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Gender norms can lead men to shy away from traditionally female roles and occupations
in communal HEED domains (Healthcare, Early Education, Domestic sphere) that do not
fit within the social construct of masculinity. But to what extent do men underestimate
the degree to which other men are accepting of men in these domains? Building on
research related to social norms and pluralistic ignorance, the current work investigated
whether men exhibit increased communal orientations when presented with the true
norms regarding men’s communal traits and behaviors vs. their perceived faulty norms.
Study 1 (N = 64) revealed that young Belgian men indeed perceive their peers to
hold more traditional norms regarding communal and agentic traits than their peers
actually hold. Study 2 (N = 319) presented young Belgian men with altered norms
to manipulate exposure to men’s actual normative beliefs (i.e., what men truly think),
their perceived norms (i.e., what men believe other men think), or a no information
control. When men were presented with actual rather than perceived norms, they
altered their own self-descriptions, future behavioral intentions, and broader gender-
related social attitudes in a more communal direction. In particular, men who were
presented with information about men’s actual beliefs regarding the compatibility
between communal and agentic traits exhibited the strongest movement toward a more
communal orientation. The findings show that participants in conditions that uncover
pluralistic ignorance adapted their attitudes and behaviors to be more in line with the
actual norm: adopting a more communal self-concept, having lower intentions to hide
future communal engagement, and supporting more progressive gender-related social
change. The results are discussed in terms of influences of norms on men’s communal
orientations and broader attitudes toward gender-related social change, and the down-
stream implications for increased gender-equality in HEED domains where men remain
highly underrepresented.

Keywords: pluralistic ignorance, changing norms, men in HEED, communal attitudes, stereotypes, gender
segregation
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INTRODUCTION

Gender continues to be a driving force behind men’s and women’s
self-selection into some careers and not others. Although real
and perceived biases can create obstacles to entry, gender
stereotypes can also constrain the interests that men and women
have. Moreover, much of the social psychological work on
occupational segregation predominantly focuses on women and
their underrepresentation in fields often dominated by men,
such as science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (i.e.,
STEM). However, a limited amount of research has focused
on the other side of the coin: men’s underrepresentation
in fields dominated by women, for example in health care,
elementary education, and roles in the domestic sphere (i.e.,
HEED; Croft et al., 2015). Although the percentage of women
in traditionally male-dominated roles has risen somewhat over
the last half-century, men’s entry into communal HEED fields
traditionally dominated by women has remained fairly low (Croft
et al., 2015; Levanon and Grusky, 2016). In HEED fields, in
particular, communal qualities are required that embrace the
typical female stereotype, focusing on emotional sensitivity and
concern for others, such as being kind and considerate, and
being understanding and perceptive. On the other hand, in
STEM fields, in particular agentic qualities are required that
embrace the typical male stereotype, focusing on autonomy and
achievement, such as being independent, competent, and results-
oriented (Heilman, 2012). Gender differences in the degree to
which boys and girls value communion and agency have been
found starting already in childhood (Block et al., 2018).

The lack of men in communal fields and domestic roles is
concerning. As we will discuss below, when men do engage in
communal roles, men, women, children, as well as society as a
whole benefit from their active involvement (e.g., Croft et al.,
2014). Despite these personal and relational benefits to being
communal, those men that have a strong interest in engaging in
communal roles may experience societal pressures that keep them
out of these roles. Thus, it is of high importance to examine the
barriers that men face engaging in communal roles. The current
work focuses on how social norms can influence men’s communal
attitudes. More specifically, we aim to understand what norms
young men have about communal roles, and how these norms
can influence young men’s self-descriptions and attitudes toward
their own communal engagement.

As noted, despite their underrepresentation in communal
roles and behaviors, there are many benefits to men when they
do engage in these roles. When engaging in communal roles, men
report increased psychological health, higher marital satisfaction
(both partners do, Pleck and Masciadrelli, 2004; Knoester et al.,
2007; Duckworth and Buzzanell, 2009; Fischer and Anderson,
2012), and higher happiness and overall life satisfaction (e.g.,
Fleeson et al., 2002; Sheldon and Cooper, 2008; Le et al., 2013,
2018).

Men’s communal engagement is paired with benefits not only
for the men themselves, but also for those in their surroundings.
Women in dual earner households often face what is called the
second shift whereby they engage in more household chores and
childcare than their male partner (Milkie et al., 2009; Hochschild

and Machung, 2012; Croft et al., 2014). But women who have
male partners who are more domestically involved have more
flexibility to pursue career ambitions, decreasing the second shift
for women. Increased male engagement in domestic roles can
thus lift some of the burdens that women face and in turn provide
flexibility for women to pursue their career ambitions, closing the
gender career achievement gap.

Not only women, but children too experience benefits when
men take on communal roles, especially in the domestic sphere.
Children show increased cognitive and social development
when their fathers engage more in childcare (Marsiglio et al.,
2000). Also, girls benefit from their fathers’ involvement in
their upbringing by reporting less traditional occupational
aspirations and less traditional self-stereotyping (Croft et al.,
2014). On a larger societal scale, increasing men’s representation
in communal occupations might also provide young boys with
salient role models in HEED (e.g., Cochran and Brassard, 1979).
For example, having a male elementary school teacher increases
the salience of men in that role and may in turn weaken children’s
stereotypes (Carrington et al., 2008; Croft et al., 2015). Similar
processes are likely to work in other HEED fields, such as in
nursing. The shortage of elementary teachers and nurses in many
western nations presents an important opportunity to meet these
labor shortages by boosting men’s interest in these fields.

