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Abstract: This research investigated the relation between motivation to avoid uncertainty, as 

reflected in the need for cognitive closure, implicit theories about the malleability of human 

a�ributes, and a�itudes toward women as leaders vs. followers. In a cross-sectional study (N = 470) 

conducted in Italy, we hypothesized and found that the need for cognitive closure directly enhanced 

the belief that women are compatible with followership roles rather than leadership roles. 

Furthermore, the results from a mediational analysis revealed that the relation between the need for 

cognitive closure and the belief that women are compatible with followership roles rather than 

leadership was mediated by implicit person theories (i.e., the conviction that people features are 

malleable vs. unchangeable). Notably, we obtained these results while controlling for participants’ 

gender, educational level, and age. The theoretical and practical implications are discussed.  

Keywords: need for cognitive closure; implicit person theories; a�itudes toward women as leaders 

vs. followers 

 

1. Introduction  

The stereotype suggesting an inherent incompatibility between women and 

leadership roles remains a significant and persistent issue within Western cultures, 

despite more than five decades of study [1,2]. A substantial body of prior research has 

uncovered numerous factors contributing to the entrenchment of this phenomenon. 

Notably, women in leadership positions are frequently assessed as less effective than their 

male counterparts [3]. Moreover, it is hardly surprising that leadership is predominantly 

associated with masculine traits in both Western and non-Western societies [4,5]. 

Consequently, a pronounced bias against women in leadership roles, driven by this 

stereotype, continues to pervade our society; for a comprehensive review, refer to [6]. 

Remarkably, recent research conducted by [7] has indicated that in addition to the 

prevalent bias against women in leadership roles, there exists a preference for women as 

followers. This implies that the stereotype does not only posit male superiority over 

women in leadership but also asserts female superiority over men as followers. In essence, 

the stereotype dictates that the ideal leader should be a man, while the ideal follower 

should be a woman. 

Despite the large body of research conducted on prejudice toward women leaders, 

the other side of the coin, namely, the prejudice about the compatibility between women 

and followership roles, has received less a�ention. Hence, the present research aimed to 

identify the main psychological catalysts of this kind of a�itude. Specifically, embracing 

a motivational perspective, we investigated the role of (a) the motivation to avoid 

uncertainty—i.e., the need for cognitive closure [8] and (b) implicit person theories (IPT) 
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[9] as precursors and consolidators of the belief that men are be�er than women as leaders 

and women are be�er than men as followers. 

1.1. Need for Cognitive Closure, Implicit Person Theory, and Prejudiced A�itudes 

The need for cognitive closure (NCC) [8] is defined as a motivation to dislike 

uncertain knowledge. That is, it is posited that individuals strive for knowledge-certainty 

and the avoidance of ambiguity when they face new situations. And, particularly, 

individuals who experience the need for cognitive closure are in search for quick and 

certain answers to solve the situation that elicited it. Importantly for the present research, 

when an individual strives for cognitive closure, they will be motivated to search for stable 

sources of knowledge. Interestingly, the need for cognitive closure can be a dispositional 

individual difference, or it can be situationally activated through environmental features 

that induce pressure (e.g., noise or time pressure) see [10] for a review. Notably, those 

who strive for cognitive closure, also strive for knowledge stability [10]. That is, the high-

need-for-closure individuals give certainty to their epistemic processes by embracing and 

crystalizing certain and simple pills of knowledge. Important to us, the notion that each 

gender has its stable features and roles (e.g., men are leaders—women are followers) was 

hypothesized to satisfy the need for cognitive closure [11]. Following this, an empirical 

examination of this hypothesis confirmed that the NCC (need for cognitive closure) 

emerged as a pivotal precursor to the reliance on easily accessible schemas [12], which 

encompass stereotypes [13], resistance to change in well-established environments [14], 

the perception of racial outgroups as homogenous [15], the expression of a�itudes that 

support the existing system [16], and the display of group-oriented a�itudes and 

behaviors [17]. These behaviors encompass aspects like moral foundations, as seen in [18], 

as well as the inclination toward strong norms and reduced tolerance for individuals who 

deviate from established norms, as exemplified in [19,20]. 

Implicit person theories [9] are grounded in Kelly’s [21] theory of personality and in 

Heider’s field theory of social perception [22], and specifically refers to people’s naïve 

assumptions on the malleability of personal a�ributes. Firstly, the theory posits that 

people have key implicit beliefs through which they process their social perception of 

others. It follows that these implicit theories—or beliefs—are separated into two different 

types of assumptions that individuals may make about the malleability of others’ personal 

a�ributes. Specifically, Dweck and colleagues [9], identified the general belief that 

humans’ a�ributes are fixed and, thus, that they are non-malleable traits (i.e., entity 

theory). On the other hand, people may also believe that humans’ main a�ributes are 

malleable, and, therefore, that they can be changed, developed, or trained (i.e., 

incremental theory). Notably, it is interesting to notice that while entity theories represent 

a stable source of knowledge (more on this point below), incremental theories represent a 

notion about the possibility that people’s a�itudes and beliefs can change and can thus 

result in a consequent need for certain knowledge. 

