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Abstract
Research on the backlash effect has long studied the social sanctions that individu-
als impose on those who do not conform to stereotypical expectations. Specifically, 
research has focused on reactions to gender stereotype violations. Studies have 
shown that adults, adolescents, and even children will sanction others when they fail 
to conform to gender stereotypes. The present pre-registered research (https:// tinyu 
rl. com/ 4epyp v3a) studied this gender backlash among adolescents in French middle 
and high-schools. For this study, we were also interested in exploring the moderating 
role of participants’ socioeconomic status in their expression of backlash. We cre-
ated four profiles of adolescents presenting their candidacy for a school representa-
tive role. The profiles varied in the personality traits and behaviors they contained 
(stereotypically feminine vs. masculine) and the gender of the target (boy vs. girl). A 
sample of 840 participants between the ages of 13 and 18 rated the target adolescent 
on measures intended to capture backlash, as well as gender stereotypicality items. 
Using multilevel models to analyze our data, we did not find evidence of backlash 
as hypothesized. However, unexpectedly, on a measure of perception of arrogance, 
we found that participants judged a counter-stereotypical target more positively than 
a stereotypical target. Furthermore, we also found evidence that, compared to ste-
reotypical targets, counter-stereotypical targets were judged more competent, mostly 
by high SES adolescents. Possible methodological and theoretical explanations for 
these results are discussed, as well as implications for future research on the back-
lash effect, particularly among adolescents.
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1 Introduction

Gender stereotypes and their consequences have been frequently studied in social 
psychology, and their prevalence in adolescence has been the subject of much 
research (Brown & Stone, 2016; Verniers et  al., 2015). A large amount of work 
in developmental psychology has also investigated questions regarding gender 
stereotypes, such as their acquisition and use through childhood and adolescence 
(Blakemore, 2003; Charafeddine et  al., 2020; McGuire et  al., 2021). Researchers 
have also shown interest in how adolescents perceive others in relation to gender 
stereotypes. While they may claim that they would challenge these stereotypes, ado-
lescents still expect their peers not to, perhaps because they are aware of the con-
sequences of not conforming to gender norms (Mulvey & Killen, 2014; Mulvey 
et al., 2015). In fact, research shows that adolescents not only believe that their peers 
commonly adhere to gender stereotypes, but they also adopt these stereotypes them-
selves, with boys describing themselves in a more stereotypically masculine manner 
than girls, and conversely girls describing themselves as more feminine than boys 
(Klaczynski et  al., 2020). Most interestingly, some research has highlighted that 
endorsement of gender stereotypes may be higher during adolescence than at other 
ages (Hill & Lynch, 1983; Klaczynski et  al., 2020). Individuals between 12 and 
17 years old have been found to report more gendered self-concepts and use gender 
stereotypes to predict their peers’ behavior more than younger children or young 
adults (Klaczynski et al., 2020).

One of the social phenomena that could lead to this increased reliance on gen-
der stereotypes is the important role that peer influence plays during adolescence 
(Blakemore & Mills, 2014). Behaviors that go against gender norms are then espe-
cially salient during this time, and have repercussions (Gordon et al., 2018; Navarro 
et al., 2015). A line of research that has extensively studied the phenomenon of reac-
tions to gender norm violations is research on the backlash effect (Rudman, 1998), 
which describes how individuals sanction those who deviate from stereotypes as a 
way to preserve existing social hierarchies (Rudman et al., 2012a).

In the present research, we followed the theoretical and methodological frame-
work of prior work on the backlash effect to study the social sanctions and negative 
social evaluations that adolescents impose on peers who violate gender stereotypic 
expectations.

1.1  Reactions to gender counter‑stereotypicality in adolescence

1.1.1  Research on adolescents sanctioning

Several studies over the years have investigated adolescents’ reactions to their gen-
der counter-stereotypical peers. For example, research with participants from the 
United States has highlighted the consequences of gender norm violations during 
adolescence in school contexts through cross-sectional studies linking gender coun-
ter-stereotypicality with school victimization (Jewell & Brown, 2013). Some studies 
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have found that, compared to adolescents who behave in ways consistent with gen-
der norms, adolescents who do not conform to gender norms are more likely to be 
involved in a fight during the school year, to miss school due to bullying, or in gen-
eral be victims of bullying (Gordon et al., 2018; Navarro et al., 2015).

These cross-sectional studies as well as other experimental works have also 
consistently found that the sanctioning against counter-stereotypical adolescents is 
stronger for boys than it is for girls (Sullivan et al., 2018; Yu et al., 2017). Although 
not capturing direct sanctions, Mulvey and Killen (2014) have identified that adoles-
cent boys and girls from the USA tend to expect that a target peer who violates gen-
der norms will be excluded from a group, and especially so if the target was a boy. 
Another study that specifically examined boys’ reactions to counter-stereotypical 
boys found evidence of social sanctions against these “atypical” male targets (Lobel 
et al., 2004). In this study, Israeli adolescents and young adults were presented with 
an adolescent target who was a candidate for his class’s representative election. This 
adolescent target was described either as masculine and very competent, masculine 
and average in competence, or feminine and very competent, using traits and behav-
ior descriptions. On several measures such as ratings of likeability, election choice 
regarding this target candidate, and perceived popularity of this target, adolescent 
participants rated the counter-stereotypical target more negatively compared to the 
stereotypical targets. Moreover, supporting the idea that counter-stereotypicality is 
viewed particularly negatively during adolescence, these negative judgments of the 
feminine boy candidate were only expressed by adolescents and not young adults.

