groups. This suggests the internalization of gender 
stereotypes by both men and women. Given the social stigma, the situation of male 
victims of female violence is very difficult. They may be labeled as weak, ridicu-
lous, or not manly enough. For this reason, a testifier that decides to speak up could 
be perceived as more reliable, while confessing despite the social stigma can be seen 
as an additional proof of the truthfulness and determination of the speaker. Yet, the 
reliability of the male testifiers has been ranked as the lowest for both experimental 
groups.

4.2 � Inter‑Gender Differences

The focus on low reliability in the MT scenario is not the only possible way to look 
at the experimental data. By contrast, inter-gender differences in specific conditions 
could be analysed. We discovered that males tend to perceive FT as much less reli-
able and, probably, BF as less reliable, compared to females.

There may be at least a few possible explanations of the observed differences in 
ascribed reliability of female testifiers (here, both FT and BF) between gender par-
ticipants’ groups. The first one could be called “gender solidarity”, or “gender inter-
est”. It may be the case, that women may believe women more than men do, because 
they would prefer to be believed themselves, when they become victims of violence 
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or assault. Similarly, men may distrust women more, because they can be influenced 
by the fear of false accusations of violence against women. Of course, such fear does 
not need to be based on the actual numbers showing such behaviour to be frequent; 
it may arise as successfully on the basis of the availability heuristic, i.e., a cogni-
tive shortcut that is based on attaching greater weight to information that are easily 
recalled [27]. This would explain both, the major difference in ascription of reliabil-
ity inter gender in FT, and the smaller difference in BF scenario.

Another explanation may be on par with Ferzan’s [17] claims about the double 
standard applied to reliability of male and female victims of violence. According to 
this view, female testifiers would suffer from testimonial injustice [18, 19], because 
women tend to be perceived by men as unreliable in this kind of situations. This may 
be grounded in unjust gender stereotypes and biases and could indicate the percep-
tion of women by men as lesser epistemic agents.

Thirdly, the higher belief in women’s testimonies by women may be explained 
by women’s superior knowledge about violence against women, be it from experi-
ence, witnessing, or hearing reported by other women—friends, family members, 
etc. Women may thus have greater knowledge and be more sensitized for violence 
against women, because their experience of living as a woman provides such knowl-
edge, and their personal safety often depends on it [17].

4.3 � Intra‑Gender Beliefs About Gender

If we look at females’ and males’ answers separately, we can see that participants 
of each gender ranked almost all scenarios with the same level of reliability, and 
for each gender, one scenario clearly stands out. For female participants, FT, BF 
and BM are perceived as almost identically reliable, and MT’s reliability is seen 
to be significantly lower. In general, males have shown a significant distrust to the 
testimonies of all testifiers, compared to women, with only one exception. In the 
scenario, where a man had potentially been assaulted by another man (BM), male 
participants tended to ascribe higher levels of reliability. Female’s assessment of 
the only differing scenario (MT) is so low, it equalizes with men’s assessment of 
this same scenario. And males’ assessment of the only differing scenario (BM) is so 
high, it equalizes with women’s assessment of this scenario.

One way to explain these results is to assume that there are some stereotypes or 
beliefs about gender that are local for each gender and specific to it. It may be the 
case that these stereotypes influence the level of ascribed reliability, which falls or 
rises depending on how the described situation is viewed by members of this gender. 
“Intra-gender beliefs about gender” would be beliefs about men and women that are 
specific to either men, or women, and are shared by members of the group. This 
approach would assume that in certain situations, men and women hold different 
opinions about the frequency of certain actions depending on gender, or about typi-
cal gender behaviors, or even typical attitudes and convictions for men or women.