Despite these many benefits, men have only increased their
engagement in communal roles and behaviors slightly (Bianchi,
2011). Gender norms and roles play an important role in
maintaining this inequality for men, as they provide strong ideas
about what men are and should be like. Social role theory posits
that the roles people enact are influential in shaping the traits
they are believed to possess. When biological and historical
forces lead men and women to self-segregate into different roles,
this role segregation then shapes the stereotypes believed to
define gender differences (e.g., Eagly, 1987; Eagly et al., 2000).
In this way, men’s historical roles as leaders, protectors, and
defenders leads to a stereotype that men relative to women are
more competitive, aggressive, strong, and status-seeking. Traits
less associated with the male identity are communal traits, such
as being compassionate, warm, understanding, etc. (Burgess
and Borgida, 1999; Prentice and Carranza, 2002; Rudman and
Fairchild, 2004; Diekman and Goodfriend, 2006).

Although stereotypes can be merely descriptive (i.e., this is
what men are like), they often become prescriptive norms that
play an important role in maintaining traditional male identity by
dictating how men ought to be. When men adhere to such norms,
their masculine identity is affirmed (e.g., Vandello et al., 2008) and
they are socially validated (i.e., role congruity theory, Eagly and
Diekman, 2005). Conversely, when men behave in a way that is
not in accordance with these norms – for example by portraying
more communal and less agentic traits or behaviors – they may
experience economic and social penalties (e.g., Rudman and
Fairchild, 2004; Moss-Racusin et al., 2010). In order to avoid such
penalties, men may seek to adhere to masculine expectations and
roles that society imposes, and continuously (re)assert their male
identity by engaging in behaviors that conform to the perceived
norm of how men should behave (see the social identity approach;
Tajfel and Turner, 1979; Turner et al., 1987). This may lead men
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to refrain from communal behaviors and roles and engage in
behaviors that endorse the masculine norm.

Thus far, we have argued that men might avoid communal
roles and careers because communal behaviors are incongruent
with gender norms, and men may thus expect others to see
communal behaviors as “unmanly.” In response, men may avoid
or hide communal behaviors and seek to confirm their masculine
identity by behaving in ways they think other men in the group
behave. Adhering to masculine norms can be done in many
positive ways such as working hard, being a good leader, and
engaging in sports. Yet research shows that adhering to these
norms is also done through risky behaviors such as excessive use
of alcohol and drugs (e.g., Locke and Mahalik, 2005; Mahalik
et al., 2007; European Union, 2011; SAMHSA, 2015) and risky
financial behaviors (Weaver et al., 2013). However, what if
men’s perceptions of other men’s beliefs are wrong and men
are thus unnecessarily refraining from communal roles and
engaging in possibly risky behaviors? What if these behaviors
are the result of pluralistic ignorance? Pluralistic ignorance is
the (incorrect) belief that one’s personal attitudes are different
from the majorities’ attitudes, and thus one goes along with
what they think others think (Miller and McFarland, 1991).
Pluralistic ignorance thus occurs when people do (not) engage in
certain behaviors because they think others would (not) engage in
those behaviors (e.g., Miller and McFarland, 1991; Stangor et al.,
2001; Sechrist and Stangor, 2005). For example, people’s saving
decisions may be influenced by what they think others do or
do not save (and may even overshadow their own preference)
regardless of whether this is the best financial decision or not.
Specifically, people may not think it is important to invest in
a 401K pension account plan but when hearing that others
are doing so may increase their engagement in those behaviors
(Sunstein and Thaler, 2003).

The effects of pluralistic ignorance on behavior has been
investigated extensively pertaining to alcohol consumption (e.g.,
Prentice and Miller, 1993; Schroeder and Prentice, 1998; Suls
and Green, 2003). Findings indicate that college students often
overestimate the social norm related to drinking behavior, and
this leads students to engage in excessive drinking with the goal
of fitting in, without necessarily having the goal of excessive
consumption (Prentice and Miller, 1996). Related to the current
topic, research has shown that there may also be pluralistic
ignorance in masculinity norms: men tend to overestimate how
aggressive their peers are, overinvest in aggression themselves,
and overestimate the extent to which their peers would approve
of their aggressive behavior (Bosson et al., 2009; Vandello
et al., 2009). We extend this past research by hypothesizing:
(a) that men might underestimate other men’s acceptance
of communion, and (b) that this underestimation inhibits
their engagement in traditionally female communal roles and
behaviors.

In the current research, we first examined in Study 1 whether
men underestimate the degree to which other men around them
value communal behaviors, and to what extent this potentially
faulty norm (mis)fits the way they see themselves. By altering
these faulty norms in Study 2, we examine whether exposure
to different norms about what traits are valued by their peers

(i.e., other students at their university) influences men’s own
communal self-descriptions, intentions to hide future communal
engagement, and broader attitudes toward gender-related social
change.