However, although still relevant regarding the evaluation of gender stereotypes 
during adolescence, past research (e.g., Horn, 2007; Lobel et  al., 2004) using a 
methodology that involves comparing behaviors stereotyped as ’feminine’ and ’mas-
culine’ may be limited in addressing the specific question of how counter-stereotyp-
icality is evaluated. Indeed, we argue that this type of comparison is problematic 
because it leads to a comparison of behaviors in addition to a judgment on counter-
stereotypicality. For example, a girl displaying stereotypical characteristics might be 
judged more positively than a girl behaving counter-stereotypically (with stereotypi-
cally masculine traits) simply because feminine characteristics are generally viewed 
more positively (Eagly et al., 1991). In this case, this might not be evidence of sanc-
tions due to counter-stereotypicality, but rather of a preference for feminine char-
acteristics (Iacoviello et al., 2021). Similarly, when comparing a feminine boy to a 
masculine boy, the feminine boy will likely be preferred, yet that would not reflect 
a preference for counter-stereotypicality, but, again, a preference for feminine traits. 
To deal with this potential issue—that is, the inherent valence of gender stereo-
types—studies on the backlash effect have largely adopted the practice of comparing 
targets of different genders who display the same behaviors. For example, compar-
ing the perception of a stereotypically feminine girl to that of a stereotypically femi-
nine boy eliminates the confounding described above. Although this method might 
lead to another confounding variable, we believe that comparing targets of different 
genders and of different names will involve a much less severe confound than that 
associated with between behaviors comparisons. Thus, by adopting the backlash 
framework and its methodology in our study, we avoid the previously mentioned 



 E. Meimoun et al.

1 3

confounding problem and are also able to recontextualize the findings of previous 
research within this theoretical framework.

1.1.2  Applying the backlash framework

The backlash effect framework details the sanctions that individuals impose on 
counter-stereotypical targets, as well as the psychological mechanisms at play in 
this sanctioning. Most studies on this effect have been carried out on adult gender 
norm violations—specifically women behaving in an agentic manner—in order 
to understand the phenomena that keep women out of leadership positions. How-
ever, recently, research has shown that the backlash framework can be relevant for 
younger targets (Sullivan et  al., 2018). According to Rudman et  al. (2012a), who 
first discussed the backlash effect, individuals sanction those who deviate from gen-
der stereotypes as a way to uphold the current gender hierarchy. This reasoning is 
based on system justification theory and its conceptualization of stereotypes (Jost & 
Banaji, 1994; Verniers et al., 2015). Indeed, according to this view, stereotypes play 
a role in legitimizing social inequalities. In the case of gender, the gender hierarchy 
reflects an unequal system in which men have an advantageous position over women 
and benefit from higher social status and power than women. Gender stereotypes, 
which assign characteristics such as assertiveness, competitiveness, and ambition to 
men and characteristics such as sociability, warmth, and sensitivity to women, con-
tribute to this gender hierarchy (Rudman et al., 2012b). Indeed, the characteristics 
which are stereotypically associated with men are labeled agency and reflect higher 
status, while the characteristics associated with women are labeled communion and 
reflect lower status (Rudman et al., 2012b). The backlash effect thus builds on sys-
tem justification theory and suggests that by displaying traits or behaviors which 
are incongruent with their assigned status as men or women, counter-stereotypical 
individuals threaten the gender hierarchy. Backlash against those who are counter-
stereotypical may thus be one of the ways through which individuals keep social 
hierarchies intact (Rudman et al., 2012a).

This theoretical perspective allows us to understand previous findings of greater 
sanctions toward counter-stereotypical boys compared to girls (Mulvey & Killen, 
2014; Sullivan et al., 2018). This difference in sanction severity may occur because 
counter-stereotypicality from boys is seen as more threatening to the gender hier-
archy—men (boys) have higher status and thus risk more (i.e. in terms of status 
loss) by behaving counter-stereotypically (Sirin et  al., 2004). Relatedly, it may be 
expected that, since men (boys) represent a higher status group compared to women 
(girls), they may be more inclined to defend the gender hierarchy and thus sanction 
those who threaten it. Indeed, some authors have suggested that high status indi-
viduals should be the ones most likely to be motivated to justify existing systems 
(Owuamalam et al., 2018). However, here we follow the theoretical rationale of the 
backlash effect and system justification theory, which predicts—and mostly finds—
no gender differences in the expression of sanctions against those who behave 
counter-stereotypically. This perspective rests on the idea that gender stereotypes 
are complementary and award both men and women with characteristics that are 
positively and negatively valenced (Jost & Kay, 2005), which contributes to creating 
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a perception of “gender fairness” that does not need to be challenged. Additionally, 
gender relations are characterized by a strong intimate interdependence due to the 
largely heterosexual functioning of society (Glick & Fiske, 2001). It follows that 
both men and women are motivated to maintain a certain level of positive contact 
and relational harmony through following the complementary gender guidelines 
(Lemus et al., 2010). Thus, both men and women (as well as boys and girls) should 
have an interest in policing gender counter-stereotypicality because it threatens the 
gender system that appears beneficial for all and on which “harmonious” gender 
relations rests.

In the present study, however, we instead focused on studying the role of socio-
economic status, which has not yet received attention from past research on reac-
tions to gender norm violations, although some previous studies have suggested that 
this variable may act as a potential moderator.

1.2  Examination of the role of perceiver’s SES

Although previous backlash research has not examined the impact that individuals’ 
socio-economic status (SES) might have on their reaction to gender counter-stereo-
typicality, some studies have gathered data which provide useful information regard-
ing this question. Firstly, Hoffman et al. (2019), in a study of perceived pressure to 
conform to gender norms, showed that French boys of North African (Maghrebian) 
origins reported feeling more pressure to conform to gender norms than French boys 
of European backgrounds. As the authors explain, this result could be due to par-
ticipants’ SES rather than cultural background, as the two are largely confounded in 
French society, with members of cultural minority groups having on average lower 
socioeconomic status (National Institute of Statistical and Economic Studies, 2012). 
Furthermore, a study of Mexican American mothers and fathers by Leaper and Valin 
(1996) examined the relationship between several predictors and egalitarian gender 
attitudes. They found that participants’ level of education significantly predicted 
egalitarian and progressive attitudes, including attitudes towards the acceptability 
of counter-stereotypical gender roles. Specifically, participants with lower education 
levels held less egalitarian gender attitudes than participants with higher education 
levels.

One possible explanation for these findings could be differences in how high 
and low SES individuals are socialized, such that high SES individuals might be 
socialized in environments that place a stronger emphasis on egalitarian values, 
or at least the social desirability of these egalitarian values (An, 2015). Indeed, 
parents can exercise a large influence on the gender development of children and 
adolescents (Xiao et  al., 2022), and their general gender attitudes can impact 
those of adolescents. Some research has shown that stronger felt pressure to 
conform to gender norms coming from parents predicted more agreement with 
sexist remarks among children and preadolescents (Schroeder & Liben, 2020). 
Another possible explanation of SES differences could relate to the differences 
in self-construal between low and high social class individuals. It has been pro-
posed that social class is related to self-construal, with individuals from lower 
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class backgrounds being more interdependent, while individuals from higher 
class backgrounds are more independent (Goudeau et al., 2017; Stephens et al., 
2007). According to this perspective, interdependent individuals are more reli-
ant on their social environment and have a stronger need for interpersonal har-
mony (Stephens et al., 2014), and thus might view adherence to gender roles as 
one way to preserve this harmony. Conversely, independent individuals tend to 
be more prone to seek distinctiveness and thus might value individuality (i.e., 
divergence from gender norms) in themselves or others (Meijs et al., 2015; Ste-
phens et al., 2014).