In general, the female participant’s average tendency to ascribe reliability has 
been higher, than males’. The high reliability ascriptions by males in the BM condi-
tion may be explained by their experience with male-on-male fights, and generally, 
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male violence against other men. It may be the case that such situations are best 
known to them or considered more frequent. On the other hand, men give less credit 
to both, women, and men who claim to be victims of women. The latter situation is 
specific, because a male testifier may be perceived as having a stereotypically femi-
nine role—a man, who is hurt by a woman may be viewed as weak, unmanly, and 
equalized with a woman by the male participant. If that were true, these findings 
would support Ferzan’s claim that men tend to employ a different epistemic standard 
towards women and believe them less. Curiously enough, men also distrust other 
men, when they are being perceived in a feminine social role (MT). This situation 
shows similarity to the findings of the research of Wasarhaley et al. [45], in which 
a masculine presentation of lesbians influenced their perceived reliability in com-
parison with ones who presented femininely. Gender stereotypes about masculinity 
may explain the low assessment of reliability in the MT condition, high trust in BM, 
and also low reliability of female victims of male aggressors. Men may perceive the 
former scenario as unreliable, because if they employ the stereotypical view on men 
and masculinity, they may be more prone to see men as strong, righteous and chival-
rous—ones who use their physical strength to protect women, not harm them. Low 
reliability of FT may be then explained by an incompatibility of the aggressor with 
the stereotypical image of relations of men and women. Lastly, low reliability in BF, 
compared to BM, may be an effect of stereotypes of femininity in action. Traditional 
gender roles for women and the shared stereotypes do not include aggression, and 
women are rather seen as calm, caring, delicate, and opposite to violent.

When the answers of female participants are considered, firstly, the generally 
high reliability in comparison to men’s answers is noticeable. Possibly, this differ-
ence emerges due to women’s experience with aggressors of both genders. Male 
violence towards women is frequent both in the private sphere, family, or roman-
tic relationships, and in the public realm. Women’s personal experience and reports 
of male violence frequently present in the media could explain the high reliability 
assessments in FT and BM. Similarly high outcome in BF possibly emerges because 
women may have better knowledge of women-on-women violence, its specific char-
acteristics and frequency, also gained from personal experience. The low assessment 
of MT though is rather puzzling. It may be the case that women, similarly to men, 
have internalized the gender stereotypes and perceive this kind of victim as weaker 
than a “regular”, model man. Sexism and unjust gender stereotypes are in fact a real-
ity for members of all the genders, who are socialized to gender norms and roles 
from very young age. For this reason, the presence of the stereotype among women 
too, would not be very surprising.

4.4 � Gender Roles and Norms

The last path of interpreting the experimental data is an attempt to integrate the 
three preceding paths. The results show that for two of the scenarios, BM and MT, 
the perceived reliability is equal for both male and female participants. FT and BF 
on the other hand differ substantially.
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Possibly, when it comes to BM and MT, men and women share the same, or simi-
lar gender stereotypes that influence the assessment of reliability. This stereotype 
seems to be connected to traditional understandings of gender roles, especially mas-
culinity. The normative model of a man that emerges from this stereotype is one that 
is rather strong, active and even aggressive, rather than passive and vulnerable. Such 
stereotype is, of course, harmful, especially to the MT.

The differences in the assessment of reliability of FT and BF by male and female 
participants may be explained by different gender stereotypes the participant groups 
hold. Men may be more prone to perceive the other men as guardians, gentlemen, 
protective of women, and generally have a better opinion on their own gender, while 
women themselves may be more inclined to perceive the male as an aggressor. This 
perception of males may be grounded in women’s experience and, consequent of 
it, higher caution. Similarly, for BF, men may not perceive women as aggressive 
because of the cultural image of femininity. Women’s life experience with woman-
on-woman violence, and generally more true understanding of womanhood, may on 
the other hand be a factor neutralizing the gender stereotype, hence higher assess-
ment of reliability by women.

The partial compatibility of assessments (BM and MT) may be explained by par-
tial compatibility of gender stereotypes and perception of gender norms and roles—
male victims are perceived similarly in both scenarios, by all participants. Incompat-
ibility of other assessments (FT and BF) could be an effect of discrepancy of beliefs 
held about females by women and men.

4.5 � Semiotic Aspects

The study can provide interesting insights into the discussion of language as a way 
to prevent stereotypes. In the previous part of the discussion, we have commented 
on the results pertaining to the gender differences in participants’ answers to the 
question on the testifier’s reliability. As discussed, the reliability assessment was 
jointly dependent on combination of three factors: the gender configuration of (1) 
testifier and (2) potential perpetrator in the scenario and (3) the gender of the study 
participant. This configuration is significantly more complex than the testifier’s gen-
der alone, which did not systematically affect the reliability assessment in the same 
direction. The possible stereotype therefore did not refer to gender in general, but to 
gender-related social configurations. The names “male” or “female” alone (regard-
less of the gender of the accused) did not have the effect of systematically increas-
ing or decreasing the reliability of the testifier. This provides a rationale against the 
hypothesis of a mainly semantic explanation of stereotypes, since the decrease or 
increase in reliability was provided by the gender configuration of the protagonists 
of the story.

