Psychology of Women Quarterly, 29 (2005), 396—405. Blackwell Publishing. Printed in the USA.
Copyright © 2005 Division 35, American Psychological Association. 0361-6843/05

UNDERSTANDING THE STRUCTURE OF STEREOTYPES
OF WOMEN: VIRTUE AND AGENCY AS DIMENSIONS
DISTINGUISHING FEMALE SUBGROUPS

T. William Altermatt
Hanover College

C. Nathan DeWall
Florida State University

Heather Thompson
University of Michigan—Flint

A two-part study investigated the dimensional structure of stereotypes of women. In one sample (n = 258), participants
sorted traits according to the likelihood that they would co-occur in the same woman. In a separate sample (n = 102),
participants were given the same traits and were asked to judge the traits’ desirability and to judge the moral virtue, sexual
liberalism/conservatism, warmth, competence, and power of a woman who possessed high levels of each trait. Results
from hierarchical cluster analysis indicated that participants perceived women in terms of six subgroups: professional,
feminist, homemaker, female athlete, beauty, and temptress. Large differences among these subgroups were identified
based on ratings of their moral virtue and sexual conservatism (i.e., virtue) and competence and power (i.e., agency).

The implications of a virtue—agency model of female subgroups for gender stereotyping research are discussed.

What is the structure of stereotypes of women? For many
years, psychologists have sought to answer this question
using various strategies intended to highlight perceived
similarities and differences between different “types” of
women. Researchers in this tradition have consistently
shown that people possess a schema of the stereotype of
women that is organized in terms of three major sub-
groups: homemaker, professional, and sex object (Deaux,
Winton, Crowley, & Lewis, 1985; Eckes, 1994a, 1994b;
Six & Eckes, 1991). As the field of gender stereotyping
evolved, the range of female subgroups under investiga-
tion expanded to include subgroups identified by their
political stance (e.g., feminist) and physical activity (e.g.,

female athlete), domains previously dominated by men'.
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Subsequent research supported the subgroup approach, in-
dicating that people use subgroups to organize feminine
trait information in memory (Noseworthy & Lott, 1984), to
define the boundaries of in-groups and out-groups (Vonk
& Olde-Monnikhof, 1998), and to discriminate in favor of
some subgroups and against others (Haddock & Zanna,
1994).

Recently, researchers have examined how well a small
number of dimensions could describe the differences
among the subgroups. In an earlier study (Altermatt,
DeWall, & Leskinen, 2003), we found that the subgroups
professional women, housewives, and sex objects could
be distinguished from one another based on two dimen-
sions: agency (a combination of power and competence)
and virtue (both sexual and moral). We selected agency as a
likely dimension because of the evidence for discrimination
against women who express competence (for a review, see
Lott, 1985) or power (Eagly, Makhijani, & Klonsky, 1992;
Rudman & Glick, 1999; Rudman & Kilianski, 2000). His-
torically, moral and sexual virtue have also been important
dimensions in evaluating women (Hunter, 1976; Tavris &
Wade, 1984). In particular, the importance of sexuality to
the structure of female subgroups has been acknowledged
by several researchers (Deaux, 1995; Eckes, 1994a, 1994b;
England, 1988; Green & Ashmore, 1998; Six & Eckes, 1991)
but has been largely neglected in gender stereotype re-
search (Ashmore, Del Boca, & Wohlers, 1986). In our previ-
ous study (Altermatt et al., 2003), we found that professional
women were perceived to be high in agency, homemak-
ers neutral, and sex objects low, while homemakers were
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perceived to be high in virtue, professional women neutral,
and sex objects low.

In addition to describing how the subgroups differ, the
dimensional approach may also provide clues as to why they
differ. Glick and Fiske’s (2001) theory of paternalistic preju-
dice proposes that negative stereotypes about women (e.g.,
that women are less agentic than men) are less likely to meet
resistance if they are accompanied by positive stereotypes
(e.g., that women are more virtuous than men). The stereo-
type of low agency is likely to impede women’s progress to-
ward status equality, while virtue grants nominal respect but
little actual power. Thus, agency and virtue may be impor-
tant dimensions of female subgroups because those stereo-
types are likely to maintain gender differences in status.
Although it provided initial support for an agency-virtue
structure for the stereotype of women, the Altermatt et al.
(2003) study had several limitations. The present study was
designed to address those limitations.

First, the Altermatt et al. (2003) study examined only the
three subgroups most commonly found by researchers: pro-
fessional, homemaker, and sex object. To test the generality
of the agency-virtue model to other subgroups, the present
study included the feminist and female athlete subgroups
occasionally identified by subgroup researchers (Deaux
et al., 1985; Eckes, 1994b; Noseworthy & Lott, 1984).