Thus, the current study examined the link between adolescents’ socioeco-
nomic status—measured through their parents’ educational level—and their 
reactions to gender stereotype violations. As Antonoplis (2022) points out, edu-
cation level (one’s own and parents’) is only one component of socio-economic 
status, and researchers interested in SES should select the component that is 
most relevant to their research question (see also: Goudeau et al., 2017). Leaper 
and Valin’s (1996) results suggest that education level might be the more rel-
evant component of SES with regards to gender attitudes/perception of counter-
stereotypicality, over, for example, income level, which they did not find to be a 
significant predictor of egalitarian gender attitudes.

1.3  Hypotheses and current study

The present research was intended to test previous findings on adolescent gen-
der norm violations using the standard methodology of research on the backlash 
effect. Thus, for this study, we presented adolescent participants with a profile of 
an adolescent boy or girl who displayed traits and behaviors that were stereotyp-
ically feminine or masculine in a 2 × 2 between-participants design. Our study 
had three hypotheses which were based on the research detailed previously. First, 
we expected that adolescents would exhibit backlash and sanction counter-stere-
otypical adolescents regardless of their gender (H1) (Mayeux & Kleiser, 2019; 
Rudman et  al., 2012a). Secondly, counter-stereotypical boys have been shown 
to receive stronger sanctions and more negative social evaluations than counter-
stereotypical girls when they do not conform to gender expectations (Mulvey 
& Killen, 2014; Sullivan et  al., 2018). Thus, we expected that the magnitude 
of sanctions and negative social judgments expressed by participants would be 
larger for the counter-stereotypical boy than the counter-stereotypical girl (H2). 
Finally, based on the aforementioned research that hints at stronger adherence to 
traditional gender norms and stereotypes among lower SES individuals (Leaper 
& Valin, 1996), a novel aim of the present research was to explore the moderat-
ing role of participants’ SES on their expression of backlash. Our prediction was 
that lower SES adolescents would express stronger sanctions and more negative 
social evaluations than higher SES adolescents (H3). For reasons previously dis-
cussed, we did not expect that adolescents’ gender would moderate their expres-
sion of backlash against counter-stereotypical targets.
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2  Method

2.1  Participants

This study was carried out in middle and high schools in France during the 2022 
school year. Schools were either contacted through standardized emails explaining 
the goal of the study or through personal contacts with the school directors. In the 
end, the study took place in 5 schools, and 34 classes were recruited with on aver-
age 24.7 students in each class. A majority of the data collection was done in per-
son via pen and paper questionnaires; however, a portion of the data collection was 
also done online using Qualtrics. Participants were excluded from individual analy-
ses based on our pre-registered criteria (Cooks’ D and studentized deleted residual 
values; see https:// tinyu rl. com/ 4epyp v3a). Participants who did not indicate their 
class names and who could not be identified as belonging to a certain class were 
also excluded from analyses. Because a portion of the sample (209 participants) 
was recruited online, we also excluded participants with a response time smaller 
than 3  min,1 which we had not pre-registered. The final sample consisted of 840 
participants. Participants’ age ranged from 13 to 18 years old with a mean age of 
14.9 years. The sample included 413 girls (49.2%), 394 boys (46.9%), 8 non-binary 
students (0.9%), 13 students identifying as “other” (1.5%), and 12 students who 
did not respond (1.4%).2 We categorized participants’ socio-economic status (SES) 
using their parents’ education level according to our pre-registered criteria which 
we detail below. Our final sample included 537 students belonging to a “high” SES 
group (63.9%) and 248 (29.5%) belonging to a “low” SES group; the remaining par-
ticipants either chose not to answer or did not supply enough information for us to 
categorize them (6.5%).

2.2  Sensitivity power analysis

We did not carry out a sample size calculation based on a power analysis before data 
collection. Our pre-registered analyses included the use of multilevel models (mixed 
models), and power analysis for these analyses requires prior knowledge of several 
features of the data such as the ICC (intra class correlation) as well as the variance 
components of the random effects. Since this information was not available to us 
either through a pilot study or prior research, we pre-registered no a-priori sample 
size calculations and collected as much data as possible within the available time-
frame, and planned to run a sensitivity power analyses before conducting hypothesis 
tests. This sensitivity power analysis based on our data allowed us to identify the 
smallest detectable effect size for our design. This sensitivity analysis was carried 
out in R using the simglm package which allows to carry power analyses for multi-
level models, using simulations. Carrying out this analysis, we find that our design 

1 We identified this as the smallest feasible response time for our study.
2 Results did not vary when data from participants who did not identify as boy or girl were excluded.

https://tinyurl.com/4epypv3a
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has 80% power to detect interaction standardized regression coefficients of 0.4. This 
effect corresponds to an eta squared of 0.01, which is smaller than some previous 
research on gender norm violations, with Mulvey and Killen (2014) reporting an 
interaction effect of η2

p = 0.06 and Sullivan et al. (2018) reporting interaction effects 
of 0.007 and 0.04. The code for this analysis can be found on the OSF page for this 
research (https:// tinyu rl. com/ 48x35 46a).

