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Abstract
Ambivalent sexism (hostile and benevolent sexism) maintains gender inequalities 
and has been applied to investigate violence against women (VAW). We conducted 
a comprehensive three-level meta-analytic review testing ambivalent sexism as pre-
dictors of VAW-supportive attitudes and behaviors regarding sexual harassment, 
sexual assault, and intimate partner violence. Relevant articles published between 
1996 and April 2022 were retrieved from the PsycINFO, Pro Quest Dissertations 
and Theses, Cochrane Database Reviews, ERIC, and Web of Science online data-
bases. A total of 141 reports (with 912 unique effect sizes) met our inclusion criteria 
(e.g., assessed Glick and Fiske’s 1996 ASI and at least one self-reported measure of 
VAW-supportive attitudes or men’s VAW perpetration and/or proclivity; VAW was 
limited to violence against women perpetrated by men). Our review revealed hostile 
and benevolent sexism, respectively, were associated with greater VAW-supportive 
attitudes across genders (r = .47, 95% CI [.43–.50]; r = .26, 95% CI [.23–.29]) and 
to greater VAW behaviors among men (r = .23, 95% CI [.19–.27]; r = .08, 95% CI 
[.04–.12]). Our review also highlighted participant gender, VAW type, and domain 
of VAW as important moderators. Notably, benevolent sexism was more strongly 
tied to VAW-supportive attitudes among women (r = .31, 95% CI [.27–.35]) than 
men (r = .22, 95% CI [.18–.26]). Overall, the results underscore the importance of 
addressing hostile and benevolent sexism in future research and interventions on 
VAW.
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Introduction

Men’s psychological and physical violence against women (VAW) is a perva-
sive social and health crisis that spans across nations (World Health Organization 
[WHO], 2021). According to WHO’s (2021) global estimates, approximately 1 in 
3 women have experienced physical or sexual violence. Worldwide, men are over-
whelmingly the most common perpetrators of VAW (WHO, 2021) and many have 
approached men’s VAW as emanating from patriarchal structures (Hunnicutt, 2009; 
Reed et  al., 2010). To understand VAW, researchers have investigated a range of 
attitudinal and behavioral factors that contribute towards the maintenance of VAW. 
Based on ambivalent sexism theory (Glick & Fiske, 2001), numerous studies have 
tested whether individuals’ hostile sexism (e.g., misogynistic attitudes) or benevo-
lent sexism (e.g., paternalistic attitudes) predict their attitudes or behaviors regard-
ing men’s VAW. The findings in these studies have somewhat varied and have 
captured a wide range of attitudes and behaviors. To synthesize this work, we con-
ducted a comprehensive meta-analytic review of hostile and benevolent sexist atti-
tudes as predictors of VAW-supportive attitudes among women and men as well as 
self-reported VAW behaviors among men. Further, we employed a three-level meta-
analytic method (Van den Noortgate & Onghena, 2003) to test several moderators 
including participant gender, type of VAW attitudes or behaviors, methodologi-
cal factors, and publication characteristics. These moderator analyses may point to 
directions for future research.

Violence Against Women

Consistent with prior work (e.g., Powell & Webster, 2018), we distinguish between 
sexual harassment, sexual assault, and intimate partner violence. Sexual harassment is 
defined by unwelcome verbal or physical behaviors based on gender, such as sexually 
degrading comments (Fitzgerald, 1996). Sexual harassment behaviors may be experi-
enced in several contexts (Fileborn, 2013), such as within workplaces, public spaces 
(such as public transportation or even just on sidewalks), online spaces, and within 
romantic relationships. In the current review, we consider sexual harassment behaviors 
occurring across contexts outside of romantic relationships. Sexually harassing behav-
iors in relationships (e.g., harassing messages) were considered within the scope of inti-
mate of partner violence (described below). In the US workplace, women’s reported 
rates of sexual harassment ranged from 40 to 75% (McDonald, 2012). Similarly, in the 
US 65% of women have reported experiencing street sexual harassment (Stop Street 
Harassment, 2014) and 40% of women have reported experiencing cyber sexual har-
assment (UC San Diego Center on Gender Equity and Health & Stop Street Harass-
ment, 2019). Sexual assault is defined as attempted or completed sexual contact with-
out the person’s consent, such as coercing someone to have sex (Koss et al., 2007). In 
one report, women’s sexual assault victimization prevalence was 24% across nations 
(Dworkin et  al., 2017). Intimate partner violence (IPV) refers to abusive behaviors 
occurring in romantic relationship contexts that can be psychological (e.g., insulting a 
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partner), physical (e.g., choking a partner), or sexual (e.g., forcing a partner to have sex) 
(Straus et al., 1996). Women’s IPV victimization rates worldwide are generally between 
20 and 40% (Alhabib et al., 2010). Notably, these surveys may underestimate rates of 
VAW given that it is often unreported by victims (Ellsberg & Heise, 2005). Thus, VAW 
remains a widespread, persistent violation of human rights (WHO, 2021).

VAW‑Supportive Attitudes

VAW-supportive attitudes have been identified as a key factor in shaping social norms 
around VAW. Broadly, these attitudes perpetuate a climate where VAW is not explicitly 
condemned that informs institutions and individuals (Flood & Pease, 2009; Powell & 
Webster, 2018; VicHealth, 2014). VAW-supportive attitudes can be represented across 
domains of violence that can capture attitudes regarding victims, perpetrators, or inci-
dents (see Fig. 1).

Currently, the most common VAW-supportive measures capture components of all 
domains (general domain) called myth acceptance. Myth acceptance refers to holding 
inaccurate societal beliefs that justify or rationalize VAW across domains (e.g., Peters, 
2008). For example, myth acceptance measures (e.g., Peters, 2008) have assessed views 
about victims (e.g., victims lie), perpetrators (e.g., perpetrator lost control), and violent 
incidents (e.g., real violence is rare).

