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Abstract
Three studies examined whether perceived increases in women's "voice" (i.e., being heard and
taken seriously about sexual assault) contributes to perceptions of bias against men. In Study 1,
both men and women who perceived women to have greater voice related to sexual assault
perceived greater victimization of men. This relationship was stronger for relatively conservative
participants. In Study 2, relatively conservative (but not relatively liberal) participants who read
about #MeToo perceived greater men’s victimization than those in the control condition. Study 3
examined responses to perceiving that men are victimized by #MeToo. For relatively
conservative (but not liberal) men, perceptions of men’s victimhood lead to less willingness to
work alone with a woman and less willingness to combat sexual assault (relative to a control
condition). Thus, while the #MeToo movement brings awareness to issues of sexual assault, it

also generates backlash among the more conservative and may accentuate gender disparities.
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Backlash against the #MeToo movement: How women's voice causes men to feel victimized

“It’s a very scary time for young men in America, where you can be guilty of something you
may not be guilty of.”
President Donald Trump (Diamond, 2018)

“If you have a son, make sure you buy him a note pad, a body camera, and a recording device.
Get him a battery pack too so he can always protect himself with video evidence of every single
encounter he has with a woman. Men aren’t safe in America anymore. There is a war on men.”

Right-wing activist Laura Loomer (North, 2018)

Sexual assault has long been a significant social problem, and although instances in the

U.S. have fallen by half in the last two decades (RAINN, n.d.), the statistics remain troubling at
best. Nearly half a million Americans are sexually assaulted every year, equivalent to one
American being sexually assaulted every 73 seconds (RAINN, n.d.). Although sexual assault
affects both men and women, most victims are women (91%; Rennison, 2002), with one in three
women experiencing sexual violence during their lifetime (Division of Violence Prevention,
2010-2012). Moreover, by recent estimates, sexual assault is the most under-reported crime in
the country, with nearly 80% of sexual assault incidents going unreported (Morgan & Kena,
2018). In 2017, the #MeToo movement drew unprecedented attention to this under-reported and
chronic problem.

While the movement has been celebrated for bringing attention to sexual assault (Easley,
2018), some have responded less favorably — as exemplified in the epigraphs. Although many
saw the movement as empowering women, others have tied #MeToo to the victimization of men.
We suggest that some people perceive women’s empowerment around sexual assault as a threat

to men. The purpose of the current research is to examine whether and for whom this happens.
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We propose that perceived increases in women’s “voice” (i.e., being heard and taken seriously
about sexual assault) are perceived as threatening to the existing gender hierarchy and thus cause
individuals, particularly those who are more politically conservative, to view men as victims.
Further, we suggest that perceptions of men’s victimization will lead to negative consequences
for women.

#MeToo and Public Reactions to the Movement

Women'’s accounts of their experiences with sexual assault are often unheard, dismissed,
or challenged outright (Kilpatrick et al., 2007; MacKinnon, 2019; Safronova & Halleck, 2019;
Ullman, 2010). The #MeToo movement gave women a platform to increase attention to the
issue. Tarana Burke first coined the phrase in 2006, but it went viral on the social media platform
Twitter in 2017 when actress and activist Alyssa Milano tweeted “#MeTo0” to encourage people
to share their stories of sexual assault and highlight the universality of the issue (Pflum, 2018).
Since the movement started, the voices of women sharing their experiences with sexual assault
have been amplified, and millions of people have shown their support for the movement through
tweets, rallies, and other modes of activism (Anderson & Toor, 2018).

Prominent news outlets have called attention to the tangible consequences the #MeToo
movement has had for alleged perpetrators of sexual assault and harassment. For example, the
New York Times reported 201 cases in which men lost their high-status jobs, leadership roles, or
contracts due to allegations made public using the #MeToo hashtag (Carlsen et al., 2018). While
coverage like this suggests that the #MeToo movement helped hold male perpetrators of sexual
assault to account, some prominent figures (North, 2018) have argued that the #MeToo

movement might represent a broader threat to men in general—not just those who rape or harass
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women. Citing this perceived threat and concern about false allegations, some perceive that the
movement goes too far (Ipsos, 2018).
Backlash against Social Change

These negative reactions to the #MeToo movement resemble reactions to other
movements that have advocated social change (e.g., the women’s suffrage movement, the civil
rights movement, the Black Lives Matter movement) (Marshall, 1986; Anderson, 2016). People
often resist changes that threaten familiar norms, practices, and hierarchies (e.g. Eidelman &
Crandall, 2012; Jost & Hunyady, 2005; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). Decades of social-
psychological theory and research have attempted to explain this resistance, tracing bias in favor
of the status quo to motives to justify the existing social order (Jost & Banaji, 1994), to believe
that the world is fair (Lerner, 1980), to pursue material self-interest (Bobo, 1999; Bobo &
Hutchings, 1996), and to avoid unknown risks (Moshinsky & Bar-Hillel, 2010). This work has
produced important insights, but it yields potentially competing predictions for who is most
likely to resist the changes advocated by the #MeToo movement.

First, some research suggests that group advantage is an important predictor of negative
reactions to hierarchy-attenuating social change. That is, those “at the top" defend what they
have from those “at the bottom” to protect their group’s advantages (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999).
For instance, men endorse hierarchy enhancing beliefs to a greater extent than women because
they are more invested in maintaining their position (Mebane et al., 2020). Further, White survey
respondents in the U.S. and South Africa resist policies that redistribute resources to
disadvantaged racial groups (Bobo, 1999; Dixon et al., 2012), and even men who claim to have
positive attitudes toward women often believe that women should live and behave in ways that

confine them to subordinate social roles (Dixon et al., 2012; Jackman, 1994). These defensive
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tendencies often intensify when changes to the status quo are made salient. For example, when
White Americans who perceive the racial hierarchy as legitimate perceive racial progress, they
respond by perceiving discrimination against Whites (Wilkins & Kaiser, 2014; Wilkins et al.,
2017). In a similar vein, when White Americans perceive increasing racial diversity, they
become more concerned about anti-White discrimination (Craig & Richeson, 2017) and express
increased pro-White bias (Craig & Richeson, 2014). Similarly, men who believe their gender-
based advantage might be lost report less support for policies intended to reduce gender
inequality (Kuchynka et. al, 2018). This research suggests that men, given their relative
advantage in society, may respond negatively to the #MeToo movement to the extent that they
perceive it as a potential threat to their social advantage.