2.3  Materials

For this study, two profiles were created which were intended to convey either 
masculine or feminine stereotypes. The profiles were presented as a fictional ado-
lescent’s candidacy speech to be elected school representative. These profiles were 
created based on gendered characteristics specific to adolescents, identified in a past 
study (Koenig, 2018). The masculine profile included traits such as competitive, 
strong personality, and able to lead. Conversely, the feminine profile included traits 
such as communicative, empathetic, and emotional. Both profiles also included an 
activity that the adolescent practiced, either football (soccer) for the masculine pro-
file or dance for the feminine profile (Plaza et al., 2016). Finally, the descriptions 
of the adolescents included a candidacy proposal at the end of their speech which 
was intended to summarize the stereotypicality of the profiles. Masculine targets 
declared that they wanted to “organize sports tournaments between the classes” of 
their schools. The feminine targets proposed to “create discussion groups so that 
students could talk about their emotions and problems.” Finally, targets were pre-
sented as being either boys or girls. Therefore, we had a 2 × 2 between-participants 
design, creating four conditions (“stereotypically feminine” boy or girl or “stereo-
typically masculine” boy or girl). All materials used can be found at the following 
link (https:// tinyu rl. com/ 48x35 46a).

2.3.1  Measures

Nine self-report measures were administered to participants following the reading of 
the adolescent target’s profile.

Stereotypicality check items. Four items were included in order to measure the 
stereotypicality of the profiles, as well as a way to measure facets of negative social 
evaluations. The first two questions were measures of masculine stereotypes with 
the items aggressiveness and arrogance. Past research has shown that these two 
traits were associated with masculine stereotypes (Koenig, 2018). For the other 
two items, participants were asked to rate the extent to which the profile charac-
ters possessed the stereotypically feminine traits, naive and weak. These four traits 
were previously used in another backlash study (Iacoviello et al., 2021). These items 
were chosen because they reflected gender proscriptive traits for boys and girls and 
thus allowed us to verify the gender stereotypicality of profiles while also captur-
ing negative social evaluations of traits proscribed for each gender. For example, 
feminine boys might be evaluated as more naive and weaker than feminine girls 
because their counter-stereotypicality would intensify the evaluation of proscribed 

https://tinyurl.com/48x3546a
https://tinyurl.com/48x3546a


1 3

How are gender counter‑stereotypical adolescents evaluated…

traits. Similarly, counter-stereotypical girls may be evaluated as more aggressive and 
arrogant than typical boys. Participants had to rate how well the traits described the 
target they had read about. All items were rated on 7-point Likert scales (1-Not at all 
to 7-Very much).

Backlash. We included three items used in past research in order to capture social 
preferences regarding (counter)stereotypical targets (Lobel et  al., 2004; Mulvey & 
Killen, 2014). First, we asked participants to rate on a 7-point Likert scale how will-
ing they would be to elect the target they had read about as school representative (1-
Not at all agree to 7-Very much agree). A second item asked participants to rate on a 
7-point Likert scale how likeable they thought the target was (1-Not at all to 7-Very 
much). Finally, in order to measure another facet of backlash, we asked participants 
to rate on a 7-point Likert scale how willing they would be to include the target in 
their friend group (1-Not at all to 7-Very much).

School popularity. Another dependent measure was a scale intended to measure 
the perceived popularity of the target. This measure was intended to capture a sort 
of “school backlash” through participants’ wider perception of how the target would 
fare in the school context. This item also allowed us to measure a different facet of 
social evaluation more linked with power and status, rather than simply social pref-
erence (van den Berg et al., 2020). The measure’s instructions and presentation were 
based on the Subjective Social Status Scale (Giatti et al., 2012). Participants saw an 
image of a ladder with ten rungs and the following instructions: “The scale below 
represents the place that students occupy in their school. At the top of this scale (10) 
are the students who are the most popular, and therefore, the ones who have the 
most friends, influence the styles that other students adopt, and choose the activities 
to engage in and the people to include. At the bottom of the scale (1) are the stu-
dents who are the least popular, that is, the students who have the fewest friends and 
the least influence concerning style, choice of activities, or people to be included in 
activities.” We then asked participants to indicate where they would place the target 
on this ladder. These instructions were written using the typical formulation of the 
Subjective Social Status Scale and changing key terms to include the definition of 
school popularity from Brown (2004).

Competence. The questionnaire also included a measure of perceived compe-
tence, asking participants to rate how competent they thought the target was on a 
7-point Likert scale (1-Not at all to 7-Very much). This item is often included in 
backlash research on adults and usually shows no backlash effect against counter-
stereotypical targets (Rudman et al., 2012b; Sullivan et al., 2018).

Socioeconomic status. Participants indicated whether their parents had any 
post high-school education as well as their profession. We provided adolescents 
with broad answer choices: “no high-school diploma”, “a high-school diploma” 
or “a post high-school diploma”, because we anticipated that demanding precise 
information regarding the type of diploma obtained by their parents would be dif-
ficult for many adolescents. Participants also had the option to check an “I do not 
know” answer option. We planned to categorize participants as high SES if either 
of their parents had one form of post high-school education. On the contrary, 
if both participants’ parents had no post high-school education, we categorized 
them as low SES (previous research used similar categorization, Harackiewicz 
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et al., 2014; Jury et al., 2018; Sommet et al., 2015). For participants who did not 
report their parents’ education level, we used the education level necessary for 
their parents’ profession and categorized them accordingly. If no clear informa-
tion was reported by participants, we did not categorize them in either group.

2.4  Procedure

Data collection took place in-person in four schools in France and online in one 
French school. Since the study did not include any type of intervention (the students 
were only asked to give their impressions of a fictional student’s profile presented to 
them), the majority of schools informed parents of the general nature of the study 
(social evaluation of peers in adolescence) and parents could retract consent for their 
children. Moreover, for every in-class data collection session and for the online data 
collection, participants were reminded of their rights as participants in psychologi-
cal research and were free to not participate in the study or to stop at any point they 
wished. For in-person data collection, presentation of the study to participants and 
supervision was carried out by the first author and two master’s students. Partici-
pants who responded online did so during a school hour where they had access to an 
individual computer and were supervised by their teacher. Participants were all (in 
person and online) informed that they were asked to take part in a study of adoles-
cents’ social judgments of their peers and specifically of an adolescent who wants to 
be elected school representative. Students were informed that they were free to par-
ticipate or not in the study and that their responses would be completely anonymous 
and analyzed at the collective level. For in-person data collection, in order to avoid 
students looking at their class neighbors’ questionnaires and thus becoming aware 
of our experimental manipulation, we distributed the same questionnaire to each 
student in a given row. However, the condition to be distributed to each row was 
chosen at random by experimenters. After reading the information about the study 
on the first page of the questionnaire, students gave their consent and were asked 
to turn over the page and read the presentation of the target candidate (Léa or Théo 
presented with a feminine or masculine profile, based on participants’ experimental 
condition). Following this presentation, participants responded to our dependent and 
socio-demographic measures. For in-person data collection, after all participants in 
a classroom had finished responding, the experimenters thanked students for their 
participation and carried out a debriefing which took the form of a small 30-min dis-
cussion presenting the aim of the study, as well as giving students information about 
gender stereotypes and their consequences. Students could also ask questions and 
discuss the study with each other during this time. After the discussion, participants 
were once again thanked and dismissed. For online data collection, after completing 
the study, participants were thanked for their participation and received a debriefing 
form describing the objective of the study and its results at a later point in order to 
avoid communication between students who had not taken part in the study at the 
exact same time.
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3  Results