STUDY 1

The goals of Study 1 were to establish whether there is pluralistic
ignorance regarding what personality traits and characteristics
are normative for men and whether such faulty norms do or
do not reflect the way men see themselves. Firstly, we expected
pluralistic ignorance in communal traits as evidenced by a
discrepancy between men’s own communal descriptions of the
ideal man and how they think others in their cohort would
describe the ideal man. We hypothesized that the ratings of
men’s own ideal man would be higher in communion than
their peers’ perceptions of the ideal man, i.e., ratings by others
in their student and age cohort (Hypothesis 1). We did not
have a clear hypothesis for agentic traits. On the one hand,
there could be pluralistic ignorance in agentic traits such that
men’s own ideal man would be lower in agency than their
perception of other’s ideal man (in line with research showing
that men tend to overestimate the extent to which their peers
approve aggressive behavior; Vandello et al., 2009). On the other
hand, there might not be pluralistic ignorance regarding agentic
traits since masculine norms are most often communicated in
terms of agency, and thus may be more accurately known.
Secondly, we expected that this (incorrect) perception of what
others expect of a man would provide an unattainable norm for
men, as evidenced by a discrepancy between how men describe
themselves and how men think their peers describe the ideal
man. We hypothesized that men describe themselves as more
communal and less agentic than how they think others in their
cohort describe the ideal man, suggesting the perception of an
unattainable norm (Hypothesis 2).

Methods
Participants
Study 1 was completed by 71 Belgian male university students.
We excluded 7 participants who self-identified as not exclusively
heterosexual (because they might be subject to different norms;
see also Vandello et al., 2008) or who were born before 1990
(and thus did not match the student age cohort). The resulting 64
participants (Mage = 21.28, SD = 2.08) were enrolled in different
majors, with most enrolled in engineering (32%) and psychology
(32%).

Procedure
The protocol was approved by the University of Leuven’s
University Social and Societal Ethics Committee. Belgian male
university students participated for the chance to win a gift
card to a local store popular amongst students. Participants
were recruited via social media and through flyers, and were
invited to participate in an online study that took approximately
5 min. After providing informed consent as was specified in
the ethics application, participants completed the questionnaire
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which included both demographic questions and the key trait-
description measures. Finally, participants were debriefed.

Measures
Participants were asked to rate themselves and the ideal man
(both from their own and their perception of their peers’
perspective) on a list of 12 agentic traits (e.g., dominant,
competent) and 14 communal traits (e.g., warm, dependent)
(based on Abele, 2003; Cuddy et al., 2004; see Appendix 1 for the
complete measures). The order of the 26 traits was randomized
between participants within each of the three sections.

Self-Description
Participants first indicated to what extent the 12 agentic and 14
communal traits described themselves on a scale from 1 – not at
all to 7 – very much (αagentic = 0.77 and αcommunal = 0.81).

Own Ideal Man
Participants then were asked to indicate to what extent they
thought the same agentic and communal traits described the ideal
man on a scale from 1 – not at all to 7 – very much (αagentic = 0.79,
αcommunal = 0.81).

Other Ideal Man
Lastly, participants were asked to indicate to what extent they
thought these communal and agentic traits described what their
peers (i.e., others in their student and age cohort) thought was
the ideal man on a scale from 1 – not at all to 7 – very much
(αagentic = 0.84, αcommunal = 0.83).

Analyses
The data were analyzed with paired sample t-tests examining the
difference between participants’ perception of the ideal man and
how they thought their peers would describe the ideal man in
terms of communion and agency (Hypothesis 1). A second t-test
compared the difference between participants’ self-description
and how they thought their peers would describe the ideal man
in terms of communion and agency (Hypothesis 2). A post hoc
power analysis conducted with G∗Power (Faul et al., 2007)
indicated that this sample size (N = 64) is sufficient to capture
a moderate effect size of r = 0.30 with power of 76.7%. Power
for each separate effect can be found in Appendix 2. Results fully
replicated when controlling for age, ethnicity, and study major.

In order to make adjustments for multiple comparisons, we
applied the Bonferroni correction, in which the critical value of
significance was lowered from p = 0.05 to p = 0.0125 (α/m, m
being the number of tests conducted, in this case four tests).

Results
First, we compared participants’ own descriptions of the ideal
man with their perceptions of their peers’ descriptions of the
ideal man to investigate whether there was indeed pluralistic
ignorance. Results (as presented in Figure 1 and Table 1) showed
that participants described the ideal man as more communal
than they think their peers would describe the ideal man, paired
samples t(63) = 3.88, p < 0.001, d = 0.49 (significant at the
p < 0.0125 level as required by the Bonferroni correction). Thus,
the male participants as a group indicated a more communal ideal

FIGURE 1 | Communal descriptions in Study 1, with SD error bars
(∗∗∗ indicates p < 0.001).

TABLE 1 | Means and standard deviations for Study 1 trait descriptions.

Communal traits Agentic traits

Self-description 4.67 (0.63) 4.33 (0.69)

Own ideal man 4.75 (0.62) 4.93 (0.63)

Other ideal man 4.46 (0.72) 5.02 (0.73)

than they thought their peers would report. Interestingly, men
did not describe the ideal man as less agentic than what they
believed their peers would report, paired samples t(63) = –1.07,
p = 0.29, d = –0.13. This result is consistent with Hypothesis
1, postulating that there is indeed pluralistic ignorance with
regard to masculinity norms, and that this pluralistic ignorance
is specific to communal traits.

