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Despite initiatives to advance gender equality by governments, 
activists, and scholars, persistent gender inequality remains 
across major domains, including economic participation and 
opportunity, educational attainment, health and survival, and 
political empowerment (Damann et  al., 2023; Kousta, 2019; 
Ridgeway, 2011). Considering the resources invested, the prog-
ress toward gender equality has been incredibly slow. According 
to the Global Gender Gap (GGG) Report (2022), overall prog-
ress since 2006 has been marginal, and at the current pace, it is 
estimated that full parity will not be reached for another 
132 years. Moreover, in 2022, progress toward closing the gen-
der gap has stalled in most countries, and 58 (40%) countries 
have experienced a decline or even a reversal in their progress 
on gender parity. These patterns suggest that existing 
approaches to understanding gender inequality may not fully 
capture the dynamics that impede sustained progress.

One prominent line of research has sought to explain 
these persistent disparities through the gender-equality para-
dox. Studies adopting an evolutionary perspective have 
shown that in countries with higher overall gender equality, 
larger gender differences sometimes paradoxically emerge in 
specific domains, such as values, personality traits, prefer-
ences, interests, and occupational choices (e.g., Balducci, 
2023; Costa et  al., 2001; Du et  al., 2024; Lee & Ashton, 

2020; Napp, 2023; Stoet & Geary, 2018). For example, 
research found that in more gender equal societies, given 
names become more phonetically gendered, with female 
names more likely to use softer sounds and male names to 
use harder sounds (Vishkin et al., 2022). This body of work 
highlights that progress toward gender equality does not 
unfold uniformly and can even produce counterintuitive con-
sequences, as greater equality can allow individuals to 
express innate gendered preferences more freely. While this 
line of work has advanced our understanding of the complex 
dynamics that accompany higher levels of gender equality, it 
generally treats gender equality as a single, unified con-
struct—either examining a country’s overall level of gender 
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equality or focusing on equality within a specific domain.1 
However, gender equality is inherently multidimensional 
(e.g., economic participation, educational attainment, health 
and survival, and political empowerment). In practice, these 
dimensions often do not progress at the same pace within a 
country, resulting in uneven patterns of gender equality 
across domains. This raises an important research question: 
what happens when gender equality itself develops unevenly 
across domains within a country, and how might such 
unevenness contribute to persistent inequality?

Building on this perspective, we shift the scholarly focus 
from the overall level of gender equality to its configura-
tion—that is, the extent to which gender equality is balanced 
or imbalanced across domains within a country. We intro-
duce the concept of gender equality differentiation (i.e., the 
variance in the levels of gender equality across different 
dimensions) and propose that it is one of the barriers to prog-
ress toward gender equality. In a high gender equality dif-
ferentiation situation, a high variance exists in the levels of 
gender equality across different dimensions. Japan is a proto-
typical example, with high levels of gender equality in edu-
cational attainment and health and survival dimensions, but 
very low levels of gender equality in economic participation 
and opportunity, as well as political empowerment dimen-
sions. In contrast, in a low gender equality differentiation 
situation, most dimensions achieve similar levels of gender 
equality, leading to a relatively low variance. Iceland is a 
prototypical example, which has similarly high levels of gen-
der equality across all four dimensions mentioned above.

We use system justification theory (Jost et al., 2004; Jost 
& Banaji, 1994) as a conceptual lens to explore how gender 
equality differentiation might impede progress toward gen-
der equality. This theory suggests that people are motivated 
to justify and defend the status quo, perceiving the current 
system as fair, legitimate, and desirable, to reduce uncer-
tainty and maintain psychological comfort (Hennes et  al., 
2012; Jost et al., 2004; Laurin et al., 2013; Napier & Jost, 
2008; Wakslak et al., 2007). A key mechanism in this process 
is selective, biased information processing (Jost, 2019, 
2020), where individuals attend to, interpret, and remember 
information in ways that support the system. They may 
selectively emphasize information that aligns with system-
supporting beliefs and misremember evidence to downplay 
the severity of problems or threats (Eibach & Ehrlinger, 
2006; Haines & Jost, 2000; Hennes et al., 2016; Ledgerwood 
et al., 2011; Shepherd & Kay, 2012; Waldfogel et al., 2021). 
For example, previous research found that when presented 
with scientific evidence about climate change, people tended 
to misremember it as less serious and downplay environmen-
tal problems to justify the current socioeconomic system 
(Hennes et  al., 2016). Thus, any condition that facilitates 
emphasizing the system’s positive aspects or downplaying 

its negative ones ultimately reduces the likelihood of behav-
iors aimed at changing the status quo.

Through this conceptual lens, we argue that gender equality 
differentiation provides such a condition. The coexistence of 
equal and unequal domains conveys mixed signals about the 
overall state of gender equality. When the overall level of gen-
der equality across countries is held constant, individuals in 
countries with higher gender equality differentiation are more 
likely to engage in selective information processing: they 
direct greater attention to domains where gender equality is 
advanced, while misremembering, downplaying, or neglect-
ing domains where inequality persists. This biased processing 
critically reduces individuals’ perceived seriousness of gender 
inequality as a whole, leading to lower motivation to take 
action to promote gender equality (Latan et al., 2021). In sum, 
we propose that gender equality differentiation reduces the 
perceived seriousness of gender inequality and thereby inhib-
its actions to promote gender equality, resulting in the stalled 
progress toward overall gender equality.

The Present Research

To investigate these hypotheses, we conducted three comple-
mentary studies (i.e., two cross-country archival studies and 
one preregistered experiment). In Study 1, we used archival 
data from the Global Gender Gap Report, which includes 
1,906 country-level observations from 158 countries span-
ning from 2006 to 2022, to examine whether a country’s gen-
der equality differentiation at the focal year is associated 
with lower overall gender equality in the next year.2 This 
analysis enabled us to examine our hypotheses at the national 
level. Building on this country-level association, Study 2 
tested our proposed mechanism: perceived seriousness of 
gender inequality. Study 2 combined the gender equality dif-
ferentiation data from the Global Gender Gap Report with 
data from the World Values Survey (WVS), comprising 
45,611 participants across multiple countries. This study 
tested whether people in countries with higher gender equal-
ity differentiation would be less likely to see the gender 
inequality issues as the most serious problem in their coun-
try. In Study 3, we conducted a preregistered experiment 
with 566 participants to examine the underlying mechanism 
of perceived seriousness of gender inequality between gen-
der equality differentiation and action in support of gender 
equality at the individual level. Furthermore, in this study, 
gender equality differentiation was experimentally manipu-
lated, rather than computed using archival data. Together, the 
mixed-method design enhances both external and internal 
validity for our central argument.

