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Sexist attitudes and beliefs may change during adolescence. Understanding 
these changes, and identifying any differences between boys and girls in this 
respect, is therefore of particular interest and utility when it comes to designing 
gender equality programmes (Glick & Fiske, 2011; Silván-Ferrero & Bustillos, 
2007). Given that these attitudes may be a precursor to sexist behaviour or 
violence against women in adult life (De Lemus, Moya, & Glick, 2010; Ferragut, 
Blanca, & Ortiz-Tallo, 2013; Glick & Hilt, 2000; Russell & Trigg, 2004) their identi-
fication in adolescence is also relevant in terms of preventing such behaviour 
in adulthood.

ABSTRACT
The aim of this study was to examine changes in sexist attitudes and beliefs in 
a group of Spanish adolescents over a period of three consecutive years, with 
specific attention being paid to gender differences. Participants were 279 students 
(mean age at first assessment of 12.10  years) who, in each of the three years, 
completed the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory and the Questionnaire on Attitudes 
towards Diversity and Violence. Longitudinal analysis showed that hostile sexism 
did not vary over time, whereas scores on benevolent sexism and on sexist beliefs 
and justification of violence all fell between the ages of 12 and 14, there being an 
equivalent decrease in boys and girls. Boys scored significantly higher than girls 
on hostile sexism, as well as on sexist beliefs. These results illustrate how sexist 
attitudes and beliefs change during adolescence and provide further confirmation 
that these variables show gender differences from an early age.

© 2016 taylor & francis
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2  M. FeRRAGUT eT AL.

To date, most research on sexist attitudes and beliefs has been carried out 
in the adult population and has mainly focused on variables associated with 
violent behaviour in general, and with violence perpetrated by men against 
their partners, in particular (Bowen, 2011; echeburúa, Sarasua, Zubizarreta, & Del 
Corral, 2009; Fernández-Montalvo & echeburúa, 2008; Gibbons, Collins, & Reid, 
2011; Gondolf, 2002; Loinaz, Ortiz-Tallo, Sánchez, & Ferragut, 2011; Ortiz-Tallo, 
Cardenal, Blanca, Sánchez, & Morales, 2007; Ortiz-Tallo, Fierro, Blanca, Cardenal, 
& Sánchez, 2006). However, only a few studies have examined sexist attitudes 
and beliefs in adolescents.

Regarding sexism, Glick and Fiske (1997, 2011) developed a general concept 
of ambivalent sexism that covers two distinct yet complementary forms: hostile 
sexism and benevolent sexism. Hostile sexism reflects the belief that women 
as a group are inferior, and it involves negative stereotypes that promote dis-
crimination. Alongside this, benevolent sexism refers to the belief that women 
as a group are inherently weak and therefore need to be protected by men. 
This conceptualization gave rise to the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI), an 
instrument designed to measure both the hostile and benevolent variables and 
which has shown adequate psychometric properties in cross-cultural studies 
(Glick & Fiske, 2011).

A number of studies have explored differences in sexism between men and 
women and have reported consistent differences in hostile sexism but inconsist-
ent results for benevolent sexism (De Lemus, Castillo, Moya, Padilla, & Ryan, 2008; 
De Lemus et al., 2010; Ferragut et al., 2013; Garaigordobil & Aliri, 2011; Glick et 
al., 2000, 2004; Glick & Fiske, 2011; Rodríguez, Lameiras, Carrera, & Faílde, 2010; 
Sibley & Wilson, 2004; Silván-Ferrero & Bustillos, 2007). In an extensive study 
covering 16 nations, Glick et al. (2004) found that men in all countries scored 
higher than women on hostile sexism. Subsequent research has consistently 
reported the same pattern among both adults (Glick & Fiske, 2011; Sibley & 
Wilson, 2004) and adolescents (De Lemus et al., 2010; Garaigordobil & Aliri, 2011; 
Silván-Ferrero & Bustillos, 2007). With regard to benevolent sexism, Glick et al. 
(2004) found certain variations across countries: in some there were no gender 
differences, while in those where differences were found the results were not 
consistent. Similar inconsistencies can be observed among other studies with 
adult samples. For instance, Glick et al. (2000) found no differences by gender, 
whereas other authors reported that women score higher (Sibley & Wilson, 2004) 
or lower (Glick & Fiske, 2011) than men. This variability has also been found with 
adolescent samples. De Lemus et al. (2008) reported no significant differences in 
benevolent sexism between boys and girls, while other authors found that boys 
scored higher than girls on this scale (Ferragut et al., 2013; Rodríguez et al., 2010).