Second, we compared participants’ self-descriptions with their
perception of their peers’ descriptions of the ideal man to
investigate whether this perceived norm would be experienced as
unattainable. Results (as presented in Figure 2) showed a trend
such that participants thought that their peers would describe
the ideal man as less communal than they on average actually
described themselves, paired samples t(63) = –1.98, p = 0.052,
d = –0.25, yet this effect did not reach significance. Also,
participants thought that their peers would describe the ideal
man as more agentic than they on average described themselves,
paired samples t(63) = –6.32, p < 0.001, d = –0.79 (significant at
the p < 0.0125 level as required by the Bonferroni correction).
These results suggest that, in line with Hypothesis 2, men perceive
that the ideal man is an unattainable norm, especially in terms of
agency.

Discussion
The goal of Study 1 was to establish that men experience
pluralistic ignorance and perceive an unattainable norm
regarding what traits are deemed desirable and normative for
men. Results of this study indicated that indeed there is pluralistic
ignorance regarding communal traits as men described the ideal
man as more communal than they thought their peers would
describe the ideal man. There was no pluralistic ignorance with
regard to agentic traits: men’s own perception of the ideal man
was not more or less agentic than the perceptions they believed
are held by their peers. Conversely, it was mainly agentic traits
that provided an unattainable ideal for men (in line with research
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FIGURE 2 | Agentic descriptions in Study 1, with SD error bars (∗∗∗ indicates
p < 0.001).

on precarious manhood and masculinity threat, e.g., Vandello
et al., 2008; Bosson and Vandello, 2011), since men described
themselves as less agentic than how they believed their peers
would describe the ideal man.

Experiencing pluralistic ignorance regarding certain norms
reinforces those norms (e.g., Schroeder and Prentice, 1998;
Stangor et al., 2001; Sechrist and Milford, 2007). In this case,
experiencing pluralistic ignorance regarding what traits are
deemed desirable for men is likely to reinforce traditional gender
roles and norms of men as needing to be high in agency and
low in communion (e.g., Eagly and Steffen, 1984). The findings
of Study 1 imply that men may engage in certain behaviors
that are not necessarily representative of how they describe the
self in order to behave in what they perceive to be a socially
desirable or normative manner, even though this may in fact be
based on inaccurate information. Adopting traits and behaviors
that match a perceived norm but perhaps not the real norm,
may thereby actually be reinforcing these (inaccurate) norms,
lowering engagement in communal traits and behaviors, and
maintaining traditional gender roles and inequalities.

In sum, this study provides the first evidence that men perceive
a norm that may not be the actual norm, since men as a group are
interested in being more communal than they think their peers
expect men to be, and describe the self as less agentic than they
think others in their cohort expect men be. Study 2 sets out to
examine what happens when we alter these perceived norms.

STUDY 2

In Study 2, we set out to examine whether men’s communal
attitudes are affected when we alter the perceived norms. Previous
research has established the link between normative perceptions
and outcomes influenced by pluralistic ignorance (e.g., Stangor
et al., 2001; Sechrist and Stangor, 2005). For example, when
university students thought the alcohol consumption norm was
higher than it actually was, they also tended to drink more.
Making explicit this inaccurate perception led participants to
moderate their alcohol consumption (Prentice and Miller, 1996).
Thus, the goal of Study 2 was to examine the effects of presenting
altered norms on men’s attitudes toward communal and agentic

self-descriptions, intentions to hide communal engagement, and
broader gender-related social change.

Specifically, we constructed five conditions (four experimental
conditions and a control condition) in which participants
received a norm that was said to be held by their peers. In line
with general masculinity norms, the traditional norm condition
highlighted that agentic traits are deemed to be most desirable
for men to have. The communal norm condition presented the
opposite of this, highlighting that communal traits are deemed
to be most desirable for men to have. Two further conditions
were designed to break the veil of pluralistic ignorance found
in Study 1. Specifically, the discrepancy condition highlighted
explicitly that while people believe others value especially agency
in men, others actually do value communion in men as well. In a
fourth compatibility condition, both agentic and communal traits
were framed as being important for men to have and compatible
with one another. Lastly, in the control condition, no norm was
manipulated and thus this functioned as a comparison group
reflecting the actual guiding norm as participants perceive it.

The effect of these conditions was investigated on men’s
communal and agentic self-descriptions, on their intentions to
hide future communal task engagement, and on their broader
attitudes toward gender-related social change. This allowed us to
examine whether norms reflecting different levels of communion
affect how men describe themselves and whether they increase
progressive attitudes toward gender-related social change. Hiding
future communal task engagement is an important outcome
given the evidence that hiding a stigmatized identity can have
taxing effects on well-being and social belonging (e.g., Swim and
Thomas, 2006; Pachankis, 2007; Newheiser and Barreto, 2014).
Also, it is important to investigate under what condition men
not only engage more in communal roles but also refrain from
hiding such engagement, since hiding maintains the inaccurate
norm that men are not communal even when some men actually
do engage in communal roles.