All data, code, and codebook necessary to reproduce the 
analysis are publicly available on the Open Science 
Framework (https://osf.io/zy65x/).

https://osf.io/zy65x/
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Study 1. The Relationship between 
Gender Equality Differentiation and the 
Progress toward Gender Equality

Method
We obtained data from the Global Gender Gap Report 
released by the World Economic Forum to compute gender 
equality differentiation, which has been widely used to 
assess the level of gender equality across countries in the 
extant literature (Falk & Hermle, 2018; Vishkin, 2022; 
Vlasceanu & Amodio, 2022). This report provides the 
Global Gender Gap Index (GGGI), which comprises an 
overall gender gap index and four gender gap subindexes 
across the following dimensions: (a) economic participation 

and opportunity, (b) educational attainment, (c) health and 
survival, and (d) political empowerment. For each dimen-
sion, the gender gap subindex score ranges from 0 to 1. A 
higher score indicates a greater level of gender equality in 
this dimension. The overall gender gap index score is the 
average of these four subindexes (for details, see SI 
Appendix Supplemental Text for Study 1).

We measured overall gender equality using the overall 
gender gap index. Following previous practices of modeling 
dispersion (Roberson et al., 2007; Roberson & Williamson, 
2012), we calculated gender equality differentiation as the 
sample standard deviation of the four subindexes of GGGI,3 
applying Bessel’s correction (i.e., denominator N − 1; see 
Equation 1):

	 Gender Equality Differentiation
subindex overall gender

�
�

�� i i1

4
ggap index� �2

3
	 (1)

where subindexi  represents the gender gap index score of 
dimension i, i from 1 to 4, where 1 refers to the economic 
participation and opportunity dimension, 2 refers to the edu-
cational attainment dimension, 3 refers to the health and sur-
vival dimension, and 4 refers to the political empowerment 
dimension.4

As an illustrative example, Figures 1A and 1B displayed 
country-level gender equality differentiation and overall 
gender equality across years, respectively. It is evident that 
countries with higher levels of gender equality differentia-
tion, represented by the red-colored countries in Figure 1A, 
tend to exhibit lower overall gender equality, represented by 
the blue-colored countries in Figure 1B. These figures could 
serve as prima facie evidence, supporting our hypothesis that 
a negative association exists between gender equality differ-
entiation and overall gender equality.

Additionally, we controlled for a set of variables, includ-
ing GDP per capita (in natural logarithm), population age 
and unemployment rate from World Development Indicators 
(2023b), gender imbalance in population from Gender Data 
Portal (2023a), political stability from World Governance 
Indicators (2023c), overall gender equality at the focal year, 
and the year and country fixed effects (see SI Appendix Table 
S1 for details on the definition and measurements of all the 
focal variables). Specifically, we controlled for GDP per 
capita, as it serves as an indicator of a country’s level of eco-
nomic development, which has been closely associated with 
gender equality (Herlitz et  al., 2025; Jayachandran, 2015). 
We also accounted for key demographic characteristics, such 
as gender imbalance and population age, since they shape 

fundamental social structures that contribute to cross-
national variation in gender equality (Cimpian et al., 2020; 
Falk & Hermle, 2018; Qin et  al., 2023). In addition, we 
included the unemployment rate to capture labor market con-
ditions, which may differentially affect economic opportuni-
ties for men and women (Bettio et  al., 2013; Faďoš & 
Bohdalová, 2019). Finally, we controlled for political stabil-
ity, since it influences the broader institutional and social 
environment, which can foster favorable conditions for 
reforms and investments that disproportionately benefit 
women (Asongu et al., 2020).

We reported focal variables’ descriptive statistics (SI 
Appendix Table S2) and correlations (SI Appendix Table 
S3).

Results

To aid interpretation, we first constructed a scatter plot with 
a fitted regression line. As shown in Figure 2, gender equal-
ity differentiation in year t was negatively associated with 
overall gender equality in the same year (b = −.685, 95% CI 
[−0.759, −0.611], Robust SE = 0.037, p < .001; see SI 
Appendix Table S4 for detailed regression results). Similarly, 
Figure 3 displays the relationship between gender equality 
differentiation in year t − 1 and overall gender equality in 
year t, again revealing a significant negative association (b 
= −.690, 95% CI [−0.773, −0.607], Robust SE = 0.042, 
p < .001; see SI Appendix Table S5 for detailed regression 
results). In our main analysis, we used ordinary least squares 
(OLS) regression with standard errors clustered at the  
country level to examine the effects of gender equality 
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Figure 1.  Global patterns of mean gender equality differentiation and mean overall gender equality across countries. (A) World map 
visualizing country-level mean gender equality differentiation across four dimensions, averaged across all available years. (B) World map 
visualizing country-level mean overall gender equality, averaged across all available years.

differentiation on overall gender equality. To explore any 
potential causal relationship, we employed a lead-lag design 
in the regression model—that is, using the gender equality 
differentiation at the focal year (year t − 1) to explain the 
overall gender equality in the next year (year t).

Our analysis comprised four sequential steps (Table 1). 
First, we examined the linear relationship between gender 
equality differentiation and overall gender equality without any 
control variables (Model 1). This baseline model helps mitigate 
concerns about overusing control variables. The results showed 
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Figure 2.  The relationship between gender equality differentiation (in year t) and overall gender equality (in year t). Shaded areas 
indicate 95% confidence intervals.

Figure 3.  The relationship between gender equality differentiation (year t − 1) and overall gender equality (year t). Shaded areas indicate 
95% confidence intervals.
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that the raw association between gender equality differentiation 
in the focal year and overall gender equality in the next year 
was significantly negative (b = −.690, 95% CI [−0.773, 
−0.607], Robust SE = 0.042, p < .001).