empirical evidence also suggests that hostile and benevolent sexism may 
vary with age. Glick and Hilt (2000) reviewed a number of cross-sectional studies 
and suggested that hostile sexist attitudes were inversely associated with age in 
boys and girls. They related these differences to the development of romantic 
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eUROPeAn JOURnAL OF DeVeLOPMenTAL PSyCHOLOGy  3

relationships between boys and girls during adolescence. De Lemus et al. (2010), 
in a cross-sectional study of a sample of 12–19 year olds, found that, for girls, 
hostile sexism appears to decrease linearly with age, whereas boys’ scores only 
decrease from age 16 onwards. Furthermore, benevolent sexism only decreased 
among girls between the youngest (12–14) and oldest (16–19) age groups. In 
a study conducted with adults, Lameiras, Rodríguez, and Castro (2004) found 
no age-related differences in sexism in women and men aged between 18 and 
40. The results of these cross-sectional studies suggest that sexism may change 
during adolescence. To our knowledge, however, no study has explored such 
changes using a longitudinal design.

Research conducted in Spain by Díaz-Aguado and Martínez-Arias (2004) 
suggests that sexist attitudes are associated with attitudes towards violence 
among adolescents. As a result of their work in this field, these authors devel-
oped the Questionnaire on Attitudes towards Diversity and Violence (known 
in Spain as the CADV), which was published and accredited by the Spanish 
Ministry of Health, Social Services and equality. The questionnaire includes a 
factor labelled Sexist beliefs and justification of domestic violence, whose items 
cover the justification of patriarchal rule in the family, sexist discrimination, 
child maltreatment and violence against women. These elements were chosen 
on the basis of previous research showing that adolescents who live in violent 
families tend to justify these beliefs and predictably show more sexist attitudes 
and behaviour in the future, there being a transmission from one generation 
to another (O’Keefe, 1998; Strauss & yodanis, 1997). When it comes to studying 
sexist attitudes, this focus on the justification of domestic violence provides an 
important complement to the construct of ambivalent sexism discussed earlier.

Research using the CADV has consistently found that boys score higher 
than girls on sexist beliefs and justification of domestic violence (Díaz-Aguado 
& Martínez-Arias, 2004; Díaz-Aguado, Martínez-Arias, & Martín-Seaone, 2004; 
Ferragut, Blanca, & Ortiz-Tallo, 2014; Viniegra, 2007). In order to explore possible 
age differences, Viniegra (2007) compared two generations of students who 
were 12 years old when entering secondary school in 2003 and 2005, respec-
tively. The results showed that the two groups only differed in sexist beliefs when 
they were in their first year of secondary education (i.e., when students had a 
mean age of 12 years), whereas no differences were found in the subsequent 
academic years.

More recent longitudinal research has examined the relationship between 
age and the perpetration of intimate partner violence (IPV) or victimization 
(Johnson, Giordano, Longmore, & Manning, 2015; Lohman, neppl, Senia, & 
Schofield, 2013). Johnson et al. (2015) observed that the perpetration of IPV and 
victimization intensified between adolescence (age 15) and young adulthood 
(age 18), while Lohman et al. (2013) found that IPV showed stability during early 
adulthood. These findings suggest that adolescence might be a key period in 
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4  M. FeRRAGUT eT AL.

terms of the development of attitudes and beliefs that can have social reper-
cussions in adulthood.