As we pointed out above, stability is a pivotal feature with respect to knowledge for 

those individuals that strive for cognitive closure. Hence, it is reasonable to speculate that 

those who desire cognitive closure and thus dislike instability are more likely to adopt an 

entity theory in their approach to social perception [23]. In other words, we expect that 

entity theories of personality that entail people’s a�ributes’ stability fulfil people’s desire 

for cognitive closure; meanwhile, incremental theories should frustrate that desire, 

thereby throwing people into uncertainty. In accordance with Kruglanski’s predictions 

[23], Levy and colleagues [24] found that a high need for cognitive closure was associated 

with an endorsement of entity (vs. incremental) implicit person theories. However, these 

results were not obtained through studies designed to test that hypothesis and they are 

thus only ‘side results’. Further, there are not, to our knowledge, other studies that have 

investigated the relationship between these two important constructs. Notably, past 

research has already indicated a clear association between the need for cognitive closure 

and the trait-based evaluation of others. For example, Chiu and colleagues [25] found that 
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individuals high in the need for cognitive closure tended to evaluate others in function of 

naively assumed dispositions. These findings, such as the present hypothesized relation 

between the need for cognitive closure and implicit person theories, are based on a large 

body of authoritative research showing that those who naively build their knowledge tend 

to trace behaviors to a correspondent—stable—disposition; e.g., [26]. As a result, ‘lay’ 

individuals overestimate cross-situational consistency in humans’ behaviors and have 

excessive confidence in dispositional and stable traits in predicting trait-related behaviors 

in specific situations [27,28]. Based on these important findings and arguments, we 

expected that individuals high in the need for cognitive closure (i.e., who naively build 

their knowledge) would have tended to rely on entity (vs. incremental) theories of social 

perception. 

Importantly for us, both the need for cognitive closure and implicit person theories 

have been associated with prejudiced a�itudes [10,24]. Specifically in the ‘negative 

a�itudes toward women’ arena, [29] found that individuals with a dispositional need for 

cognitive closure had higher levels of negative a�itude toward women in nontraditional 

roles. Further, Baldner and Pierro [30] replicated these results with respect to the 

association between the need for cognitive closure and negative a�itudes toward women 

leaders and found that this relationship is mediated by binding moral foundations—i.e., 

a concern for the larger group and its norms and standards [31]. Interestingly, a large body 

of research found other mediators of this process, such as hostile sexism [32], or 

benevolence toward men [33]. However, research that investigated the mediational role 

of implicit person theories are lacking. 

Furthermore, implicit person theories have been shown to be significantly linked to 

social stereotyping. Specifically, individuals holding an entity theory, as opposed to those 

who support an incremental theory, have been found to make more stereotypical trait 

judgments about various ethnic and occupational groups and tend to evaluate novel 

groups more extremely. Furthermore, holders of entity theories tend to a�ribute 

stereotyped traits to inherent group characteristics rather than situational or 

environmental factors [24]. In essence, entity theorists tend to engage in a form of lay 

dispositionism and utilize traits as the fundamental unit for analyzing social perceptions 

[34]. Consequently, entity theories often disregard mediating factors such as individuals’ 

intentions to justify their behavior [35] and presuppose that people’s behaviors remain 

consistent across different time periods and situations [36]. Relevant to the current 

research, Hoyt and Burne�e [37] observed that the correlation between individuals’ 

a�itudes toward women in positions of authority and their subsequent gender-biased 

evaluations of female leaders is notably more pronounced among those who adhere to 

entity theories compared to those who espouse incremental theories. 

Relevantly, as the need for cognitive closure and entity theories play an important 

role with respect to the prejudice toward women leaders (i.e., women are incompatible 

with leadership roles), the same should be true for the reverse. That is, the need for 

cognitive closure and entity theories should also be associated with the endorsement of 

the prejudice toward women followers (i.e., women are compatible with followership 

roles). Indeed, leadership and followership are two sides of the same coin and, as such, it 

is reasonable to point out that if a category (i.e., women) is considered as incompatible 

with leadership roles, then it will be considered as compatible with followership roles. 

Research investigating the compatibility between women and followers is sparse but the 

few results at our disposal seem to support our idea. For instance, Braun and colleagues 

[7] showed that individuals that hold implicit theories about how an ideal follower should 

be associated followership roles with women rather than men. In line with this notion, 

women, in terms of motivation to gain power, have been always considered as compatible 

with followership rather than leadership roles [38,39]. Moreover, generally speaking, 

women do not fit the image of a typical leader and they are thus considered as suitable 

for followership roles [11,40,41]. 
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1.2. The Present Research 

To summarize, a large body of research has already investigated the role of cognitive 

closure and implicit person theories within the gender-based prejudices arena [15,37]. 

However, to our knowledge, studies that simultaneously investigate the role of cognitive 

closure and implicit person theories with respect to prejudice toward women leaders do 

not exist. Further, the other side of the coin (i.e., prejudice toward women followers) has 

received much less a�ention. Hence, through a cross-sectional study conducted in Italy, 

the present research aims to investigate the relation between the need for cognitive closure 

(i.e., a motivation to avoid uncertainty) and a�itudes toward women as leaders and 

followers. We suggest that those who are characterized by a high need for cognitive 

closure tend to evaluate women as incompatible with leadership roles and therefore 

express more negative a�itudes toward women as leaders. On the other hand, people who 

are high in the need for cognitive closure should evaluate women as compatible with 

followership roles. Furthermore, we hypothesized that the association between the need 

for cognitive closure and a�itudes toward women as leaders vs. followers is mediated by 

implicit entity theory (i.e., the belief that a�ributes are fixed). To further test the goodness 

of our hypotheses, we tested the hypothesized mediational model while controlling for 

the participants’ age, gender, and educational level. 