Men and women may differ not only in their preferences for group-based hierarchy, but
also in their reactions to the #MeToo movement, given their different experiences with sexual
harassment and assault. Nearly one in five women have experienced rape or attempted rape as
compared to one in 38 men (Smith et al., 2015), and the vast majority of perpetrators are men
(Black et al., 2011). These differing base-rates may play a role in shaping attitudes, such that
women may be more likely to see themselves as typical victims and men as typical perpetrators
of sexual assault. Given these gendered prototypes of victims and perpetrators, some may
perceive the #MeToo movement as helping women and hurting men, and this may color their
reactions to the movement. Lastly, people may view sexual assault or harassment as a women’s
issue given that most victims of both are women (Kearl, 2018). Together, this evidence suggests
that gender may be an important predictor of reactions to the movement.

In contrast, another body of work suggests that resistance to change is not limited to those

who benefit from preserving the status quo (Jost & Hunyady, 2002). For instance, women and
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members of other disadvantaged groups demonstrate favoritism toward members of outgroups
when they are high in “system justification” (Jost & Burgess, 2000). Members of disadvantaged
groups sometimes even report attitudes that favor the interests of outgroup members over their
own personal material interests (Jost & Banaji, 1994). Moreover, social dominance orientation
suggests a desire for dominance and hierarchy regardless of what that means for one’s ingroup
(Sidanius et al., 2001); for example, both White and non-White participants penalize Black
discrimination claimants to the extent that they are high in SDO (Unzueta et al., 2014; also see
Wilkins et al., 2013) even though the discrimination claim might be seen as helping racial
minorities (the ingroup for Black participants; see Kaiser et al., 2009). Finally, other research
suggests that men and women have similar perceptions of sexual harassment (Goh et al, 2021).
These findings suggest that attitudes toward social change may be more closely tied to people’s
endorsement of ideologies that justify existing social structures than to their own position within
the hierarchy (i.e. gender group membership).

In particular, we expect that political conservatism shapes individuals’ reactions to the
#MeToo movement in the contemporary United States. Jost and colleagues have argued that
contemporary conservatism represents a “system-justifying” ideology in that it reliably predicts
negative attitudes toward social change and relatively positive attitudes toward social and
economic inequality (Jost et al. 2001; Jost & Kende, 2020; Jost et al., 2003; Jost et al., 2008).
Given the #MeToo movement’s explicit emphasis on furthering egalitarian social change, we
would expect conservatives to respond less favorably to the movement than liberals. In this way,
the effects of ideology on support for (and opposition to) the #MeToo movement may closely
resemble the effects of ideology on attitudes toward other movements devoted to hierarchy-

reducing social change.
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In addition, political conservatism specifically predicts the way people think about sexual
assault. Conservatism is positively associated with support for alleged perpetrators of sexual
assault and negatively associated with perceptions that sexual assault is an important issue (van
der Linden & Panagopulous, 2019). Conservatives are less likely than liberals to believe
allegations made by victims of sexual assault (Alter, 2017), and despite evidence that false
allegations are rare (between 2 and 10% of reported cases; Clark & Lewis, 1977; Ferguson &
Malouff, 2016; Grace et al., 1992), 77% of Republicans believe false accusations against men are
common, compared to 37% of Democrats (Ipsos, 2018). Conservatives are also more likely than
liberals to blame victims for sexual assaults (Lambert & Raichle, 2000) and penalize women
who delay reports of sexual assault (Lucarini et al., 2020). Thus, as a movement that strives both
to promote social change and to hold perpetrators of sexual assault and harassment to account,
the #MeToo movement may present both a general threat to conservatives’ ideological
opposition to social change and a more specific threat to conservatives’ particular beliefs about
the frequency, importance, and root causes of sexual assault.

In sum, existing evidence suggests that (1) advantaged group members are motivated to
protect their advantaged position in society and (2) individuals with hierarchy-enhancing
ideologies react negatively to the possibility of hierarchy-attenuating social change. Thus, both
gender and political conservatism could predict negative reactions to the #MeToo movement.
Some national polling suggests that of the two, political orientation may be more important; the
gap between men’s and women’s attitudes toward the #MeToo movement is smaller than that
between conservatives’ and liberals’ attitudes (Ipsos, 2018). Further, when asked if gender
equality has gone too far, the political gap was nearly three times that of the gender gap

(Horowitz, 2017). While on average women tend to lean more toward the political left than men
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do, there are still many conservative women. For example, 37% of women who were registered
to vote in 2017 identified with or leaned towards the Republican party (Pew Research Center,
2018). And although men have been shown to endorse greater social dominance orientation
overall (i.e., greater desire for group-based dominance and hierarchies; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999),
extreme right-wing women have significantly higher SDO than men who belong to left-wing
parties (Mebane et al., 2020). That is, the motivation to hold up the gender hierarchy is not
unique to men, and therefore, both men and women may actively participate in the backlash
against the movement. Meanwhile, political orientation may create a more impermeable
boundary between opponents and supporters of the movement, such that liberals (including men)
may be more willing to support #MeToo (Costa et al., 2020). Still, the relative weight of gender
and conservatism in this backlash remains an open empirical question.

Regardless of whether gender or political orientation is a greater predictor of #MeToo
backlash, we expect this backlash to manifest in beliefs that the movement unfairly victimizes
men. People who justify the system see social change as going "too far" — as making
unwarranted, unnecessary, undesirable changes to the status quo that invert rather than
eliminate bias, disadvantaging previously dominant groups (e.g. Wilkins & Kaiser, 2014;
Wilkins et al., 2016). The dominant group becomes the victim of change. In the case of sexual
assault, men are the dominant group, and are the ones who would "get less" (trust, credibility,
status) as a result of the perceived social change that #MeToo advocates.