Based on the literature reviewed above, three main conclusions can be 
drawn: (a) discrepancies remain regarding the association between sexism/
sexist beliefs and age and gender; (b) most research to date has focused on 
ambivalent sexism and few studies have examined how sexist beliefs may lead 
to a justification of domestic violence; and (c) there are, as yet, no longitudinal 
studies of how sexism and sexist beliefs may change during adolescence. In 
order to address these issues we carried out a longitudinal study to explore 
sexist attitudes and beliefs over three consecutive years during adolescence 
(12–14 years old). Specifically, we sought to determine whether or not such 
attitudes and beliefs change during this period, and to identify any differences 
between boys and girls. Based on previous research findings (De Lemus et al., 
2010; Díaz-Aguado & Martínez-Arias, 2004; Díaz-Aguado et al., 2004; Ferragut 
et al., 2014; Garaigordobil & Aliri, 2011; Silván-Ferrero & Bustillos, 2007; Viniegra, 
2007) we hypothesized that boys would score higher than girls on hostile sex-
ism, sexist beliefs and the justification of domestic violence. Regarding change, 
we hypothesized, in line with previous cross-sectional studies (De Lemus et al., 
2010; Glick & Hilt, 2000), that there would be a decrease in hostile sexism over 
time. In light of the inconsistent findings reported among studies of ambivalent 
sexism (De Lemus et al., 2008; Ferragut et al., 2013; Glick et al., 2004), our overall 
aim was to provide data that furthers our understanding of this variable – and 
changes in it – in the context of adolescence.

Method

Participants

The sample comprised 279 students (123 boys and 156 girls) who were followed 
up over three consecutive years, from years one to three of their secondary edu-
cation. The students were drawn from eight schools in the province of Malaga, 
Spain. Their mean age at each measurement point was 12.10 (SD = .58), 13.16 
(SD = .59) and 14.09 (SD = .55), respectively. The large majority (92%) were of 
Spanish origin, 6% were from Latin American countries and 2% were from other 
european countries. eighty-five per cent of the sample lived with their family of 
origin, and 92.6% had at least one sibling.

The inclusion criteria were (1) being in year one of secondary school during 
the 2010–2011 academic year, and (2) having correctly completed both ques-
tionnaires (see below) in all three years of the study. The exclusion criteria were 
(1) incomplete response to either questionnaire, (2) having changed school 
during the study period, (3) having a diagnosed psychological problem that was 
recognized by the school and which made it difficult to complete the measures, 
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eUROPeAn JOURnAL OF DeVeLOPMenTAL PSyCHOLOGy  5

and (4) not understanding Spanish or having difficulties expressing oneself in 
this language.

The initial sample consisted of 502 first-year secondary students (245 boys 
and 257 girls), of whom 223 were excluded from the final analysis on the basis 
of the aforementioned criteria. Sample attrition was mainly due to the first three 
exclusion criteria: more than 50% of these 223 students were excluded because 
they were not assessed during the following year, had changed schools or had to 
repeat a year, while about 40% of them were excluded for not having completed 
fully one of the three measurements.

Instruments

Sexism was assessed by the ASI for Adolescents (Inventario de Sexismo 
Ambivalente para Adolescentes; ISA; De Lemus et al., 2008). This instrument was 
developed in Spain and it is based on the ambivalent sexism theory developed 
by Glick and Fiske (1997, 2011). It comprises 20 items that are scored on a 6-point 
Likert scale (1 = totally disagree; 6 = totally agree). The ISA yields scores on two 
factors: hostile sexism, which reflects negative attitudes towards women, and 
benevolent sexism, referring to protective attitudes towards women who are 
undervalued and viewed stereotypically. Total scores range between 10 and 60 
points for each factor. Confirmatory factor analysis, based on structural equation 
modelling and using the eQS 6.1 software package (Bentler, 2006), showed that 
that the ISA has the same internal structure as that reported by Glick and Fiske 
(2011) in their original validation study of the ASI. Analyses were performed on 
the item polychoric correlation matrix using the maximum likelihood and robust 
estimation methods. The goodness-of-fit indexes were adequate (Satorra–
Bentler χ2 divided by the degrees of freedom = 2.74; comparative fit index = .93; 
non-normed fit index =  .92; root mean square error of approximation =  .07). 
Cronbach’s alpha for the three measurement occasions ranged between .84 and 
.87 for hostile sexism and between .81 and .83 for benevolent sexism.

