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The group and I

How Relations between the Individual
and the Group Influence Strategic Emotion Expression

4

Note: This chapter is based on Sasse, J., van Breen, J.A., Spears, R., & Gordijn, E.H. (2017). 
Bite your lip! The Influence of Women’s and Feminist Identification and Social Support on 
Women’s Willingness to Express Anger about Sexism.
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Abstract
We investigated women’s willingness to express anger about sexism. In two 

studies, we tested the prediction that women express less anger about sexism 

than they experience, investigated whether this was moderated by identification 
with women and with feminists, and whether anger expression could be 

encouraged through social support. Overall, results supported our prediction 

that less anger is expressed than experienced, and suggested that this effect is 

particularly pronounced for women highly identified with women but not with 
feminists (traditional women). Interestingly this was also found for women who 

are highly identified with feminists but not with women (distinctive feminists). 
Importantly, this down-regulation for distinctive feminists did not occur when 

they experienced social support from other women. In conclusion, women indeed 

seem to experience anger about sexism but refrain from expressing it. Social 

support however can – under specific conditions - encourage anger expression 
to counter sexism.
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“But the bigger worry, the bigger issue nagging me, was that if I responded, if my 

comment was out there for a larger audience to see, I’d be immediately categorized 

as The Angry Feminist. The girl who couldn’t hold back her rage at the world. The 

girl who has to speak up on every small thing” (Pepper, 2016) 

 Despite experiencing disadvantages or unfairness due to their gender 

frequently, women do not always confront gender discrimination (Swim & Hyers, 

1999). As the quote above suggests women may experience anger when facing 

sexist remarks yet the fear of negative (personal) consequences – such as being 

stereotyped as an Angry Feminist - may reduce their willingness to express it. 

Expressing anger however is vital for changing an unjust status quo. In this paper, 

we test whether women indeed express less anger about sexism than they 

experience and look at whether this is influenced by the extent to which women 
identify with women and feminists. More importantly, we examine factors that 

can encourage anger expression. In particular, we look at whether social support 

motivates women to express anger to the extent to which they experience it.  

The Benefits and Costs of Anger Expression  
 When any kind of social inequality or injustice is identified and then 
tackled, anger often plays a vital role: Firstly, perceiving injustice or unfair treatment 

triggers anger experience (Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003). Secondly, experiencing 

anger stimulates collective action among members of disadvantaged groups to 

overcome collective disadvantages (Gill & Matheson, 2006; van Zomeren, Leach, & 

Spears, 2012). Thirdly, expressed anger can communicate to the antagonist out-

group that a valued relationship has been damaged and even trigger conciliatory 

tendencies in the out-group (de Vos et al., 2013). It is noteworthy however that 

these beneficial effects seem to only occur in response to pure anger and not anger 

combined with contempt, a more hostile negative emotion (de Vos et al., 2013). 

Consequently, expressing (pure) anger in response to sexism should also be 

beneficial: It may mobilize other women to speak up and take action against sexism 
and it communicates to men that voicing sexist opinions or acting in discriminating 

manners is an act of unfairness which women do not tolerate.   
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 However, despite these benefits and the observation that many women 
frequently report sexist treatment, comments, or jokes (Klonoff & Landrine, 

1995), we expect that women are often unwilling to express how they feel about 

sexism. More specifically, we expect that women are often angry about sexist 

remarks yet unwilling to express this. This unwillingness may be fueled by the 

general belief that women are simply not supposed to be angry and complain 

(Hercus, 1999). Indeed, women are often just as angry as men but women take 

negative social implications of anger expression into account more than men do, 

leading to a reduced anger expression (Fischer & Evers, 2010). In the specific 
context of addressing gender discrimination a negative social implication 

appears to be being called a feminist, a term associated with several negative 

stereotypes (Twenge & Zucker, 1999). Indeed, negative stereotypes serve as a 

barrier to identification with feminists (Roy, Weibust, & Miller, 2007) and often 
women refuse to self-identify as feminists although they hold some feminist 

beliefs (Burn et al., 2000; Henderson-King & Stewart, 1994; Williams & Wittig, 

1997) or only call themselves feminists in private but not public (Liss, O’Connor, 

Morosky, & Crawford, 2001).   

 Taken together, we expect that women experience anger about sexist 

remarks but are often not willing to express their anger. Anger expression should 

be associated with collective benefits but more importantly with costs such as 
being stereotyped. Our reasoning for the adjustment of anger expression is in 

line with that of the social identity model of deindividuation effects (Klein et al., 

2007; Reicher et al., 1995) which describes that members of social groups may 

strategically refrain from acting in specific ways if these actions may be sanctioned 
by others. However one important factor that could moderate whether women 

actually feel angry and/or express it is the extent to which they identify with 
their group.  