Second, virtue (especially moral virtue) is closely asso-
ciated with social desirability. In large part, a morally vir-
tuous person is someone who is “good” and not “bad.” As
a result, we were concerned that our dimension of moral
virtue was not distinct from a more general evaluation
or “good-bad” dimension (Osgood, Suci, & Tannenbaum,
1957). To measure the relation between virtue and evalua-
tion, we included measures of both moral virtue and general
evaluation in the present study.

Third, the sex object subgroup is composed of traits
that connote both physical attractiveness and seductiveness
(Clifton, McGrath, & Wick, 1976; Eckes, 1994a; Nosewor-
thy & Lott, 1984). One of the dimensions identified by
Ashmore, del Boca, and Titus (1984) in their analysis of
female subgroups was a sexual good-bad dimension, with
“beautiful” at one end and “vixen” at the other. In addition,
Glick, Diebold, Bailey-Werner, and Zhu (1997) theorized
that sexually “bad” women may be perceived as threatening
to men because they could use men’s attraction to them to
manipulate men. Because the distinction between the at-
tractive and seductive aspects of the sex object subgroup
may be theoretically meaningful, we included traits from
both aspects in the present study.

Finally, Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, and Xu (2002) proposed
a two-dimensional alternative to agency and virtue. Their
stereotype-content model proposed that the content of out-
group stereotypes is a function of the out-group’s relative
status and competition (or interdependence) with the in-
group. The dimensions they proposed were competence (a
function of status) and warmth (a function of interdepen-
dence; Fiske, 1998; Fiske, Xu, Cuddy, & Glick, 1999; Fiske
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et al., 2002). From this perspective, there exist three main
categories of traditionally stereotyped groups, each orga-
nized in terms of their levels of competence and warmth
relative to the in-group: (a) those who elicit disrespect for
perceived lack of competence (e.g., housewives, disabled
people, elderly people), (b) those who elicit dislike for per-
ceived lack of warmth (e. g., Asians, Jews, career women),
and (c) those who elicit dislike and disrespect due to low
levels of both competence and warmth (e.g., welfare re-
cipients; Fiske et al., 2002). The dimensions used in the
stereotype-content model are similar to those employed by
the agency-virtue model of female subgroups. However,
it remains unclear how closely the dimensions specified
by each model relate to each other and to what degree
certain dimensions may be used interchangeably. Compe-
tence plays a significant role in each model, serving as a
subcomponent of agency in the agency-virtue model and as
one of the two dimensions in the stereotype-content model.
The relation between the second dimensions of the models
(virtue and warmth) is less clear. In distinguishing among
subgroups, both may be used as a proxy for social desir-
ability. However, some of the attributes of the sex object
subgroup (e.g., flirtatious, seductive) may be perceived as
warm but not sexually virtuous. By including the dimensions
of both models, in the present study we hope to reconcile
any differences between these two models.

In addition to the different dimensions used, the two
models use different methods to identify the content of
female subgroups. Following previous person perception
research (Ashmore & Tumia, 1980; Rosenberg, Nelson, &
Vivekananthan, 1968; Rosenberg & Olshan, 1970), research
on the agency—virtue model (Altermatt et al., 2003) employs
the use of trait adjectives that participants sort into piles
based on their perceived co-occurrence in the same woman.
Cluster analysis is used to identify subgroups of traits that
tend to be placed together. To explore the perceived dif-
ferences among the subgroups, the trait ratings are aver-
aged within subgroups and then compared across subgroups
using repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA).
In contrast, research in support of the stereotype-content
model (e.g., Eckes, 2002; Fiske et al., 2002) has made use of
methods in which participants are given several subgroup
labels and asked to sort them in terms of their perceived sim-
ilarity and dissimilarity with other subgroups. This approach
allows for a consideration of many different subgroups (e.g.,
gay men vs. career women) and has also been used to in-
clude contextual factors such as physical appearance, so-
cial role, and typical environment (Eckes, 1996). Given
these methodological differences, a comparison of the re-
sults from the two models is problematic. By incorporating
both models into a single study with a uniform methodolog-
ical design, a more accurate comparison is possible.

In summary, the present study was designed to make
the following contributions to research on the structure of
the stereotype of women: (a) to expand the number of sub-
groups from three (homemaker, career woman, sex object)
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to five (adding feminist and female athlete), (b) to exam-
ine the relations between a general evaluative or good-bad
dimension and the other dimensions, (c) to better repre-
sent both the “beautiful” and “seductive” aspects of the sex
object subgroup, and (d) to directly compare the agency—
virtue model (Altermatt et al., 2003) to the competence—
warmth model (Fiske et al., 2002). It should be noted that
the primary purpose of the study was to examine the di-
mensional structure of female subgroups and not to verify
or expand upon the content of the subgroups.