Current Research

The current research examines the relationship between attention to sexual assault (i.e.,

women’s voice and reading about the #MeToo movement) and perceptions that men are

victimized. Study 1 tested this cross-sectionally. Study 2 examined whether there is a causal
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relationship between women’s voice and men’s victimization. In Study 3, we examined how
men’s perceptions of victimization affect their intended behavior toward women.

Overall, we hypothesize that perceptions of women’s voice - that is, perceptions that
women can and do speak out against sexual assault, and that what they say makes some
difference - will predict greater perceptions that men are victims, particularly among participants
who score higher (vs. lower) on political conservatism. Further, we predict that priming
participants with the #MeToo movement as bringing greater attention to women’s sexual assault
experiences will cause more conservative (but not more liberal) participants to perceive men as
victims. Lastly, we predict that relatively conservative men led to believe that #MeToo
victimizes men will report wanting to distance themselves from women in ways that could hurt
women’s careers.

Study 1

Study 1 examined the relationship between perceptions of women’s voice and
perceptions that men are victimized. Additionally, we tested whether participants’ gender and
political orientation moderated the relationship. Given existing evidence that political
conservatives are more likely to favor the status quo, recent trends in public opinion toward the
#MeToo movement (IPSOS, 2018) and evidence that gender does not moderate perceptions of
sexual harassment (Goh et al, 2021), we expected political orientation to be a stronger predictor
of perceived men’s victimization than participant gender. Furthermore, we hypothesized that
among more conservative (but not more liberal) participants, perceptions of women’s voice on
issues of sexual assault would predict perceived victimization of men. For simplicity, we do not
report all measures, however, all study materials, data and syntax can be found here:

https://osf.io/6gfa2/?view_only=16b4{f494b59640b381e8d23{2230048.
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Method

Participants

We recruited 927 participants online through TurkPrime’s Mechanical Turk Toolkit in
exchange for $1'. Data were analyzed for 839 individuals (50.5% women) who remained after
removing those who failed attention checks? or those who did not identify as heterosexual® and
cisgender. The sample was 71.1% White, 8.4% Asian American, 6.8% African American, 7.5%
Latino/Hispanic American, 0.6% Native American, 5.3% multiracial, and 0.4% other.
Participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 81 years (M =40.07, SD = 12.52).
Procedure and measures

After consenting, participants completed measures in the order described below. All
items were rated using scales from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) unless otherwise
noted. See Table 1 for Ms, SDs, alphas, and correlations between measures. For preregistration,

see here: https://osf.io/m8yex/?view_only=bdladad7f1514852a97e35d8f142dccl and for all

Study 1 materials and data, see here:

https://osf.io/pq397/?view_only=5fdd3a90d7bb41b1bc5fdfd5dfb908c2.

Men’s Victimization. A 4-item composite assessed perceptions that men are victims of
false allegations and unfair suspicion of sexual assault. For example, (1) “Men are treated
unfairly in cases of sexual assault claims,” (2) “Nowadays, men are not able to freely express
their romantic desires for women.”

Women’s Voice. A 6-item composite assessed perceptions of women’s voice. Examples
include (1) “Women are allowed to freely express their opinions when it comes to issues of
sexual assault,” and (2) Women’s voices are often silenced on issues of sexual assault” (reverse

scored).
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Political Orientation. Participants reported their political orientation by responding to
the question: “When it comes to politics, do you usually consider yourself to be liberal,
conservative, or moderate?” using a scale of 1 (very liberal) to 7 (very conservative).

Table 1. Correlations, means, and reliabilities for measures in Study 1.

Variables 2 3 Mean o
(SD)

1) Men’s 0.44%* 0.44%** 3.54 0.92

Victimization (1.72)

2) Women'’s - 0.34** 4.95 0.90

Voice (1.27)

3) Political - - 3.68 -

Orientation (1.79)

Note: ** significant at .01 level
Results and Discussion
Predictors of men’s victimization
To test whether political orientation or gender were stronger predictors of perceived

men’s victimization, we first used OLS regression to predict perceptions of men’s victimization
from participants’ perceptions of women’s voice, political orientation, and gender. Conservatism
positively predicted perceived victimization (b = 0.33, p <.001, 95% CI1[0.27, 0.39]).
Perceptions of women’s voice also predicted victimization (b = 0.39, p <.001, 95% CI [0.31,
0.47]). Compared to women, men reported stronger perceptions that men are victims (b = 0.50,

SE = 0.10, #(836) = 4.95, p < .001, 95% CI [0.30, 0.70]).
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To examine whether gender or political orientation accounted for more variance in
perceptions of men as victims, we examined each variable’s incremental contribution to R with
women’s voice, political orientation, and gender in the models. The unique contribution of
political orientation (incremental R* = .10) was larger than that of gender (incremental R* = .02).
Gender as a moderator

To determine whether men and women differed in the extent to which they associated
women’s voice related to sexual assault with men’s victimization, we ran a regression using
Hayes’ PROCESS macro model 1 (Hayes, 2017). Specifically, we regressed participants’
perceptions that men are victims on their perceptions of women’s voice (mean-centered), their
gender (0 = men, 1 = women), and the interaction between these two predictors. Voice and
gender did not significantly interact (binteraction = 0.003, p = .98, 95% CI [-0.17, 0.17]). Although
previous analyses revealed that men tended to perceive men as more victimized than women did,
this null interaction coefficient indicates that perceptions of women’s voice had the same
(positive) effect on perceptions of men’s victimization among both men and women participants.
Political orientation as a moderator

Using PROCESS, we examined political orientation as a moderator of the effect of
women’s voice on victimization. We regressed participants’ perceptions that men are victims on
their perceptions of women’s voice (mean-centered), their political ideology (mean-centered),
and the interaction between these two predictors. The interaction between voice and political
orientation was marginally significant (binteraction = 0.04, p = .06, 95% CI [-0.002, 0.08]).