The Role of Identification   
 Not all members of a group experience group-based emotions to the 

same extent. Rather, those highly identified with their group experience emotions 
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more strongly than those who are less identified (Smith et al., 2007). When it 
comes to emotions that are experienced due to one’s female group membership 

it seems, however, necessary to differentiate between two types of (social) 

identities, namely women’s and feminist identity. Research suggests that 

particularly feminist identity is concerned with the social position of women as a 

group (Van Breen et al., 2017): Thus, whether women are willing to speak up 

against sexism should be influenced by the extent to which they identify with 
feminists. Women’s identity on the other hand is rather concerned with the 

group’s characteristics such as femininity. Importantly, in the model proposed by 

Breen and colleagues (2017) women’s identity and feminist identity are largely 

independent: Thus, women can be highly identified with women but less 
identified with feminists (what the authors call “traditional women”), or highly 
identified with feminists but less identified with women (called “distinctive 
feminists”). However, women can also be highly identified with both women and 
feminists (called “dual identifiers”) or neither of the two (called “low 
identifiers”).  

 How might identification with women and feminists influence women’s 
anger regarding sexism? Given that sexism concerns women’s social position we 

expect especially feminist identification to affect the extent to which women 
experience anger. In line with intergroup emotion theory (Smith et al., 2007) we 

then expect that high feminist identifiers, irrespective of women’s identification, 
experience more anger about sexism.    

 Perhaps even more important however is the question whether 

identification influences the extent to which women adjust from anger experience 
to anger expression. Fischer and Evers (2011) looked at the influence of 
relationship context on anger and found that women in traditional (but not 

egalitarian) relationships expressed less anger than their partners, despite 

experiencing anger to the same extent. Though the authors did not measure 

identification with women or feminists, we can assume that women in traditional 
relationships are less likely to identify with feminists. This would suggest that 
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especially women who are less identified with feminists reduce their anger 
expression. In addition, it is likely that being highly identified with women further 

reduces anger expression. This is because anger is considered incongruent with 

being a woman (Hercus, 1999) and as such concerns a group characteristic.   

 So to summarize, we expect that high feminist identifiers experience 
more anger than low feminist identifiers. Further, the lower identification with 
feminists the lower should be anger expression (as compared to experience). 

This may be further qualified by women’s identification, suggesting that 
especially women highly identified with women and not with feminists (i.e., 
traditional women) should reduce their anger expression.  

Can Social Support Encourage Anger Expression?  
 If anger expression is lower than experience, is there a way to encourage 

anger expression? This would be desirable as it can communicate experienced 

injustice and enlist constructive actions from the out-group (de Vos et al., 2013). 

From research on collective action we know that one factor that motivates members 

of a disadvantaged group to engage in action against it is social support (van Zomeren 

et al., 2004). Social support can either take the form of opinion support (i.e., knowing 

that others share one’s appraisal of the situation as unjust), which motivates collective 

action by increasing experienced anger; or social action support (i.e., knowing that 

others are actually willing to act on behalf of their group), which motivates collective 

action through group efficacy beliefs (van Zomeren et al., 2004). Importantly, while 
anger experience benefits from social opinion support (Mackie et al., 2000; van 
Zomeren et al., 2004), we expect that anger expression benefits from both opinion 
and action support. As expression can provide information to an audience (de Vos et 

al., 2013; Kamans et al., 2014; Van Kleef, 2009) it is more than a mere reflection of 
experience but serves a social, communicative function. As we assume that anger 

expression may be seen as potentially socially sanctioned, then knowing that others 

not only share one’s opinion (and one’s anger) but are also willing to act upon it 

should facilitate expression.  

 Thus, we predict that social action support, that is knowing that other 
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women voiced discontent about a sexist remark, should also lead to more 

willingness to express anger: If women experience anger about gender 

discrimination experiencing social action support from other women could 

encourage them to express it.  

 Of course, it is likely that not all women agree on whether something can 

be considered sexist and even if they do consider something sexist they might 

not object to it. How is anger about sexism influenced if other women agree with 

it? While we are primarily interested in testing whether other women’s support 

can prevent the down-regulation of anger expression, we additionally explore 

whether other women’s support for a sexist message can strengthen this down 

regulation. It is possible that women’s support for sexism strengthens the 

perception that anger expression is non-normative and potentially costly for 

women, thus anger expression should be reduced. Thus, while the aim of Study 2 

is to test whether experiencing social support by others speaking up against the 

sexist message can encourage anger expression, we additionally explore the 

effects of women’s support for the sexist message.   

The Current Research  
 In Study 1, we set out to test the assumption that women express less 

anger about sexism than they experience, expecting that anger expression is 

positively associated with benefits but negatively with costs. We also look at 
whether the difference between experience and expression differs depending on 

women’s identification with women and feminists.   

 In Study 2 we then aim replicate and extend the findings from Study 1 by 
testing whether support by the in-group (i.e., other women) against the sexist 

message can encourage women to express anger to the same extent as they 

experience, and exploring whether other women’s support for the male out-

group sexist message can further inhibit anger expression.9

9  Note that in addition to the measures reported here we assessed several measures for 
exploratory purposes, such as additional emotions (negative as well as positive). As these 
measures were not central to answering our research questions they are not reported in this 
chapter but can be requested.
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Study 1
 In Study 1, we confronted participants with a sexist blog post to 

investigate women’s anger expression. Assuming that women see both costs and 

benefits from expressing anger, we test the prediction that women express less 

anger than they experience about sexism. Additionally, we are interested in the 

role of identification. We expect that especially feminist identification should 
lead to more anger.  