In this study, one sample of participants (n = 258) sorted
45 traits into piles based on their likelihood of co-occurring
in the same woman. These trait-sorting data were submitted
to cluster analysis to identify subgroups. A separate sample
(n = 102) rated each of the traits in terms of its desirability
and the degree to which a woman scoring high on that trait
would be perceived as warm, competent, powerful, morally
virtuous, and sexually virtuous. The trait-rating data were
used to test the distinctiveness of the subgroups on each
dimension.

METHOD
Participants

Two hundred fifty-eight undergraduates from the Univer-
sity of Chicago (n = 123) and the University of Michigan—
Flint (n = 135) participated in the first study (trait sorting)
and 102 participants from the University of Chicago (n =
42) and the University of Michigan—Flint (n = 60) partic-
ipated in the second study (trait rating). The median age
of participants in the trait-sorting study was 20 years old;
51% were male; and 61% identified themselves as Euro-
pean American or Caucasian, 13% African American, 13%
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Asian/Indian, 6% Latino/Latina, and 7% other. The me-
dian age of participants in the trait-rating study was 20
years old; 52% were male; and 76% identified themselves
as European American or Caucasian, 5% African Amer-
ican, 9% Asian/Indian, 3% Latino/Latina, and 7% other.
Of the 42 Chicago trait-rating participants, only 34 rated
the traits along the competence dimension, 35 for the
negative/positive dimension, and 37 for the sexually lib-
eral/conservative dimension. In addition, two participants
from the Chicago trait-sorting sample were eliminated from
analyses due to incomplete study packets and an inability to
understand the task. This left 256 trait-sorting participants
for the cluster analysis.

Trait Sorting

Materials. ~ Participants were given 45 3% x 5” index
cards with one trait printed on the front of each. Nine
traits were selected to represent each of the five sub-
groups. Thirty-seven of the traits were drawn from previ-
ous factor analytic and multidimensional scaling research
(Clifton et al., 1976; Deaux et al., 1985; Eckes, 1994a,
1994b; Noseworthy & Lott, 1984; Six & Eckes, 1991). Eight
additional traits (“Free-thinking,” “Liberal,” “Well-read,”
“Competitive,” “Fit,” “Manipulative,” “Promiscuous,” and
“Scheming”) were chosen to round out each subgroup. A
complete list of traits and their sources is given in Table 1.
Participants were also given a brief demographic question-
naire in which they reported their age, sex, and ethnicity.

Procedure. Participants were recruited to participate
in a study on gender and personality traits. In the Chicago
sample, participants were recruited at the main building
for student activities at the University of Chicago and

Table 1

Traits Selected to Represent Each Subgroup
Professional Feminist Female Athlete Homemaker Sex Object
Ambitious'® Believes in equality‘t Athletic®® Caring‘t Beautifulbfg
College-educated? Critical of societyd Competitive! Cleans things"f Fashionably dressed"f
Goal-oriented! Demanding® Coordinated! Dependent® Flirtatious!
IndependentCdfg Free—thinkingh Energeticf Devoted to familyi M anipulativeh
Intelligent"lef Giving a speech® Fith Faithful® Pleasure-loving
Nice clothesP® Liberal® Healthyt Gentle! Promiscuous”
Self-confidentc’ Politically committed? Muscular Maternal® Scheming"
Sophisticated® Rebellious? Sports—orientedf Sensitive® Seductive!

Strong—mimdedf Well-read" Strongb

Takes care of kidsP Sexually attractive®

Note. Traits obtained from previous research are identified by the following superscripts:

2Clifton, McGrath, & Wick (1976);
bDeaux, Winton, Crowley, & Lewis (1985);
‘Eckes (1994a);

dEckes (1994b);

¢Green & Ashmore (1998);

fNoseworthy & Lott (1984);

2Six & Eckes (1991);

btraits added for the current study.
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completed the task in return for a candy bar. Participants
in the Flint sample were recruited from introductory psy-
chology classes and received extra credit for their participa-
tion. Chicago participants completed the task individually,
whereas Flint participants completed the task in groups of
4to 12. After listening to an overview of the experiment and
asking questions, participants gave written informed con-
sent. Participants placed the traits into piles based on the
likelihood that most people would believe that the same
traits would go together or co-occur in the same woman.
They were told that they could use as many piles as they
liked, but that each trait could be placed into only one pile.
When they finished sorting the cards, they recorded the
traits on a pile-recording sheet and then completed the de-
mographics questionnaire. Afterward, participants received
both an oral and written debriefing, were given an oppor-
tunity to ask further questions, and were dismissed.