Second, we then included year and country fixed effects 
in the analysis (Model 2). Year fixed effects help to control 
cross-sectional differences (e.g., differences in the global 
economy between years), and country fixed effects help to 
control time-invariant differences across countries (e.g., dif-
ferences in natural endowments across countries). Both fixed 
effects are particularly useful in ruling out potential con-
founding factors in cross-country studies (Enke, 2023; Falk 
& Hermle, 2018). Third, as mentioned above, to further iso-
late potential confounding factors, we included a series of 
control variables guided by prior multi-nation studies (Model 
3): GDP per capita (in natural logarithm)t−1, gender imbal-
ance in populationt−1, population aget−1, unemployment 
ratet−1, and political stabilityt−1. These variables hold other 
potential determinants of gender inequality constant to iso-
late the ceteris paribus effect of gender equality differentia-
tion. Fourth, to address potential endogeneity issues, 
especially omitted correlated variables and reverse causality, 
we incorporated the lagged dependent variable (i.e., overall 
gender equalityt−1) into our analysis (Model 4). The underly-
ing logic is that the lagged dependent variable absorbs the 
effects of reverse causality and omitted correlated variables, 
assuming they remain relatively stable. As demonstrated in 
the most conservative model (Model 4), the relationship 
between gender equality differentiation in the focal year and 

overall gender equality in the next year remained signifi-
cantly negative (b = −.080, 95% CI [−0.134, −0.026], Robust 
SE = 0.027, p = .004).5

Robustness Checks.  To provide further support for our find-
ings, we conducted a comprehensive set of robustness checks. 
First, we tested the robustness of our findings using four alter-
native operationalizations of gender equality differentiation: 
(a) dividing the standard deviation of four dimensions by 
overall gender equality (i.e., coefficient of variation), which 
directly holds the level of concurrent overall gender equality 
for constant (b = −.268, 95% CI [−0.299, −0.237], Robust SE 
= 0.016, p < .001; Model 1 in Table 2);6 (b) calculating the 
difference between the maximum and the minimum among 
the four dimensions (i.e., range) to depict the disparity among 
different dimensions (b = −.039, 95% CI [−0.065, −0.014], 
Robust SE = 0.013, p = .003; Model 2 in Table 2); (c) exclud-
ing health and survival subindex when calculating the gender 
equality differentiation7 (b = −.054, 95% CI [−0.092, 
−0.016], Robust SE = 0.019, p = .006; Model 3 in Table 2); 
and (d) excluding educational attainment dimension when 
calculating the gender equality differentiation (b = −.060, 
95% CI [−0.104, −0.016], Robust SE = 0.022, p = .008; 
Model 4 in Table 2). The results were consistent by using 
these four alternative measurements (for detailed results, see 
SI Appendix Tables S6–S9).

In sum, Study 1 reveals a negative relationship between 
gender equality differentiation and overall gender equality a 
year later. However, country-level data could not explain the 

Table 1.  Regression Estimates of Gender Equality Differentiation on Overall Gender Equality in Study 1.

Variables

Overall gender equalityt

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Gender equality differentiationt−1 −.690***
(.042)

−.413***
(.036)

−.425***
(.035)

−.080**
(.027)

GDP per capita (log)t−1 .001
(.004)

.000
(.002)

Gender imbalance in populationt−1 −.123*
(.055)

−.056*
(.022)

Population aget−1 .216***
(.058)

.071*
(.035)

Unemployment ratet−1 −.025
(.033)

−.018
(.021)

Political stabilityt−1 −.002
(.003)

−.000
(.001)

Overall gender equalityt−1 .629***
(.040)

Constant .949***
(.016)

.845***
(.014)

.708***
(.045)

.243***
(.033)

Year fixed effects No Yes Yes Yes
Country fixed effects No Yes Yes Yes
Observations 1,906 1,902 1,767 1,767
R2 .469 .950 .949 .963

Note. Clustered robust standard errors in parentheses. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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underlying mechanism of this effect, and country-level 
effects might not translate to the individual level. We address 
these issues in Study 2.

Study 2. The Relationship between 
Gender Equality Differentiation and 
Perceived Seriousness of Gender 
Inequality

Method

Study 2 tested the relationship between gender equality dif-
ferentiation and perceived seriousness of gender inequality. 
We measured gender equality differentiation using the same 
method as Study 1. To measure perceived seriousness of gen-
der inequality, we employed data from the WVS collected 
between 2005 and 2009 (Inglehart et al., 2018),8 which pro-
vided a nationally representative sample across 46 countries. 
In this survey, participants were asked to answer a question 
regarding the perceived seriousness of societal issues in their 
own country: “Which of these problems do you consider the 
most serious one in your own country?” They were provided 

with five options: (a) gender inequality, (b) poverty, (c) dis-
eases, (d) education, or (e) pollution. They were asked to 
select two issues from the list, indicating their first and sec-
ond choices. Since the first choice likely represented the 
most serious issue, we used it to measure the perceived seri-
ousness of gender inequality. Specifically, we created a 
dummy variable, which was coded as 1 if participants chose 
gender inequality as the first choice and 0 if participants 
chose all other problems as the first choice (for details, see SI 
Appendix Supplemental Text for Study 2). We controlled for 
the same country-level variables as those included in Study 
1. In addition, we controlled for a set of individual-level vari-
ables available from the WVS: gender, age, and education. 
We reported descriptive statistics and correlation coefficients 
of variables of interest in SI Appendix Tables S24 and S25, 
respectively.

Results

We used multilevel logistic regression models to analyze our 
data because individuals are nested within countries. Results 
are reported in Table 3. Model 1 is a baseline analysis of the 

Table 2.  Summary of Regression Estimates of Four Alternative Measures of Gender Equality Differentiation on Overall Gender Equality 
in Study 1.