We explore whether this prediction holds for both experience and expression. In 

other words, we are particularly interested in whether feminist and also women 

identification influence the regulation of anger from experience to expression. 
Method  
 Participants. We recruited 103 female participants through an online 

paid participant pool run by the University (Mage = 21.85, SD = 2.74). Participants 

were rewarded with 2 euros. The majority of participants studied (97; 3 worked, 

3 missing values) and was Dutch (44, followed by German; overall participants 

came from 24 different countries). We used audience as a repeated measure: 

Participants first reported to what extent they experienced anger (i.e., no 
audience condition), and then to what extent they would want to express anger 

in reaction to sexism (i.e., audience condition).   

 Material and procedure. The study was approved by the ethics 

committee of our host university and conducted in accordance with ethical 

guidelines. We conducted the study online and obtained consent from all 

participants. Participation was anonymous, participants had the right o withdraw 

at any time and were fully debriefed at the end of their participation. If not specified 
otherwise participants gave their responses on 7-point scales.  

 Identification. First, we measured identification with women with four 
items (e.g., I identify with women, Cronbach’s α = .78). Then we used the same four 
items to measure identification with feminists and replaced the word women with 
feminists (Cronbach’s α = .96; procedure adapted from van Breen et al., 2017).  
 Exposure to sexism. Next, we asked participants to read a blog post, 
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allegedly written by a man as a reaction to the International Equal Pay Day. In this 

post, the author strongly advocates for traditional gender roles with respect to 

work and family. He justifies the existence of the gender pay gap with men and 
women having different preferences and skills and arguing that “ladies are good 

at being nurses and kindergarten teachers so you should not strive for becoming 

engineers”. The blog post concluded by reducing the woman’s role to staying at 

home and keeping her husband happy. We further included two statements by 

other men below the post to ensure that this opinion was perceived as being held 

not only by the author but as shared by other men.   

 Measures. After participants had read the sexist blog post we measured 

the extent to which they experienced the post as sexist, as promoting gender 

equality and agreed or disagreed with the author (scales from -50 to 50 with 0 

being neutral). Then we assessed the key measures, namely experienced and 

expressed anger, and costs and benefits associated with responding.  

 Anger. We asked participants to rate the extent to which they experience 

anger about the blog post with a single item measure (“I experience anger”). We 

then measured expressed anger by asking participants to what extent they would 

express anger if they were to respond to the blog post. Note that the measures for 

experienced and expressed anger were presented together with four other 

emotions (sadness, amusement, humiliation, fury) to disguise that we were 

particularly interested in anger. We chose those emotions because we assumed 

that they are also likely to occur in response to experiencing injustice (i.e., 

sexism). However they should not share the conflicting properties of anger: Fury, 
similar to contempt (de Vos et al., 2013), should be perceived as leading to rather 

destructive reactions and thus hamper collective benefits. We assume that on the 
other hand sadness, amusement, and humiliation may be seen as less likely to be 

socially sanctioned but also less effective in stimulating change.  

 Individual costs and collective benefits. We assessed the extent to which 

different motives influenced emotion expression with 15 items, of which most 
importantly some were intended to capture individual costs and collective 
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benefits (other items were concerned with costs unrelated to feminism and 
intergroup harmony). We computed a factor analysis (generalized least squares 

extraction, oblique rotation), which revealed three factors. The first factor 
represented individual costs (six items, e.g., “I want to avoid being seen as a 

feminist”; “I want to avoid appearing weak”; eigenvalue 3.66, explaining 24.44% 

of variance). The second factor represented efforts for collective benefits (three 

items, e.g., “I want to speak up against gender discrimination”; eigenvalue 2.29, 

explaining 15.29% of variance) while the third factor was rather concerned with 

intergroup harmony (three items, e.g., “I want to bring men and women closer 

together”; eigenvalue 1.02, explaining 6.79% of variance). We decided to exclude 

three items from further analyses: We excluded two items (“I want to avoid 

appearing weak” and ”I want to avoid being seen as a traditional woman”) 

because they loaded on both the first and the second factor. The item “Voicing my 
opinion would make me feel better” loaded on the collective benefits factor yet as 
it is rather concerned with an individual motive we decided to exclude it.  

 With respect to our hypotheses, individual costs (Cronbach’s α = .78) 
and in-group advancement (Cronbach’s α = .74) are most relevant, thus we will 
focus on those in the following. Descriptive statistics and correlations with anger 

for the intergroup harmony scale and excluded items are reported in 

supplementary material.  

 Importance of support. To get a first indicator of the relevance of social 
support we assessed whether participants would feel more comfortable 

responding to the comment if other women would voice their opinion as well 

(four items, e.g., “I would feel more comfortable reacting to the post if other 

women had done so already”, Cronbach’s α = .78).  