Trait Rating

Materials.  Participants rated each of the 45 traits from
the trait-sorting task (see Table 1) using a seven-page ques-
tionnaire. The first five pages asked participants to imag-
ine a woman who possessed high levels of each trait and
then to estimate how most people would rate that woman
in terms of one of five properties: (a) moral virtue, which
was defined as fair, trustworthy, and free from traditional
vices such as swearing, smoking, and drinking; (b) sexually
liberal/conservative, which was defined as likely to believe
that sex is appropriate only in a committed relationship (sex-
ually conservative) or that sex is okay in casual, short-term
relationships; (c) power, which was defined as being able
to influence others (e.g., give orders) and resist their influ-
ence when she wants; (d) competence, which was defined
as being able to solve problems and effectively achieve her
goals; and (e) cold/warm, which was defined as kind, gener-
ous, and compassionate (warm) as opposed to critical and
selfish (cold). For example, the first item on the moral virtue
page asked participants to imagine a woman who was very
ambitious and then to indicate the degree to which most
people would consider the woman morally virtuous. The
rating scale ranged from 1 (low) to 7 (high) and was framed
with regard to each property, with the midpoint labeled neu-
tral. For example, the rating scale for the moral virtue prop-
erty ranged from 1 (low moral virtue), 2-3 (below-average
moral virtue), 4 (neutral), 5-6 (above-average moral virtue),
and 7 (high moral virtue). The sixth page was designed to
measure the evaluative or good-bad aspect of the traits and
asked participants to evaluate each trait in terms of how pos-
itive or desirable the trait was for a woman. The evaluative
measure allowed for a comparison of whether participants
perceived women who differed in terms of their virtue (e.g.,
homemakers) and agency (e.g., professionals) as more, less,
or equally desirable to one another. On the seventh page,
participants reported their age, sex, and ethnicity.
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Procedure.  Recruitment and informed consent proce-
dures were identical to those for the trait-sorting task. Par-
ticipants completed the seven-page questionnaire packet,
received both an oral and written debriefing, were given an
opportunity to ask further questions, and were dismissed.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Analysis proceeded in two steps. First, subgroups were
identified using cluster analysis of the trait-sorting data.
Second, distinctions among the subgroups were examined
using repeated-measures ANOVA of the trait-rating data.

Identifying Subgroups

Although the traits sorted by participants were selected to
represent five subgroups, it is possible that some traits were
not representative of their subgroup or that some subgroups
were similar enough that participants did not distinguish
between them. To provide an empirical means of assessing
subgroup membership, cluster analysis was used.

Data were generated by constructing a trait-by-trait ma-
trix for each participant in which a 1 indicated that two traits
had been placed into the same pile and a 0 indicated that
the two traits had not been placed into the same pile. By
summing over participants, a trait-by-trait matrix was ob-
tained in which the entries corresponded to the number of
participants who sorted the two traits into the same pile.
Values in this matrix ranged from a high of 230 for mus-
cular and sports-oriented to a low of 3 for, among others,
caring and rebellious. Finally, the values were transformed
from measures of similarity to measures of dissimilarity by
subtracting each value from N.

In order to ascertain whether the Chicago and Flint
samples were equivalent, we computed the correlation be-
tween the 990 corresponding cells of the two matrices. The
sortings of the two samples were highly similar, (990) =
93, p <.0001. Given their high degree of congruence, the
Chicago and Flint matrices were combined for analysis.

The combined matrix was submitted to four types of clus-
ter analysis: single-link, complete-link, average-link, and
Ward’s minimum variance procedure. Although there is
no significance test for a clustering solution, Milligan and
Cooper (1985) proposed a method for measuring how well
a clustering solution approximates the clustering present in
data. As the clustering procedure progresses, stimuli that
are rated similarly are combined. At each combination,
Milligan and Cooper’s (1985) method correlates the origi-
nal similarity data with a binary matrix of cluster member-
ship. The correlation generally increases as the clustering
solution more closely approximates the naturally occurring
clustering in the data. At some point, clusters that are very
different are combined, which causes the correlation to fall.
The number and content of the clusters is determined by
the clustering solution that produces the maximum cor-
relation between the original similarity data and a binary



Table 2
Content of the Clusters
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Professional/Feminist Female Athlete Homemaker Sex Object
Professional Athletic Caring Beauty
Ambitious Competitive Cleans things Beautiful
College-educated Coordinated Dependent Fashionably dressed
Goal-oriented Energetic Devoted to family Nice clothes
Independent Fit Faithful Sexually attractive
Intelligent Healthy Gentle Temptress
Self-confident Muscular Maternal Demanding
Sophisticated Sports-oriented Sensitive Flirtatious
Strong-minded Strong Takes care of kids Manipulative
Feminist Pleasure-loving
Believes in equality Promiscuous
Critical of society Rebellious
Free-thinking Scheming
Giving a speech Seductive
Liberal
Politically committed
Well-read

matrix of cluster membership. The largest correlation for
the complete-link method (r = .84) occurred at four clus-
ters, as it did for average-link (r = .84) and Ward’s min-
imum variance procedure (r = .82). For single-link, the
largest correlation (r = .83) was at five clusters, with the
fifth cluster composed of a single item, dependent, which
in all other methods was clustered into the homemaker
cluster. Because three of the four methods placed the trait
dependent with the homemaker cluster, we felt it would be
appropriate to classify it there. The content of the clusters,
as determined by the Milligan and Cooper (1985) maximum
correlation method, is presented in Table 2.