2. Method 

2.1. Sample Size Determination 

To determine the minimum sample size to detect the indirect effects of a simple 

mediation model, we used the online tool “Monte Carlo Power Analysis for Indirect 

Effects” by Schoemann, Boulton, and Short [42]. Assuming medium effect sizes (r = 0.30), 

the confidence level set at 95 percent, the power set at 0.80, 5000 Monte Carlo simulations 

indicated a minimum sample size of 154 participants to detect the indirect effect of the 

need for cognitive closure on negative a�itudes toward women as leaders (vs. followers) 

via the implicit person theories. 

2.2. Participants, Design, and Procedure 

To test our hypotheses, we enrolled 470 Italian adults (42.6% males; Mage = 27.40, 

SDage = 9.15, the age range was from 18 years to 72 years) in a cross-sectional design. With 

respect to the educational level, 3.0% had a middle school education or lower, 41.3% had 

a high school education, 53.8% had a university degree, and 1.9% of participants had a 

Ph.D. Further, 55.7% were students, 40.9% were workers, and 3.4% declared their 

occupation as “other”. Participants took part in the study, on a voluntary basis, through 

an online procedure provided by Google Forms. Once they gave their informed consent, 

participants filled out an online questionnaire aimed at assessing the basic demographic 

information and the research measures of interest (as described below). Eventually, 

participants were carefully debriefed and thanked for their participation. The entire 

questionnaire was administered in Italian; in the following section, we provide the 

description of the scales we used, and examples of their items in English. 

2.3. Measures 

Need for cognitive closure. Need for cognitive closure was assessed using the Italian 

version of the Revised Need for Closure Scale (Rev NfCS) [43], a 14-item self-report 

instrument designed to measure stable individual differences in the need for cognitive 

closure. Sample items from the scale include statements like, “Any solution to a problem 

is be�er than remaining in a state of uncertainty”. Participants indicated their agreement 

with these statements on a 6-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 6 

(Strongly agree). The scale demonstrated good reliability with a Cronbach’s alpha of α = 

0.74. 
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Implicit person theory (IPT). Implicit person theory was measured using an 8-item 

instrument created to assess general implicit person theories about individuals [24,44]. 

Participants responded to these items on a scale that ranged from 1 to 6, with higher scores 

indicating agreement with an entity theory (the belief that a�ributes are fixed), and 

negative scores representing agreement with an incremental theory (the belief that 

a�ributes are malleable). Example items from this scale include, “People can substantially 

change the type of person they are” and “Everyone is a certain type of person, and there 

is not much that can be done to really change that”. The IPT scale exhibited excellent 

reliability with a Cronbach’s alpha of α = 0.93. 

A�itudes Toward Women as Leaders and Followers. A�itudes toward women as 

leaders and followers were evaluated through two items on an 11-point scale [45]. More 

specifically, to measure a�itudes toward women as leaders, we used the scale created by 

[45]. Meanwhile, to measure a�itudes toward women as followers we adapted the scale 

created by Bhatnagar and Swamy [45]. These scales ranged from −5 (indicating the belief 

that men are be�er than women as managers or followers) to 0 (indicating the belief that 

women are as good as men in managerial or followership roles) to +5 (indicating the belief 

that women are be�er than men as managers or followers). To compute a differential 

measure between a�itudes toward women in leadership and followership roles, the scores 

on the followership item were subtracted from those on the leadership item. Negative 

scores reflected more negative a�itudes toward women in leadership roles and more 

positive a�itudes toward women as followers, suggesting that participants believed 

women to be superior as followers compared to their roles as leaders. 

Control variables. Age, gender (coded as −1 = Male; 1 = Female), and education were 

included as control variables. 

3. Results 

The descriptive statistics and Pearson’s bivariate correlations are presented in Table 1. 

Table 1. Descriptives and bivariate correlation. 

 NCC IPT Lead Fol L–F  EDU Age M (SD) 

NCC (0.74)       3.40 (0.62) 

IPT 0.206 *** (0.93)      3.15 (1.06) 

Lead −0.011 −0.108 * —     0.66 (1.45) 

Fol 0.169 *** 0.101 * 0.475 *** —    0.66 (1.41) 

L–F  −0.173 *** −0.204 *** 0.534 *** −0.490 *** —   0.00 (1.47) 

EDU −0.042 −0.026 0.001 −0.004 0.005 —  — 

Age 0.090 0.007 0.014 0.167 *** −0.103 ** 0.183 *** — 27.40 (9.14) 

Gender 0.044 0.015 0.248 *** 0.121 ** 0.085 −0.078 −0.134 ** — 

Note: * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001. Cronbach’s alpha is displayed in parentheses. NCC = need 

for cognitive closure; IPT = implicit person theories (higher score indicate preference for entity 

theory); Lead = prejudice toward women (vs. men) leaders; Fol = prejudice toward women (vs. men) 

followers; L–F = prejudice toward women leaders (vs. followers), (lower score indicate negative 

a�itudes toward women leaders); EDU = educational level; gender coded as −1 = male; 1 = female. 