Variables

Overall gender equalityt

Model 1
(Alternative measure 1)

Model 2
(Alternative measure 2)

Model 3
(Alternative measure 3)

Model 4
(Alternative measure 4)

Alternative measures 
of gender equality 
differentiationt−1

−.268*** −.039** −.054** −.060**

  (.016) (.013) (.019) (.022)
GDP per capita (log)t−1 .001

(.004)
−.000
(.002)

.000
(.002)

−.000
(.002)

Gender imbalance in 
populationt−1

−.098*
(.042)

−.054*
(.021)

−.056*
(.022)

−.053*
(.020)

Population aget−1 .149**
(.047)

.066+

(.034)
.070*

(.035)
.064+

(.034)
Unemployment ratet−1 −.021

(.028)
−.018
(.021)

−.018
(.020)

−.018
(.021)

Political stabilityt−1 −.001
(.002)

−.000
(.001)

−.000
(.001)

−.000
(.001)

Overall gender 
equalityt−1

.623***
(.041)

.657***
(.035)

.646***
(.038)

Constant .735***
(.036)

.255***
(.036)

.216***
(.029)

.233***
(.033)

Year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Country fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 1,767 1,767 1,767 1,767
R2 .956 .963 .963 .963

Note. Clustered robust standard errors in parentheses. +p < .1; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. In robustness checks, alternative measures of gender 
equality differentiation (alternative measure 1–4) are defined as follows: (1) coefficient of variation of the four GGGI subindexes; (2) range of the four 
GGGI subindexes; (3) standard deviation of three GGGI subindexes (excluding health and survival); (4) standard deviation of three GGGI subindexes 
(excluding educational attainment).
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relationship between gender equality differentiation and per-
ceived seriousness of gender inequality, with intercepts vary-
ing randomly across countries. Results showed that gender 
equality differentiation was negatively associated with per-
ceived seriousness of gender inequality (b = −7.730, 95% CI 
[−11.704, −3.757], Robust SE = 2.027, p < .001). Subsequent 
models found that after controlling for year fixed effects 
(Model 2), a set of individual-level variables including gen-
der, age, and education (Model 3), several country-level vari-
ables as in Study 1 (i.e., GDP per capita (log), gender 
imbalance in population, population age, unemployment 
rate, and political stability; Model 4), the results remained 
negative and significant. To further rule out the possibility 
that overall gender equality development in a country influ-
ences people’s perceptions of gender equality, we controlled 
for the overall gender equality level in Model 5. The relation-
ship between gender equality differentiation and perceived 
seriousness of gender inequality remained robust and statisti-
cally significant (b = −9.436, 95% CI [−14.862, −4.010], 
Robust SE = 2.768, p < .001; Model 5). These findings sug-
gest that gender equality differentiation has a unique predic-
tive validity, above and beyond overall gender equality, on 
perceived seriousness of gender inequality. In sum, we found 
that people who resided in countries with greater levels of 
gender equality differentiation were less likely to perceive 
gender inequality as a serious issue.

Robustness checks.  To ensure the robustness of our main 
findings, we conducted a set of additional tests. First, we 
conducted our analysis using alternative operationalizations 
of the perceived seriousness of gender inequality. Specifi-
cally, we constructed a continuous variable, which was coded 
as 2 if gender inequality was the first choice, 1 if gender 
inequality was the second choice, and 0 in all other instances. 
Results remained consistent (b = −2.200, 95% CI [−3.613, 
−0.787], Robust SE = 0.721, p = .002; SI Appendix Table 
S26). Second, we examined whether there was any associa-
tion between gender equality differentiation and perceived 
seriousness of other societal issues (i.e., poverty, diseases, 
education, and pollution). Consistent with our theorizing, 
none of these effects were statistically significant (Models 
1–4 in Table 4; see SI Appendix Tables S27–S30 for detailed 
results). This strengthens the claim that the effect of gender 
equality differentiation is not a general tendency to down-
play social problems, but rather a phenomenon specific to 
gender inequality.

Third, we conducted an additional robustness check by 
further controlling for Hofstede’s six cultural dimensions 
(power distance, individualism, masculinity, uncertainty 
avoidance, long-term orientation, and indulgence; Hofstede 
et al., 2010) as country-level covariates, to account for poten-
tial cultural value influences on perceptions of gender 
inequality. The results show that the negative effect of 

Table 3.  Regression Estimates of Gender Equality Differentiation on Perceived Seriousness of Gender Issues in Study 2.

Variables

Perceived seriousness of gender inequalityt

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Gender equality differentiationt −7.730***
(2.027)

−5.733**
(2.030)

−5.966**
(2.060)

−4.975*
(2.301)

−9.436***
(2.768)

Gendert −.200**
(.063)

−.200**
(.063)

−.200**
(.063)

Aget −.005**
(.002)

−.005**
(.002)

−.005**
(.002)

Educationt −.078+

(.040)
−.078+

(.040)
−.079+

(.040)
GDP per capita (log)t .201

(.172)
.263+

(.154)
Gender imbalance in populationt 1.557

(2.029)
−.739
(2.024)

Population aget −5.755+

(3.250)
−3.770
(3.220)

Unemployment ratet −6.019*
(2.861)

−7.254**
(2.768)

Political stabilityt −.249
(.237)

−.224
(.222)

Overall gender equalityt −7.204*
(3.623)

Constant .268
(.741)

−1.742
(1.068)

−1.273
(1.090)

1.538
(1.343)

6.307*
(2.451)

Year fixed effects No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 45,611 45,611 45,584 45,584 45,584

Note. Robust standard errors in parentheses. +p < .1; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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gender equality differentiation on perceived seriousness of 
gender inequality remains significant after controlling for the 
cultural values (b = −25.738, 95% CI [−35.997, −15.480], 
Robust SE = 5.234, p < .001; SI Appendix Table S31). These 
results indicate that gender equality differentiation predicts 
perceived seriousness of gender inequality independently of 
cultural values.

Study 3. Perceived Seriousness of 
Gender Inequality Mediates the Effect 
of Gender Equality Differentiation on 
Action in Support of Gender Equality

Method

Studies 1 and 2 have provided cross-national evidence in sup-
port of our hypotheses. In Study 3, we conducted a preregis-
tered experiment to test whether gender equality differentiation 
would decrease individuals’ action in support of gender 
equality, as well as explore the underlying mechanism of per-
ceived seriousness of gender inequality. Our preregistration 

(https://aspredicted.org/zyzg-53jy.pdf) included the study 
design, planned sample size, inclusion/exclusion criteria, and 
planned primary analyses.

