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Abstract  

In recent years, the global workforce has undergone large transformations leading 

to an intensified focus on workplace competition and its interplay with gender 

dynamics. The aim of achieving harmonious and inclusive workforces has 

become paramount for organizations across all sectors, yet the 

underrepresentation of women in higher-level managerial positions remains a 

persistent challenge.  

 

A contemporary study regarding changing the choice architecture from opt-in to 

opt-out defaults has shown potential to minimize the gender disparities in higher-

level managerial positions. However, as the research is novel, the concept is 

required further investigation to be proven as the preferable option for 

organizations in attaining potential candidates.  

 

In our thesis, we aim to shed light on the intricacies of gender dynamics within 

workplace competitions and aim to contribute to the broader venture of building a 

more egalitarian and diverse workforce. We aim to establish the changes of 

perceptions between the genders by applying an opt-out framework, to see if the 

effects can lead to a higher representation of female candidates in higher-level 

positions. We do this by applying dimensions such as Machiavellianism, Moral 

Judgement and Willingness to Compete, to examine if an opt-out framework 

provides positive effects on females and their journey up the corporate ladders.  

 

Our results suggest that an opt-out framework does, to a certain point, indeed 

reduce gender disparities in workplace competitions, however, our findings also 

suggest that not all ways of the recruitment of candidates should be done with an 

opt-out design. Following, our findings are not globally generalizable, as our 

survey has been distributed within Norway. In addition, socio-cultural factors will 

vary across the countries, and hence, our research should be tested within other 

cultures, in other countries to obtain a better understanding of the effects of opting 

out or passive choice architecture.   



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Nobel Prize in Physics has been awarded to only three women till date. The most recent 

female awardee, Donna Strickland, was serving as an associate professor at the time of her 

victory. When questioned about her not failure to attain full professorship, she replied: “I 

never applied” (He et al., 2021 p. 1). 
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1.0 Introduction      

The changing landscape of the global workforce has resulted in increased interest 

in the understanding of intricacies of workplace competition, particularly in 

conjunction with gender. The struggle for organizations to access the full pool of 

talent in higher-level job positions, is often restrained by the underrepresentation 

of females entering the competitive arena (He et al., 2021). This thesis will 

examine the differences in perception between men and women as they compete 

for advanced career roles, with the influence of choice architecture in competitive 

dynamics. The exploration is driven by an unwavering interest in achieving a 

more balanced, diverse, and productive workforce, by understanding the 

complexities of perceptions towards the genders within competitive settings.  

The thesis is inspired by Joyce He’s comprehensive study from 2021. The study is 

a crucial addition to the existing body of knowledge and has provided deeper 

insights into the nuances and dynamics of gender in competition, and the role 

choice architecture has on shaping these dynamics. In addition, existing literature 

presents a complex landscape of gender disparity, with evidence suggesting more 

pronounced competitive orientation among men than women. Men, for instance, 

are reported to choose a tournament incentive scheme twice as often as their 

female counterparts (Niederle & Vesterlund, 2007). Furthermore, despite 

structural actions and strides towards gender equality, women continue to be 

underrepresented in top management positions (Dezsö & Ross, 2012).  

He et al. (2021) cites literature from both economics and psychology suggesting 

that reasons women are less willing to compete than men are correlated with 

observed and experienced gender disparity in leadership positions. Researchers 

have found that women demonstrate less (over)confidence than men (Niederle & 

Vesterlund, 2007), and are also less likely to self-promote and exaggerate 

accomplishments (Moss-Racusin & Rudman, 2010). Both Niederle & Vesterlund 

(2007) and Flory et al. (2015) show significant results that women are less likely 

to seek out risk and competition. Further, Bosquet et al. (2019) and Exley et al. 

(2020) support that risk aversion, lack of self-promotion and the likelihood to 

compete, are reasons women might be less inclined to participate in competitive 

situations.  



 

 2 

He et al. (2021) conducted both field and laboratory experiments to test whether a 

change in choice architecture could attenuate differences between the genders. By 

altering the default of having to actively apply for promotions, and hence enter 

competitions, to a passive default where all relevant applicants are considered 

eligible, the applicants themselves had to decide whether they want to drop out of 

the competition or remain as a considered candidate. He et al. (2021) suggests that 

this change in choice architecture should have a direct impact on the differences 

between the genders, as studies show that women are reluctant to “lean-in”, due to 

the potential backlash they might receive both socially and economically 

(Rudman & Glick, 2001). Therefore, the women that are hesitant to apply for 

higher-level positions, will experience a reversed process of recruitment while 

still obtaining their freedom of choice to compete or not.   