The model estimates a significant and positive relationship between women’s voice and
victimization among relatively conservative participants (1 SD above ideology’s mean; i.e., 5.47,

between “slightly conservative” and “conservative” on our 7-point scale) and among relatively
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liberal participants (1 SD below ideology’s mean; i.e., 1.89, approximately “liberal” on our 7-
point scale). These results are depicted in Figure 1 (bconservative = 0.52, 95% CI [0.40, 0.64]; biiveral
=0.38, p <.001, 95% CI [0.27, 0.48]). The relationship between perceptions of women’s voice
and men’s victimization was stronger to the extent that participants identified as conservative
rather than liberal.

Figure 1. Political orientation moderates the relationship between women’s voice and

men’s victimization for Study 1.

7

sl . Liberal

Conservative

b =0.52%%*

Men are Victims of False
Allegations

4
S
............. o
2
1
1 2 5 4 | | |

Women's Voice

Note: *** significant at .001. Coefficients are unstandardized. Variables are not mean-
centered. Thus, values correspond to the actual points on the scale.

Study 1 tested whether participant gender, political orientation and perceptions of
women’s voice predict the extent to which participants perceive that men are victimized. As
predicted, both political orientation and women’s voice significantly predicted perceptions of
men’s victimization. Additionally, political orientation (but not gender) marginally moderated
the relationship between voice and men’s victimization such that the relationship was stronger

for relatively conservative than for relatively liberal participants. Although our main hypotheses
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were supported, it is unclear from Study 1 whether women’s voice causes increased perceptions
of victimization, as the evidence is correlational.
Study 2

Study 2 examined whether perceptions of women’s voice cause perceptions that men are
victimized by the #MeToo movement. We hypothesized that participants primed to perceive
increased women’s voice would report greater victimization of men relative to a control
condition. Furthermore, consistent with Study 1, we predicted that the relation between women’s
voice and men’s victimization would be stronger to the extent that participants identified as
conservative rather than liberal.

Method

Participants

We recruited 117 White?* participants online through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk in
exchange for $1. After removing individuals who failed attention checks and who did not
identify as heterosexual and cisgender, 96 individuals remained (49% women). Participants’ ages
ranged from 19 to 72 years (M = 38.5, SD = 11.4).
Procedure and measures

We manipulated women’s voice by randomly assigning participants to one of two
conditions. In the High Voice condition, they read about the #MeToo movement and how it has
increased reports of sexual assault and attention to sexual assault experiences. For example,
participants read about how “women have spoken up about their experiences in unprecedented
numbers” and that women are “formally reporting their sexual assault experience to HR and even
to law enforcement.” In the Control condition participants read about recommendations for gift-

giving; the goal was to make gender salient (by discussing gift ideas for men and women)
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without reference to sexual assault or women’s voice. For example, participants read about how
“access to gift guides has made it much easier for people who don’t love searching for gifts to
find the perfect present for the men and women in their lives.” Again, we do not report all
measures or conditions’, however, all study materials, data and syntax could be found here:

https://0sf.i0/9zpx5/?view_only=693aa6c25b874851855d15{3a321593a.

Participants then completed dependent measures.

Men’s victimization® is a 5-item composite. The victimization measure in Study 1
assessed participants’ beliefs that men were victimized by spurious allegations of sexual assault.
To examine whether women’s voice affects perceptions that men are victimized more generally
(rather than only by sexual assault allegations), we used a broader measure of men’s
victimization in Study 2. Items in the broader Study 2 measure included “It’s a scary time to be a
man in America” and “Men are under attack in America.” We present results for the more
specific measure in the supplement. See Table 2 for Ms, SDs, and correlations between measures.

Participants also reported their perceptions of women’s voice, and demographics
including their political orientation (variables were assessed as in Study 1).

Table 2. Correlations, means, and reliabilities for measures in Study 2.

Variables 2 3 Mean o
(SD)

1) Men’s 0.43** 0.67** 3.14 0.94

Victimization (1.70)

2) Women’s Voice - 0.38%* 4.86 0.95

(1.47)
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3) Political Orientation - - 3.72 -
(1.94)

Note: ** significant at .01 level
Results and Discussion

Manipulation Check

An independent-samples t-test revealed that condition significantly affected voice, #(94) =
2.17, p = .03. Participants in the High Voice condition perceived women as having more of a
voice in terms of sexual assault (M = 5.2, SD = 1.3) than those in the Control condition (M = 4.5,
SD = 1.6).
Gender differences

We examined gender differences in political orientation, women’s voice, and men’s
victimization using independent samples #-tests. Men and women did not differ in their political
orientation or in their perceptions that men are victimized (ps > .15). However, men perceived
women to have more voice (M = 5.3, SD = 1.3) than women did (M = 4.4, SD = 1.5), t(94) = -
2.92, p = .004. Consistent with Study 1, gender did not moderate condition effects on
victimization’.
Predictors of men’s victimization

We next regressed perceptions of men’s victimization on participants’ political
orientation, gender, and the condition to which they were assigned (without yet estimating any
interactions) (F(3, 92) = 26.62, p <.001, R*> = .47). More conservative participants were more
likely to perceive men as victims (b = 0.58, p <.001, 95% CI [0.44, 0.71]). Gender had no effect

on perceived men’s victimization (b =-0.12, p = .65, 95% CI [-0.64, 0.40]), and experimental
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condition had a marginally significant effect on men’s victimization (b = 0.47, p = .08, 95% CI [-
0.05, 0.99)).
Political orientation as a moderator

Using Hayes” PROCESS macro model 1, we tested whether the effect of condition on
perceptions of men’s victimization depended on participants’ political orientation. We regressed
participants’ perceptions that men are victims on experimental condition (dummy coded; High
Voice condition = 1, Control condition = 0), their political ideology (mean-centered), and the
interaction between these two predictors. We observed a marginally significant interaction
between ideology and condition (b = 0.24, p = .08, 95% CI [-0.03, 0.50]). We probed the
interaction despite the marginal effect given our a-priori predictions.