Participants.  We used G*Power to calculate the sample size 
needed for a small-to-medium-sized effect (d = 0.25) in a 
between-subjects design with two conditions. The analysis 
indicated that 506 participants were needed for the study to 
have 80% power. To ensure an adequate sample after apply-
ing quality-control exclusions, we initially recruited 653 
American adults in June 2024 through CloudResearch to 
participate in a preregistered experiment in exchange for 
$1.0. In line with our preregistration, we excluded partici-
pants who failed two attention check questions or did not pay 
sufficient attention to our tasks (e.g., providing random or 
nonsensical responses such as N/A in the questionnaire). Fol-
lowing these exclusions, we were left with a sample of 566 
participants (56.7% women; Meanage = 37.0 years old; 
Meaneducation = 15.8 years).9 Among them, 65.9% are White, 
11.8% are Black, 10.6% are Asian, 5.8% are Hispanic, and 
5.9% are multiple ethnicities or other.

Table 4.  Summary of Regression Estimates of the Link Between Gender Equality Differentiation and Perceived Seriousness of Other 
Societal Issues in Study 2.

Variables

Perceived 
seriousness of 

povertyt

Perceived 
seriousness of 

diseaset

Perceived 
seriousness of 

educationt

Perceived 
seriousness of 

pollutiont

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Gender equality differentiationt 5.804+

(3.226)
.941

(3.834)
−1.001
(5.278)

−2.652
(2.520)

Gendert .014
(.028)

−.089*
(.037)

.130***
(.033)

.056
(.046)

Aget .004***
(.001)

.000
(.001)

−.004***
(.001)

−.001
(.001)

Educationt −.127***
(.036)

−.040
(.054)

.234***
(.040)

.130*
(.061)

GDP per capita (log)t −.271*
(.122)

−.209
(.177)

.225
(.304)

.153
(.097)

Gender imbalance in populationt −2.521
(3.314)

.341
(3.096)

3.655
(4.883)

2.786
(3.986)

Population aget 2.261
(2.779)

1.186
(2.686)

−3.808
(4.638)

4.388*
(2.231)

Unemployment ratet 9.272**
(3.247)

−1.379
(3.953)

−5.271
(4.154)

−9.258***
(2.589)

Political stabilityt −.052
(.190)

.146
(.246)

.052
(.412)

.375**
(.128)

Overall gender equalityt 3.045
(3.761)

−2.923
(4.395)

−7.502
(6.201)

3.386
(3.149)

Constant −4.067+

(2.339)
.383

(2.660)
4.217

(4.692)
−6.617**
(2.172)

Year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 45,584 45,584 45,584 45,584

Note. Robust standard errors in parentheses. +p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

https://aspredicted.org/zyzg-53jy.pdf
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Procedure.  Participants were randomly assigned to either the 
high gender equality differentiation condition (n = 291) or 
the low differentiation condition (n = 275). To manipulate 
gender equality differentiation, we adapted the table and 
accompanying texts from the Global Gender Gap Report 
(2022), simplifying them to highlight only the core message 
and using plain language to minimize confusion. Participants 
were instructed to imagine themselves as residents of a hypo-
thetical country (referred to as Country X), and to read 
detailed descriptions of the gender equality situation within 
Country X. The overall gender equality index of Country X 
was consistent across both experimental conditions (i.e., 0.6 
across both conditions), while the subindexes of this country 
were different across both conditions (coded: low gender 
equality differentiation = 0, high gender equality differentia-
tion = 1). In the high differentiation condition, there were 
noticeable variances among the four subindexes. Conversely, 
in the low differentiation condition, all subindexes displayed 
identical scores. To ensure participants engaged with the 
material, the stimulus page was displayed for a minimum of 
90 s before participants could proceed (see SI Appendix, 
Supplemental Text for Study 3 for further details).

Measures. Perceived Seriousness of Gender Inequality.  After 
reading the manipulation material about Country X’s gender 
equality situation, participants were asked to answer an open-
ended question: “Please describe what your life would be like 
in Country X.” This question was designed to gauge partici-
pants’ perceived seriousness of gender inequality. Following 
prior research (e.g., Hennes et al., 2016; Ledgerwood et al., 
2011), we measured perceived seriousness of gender inequal-
ity by coding their answers. We used this measurement to 
avoid or mitigate social desirability and to mask the purpose of 
the study. Two research assistants who were blind to our 
research hypothesis independently rated the extent of gender 
equality in participants’ descriptions. Specifically, if partici-
pants described their life regarding gender equality as bad, not 
good, or worse than average, the perceived seriousness of gen-
der inequality was coded as 1. If participants described their 
life regarding gender equality as moderate, neither good nor 
bad, or average, the perceived seriousness of gender inequality 
was coded as 0. If participants described their life regarding 
gender equality as good or better than average, the perceived 
seriousness of gender inequality was coded as −1. If no rele-
vant information regarding gender equality was provided, the 
response was coded as missing values. The ratings from the 
two research assistants were highly correlated (r = .815, 
p < .001). We averaged the two research assistants’ ratings to 
measure participants’ perceived seriousness of gender inequal-
ity, and the final valid sample consisted 535 participants.

Subsequently, we measured participants’ action in support 
of gender equality in the following ways: (a) the total num-
ber of ideas in a gender equality initiative task (Leslie et al., 
2023), (b) the total word count of ideas in the gender equality 
initiative task (Leslie et al., 2023), (c) preference for men in 

a hiring task (Monin & Miller, 2001), and (d) self-report col-
lective action toward gender equality (Liss et  al., 2004). 
Finally, participants were asked to answer questions on 
manipulation checks and report their demographics. We 
reported focal variables’ descriptive statistics (SI Appendix 
Table S32) and correlations (SI Appendix Table S33).