Sexist beliefs were evaluated using the Sexist beliefs and justification of domes-
tic violence subscale of the Questionnaire on Attitudes towards Diversity and 
Violence (CADV; Díaz-Aguado & Martínez-Arias, 2004). This scale contains 17 
items that are responded to using a 7-point Likert scale, (1 = totally disagree; 
7 = totally agree). High scores reflect an attitude that justifies patriarchal rule, 
sexist discrimination, child maltreatment and violence against women. Total 
scores range between 17 and 119. In order to test whether all the items loaded 
on a single factor, we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis using structural 
equation modelling and the eQS 6.1 software package (Bentler, 2006). Analyses 
were performed on the item polychoric correlation matrix using the maximum 
likelihood and robust estimation methods. Overall, the goodness-of-fit indexes 
were adequate (Satorra–Bentler χ2 divided by the degrees of freedom = 1.44; 
comparative fit index = .98; Bentler–Bonnet non-normed fit index = .98; root 
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6  M. FeRRAGUT eT AL.

mean square error of approximation = .04). Alpha for the three measurement 
occasions ranged between .84 and .87.

Procedure

The research team contacted the schools, informing their governing board and 
parents’ association of the study objectives and the procedure that should be fol-
lowed in order to take part. Those schools that agreed to participate during the 
three years then obtained informed consent from the parents of their students.

This longitudinal study had three measurement points, one in each of three 
consecutive secondary school years. Data were collected during the first term of 
each school year, beginning in 2010–2011. Researchers trained for this purpose 
explained and administered the questionnaires in the participants’ usual class-
room during the ordinary school day. The two instruments were administered 
to the whole group during a one-hour session, with anonymity being ensured 
by assigning a code to each student.

Results

A multivariate 2 × 3 analysis of variance was performed with gender as the 
between-subjects factor and the three measurement points as the repeated 

Table 1. correlation between each pair of dependent variables at the three measurement 
points.

**p < .001, N = 279.

12 years 13 years 14 years

Hostil 
sexism

Benevolent 
sexism

Hostil 
sexism

Benevolent 
sexism

Hostil 
sexism

Benevolent 
sexism

Benevolent 
sexism

.64** .54** .61**

sexist beliefs .62** .45** .60** .49** .65** .49**

Table 2. means (and standard deviations) by sex for total scores on each of the dependent 
variables at the three measurement points.

12 years 13 years 14 years

Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls
hostile 

sexism
32.94 

(11.29)
26.59 (9.14) 32.23 

(10.57)
25.54 (8.36) 32.89 

(11.16)
25.41 (8.23)

29.77 28.89 29.15
Benevolent 

sexism
40.49 (9.26) 37.61 (9.67) 38.69 (9.36) 37.79 (9.90) 37.19 

(10.57)
36.92 (9.88)

39.05 38.24 37.05
sexist 

beliefs
47.82 

(16.63)
39.05 

(12.26)
43.25 

(15.63)
34.22 

(11.68)
41.52 

(16.38)
31.94 

(10.33)
43.44 38.74 36.74
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eUROPeAn JOURnAL OF DeVeLOPMenTAL PSyCHOLOGy  7

measures factor. The dependent variables were hostile sexism, benevolent sex-
ism, and sexist beliefs and justification of domestic violence. Table 1 shows the 
correlation between dependent variables, while Table 2 shows the means and 
standard deviations by gender for scores obtained on these dependent variables 
at each of the three measurement points. The analysis showed a statistically 
significant effect for both gender, F(3, 275) = 27.58, p < .001, partial η2 = .23, and 
measurement point, F(6, 272) = 15.51, p < .001, partial η2 = .26. However, the 
gender by measurement point interaction did not reach statistical significance, 
F(6, 272) = 1.83, p = .09, partial η2 = .04.