3.1  Analysis plan

Considering our design and the likely non-independence of our data due to students 
being nested in classrooms, we planned to use multilevel modeling to analyze our 
data. As pre-registered, our analysis plan followed the recommendation of Sommet 
and Morselli (2021). For each dependent variable, we first ran empty models using 
the lmer function in R in order to calculate our models’ Design EFFect (DEFF) and 
Intra Class Correlation (ICC). Their recommendations suggested treating DEFFs 
close to (or larger than) 1.5 and ICCs larger than 0.01 as evidence of the need to 
use multilevel modeling. However, differing from our pre-registration and to remain 
consistent in our analyses and their interpretability, we decided to use multilevel 
modeling in every case, even when the DEFFs or ICCs were lower than the values 
suggested by Sommet and Morselli (2021). The values of the ICCs and DEFFs can 
be found on the OSF in our analysis code (https:// tinyu rl. com/ 48x35 46a). For our 
analyses, our models included a random intercept for participants’ classes. As fixed 
effects, we included our two manipulated independent variables, the type of profile 
(coded −0.05 for feminine and 0.5 for masculine), the gender of the target (coded 
−0.05 for girl and 0.5 for boy), participants’ SES as our moderator (coded −0.5 for 
low and 0.5 for high SES), as well as the three two-way interactions and the three-
way interaction. As mentioned in the introduction, we did not predict any moder-
ating role of participants’ gender on our effect of interest (i.e., the interaction of 
the two manipulated variables). However, in preliminary analyses, we included this 
moderator with our manipulated variables in our models. In accordance with past 
backlash research, we did not find any moderation of relevant effects.3

3.2  Manipulation check items

Regarding item aggregation, we first entered our four stereotypicality items into an 
exploratory factor analysis to determine whether our items could be indexed. As 
can be seen in Table 1, we found that two factors emerged, one with the masculine 
items and the other with the feminine items. As a second step, we checked correla-
tions between the items and found that the aggressiveness and arrogance items were 
positively correlated and that this correlation was of medium strength (r = 0.43, 
p < 0.001; Cohen, 1992). Similarly, for the feminine stereotype items of naiveté and 
weakness, there was a positive correlation of medium strength (r = 0.41, p < 0.001). 
These correlations were in our opinion too low to allow for aggregation of the meas-
ures. Furthermore, we observed notable divergences between individual and aggre-
gated analyses. Thus, we report below all four items analyzed separately.

3 Including participant’s gender as a single moderator or with participant’s SES in the same model did 
not reveal any relevant effects (moderation of our two manipulated variables’ interaction or four-way 
interaction).

https://tinyurl.com/48x3546a
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Masculine stereotypes. First, in line with the masculine gender stereotype con-
tent, on the arrogance measure, we found a main effect of the type of profile, show-
ing that masculine targets (M = 3.03, SD = 1.72) are seen as more arrogant than 
feminine targets (M = 2.45, SD = 1.60),4 t(774) = 4.51, p < .001, ß = 0.37, 95% CI 
[0.21, 0.53], η2

p = 0.03.5 We did not find an effect of the target’s gender (ß = 0.06, 
p = .46, η2

p < 0.001). Interestingly, we also found an unexpected interaction between 
the type of profile and the gender of the target, t(769) = 2.37, p = .018, ß = 0.39, 95% 
CI [0.07, 0.70], η2

p = 0.009. This interaction shows that gender counter-stereotypical 
targets were seen as less arrogant than the stereotypical targets. We then explor-
atorily looked into the simple effects of the target’s gender on each profile. The 
effect of the target’s gender in the feminine profile was not significant (ß = −0.13, 
p = .26, η2

p = 0.003), while it was significant for the masculine profile, t(769) = 2.26, 
p = .024, ß = 0.25, 95% CI [0.03, 0.47], η2

p = 0.005 and showed that masculine girls 
(M = 2.91, SD = 1.74) were rated less arrogant than masculine boys (M = 3.14, 
SD = 1.67). The cell means for these effects are displayed in Fig. 1. Regarding the 
moderating role of participants’ SES, we found no effect of SES (ß = 0.12, p = .15, 
η2

p = 0.002), no interactions between SES and target’s gender (ß = −0.29, p = .07, 
η2

p = 0.004) or profile (ß = −0.15, p = .35, η2
p = 0.002) as well as no interaction 

between the three (ß = −0.22, p = .49, η2
p = 0.001).

On the aggressive measure, we found similar results, showing that mascu-
line targets (M = 2.47, SD = 1.54) were seen as more aggressive than feminine tar-
gets (M = 1.44, SD = 0.93), t(776) = 10.16, p < .001, ß = 0.61, 95% CI [0.50, 0.73], 
η2

p = 0.13. The effects of the target’s gender or its interaction with the type of profile 
were not significant (respectively: ß = −0.07, p = .25, η2

p = 0.002; ß =—0.09, p = .46, 
η2

p < 0.001). On this measure, we also found an effect of participant’s SES show-
ing that higher SES students (M = 2.08, SD = 1.42) found the target more aggres-
sive than low SES students (M = 1.75, SD = 1.27), t(661) = 4.71, p < .001, ß = 0.28, 
95% CI [0.17, 0.40], η2

p = 0.02. The two effects were qualified by an interaction, 
t(780) = 2.87, p = .004, ß = 0.35, 95% CI [0.11, 0.58], η2

p = 0.006. This interaction 

Table 1  Exploratory 
factor analysis of the four 
stereotypicality check items

EFA uses a “Principal Axis” extraction method to deal with the non-
normal distribution of some of the measures and a “promax” rotation 
to allow correlation between the factors