Gender Equality Initiative Task.  We adapted the diversity effort 
task from Leslie et al. (2023) to the gender equality context 
and created two behavioral measures to assess participants’ 
action in support of gender equality. In this task, participants 
were informed that the leaders of Country X were seeking 
input from all citizens regarding how to design the gender 
equality initiative. Participants were asked to generate as 
many distinct ideas for the gender equality initiative (up to 
10 blanks to fill in). We assessed action in support of gender 
equality in two ways: (a) the number of ideas, and (b) the 
total word count of ideas in this gender equality initiative 
task. For the number of ideas, two research assistants who 
were blind to our research hypotheses independently coded 
the participants’ ideas. Ideas relevant to gender equality (e.g., 
leadership programs for women) were coded as 1, while 
irrelevant ideas (e.g., housing) were coded as 0. The total 
number of relevant ideas was then summed for each research 
assistant. The ratings from the two research assistants were 
highly correlated (r = .972, p < .001), and we averaged these 
two coders’ ratings to obtain a measure of support for gender 
equality. For the total word count of ideas, we calculated the 
total word count of relevant ideas.

Preference for Men in a Hiring Task.  We adapted the hiring 
task from Monin and Miller (2001) to create an alternative 
behavioral measure to assess action in support of gender 
equality. In this task, participants were presented with a sce-
nario in which they imagined themselves as the manager of a 
cement manufacturing company. This scenario reflected a 
stereotypically male-dominated job environment, thereby 
leading participants to perceive men as more suitable for the 
role. Participants were then asked to answer the question: 
“Do you feel that this job is better suited for one gender 
rather than the other?” using a scale from −3 (“yes, much bet-
ter for women”) to 3 (“yes, much better for men”). A lower 
score indicated that the participant was challenging gender 
stereotypes and taking action in support of gender equality.

Collective Action Toward Gender Equality.  We used a seven-
item scale adapted from Liss et al. (2004) to measure action 
in support of gender equality. We used a seven-point Likert 
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly 
agree) to rate this scale. A sample item was “I want to par-
ticipate in a rally or movement for women’s rights in Coun-
try X.” (α = .953).

Manipulation Check.  We used a three-item scale to assess 
whether the manipulation of gender equality differentiation 
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was successful. A sample item was “The gender equality 
score in four dimensions is .  .  . in Country X,” rated from 1 
(totally different) to 6 (totally same). The three items were 
reverse-coded so that higher values represent greater per-
ceived differentiation. The scale demonstrated high reliabil-
ity (α = .917).

Results

First, we tested whether the manipulation was successful. 
Results show that participants in the high gender equality 
differentiation condition rated gender gap in the four dimen-
sions as more unbalanced (M = 4.254, SD = 1.077) than 
those in the low gender equality differentiation condition  
(M = 3.208, SD = 1.375; t(564) = 10.102, p < .001, Cohen’s 
d = 0.850), indicating the gender equality differentiation 
manipulation was successful.

Next, we conducted OLS to test the main effects. 
Specifically, we examined whether gender equality differen-
tiation influenced participants’ action in support of gender 
equality across four outcome measures. Results showed that 
the main effects of gender equality differentiation on total 
number of ideas (b = −.038, 95% CI [−0.380, 0.303], SE = 
0.174, p = .825), total word count of ideas (b = −.248, 95% 
CI [−5.258, 4.762], SE = 2.551, p = .923), preference for 
men (b = .105, 95% CI [−0.058, 0.267], SE = 0.083, p = 
.206) and collective action (b = .017, 95% CI [−0.253, 
0.287], SE = 0.137, p = .902) were not significant.

We then tested the indirect effect of gender equality differ-
entiation on action in support of gender equality through the 
perceived seriousness of gender inequality. As we predicted, 
gender equality differentiation was negatively related to par-
ticipants’ perceived seriousness of gender inequality (b = 
−.143, 95% CI [−0.259, −0.027], SE = 0.059, p = .016). We 
also found that the perceived seriousness of gender inequality 
was positively related to participants’ subsequent action in 
support of gender equality. Specifically, perceived seriousness 
of gender inequality was positively related to the total number 
of ideas (b = .379, 95% CI [0.120, 0.639], SE = 0.132, p = 
.004; SI Appendix Table S34) and the total word count of ideas 
(b = 5.312, 95% CI [1.489, 9.135], SE = 1.946, p = .007; SI 
Appendix Table S35) in the gender equality initiative task, 
negatively related to preference for men in the hiring task (b = 
−.131, 95% CI [−0.251, −0.012], SE = 0.061, p = .031; SI 
Appendix Table S36), and positively related to collective 
action toward gender equality (b = .291, 95% CI [0.090, 
0.492], SE = 0.102, p = .005; SI Appendix Table S37).

Furthermore, the mediation model yielded significant 
results for all four dependent variables (summarized in 
Figure 4): total number of ideas (estimate = −0.054, 
BootSE = 0.031, 95% CI [−0.127, −0.005]), total word 
count of ideas (estimate = −0.759, BootSE = 0.455, 95% 
CI [−1.831, −0.076]), preference for men in the hiring task 
(estimate = 0.019, BootSE = 0.012, 95% CI [0.001, 
0.047]), and collective action (estimate = −0.042, BootSE 
= 0.023, 95% CI [−0.094, −0.005]). Overall, these results 

Figure 4.  The mediating effects of perceived seriousness of gender inequality in Study 3. Panels A, B, C, and D show estimates from 
20,000-sample bootstrapped mediation models. These models examine the indirect effect of gender equality differentiation on action 
in support of gender equality via the perceived seriousness of gender inequality. The measurements of action in support of gender 
equality are as follows: (A) Total number of ideas in a gender equality initiative task. (B) Total word count of ideas in the gender equality 
initiative task. (C) Preference for men in a hiring task. (D) Collective action toward gender equality.
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support our hypothesis that perceived seriousness of gen-
der inequality mediates the relationship between gender 
equality differentiation and action in support of gender 
equality.

General Discussion

Persistent gender inequality remains one of the most pro-
found and complex issues of our time, and yet, progress 
toward gender equality is slow. In this research, we adopt a 
new perspective to explore this stalled progress toward gen-
der equality. Across two cross-country archival studies and 
one preregistered experiment, we found that gender equality 
differentiation limited the development of gender equality in 
nations and further identified the underlying mechanism—
perceived seriousness of gender inequality. Specifically, the 
cross-country analysis indicated that countries with higher 
gender equality differentiation at the focal year are more 
likely to have a lower level of gender equality in the next 
year (Study 1). Furthermore, we found that such gender 
equality differentiation would decrease people’s perceived 
seriousness of gender inequality in their own country (Study 
2). In our preregistered experiment (Study 3), at the individ-
ual level, we further found that when exposed to gender 
equality differentiation information while holding overall 
gender equality constant, people would perceive the gender 
inequality issues as less serious and, in turn, less likely to 
engage in action in support of gender equality.