First, simple effects analysis revealed that conservatism predicted greater perceived
victimization of men in both the High Voice (b = 0.69, p <.001, 95% CI [0.50, 0.87]) and the
Control conditions (b = 0.45, p <.001, 95% CI [0.26, 0.64]). The High Voice condition
strengthened the existing relationship between political orientation and the belief that men are
victims. Second, we found that the effect of experimental condition depended critically on
participants’ political orientation. The predicted effect of the High Voice condition was
significant among relatively conservative participants (i.e., one standard deviation above the
mean: 5.66 on a 1-7 scale), such that those in the High Voice condition perceived more
victimization than those in the Control condition (b =0.93, p = .01, 95% CI [0.20, 1.65]). The
corresponding predicted effect among relatively liberal participants (i.e., one standard deviation
below the mean: 1.78 on a 1-7 scale) was not statistically significant (b = 0.002, p = 1.0, 95% CI

[-0.72, 0.72]). See Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Relationship between political orientation and men’s victimization by condition

for Study 2.
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Note: *** significant at .001. Coefficients are unstandardized. Variables are not mean-centered.
Thus, values correspond to the actual points on the scale. Conservatism moderates the effect of
experimental condition, but because condition is dichotomous and conservatism is continuous,
we have made conservatism the X-axis in this figure.
Study 2 discussion

Study 2 assessed whether perceiving women to have greater voice related to sexual
assault increases perceptions that men are victims. We manipulated women’s voice by priming
participants to perceive that women’s voices had been amplified by the #MeToo movement or a
control that primed only gender.

Replicating Study 1, conservatism was associated with greater perceived victimization of
men. Further, although the interaction term itself was marginally significant, simple effects

revealed that relatively conservative participants who read about the #MeToo movement
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perceived significantly more victimization of men than those in the Control condition. In
contrast, more liberal participants showed no condition differences.
Study 3

Studies 1 and 2 showed how increased women’s voice (related to sexual assault and as
amplified by the #MeToo movement) leads both men and women, particularly more conservative
individuals, to perceive men as victims. Study 3 examined the consequences of perceiving men
as being victimized by the #MeToo movement.

Prior research suggests that when high-status groups perceive themselves as victimized,
they tend to support efforts to reestablish the status quo (e.g., O’Brien & Crandall, 2005; Wilkins
et al., 2015; Wilkins et al., 2018). We hypothesized that men led to believe that men are
victimized would be more hesitant to work alone with a woman and less willing to combat
sexual assault (relative to men in a control condition). Additionally, given evidence that
conservatives are particularly motivated to maintain the status quo (e.g., Jost et al., 2003), and
the relationship between attention to sexual assault and perceived men’s victimization, we
expected that the negative relation between men’s victimization and gender-inclusive intentions
would be particularly strong for more politically conservative participants.

We also explored how women react to reading about men’s victimization. Given the
distinct roles that men and women often occupy in the workplace and in allegations and incidents
of sexual misconduct, we had men and women complete different measures. We explored
women’s comfort with working alone with men and women’s perceptions of men’s beliefs and
behaviors. However, we had no strong predictions for how our manipulation would affect
women’s responses.

Methods
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Participants

We recruited 202 White participants online through TurkPrime’s Mechanical Turk
Toolkit in exchange for $1.50. Data were analyzed for 176 individuals (50.6% women) who
remained after removing those who failed attention checks and those who did not identify as
heterosexual and cisgender. Participants’ ages ranged from 20 to 76 years (M = 39.1, SD = 12.4).
Procedure and measures

After consenting, participants were randomly assigned to either read a fictitious article
about how the #MeToo movement is victimizing men or a control article that described
victimization of a non-self-relevant group: Canadian Inuit (see McCoy & Major, 2007 for use of
this control). Participants in the #MeToo victimization condition read about how “men have been
fired or forced to step down from high power positions, often facing jail time” and that people
are worried about “a rush to judgment, unproven accusations that could destroy lives, and a
bandwagon effect that could encourage people to overstate claims of sexual misconduct that
ultimately hurt men.” After answering a series of attention check questions about the article, men
were told to imagine they are a supervisor at a company with a team of subordinates. Women
were told to imagine a close male friend or family member was a supervisor at a company with a
team of subordinates. Then, participants completed the measures below. For all study materials,
data and syntax, see here:

https://osf.io/fx34qg/?view_only=8acff3379ce74dd2ba4da46e9cb94187. See Table 3 and 4 for

Ms, SDs, alphas, and correlations between measures for men and women participants separately.
Men’s preferred social distance from women. Men reported how hesitant they would

be to work alone with a woman. The composite included 5 items, for instance, (1) “How hesitant
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would you be to mentor a woman?” and (2) “How hesitant would you be to travel alone with a
woman you are mentoring?”’.

Intent to combat sexual misconduct. Men reported how willing they would be to
combat sexual assault and harassment using a 4-item composite, for instance, (1) “How willing
would you be to speak out against sexual harassment in the workplace?” and (2) “How willing
would you be to join a local advocacy group to support victims of sexual assault?”

Men’s perceptions of women’s comfort. A 5-item composite assessed how comfortable
men perceive women to be working alone with a man, for instance, (1) “How comfortable do
you think she would be to seek out advice from a male mentor?” and (2) “How comfortable do
you think she would be to travel alone with a male supervisor?”

Women’s comfort. Using a 5-item composite, women reported how comfortable they
would be to work alone with a man. Items included: (1) “How comfortable would you be to seek
out advice from a male mentor?” and (2) “How comfortable would you be to travel alone with a
male supervisor?”’

Women’s perception of men’s preferred social distance. Using a 5-item composite,
women reported how willing they perceive a close male friend or family member to be to work
alone with a woman. For instance, (1) “How hesitant do you think he would be to mentor a
woman?” and (2) “How hesitant do you think he would be to travel alone with a woman he is
mentoring?”’