To date, most action taken against gender disparities in recruitment processes 

have been tied to diversity programs and bias training, with little to no results 

(Dobbin & Kalev, 2016). While organizations have trained women to “lean in”, 

voice concerns, and engage in women empowerment, the structural actions have 

brought on backlash in forms of economic and social penalties, as women adopt 

what is seen as stereotypically male characteristics (Moss-Racusin & Rudman, 

2010). Furthermore, the lean in approach entitles women to take responsibility for 

fixing the problem themselves (Kim et al., 2018). Other actions for reducing 

gender disparities include the implementation of internal organizational systems 

in which the default is that individuals would be considered for promotions after a 

certain number of years, and the individual itself must opt out rather than opt in 

(Bosquet et al., 2019).  

For recruitments and the choice to enter a competition (i.e., applying for a 

position), the choice architecture type is often an opt-in choice, where individuals 

actively apply for competition, and the default choice is not to apply (He et al., 

2021). Out of three experiments, He et al. (2021) found a significant difference in 

the participation of competition when they changed the choice architecture from 

opting-in to opting-out. The result showed that around half of the women would 

opt into competitions, whereas approximately three quarters of the men would 

choose the same. When the default was altered, results showed that the differences 

between the genders were eradicated and close to equal. The conclusion of their 

study follows that while performance and abilities of the genders are mostly 
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equal, women show tendencies to have a higher aversion in their willingness to 

compete than men, and that the framing of opting out of competition schemes 

should eliminate or reduce these aversions (He et al., 2021).  

Delving deeper into the perceptions between the genders when entering 

competitions, we apply and emphasize the concepts of Machiavellianism, Moral 

Judgement and Willingness to Compete as pivotal variables. Derived from 

Niccolò Machiavelli’s teachings, the concept of Machiavellianism is central in 

examining how manipulation and deceptions may affect competition, as 

Machiavellianism is posited to potentially influence an individual’s behavior in 

competitive environments. Further, the study evaluates the role of moral judgment 

in decision-making processes and how these variables, including an individual's 

willingness to compete, is influenced by the gender competing in a given 

scenario. To further investigate if it is possible for organizations to divert from an 

approach of “fixing the women,” we explore whether an automated (i.e., opt-out) 

application process can potentially increase the number of female applicants and 

whether this leads to changed observer perceptions towards the female candidates 

in our experiments, and hence reveal an increased gender parity across higher 

level positions. This will be compared to the traditional application process, where 

applicants must opt-in to be eligible for a recruitment process. 

With thus, pose the following research question:  

 

Do differences in perception exist between men and women in competition for 

higher- level job positions and does choice architecture in competition play a role 

in exacerbating or mitigating these differences? 

Our study employs a 2x2 vignette experiment, presenting four different scenarios 

in evenly spaced intervals. A vignette experiment is a beneficial research method 

for psychological and sociological experiments where we present a hypothetical 

situation in which the participants react and show their perceptions, values, 

norms, and impressions (Steiner et al., 2016). Our survey described four different 

scenarios for our participants, where two of the scenarios are considered opt-in 

scenarios and two scenarios are considered opt-out. The protagonist “Kim” was 

either male or female and competed against a friend in the aims of retaining a 

higher-level managerial position. We deployed the survey to a mass of 400 
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respondents, for increased reliability and validity of our study. Our demography is 

spread across all groups of age, gender, employment level and educational level, 

and provides detailed insight in understanding the effects of gender and 

competition with an active or passive approach.  

Our thesis is further organized the following way: Chapter two presents the 

theoretical grounds that build our hypothesis for finding resolutions in the gaps of 

existing literature. This chapter sets the bases for our moderation model and 

approach to our analysis by presenting our research model and hypothesis. 

Furthermore, chapter three is devoted to our research methodology, where we 

identify our research method, research design and data collection methods. 

Following, chapter four aims to analyze the data collected, by undertaking a 

structural approach of checking the validity and reliability of our data. Firstly, we 

checked the validity and reliability of our data, followed by a between-group 

analysis, where we aim to identify interaction points between the groups of our 

study, and identify which interaction is significant. In further investigation, we 

apply an ANOVA analysis followed by Tukey’s HSD Post-Hoc test to investigate 

where the interaction lies. Lastly, we conducted an interaction analysis by 

applying the PROCESS macro in SPSS, while looking into how opting-in or 

opting-out moderates the perceptions towards the competing gender.  