In general, the content of the clusters conformed to
our expectations and replicated results from previous sub-
grouping research. However, two findings were notable.
First, participants did not distinguish between the profes-
sional and feminist subgroups; participants sorted the traits
we selected to represent those groups together. Second,
participants also tended to sort the beauty and temptress
aspects of the sex object subgroup into a single cluster.
However, these combinations occurred at the very end of
the clustering process for both the professional-feminist
and sex object subgroups. That is, cluster analysis initially
created a professional group, a feminist group, a beauty
group, and a temptress group. Only at the last stages of
clustering were these combined into two groups. Although
people may have believed that, for example, traits relating
to beauty tend to be found with traits relating to seductive-
ness, they may still have seen many differences between
beautiful and seductive traits. To explore the possible ten-
sions between combinations of dissimilar traits, we split the
professional-feminist and sex object subgroups into their
lower-order groupings, as indicated in Table 2 by the labels
professional, feminist, beauty, and temptress.

Distinguishing Among Subgroups

A subgroup’s score on a particular property was calculated
by averaging the property ratings for all of the traits within
that subgroup cluster. For example, the moral virtue of
the homemaker cluster was calculated by averaging the
moral virtue rating of caring, cleans things, and each of the
other seven traits listed under the homemaker subgroup
in Table 2. The degree to which properties distinguished
among subgroups was measured using a repeated measures
ANOVA for each property. The results are presented in
Table 3. As Table 3 indicates, between 79 and 89% of the
variance in property ratings could be explained by subgroup
membership.

Post hoc comparisons with Bonferroni correction were
used to test whether subgroups were perceived significantly
differently from one another on each of the six proper-
ties (see Table 4). The contrast between the beauty and
temptress subgroups was remarkable, especially given the
cluster analysis results indicating that they tended to be

Table 3
Repeated Measures Analysis of Variance for Property
Ratings of Subgroups
Property df F n?
Moral virtue 5,97 130.09%** .87
Sexually conservative/liberal 5,92 68.42%** .79
Power 5,97 115.42%** .86
Competence 5,89 132.34* 88
Warm/cold 5,95 127.30%** .87
Negative/positive 5, 90 150.40%** .89

“*p <.001.
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Table 4
Mean Ratings of Subgroups (Traits Within Subgroup Clusters)
Athlete ~ Feminist ~ Professional ~ Beauty — Homemaker — Temptress
Evaluation 4.92, 4.54y, 5.63 5.78¢ 5.55¢ 2.914
Moral virtue 441, 473, 499, 4044 5.52, 2.7%
Warmth 4.01, 4.09, 4.11, 3.98, 5.89y, 2.99.
Sexually conservative 4.01, 3.99, 4.55), 3.62¢ 5.364 2.60,
Power 5.06, 5.12, 6.00;, 5.04, 3.67. 439,
Competence 4.93, 5.08, 5.98;, 4.31, 4.16, 3.724

Note. Means in the same row that share the same subscript do not differ at p < .01 according to post hoc comparisons with

Bonferroni correction.

placed into a single sex object subgroup. On every prop-
erty except for power, the temptress subgroup received the
lowest rating. The homemaker subgroup was regarded as
significantly less powerful than the temptress, who may be
seen as more influential through her manipulation of men.
On the evaluation dimension, the beauty subgroup received
the highest rating and the temptress subgroup the low-
est. Beauty may have been regarded as desirable because
of the assumption that physically attractive people possess
more positive traits (the “what is beautiful is good” effect;
Dion, Berscheid, & Walster, 1972). Recent research has
also shown that physical attractiveness is positively associ-
ated with status to a greater extent for females than for males
(Maner, Gailliot, Kenrick, & Li, 2004). The current findings
indicate that although participants in the trait-sorting sam-
ple placed traits associated with the beauty and temptress
subgroups into the same cluster, participants in the trait-
rating sample perceived the beauty and temptress subcom-
ponents of the sex object subgroup as distinct from each
other in terms of their relative levels of the properties un-
der investigation. Thus, these results fill a previously iden-
tified gap in the gender stereotyping literature (Ashmore
et al., 1986) by showing that these two aspects of the sexual
image of women (i.e., beauty and temptress) are evaluated
differently on a number of dimensions but are perceived as
belonging to a single sex object subgroup.