Women’s perceptions of men’s intentions to combat sexual misconduct. Women
reported their perceptions of how willingly a close male friend or family member would combat

sexual assault and harassment using a 4-item composite. Items included: (1) “How willing do
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you think he would be to attend a sexual harassment workshop at work?” and (2) “How willing
do you think he would be to learn more about sexual harassment?”

Participants reported their perceptions of men’s victimization and their political
orientation using measures described in Study 2.

Table 3. Correlations, means, and reliabilities for measures in Study 3 for men.

Variables 2 3 4 5 Mean o
(SD)

1) Men’s 0.63%* -0.27* 0.13 0.60%** 3.51 0.92

victimization (1.63)

2) Men’s - -0.27* 0.04 0.46%* 2.81 091

preferred social (1.68)

distance

3) Men’s intent - - -0.04 -0.21 5.01 0.87

to combat (1.57)

sexual

misconduct

4) Men’s - - - 0.22% 3.63 0.81

perceptions of (1.25)

women’s

comfort

5) Political - - - - 3.40 -

orientation (1.79)

Note: * significant at .05 level, ** significant at .01 level

Table 4. Correlations, means, and reliabilities for measures in Study 3 for women.

Variables 2 3 4 5 Mean o
(SD)
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1) Men’s 0.24* 0.21%* 0.01 0.46** 3.10 0.94
victimization (1.59)

2) Women’s - -0.11 0.23* 0.07 3.98 0.79
comfort (1.35)

3) Women’s - - 0.06 0.26* 3.47 0.89
perceptions of (1.56)

men’s

preferred

social distance

4) Women'’s - - - 0.08 4.81 0.89
perception of (1.50)

men’s intent to

combat sexual

misconduct
5) Political - - - - 3.76 -
orientation (1.90)

Note: * significant at .05 level, ** significant at .01 level
Results and Discussion

Manipulation Check

We first examined whether the manipulation influenced perceptions of men’s
victimization. An independent-samples t-test revealed a significant effect of condition on
victimization, #(174) = 2.31, p = .02, 95% CI [0.08, 1.03], such that participants in the #MeToo
Victimization condition perceived men as being more victimized (M = 3.6, SD = 1.7) than in the
Control condition (M = 3.0, SD = 1.5).

Because men and women completed different measures, we used separate models to
predict outcome variables for men and women. We begin with the models predicting men’s

preferences, intentions, and beliefs.
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Men: Political Orientation as a Moderator

Using Hayes” PROCESS macro model 1, we examined the effects of condition, political
orientation and their interaction on men’s preferences, intentions, and beliefs. In three separate
models, we regressed men’s preferred social distance from women, men’s intent to combat
sexual misconduct, and men’s perceptions of women’s comfort on experimental condition
(dummy coded; High Voice condition = 1, Control condition = 0), their political ideology (mean-
centered), and the interaction between these two predictors. When the interaction between
political orientation and condition was significant, we examined the simple effects of condition
among participants who were one standard deviation above (i.e., 5.19 on a 1-7 scale) and below
(i.e., 1.61 on a 1-7 scale) participants’ mean score of political orientation.

Men’s preferred social distance from women. We first regressed men’s preferred
social distance from women (i.e., their hesitance to work alone with women) on our two
predictors and their interaction. The interaction was significant (b = 0.39, p = .03, 95% CI [0.04,
0.73]).

Simple effects analysis revealed that the relation between political orientation and
preferred social distance was significant for men in both conditions. However, the relationship
was stronger in the #MeToo victimization condition (b = 0.65, p <.001, 95% CI [0.40, 0.91])
than in the Control condition (b = 0.26, p = .03, 95% CI [0.03, 0.50]).

Additionally, the predicted effect of condition was larger to the extent that participants
identified as conservative. Men who reported being relatively conservative were significantly
more hesitant to work with women when they were assigned to the #MeToo victimization

condition than when they were assigned to the Control condition (b = 1.45, p =.001, 95% CI
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[0.58, 2.32]). Men who reported being relatively liberal showed no difference in their hesitance
to work with women across conditions (b = 0.06, p = .88, 95% CI [-0.80, 0.93]). See Figure 3.
Figure 3. Relationship between political orientation and men’s hesitance to work with

women by condition for Study 3.
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Note: * significant at .05 level, *** significant at .001. Coefficients are unstandardized.
Variables are not mean-centered. Thus, values correspond to the actual points on the scale.
Conservatism moderates the effect of experimental condition, but because condition is
dichotomous and conservatism is continuous, we have made conservatism the X-axis in this
figure.

Men’s intent to combat sexual misconduct. We next regressed men’s intent to combat
sexual misconduct on condition, political orientation, and the interaction between them. Once
again, the interaction was significant (b =-0.41, p = .03, 95% CI [-0.78, -0.05]).

On the one hand, ideology mattered more in the #MeToo victimization condition than in

the Control condition. Greater conservatism predicted less anti-assault and harassment advocacy
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among men in the #MeToo victimization condition (b = -0.41, 95% CI [-0.68, -0.14]), but not in
the Control condition (b = 0.01, p = .95, 95% CI [-0.24, 0.26]).

On the other hand, experimental condition had a stronger effect among relatively
conservative participants than among relatively liberal participants. Once again, the model
predicted no difference in relatively liberal men’s intent to combat sexual misconduct across
conditions (b =0.65,p=.17,95% CI [-0.27, 1.58]). However, relatively conservative men in
the #MeToo victimization condition reported marginally less activist intentions than they did in
the Control condition (b =-0.83, p = .08, 95% CI [-1.76, 0.10]). See Figure 4.

Figure 4. Relationship between political orientation and men’s activism by condition for

Study 3.
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Note: ** significant at .01 level. Coefficients are unstandardized. Variables are not mean-
centered. Thus, values correspond to the actual points on the scale. Conservatism moderates the
effect of experimental condition, but because condition is dichotomous and conservatism is

continuous, we have made conservatism the X-axis in this figure.
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Men’s perceptions of women’s comfort. Finally, we used political orientation,
experimental condition, and the interaction between them to predict men’s perceptions of how
comfortable women are when working alone with men. Again, condition and political orientation
interacted as predicted (b = 0.30, p = .04, 95% CI [0.01, 0.59]).