Results  
 Identification. Participants were highly identified with women (M = 

5.72, SD = 0.99) and less with feminists (M = 3.70, SD = 1.67). The two types of 

identification were weakly correlated, r = .28 (p = .004).  

 Checks. First, we tested whether the blog post was – as intended – 
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perceived as sexist. Indeed, participants perceived the blog post as sexist (M = 

32.13, SD = 28.88; significantly different from scale midpoint, t(102) = 12.13, p < 

.001) and harming efforts towards achieving gender equality (M = -40.82, SD = 

19.29, t(102) = -21.47, p < .001). Importantly, participants disagreed with the 

author’s opinion (M = -35.90, SD = 24.01, t(102) = -15.18, p < .001).We tested 

whether the blog post was perceived differently depending on women’s and 

feminist identification (multiple regression, using both identification measures 
and their interaction as predictors). Overall, perceptions were not influenced by 
identification with women or feminists. Only, the more participants identified 
with feminists the less they agreed with the blog post, B = -4.69, SE = 1.45, β = 
-.33, t(99) = -3.23, p = .002, 95% CI [-7.57, -1.81].  

 Anger about the blog post. Participants reported being very angry 

about the blog post (M = 5.29, SD = 1.68). As expected, compared to experience 

anger expression was lower, F(1,101) = 5.61, p = .02, ηp
2 = .05, but still reasonable 

(M = 4.96, SD = 1.79). As expected, anger expression was associated with 

individual costs and collective benefits (see Table 4.1. for means): Women 
expressed less anger when they reported taking individual costs into account 

and more when they cared about collective benefits (Table 4.1). Interestingly, 
experienced anger did not correlate with individual costs, suggesting that they 

only become relevant for expression.10  

Next, we tested whether the effect of audience was moderated by women’s and 

feminist identification, so we re-ran the repeated measures ANOVA and included 
both identification measures and their interaction as continuous predictors 
(mean centered).  

 As expected, anger (both experience and expression) was higher the 

more participants identified with feminists, F(1,98) = 13.56, p < .001, ηp
2 = .12. 

10 We also looked at the correlation between individual costs and collective benefits and 
other emotions (sadness, humiliation, fury, and amusement). In line with the assumption 
that those emotions should be less associated with both costs and benefits we did not find 
any significant correlations except for expressed fury. This was positively correlated with 
collective benefits. Detailed information is available upon request.
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Further, we found the predicted reduction of expressed anger in comparison to 

experience, F(1,98) = 7.59, p = .01, ηp
2 = .07. Importantly, the Audience x Feminist 

identification x Women’s identification interaction also reached marginal 
significance, F(1,98) = 3.08, p = .08, ηp

2 = .03. To test our hypothesis that anger 

expression is lower than experience, especially for the more traditional women, 

we conducted four separate analyses among high and low women and feminist 

identifiers (+/- 1 SD). As expected participants high in women’s identification 
but low in feminist identification (i.e., traditional women) expressed less anger 
than they had experienced, F(1,98) = 2.89, p = .09, ηp

2 = .03. Surprisingly, however, 

also participants who highly identified with feminists but weakly with women 
(i.e., what we call distinctive feminists) expressed significantly less anger than 
they experienced, F(1,98) = 4.41, p = .04, ηp

2 = .04. For participants high in both 

women’s and feminist identification (i.e., dual identifiers) and low in both types 
of identification (i.e., non-identifiers) expression did not differ from experience, 
ps ≥ .36 (see Figure 4.1).
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Figure 4.1. Effects of audience on anger separately for low and high levels of 

women’s and feminist identification (+/- 1 SD). Only women high in feminist 

and low in women’s identification (i.e., distinctive feminists) expressed less 

anger than they experienced. The reduction is marginally significant for women 

high in women’s and low in feminist identification (i.e., traditional women).  

+p<.1, *p<.05

Importance of support. Participants reported that they would have felt 

more comfortable to express how they feel about the blog post if other women 

would have done so already (M = 4.70, SD = 1.35). We tested whether the importance 

of support varied with identification by regressing support onto women and 
feminist identification and their interaction. None of the predictors reached 
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significance (ps ≥ .22), suggesting that support was relevant for all participants, 
irrespective of the extent to which they identified with women or feminists.   
Discussion  
 We confronted female participants with a sexist statement and as 

expected they were angry about it but not willing to express their anger to 

the same extent. Expressed anger was associated positively with collective 

benefits and negatively with individual costs, reflecting the conflicting 
effects anger can have. As expected, participants who highly identified with 
feminists experienced and also expressed more anger than low identifiers.   