As can be seen, the NCC [r(469) = −0.173; p < 0.001] and IPT [r(469) = −0.204; p < 0.001] 

were significantly and negatively correlated with the difference measure of a�itudes 

toward women as managers and followers. Thus, participants with a higher NCC and IPT 

believed women to be superior to men as followers than leaders. NCC was also positively 

and significantly associated with IPT [r(469) = 0.206; p < 0.001]. 

To support our hypothesis, we tested the mediating role of IPT in the relation 

between the NCC and the measure of difference of a�itudes toward women managers 

and followers. Gender, age, and education were included in the model as covariates, 

which means that their effect was estimated on (a) implicit person theories, and (b) 
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a�itudes toward women as leaders and followers. The analysis was performed using SPSS 

PROCESS macro (Model 4) [46], 95% CIs were employed, and 5000 bootstrapping 

resamples were run. More specifically, in the model we estimated, the need for cognitive 

closure was inserted in the estimated model as the independent variable, the implicit 

person theory was the mediator, and, eventually, the a�itude toward women as leaders 

and followers was the dependent variable. The results obtained from the analysis are 

summarized in Table 2 (i.e., covariates regression table) and Figure 1. 

Table 2. Regression table showing the effect of each covariate (i.e., gender, age, educational level) 

on implicit person theories, and the prejudice toward women leaders (vs. followers). 

   
95% Confidence 

Intervals 
   

Dep Pred b SE Lower Upper t p 

IPT Gender 0.007 0.098 −0.185 0.199 0.071 0.943 

IPT Age −0.001 0.005 −0.011 0.009 −0.168 0.867 

IPT EDU −0.029 0.083 −0.197 0.134 −0.345 0.730 

L–F Gender 0.249 0.133 −0.012 0.509 1.868 0.062 

L–F Age −0.013 0.007 −0.027 0.001 −1.782 0.075 

L–F EDU 0.040 0.112 −0.181 0.261 0.357 0.721 

Note. IPT = implicit person theories (higher score indicates preference for entity theory); L–F = 

prejudice toward women leaders (vs. followers), (lower score indicates negative a�itudes toward 

women leaders); EDU = educational level; gender coded as −1 = male; 1 = female. 

 

Figure 1. A simple mediation model showing the effects of need for cognitive closure on the 

prejudice toward women leaders (vs. followers) via implicit person theory. Note: All coefficients are 

unstandardized. *** p < 0.001. Total effect is displayed in parentheses. All effects were obtained 

controlling by age, gender, and the educational level. Covariates are not included for the sake of 

clarity. NCC = need for cognitive closure; IPT = implicit person theories (higher score indicate 

preference for entity theory); L–F = prejudice toward women leaders (vs. followers), (lower score 

indicate negative a�itudes toward women leaders). 

First, the entire model was significant [R = 0.21, adjusted R-sq = 0.045, MSE = 2.07, F(4, 

465) = 5.43, p = 0.003]. The analyses revealed that, controlling for gender, education, and 

age, the total effect of NCC on the difference measure of the a�itudes toward women as 

managers and followers was significant and negative [b = −0.40, SE = 0.1, t = −3.69, p < 

0.001, (95%CI = −0.61; −0.18)], a�esting that the high-need-for-closure participants evaluate 

women as far superior to men as followers than managers. Moreover, the direct effect of 

the NCC was also significant when the mediator (i.e., IPT) was included in the model [b = 

−0.31, SE = 0.11, t = −2.88, p = 0.004, (95%CI = −0.52; −0.09)], thus indicating that the effect 

of the NCC on the a�itudes toward women managers and followers was partially 



Behav. Sci. 2024, 14, 64 7 of 11 
 

mediated by IPT. Further, the NCC was significantly and positively associated with IPT 

[b = 0.35, SE = 0.08, t = 4.49, p < 0.001, (95%CI = 0.20; 0.50)]. IPT, in turn, was negatively and 

significantly associated with a�itudes toward women as managers vs. followers [b = −0.24, 

SE = 0.06, t = −3.87, p < 0.001, (95%CI = −0.37; −0.12)]; meaning that entity theorists (i.e., the 

belief that a�ributes are fixed) tend to evaluate women as compatible with followership 

roles rather than leadership roles. Finally, and more important, the indirect effect of the 

NCC through IPT was significant (b = −0.08, SE = 0.03, [95%CI = −0.15; −0.03]). 

Given the nature of our research, we further tested the moderating impact of gender 

on the relations between our main variables through running a moderated mediation 

model (Model 15) [46], where, in addition to the paths estimated in the mediation model 

described above, we regressed the difference measure of the a�itudes toward women 

managers and followers on the interaction between the mean-centered NCC and gender, 

and on the interaction between mean-centered IPT and gender. Age and education were 

included in the model as covariates. Notably, no significant effects of the interactions 

mentioned above were found. Hence, the analyses revealed that (a) the NCC and (b) IPT 

had the same effect on the a�itudes toward women as leaders and followers for the male 

and female participants. 