The following analysis is thus based on the gender and measurement point 
effects. A t-test applied to the three dependent variables showed statistically 
significant gender differences for hostile sexism, t(277) = 7.08, p < .001, d = .83, 
and for sexist beliefs and the justification of domestic violence, t(277) = 6.05, 
p < .001, d = .76, but not for benevolent sexism, t(277) = 1.40, p = .16, d = .16. 
Specifically, this analysis revealed that boys scored higher than girls on hostile 
sexism (M = 32.69 vs. M = 25.85) and on sexist beliefs (M = 44.20 vs. M = 35.07).

Regarding the measurement point, one-way repeated measures analysis of 
variance was performed for each dependent variable. The results showed no 
differences in relation to hostile sexism, F(2, 556) = 1.35, p = .26, partial η2 = .005, 
indicating that this remained stable over time. However, the effect of measure-
ment point was statistically significant for benevolent sexism, F(2, 556) = 5.02, 
p = .007, partial η2 = .02, and for sexist beliefs and the justification of domestic 
violence, F(2, 556) = 41.57, p < .001, partial η2 = .13. Regarding benevolent sex-
ism, the results indicated that scores decreased with age, showing a linear trend, 
F(1, 278) = 9.23, p = .003. However, multiple comparisons, using the Bonferroni 
correction, revealed that differences were only significant between secondary 
years one and three (age 12 and 14). Finally, in relation to sexist beliefs and the 
justification of domestic violence, the results showed that scores decreased 
with age, showing significant linear, F(1, 278) = 73.50, p < .001, and quadratic, 
F(1, 278) = 4.48, p = .03, trends. The comparisons of means, using the Bonferroni 
correction, indicated significant differences between the three age groups (12, 
13 and 14 years).

Discussion

This longitudinal study has examined changes in sexist attitudes and beliefs over 
three consecutive years in a sample of Spanish adolescents whose mean age 
at the start of the study was 12 years. The two instruments used were the ASI 
for Adolescents (ISA; De Lemus et al., 2008) and the Questionnaire on Attitudes 
towards Diversity and Violence (CADV; Díaz-Aguado & Martínez-Arias, 2004).

With regard to hostile sexism, the results showed that boys scored higher 
than girls at all three measurement points. These results confirmed our initial 
hypothesis and were consistent with previous research, which has systematically 
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8  M. FeRRAGUT eT AL.

found that males score higher than females on hostile sexism during both ado-
lescence (De Lemus et al., 2010; Garaigordobil & Aliri, 2011; Moyano, expósito, & 
Trujillo, 2013; Silván-Ferrero & Bustillos, 2007) and adulthood (Glick & Fiske, 2011; 
Sibley & Wilson, 2004). With respect to change over the three years, our results 
showed that scores for hostile sexism remained stable over the three-year period 
(age 12–14). These results are contrary to our initial hypothesis of a decrease 
over time, which was based on the findings of previous cross-sectional research 
in adolescents (Glick & Hilt, 2000; De Lemus et al., 2010). However, it should be 
noted that both of the cited studies were cross-sectional and used older samples 
than the one examined in this study. Our results are, however, consistent with 
those reported by Lameiras et al. (2004) for early adulthood. Based on their find-
ing that hostile sexism showed stability in early adulthood, they suggested that 
these hostile attitudes might be related to personality traits rather than to any 
specific beliefs (Lameiras et al., 2004). A task for future research would therefore 
be to extend the present study to individuals older than 14 years old, as there 
might be a change in hostile sexism during those years when, as Glick and Hilt 
(2000) suggest, adolescents begin to show increased interest in the opposite sex.

The results for benevolent sexism revealed no significant differences between 
boys and girls, suggesting that they hold similar views in relation to the stere-
otypical idea that women need to be protected. Previous research on gender 
differences in benevolent sexism has produced inconsistent findings. Although 
our results did not confirm our initial hypothesis, they do reflect some pre-
vious studies that have likewise found no differences in benevolent sexism 
between male and female adolescents (De Lemus et al., 2010; Ferragut et al., 
2013; Garaigordobil & Aliri, 2012) or adults (Glick et al., 2004). Interestingly, how-
ever, our analysis showed that scores for benevolent sexism changed over time. 
Specifically, scores decreased as adolescents got older, suggesting that these 
attitudes become less intense with age. Moreover, the difference was greater 
when comparing the first and third measurement points (age 12 vs. 14), a finding 
that is in line with previous reports (De Lemus et al., 2010; Glick & Hilt, 2000).