However, we also asked another question, namely, how guilty did participants 
think that the suspect was (see Appendix). We did not find strong and highly sig-
nificant differences in participant’s answers to the question on guilt, regardless of 
gender of the characters in the scenarios evaluated (only very slight differences 
were found). This is certainly good news for the current shape of the criminal legal 
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procedure. Moreover, the significant differences in answers on the reliability ques-
tion, depending on the gender configuration in the scenario, contrasted with the lack 
of substantive differences in answering the question on guilt can provide an interest-
ing insight into the mechanics of the gender bias. In the vignettes we employed gen-
der non-neutral language, especially binary adjectives such as “male” or “female”. If 
the bias was only the result of using the non-neutral terms, gender conditions effects 
on responses should have been observable in both credibility and guilt questions, 
yet this was not the case. In the case of the concept of guilt, the differences have 
disappeared, suggesting that some concepts are gender-free and therefore: that bias-
free perceptions of concepts can also be produced when non-neutral terms are used. 
Consequently, we think that the gender bias stems from some deeper stereotypical 
representation than the linguistically triggered representation. As a result, to fight 
gender bias, one needs to fight stereotypes themselves. Trying to bypass non-neutral 
terms will not contribute to avoiding stereotypes if stereotypes written at a deeper 
level remain in people. Therefore, the focus should be on fighting stereotypes at 
their roots and forming an understanding of legal terms that is not susceptible to 
stereotyping regardless of whether the language used is gender-neutral or not. Such 
a fight can be effective, as shown by the almost completely even perception of guilt 
regardless of gender configuration. Our results are in line with Mooney’s [31, 32] 
observations about the nature of stereotypes and the fight against them, which must 
not focus only on the linguistic level. (see e.g., Fernandez-Blanco, K. Kristan, V. M. 
Mind the Gap. The Power of Social Norms in Gender Inequality in Europe: When 
Law is Not Enough, accepted in the European Law Journal for a description of the 
location of the bias at a deeper level of social norms, [18, 19]).

4.6 � Limitations

The most salient limitation of the study stems from the fact that the distribution of 
legal expertise in the sample was not representative. This variable has not been con-
trolled well enough during the study, and for this reason, it could not be included in 
the main analysis. At the same time, additional analysis has unanimously indicated 
to the possibility of an influence of legal expertise to assessments and reliability 
(with an interaction with the gender of a participant). This suggests that a different 
percentage of people with legal expertise among the groups may have partly influ-
enced the differences between the conditions. Thus, in the research we have detected 
a potentially explanatory variable that was not included in the analysis. It remains 
an avenue for future research to perform the experiment with a large, professional 
lawyers’ sample. Furthermore, it is important to be aware that the sample was made 
of US residents. The issue under study is highly culturally dependent, hence in a dif-
ferent population the results could be significantly different. Therefore, the results of 
the study are not generalisable to all Western populations.

The presented research is burdened with a number of limitations stemming from 
the characteristics of the design of the experiments. First of all, the concept of “reli-
ability” can be understood in different ways. To be precise, the participants may 
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have employed differing definitions of what is reliability. Reliability may have been 
assessed by different standards, for example a standard of everyday usage of the 
word, or a standard of the criminal trial. These potentially different understandings 
of the concept employed, introduce an uncontrollable element of variation.

Secondly, the design of the study assumed an absolute abstraction from the 
justifications of the assessments the participants may have formulated. Our aim 
was to detect a general trend, but for this reason, no data has been collected 
about the reasons participants have provided with the particular assessments 
of reliability. For this reason, the differences we interpret as a systemic gender 
bias, may in reality, at least in some cases, stem from reasonable premises. We 
are unable to determine what cognitive intuitions or personal experiences may 
have motivated the answers, and because of that, explanations of the observed 
differences that do not include gender stereotypes cannot be excluded.