 Further and in line with our expectations, the overall trend suggests that 

women experience more anger than they express, but this trend only reached 

significance amongst distinctive feminists and traditional women: Participants 
high in women’s and low in feminist identification (i.e., traditional women) 
reduced anger expression, which is what we expected. However, participants 

high in feminist and low in women’s identification (i.e., distinctive feminists) 
also reduced anger expression compared to experience. The effect for traditional 

women suggests that the combination of low concern about the group’s social 

status (as reflected in low feminist identification) and high concern about the 
group’s characteristics (as reflected in high women’s identification) led to lower 
anger expression compared to experience, presumably because anger express 

in seen by them as inappropriate for women. We were however surprised to see 

that distinctive feminists also reduced their anger expression in comparison to 

experience, given that they should care about the group’s social status and less 

about its characteristics. Potentially, distinctive feminists perceived women in 

general as not sharing their same concerns. This perception may have painted 

a rather negative picture regarding the effort other women are willing to invest 

against sexism (Becker, Tausch, Spears, & Christ, 2011). This may have reduced 

distinctive feminists’ willingness to express anger on behalf of women.  

 While we found the support for the hypothesis that women express 

less anger about sexism than they experience and some initial evidence that this 

pages_17x24.indd   96 29/09/17   12:14



97

effect may differ depending on women’s and feminist identification we aim to 
replicate these findings in Study 2. Further, we aim to extend them by testing 
whether the down regulation of anger expression in comparison to experience 

can be prevented. We do so by looking at the effects of social support. That social 

support may be an effective tool to do so was supported by results in Study 1, 

where participants overall reported that social support would have encouraged 

them to express their option. That women in general and distinctive feminists 

in particular did not do so may be explained by the absence of such support. We 

investigate this in the next study.

Study 2
 In Study 1, we found evidence that anger expression about sexism is 

lower than experience. In Study 2, we now turn to testing whether this down-

regulation may be prevented. This would be desirable as expressed anger may 

help to increase women’s willingness to tackle gender discrimination (Gill & 

Matheson, 2006) and increase empathy and constructive actions from the out-

group (de Vos et al., 2013). In particular, we look at whether social support can 

prevent the down-regulation of anger expression. Using the same context as in 

Study 1, we manipulate whether other women voice their discontent in a written 

comment below the sexist post (i.e., support for women by other women 

criticizing sexist author) or not. Such a comment serves as both social opinion 

support (i.e., knowing that other women act on behalf of the group) and more 

importantly social action support as those women act upon their opinion (for the 

social support distinction see van Zomeren et al., 2004). We expect that women 

who experience support for their group should refrain from playing down their 

anger and instead express it as experienced. While we think that all women, 

irrespective of their identification with women and feminists, may benefit from 
social support, distinctive feminists may benefit particularly: If their down-
regulation of anger is rooted in feeling dissimilar to other women, and not 
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supported by them, experiencing social support should counter this feeling.  

 We also manipulate whether women support the opinion of the sexist 

author. We expect that support for the author works contrariwise to support for 

women by reinforcing the impression that anger expression is ineffective and 

may be socially sanctioned, thus leading to even less anger expression. Particularly 

interesting is to see how anger is influenced if information is presented that 
some women criticize the sexist author while other women support the sexist 

author as it portrays a situation in which change is necessary (as the author is 

supported) and arguably possible (due to support from other women against the 

sexist author). Thus, also here we expect that women would be willing to express 

the level of anger that they experience.  

Method  
 Participants and design. In total, 347 women accessed the study, 323 filled 
in 75% or more of the study and were thus included in our final sample (Mage = 21.04, 

SD = 3.17). The majority of participants was Dutch (43.7%) or German (31.6%), in total 

participants from 42 countries participated. Participants received partial course credit 

or alternatively a monetary reward (4 euro) for their participation.  

 We used a 2 (Other women criticizing sexist author no vs. yes) x 2 (Other 

women supporting sexist author no vs. yes) x 2 [Audience no (i.e., experience) vs. 

yes (expression)] mixed design, with the latter factor being a repeated measure. 
We assigned participants randomly to conditions (84 no criticism of author/ no 
support for author; 82 criticism of author/ no support for author; 78 no criticism 
of author / support for author; 79 criticism of author/ support for author).  

 Material and procedure. The study was approved by the ethics 

committee of our host university and conducted in accordance with ethical 

guidelines. We conducted the study online and obtained consent from all 

participants. Participation was anonymous; participants had the right to 

withdraw at any time and were fully debriefed at the end of their participation. 

We used the same bogus blog post and supportive comments by two male readers 

as in Study 1. To manipulate whether other women support women (by criticizing 
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the author) or support the sexist author we subsequently presented comments 

allegedly written in response to the blog post. Half of the participants read two 

comments promoting gender equality and criticizing the author and were thus 

supportive of women (e.g., “Jeff, guess what, we are not here to ”serve” you!!! We 

deserve the same opportunities as men…”). This way we manipulated whether 

other women criticized the author’s sexist opinion or not. To manipulate support 

for the author, half of the participants read two comments agreeing with the 

author, (e.g., “Y E S! Women should stop trying to be something that we simply 

aren’t. Why not be satisfied with what you have?!!!”).11 Thus, all participants read 

two comments written by male readers supporting the sexist author. Depending 

on condition they additionally either read two comments from women criticizing 

the author and thus supporting women, two comments from women that 

supported the opinion voiced by the author, all four comments from women 

supporting women as well as the author, or no additional comments.  