Factor loadings Factor

1 2 Uniqueness

Arrogance 0.638 0.547
Naivete 0.629 0.509
Aggressiveness 0.687 0.556
Weakness 0.682 0.564

4 Means and standard deviations reported are not standardized.
5 All regression coefficients presented are standardized.



1 3

How are gender counter‑stereotypical adolescents evaluated…

showed that the effect of the type of profile previously identified (i.e. masculine 
targets being seen as more aggressive than feminine targets) was stronger for high 
SES adolescents. Neither the interaction between SES and target’s gender nor the 
three-way interaction were significant (respectively: ß = −0.11, p = .37, η2

p < .001; 
ß = 0.19, p = .77, η2

p < 0.001).
Feminine stereotypes. Conversely, but again in line with the content of gender ste-

reotypes, on the naiveté measure, we found an effect of the type of profile showing 
that feminine targets (M = 3.15, SD = 1.65) were seen as more naive than masculine 
targets (M = 2.60, SD = 1.55), t(779) = −4.29, p < .001, ß = −0.36, 95% CI [−0.52, 
−0.19], η2

p = 0.026. The effects of target’s gender or the interaction between the two 
were not significant (respectively: ß = 0.04, p = .67, η2

p < 0.001; ß = −0.02, p = .88, 
η2

p < 0.001). Regarding the moderating role of participants’ SES, we found an inter-
action between participants’ SES and the target’s gender, t(779) = −2.41, p = .016, 
ß = −0.40, 95% CI [−0.72, −0.08], η2

p = 0.006. This interaction showed that high 
SES participants’ rating of the target as naïve was higher for the girl target, while for 
low SES adolescents, it was higher for the boy target.

For the weakness measure, we similarly found a main effect of the type of pro-
file, showing that feminine targets (M = 3.32, SD = 1.85) were seen as weaker than 
masculine targets (M = 2.06, SD = 1.30), t(783) = −9.37, p < .001, ß = −0.70, 95% 
CI [−0.85, −0.56], η2

p = 0.12. The effects of the target’s gender and the interac-
tion between our manipulated variables were not significant (respectively: ß = 0.01, 

Fig. 1  Perception of the target’s arrogance, based on their profile and gender
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p = .84, η2
p < 0.001 and ß = 0.16, p = .29, η2

p = 0.001). Similarly, the effects of par-
ticipants’ SES, as well as its interaction with target’s gender, profile, or both were 
not significant (respectively: ß = 0.04, p = .57, η2

p < 0.001; ß = −0.14, p = 0.37, 
η2

p < 0.001; ß = −0.11, p = .48, η2
p < 0.001; ß = 0.39, p = .20, η2

p < 0.001).

3.3  Hypotheses tests

3.3.1  Backlash index

For the four backlash items, entering these items into an EFA led to the identifi-
cation of one factor which included the likeability, social inclusion and election 
items, but did not include the popularity measure, as can be seen in Table  2. As 
a second step, checking the reliability of a backlash index (including items load-
ing onto the factor previously mentioned), we found that internal consistency was 
satisfactory (alpha = 0.72) and thus we aggregated these three items into a backlash 
index. Below, we report results for this index and results for the popularity measure 
independently.

For this measure, because the assumption of normality was violated (i.e., the Sha-
piro–Wilk’s W test on unstandardized residuals was significant, p = .001), we used a 
bootstrap estimation of our model parameters (Berkovits et al., 2000). On this back-
lash index, we found a main effect of the type of profile showing that feminine tar-
gets (M = 4.69, SD = 1.16) were more likable, more likely to be elected as school 
representative, and more likely to be included in one’s friend group compared 
with masculine targets (M = 4.47, SD = 1.15), p = .01, ß = −0.21, 95% CI [−0.34, 
−0.05], η2

p = 0.009. We found no effect of the target’s gender (ß = −0.009, p = .91, 
η2

p < 0.001), and the interaction between the two was also not significant (ß = −0.21, 
p = .19, η2

p = 0.002). No effects of SES or of its interaction with the type of pro-
file, gender of the target, or the two together, were identified (respectively: ß = 0.05, 
p = .51, η2

p = 0.002; ß = 0.16, p = .27, η2
p = 0.001; ß = 0.09, p = .53, η2

p < 0.001; 
ß = 0.12, p = .68, η2

p < 0.001).

Table 2  Exploratory factor 
analysis of the four backlash 
items

EFA uses a “Principal Axis” extraction method to deal with the non-
normal distribution of some of the measures and a “promax” rotation 
to allow correlation between the factors

Factor loadings Factor

1 Uniqueness

Election 0.537 0.712
Likeability 0.847 0.283
Socialinclusion 0.705 0.502
Popularity 0.995
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3.3.2  Popularity

On our popularity measure, we found a main effect of the type of profile, showing 
that targets with a masculine profile (M = 6.44, SD = 2.20) were perceived as more 
popular than targets with a feminine profile (M = 5.56, SD = 1.86), t(737) = 5.39, 
p < .001, ß = 0.39, 95% CI [0.25, 0.53], η2

p = 0.037. The effect of the gender of the 
target (ß = −0.07, p = .38, η2

p < 0.001) and the interaction were, however, not sig-
nificant (ß = 0.03, p = .81, η2

p < 0.001). We also found no effect of participants’ SES, 
or its interaction with the target’s gender or profile or both (respectively: ß = 0.06, 
p = .41, η2

p = 0.001; ß = −0.05, p = .76, η2
p < 0.001; ß = 0.20, p = .162, η2

p = 0.003, 
ß = 0.19, p = .50, η2

p = 0.001).

3.3.3  Competence

Again, due to the violation of the normality assumption (p < .001), we used boot-
strap estimation of our model parameters. On this competence rating item, we found 
no main effect of target’s profile or gender, as well as no interaction between the 
two (respectively: ß = −0.09, p = .22, η2

p = 0.002; ß = −0.04, p = .53, η2
p < 0.001; 

ß = −0.16, p = .27, η2
p < 0.002). However, there was a significant  three-way inter-

action between our two manipulated variables and participants’ SES, p = .046, 
ß = −0.56, 95% CI [−1.16, −0.01], η2

p = 0.005. To further understand this three-
way interaction based on our hypothesis, we looked at the two-way interaction 
between our two manipulated variables for low and high SES participants. The 
two-way interaction for low SES adolescents was not significant, ß = 0.10, p = .67, 
η2

p < 0.001. However, the interaction for high SES participants was significant, 
p = .004, ß = −0.45, 95% CI [−0.76, −0.13], η2

p = 0.009. This showed that the higher 
competence rating for counter-stereotypical targets was mostly driven by high SES 
students. Figure 2 shows high and low SES participants’ ratings on the competence 
measure based on targets’ profile and gender.