Once again, ideology mattered more in the #MeToo victimization condition than in the
Control condition. When men were asked how comfortable they thought women would be
working alone with men, relatively liberal men in the #MeToo victimization condition tended to
perceive women would be less comfortable than did relatively conservative men (b =0.32, p =
.004, 95% CI [0.10, 0.53]). Political orientation had no effect in the Control condition (b =0.01,
p=.90,95% CI [-0.18, 0.21]).

In contrast to our prior results, though, experimental condition had a stronger effect
among relatively liberal participants than among relatively conservative participants. Relatively
conservative men’s perceptions of women’s comfort did not differ based on condition (b = 0.25,
p=.50,95% CI [-0.48, 0.98]); however, relatively liberal men’s perceptions of women’s comfort
were significantly lower in the #MeToo victimization condition than in the Control condition (b
=-0.84, p=.02,95% CI [-1.57, -0.11]). See Figure 5.

Figure 5. Relationship between political orientation and men’s perceptions of women’s

comfort by condition for Study 3.
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Note: ** significant at .01 level. Coefficients are unstandardized. Variables are not mean-
centered. Thus, values correspond to the actual points on the scale. Conservatism moderates the
effect of experimental condition, but because condition is dichotomous and conservatism is
continuous, we have made conservatism the X-axis in this figure.

Women: Political Orientation

Neither condition nor political orientation were related to women’s comfort, women’s
perceptions of men’s preferred social distance at work, or women’s perceptions of men’s
intentions to combat sexual misconduct (ps > .14).

Study 3 discussion

Taken together, our findings suggest that relatively conservative men who read an article
arguing that the #MeToo movement has victimized men tended to report wanting to distance
themselves from women and from efforts to combat sexual misconduct. Conservatism predicted
men’s hesitancy to work alone with a woman, their reluctance to fight against sexual misconduct,
and their perception that women are comfortable working alone with men.

One could argue that relatively conservative men were more hesitant to work alone with
women in the workplace because of a new concern for women's comfort in light of the #MeToo
movement. However, relatively conservative participants in the #MeToo victimization condition
did not report any more concern about women’s comfort than relative conservatives in the
Control condition. They also reported being /ess (not more) likely to try to combat sexual assault
and harassment than relatively conservative men in the Control condition.

Our findings are more consistent with the possibility that considering #MeToo made
relatively conservative men in our study more hesitant to work closely with women out of fear

that they might be victimized as a result of those interactions. In contrast, the fact that relatively
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liberal men who read about men’s victimization perceived women as less comfortable in the
workplace could explain why relatively liberal men reported greater intentions to combat sexual
misconduct. That is, relatively liberal men in the #MeToo victimization condition seemed to
express more sensitivity to women’s potential discomfort and more willingness to engage in
activism on their behalf.

Neither condition nor political orientation predicted women’s comfort, their perceptions
of men’s preferred social distance at work, or their perceptions that men will combat sexual
misconduct. This could be because women were asked to imagine how another group would
respond to a situation - a more psychologically distant hypothetical situation. Alternatively,
women’s expectations for men’s behavior may be more difficult to influence than men’s
professed intentions toward women.

General Discussion

Our goal in the present studies was to explain backlash against the #MeToo movement.
Faced with a movement intended to raise awareness of the ubiquity of sexual assault and to
empower victims to seek justice, some instead perceive a threat to innocent men. We wanted to
know who perceives this threat and why.

Prior theory suggests competing predictions as to whether gender or political orientation
would be a greater predictor. For instance, some research suggests that men, given their relative
advantage in society, may respond negatively to the #MeToo movement to the extent that they
perceive it as a potential threat to their social advantage. On the other hand, another body of
work suggests that attitudes toward social change may be more closely tied to people’s
endorsement of ideologies that justify existing social structures (i.e., political conservatism) than

to their own position within the hierarchy (in this case gender).
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We find that people’s reactions to the #MeToo movement depend on both their political
orientation and their gender, but the effect of political orientation was especially robust across
studies. Consistent with evidence that conservatives in the contemporary U.S. tend to oppose
social change and favor the perpetuation of longstanding status hierarchies (Jost et al., 2009),
more conservative participants in our studies were more likely than relatively liberal participants
to perceive the #MeToo movement and women’s growing voice on issues of sexual assault as a
threat that victimizes men. This difference is relative; in Study 1, we found that both relatively
conservative and relatively liberal individuals tended to conflate women’s empowerment with
potential costs for men. This suggests that even liberals may sometimes see women’s
empowerment as hurting men. However, across all three studies, we observe that conservativism
predicts more negative reactions. For instance, in Study 2, although the interaction term was
marginally significant, simple slopes revealed that among relatively conservative participants,
those who read about the #MeToo movement perceived significantly more victimization of men
than those in the control condition. People whose worldview favors the status quo, and the
gendered hierarchies that comprise it, seem more likely to perceive that men are harmed by
#MeToo.