Eventually, we also tested two distinct mediational models by considering the 

participants’ evaluation of the compatibility between a) women (vs. men) and 

followership roles (model 1a), and (b) women (vs. men) and leadership roles (model 1b) 

as dependent variables, respectively. Age, gender, and educational level were included as 

covariates in both the models. Meanwhile, the participants’ evaluation of women (vs. 

men) as leaders was included as a covariate in model 1a, and the participants’ evaluation 

of women (vs. men) as followers was included as a covariate in model 1b. These analyses 

confirmed the results detected in the first model we tested (described above). More 

specifically, with respect to model 1a, the NCC had a positive and significant a) total [b = 

0.36, SE = 0.09, t = 4.02, p < 0.001, (95%CI = 0.19; 0.54)] and b) direct effect [b = 0.31, SE = 

0.09, t = 3.36, p < 0.001, (95%CI = 0.13; 0.49)] on the participants’ evaluation of women (vs. 

men) as followers. Further, IPT positively and significantly correlated with the 

participants’ evaluation of women (vs. men) as followers [b = 0.16, SE = 0.05, t = 3.02, p = 

0.003, (95%CI = 0.06; 0.27)]. Finally, and more important, the indirect effect of the NCC 

through IPT was significant (b = 0.06, SE = 0.02, [95%CI = 0.02; 0.11]). Along the same lines, 

with respect to model 1b, the NCC had a negative and significant (a) total [b = −0.22, SE = 

0.02, t = −2.34, p = 0.019, (95%CI = −0.41; −0.03)], but not b) direct effect [b = −0.16, SE = 0.09, 

t = −1.64, p = 0.102, (95%CI = −0.34; 0.03)] on the participants’ evaluation of women (vs. 

men) as leaders. Further, IPT negatively and significantly correlated with the participants’ 

evaluation of women (vs. men) as leaders [b = −0.20, SE = 0.05, t = −3.57, p < 0.001, (95%CI 

= −0.30; −0.09)]. Finally, and more importantly, the indirect effect of the NCC through IPT 

was significant (b = −0.06, SE = 0.03, [95%CI = −0.12; −0.02]). Given that we measured all 

the constructs involved in this research through the same methodology, that is, all the 

measures were obtained through a self-report procedure, we performed the Harmon’s 

Single Factor test to ensure that our data were not affected by the common method bias. 

Importantly, the test revealed that only 5.7% (i.e., less than the 50%) of the total variance 

was explained by the factor into which all the items were loaded. Hence, these findings 

suggest that our data were not affected by the common method bias. 

4. Discussion 

Drawing from a socio-motivational perspective, this research aimed to clarify the 

mediational role of the implicit person theory [9] on the effect of the need for cognitive 

closure [8] on the prejudice about the incompatibility of women with leadership roles and 

the compatibility with followership roles [47]. More precisely, we hypothesized and found 

that the need for cognitive closure favors the endorsement of entity theories (i.e., the 

conviction that individuals’ a�ributes are fixed and unchangeable), which, in turn, brings 

people to believe that women’s features are suitable for followership roles but not for 
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leadership roles. Importantly, our results remained significant after controlling for the 

participants’ gender, educational level, and age. Notably, despite some past investigations 

that have already established these kinds of associations between the need for closure, 

implicit person theory, and negative a�itudes toward women leaders—e.g., [24,32]—this 

is the first study that has inquired about the mediational role of implicit person theories 

within this process. Moreover, this research also enriches the gender-based prejudices 

arena, since the results confirmed that the same process that brings people to hold that 

women are incompatible with leadership roles, also brings individuals to support the 

compatibility between women and followership roles. This information now stands 

beside a larger body of knowledge which revealed an important number of psychological 

constructs that lies at the core of the process between the need for closure and negative 

a�itudes toward women leaders—e.g., [31,33,48,49]. 

4.1. Practical Implications 

As with the previous research carried out on negative a�itudes toward certain 

groups, our investigation can also offer practical insight in defusing or inhibiting the 

process that underlies people’s negative a�itudes toward women leaders. Firstly, since 

individuals high in the need for cognitive closure are those who search for simple and 

stable information, the first practical implication is to train people to endure uncertainty. 

This could have a double advantage, since, in this way, both the cognitive and the 

emotional component of prejudice could be reduced, thereby inhibiting the possibility 

that the prejudice is expressed at a behavioral level [50]. This could be achieved, for 

instance, through mind exercises like those comprehended in the Buddhist practice of 

meditation that should solve concern about the negative outcomes of uncertain situations, 

and instills an a�itude of equanimity to whatever comes along. Notably, this kind of 

training should improve people’s capability of processing useful information (instead of 

merely simple or stable) while they approach others through social perception. Also, 

since, as we noted above, the need for cognitive closure is not only a dispositional 

characteristic but it can also be situationally induced, mind trainings such as the Buddhist 

ones should be directed to manage situational (i.e., environmental) pressure. 

Importantly for the field of negative a�itudes toward women leaders, relevant and 

recent research has demonstrated that the positive relationship between the NCC and 

negative a�itudes toward women as managers was moderated by the quality, but not the 

quantity, of current or past direct contact experiences with women managers [33]. In other 

words, fortunately, Allport’s intergroup contact theory [51] seems to work also with 

respect to prejudice toward women leaders [48]. In this respect, since the present research 

highlights the mediational role of implicit person theories on the effect of the need for 

cognitive closure on negative a�itudes toward women leaders, future interventions 

should shed light on the possible positive effect of intergroup contact on changing 

individuals beliefs from entity theories to incremental ones. 