Whereas myth acceptance captures attitudes across domains, other measures of 
VAW-supportive attitudes specify the domain of violence. Victim-domain measures 
have focused on attitudes that reflect general unsympathetic views (e.g., denigration) 
towards victims (e.g., Ward, 1988) or that specifically place blame on victims (e.g., 
Abrams et  al., 2003). Perpetrator-domain measures generally assessed the extent to 

Fig. 1   Model of VAW and VAW-Supportive Attitudes and Behaviors
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which perpetrators should be absolved of responsibility (e.g., Viki et al., 2004). Finally, 
incident-domain measures assessed an individual’s minimization of incident severity 
(e.g., LeLaurain et  al., 2018), or the extent to which they consider certain incidents 
to be VAW (e.g., Shi & Zheng, 2020), or even the certain contexts in which they con-
sider violence acceptable (e.g., when a partner has lied; Martín-Fernández et al., 2018). 
Thus, several measures assess VAW support. We considered all VAW-supportive 
measures that focused on victims, perpetrators, or incidents, or that collapsed across 
these domains.

Men’s Self‑reported VAW Behaviors

As reviewed earlier, rates of VAW incidents are alarming. Researchers have operation-
alized VAW behaviors through the assessment of men’s reported perpetration of VAW 
(e.g., Straus et al., 1996) or their self-reported proclivity to engage in VAW (e.g., Pryor, 
1988). Despite the likely under-reporting of socially unacceptable behaviors, many men 
have admitted VAW behaviors. For example, 36 to 60% of US men have reported com-
mitting at least one act of sexual assault (Widman & Olson, 2013). In another study, 
29% of US male college students reported proclivity to commit sexual harassment 
(Bingham & Burleson, 1996). Thus, both self-reported VAW perpetration and procliv-
ity can be informative of the extent that one contributes to VAW (see Fig. 1). We tested 
the links between men’s hostile and benevolent sexism to their self-reported sexual har-
assment, sexual assault, and IPV perpetration and proclivity.

Ambivalent Sexism Theory and Links to VAW

VAW is a gender-based crisis. The disproportionate victimization rates among 
women for sexual harassment, sexual assault, and IPV are not generally observed 
for other crimes (e.g., robberies) (Hunnicutt, 2009; Reed et al., 2010). Further, VAW 
prevalence is greater in nations where women have a lower status relative to men 
(Archer, 2006; Yodanis, 2004). Thus, VAW is linked to sexism and patriarchy in 
society. According to Glick and Fiske’s (2001) ambivalent sexism theory, hostile and 
benevolent sexism are interrelated attitudes that maintain patriarchy (e.g., Becker & 
Wright, 2011; Brandt, 2011). Whereas hostile sexism is based on misogynistic atti-
tudes inherent in VAW-supportive attitudes, benevolent sexism reflects more covert 
manifestations of patriarchy and male dominance.

Hostile sexism (HS) encompasses outwardly negative, prejudicial attitudes 
towards women (Glick & Fiske, 2001). Specifically, HS refers to attitudes that men 
are deserving of greater power than women due to beliefs that only men are suit-
able for powerful positions (see Connor et  al., 2016; Glick & Fiske, 2001). Fur-
ther, HS relies on beliefs that women will take men’s power with their sexuality 
and therefore men must control women’s sexuality (Connor et  al., 2016; Glick & 
Fiske, 2001). Thus, HS is most obviously related to VAW-supportive attitudes and 
behaviors through the emphasis on men’s dominance and control over women, espe-
cially gender-nontraditional women, such as sexually agentic women or feminists 
(Bosson et  al., 2015; Vidal-Fernández & Megías, 2014; Yamawaki et  al., 2009). 
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Indeed, women and men who endorse HS have tended to justify VAW, especially 
regarding victims that threaten men’s power (Yamawaki et al., 2007). Across stud-
ies, men have consistently scored higher than women on HS (Glick et al., 2000) and 
VAW-supportive attitudes (Flood & Pease, 2009). Yet, many women paradoxically 
internalize HS and VAW-supportive attitudes as they defer to men’s power to remain 
safe from violence (Connor et al., 2016; Glick & Fiske, 2001). Hence, we expected 
that HS would predict VAW-supportive attitudes among women and men.

Relatedly, benevolent sexism (BS) subtly maintains men’s dominance (Glick & 
Fiske, 2001). Specifically, BS encompasses beliefs that women should adhere to tra-
ditional gender roles characterized by positive yet low-status traits (e.g., purity, nur-
turance) that complement men’s gender roles (e.g., independence, dominance) and 
rely on men’s protection (Connor et al., 2016; Glick & Fiske, 2001). Thus, although 
less obvious than HS, BS also contributes to VAW. Specifically, by stipulating who 
is considered either a good or a bad woman, BS fosters ideas of who deserves to 
be victimized and in which contexts it is tolerated (Abrams et al., 2003; Loughnan 
et al., 2013; Masser et al., 2010). BS also allows men’s dominance to be expressed in 
seemingly benevolent ways (e.g., controlling behaviors interpreted as love; Connor 
et al., 2016; Moya et al., 2007; Nava-Reyes et al., 2018). Thus, BS may contribute 
to VAW-supportive attitudes and behaviors. However, the links to VAW-supportive 
attitudes may be stronger among women than men. BS is theorized as the incen-
tive for women to seek men’s protection in light of men’s hostility (Connor et al., 
2016; Expósito et  al., 2010; Phelan et  al., 2010). Supporting this premise, cross-
national studies found women’s BS was positively tied to men’s HS endorsement 
(Glick et  al., 2000, 2004). Women’s greater BS—but not their HS—has predicted 
women’s expectations that a wife threatening her husband’s power would be met 
with IPV (Expósito et al., 2010). As Connor et al. (2016) illustrated, "BS represents 
the ‘carrot’ dangled in front of women to motivate them to accept inequality, while 
HS represents the ‘stick’ that beats them when they do not” (p. 298). Thus, HS can 
involve the looming threat of VAW—and BS encourages women’s subordination to 
avoid this threat.

In sum, we predicted HS would be positively associated with VAW-supportive 
attitudes. We also hypothesized BS would be positively associated with VAW-sup-
portive attitudes; however, we expected associations to BS would be stronger for 
women than men. Finally, we predicted men’s HS and BS would both be positively 
associated with their self-reported VAW behaviors. Further, in addition to gender, 
we tested several other potential moderators.

Potential Moderators

When testing links between ambivalent sexism and VAW-supportive attitudes and 
behaviors, we considered several moderators. First, we tested participant gender 
as a moderator by comparing samples of women and men. As reviewed earlier, we 
expected BS may be especially linked to VAW outcomes among women.