The effects we found for gender were weaker and less robust than those of political
orientation, but men and women did display some differences. In both Studies 1 and 2, men were
more concerned than women were with men’s victimization, and men also tended to say that
women had more voice than women themselves believed they had. In Study 3, we found that
priming participants to perceive that men were being victimized only affected the outcomes we
observed for men. However, this last result should be interpreted with caution given that men

and women responded to different questions.
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Reading about #MeToo as victimizing men may have motivated men in our study to
distance themselves from women in the workplace, perhaps to protect themselves from potential
“victimization.” We found no evidence that this hesitance to work closely with women was
grounded in a concern for women’s comfort or wellbeing. On the contrary, men’s reluctance to
work with women would likely deprive women of valued opportunities and resources, especially
in male-dominated professions. This result is consistent with practices in the real world. For
instance, men who follow the so-called “Billy Graham Rule” (a practice among some evangelical
men) intentionally avoid spending time alone with women who are not their wife so as to avoid
sexual temptation and avoid accusations of sexual harassment or assault (Hesse, 2019). While
practices like these may sometimes be construed as a way to “protect” women, they presume that
any one-on-one interaction between men and women is at least potentially sexual and that the
presumed risk of (men’s) sexual temptation outweighs other reasons opposite-sex individuals
might interact as friends or colleagues. This outlook can severely disadvantage women in
workplaces with male leadership. To put this in context using a high-profile example, former
Vice President Mike Pence publicly claimed that he refused to be alone with women (The
Guardian, 2017). The fact that women cannot take advantage of business dinners or career advice
over lunch with some men might have dire consequences for women’s career advancement.
Men’s hesitance to interact with women may deprive women of their seat at the table.

We set out to determine who perceives the #MeToo movement to be a threat to men and
how that perception might impact women’s lives. We find that it is largely (but not exclusively)
relatively conservative people who perceive the #MeToo movement as threatening and that
gender is a less important predictor of this perception. Thus, despite the movement’s stated goal

to empower women, women who strongly endorse conservative ideologies may abet
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conservative men in resisting the changes it advocates. The quotation from Laura Loomer with
which we begin our paper is an anecdotal testament to this possibility.

That said, how men behave when they hold these negative beliefs about the #MeToo
movement might have an especially strong impact on women's professional opportunities.
Relatively conservative men led to believe that men's status in American society is precarious
said they would change their behavior in ways that could isolate and disadvantage the women
with whom they work. Neither relatively liberal men nor women (of any political orientation)
showed the same reaction. So, although political orientation seems to shape what people believe
about the #MeToo movement, their gender seems to determine what they do about that belief,
sometimes producing behavior that could undermine or even reverse the very advances the
#MeToo movement aims to make.

Limitations and Future Directions

One limitation of our studies is that they rely on self-report questionnaires. Men
(especially relatively liberal men) may overstate their willingness to work with women or their
inclination toward feminist activism if they perceive these progressive characteristics as socially
desirable. Our reliance on behavioral intentions may therefore overestimate ideological
differences and underestimate men’s willingness to discriminate against women. Future studies
using behavioral measures could cast more light on the real-world consequences of how men
react to the #MeToo movement. Does a perceived threat to men’s power and status affect actual
promotion and hiring decisions? Or how often or how effectively men work together with
women in teams? These questions remain open to future investigation.

We also focused specifically and intentionally on the negative reactions that people can

have to the #MeToo movement, rather than its real and potential positive effects for women and
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society. The hashtag and the climate it has created have provided women the opportunity to
express themselves, feel heard, and find validation in others’ experiences (Grewal Law PLLC,
2020). Moreover, the movement may have helped to change men’s behavior toward women in
socially desirable ways: perhaps making them more intentional and considerate in how they
interact with women in their daily lives. Our goal is not to make normative claims about the
desirability of the #MeToo movement or the strategies it has employed. Rather, we seek to
highlight and explain the roots of some individuals’ defensive reactions to the movement and
their resistance to the change it attempts to effect.
Conclusion

Sexual assault remains an important and pervasive social ill. The #MeToo movement has
attempted to grapple with this issue and made strides in helping women to report sexual assault
(Levy & Mattsson, 2020), creating more gender equality in workplaces (Carlsen et al., 2018).
Even so, the #MeToo movement has met with considerable resistance from those concerned that
it has gone too far. We show that this resistance is closely related to political ideologies that
treasure the (inegalitarian) status quo over the risk and uncertainty that would accompany
systemic change. We also show that this defensive reaction to the threat of change could

manifest in men’s behaviors in ways that, ironically, exacerbate existing gender inequalities.
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Notes
Data for all studies were collected between December 2018 and December 2019.
We included 4 attention checks (e.g. asking participants to choose a particular number of
the scale).
3 We excluded non-heterosexual participants because egalitarian values differ based on
sexual orientation (Kulik, 2018). Additionally, the conversation around the #MeToo movement
has largely been in regard to sexual assault committed by straight men (Bjorklund & Dabhl,
2017). However, we ran analyses including non-heterosexual participants and found the same
pattern of results.
4 As the #Metoo movement has particularly highlighted the plight of White victims (Burke,
2017; Leung & Williams, 2019; Onwuachi-Willig, 2018), we restrict our sample to Whites.
White people and people of color do not have the same history with accusations of rape.
Whereas White men accused often go unpunished, Black men have historically been falsely
accused and convicted of rape (Wyatt, 1992; Patton & Snyder-Yuly, 2007). Therefore, people of
color may perceive the #MeToo movement differently than Whites. Due to these factors, we
restricted our sample to White people in Studies 2 and 3.
5 In a third condition (not reported here) participants read that women’s voice related to
sexual assault has decreased (low voice condition). We excluded the condition from analyses
because it did not successfully lower perceptions of women’s voice (compared to the high voice
condition) based on the manipulation check. This is likely because reading about the #MeToo
movement was sufficient to increase perceived women’s voice. Therefore, we focus on the
control condition which primes gender but does not mention voice or the movement. See
supplemental materials for analyses including this third condition:
https://osf.io/xdaws/?view only=01fda47b51214553aa01a500d85f2746.
6 The new victimization measure was broader than the one used in Study 1, as we wanted
to examine perceptions that men are victimized in general (not just by allegations of sexual
assault). See supplemental materials for analysis using the more specific victimization measure
(victimization in terms of sexual assault):
https://osf.io/xdaws/?view only=01fda47b51214553aa01a500d85f2746.
7 For victimization there was a main effect of condition, b = 0.73, p = .04, C1[0.04, 1.41],
but no main effect gender, b =-0.18, p = .72, CI [-1.15, 0.80]. Furthermore, there was no
interaction between condition and gender, b = 0.72, p = .30, CI [-0.65, 2.08].
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