Thirdly, as we have indicated earlier in the discussion, the design of the study 
makes it very hard, if not impossible to designate natural points of reference, 
against which obtained results could be juxtaposed. It may not be possible to 
specify, what is the place of our results with some model benchmark, mostly 
because there is no data on how on average is reliability rated in uncontroversial 
situations. Because of that, we cannot determine, whose reliability is enhanced, 
and whose is belittled, even though we have found dependencies of reliability 
assessments, and gender. It is very hard to conclude with strong confidence, how 
the assessments would alter, should the gender bias not exist.

During the course of the study, the subjective assessment of the probability of 
the occurrence of the events described, has not been controlled. It means that in 
the study it was not possible to determine, how was the dissimilarity of assessed 
probabilities responsible for the scope of the observed differences. It is thus 
possible that part of the impact of the differences in assessments of reliability 
comes from (potentially false) belief about the probability of event frequency.

5 � Conclusions

During the study, we have observed dependencies of gender and ascription of 
reliability. In particular, we have found that the reliability of men testifying that 
they had been assaulted by a woman has been ranked as uncontroversially lower. 
The reliability of men who testified that they had been assaulted by another 
man, has been assessed as uncontroversially higher. The instances of testifying 
women have been ranked differently by participants of different genders.

The interpretation of the results that integrates different points of view is one 
that indicates that differences in reliability ascription arise not only in virtue of 
expected event frequency, but they can also be explained by gender stereotype, 
or a gender role, through which a testifier is perceived.

The results of our research may constitute an argument for the existence of 
different epistemic status endowed on people depending on their gender and 
the existing gender stereotypes. Due to a, with high probability, populational 
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character of the discovered dependencies, it is plausible to assume that a gender 
bias lies at the core of these differences.

5.1 � Further Research

Conclusions on the potential strong influence of legal education on both reliability 
assessments remains an avenue for future research to construct an experiment with a 
sample consisting exclusively of practicing lawyers, recruited through online blogs, 
emails or contacting the bar association and providing its members with a link to the 
survey. Another line of further research could be based on using different types of 
crimes in surveys (e.g., financial, clerical), to check if differences found in this paper 
are generalizable. Yet another line of further research could enrich the project of the 
experiment by controlling the subjective assessment of probability of events by the 
participants, and defining, how relevant a predictor of the observed differences could 
this subjective assessment be, or whether this justification could be considered as 
indicative of lesser gender bias. In the future, another research should be conducted, 
extending the experiment beyond the gender binary. Specifically, conducting the 
experiments on all queer participant groups could allow for establishing, whether 
the gender stereotypes have similar effect in these groups. Moreover, another experi-
mental design should be developed, one that would allow for researching reliabil-
ity assessments for testifiers of different than binary gender identities, but without 
excessive grow of the number of experimental conditions, to enable a reliable evalu-
ation of results.

5.2 � Practical Implications

Regardless of the genuine cause, the experiment shows that there is a general ten-
dency to ascribe a lower level of reliability to some testimonies when only the 
gender of the victim changes—in other words, in some circumstances people are 
perceived as less trustworthy only because of their gender. Nevertheless, these find-
ings may be connected with both, gender stereotypes operating within society, and 
smaller exposure of assault with certain gender arrangements (such as male victim 
of a woman) to the common imagination. For this reason, recipients of such testi-
monies, including professional judges, should exercise increased vigilance in such 
cases, to avoid bias caused by the stereotype and gender norms present in the cul-
ture and society. Officials receiving such testimonies should be advised to remain 
alert of the bias, and they should proceed to gather, possibly fast, all the relevant 
and advisably, detailed, information about the given case, to override the emerging 
interpretation based on gender. The gender of the testifier should at least not be the 
main, most important factor determining the decision, even though in certain cases 
it may be loaded with additional, relevant information (one example of such relevant 
information may be the frequency of sexual violence towards women). The practi-
cal implication of the experiment is that officials and other recipients of testimo-
nies, prone to be affected by this bias, are especially exposed to the modification of 
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their assessment of reliability. In these situations, they should be extra attentive not 
to allow the bias to influence their assessment and be vigilant about the unjustified 
activation of stereotypes.
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