Second, we tested several facets of VAW as moderators. We separately con-
sidered the types of VAW (sexual harassment, sexual assault, or intimate partner 
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violence) as prior research suggests that they may be perceived differently. For 
instance, many only perceive acts of sexual harassment as VAW if the acts meet 
a threshold of aggression or occur in certain contexts (e.g., work vs home; Zelin 
et al., 2022). Individuals are also less likely to condemn acts of VAW when the 
victim had a closer relationship to the perpetrator (see Gravelin et al., 2019; Pers-
son & Dhingra, 2022), which may result in minimizing the extent to which IPV 
acts are viewed as VAW. Relatedly, we additionally tested the types of IPV perpe-
tration (psychological, physical, sexual, or composite), as more physical forms of 
IPV may be more strongly condemned than non-physical IPV (Wilson & Smer-
les, 2020). We also tested the VAW attitude domain (victims, perpetrators, or inci-
dents) and behavior domain (proclivity or perpetration) to better understand how 
sexist attitudes are linked to VAW. As ambivalent sexism is especially directed 
at women (Glick & Fiske, 2001), the links between AS and VAW attitudes may 
be driven by views about female victims (e.g., blaming victims to exonerate per-
petrators). Regarding behaviors, less desirability bias may emerge when report-
ing the proclivity to engage in socially undesirable behavior (Langhaug et  al., 
2010). Finally, we explored whether the time frame of perpetration (e.g., all your 
life or the past 6  months) assessed would moderate results. Assessing a wider 
time frame may capture a more diverse set of individuals, such as those that have 
engaged in VAW behaviors previously but not recently. Research indicates that 
those that engage in VAW behaviors, especially at younger ages, do not necessar-
ily become repeat offenders (Johnson et al., 2015).

Third, we examined several methodological moderators. As previous research 
has observed more progressive attitudes regarding gender among college students 
(Yoder et  al., 2007), we tested whether differing effect sizes may be observed 
depending on  the type of sample (college or non-college sample). We also tested 
whether associations varied based on the VAW assessment method (questionnaire 
inventory or vignette appraisal). Previous research indicates vignettes are a useful 
methodology for assessing topics that may be subject to social desirability biases, 
especially related to held values (Erfanian et al., 2019). However, they may capture 
attitudes towards specific characteristics of VAW, rather than more general assess-
ments of VAW attitudes compared to questionnaire inventories. For instance, a 
review indicated that victim blaming attitudes were impacted by the extent to which 
vignettes depicted scenarios that were more or less consistent with rape myths that 
allow for blame (e.g., victim not drinking alcohol; Hockett et al., 2016). Relatedly, 
in a prior review of overall sexism and rape myths, the researchers argued that 
experimental manipulations (often depicted in vignettes) could confound associa-
tions—and excluded such studies (Suarez & Gadalla, 2010). However, rather than 
excluding the studies, we tested use of an experimental design as a moderator.

Finally, we considered two publication characteristics. Testing publication sta-
tus (published or unpublished) helps to infer whether there might be a bias toward 
reporting significant results (e.g., Spruit et al., 2020). Publication year is a means 
to examine if there have been any historical changes in the associations between 
ambivalent sexism and VAW attitudes and behaviors.
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The Present Meta‑analysis

Our meta-analysis explores the unique associations of HS and BS to several domains 
of VAW. As with much research, the links between ambivalent sexism and VAW 
outcomes have varied across studies in either statistical significance or the mag-
nitude of observed effects. Some notable features of our meta-analysis include its 
separate examination of different forms and domains of VAW—even when multiple 
types were included in the same study and its consideration of multiple moderators 
to inform future theorizing, such as by testing the unique effect sizes based on gen-
der and various methodological factors.

Method

Selection Criteria

We included published research articles and unpublished dissertations appearing 
between 1996 and April 2022. This range was selected to capture the most up to date 
research at the time of search since the introduction of the 1996 Ambivalent Sexism 
Inventory. Study inclusion criteria were that the study must include: (1) quantitative 
measures of hostile sexism and/or benevolent sexism based on Glick and Fiske’s 
(1996) Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI); (2) at least one quantitative measure 
of self-reported violence-against-women (VAW) supportive attitudes or men’s VAW 
perpetration and/or proclivity with at least one relevant effect size or enough data 
to calculate at least one effect size; (3) focus on gender-based violence perpetrated 
by men towards women; (4) be published in a peer or expert reviewed journal or 
be an unpublished dissertation; (5) include a sample of adolescent or adult partici-
pants. Studies were not restricted by participant gender, nationality, or other addi-
tional demographic characteristics (e.g., batterer vs. non-batterer samples). For stud-
ies examining an intervention program or other longitudinal design, only baseline/
initial data were considered. Studies were not excluded on the basis of language as 
article translation to English was employed for non-English written papers. Other 
languages reviewed included Spanish, Turkish, French, German, and Italian. See 
Table 1 for more details on the inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Search Strategy and Results

The search strategy included searches of the keywords: ambivalent sexism, benev-
olent sexism, hostile sexism, ambivalent sexis*, benevolent sexis*, hostile sexis*. 
We used the PsycINFO, Pro Quest Dissertations and Theses, Cochrane Database 
Reviews, ERIC, and Web of Science online databases excluding books and chapters. 
Additional articles were sent via email from authors. See Fig. 2 for a PRISMA flow 
diagram of the screening process (Page et al., 2021). The screening process resulted 
in a total of 141 reports (131 published articles, 10 dissertations) that yielded 912 
effect sizes (478 for hostile sexism, 434 for benevolent sexism). See Supplementary 
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Table 1S for a list of included studies. All files and data were independently screened 
and extracted by the first author. If needed, the first author consulted with the second 
author regarding screening and data extraction.

Data Extraction

We tested associations between ambivalent sexism and either VAW-supportive atti-
tudes (in women and men) or VAW behaviors (in men). Hostile sexism (HS) (e.g., 
“Women seek to gain power by getting control over men”) and benevolent sexism 
(BS) (e.g., “Women should be cherished and protected by men”) were measured 
using versions of Glick and Fiske’s (1996) ASI. Correlations between HS and BS 
and VAW-supportive attitudes or behaviors (described below) were extracted, as 
well as the corresponding sample size. Correlations were entered such that posi-
tive scores indicate that HS or BS was related to greater VAW support or behaviors. 
Correlation coefficients were collected separately for women and men. Authors of 
all reports that did not provide correlation coefficients separately by gender were 

Fig. 2   PRISMA Flow Chart of Screening Procedures Based on PRISMA 2020
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contacted for that data. When correlation coefficients separately by gender was 
not provided by authors, correlation coefficients collapsing across mixed genders 
reported in the reports were collected and inputted as reflecting mixed gender sam-
ples. See Supplementary Table 3S and 4S for each extracted correlation. We also 
extracted moderator information (see Table 2).