We hypothesized that in the two conditions that break the
veil of pluralistic ignorance (the discrepancy and compatibility
conditions), men will describe themselves in more communal
ways without it affecting their agency, report fewer intentions
to hide communal behaviors, and hold more progressive
attitudes toward gender related social change compared to the
control condition. We did not expect differences between the
traditional norm condition and the control condition, since
the traditional norm condition confirms masculinity norms
as present in society. We did not have specific hypotheses
about the communal norm condition, but added this condition
to compare the effect of merely stressing communal norms
to uncovering pluralistic ignorance on men’s self-descriptions,
hiding communal engagement, and attitudes toward gender-
related social change.

Methods
Participants
In Study 2, participants were 379 Belgian undergraduate men.
As in Study 1, 60 participants were excluded as they were born
before 1990 or did not self-identify as heterosexual (and are thus
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potentially subject to different norms, see Vandello et al., 2008),
or did not correctly summarize the experimental condition they
were in. The resulting 319 participants (Mage = 21.37, SD = 1.95)
were enrolled in different majors, with the majority enrolled in
engineering (32%) and law (12%).

Procedure
The protocol was approved by the University of Leuven’s
University Social and Societal Ethics Committee. Participants
were invited to complete an online questionnaire on their
perceptions of their surroundings and were compensated either
with course credit or the chance to win a coupon to a popular
store. After agreeing to the informed consent as was specified in
the ethics application, participants reported demographics and
were randomly assigned to one of the five conditions as described
above (please see Appendix 3 for a more elaborate description of
the manipulations): the traditional masculinity norm condition
(n = 62), the discrepancy condition (n = 60), the compatibility
condition (n = 79), the communal norm condition (n = 57), or
the control condition (n = 61).

In each of the four experimental conditions, participants
received an article describing the results of a fictitious study
ostensibly conducted at the participants’ university with students
of their cohort. Specifically, the study reported students’ beliefs
about what traits are valued for an ideal man. Each participant
thus received a similar article, but within each article, the traits
that were said to be valued differed by condition (as described
above). Participants then completed manipulation checks and
the dependent variables. Participants in the control condition
received no article and instead moved straight to the dependent
variables. Lastly, participants moved on to the debriefing, in
which they were informed of the research design, including the
misleading information, and we explained why this was necessary
to test the core hypotheses. Participants were given the contact
information of the researcher and of the ethical commission that
had approved the research.

Measures
A complete overview of all measurement items of this study can
be found in Appendix 4.

Manipulation checks
Participants indicated to what extent the article asserted that
communal traits (e.g., vulnerable, dependent, caring, 11 items,
α = 0.92) and agentic traits (e.g., ambitious and competent, 7
items, α = 0.90; presented in random order), were valued by their
peers on a scale from 1– not at all to 7 – very much (based on
Abele, 2003; Cuddy et al., 2004).

Communal and agentic self-descriptions
Participants completed scales measuring how they described the
self in terms of the same 11 communal (α = 0.82) and 8 agentic
traits (α = 0.82; again presented in random order) on a scale
ranging from 1 – not at all to 7 – very much (based on Abele,
2003; Cuddy et al., 2004).

Hiding of future communal task engagement
This scale assessed to what extent participants thought they
would hide their future communal engagement regarding: (a)

childcare and (b) household chores from people other than family
and friends, specifically: (i) from their future colleagues, (ii) their
future boss, and (iii) from strangers (α = 0.90, 6 items), on a scale
from 1 – emphasize to 7 – hide. A higher score on this scale is
thus indicative of more intent to hide behavior.

Attitudes toward gender-related social change
Attitudes toward gender-related social change was measured
using an 8 item scale that assessed attitudes regarding changes in
society toward gender equality (α = 0.77). Example items include
“It is inevitable that men and women will be equal in their work
in the future” and “The interests of a typical man will always
differ from those of a typical woman, and this will be reflected
in the work they choose to do” (reversed). The scale ranged from
1 – strongly disagree 7 – strongly agree, with a higher score on
this scale indicating more progressive attitudes regarding social
change toward gender equality.

Analyses
The data were analyzed using one-way ANOVAs which examined
the main effect of condition. Planned pairwise comparisons were
conducted with LSD tests. A post hoc power analysis conducted
with G∗Power (Faul et al., 2007) indicated that this sample size
was sufficient to capture a moderate effect size of r = 0.30 with
power of 99.5%. Power for each separate main effect can be
found in Appendix 5. Results replicated when controlling for age,
ethnicity, and study major, with the exception of one effect, as
specified below.

Results
Manipulation Checks
Analyses showed that the manipulations were perceived as
intended. First, the degree to which participants indicated
communal traits had been discussed as valued traits for men
in the article differed across the four experimental conditions,
F(3,252) = 32.01, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.28. Specifically, planned
comparisons showed that those in the traditional norm condition
indicated that the article described their peers as valuing
communal traits significantly less (M = 3.92, SD = 1.36) than
those in the discrepancy condition (M = 5.51, SD = 0.89),
p < 0.001, d = –1.29, [–1.96; –1.23]; the compatibility condition
(M = 4.91, SD = 0.96), p < 0.001, d = –0.87, [–1.33; –0.65]; and
the communal norm condition (M = 5.49, SD = 0.78), p < 0.001,
d = –1.70, [–1.94; –1.20]. Those in the communal norm condition
(M = 5.49, SD = 0.78) and discrepancy condition did not report
different levels of communal traits, ns, but reported communal
traits as being more valued by those in their cohort than those
in the compatibility condition (M = 4.91, SD = 0.96), p < 0.001,
d = 0.65, [0.26;0.95].