Finally, our analysis of sexist beliefs and justification of domestic violence 
revealed differences between boys and girls. As hypothesized, and in line with a 
number of previous studies (Díaz-Aguado & Martínez-Arias, 2004; Díaz-Aguado 
et al., 2004; Ferragut et al., 2013; Recker et al., 2007; Viniegra, 2007), boys scored 
higher than girls on this variable. However, when change over the three years 
was examined, the scores of both boys and girls showed a similar decrease 
as they got older. As already mentioned, some authors have argued that this 
age-related reduction in sexist attitudes and beliefs may be the result of the 
greater interest which boys and girls show in relating to the opposite sex as 
they progress through adolescence (Sánchez, Ortega, Ortega, & Viejo, 2008). 
Consequently, further research that examines whether there is an association 
between the change in these variables and the development of the first roman-
tic relationships would be of considerable interest.
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eUROPeAn JOURnAL OF DeVeLOPMenTAL PSyCHOLOGy  9

In summary, the results of this longitudinal study suggest that hostile sexism 
does not change during the period of adolescence considered (age 12–14), 
such that it may reflect a stable variable similar to personality traits, as has 
been suggested in research on hostile sexism in early adulthood (Lameiras et 
al., 2004). Boys express greater agreement with explicitly negative attitudes 
towards women than do girls, and these positions remain stable with age. With 
respect to the more subtle form of sexism, whereby women are seen as in need 
of protection, the views of boys and girls reflected similar attitudes, although 
such attitudes appear to become less common over time, at least for the age 
range considered here. Finally, with regard to sexist beliefs that serve to justify 
domestic violence, we observed differences between boys and girls, with girls 
being less likely to express agreement with such beliefs. It should also be noted 
that over time and for both genders there was a linear trend towards fewer sexist 
beliefs that justify domestic violence.

The present study has a number of limitations that are inherent to longi-
tudinal research, for example, sample attrition. In addition, although this is, 
to our knowledge, the first study to examine changes in sexist attitudes and 
beliefs using a longitudinal approach, the sample was drawn exclusively from 
Spain. Therefore, further cross-national investigations are needed to replicate 
the present results. It would also be interesting to extend the three-year design 
used here so as to include adolescents over 14 years of age.

Despite the acknowledged limitations we believe that the study has a num-
ber of strengths. First, the design is longitudinal, whereas most research to date 
on this topic has been cross-sectional. Therefore, the study makes a novel contri-
bution and helps to further our understanding of hostile and benevolent sexism, 
and of sexist beliefs and justification of domestic violence, in relation to a specific 
period of adolescence that is key in terms of individual development. Moreover, 
from a methodological point of view it should be noted that the approach 
used increases the reliability of the results obtained for each of the variables at 
each time point. Finally, these results may have important implications for the 
development of prevention and intervention programmes with adolescents. 
Specifically, the sexism variables considered have been associated with attitudes 
that serve to justify domestic violence, and as such they might be precursors to 
violence against women (Forbes, Adams-Curtis, & White, 2004; Withaker, 2013). 
Moreover, these variables have also been related to other forms of violence such 
as violence towards peers, with individuals who score high on sexism tending to 
be more racist and xenophobic. In other words, those individuals who score high 
on sexism appear to be more likely to identify themselves with a social model 
based on relationships of dominance and submission (Díaz-Aguado et al., 2004; 
Díaz-Aguado & Martín-Seaone, 2011). In this regard, the findings of the present 
study provide relevant evidence about changes in sexism during adolescence, 
which is one of the key periods of development. Future research should explore 
which variables might have the greatest influence on these attitudes and beliefs 
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so that they can be targeted in programmes to prevent violence in general, and 
violence against women and towards peers, in particular.
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