 As in Study 1 we measured women’s and feminist identification at the 
beginning of the study. The central dependent measures were again anger 

experience and expression.   

 Different to Study 1 we did not use single item measures but two items 

to measure anger (angry, irritated; rs = .57/ .56, ps <.001). We measured 

individual costs and collective benefits with the same items as in Study 1. 
 To check whether our manipulation worked we asked participants to 

rate the extent to which the comments supported or opposed the opinion 

presented in the blog post and their own opinion. For both items, we used a slider 

scale ranging from -50 (labeled oppose) to +50 (labeled support).  

11 We conducted a pretest to ensure that the comments are perceived as intended (N = 17): 
Participants rated the extent to which comments were in line with the blog post and their 
own opinion and promoted gender equality and traditional gender roles. Additionally, they 
rated the extremity, aggressiveness, and plausibility of the comments. As expected, in-group 
supporting comments (compared to out-group supporting comments) were perceived as 
opposing the blog post but in line with the own opinion and as promoting gender equality 
and opposing traditional gender roles. Comments did not differ in perceived aggressiveness 
but out-group supporting comments were seen as more extreme and less plausible. Detailed 
analyses can be requested from the author.
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Results   
 Identification. Similar to Study 1, identification with women was high 
(M = 5.64, SD = 0.92) and with feminists moderate (M = 3.74, SD = 1.60). The 

correlation between women’s and feminists’ identification was r = .21, p < .001.  

 Checks.  

 Perception of sexism. As intended, participants perceived the blog post 

as sexist (M = 30.56, SD = 27.39; difference from neutral scale midpoint t(320) = 

19.99, p < .001) and as hindering the promotion of gender equality (M = -42.08, 

SD = 16.02; t(320) = -47.06, p < .001). Importantly, participants objected the 

opinion portrayed in the blog post (M = -38.32, SD = 18.94; t(320) = -36.25, p < 

.01).  

 We used multiple regressions to test whether the evaluation of the post 

differed with identification. As in Study 1, participants objected the blog post 
more strongly the more they were identified with feminists, B = -2.81, SE = 0.67, 

β = -.24, t(317) = -4.22, p < .001, 95% CI[-4.11, -1.50]. In addition, the higher 
feminist identification the more participants objected that the post promotes 
gender equality, B = -1.44, SE = 0.57, β = -.14, t(317) = -2.52, p = .01, 95% CI[-2.57, 

-0.32]. Feminist identification predicted perceptions of sexism, B = 3.14, SE = 

0.96, β = .18, t(317) = 3.26, p = .001, 95% CI[1.24, 5.03]. This was further qualified 
by an interaction with women’s identification, B = 2.49, SE = 1.02, β = .14, t(317) 

= 2.45, p = .02, 95% CI[0.49, 4.49]. Separate analyses for low and high women’s 
identification showed that higher feminist identification led to higher perceptions 
of sexism especially when women’s identification was high, B = 5.42, SE = 1.26, β 
= .32, t(317) = 4.31, p < .001, 95% CI[2.95, 7.89].  

 In-group and out-group support manipulations. The bogus readers’ 

comments were understood as intended: Comments were perceived as more in 

line with the blog post if they supported the author (M = 23.50, SD = 27.41 

compared to no support for the author, M = 19.82, SD = 29.27), F(1,316) = 2.88, p 

= .09, ηp
2 = .01, and as less in line if they supported women (M = 3.89, SD = 22.35, 

compared to no support for women, M = 39.34, SD = 22.05), F(1,316) = 211.24, p 
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< .001, ηp
2 = .40. We also found an Support for author x Support for women 

interaction, F(1,316) = 13.98, p < .001, ηp
2 = .04. Pairwise comparisons 

(Bonferroni-corrected) showed that in conditions without support for women, 

comments were perceived as in line with the blog post, irrespective of support 

for the author. If comments supported women but not the author perceived 

support for the author was lower (M = -2.62, SD = 19.23) than when both women 

and the author were supported (M = 10.57, SD = 23.44).  

 In line with our expectations the extent to which participants felt their 

own opinions to be supported or opposed by the comments differed between 

conditions. Comments supported participants’ opinion more in support for women 

conditions (M = -8.35, SD = 24.25) compared to no support for women (M = -38.40, 

SD = 20.36), F(1,317) = 149.79, p < .001, ηp
2 = .31, and less in support for author 

conditions (M = -25.40, SD = 25.85 compared to no support for author conditions, 

M = -21.36, SD = 27.89), F(1,317) = 3.10, p = .08, ηp
2 = .01. Again, we found an 

interaction, F(1,317) = 16.07, p < .001, ηp
2 = .05. Pairwise comparisons showed a 

similar pattern to that of the first check: Without support for women, comments 
were not experienced as in line with the own opinion, irrespective of whether the 

author was supported or not. If women were supported, participants felt more 

supported when the author was not supported (M = -1.45, SD = 22.60) than when 

both women and the author were supported (M = -15.51, SD = 23.97).  