Participants also correctly reported the valued agentic traits
for their respective article, F(3, 252) = 33.81, p < 0.001,η2

p = 0.29.
Planned comparisons showed that those in the traditional norm
condition reported agentic traits to be more valued by their peers
(M = 5.39, SD = 0.89) compared to those in the discrepancy
condition (M = 4.13, SD = 1.29), p < 0.001, d = 1.05, [0.85; 1.68];
the compatibility condition (M = 5.00, SD = 1.09), p = 0.046,
d = 0.39, [0.01; 0.78]; and the communal norm condition
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FIGURE 3 | Communal self-descriptions per condition in Study 2, with SD
error bars (∗∗ indicates p < 0.01).

(M = 3.48, SD = 1.35), p < 0.001, d = 1.70, [1.49; 2.33]. Those in
the communal norm condition indicated agentic traits as being
less valued by their peers (M = 3.48, SD = 1.35) compared to the
discrepancy condition, p = 0.002, d = 0.50, [0.23; 1.07] and the
compatibility condition, p < 0.001, d = 1.27, [1.12; 1.91].

Communal and Agentic Self-Descriptions
As hypothesized, there was a significant effect of condition
on participants’ communal self-descriptions, F(4,314) = 2.63,
p = 0.034, η2

p = 0.032 (see Figure 3). Planned comparisons show
that, as expected, men in the compatibility condition described
themselves as more communal (M = 5.24, SD = 0.75) than those
in the control condition (M = 4.85, SD = 0.76), p = 0.001, d = 0.86,
[0.15; 0.63]. There were no significant differences between the
other conditions.

There was a marginal effect of condition on agentic self-
descriptions, F(4,314) = 2.05, p = 0.09, η2

p = 0.025. Planned
comparisons indicated that men in the communal norm
condition tended to describe themselves as less agentic (M = 4.59,
SD = 0.81) than those in the traditional norm condition
(M = 4.99, SD = 0.81), p = 0.01, d = –0.50, [–0.70; –
0.10]; and marginally less agentic than those in the control
condition (M = 4.89, SD = 0.92), p = 0.056, d = –0.35, [–
0.60; 0.01]. There were no significant differences between the
other conditions. However, the effect of condition on agentic
self-descriptions disappeared when controlling for study major
and the initial effect was only marginal. Therefore, we cannot
draw the conclusion that conditions differed in terms of agentic
self-descriptions.

Hiding Communal Task Engagement
Next, the extent to which participants expected to hide their
future communal engagement from others was investigated.
Results show an effect of condition on hiding future communal
behaviors from others, F(4,314) = 2.71, p = 0.030, η2

p = 0.033 (see
Figure 4). Planned comparisons revealed that participants in the
compatibility condition intended to hide communal engagement
less (M = 4.17, SD = 1.14) than those in the control condition
(M = 4.56, SD = 1.05), p = 0.048, d = –0.33, [–0.78; 0.00], and
also less than those in the communal norm condition (M = 4.80,
SD = 1.36), p = 0.002, d = –0.51, [–1.03; –0.24]. Unexpectedly,
those in the traditional norms condition expected to hide future
communal engagement less (M = 4.37, SD = 1.20) than those
in the communal norms condition, p = 0.041, d = –0.34,

FIGURE 4 | Hiding communal task engagement per condition in Study 2, with
SD error bars (∗ indicates p < 0.05, ∗∗ indicates p < 0.01).

FIGURE 5 | Attitudes toward gender-related social change per condition in
Study 2, with SD error bars (∗ indicates p < 0.05, ∗∗ indicates p < 0.01).

[–0.85; –0.02]. There were no significant differences between the
discrepancy condition and the other conditions.

Attitudes Toward Gender-Related Social Change
Finally, there was a main effect of condition on the attitudes
toward gender-related social change, F(4,314) = 3.35, p = 0.010,
η2

p = 0.041 (see Figure 5). Specifically, planned comparisons
showed that those in the compatibility condition had more
progressive attitudes toward gender-related social change
(M = 4.97, SD = 1.00) than those in the control condition
(M = 4.48, SD = 1.03), p = 0.004, d = 0.49, [–0.82; –0.16], and
also than those in the communal norm condition (M = 4.51,
SD = 1.02), p = 0.008, d = 0.46, [–0.79; –0.12]. Also as expected,
those in the discrepancy condition had more progressive
attitudes toward gender-related social change (M = 4.84,
SD = 0.90), than those in the control condition (M = 4.48,
SD = 1.03), p = 0.045, d = –0.35, [0.01; 0.71]. Unexpectedly, those
in the traditional norm condition had more progressive attitudes
toward gender-related social change (M = 4.87, SD = 0.93) than
those in the control condition (M = 4.48, SD = 1.03), p = 0.027,
d = –0.37, [0.04; 0.74].

Discussion
The goal of Study 2 was to examine whether breaking the veil
of pluralistic ignorance with regard to norms for men would
increase men’s communal self-description, decrease their hiding
of future communal task engagement, and make their broader
attitudes toward gender-related social change more progressive.