VAW‑Supportive Attitudes and Behaviors

First, for attitudes, we identified the type of VAW (sexual harassment, sexual assault, 
and intimate partner violence [IPV]). Second, we distinguished among attitude 
domains (general-domain attitudes, attitudes about victims, attitudes about perpe-
trators, and attitudes about incidents). Table 3 provides representative examples of 
each type of measure included, and Supplementary Table 5S provides a listing of all 
included measures.

Two domains of VAW self-reported behaviors were examined: proclivity (like-
lihood of enacting VAW behaviors) and perpetration (prior commission of VAW 
behaviors). We also identified the type of VAW (sexual harassment, sexual assault, 
IPV). For IPV perpetration, we additionally identified the type of IPV that the meas-
ure assessed (i.e., physical, psychological, sexual, or composite). The time frame of 
perpetration (e.g., last 6 months) was also recorded.

Coding Type and Domain of VAW VAW measure information was coded for the 
type of VAW and the domain of VAW it assessed. A reliability set (n = 41) for type 
and domain of the VAW measure was coded by the first author and a graduate stu-
dent, κ = 0.88–1.00. Disagreements were determined through consensus discussions. 
Type and domain were then independently coded. See Supplementary Table 2S for 
extracted information of each study.

Methodological Factors

Aspects of each study’s methods were extracted, specifically: sample gender 
(women only, men only, mixed genders), sample recruitment type (college sample, 
non-college sample, mixed sample), assessment method (questionnaire inventory or 
vignette appraisal), and experimental design (whether an experimental manipulation 
preceded measurement of ASI and VAW).

Additional sample information was extracted but is not reported due to infrequent 
reporting (e.g., ethnicity, sexual orientation). The ASI version language, number of 
rating scale points for the ASI and VAW measures, and number of VAW measure 
items were also extracted but not reported due to limitations in drawing meaningful 
conclusions from comparisons.

Publication Characteristics The following were recorded about each study: 
publication year and publication status (published or unpublished). Journal impact 
factor was also extracted but not reported due to limitations in this factor as a mod-
erator (e.g., Saginur et al., 2020).
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Data Analysis

We calculated a global effect size estimate by combining correlation coefficients 
between HS or BS to VAW-supportive attitudes and behaviors. Extracted coeffi-
cients were recoded as Fisher z-values for analyses and estimates were then trans-
formed back to correlation coefficients for interpretation (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). 
Effect sizes were interpreted using Cohen’s (1988) guidelines as “small” if r = 0.10 
to 0.29, “medium” if r = 0.30 to 0.49, and “large” if r ≥ 0.50.

We employed a three-level meta-analytic approach that accounted for the depend-
ency within effect sizes (Assink & Wibbelink, 2016; Van Den Noortgate & Ong-
hena, 2003). The three-level meta-analytic approach nests effect sizes within stud-
ies to account for the hierarchical data structure while maintaining all information 
and maximizing power (Assink & Wibbelink, 2016). This approach allowed for the 
inclusion of multiple effect sizes from the same study (e.g., separate effect sizes for 
women and men, separate effect sizes for multiple VAW measures).

We specifically tested three-level random effects models that accounted for the 
sampling variance of individual effect sizes (level 1), variance of effect sizes from 
the same studies (level 2), and variance of effect sizes between different studies 
(level 3). Likelihood-ratio tests were then used to compare a full model to models 
excluding level 2 or level 3 variance. This comparison indicates whether there is 
significant variance present within the two levels (Assink & Wibbelink, 2016). In 
the event of significant heterogeneity in effect size distribution, relevant moderator 
analyses were then conducted to explain the variance. All selected moderators were 
specified a priori. Additionally, if significant variance was indicated, we did not per-
form statistical tests of publication bias as the homogenous distribution assumption 
would be violated. Publication bias tests (e.g., Egger’s regression) cannot differenti-
ate between heterogeneity and bias (Ioannidis, 2005). Instead, we included publica-
tion status as a moderating indicator of publication bias. Further, several extracted 
effect sizes were presented in correlational matrices that were not the report’s central 
analyses or provided via email by authors of relevant studies, which may minimize 
some publication bias (Dalton et al., 2012). We also explored the impact of outlier 
effect sizes by testing overall models both with and without outlier studies (effect 
sizes ± 2 SD from the average; Higgens et al., 2022). These explored models did not 
indicate differences; therefore, we therefore do not review them. That is, the tested 
models described in the Results do not exclude outliers. We conducted all analyses 
using the metafor R package (Viechtbauer, 2010) and syntax instructions provided 
by Assink and Wibbelink (2016).

Results

We first tested associations of hostile sexism (HS) and benevolent sexism (BS) to 
violence-against-women (VAW) supportive attitudes. We then tested associations of 
men’s HS and BS to their self-reported VAW behaviors.
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Overall Association Models of VAW‑Supportive Attitudes

The meta-analysis of HS and VAW-supportive attitudes included 119 studies 
reporting 411 effect sizes for a total of 99,552 participants. A moderate association 
(r = 0.47) was observed between HS and VAW-supportive attitudes (see Table 4). 
The likelihood-ratio tests indicated significant variance between effect sizes from 
the same study (level 2) and from different studies (level 3), p’s < 0.001. Sampling 
variance (level 1) accounted for 6.02% of total effect size variance; variance within 
studies (level 2) accounted for 35.19% of total effect size variance; and variance 
between different studies (level 3) accounted for 58.79% of total effect size variance.

The meta-analysis of BS and VAW-supportive attitudes included 111 studies 
reporting 390 effect sizes for 85,610 participants. A small, significant association 
(r = 0.26) was observed between BS and VAW-supportive attitudes (see Table  4). 
The likelihood-ratio tests indicated there was significant variance between effect 
sizes from both the same and different studies, p’s < 0.001. Sampling variance 
accounted for 12.01% of variance, variance within studies accounted for 38.37% of 
variance, and variance between studies accounted for 49.76% of variance.