 Anger about the blog post. As in Study 1, anger expression about the 

blog post was positively associated with collective benefits but surprisingly not 
with individual costs (Table 4.2).  

 To investigate the effects on anger, we conducted a 2 (Support for women 

no vs. yes) x 2 (Support for the author no vs. yes) x 2 (Audience no vs. yes) mixed 

ANOVA with the latter factor being within subjects and women’s and feminist 

identification as continuous predictors (mean centered). We first inspected the 
means of the condition without support for women and the author to see whether 

we replicated the findings from Study 1. Indeed, anger expression was again lower 
than experience and the effect seemed more pronounced for distinctive feminists.  
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 We then looked at the overall model and as expected found a main effect 

of audience, F(1,307) = 49.09, p < .001, ηp
2 = .14. Overall, women expressed less 

anger than they experienced. We also found a main effects of both feminist 

identification, F(1,307) = 28.59, p < .001, ηp
2 = .09, and women’s identification, 

F(1,307) = 8.11, p = .01, ηp
2 = .03. In both cases, anger was higher for high than for 

low identifiers. Additionally, we found two significant 4-way interactions, namely 
between audience, support for women, women’s identification and feminist 
identification, F(1,307) = 4.13, p = .04, ηp

2 = .01, as well as a less theoretically 

relevant interaction between support for women, support for the author, women 

identification and feminist identification, F(1,307) = 4.90, p = .03, ηp
2 = .02. With 

respect to this latter interaction, we examined the interaction between support 

for women and the author for the four different types of identifiers but none of 
them was significant.  

 More relevant however is the interaction between audience, support for 

women, and women and feminist identification, as this is crucial for the question 
whether support leads to more anger expression: To follow up on this interaction, 

we tested whether the interaction between audience and support for women 

was significant when women and feminist identification were high or low (+/- 1 
SD). This was only the case when feminist identification was high and women 
identification was low (i.e., for distinctive feminists), F(1,307) = 4.19, p = .04, ηp

2 

= .01: Distinctive feminists expressed anger to virtually the same extent that they 

experienced it when women were supported, MDifference = 0.23, SE = .33, p = .48, 

95% CI [-0.42, 0.88]. In other words, if other women had voiced their opinion 
against the blog post earlier distinctive feminists did not attenuate their anger in 

their response (Figure 4.2). Without support for women however distinctive 

feminists also reduced their anger expression in comparison to experience, 

MDifference = 1.05, SE = .23, p < .001, 95% CI [0.62, 1.48], just like participants who 
were not highly identified with feminists and lowly with women. In those cases, 
the interaction did not reach significance, ps ≥ .42, meaning that expression was 
lower than experience irrespective of in-group support (traditional women, 
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F(1,307) = 7.35, p = .01, ηp
2 = .02; dual identifiers, F(1, 307) = 24.81, p < .001, ηp

2 

= .08; non-identifiers, F(1,307) = 11.39, p = .001, ηp
2 = .04).
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Figure 4.2. Effects of audience and support for women on anger separately 

for low and high levels of women’s and feminist identification (+/- 1 SD). 

Overall, participants expressed less anger than they reported experiencing, 

except for distinctive feminists in the in-group support condition.  

+p<.1, *p<.05

Discussion
In Study 2, we investigated whether social support can increase women’s 

willingness to express the anger they experience about sexism. The overall trends 

observed in Study 1 were amplified, showing that overall women expressed less 
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anger than they experienced. The interaction between women and feminist 

identification and audience was only significant when taking in-group support 
into account: Separate analyses for high and low women and feminist identifiers 
showed that participants reduced anger expression compared to experience 

irrespective of social support and identification with one important exception: 
In-group support seemed to prevent a down-regulation of anger for distinctive 

feminists. In other words, anger expression was always lower than experience 

but not if distinctive feminists experienced social support. This seemed to have 

encouraged them to express anger to the same extent as they experienced it. 

Interestingly, women’s support for the author did not influence anger expression 
overall. This suggests that knowing that more people (especially in-group 

members, i.e., other women) share an opinion which puts the own group in a 

disadvantaged position does not reinforce the fear of social sanctions – it is the 

positive social support from the in-group that seems to be most crucial.

General Discussion
In two studies, we investigated women’s anger expression when facing sexism. 

Overall, both studies showed support for the prediction that women express less 

anger about sexism than they experience, likely because they fear negative social 

implications of anger expression. This is supported by the negative correlation 

between individual costs and anger expression in Study 1, suggesting that the 

more participants took costs into account the less anger they expressed.  

 Moreover, we found that identification with women and with 
feminists as well as experiencing social support seem to influence anger and 
importantly its down-regulation when it comes to expression. As expected, 

the more women identify with feminists the more anger they experienced 

and expressed. Further, identification with women and feminists influenced 
the extent to which participants reduced their anger expression rather than 

whether they reduce it: While results from Study 1 showed a general down-
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regulation of anger which was particularly pronounced for traditional women 

and distinctive feminists, Study 2 showed an overall reduction, irrespective of 

identification. In other words, in Study 2 also so-called low identifiers and dual 
identifiers expressed less anger than they experienced. Still, in Study 2 the 
down-regulation appeared to be somewhat stronger for distinctive feminists. 