Our findings show that the discrepancy condition (which
indicated that while people believe others especially value
agency in men, others actually value communion as well)
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increased participants’ attitudes toward gender-related social
change, but it did not affect participants’ self-descriptions
or hiding intentions. It could be that the beginning of this
manipulation, which highlighted a strong agency prescription
for men in society (before uncovering that this was part of
pluralistic ignorance amongst their peers) actually made salient
a societal masculine norm, decreasing the effectiveness of this
condition. The compatibility manipulation (which indicated
that both communal and agentic traits were valued in men)
had the strongest effects. As expected, in this manipulation
participants’ reported more communal self-descriptions without
affecting their agentic self-descriptions, less intentions to hide
future communal tasks, and more progressive attitudes toward
gender-related social change. It thus appears that making salient
the actual norm through emphasis on the higher than expected
compatibility between agentic and communal traits may be more
effective than highlighting the discrepancy between expected and
actual norms. This emphasis on the compatibility of communion
and agency may allow men to be communal but not at the cost
of agency, which is also important for men (e.g., Vandello et al.,
2008; Vandello and Bosson, 2012).

Our results also suggest that merely highlighting that men
value communal traits may not be sufficient: in the communal
condition participants did not report more communal self-
descriptions and showed more hiding intentions than in the
traditional norm condition. This suggests that when norms
stress the value of communion and not agency, men might seek
out ways to protect their male identity by hiding communal
engagement.

Participants in the traditional norm condition did not
differ from those in the control condition regarding their
self-descriptions and hiding intentions, suggesting that this
traditional norm is similar to their default perception of what
the norm is. Unexpectedly, however, those presented with the
traditional norm showed more progressive attitudes toward
gender-related social change than those in the control condition
and less intentions to hide communal self-engagement than those
in the communal condition. Perhaps learning of research that
confirms the traditional norm provides men with a masculinity
affirmation and a sense of certainty as to what the norm is,
thus allowing them to report attitudes that are somewhat more
progressive (Ridgeway, 2011). This finding may also be caused
by the mechanism of paradoxical thinking (Hameiri et al., 2014):
when people are presented with opinions they believe but that
are phrased more extremely, they tend to show a decrease in
their own beliefs. Thus, a presentation of strong masculinity
norms may have triggered a counter reaction to such norms in
participants.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Traditional masculine norms are still present even in more
progressive societies. Perhaps as a result, men are still highly
underrepresented in communal HEED domains such as health
care, elementary education, and roles in the domestic sphere
(Croft et al., 2015). The very low engagement of men in

communal roles and behaviors persists despite increasing insight
into the many benefits these careers and roles might have for
men’s own well-being (e.g., Fleeson et al., 2002; Sheldon and
Cooper, 2008; Le et al., 2013, 2018), but also for their female
partner’s upward mobility, children’s aspirations, and for society
as a whole (Croft et al., 2014).

To adhere to gender norms, men engage in certain behaviors
and roles while avoiding others – in line with what they believe
the norm prescribes. Yet, previous research has shown that people
may not always have a correct estimate of what the general norm
prescribes, which leads them to behave in line with an inaccurate
norm; this has been coined “pluralistic ignorance” (Miller and
McFarland, 1991; Vandello et al., 2009). The current work aimed
to gain more insight into pluralistic ignorance with regard to
masculinity norms on communal and agentic traits.

Study 1 established that there is indeed pluralistic ignorance
amongst the young men in this sample regarding what traits
actually describe the ideal man. Specifically, Study 1 highlighted a
difference between these young men’s own perception of the ideal
man compared to how they think their peers describe the ideal
man. Moreover, this study showed that the perceived norms also
prescribe very high agency, higher than the agency men ascribe to
themselves. Together, our studies provide a preliminary discovery
(see Witte and Zenker, 2017) of pluralistic ignorance in gender
norms for men and the potential to increase men’s communal
engagement by revealing these erroneous beliefs.

In order to examine the effect of these faulty ideas and
the possible correction thereof, Study 2 introduced different
norms to test their causal effect on men’s self-description,
hiding intentions of communal engagement and attitudes toward
gender-related social change. Providing participants with these
more accurate depictions of the actual norm indeed had an effect:
Highlighting the compatibility between agentic and communal
traits seemed especially effective as men exposed to this norm
self-described as more communal, showed lower intentions to
hide communal engagement, and reported more progressive
and broader attitudes toward gender-related social change. This
compatibility norm might be powerful because it can allow men
to value communion and at the same time maintains the positive
value for agentic traits consistent with traditional notions of
male identity. In this sense, valuing both agentic and communal
traits serves as an affirmation of that identity at the same
time that it broadens the identity (Sherman and Cohen, 2002;
Derks et al., 2009; Glasford et al., 2009; Spencer-Rodgers et al.,
2016). Existing work has also shown that reaffirming important
aspects of identity allows exploration of newer aspects of identity
traditionally associated with the outgroup (Derks et al., 2006,
2007; Van Laar et al., 2010, 2013). This work thus suggests that
valuing agentic in addition to communal aspects may allow men
more exploration on the communal side, in that it may decrease
possible masculinity threat that is linked to engaging in roles and
behaviors that are traditionally female (i.e., precarious manhood,
Vandello et al., 2008).