4  Discussion

The point of this study was to investigate the social sanctions targeting adoles-
cents who do not conform to gender stereotypes. Based on previous studies of this 
phenomenon, as well as research on the backlash effect, we made several predic-
tions starting with the expectation that counter-stereotypical adolescents would be 
judged more negatively than their stereotypical counterparts. We further predicted 
that counter-stereotypical boys would receive more severe sanctions than counter-
stereotypical girls. Finally, we also wished to investigate the effect of participants’ 
socioeconomic status on their reactions to their counter-stereotypical peers. In our 
study we found no evidence of backlash against counter-stereotypical targets. In 
fact, contrary to previous research, we found some evidence of adolescents evaluat-
ing counter-stereotypical targets less negatively. In particular, we found that adoles-
cents perceived the counter-stereotypical targets as less arrogant than stereotypical 
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Fig. 2  Perception of the target’s competence by their Profile and Gender, for Low and High SES partici-
pants
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targets. We also found evidence of the moderating role of adolescents’ socio-eco-
nomic status such that the higher perceived competence of counter-stereotypical tar-
gets was mostly driven by high SES adolescents in our data. Other results linked 
with adolescents’ SES were identified; however, these effects were of little interest 
for our research and no clear patterns emerged.

4.1  Stereotypes and system justification theory

First, not yet mentioning our findings regarding perceptions of counter-stereotypical 
targets, what we have found overall are results which are congruent with gender ste-
reotypes and their role in system justification theory. According to the system justifica-
tion perspective, stereotypes legitimize status inequalities between men and women by 
assigning stereotypical characteristics to men which are linked to high social status. On 
the other hand, characteristics stereotypically assigned to women are linked to lower 
social status but more positive social perceptions (Jost & Banaji, 1994; Rudman et al., 
2012b).This idea is also reflected in the results of research on benevolent sexism (Glick 
& Fiske, 2001; Sarlet & Dardenne, 2012), which shows that one way through which the 
gender hierarchy is preserved is by perceiving women (and feminine stereotypes) posi-
tively but with no real power and as ultimately inferior to men (and masculine stereo-
types). This was precisely the case in our study, in which we found that in general, the 
feminine targets were viewed more positively than masculine targets, but at the same 
time were viewed as having lower power and influence. Participants rated feminine tar-
gets more positively on our backlash index, which included the likeability and social 
inclusion items. This backlash index also included the election measure, and though it 
is not clear whether the position of school representative reflects high social status and/
or power, we interpret it as similar to the other two measures composing this index. 
Indeed, here the role of school representative might reflect a role of communicator/
facilitator between students and teachers and might not involve any power or agency 
over others, which is instead reflected in the popularity measure.

On this measure of popularity and in line with the points just made, we have found 
that compared with feminine targets, adolescent boys and girls with a masculine profile 
were rated more popular, which we and previous authors (Brown, 2004; Kleiser Polk & 
Mayeux, 2022) have defined as encapsulating social status and power. Therefore, our 
findings on the popularity measure are consistent with studies showing a link between 
masculinity and popularity (Jewell & Brown, 2013; Lobel et  al., 1993), rather than 
those showing a link between conformity to gender stereotypes and popularity (Kleiser 
& Mayeux, 2020, 2022). To summarize, as system justification theory posits, mascu-
line stereotypes are more aligned with the power and high status of school popularity, 
while feminine stereotypes are more aligned with positive social perceptions but lower 
popularity. These findings are also consistent with past research, which has found that 
popularity and “social preference” are different constructs (van den Berg et al., 2020), 
and we have seen here how gender stereotypes are differently related to popularity than 
to social preference. This finding regarding popularity also lends credence to the idea 
that school contexts might not be as “feminine” as some literature suggests (see also 
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Verniers et al., 2016 for a similar position on this issue). Indeed, here we show that 
masculine characteristics might be favored in perceptions of popularity.

Contrary to our hypotheses, in our study we did not find social sanctions or nega-
tive social perceptions of adolescents whose traits and behaviors were incongruent with 
their gender. In fact, we found the opposite, that those counter-stereotypical adolescents 
were judged as less arrogant by our participants. However, as expected, we also found 
a moderating effect of adolescents’ SES on their perception of counter-stereotypical 
peers. Next, we discuss possible explanations and implications of these findings.

4.2  Possible explanations

4.2.1  Positive reactions to counter‑stereotypicality

To explain our findings, which run contrary to what has previously been reported, 
we point to the general social/societal context our study took place in. Our study was 
carried out in French middle and high-schools in 2022. The current French govern-
ment has on several occasions expressed that gender equality and the reduction of 
gender discrimination would be a “Great national cause” of the presidential term. In 
fact, since 2018, the Ministry of National Education and Youth has defined several 
measures that are to be implemented in French schools in order to work on these 
questions of gender equality and gender discrimination (such as appointing in-school 
gender equality referents; see, for example, Avenel, 2021). Lending support to this 
view, after discussions with the participating schools, we learned that students from 
two schools—at least—received several interventions discussing questions of gen-
der equality during the school year, before our study took place. Furthermore, it is 
possible that by contacting schools, specifically to participate in a study on gender 
stereotypes, we may have attracted mostly schools which are especially concerned 
with these questions.

In addition to the political propositions from the government, adolescents and 
younger generations in general seem to be concerned with questions of gender 
norms and gender fluidity (Bragg et al., 2018). Indeed, through traditional as well as 
social media, adolescents are increasingly exposed to content that deals with gender 
expressions or stereotypes or that questions the traditional binary vision of gender 
(Gravillon, 2022; for recent work on the role of media in transmission of gender ste-
reotypes, see Lamer et al., 2022). Adolescents are now more aware than ever of dis-
course around questions of gender identity such as transgender identity, non-binary 
identification, and overall non-adherence to traditional gender norms (Bragg et al., 
2018). As we were able to anecdotally observe during debriefing sessions after the 
study, adolescents were much more aware of concepts of gender identity, trans-iden-
tity, and sexual minorities than we anticipated. Thus, one possible explanation for 
our results is the changing of adolescents’ norms towards gender expression due to 
governmental actions, broader discussions of these issues in society at large, or per-
haps a combination of both.