Arguably, with more statistical power we could have found a (weaker) reduction 

for dual identifiers and low identifiers in Study 1 as well. The much larger 
sample in Study 2 accounted for this potential shortcoming of Study 1. Taken 

together, in line with previous research (Fischer & Evers, 2010) our results 

suggest that women express less anger than they experience and this may be 

especially pronounced for traditional women and distinctive feminists.   

 In Study 2, we further tested whether social support for women from other 

commenters can prevent the down-regulation of anger expression and whether 

support for the author can further strengthen this down regulation. While we 

found virtually no evidence that women’s support for the author reduces anger 

expression even more, we did find that other women speaking up against sexism 
can prevent the down-regulation of anger expression. However importantly, this 

was only the case for distinctive feminists. Thus, it seems as if in-group support 

can encourage some women to express anger as they experience it but only if 

they are highly identified with feminists and lowly identified with women.  

 It is striking that in both studies, we found the strongest results for 

distinctive feminists. In Study 1, they experienced a lot of anger about sexism 

but were also the ones who were most likely to down-regulate it. Also in Study 2, 

their down-regulation of anger was substantial. However, this was not the case 

when they experienced social support. That is, the distinctive feminists were 

also the most sensitive to the presence of support by other women. While we 

concluded from Study 1 that distinctive feminists might perceive themselves 

as different from women in general and thus are less willing to act on behalf of 

women, results in Study 2 suggest that they are very well willing to act on behalf 

of women if they see that other women actively oppose sexism. Thus, particularly 
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distinctive feminists seem sensitive to social information about sexism: They 

experience much anger about sexism, but only when they feel supported, do 

they also express this. Interestingly, high identification with feminists alone 

does account for this as dual identifiers did not benefit from social support. 
Arguably, valuing group characteristics, such as femininity, in addition to caring 

about the group’s social position led to fear of stigmatization or acting non-

normatively which was not buffered by social support. As distinctive feminists 

were less concerned about group characteristics (Van Breen et al., 2017) they 

were less restricted by such fears and could benefit from social support.   

 Taken together, these results show women’s anger expression about 

sexism does not necessarily reflect their experience and is influenced by different 
factors such as identification and social support. This stresses the importance 
of differentiating between emotion experience and expression: Identification 
not only influences the intensity of group-based emotion experience (Smith et 

al., 2007) but also seems to influence the degree of (down-) regulation from 
experience to expression. Further, social support can buffer against the down-

regulation of anger expression (at least for distinctive feminists), suggesting that 

anger may be seen as a form of action on behalf of the group to change the status 

quo. Further, the distinction between identification with women and feminists 
proposed by van Breen and colleagues (2017) seems to be warranted as both 

forms of identification influenced anger and its regulation differently.   

Limitations and Future Research  
 In both studies, we used a quite blatant example of sexism. We did so 

as we wanted to ensure that all participants would identify the blog post as 

sexist. However, forms of sexism can range from extremely blatant to subtle, 

for example in language and even benevolent. While the latter are more 

difficult to detect and also sometimes endorsed by women (Glick & Fiske, 
2001; Swim, Mallett, & Stangor, 2004) it might also be more difficult to address, 
presumably leading to even less anger expression. Thus, it would be desirable 

to test our hypotheses in the context of a less blatant form of sexism.  
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 We tested our hypotheses using the example of a sexist blog post. 

As women seem to encounter a lot of sexism online, we think that this was a 

realistic context of confronting participants with sexism. However, we then 

measured anger experience and expression using rating scales. It would 

be desirable to measure real behavior (such as actual replies online) to see 

whether our findings replicate. Related to the online setup of our study future 
research should investigate the effects of identifiability. This may be a factor that 
reduces the willingness to express anger as it reduces the willingness to act in 

ways that may be sanctioned by out-groups (Klein et al., 2007). Conversely, the 

anonymity of many online environments may encourage anger expression.  

Conclusion  
 In two studies we found evidence that women express less anger about 

sexism than they experience. Although we expected that especially the more 

traditional women among our participants would do this, to our surprise also 

the distinctive feminists expressed less anger than they felt. However, when our 

female participants learned that other women supported their opinion against 

sexism, the distinctive feminists were the only ones who did not down regulate 

their anger, but expressed what they felt. Together, these findings suggest 
that distinctive feminists may be particularly sensitive to social information 

concerning sexism. More generally, our results contribute to the idea that 

emotion expression is not a mere reflection of emotion experience but may 
be influenced by assumptions about social implications. Importantly, it seems 
as if such influence is not fixed as social support could – at least for distinctive 
feminists – help to overcome them and to encourage anger expression.

pages_17x24.indd   108 29/09/17   12:14



109

Th
e 

Gr
ou

p 
an

d 
I

pages_17x24.indd   109 29/09/17   12:14



pages_17x24.indd   110 29/09/17   12:14