Another distinctive pattern was observed for the profes-
sional, feminist, and athlete subgroups. All three subgroups
were seen as relatively high in power and competence and
relatively neutral on the other properties, with the profes-
sional subgroup typically receiving higher scores than the
feminist and female athlete subgroups. The feminist and
female athlete subgroups were not significantly different
from one another on four of the six properties: sexual con-
servatism, power, competence, and warmth. As for moral
virtue and evaluation (desirability), the feminist group was
regarded as significantly higher in moral virtue but sig-
nificantly lower in desirability than the athlete subgroup.
These findings suggest that the feminist and athlete sub-
groups may have been clustered separately due to the dis-
tinctive physical traits that made up the female athlete
subgroup that may be associated with higher desirability

and decreased moral virtue (e.g., muscular, strong), rather
than differences in the ways the subgroups are generally
perceived. Results from the cluster analysis indicated that
participants perceived traits associated with the feminist
subgroup as similar to traits associated with professional
women. These two categories were subsumed by a high-
power, virtue-neutral subgroup. By splitting this subgroup
into two categories, we found that professional women
were regarded significantly more positively than feminists
in terms of power, competence, sexual conservatism, moral
virtue, and overall evaluation.

Finally, the homemaker subgroup was seen as high in
warmth, virtue, and sexual conservatism, but low in power
and competence. In addition, the homemaker subgroup was
tied for first with the professional and beauty subgroups
in terms of overall evaluation. This lack of differentiation
in evaluation ratings suggests that despite the trade-offs
of the professional and homemaker subgroups with re-
gard to virtue and agency, participants ultimately regarded
them as equally desirable. Taken together, the obtained
differences among the subgroups illustrate the utility of
considering subgroups as differing along a number of
dimensions.

Significant gender differences in the ratings of the sub-
groups were identified for three of the six subgroups. Com-
pared to male participants, female participants considered
the professional subgroup to be significantly more morally
virtuous, F(1, 97) = 9.1, p < .01, sexually conservative, F(1,
93) =15.2,p < .001, competent, F(1,91) =6.1, p < .02, and
warm, F (1,96) = 8.0, p < .01. Perhaps these differences re-
flect women’s greater appreciation for the multiple roles—
both agentic and virtuous—often enacted by the profes-
sional subgroup. Female participants also gave significantly
higher evaluation ratings to the homemaker subgroup than
males did, F(1, 92) = 10.3, p < .01. This difference may re-
flect a tendency for women to value traditional female roles
(e.g., nurturer, mother) more than men. Finally, male par-
ticipants rated the temptress subgroup as significantly more
desirable than female participants, F(1, 92) = 4.3, p < .04.
Men may see the temptress as a potential candidate for a
short-term sexual relationship. If so, women may see the
temptress as driving down the value of monogamy (i.e., sex
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can be obtained without commitment; Guttentag & Secord,
1983), and thus as a threat to male commitment.

Comparing the Agency-Virtue to the
Stereotype-Content Model

The major difference between the agency-virtue and
stereotype-content models is in their choice of properties
distinguishing subgroups. The utility of a property to de-
scribe the structure of the stereotype of women is based
in part on its ability to distinguish among subgroups. The
results presented in Table 3 indicate that significant varia-
tion exists among subgroups on all six properties. However,
the results of the post hoc analyses in Table 4 suggest that
certain properties may better distinguish among the sub-
groups than others. On both the warmth and moral virtue
properties, the homemaker subgroup received the high-
est rating and the temptress subgroup received the low-
est. However, warmth did not distinguish among the four
subgroups arranged between these endpoints—they were
all rated around the midpoint of the 7-point scale. In con-
trast, all six subgroups were significantly distinguished from
one another in terms of their perceived moral virtue. Rat-
ings of sexual conservatism showed a pattern similar to those
for moral virtue, with the exception that the feminist sub-
group was not distinguished from the athlete subgroup in
the case of sexual conservatism. These results suggest that,
for the purpose of understanding the structure of subgroups
of women, moral and sexual virtue may offer a better guide
than warmth.

One of the concerns we had regarding moral virtue was
that it might be synonymous with a global evaluation prop-
erty. The results presented in Table 5 indicate that although
the correlation between moral virtue and evaluation was
high (r = .83), the two dimensions were not synonymous.
On the moral virtue property, the order of subgroups from
highest to lowest was homemaker, professional, feminist,
athlete, beauty, and temptress. Comparing the moral virtue
property with the evaluation property, beauty moved from
fifth place to a three-way tie for first place with home-
maker and professional. In addition, whereas the feminist
subgroup was considered more morally virtuous than the

Table 5

Correlations Between Properties

Sexual
Properties Conservatism Power Competence Warmth Evaluation
Moral virtue .89 .09 51 .83 .83
Sexual conserv - .00 40 T2 .65%*
Power - .85** —.33* 25
Competence - .09 53**
Warmth - T5%*

Note. Correlations based on average ratings of between 93 and 102 participants. For
purposes of significant testing, the number of observations is equal to the number of
traits (45).