Given the heterogenous effect size distribution in both models, we did not test 
publication bias regressions. Instead, we conducted moderator analyses to account 
for heterogeneity.

Moderator Analyses of VAW‑Supportive Attitudes

Moderator analyses were conducted for participant gender, VAW characteristics, 
methodological factors, and publication characteristics. All comparison groups in 
the moderator analyses consisted of greater than 10 effect sizes (ns = 19 to 411), 
consistent with standards for moderator analyses (Higgins et al., 2022). Significant 
moderator results are presented in Table 5. Results for all tested moderators are pre-
sented in Supplementary Table 6S.

Gender The overall association between HS and VAW-supportive attitudes was 
similar for women and men. However, the association between BS and VAW-sup-
portive attitudes was significantly stronger for women (r = 0.31) than men (r = 0.22).

VAW Characteristics Both VAW characteristics (VAW type and domain) were 
significant moderators. Specifically, although the associations were significant with all 
types of VAW, HS was more strongly related to attitudes about sexual assault (r = 0.54) 
than either sexual harassment (r = 0.41) or IPV (r = 0.36). Similarly, BS was more 
strongly correlated with attitudes about sexual assault (r = 0.30) than IPV (r = 0.21), but 
only marginally compared to sexual harassment (r = 0.23).

Regarding VAW domains, HS was more strongly associated with general measures 
of VAW-supportive attitudes (r = 0.54) than attitudes about victims (r = 0.41), perpetra-
tors (r = 0.31), or incidents of VAW (r = 0.30). Once again, a similar pattern was indi-
cated in the associations of BS to VAW-supportive attitudes by domain. The strong-
est association was with general measures (r = 0.31) compared to victims (r = 0.24), 
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perpetrators (r = 0.15), or (r = 0.19). In addition, both HS and BS were more strongly 
related to the victim domain than either the perpetrator or the incident domains.

Additional exploratory tests were conducted to consider VAW Type x Domain inter-
actions. These analyses revealed similar patterns as the main effects described (see 
Supplementary Table 6S).

Methodological Factors In both models, only assessment method moderated asso-
ciations. Specifically, in both models, effect sizes were stronger with questionnaires 
(HS: r = 0.51; BS: r = 0.29) than with vignettes (HS: r = 0.31; r = 0.17). Sample recruit-
ment and use of an experimental design were not significant in either model.

Publication Characteristics More recent publication years were positively related 
to effect sizes in the HS model (B = 0.01) and the BS model (B = 0.01). Publication sta-
tus was not a significant moderator in either the HS or the BS models.

Multivariate Moderator Model We next tested multivariate models to assess 
the unique explanation of variance of each significant moderator (see Supplementary 
Table 7S).

In the HS model, all but one previously significant comparison uniquely explained 
variance when controlling for other moderators. Specifically, publication year uniquely 
explained variance when controlling for other moderators, p = 0.014. Differences 
between the evaluation methods (questionnaires compared to vignettes) uniquely 
explained variance, p < 0.001. Differences between attitudes about sexual assault 
compared to IPV also uniquely accounted for variance p < 0.001; however, differ-
ences between sexual assault attitudes and sexual harassment attitudes did not emerge, 
p = 0.099. Finally, differences between domain-general attitudes and victim-, perpetra-
tor-, and incident-domain attitudes uniquely accounted for variance, ps < 0.05.

In the BS model, differences between women and men, the evaluation methods, atti-
tudes of sexual assault compared to IPV, and domain-general attitudes and perpetrator-
domain attitudes uniquely explained variance, p < 0.01. Publication year and differ-
ences between general- and victim- and incident-domain attitudes were not significant, 
ps > 0.05.

Men’s Ambivalent Sexism and VAW Behaviors

Overall Association Models

The meta-analysis of HS and VAW behaviors included 39 studies reporting 67 effect 
sizes for 19,227 participants. A significant association with a small effect size was 
observed between HS and VAW behaviors (r = 0.23; see Table 4). The likelihood-
ratio tests indicated significant variance in effect sizes from the same study (level 2), 
p = 0.004, and from different studies (level 3), p < 0.001. Sampling variance (level 
1) accounted for 22.73% of total variance, variance between effect sizes within stud-
ies (level 2) accounted for 12.68% of total variance, and variance between different 
studies (level 3) accounted for 64.59% of total variance.

For BS and VAW behaviors, the meta-analysis included 28 studies reporting 44 
effect sizes for 7,389 participants. In this model, a significant association (yet neg-
ligible in magnitude) was observed to VAW behaviors (r = 0.08; see Table 4). The 
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likelihood ratio tests indicated there was not significant variance between effect 
sizes from the same studies, p = 0.749 or from different studies, p = 0.056. Sampling 
variance accounted for 50.73% of total variance, variance within studies accounted 
for 6.96% of variance, and variance between different studies accounted for 39.12% 
of variance.

As heterogenous effect size distribution was indicated in the first model and a 
marginal effect was indicated in the second model, publication bias regressions were 
not conducted. Instead, we conducted moderator analyses.

Moderator Analyses of VAW Behaviors

Moderator analyses were conducted regarding VAW characteristics, methodologi-
cal factors, and publication characteristics. For both hostile and benevolent sexism 
analyses, respectively, some of the comparison groups include fewer than 10 effect 
sizes, these were specifically: recruitment (non-college ns = 32, 21; college ns = 30, 
19; mixed ns = 5, 4), type of IPV (emotional/psychological ns = 16, 7; physical vio-
lence ns = 7, 2; composite forms ns = 7, 6), perpetration time frame (past 12 months 
ns = 21, 12; past 6 months ns = 5, 1; current relationship ns = 1; unspecified/unclear 
ns = 11, 7; ever ns = 7, 5), experimental design (no experiment ns = 58, 37 experi-
mental ns = 9, 7), and publication status (published ns = 60, 43; unpublished ns = 7, 
1). We present these findings with caution in interpretation. In the following analy-
ses, significant moderator results are presented in Table 6. All tested models are pre-
sented in Supplementary Table 8S.