Limitations and Future Directions
One potential limitation of this work is that participants’ answers
in Study 2 may have been affected by demand characteristics –
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perhaps men could simply have been saying what they just had
been told. Although the effects on self-descriptions of traits
in Study 2 might be explained in this way (given that the
articles mentioned these traits explicitly), it is more difficult to
explain the full set of results – including changes in hiding
intentions and changes in broader attitudes toward gender-
related social change - as demand characteristics. Moreover,
demand characteristics are unable to explain the finding that
participants in the traditional condition seem to show counter
reactions to this norm such that they show lower intentions to
hide their communal engagement and they show higher support
for gender-related social change. Moreover, the current work is
consistent with other studies in which norms were manipulated
revealing similar effects (e.g., Schroeder and Prentice, 1998;
Stangor et al., 2001; Sechrist and Milford, 2007; Diekman
et al., 2013). Further research should investigate whether
manipulated norms indeed change the actual perception of
norms and lower pluralistic ignorance, and how long these effects
persist.

A second possible limitation is the within-participant and
cross-sectional nature of Study 1. Such a design was necessary
to uncover discrepancies between participants’ own trait
descriptions for self or ideal man and these same participants’
perceptions of their peers’ prescriptions for ideal men. Yet, our
methods could have given participants insight into the goals of
the study. In this case, however, consecutive scales of the same
traits would more likely lead to more similar answers on these
scales. This would provide a conservative test of Study 1, since it
would lead to an underestimation of the expected discrepancies.
Also, this concern does not extend to Study 2, which used an
experimental manipulation to show that men are affected by
varying these norms.

An additional limitation is the relatively small sample size of
Study 1. The G∗Power analysis for Study 1 indicated that the
chance of a Type II error was slightly elevated; β = 0.233 instead
of the suggested acceptable probability of β = 0.20 (Cohen, 1992).
It is thus important to conduct further studies with large enough
samples.

As this is the first work of its kind, these results are a first step
and thus can be considered a preliminary discovery (see Witte
and Zenker, 2017) of pluralistic ignorance in gender norms for
men and the potential to increase men’s communal engagement
through uncovering such inaccurate norms. Further research is
needed to further investigate the psychological processes at play
and to extend these findings. It would be interesting to investigate
to what extent the current findings are similar or different in
different contexts and samples. The current studies were carried
out with male university students pursuing higher education,
a sample that is generally associated with more progressive
attitudes (e.g., Hoffman and Kloska, 1995). Also, the studies were
conducted in Belgium, a cultural context that scores relatively
low on gender inequality (UNDP, 2015). Future research could
test whether our results generalize to lower educated men and
other cultural contexts. While there is no reason to suppose the
effects will not generalize, it will be important to replicate these
effects in these samples and to consider important moderators. In
less progressive samples, it is possible that there is less pluralistic

ignorance when men themselves also hold traditional ideals
of masculinity (thus showing less of a contrast with perceived
ideals held by others). However, it could also be that in these
samples, men hold both more traditional ideals of masculinity
and perceive stronger ideals held by others so that there is
still a relative difference between own and other ideals for
men resulting in pluralistic ignorance. Also, different cultures
could prescribe different traits that are deemed acceptable or
essential for men to hold (for instance, honor is highly valued
in some cultures). We would expect that while the content of
masculine ideals may differ across cultures, there could still be
similar degrees of pluralistic ignorance regarding own and other’s
ideals.

Future research could also seek to replicate our findings across
age groups. Research shows that as people age, they describe
themselves as more communal (Diehl et al., 2004; Roberts et al.,
2006). It would be interesting to investigate whether increases
in men’s communion as they age are due to the decrease
of pluralistic ignorance such that they get a more accurate
perception of gender norms over time; or rather that pluralistic
ignorance remains, but that with age, people may find it less
important to follow gender norms and more important to follow
their personal preferences and ideals.

The present research investigated male undergraduate’s peers
as an important reference group for normative influence. It
would be interesting for future research to also investigate the
importance of other groups in setting the norm and influencing
men’s communal engagement. For instance, older men, such
as the young men’s fathers, or senior men in the workplace
may also be important reference groups. Also, women may be
an important driving force in setting normative expectations in
terms of communal orientations for men, as women benefit from
men’s communal investments in the family context (Meeussen
et al., 2018).

Also, a field intervention study would be needed to test
whether our Study 2 manipulation of creating awareness of
pluralistic ignorance may allow men to feel less coerced
toward adopting traditional gender roles in real life contexts.
There are already some notable projects that aim to increase
male engagement in communal roles. For example, through
a series of programs and workshops across the world, NGO
PROMUNDO (2018) promotes gender equality and encourages
gender-related social change, both in educational sessions and
campaigns. Based on our findings, it may be interesting to
include a component that uncovers pluralistic ignorance in such
projects. We would encourage a scientific examination of the
effectiveness of these programs and their different components as
to inform governmental organizations wishing to promote men
taking up paternal leave, increase male representation among
elementary school teachers, and increase male representation in
nursing.

CONCLUSION

The current studies offer the first data consistent with
the hypothesis that there exists pluralistic ignorance among
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men regarding what traits are desirable for an ideal man,
and show that uncovering inaccurate beliefs may alter self-
descriptions, intentions to hide communal engagement, and
broader gender-related social attitudes to better fit with the
actual norm. Theoretically, these findings offer initial insights
into the underlying normative processes at play in the
underrepresentation of men in communal roles. Research such
as that presented in this paper can be used to help find more
effective ways to address pluralistic ignorance and promote
positive gender-related social change.
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