*p <.05.p <.001.
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athlete, it was evaluated more negatively than the athlete.
Thus, participants distinguished between the moral virtue
and evaluation of particular traits in a meaningful manner.

The differences between power and competence are less
clear than those between virtue and warmth. Despite the
high correlation between trait ratings on these two prop-
erties (r = .85), the means reported in Table 4 indicate
unique contributions from each. Whereas the beauty sub-
group was regarded as more powerful than the homemaker
subgroup, the two were considered equally competent. And
although the feminist subgroup was considered more com-
petent than the beauty subgroup, the two were equally pow-
erful. Thus, both competence and power (which we collec-
tively label agency) appear to be important properties in
distinguishing among subgroups of women.

In summary, virtue and agency effectively describe much
of the perceived differences among subgroups of women.
The major objective of the agency-virtue model is to ex-
amine the structure of the stereotype of women. In con-
trast, the stereotype-content model is concerned primarily
with explaining stereotypic conceptions of many different
kinds of groups in society (Fiske, 1998). As a result, the
stereotype-content model might generate predictions that
better generalize to more diverse observations. Given the
more narrow focus of the agency—virtue model, it is not sur-
prising that this model may provide a more precise perspec-
tive on the structure of female subgroups. To be sure, the
results of the current study demonstrated that both mod-
els captured important aspects of how the stereotype of
women is organized. Competence, for example, is a use-
ful part of both models and our findings support its use
in understanding the degree to which members of certain
subgroups are perceived as agentic. Warmth, on the other
hand, does not appear to capture as much of the nuance
of subgroups of women as moral virtue and sexual conser-
vatism. Warmth may explain other, less common, subgroups
of women as well as (or better than) moral virtue and sexual
conservatism. Unfortunately, the design of the current study
did not provide a direct statistical test comparing the power
of the two models. A possible avenue for future research
would be to manipulate descriptions of women in terms of
their levels of certain properties (e.g., warmth, moral virtue)
and examine their effect on the classification of women into
subgroups. For the present, virtue and agency should be
considered as properties that adequately describe much of
the differences among commonly identified subgroups of
women.

Limitations

A general limitation of the current study lies in its
methodological approach, which involves the reliance upon
subgroup trait clusters rather than category labels repre-
senting groups of individual women. Two advantages to the
use of category labels are (a) more categories can be repre-
sented than if trait labels are used and (b) category labels
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may represent a more basic level of cognitive organization
than traits. With regard to the second point, our results are
limited by the degree to which subgroups are distinct from
the traits we selected to represent them. That is, subgroup
membership may include qualities that are distinct from
the traits participants used in the current study, such as
the social role members of the subgroup typically occupy
(Eckes, 1996). However, by using traits rather than cate-
gory labels, we gain more precise control over the mean-
ing of a particular subgroup and the advantage of knowing
exactly what traits make up each subgroup. Additionally,
the method employed in this study may represent a more
indirect measure than the group labels approach. Group
labels may invoke a participant’s social identity and their
personal relation to those groups. For example, a conser-
vative participant may feel more threatened by the label
feminist than by the traits believes in equality or politically
committed. Similarly, progressive participants may think it
inappropriate to report negative characteristics about pro-
fessional women, but may feel more comfortable respond-
ing to the trait strong-minded. Thus, a trait approach may
offer a view of the organization of subgroups that is more
cognitive and less polarized by motivational concerns than
the category approach.

It remains uncertain whether the results from the cur-
rent study are indicative of person perception processes
used in everyday life, as we have addressed primarily the
structure of classification in this study and not the process
of classification. Future research should examine how per-
ceptions of a particular woman are influenced by the traits
she possesses, the subgroups of which she is a member, and
the properties (e.g., moral virtue, power) associated with
both. For the present, we can reflect on what the structure
of subgroups might tell us about the stereotype of women.

A final limitation is that our participants were entirely
from an undergraduate population. It is possible that a
larger, more nationally representative sample may have
yielded different results. Older participants, for example,
may have rated the female athlete and professional/feminist
subgroups more negatively than undergraduate participants
because women occupied these roles less frequently in the
past than in current times. Future research may benefit
from examining perceptions of female subgroups among
participants of many age groups.