Our research offers new insights into the persistent exis-
tence of gender inequality issues by identifying the role of 
gender equality differentiation. In contrast to previous stud-
ies that focused on overall gender equality or specific dimen-
sions of gender equality (Joshi et  al., 2015; Leslie et  al., 
2023; Yeganeh, 2022), our research focuses on the configu-
ration of the four dimensions of gender equality (i.e., stan-
dard deviation) and highlights that gender equality 
differentiation is one of the critical factors hindering prog-
ress toward gender equality. Furthermore, we examine the 
psychological processes that individuals undergo when 
exposed to the gender equality differentiation situation. 
Drawing upon system justification theory, we found that 
gender equality differentiation provides individuals with 
space to justify and rationalize the current status quo. 
Consequently, this justification leads to a lower perceived 
seriousness of gender inequality, resulting in reduced efforts 
toward promoting gender equality. These findings reveal a 
“differentiation inertia” and partially explain the persistent 
difficulty in eradicating gender inequality over the years.

Our research also provides important practical implica-
tions. There has been an ongoing debate on whether govern-
ments should promote gender equality across all dimensions 
in a balanced manner or prioritize specific dimensions, given 
that resources are limited. Many countries have adopted con-
centrated strategies to initiate and speed gender equality pro-
motion activities in a specific dimension and have achieved 

a desired effect (Uematsu‑Ervasti & Kawachi, 2022). 
However, our research suggests that concentrated strategies 
may result in higher gender equality differentiation and 
impede the overall progress toward gender equality. Thus, 
we recommend that governments carefully evaluate the 
potential benefits and drawbacks of both balanced develop-
ment and concentrated development strategies when promot-
ing gender equality. What is more, to motivate people to care 
about and take action to reduce gender inequality across all 
dimensions, we suggest that governments, nonprofit organi-
zations, and media should be mindful of how they communi-
cate information about the situation of gender inequality to 
the public. It may be more effective to draw attention to the 
more unequal dimension, rather than only focusing on the 
relatively equal dimension.

The present research has several key strengths, such as the 
use of different designs (two cross-national archival studies 
and one preregistered experiment), which enhance both 
internal and external validity of our findings. At the same 
time, our studies also have some limitations that future 
research could address. First, to broaden our research, we 
computed gender equality differentiation using the GGGI, 
one of the most comprehensive and widely used cross-
national datasets on gender equality. However, this measure 
is constrained by its design: all subindexes are forced onto a 
0 to 1 scale, which prevents the measure from capturing 
instances where women outperform men and imposes an 
artificial equivalence across distinct domains (Marsh et al., 
2021). While this limitation is inherent to the indicators, it 
likely makes our findings more conservative rather than 
inflated. That is, if gender equality differentiation merely 
reflected measurement noise or scaling artifacts, its associa-
tion with overall gender equality would be attenuated rather 
than consistently significant across specifications (for 
detailed discussion, see SI Appendix Supplemental Text for 
Study 1).

That said, to partially address this methodological con-
cern, we employed an alternative measure derived from the 
Welzel Equality Sub-Index in the WVS, which captures indi-
vidual-level subjective attitudes toward gender equality in 
jobs, education, and politics (Welzel, 2013). As this measure 
is based on survey data and is not bounded by forced scaling, 
it offers a conceptually relevant and distinct operationaliza-
tion of both gender equality differentiation and overall gen-
der equality. Robustness checks using this alternative 
measure indicated that the negative effect of gender equality 
differentiation on overall gender equality remained signifi-
cant, thereby reinforcing the validity of our findings (SI 
Appendix, Tables S21–S23). More broadly, the operational-
izations of gender equality differentiation may inevitably 
simplify the complex nature of gender equality and mask 
important heterogeneity in how gender equality is achieved 
and experienced. In essence, we are trading empirical preci-
sion with breadth, which is often unavoidable when working 
with large-scale archival data in the social sciences (Heng 
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et al., 2018; Shultz et al., 2005; Small, 2011). Future research 
could move beyond aggregate indices by working directly 
with the raw indicators underlying gender equality measures 
or by developing country-specific indices that capture the 
unique configurations of gender equality across different 
domains. Such approaches would provide more nuanced and 
comprehensive insights into gender equality differentiation 
and its consequences.

Second, a related concern is that the average person may 
lack precise knowledge of their country’s gender equality per-
formance across different domains. We argue, however, that 
individuals can form an intuitive sense of gender equality dif-
ferentiation through everyday observations and exposure to 
public discourse. For example, one might notice a high pro-
portion of women in universities (suggesting educational 
equality) while simultaneously observing their underrepre-
sentation in corporate leadership or politics (suggesting eco-
nomic and political inequality). Beyond personal observation, 
salient cues also arise from media reports and policy debates, 
which frequently highlight progress in some domains along-
side stagnation in others. Moreover, due to the availability 
heuristic, people may not rely on objective data but instead 
draw on the most salient and accessible information, espe-
cially unique or vivid examples (Tversky & Kahneman, 
1973). Individuals living in countries with high gender equal-
ity differentiation may thus become more attuned to certain 
domains of progress because those examples are more cogni-
tively available. These cues can facilitate the perception of 
uneven progress even in the absence of formal data.

Empirically, we employed various operationalizations of 
gender equality differentiation to test our hypotheses. 
Whereas Studies 1 and 2 employed objective differentiation 
measures from the GGGI, Study 3 directly manipulated dif-
ferentiation in an experimental context, offering an attitudi-
nal operationalization that complements the archival 
approach. Furthermore, we introduced an alternative opera-
tionalization of gender equality differentiation using the 
Welzel Equality Sub-Index, which reflects cultural attitudes 
toward gender equality. Our GGGI-based measure of gender 
equality differentiation was significantly correlated with the 
measure developed by Welzel Equality Sub-Index (r = .477, 
p < .001), indicating that individuals’ perceptions of gender 
equality differentiation align closely with the objective 
national patterns captured by the GGGI. This alternative 
measurement further supports the ecological relevance of 
our construct. Nevertheless, future research could more 
directly examine how individuals form perceptions of gender 
equality differentiation and how such perceptions influence 
their subsequent judgments and behaviors.