4.2. Limits and Future Directions 

Our research is surely not without limitations. Firstly, our results rely on 

correlational data only. As such, we are not able to establish the hypothesized casual 

consequentiality among the variables we considered. Indeed, despite past research 

already experimentally demonstrating that the need for cognitive closure enhances 

people’s tendency to be prejudiced toward women leaders [32], it remains to be 

ascertained that the need for cognitive closure causes an endorsement of entity theories 

which, in turn, causes hostile a�itudes toward women leaders (i.e., the belief that women 

are incompatible with leadership roles but compatible with followership roles). Hence, 

future research should implement longitudinal, or even experimental, studies to assess 

the casual consequentiality among the variables that we hypothesized. 

A notable limitation of our study is the exclusive representation of the participants 

from a single country, namely Italy. Consequently, the findings of this research cannot be 
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generalized to assert that the process linking individuals with a high need for cognitive 

closure to prejudiced a�itudes through implicit person theories functions in an identical 

manner across different societies and cultures. It is important to acknowledge that past 

research has shown a consistent tendency to view women as unsuitable for positions of 

authority, and there is no indication that this effect is limited to a specific culture; rather, 

it appears to be a global phenomenon [52,53]. Nevertheless, future research should aim to 

establish that prejudice toward women in leadership roles is a universally endorsed 

phenomenon by examining this crucial hypothesis in samples from diverse cultural 

backgrounds. 

5. Conclusions 

In our research, we conducted an examination of the roles played by the need for 

cognitive closure, which relates to the motivation to avoid uncertainty, and implicit 

person theories, which encompass the belief that individuals’ a�ributes are either fixed 

(entity theories) or malleable (incremental theories), in shaping negative a�itudes toward 

women leaders. Specifically, we explored the stereotype that perceives women as 

incompatible with leadership roles but compatible with followership roles. Intriguingly, 

our hypothesized model retained its significance even after accounting for the 

participants’ demographic factors, including age, gender, and education. Most notably, 

gender did not appear to moderate either the effect of the need for closure on implicit 

person theories or the effect of implicit person theories on negative a�itudes toward 

women leaders. In other words, there was no evidence of a gender-based difference in 

these associations. Although counterintuitive, these findings align with the established 

theoretical perspectives regarding the concept of the need for cognitive closure. From a 

conceptual standpoint, we anticipated that both men and women characterized by a high 

need for cognitive closure would rely more on the belief that individuals’ a�ributes are 

fixed (entity theory). This belief includes the notion of compatibility between men and 

ideal leadership, as well as women and ideal followership, as these represent sources of 

stable knowledge. 

Author Contributions: F.C.—data analyses, drafting, writing; F.A.—writing, editing: A.P.—

conceptualization, data analyses, drafting, data collection. All authors have read and agreed to the 

published version of the manuscript. 

Funding: This research was financed by the European Union—Next Generation EU—Project of 

Relevant National Interest (PRIN, 2022, ITALY): Protocol. No. 2022BXT34T. 

Institutional Review Board Statement: The research was conducted according to the guidelines of 

the Declaration of Helsinki and was approved by the Ethics Commi�ee of Sapienza University of 

Rome (Prot N. 0000570). 

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the study. 

Data Availability Statement: Data are available upon request to the corresponding author. 

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflicts of interest. 

References 

1. Catalyst Quick Take: Statistical Overview of Women in the Workplace. Available online: 

http://www.catalyst.org/knowledge/statistical-overview-women-workplace (accessed on 9 September 2023). 

2. U.S. Women in Business. Available online: http://www.catalyst.org/publication/132/us-women-in-business (accessed on 9 

September 2023). 

3. Elsesser, K.M. Gender bias against female leaders: A review. In Handbook on Well-Being of Working Women; Connerley, M.L., Wu, 

J., Eds.; Springer: Berlin/Heidelberg, Germany, 2016; pp. 161–173. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-017-9897-6_10. 

4. Koenig, A.M.; Eagly, A.H.; Mitchell, A.A.; Ristikari, T. Are leader stereotypes masculine? A meta-analysis of three research 

paradigms. Psychol. Bull. 2011, 137, 616–642. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0023557. 



Behav. Sci. 2024, 14, 64 10 of 11 
 

5. Javalgi, R.R.G.; Scherer, R.; Sánchez, C.; Pradenas Rojas, L.; Parada Daza, V.; Hwang, C.E.; Yan, W. A comparative analysis of 

the attitudes toward women managers in China, Chile, and the USA. Int. J. Bus. Emerg. 2011, 6, 233–253. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/17468801111144067. 

6. Rudman, L.A.; Fairchild, K. Reactions to counterstereotypic behavior: The role of backlash in cultural stereotype maintenance. 

J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 2004, 87, 157–176. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.87.2.15. 

7. Braun, S.; Stegmann, S.; Hernandez Bark, A.S.; Junker, N.M.; van Dick, R. Think manager—Think male, think follower—Think 

female: Gender bias in implicit followership theories. J. Appl. Soc. Psychol. 2017, 47, 377–388. 

8. Kruglanski, A.W. The Psychology of Closed Mindedness; Psychology Press: London, UK, 2004. 

9. Dweck, C.S.; Chiu, C.; Hong, Y. Implicit Theories and Their Role in Judgments and Reactions: A Word From Two Perspectives. 