However, since very little research in recent years has investigated the ques-
tions of gender norms in French samples of adolescents, it would be difficult to 
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definitively conclude that this explains our results. In fact, one of the few recent 
studies that has investigated the question of gender norms in French adolescents 
shows that boys still largely report feeling increased pressure to conform to gender 
norms as they move through adolescence, suggesting that changes in the percep-
tion of gender norms in adolescence might not be so straightforward (Hoffman et al., 
2019). One possible explanation that could reconcile these contradictory points is 
that, as gender equality questions become more and more prevalent in schools and in 
society at large, discriminatory behaviors against counter-stereotypical individuals 
become less socially acceptable. Thus, it might not be that individuals’ perception of 
counter-stereotypicality has become more positive, but rather that negative treatment 
of counter-stereotypical peers might now be extremely socially undesirable, as com-
municated by peers and or (social) media. Indeed, past research dealing with gen-
der stereotypes and gendered behavior has shown the importance of considering the 
role of larger intersubjective norms in predicting individual behavior (Lamer et al., 
2022). Thus, studying the current adolescent/school norms in France regarding per-
ception and treatment of counter-stereotypical individuals—such as the acceptabil-
ity of sanctioning these individuals—would be a worthwhile endeavor and might 
shed some light on current trends of gender discrimination in adolescence.

4.2.2  The role of socio‑economic status

Regarding the inclusion of participants’ SES as a moderator of backlash, we found 
evidence that a higher evaluation for counter-stereotypical targets on the competence 
measure was mostly accounted for by high SES adolescents. This evidence, although 
not at all definitive, shows that high SES adolescents perceive counter-stereotypical 
targets differently (in our study, it seems, more positively) than stereotypical targets, 
whereas we could not draw such conclusions for low SES adolescents. As mentioned 
in the introduction, it is perhaps the different types of upbringings of high and low 
SES individuals that could lead to different reactions to gender counter-stereotyp-
icality. Indeed, work on the impact of social class on self-construal highlights that 
independent individuals, socialized in higher social class contexts, are more focused 
on individual self-expression and distinctiveness than others (Stephens et al., 2014). 
In this view they might place less emphasis on gender stereotypes to govern their 
behavior and by extension the behaviors of others as well. Thus, it could be that 
higher social class individuals show more positive reactions to counter-stereotypi-
cality because they view individuality more positively (for discussion of this point, 
see also: Meijs et al., 2015). Future research is greatly needed not only to replicate 
our findings on this question but also to investigate what processes might lead to this 
effect. Indeed, though interesting, our findings are modest and further research is 
needed to replicate them. As we discuss next, future research on this specific ques-
tion should take into account the distribution of high and low SES individuals in 
their samples, if the effect we have found here is to be further investigated.
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4.3  Limitations and areas of improvement

While our pattern of results is interesting and contradicts past research, it is worth not-
ing that several limitations exist in our study. A first important limitation of our work 
is the possibility that we did not successfully render salient the power associated with 
the school representative role. Indeed, theoretically, the backlash effect rests on the 
idea that, by behaving counter-stereotypically, individuals threaten the existing gender 
hierarchy (Rudman et al., 2012a). Due to the nature of the gender hierarchy, it might 
be especially threatened by counter-stereotypical women (girls) trying to obtain power 
or counter-stereotypical men (boys) at risk of losing power (Rudman et  al., 2012b; 
Sirin et al., 2004). In our case, while we did intend for the school representative role 
to represent power, this might not have been the case. Indeed, in our study, we did not 
explain what a school representative could be or what their position entailed. It could 
be that students did not perceive that such a role would involve any power. Indeed, the 
correlation between the election measure and the popularity measure is very small and 
not significant (r = 0.011, p = 0.75). The lack of association between the election meas-
ure and popularity measure (which we know denotes power because of the definition 
of the concept included in our measure) does point to a lack of association with power. 
Future research on the backlash effect, specifically with adolescents, should take into 
account the contexts used and their link with power, as those contexts should be the 
ones most likely to elicit backlash (Mishra & Kray, 2022).

We point next to the unequal distribution of low and high SES students in 
our sample. We did find modest evidence showing that the higher perception of 
competence for counter-stereotypical targets was mostly driven by high SES ado-
lescents. However, this effect was only observed on one measure. One possible 
explanation for this could be that our study was underpowered for detecting this 
moderating effect on other measures (Maxwell, 2004), specifically that the two 
groups of high and low SES were too unbalanced (Wilcox, 1992). Future research 
which examines the link between socio-economic status and backlash should put 
an emphasis on obtaining better distributed samples in terms of SES.

Finally, one last limitation of our research is our inability to interpret null 
results on our effects of interest. On most of our DVs, we did not observe sig-
nificant interactions between our manipulated variables. In line with a proper use 
of null-hypothesis significance testing, we cannot interpret these non-significant 
effects as evidence of no effect. Instead, equivalence testing is required to deter-
mine a lack of effect (or rather a negligible effect), which requires selecting a 
smallest effect size of interest/that is meaningful for the research question (Lak-
ens et al., 2018). Recommendations of best practice for using equivalence testing 
suggest that the smallest effect size of interest should be chosen before conduct-
ing hypotheses tests (Alter & Counsell, 2023). Thus, a future area of research 
for studies focused on the backlash effect should be to make use of equivalence 
testing and its ability to make sense of non-significant and/or negligible effects. 
This process would allow for a more complete understanding of when individuals 
display backlash and when they do not.

Bearing in mind these limitations, in the present research, we studied a popula-
tion which has seldom been investigated in previous backlash research. We did 
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so by using a methodology well suited to investigating this phenomenon, as well 
as statistical analyses adapted to such contexts, which has not always been the 
case in previous research. Furthermore, our study benefits from having good sta-
tistical power for addressing this research question and being pre-registered. In 
this paper, we have raised important theoretical and methodological questions for 
future backlash research, specifically with adolescent participants, which we hope 
will inspire future research aimed at understanding the backlash effect.
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