Third, our research employed system justification theory 
primarily as a conceptual lens rather than providing a strong 
and direct test of the theory. While the convergence of evi-
dence from both archival and experimental studies lends 
robust support to our hypotheses, a theoretical distance 
remains between the broader tenets of system justification 

theory and our specific application to gender equality differen-
tiation. In adopting insights from biased information process-
ing within the system justification framework, we focused on 
the perceived seriousness of gender inequality as the central 
mechanism in Studies 2 and 3. However, we did not directly 
measure how individuals use differentiation information to 
justify the existing gender equality status quo, which could 
provide deeper insight into the underlying psychological pro-
cess. Thus, future research could incorporate direct measures 
of the system justification process and explore how these pro-
cesses contribute to the persistence of gender inequality.

Finally, in Study 3, our experiment showed consistent 
indirect effects of perceived seriousness of gender inequality 
on the relationship between gender equality differentiation 
and four behavioral support outcomes. However, we did not 
find the main effects of gender equality differentiation on 
these outcomes. This suggests that gender equality differen-
tiation influences action in support of gender equality by 
shaping perceptions rather than directly altering behavior. 
One possible explanation is that our manipulation was rela-
tively brief and hypothetical. Participants were exposed to 
information about gender equality differentiation only for a 
short time, which may have been sufficient to shift individu-
als’ perceptions of gender equality but not strong enough to 
produce immediate behavioral change. In real-world con-
texts, where exposure is stronger and more sustained, main 
effects on behavioral support are more likely to emerge, con-
sistent with the country-level patterns observed in Study 1. 
Thus, we encourage future research to use more ecologically 
valid manipulations and longitudinal designs to examine 
how shifts in perceived seriousness of gender inequality 
accumulate over time and eventually influence support for 
gender equality at the individual level.
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Notes

1.	 It is also important to note that recent research has raised concerns 
about the robustness and generalizability of the gender-equality 
paradox, showing that its patterns are often domain-specific, are 
weakened once socioeconomic factors are accounted for, and 
may partly reflect methodological or cultural artifacts (Berggren 
& Bergh, 2025; Herlitz et  al., 2025; Ilmarinen & Lönnqvist, 
2024; Marsh et  al., 2021). Rather than attempting to resolve 
these debates, the present research directs attention to the con-
figuration of gender equality across domains, which we term 
gender equality differentiation.

2.	 The Global Gender Gap Report was first released in 2006, and 
we excluded data from 2019 as no report was released during 
that year.

3.	 To mitigate the concern that the observed negative relation-
ship between gender equality differentiation and overall gen-
der equality might be mechanically driven by a correlation 
between the mean and the standard deviation, we conducted 
several robustness checks and a simulation analysis. First, the 
overall gender equality score (M = 0.690, SD = 0.060, range 
= 0.533–0.842) did not cluster near either extreme, suggesting 
that the negative association was not due to potential ceiling or 
floor effects. Second, we reconducted our analyses by excluding 
the sample most likely to exhibit a ceiling and/or floor effect 
(i.e., countries in the top or bottom 5%, or both, of the overall 
gender equality distribution), which yielded consistent results. 
Third, we tested whether the overall gender equality in the focal 
year (i.e., overall gender equalityt−1) moderates the relationship 
between gender equality differentiation in the focal year (i.e., 
gender equality differentiationt−1) and overall gender equality 
in the next year (i.e., overall gender equalityt). Results showed 
that the moderating effect was not significant (b = .158, 95% 
CI [−0.308, 0.625], Robust SE = 0.236, p = .503), indicating 
that the effect of gender equality differentiation does not depend 

on countries’ baseline equality levels. Furthermore, a simula-
tion study (5,000 iterations) using random Uniform [0,1] data 
showed that the expected correlation between the mean and 
the standard deviation centered around zero (M = −0.00001, 
SD = 0.027, Min = −0.107, Max = 0.106), confirming that 
the observed relationship was not mechanically driven. For a 
detailed discussion and results, see SI Appendix Supplemental 
Text for Study 1, Tables S10–S13, and Figure S1.

4.	 To address the concerns that the four subindexes might be highly 
correlated and that such correlations might be stronger in coun-
tries with higher overall gender equality, thereby reducing gender 
equality differentiation, we conducted a series of analyses. First, 
pairwise correlations among the subindexes ranged from r = 
.097 to .312 (see SI Appendix, Table S14), indicating only low to 
moderate correlations. Second, we divided the sample into quin-
tiles based on overall gender equality levels and calculated inter-
subindex correlations within each quintile. The results showed no 
evidence that subindexes were more strongly aligned in countries 
with higher gender equality. For detailed results, see SI Appendix 
Supplemental Text for Study 1 and Tables S15 to S19.

5.	 We tested different combinations of control variables, including 
single controls, theoretically clustered groups of controls, and 
the full set with and without lagged dependent variables. Across 
all specifications, the coefficient of gender equality differentia-
tion on overall gender equality remains consistently negative 
and significant, indicating that our findings are not driven by 
particular control variable choices (for detailed results, see SI 
Appendix Table S20).

6.	 Under this operationalization, we did not control for lagged 
overall gender equality, as the measure already accounts for 
overall gender equality.

7.	 Since the health and survival and educational attainment dimen-
sions exhibit relatively high scores and low standard devia-
tion, and following an anonymous reviewer’s suggestions, we 
operationalized gender equality differentiation by excluding one 
of these dimensions at a time and reconducted the analyses as 
robustness checks.

8.	 This dataset consists of cross-sectional surveys conducted dur-
ing the period from 2005 to 2009. Each country provided data 
for only one specific year within this time frame.

9.	 There is a slight discrepancy between the final sample size (N 
= 566) and the sample size specified in the preregistration (N = 
600), as some participants were excluded based on the prereg-
istered exclusion criteria. Importantly, the final sample size still 
exceeds the minimum of 506 participants suggested by our a 
priori power analysis, ensuring sufficient statistical power.
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