VAW Behavior Characteristics The type of VAW (sexual harassment, sexual 
assault, or IPV) was not a significant moderator in either the model with HS or BS. 
However, VAW behavior domain (proclivity vs. perpetration) was a significant mod-
erator in both models. The associations with proclivity (HS: r = 0.24; BS: r = 0.15) 
were stronger than with perpetration (HS: r = 0.19; BS: r = 0.04). Exploratory analy-
ses of the type of VAW X domain generally revealed stronger associations for types 
of proclivity than perpetration (see Supplementary Table 7S).

Methodological Factors Of the tested moderators for the HS model, two fac-
tors were significant. First, effect sizes were greater in mixed-recruitment samples 
(r = 0.37) than either college (r = 0.24) or non-college (r = 0.20) samples. This pat-
tern should be interpreted with caution, however, as the mixed-recruitment group 
was comprised of only 5 effect sizes. Second, effect sizes determined by vignettes 
(r = 0.34) were larger than those determined by questionnaire inventories (r = 0.20).

For the BS model, one study characteristic was significant. Specifically, effect 
sizes were stronger in studies based on vignettes (r = 0.17) than those based on ques-
tionnaire inventories (r = 0.05). Use of an experimental design was not significant in 
either model.

Publication Characteristics Publication status and publication year were not 
significant moderators in either the HS or the BS models.

Multivariate Moderator Model A multivariate model tested the unique expla-
nation of variance for the significant moderators (see Supplementary Table  9S). 
In the HS model, sample recruitment type, assessment method, and domain were 
not significant, ps > 0.05. Thus, overlapping variance across the moderators was 
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indicated. In the BS model, differences between questionnaires and vignettes 
uniquely explained variance, p = 0.025, but differences between proclivity and per-
petration were no longer significant, p = 0.937.

Discussion

Our meta-analysis revealed meaningful average effect sizes of hostile sexism (HS) 
and benevolent sexism (BS) to violence-against-women (VAW)-supportive attitudes 
and behaviors. The results support the premise that HS and BS contribute towards 
the maintenance of a climate fostering VAW. Further, we identified several mod-
erators of effects that may provide directions for future work investigating links 
between sexism and VAW-supportive attitudes and behaviors.

Ambivalent Sexism and VAW‑Supportive Attitudes

Global VAW Supportive‑Attitudes

As explicated in ambivalent sexism theory, HS maintains men’s greater dominance 
over women, especially women who break traditional gender roles (Connor et  al., 
2016; also see Vidal-Fernández & Megías, 2014; Yamawaki et al., 2009). Because 
HS and VAW-supportive attitudes each reflect overt misogyny, the observed asso-
ciation was anticipated. Indeed, we found HS endorsement moderately predicted 
global VAW-supportive attitudes. VAW-supportive attitudes disavow the seriousness 
and impact of violence in women’s lives and thereby excuse men who perpetuate 
these behaviors. Furthermore, they serve as warnings to women who violate tradi-
tional gender expectations emphasizing their subordination to men while relying on 
them for safety (Connor et al., 2016; also see Chapleau et al., 2007; Yamawaki et al., 
2007). In this manner, HS and VAW-supportive attitudes maintain the status quo.

Studies have  generally indicated moderate correlations between HS and BS 
(Glick et al., 2000, 2004). But many individuals positively evaluate BS while dis-
avowing HS (e.g., Kilianski & Rudman, 1998). Compared to HS, the ideologies 
underlying BS—such as men protecting women or complementary roles—may 
not be recognized as perpetuating gender inequalities. Yet, HS and BS are inter-
twined in the maintenance of men’s dominance (see Connor et al., 2016; Jost & Kay, 
2005). BS perpetuates women’s subordinance by defining traditional roles women 
must fulfill to be considered undeserving of violence (e.g., Masser et al., 2010). Our 
meta-analyses support these premises as BS was positively linked to VAW-support-
ive attitudes. In these ways, we see how endorsement of BS could have pernicious 
repercussions on the likelihood of VAW.

Distinguishing Types and Domains of VAW

When we took the type of VAW into account, the association between HS and VAW-
supportive attitudes was strongest with sexual assault. Prior work indicates HS is 
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often directed at sexualized women due to beliefs that men must control women’s 
sexuality to protect their greater power (e.g., Cikara et al., 2011). HS attitudes may 
be used to rationalize or to shift the blame of men’s sexual violence. Nonetheless, 
our results indicated that HS was moderately linked to sexual harassment and IPV 
as well—which supports the interconnections between VAW and misogyny (Hun-
nicutt, 2009). Relatedly, links between BS and VAW-supportive attitudes were also 
strongest with sexual assault. Thus, although BS may appear disconnected from vio-
lence due to the appearances of care and protection for women (Connor et al., 2016; 
also see Jost & Kay, 2005; Kilianski & Rudman, 1998), the endorsement of BS, 
much like HS, is indeed linked to a climate that condones VAW. Oftentimes, sexual 
harassment and sexual assault are collapsed into a broader category of sexual vio-
lence (e.g., Agadullina et  al., 2022), however, these patterns point towards under-
standing the associations of sexism to sexual assault that may be distinct from sexual 
harassment to more aptly address each type of violence.

The domain of violence (general or victim, perpetrator, or incident specific) also 
moderated links between ambivalent sexism and VAW-supportive attitudes. Specifi-
cally, both HS and BS were most strongly associated with VAW-supportive attitudes 
measured across domains followed by those specifically about victims. When mul-
tiple domains are represented in the assessment (e.g., Peters, 2008), there may be 
greater opportunity to detect links with sexism.

Ambivalent sexism is based on hostility to nonconforming women (i.e., HS) 
and acceptance of women who conform to traditional roles (i.e., BS). The focus on 
women may explain why VAW attitudes about victims were the strongest domain-
specific attitude linked to HS and BS. HS is predicated on hostility toward women 
who threaten the gender-status quo while BS is premised on protecting from vio-
lence the women who fulfil traditional gender-role expectations (see Connor et al., 
2016; also see Masser et al., 2010; Yamawaki et al., 2007). By extension, both HS 
and BS may especially contribute to beliefs that denigrate or blame women who 
are victims of violence. Thus, although HS and BS were linked to VAW-supportive 
beliefs about perpetrators and incidents, they may be particularly relevant to beliefs 
about victims.