Psychol. Inq. 1995, 6, 267–285. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327965pli0604_1. 

10. Roets, A.; Kruglanski, A.W.; Kossowska, M.; Pierro, A.; Hong, Y.Y. The motivated gatekeeper of our minds: New directions in 

need for closure theory and research. Adv. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 2015, 52, 221–283. https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.aesp.2015.01.001. 

11. Eagly, A.H.; Karau, S.J. Role congruity theory of prejudice toward female leaders. Psychol. Rev. 2002, 109, 573–598. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.109.3.573. 

12. Pierro, A.; Kruglanski, A.W. Seizing and freezing on a significant-person schema: Need for closure and the transference effect 

in social judgment. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 2008, 34, 1492–1503. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167208322865. 

13. Dijksterhuis, A.P.; Van Knippenberg, A.D.; Kruglanski, A.W.; Schaper, C. Motivated social cognition: Need for closure effects 

on memory and judgment. J. Exp. Soc. 1996, 32, 254–270. https://doi.org/10.1006/jesp.1996.0012. 

14. Livi, S.; Kruglanski, A.W.; Pierro, A.; Mannetti, L.; Kenny, D.A. Epistemic motivation and perpetuation of group culture: Effects 

of need for cognitive closure on trans-generational norm transmission. Organ. Behav. Hum. Decis. Process. 2015, 129, 105–112. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2014.09.010. 

15. Roets, A.; Van Hiel, A. Allport’s prejudiced personality today: Need for closure as the motivated cognitive basis of prejudice. 

Curr. Dir. Psychol. Sci. 2011, 20, 349–354. https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721411424894. 

16. Jost, J.T.; Kruglanski, A.W.; Simon, L. Effects of epistemic motivation on conservatism, intolerance and other system-justifying 

attitudes. In Shared Cognition in Organizations: The Management of Knowledge; Thompson, L.L., Levine, J.M., Messnick, D.M., Eds.; 

Lawrence Erlbaum: Mahwah, NJ, USA, 2011; pp. 91–116. 

17. Kruglanski, A.W.; Pierro, A.; Mannetti, L.; De Grada, E. Groups as epistemic providers: Need for closure and the unfolding of 

group-centrism. Psychol. Rev. 2006, 113, 84–100. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.113.1.84. 

18. Albarello, F.; Mula, S.; Contu, F.; Baldner, C.; Kruglanski, A.W.; Pierro, A. Addressing the effect of concern with COVID-19 

threat on prejudice towards immigrants: The sequential mediating role of need for cognitive closure and desire for cultural 

tightness. Int. J. Intercult. Relat. 2023, 93, 101755. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2023.101755. 

19. Albarello, F.; Contu, F.; Baldner, C.; Vecchione, M.; Kruglanski, A.W.; Pierro, A. At the roots of Allport’s “prejudice-prone 

personality”: The impact of NFC on prejudice towards different outgroups and the mediating role of binding moral 

foundations. Int. J. Intercult. Relat. 2023, 97, 101885. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2023.101885. 

20. Contu, F.; Ellenberg, M.; Kruglanski, A.W.; Pantaleo, G.; Pierro, A. Need for cognitive closure and desire for cultural tightness 

mediate the effect of concern about ecological threats on the need for strong leadership. Curr. Psychol. 2023, 1–12. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-023-05260-2. 

21. Kelly, G.A. The Psychology of Personal Constructs; Norton: New York, NY, USA, 1955. 

22. Heider, F. The Psychology of Interpersonal Relations; Wiley: New York, NY, USA, 1958. 

23. Kruglanski, A.W. Implicit theory of personality as a theory of personality. Psychol. Inq. 1995, 6, 301–304. 

24. Levy, S.R.; Stroessner, S.J.; Dweck, C.S. Stereotype formation and endorsement: The role of implicit theories. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 

1998, 74, 1421. 

25. Chiu, C.Y.; Morris, M.W.; Hong, Y.Y.; Menon, T. Motivated cultural cognition: The impact of implicit cultural theories on 

dispositional attribution varies as a function of need for closure. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 2000, 78, 247. 

26. Gilbert, D.T.; Malone, P.S. The correspondence bias. Psychol. Bull. 1995, 117, 21–38. 

27. Kunda, Z.; Nisbett, R.E. The psychometrics of everyday life. Cogn. Psychol. 1986, 18, 195–224. 

28. Ross, L.; Nisbett, R.E. The Person and the Situation: Perspectives of Social Psychology; Pinter & Martin Publishers: London, UK, 2011. 

29. Roets, A.; Van Hiel, A.; Dhont, K. Is sexism a gender issue? A motivated social cognition perspective on men's and women's 

sexist attitudes toward own and other gender. Eur. J. Pers. 2012, 26, 350–359. https://doi.org/10.1002/per.843. 

30. Graham, J.; Haidt, J.; Nosek, B.A. Liberals and conservatives rely on different sets of moral foundations. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 

2009, 96, 1029–1046. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015141. 

31. Baldner, C.; Pierro, A. The trials of women leaders in the workforce: How a need for cognitive closure can influence acceptance 

of harmful gender stereotypes. Sex Roles 2009, 80, 565–577. 