Function of the Dimensions

What can be made of the finding that female subgroups can
be reliably distinguished along dimensions of virtue and
agency? Jost and Banaji (1994) proposed that one func-
tion of stereotypes is to justify existing status differences
between groups. Building on this theory, Glick and Fiske
(2001) suggested that paternalistic stereotypes, which com-
bine negative stereotypes about a group’s competence with
positive stereotypes about its warmth, might be more re-
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sistant to criticism than unmitigated negative stereotypes.
We propose that power might be more immediately re-
lated to status than competence, even though the two are
generally found together. If the function of paternalistic
stereotypes is to preserve a status hierarchy, then a subor-
dinate group that considered itself influential and capable of
self-determination (powerful) would pose a greater threat
than a group that considered itself proficient in some do-
main (competent). In the present study, the homemaker
subgroup exemplifies the paternalistic stereotype—low in
competence and power, but high in virtue. Members of
a group stereotyped as low in competence and power are
unlikely to be considered for high-status roles, restricting
their access to political and economic resources. Neverthe-
less, the homemaker possesses traits considered to be very
desirable, as indicated by its three-way tie for first place on
the evaluation dimension. The traits of the homemaker sub-
group are thus desirable but politically inert, a combination
likely to keep the homemaker subgroup low in status.

Another theory of the function of stereotypes is more
directly relevant to subgroups of women. Glick and col-
leagues (1997) proposed that the differences among fe-
male subgroups may be related to the different ways that
women threaten existing status differences between men
and women. According to their theory, professional women
threaten men’s status directly by competing for economic
resources. Although not mentioned in their theory, femi-
nists would presumably also pose a direct threat by seeking
equal status for men and women. Female athletes could
pose a less direct threat because they offer examples of
women who are physically powerful. All three groups pose
a threat to status differences because they are powerful—
they are examples of women who are strong and indepen-
dent. Glick and colleagues (1997) also identified an indirect
threat posed by the beauty and temptress subgroups, which
could exploit men’s attraction to them. These hypotheses
are difficult to test, and our data do not provide much con-
firming or disconfirming evidence for them. Although we
might expect male participants to give lower evaluation rat-
ings to traits that are threatening, their instructions were
to rate the desirability of the trait for a woman, not their
personal liking or disliking of the trait. The correlation be-
tween ratings of power and evaluation was positive for both
male (r = .24) and female (r = .25) participants, suggest-
ing that powerful traits were generally regarded as desir-
able traits. Similar ambiguity plagues assessments of the
temptress subgroup. Although the temptress subgroup may
pose a threat to men’s status, the threat exists only because
men are attracted to the subgroup, making a global negative
evaluation unlikely. In fact, men gave the temptress sub-
group significantly higher desirability ratings than women.
The development of the subgroup-divisions-as-threats the-
ory may benefit from future research that directly measures
the perceived threat of each subgroup to existing status
differences.
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Concluding Remarks

The current research makes two contributions to the exist-
ing literature on subgroups of women. First, it elucidates
some interesting aspects of the subgroups themselves. Most
surprising were the contrasts between the temptress and
beauty subgroups, which tended to be combined in partic-
ipants’ sorting of traits. Whereas the beauty subgroup was
one of the most positively evaluated, the temptress sub-
group was the lowest. A question for future research is how
and why such polarized combinations of traits tend to be
combined into a single subgroup. Whereas the temptress
and beauty subgroups were rated differently but sorted to-
gether, two other subgroups were rated similarly but sorted
separately: feminists and female athletes. Feminists and fe-
male athletes, as well as the professional subgroup, were
generally seen as high in competence and power and rela-
tively neutral with regard to virtue. Finally, the homemaker
subgroup was seen as lowest in power but highest in virtue.
The second contribution made by the current study is ad-
ditional support for the agency—virtue framework of female
subgroups (Altermattetal., 2003). Although the stereotype-
content model (Fiske, 1998; Fiske et al., 1999, 2002) sug-
gests that many stereotypes can be described in terms of
the two dimensions of warmth and competence, the re-
sults of the current study indicated that female subgroups
may be better described by moral and sexual virtue than
by warmth. The current study also demonstrated the value
of considering both competence and power in relation to
the structure of female subgroups. Members of the home-
maker and beauty subgroups, for example, were not judged
differently with regard to their perceived competence, but
were judged as distinct in terms of their perceived power.
Whereas competence was strongly correlated with (and
thus to some degree redundant with) virtue, power was
relatively independent of virtue. Power—defined as the ca-
pacity to influence others and to resist their influence—
may play a more important role than competence in main-
taining status differences between groups because of its
direct association with self-determination. In summary, a
agency—virtue model not only describes the perceived dif-
ferences among female subgroups but is also consistent
with a system-justification model of stereotypes (Jost &
Banaji, 1994) in which the traditional stereotype of women
(homemaker) trades the potentially status-enhancing bene-
fits of agency for the nominally desirable but status-neutral
benefits of virtue.
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NOTE

1. Itis important to note that the identification of additional sub-
groups was not the result of gender stereotyping researchers
seeking to broaden the range of female subgroups. Rather, it

DEWALL ET AL.

was the result of changes in people (i.e., participants’) beliefs
about the variability of different groups of women.
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