Gender Considerations in Links to VAW Support

Notably, links between HS and VAW-supportive attitudes were consistent across 
gender. Although studies have found men are more likely than women to endorse 
HS (see Glick et al., 2000), many women internalize HS (e.g., Kilianski & Rudman, 
1998). By extension, HS were similarly related to VAW-supportive attitudes among 
women. Given the interrelations between HS and BS, accepting the view that men 
are dominant goes hand in hand with seeking their protection and endorsing com-
plementary roles (Expósito et al., 2010; Glick et al., 2000). In this insidious manner, 
internalizing HS attitudes can desensitize many women and men to VAW.

Whereas significant links between BS and VAW-supportive attitudes were indicated 
for both women and men, the magnitude was notably larger for women than men. 
The pattern may reflect system-justification processes. That is, because of women’s 
lower power in society, women who endorse BS might have greater need for system 
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justification (Chapleau & Oswald, 2014; Jost & Kay, 2005). For instance, women who 
uphold BS beliefs about women’s purity and men’s protection of gender-conforming 
(regarded as “good”) women may create distance between themselves and potential 
victimization by placing fault on victims (Joseph et  al., 2013). Paradoxically, while 
one of the perceived benefits of BS is to protect women from violence, BS may further 
perpetuate the conditions from which women seek protection (Expósito et al., 2010).

Men’s Ambivalent Sexism and Self‑Reported VAW Behaviors

Our second set of meta-analyses indicated that men’s endorsements of HS and BS 
were each linked to greater self-reported VAW behaviors. Links between men’s HS 
and VAW behaviors were expected given that male dominance is at the core of HS 
and VAW (Connor et al., 2016; Hunnicutt, 2009). In addition, associations between 
BS and VAW behaviors were hypothesized due to the power differentials between 
women and men in heterosexual dating scripts predicated on BS (e.g., Eaton & 
Matamala, 2014; Paynter & Leaper, 2016); this, BS attitudes may lead some men 
to feel entitled to commit VAW in the pursuit of heterosexual romantic relationships 
(Livingston et al., 2004; Thomas & Kitzinger, 1994). In support of our hypotheses, 
our meta-analyses indicated both BS and HS predicted men’s VAW behaviors.

Furthermore, our analyses of the domain moderator revealed these links were 
more readily detected regarding self-reports of proclivity than prior perpetration of 
VAW. Men’s endorsement of HS was linked to both men’s proclivity and perpetra-
tion, but the association was stronger with proclivity. Men’s endorsement of BS was 
only linked to proclivity. Reporting the inclination to engage in a negative behavior 
might be subject to less bias than reporting enacted negative behavior (Langhaug 
et al., 2010). Relatedly, it is worth noting that both VAW perpetration and procliv-
ity may be underreported given the negative nature of these behaviors, which may 
weaken their effect sizes.

Additional Methodological Considerations

In addition to participant gender and features of VAW measures, we explored other 
methodological factors and publication characteristics as potential moderators of the 
associations between ambivalent sexism and VAW-supportive attitudes and behav-
iors. Notably, the ways that the VAW attitudes were measured affected the effect 
sizes. Attitudinal links were stronger when the measures used questionnaire inven-
tories than appraisals of vignettes. Because vignettes depict context-specific char-
acteristics (e.g., victim behaviors, incident settings), they may be more susceptible 
to bias. For instance, vignettes have been differently evaluated depending on the 
extent to which the vignette depicts a rape-myth consistent or inconsistent scenario 
(e.g., victim drinking alcohol; Hockett et al., 2016). This premise may also explain 
the reverse pattern of effect sizes between sexism and VAW behaviors being larger 
when evaluated by a vignette. The context of a vignette may provide some ambi-
guity to individuals that reduces potential desirability biases (Erfanian et al., 2019; 
Langhaug et  al., 2010). An alternative explanation, potentially indicated by the 
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multivariate models, may be that proclivity was more often assessed using vignettes, 
whereas inventories nearly exclusively measured perpetration. Future research can 
develop ways to measure perpetration using vignettes to explore this premise.

Links between sexism and VAW-supportive attitudes were also stronger in stud-
ies published more recently. Although the endorsement of sexist or VAW attitudes 
might change over historical time, we had no reason to expect the association 
between ambivalent sexism and VAW attitudes would change. We speculate this pat-
tern may reflect improvements in methods that better capture associations between 
sexist attitudes and VAW-supportive attitudes.

Notably, in the attitudinal multivariate model regarding HS, nearly all of the 
reviewed moderators (i.e., type of VAW, VAW domain, assessment method, number 
of VAW measure items, publication year) uniquely explained effect size variance. 
Thus, these may be important moderators for future research to explore to better 
understand their role in linking HS and VAW. In contrast, the attitudinal multivariate 
model regarding BS tested these same moderators as well as participant gender and 
indicated overlapping variance. Specifically, it appeared gender differences, VAW 
type, and VAW domain were the stronger moderators of the links between BS and 
VAW-supportive attitudes. Overlapping variance may be attributed to shared char-
acteristics. For instance, domain-specific attitudes (particularly of perpetrator and 
incidents) were most often assessed by vignettes. Future work can consider domain-
specific inventories (e.g., Martín-Fernández et al., 2018) or develop a vignettes-based 
inventory of several VAW domains (e.g., Pryor, 1998) to further explore these factors. 
Future research regarding BS and VAW could also center participant gender, VAW 
type, and VAW domain to further understand these more consistent moderators.