32. Baldner, C.; Pierro, A.; Di Santo, D.; Kruglanski, A.W. Men and women who want epistemic certainty are at-risk for hostility 

towards women leaders. J. Soc. Psychol. 2022, 162, 549–565. 

33. Viola, M.; Baldner, C.; Pierro, A. How and when need for cognitive closure impacts attitudes towards women managers (Cómo 

y cuándo la necesidad de cierre influye en las actitudes hacia las mujeres directivas). Int. J. Soc. Psychol. 2023, 38, 157–191. 

34. Bastian, B.; Haslam, N. Immigration from the perspective of hosts and immigrants: Roles of psychological essentialism and 

social identity. Asian J. Soc. Psychol. 2008, 11, 127–140. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-839X.2008.00250.x. 



Behav. Sci. 2024, 14, 64 11 of 11 
 

35. Heyman, G.D.; Dweck, C.S. Children’s thinking about traits: Implications for judgments of the self and others. Child Dev. 1998, 

69, 391–403. https://doi.org/10.2307/1132173. 

36. Erdley, C.A.; Dweck, C.S. Children’s implicit personality theories as predictors of their social judgments. Child Dev. 1993, 64, 

863–878. https://doi.org/10.2307/1131223. 

37. Hoyt, C.L.; Burnette, J.L. Gender bias in leader evaluations: Merging implicit theories and role congruity perspectives. Pers. Soc. 

Psychol. Bull. 2013, 39, 1306–1319. 

38. Hernandez Bark, A.S.; Escartin, J.; Schuh, S.C.; van Dick, R. Who leads more and why? A mediation model from gender to 

leadership role occupancy. J. Bus. Ethics 2016, 139, 473. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-015-2642-0. 

39. Schuh, S.C.; Hernandez Bark, A.; Van Quaquebeke, N.; Hossiep, R.; Frieg, P.; van Dick, R. Gender differences in leadership role 

occupancy: The mediating role of power motivation. J. Bus. Ethics 2014, 120, 363–379. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-013-1663-9. 

40. Heilman, M.E. Sex bias in work settings: The lack of fit model. In Research in Organizational Behavior; Staw, B., Cummings, L., 

Eds.; JAI Press: Greenwich, CT, USA, 1983; Volume 5, pp. 269–298. 

41. Heilman, M.E. Gender stereotypes and workplace bias. Res. Organ. Behav. 2012, 32, 113–135. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.riob.2012.11.003. 

42. Schoemann, A.M.; Boulton, A.J.; Short, S.D. Determining power and sample size for simple and complex mediation models. 

Soc. Psychol. Pers. Sci. 2017, 8, 379–386. 

43. Pierro, A.; Kruglanski, A.W. Revised Need for Cognitive Closure Scale; Università di Roma La Sapienza: Rome, Italy, 2005. 

44. Plaks, J.E.; Stroessner, S.J.; Dweck, C.S.; Sherman, J.W. Person theories and attention allocation: Preferences for stereotypic 

versus counterstereotypic information. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 2001, 80, 876. 

45. Bhatnagar, D.; Swamy, R. Attitudes toward women as managers: Does interaction make a difference? Hum. Relat. 1995, 48, 1285–

1307. 

46. Hayes, A.F. Introduction to Mediation, Moderation, and Conditional Process Analysis; The Guilford Press: New York, NY, USA, 2018. 

47. Baldner, C.; Viola, M.; Capozza, D.; Vezzali, L.; Kruglanski, A.W.; Pierro, A. Direct and imagined contact moderates the effect 

of need for cognitive closure on attitudes towards women managers. J. Commun. Appl. Soc. Psychol. 2022, 32, 1061–1076. 

48. Contu, F.; Tesi, A.; Aiello, A. Intergroup Contact Is Associated with Less Negative Attitude toward Women Managers: The 

Bolstering Effect of Social Dominance Orientation. Behav. Sci. 2023, 13, 973. https://doi.org/10.3390/bs13120973. 

49. Contu, F.; Aiello, A.; Pierro, A. Epistemic Uncertainty, Social Dominance Orientation, and Prejudices towardWomen in 

Leadership Roles: Mediation and Moderation Analyses. Soc. Sci. 2024, 13, 54. https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci13010054. 

50. Pantaleo, G.; Contu, F. The dissociation between cognitive and emotional prejudiced responses to deterrents. Psychol. Hub 2021, 

38, 39–50. https://doi.org/10.13133/2724-2943/17436. 

51. Allport, G. The Nature of Prejudice; Addison-Wesley: Reading, MA, USA, 1954. 

52. Muthi’ah, N.I.; Poerwandari, E.K.; Primasari, I. To be leader or not to be leader? Correlation between men’s negative 

presumption toward women leaders and women’s leadership aspirations. In Diversity in Unity: Perspectives from Psychology and 

Behavioral Sciences; Ariyanto, A.A., Muluk, H., Newcombe, P., Piercy, F.P., Poerwandari, E.K., Suradijono, S.H.R., Eds.; 

Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group: Abingdon, UK, 2018; pp. 445–450. 

53. Sensales, G.; Baldner, C.; Areni, A. Gender issues in the Italian political domain. Are woman/man ministers evaluated as 

different in terms of effectiveness of their behavior? TPM Test. Psychom. Methodol. Appl. Psychol. 2020, 27, 185–205. 

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual 

author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury 

to people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content. 