Not surprisingly, we discovered that sexist attitudes predicted VAW-tolerant atti-
tudes and self-reported VAW behaviors (e.g., see Agadullina et al., 2022; Persson 
& Dhingra, 2022; Suarez & Gadalla, 2010). Since conducting our review, another 
set of researchers similarly documented significant average effects in the associa-
tions of hostile sexism and benevolent sexism to VAW-related outcomes (Agadul-
lina et  al., 2022; also see Persson & Dhingra, 2022; Suarez & Gadalla, 2010, for 
related reviews that were more limited in scope). Our work extends their analyses 
in four important ways. First, they did not test both the type of VAW (sexual harass-
ment, sexual assault, and IPV) and the domain of violence (general, victim, per-
petrator, incident, perpetration, proclivity) as moderators. As previously discussed, 
we discovered these variables were often significant. Second, we considered several 
methodological moderators (e.g., assessment method, publication year) that were 
not considered in prior reviews. Third, our three-level analytic method additionally 
allowed for the simultaneous inclusion of multiple unique effect sizes reported by 
individual samples, resulting in a greater pool of effect sizes testing attitudinal sup-
port of VAW. Finally, we contacted all authors to request correlations by participant 
gender when they were not included in their reports; this also provided a larger pool 
of effect sizes to test participant gender as a moderator. From these comparisons, we 
discovered a significant gender difference (discussed earlier) in the links between 
benevolent sexism and VAW-supportive attitudes, which was not previously indi-
cated (likely due to the smaller number of included studies). In sum, our meta-analy-
ses extend prior reviews in several meaningful and revealing ways.
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Limitations and Future Directions

The current meta-analytic review presents a synthesis of research testing ambivalent 
sexism to various VAW-supportive attitudes and behaviors capturing sexual harass-
ment, sexual assault, and IPV. However, in conducting our review, we encountered 
some limitations in the current research literature. Two notable instances were that 
we were unable to consider individual characteristics of the samples in more depth. 
With gender identities, we were limited to samples self-identified as women or men. 
Also, we could not take into account ethnic/racial or cultural backgrounds as mod-
erators. Some studies reported on individuals with nonbinary gender identities; and 
several studies were conducted across different racial-ethnic groups and nations in 
the West and Global South. However, there were insufficient numbers to test these 
as meaningful moderators. Sexism relies on binary approaches to gender (Glick 
& Fiske, 2001) and is shaped by culture (Rondon, 2003); similarly, VAW is also 
affected by cultural practices (e.g., Sabina et  al., 2013). Thus, it is important for 
more studies to be conducted that consider greater diversity in individual and cul-
tural factors in relation to associations between ambivalent sexism and VAW.

An additional limitation is that few studies had examined ambivalent sexism in 
relation to some types or forms of VAW-supportive attitudes and behaviors. In addi-
tion to investigating more forms of VAW-supportive attitudes and behaviors, we 
recommend that researchers consider different forms of VAW-support among the 
same persons. In a call to action, García-Moreno et  al. (2015) recommended tak-
ing a holistic perspective that extends beyond separately examining single forms of 
violence and instead simultaneously considering a range of VAW. In line with this 
perspective, our review documented the connections of ambivalent sexism to VAW-
supportive attitudes and behaviors across multiple types and domains.

Some of our moderator comparisons of VAW behaviors (but not VAW atti-
tudes) were constrained by the available studies. In some comparisons, there were 
fewer than the 10 effect sizes that are considered the ideal minimum for modera-
tion comparisons (Higgins et al., 2022). These were particularly for tests of hostile 
and benevolent sexism, respectively, to recruitment, type of IPV, perpetration time 
frame, experimental design, and publication status. Of these comparisons, only one 
of them yielded significant results (e.g., mixed recruitment vs. college and non-col-
lege recruitment for HS only). We also note it should be viewed with caution, and 
we do not highlight it in our discussion.

Lastly, some of the moderators were coded as dichotomous variables (e.g., 
assessment method [vignette or questionnaire], experimental design [experimental 
or non-experimental]). This approach may have limited the interpretations that can 
be drawn these analyses. For instance, vignettes may have differed in the context in 
which they depicted violence (e.g., depicting myth-consistent or inconsistent sce-
narios) (e.g., Hockett et al., 2016). Although informative, collapsing across vignettes 
for an overall effect may overshadow how these effects may look based on specific 
content. Future work can more specifically explore the impact of the content of 
vignettes across different domains and types of violence.
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Implications and Conclusions

Our meta-analyses highlight ways that HS and BS appear related to VAW-supportive 
attitudes and behaviors with meaningful effect sizes. Whereas the relations of HS to 
VAW-supportive attitudes and behaviors may seem obvious, we suspect that asso-
ciations between BS and VAW-supportive attitudes and behaviors may be surprising 
to some readers. It is especially notable that the latter set of attitudinal patterns were 
more strongly seen among women compared to men. Indeed, many women endorse 
BS beliefs to mitigate potential violence (e.g.,Expósito et al., 2010; Fischer, 2006; 
Glick et al., 2000). Our findings provide further support to the premise in ambiva-
lent sexism theory that the endorsement of BS beliefs maintains the patriarchal sys-
tem perpetuating gender inequality and gender-based violence (Connor et al., 2016; 
Glick & Fiske, 2001).

Even outside of the context of heterosexual relationships, BS attitudes and VAW-
supportive attitudes may affect how other persons interpret and respond to incidents 
of VAW. These reactions could have critical consequences when they involve human 
resources staff, health care workers, law enforcement, or jury deliberations (Flood 
& Pease, 2009). For example, this was highlighted in a study of mostly male police 
officers’ attitudes in which police officers who scored higher in BS were less likely 
to feel personal responsibility to act in incidents of IPV (Gracia et al., 2011). Beyond 
professional roles, BS and VAW-supportive attitudes may affect how friends, rela-
tives, or even bystanders perceive and respond to incidents—such as whether they 
show empathy to victims or intervene in incidents of VAW (Flood & Pease, 2009). 
In these contexts, BS may be particularly insidious in undermining the supportive 
reactions of others.

In conclusion, ambivalent sexism appears related to the maintenance of VAW. 
It is imperative to address these widely held beliefs as VAW remains a global phe-
nomenon that infringes on human rights and gender equality (WHO, 2021). Indeed, 
several scholars have called for research and interventions that address attitudes 
(García-Moreno et  al., 2015; Santoro et  al., 2018). For example, García-Moreno 
et al. (2015) decried that “violence against women and girls is not just a story about 
unhealthy individuals, families, or relationships, but about unhealthy social norms” 
(p. 3). Our meta-analytic review supports these calls by synthesizing work focused 
on ambivalent sexism and the maintenance of multiple forms of VAW through sup-
portive attitudes and behaviors. Further, we highlight the need to address specific 
domains of violence. A concrete step to address HS and BS is through workshops in 
schools and workplaces aimed at preventing VAW (Santoro et al., 2018). For exam-
ple, interventions addressing links between ambivalent sexism and VAW have led 
to decreases in sexism and VAW support (Craig et al., 2006; Kilmartin et al., 2015). 
Thus, we can alleviate the violence that holds back women, human rights, and social 
progress.
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