The final parts of our thesis are devoted to discussion of our findings, theoretical 

and managerial implications, limitations, and future research as well as a 

conclusion of our findings related to our problem statement.  

  

2.0 Theory and Hypothesis Development  

In the second section of this master's thesis, we will present a review of the 

current understanding of gender differences in leadership roles and determine if 

there are any significant gaps in the literature on this topic. The first part of this 

section will cover findings of leadership in modern day society. This literature has 

been chosen for its relevance in explaining the gender differences in recruitment 

schemes, and particularly provides explanations for the gender disparities in 

work-life today. We believe this literature can explain the underlying 

mechanisms, and the underlying reasons for conducting change in recruiting 

females for higher-level positions, in any organization.  
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The second part of this section will provide a theoretical background on reasons 

why there might be gender disparities in higher-level positions, accounting for 

behavior and personality traits such as competitiveness, motivation to lead, 

followed by the affective motivation to lead which is a more prominent 

characteristic of females. Lastly, this section will cover leadership characteristics 

and specifically what entails a successful leader.  We have chosen to examine 

these variables, based on the objective importance in literature.  

 

The third part of this section covers gender stereotypes, where we further 

introduce the backlash avoidance model as a means to explain why women will 

opt-out of competition. While the fourth part will cover nudging particularly due 

to the design of our study, including choice architecture to evaluate the gender 

disparities submitted through our survey. Nudging is particularly interesting, 

because our study examines whether a nudge in which relevant candidates for a 

managerial position are chosen with a passive choice architecture. In the 

following subsections, we cover in detail choice architecture and specifically 

opting-in versus opting out. Finally, we mention critiques related to nudging, as it 

is important to portray both the pros and the cons of this action.  

 

Finally, the last part of this section yields space for our research model and 

hypotheses, including elaborations on the variables included in our model. Hence, 

this section of our paper represents central theoretical aspects that are important to 

consider in the context of our research.  

 

2.1 Literature Review 

2.1.1 Leadership in Modern Day Society  

According to The World Bank Data in 2023, the proportion of women in the 

overall labor force has shown a consistent upward trend from 1990 to 2022. In 

Norway, the percentage of female participation has risen from 44.9 percent to 

48.8 percent, while in the United States, it has increased from 44.4 percent to 46.4 

percent (The World Bank Data, 2023). According to the United Nation’s report 

“The World’s Women” from 2020, the global gender gap of managerial positions 
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is more or less the same in 2019 as it was in 1995. The report shows that women 

held only 28 percent of the global managerial positions in both years, making the 

progress of gender parity significantly slow (United Nations, 2020).  

In 2020, only 18 percent of the enterprises surveyed by the United Nations had a 

female chief executive officer (CEO), and only 7.4 percent among Fortune 500 

corporation’s CEO, were women (United Nations, 2020). Narrowed down to 

Norway, the gender balance showed that 63 percent of leadership positions were 

covered by males, while 37 percent were covered by females in 2019 (Gram, 

2021). The largest companies in Norway exhibit a significant gender gap in the 

composition of their CEO positions, specifically among the top fifteen companies 

in Norway, only three have a female CEO, as shown in Table 1 (Næss, 2022). 

Table 1  

Norwegian Companies and the Gender of the CEO 

Company CEO Gender 

Equinor (Euqinor, 2020) Male 

Norsk Hydro (Hydro, n.d) Female 

Yara International (Yara, n.d) Male 

KLP (KLP, n.d) Male 

Storebrand (Storebrand, 2023)  Male 

Telenor (Telenor, 2020) Female 

NorgesGruppen (Norgesgruppen, 2018) Male 

Statkraft (Statkraft, n.d) Male 

Reitan Retail (Reitanretail, n.d) Male 

DNB Bank (DNB, n.d) Female 

Coop Norge (Coop, n.d) Male 

Vår Energi (Vår Energi, 2022) Male 

Nordea (Nordea Bank, 2023)  Male 

Orkla (Orkla, 2023) Male 

Aker BP (Aker BP, 2023) Male 

Note. Partially adapted from Kapital, 475 milliarder i skatt fra Norges største bedrifter, by H. J. Næss, 2022. 

Furthermore, despite being a progressive nation, Norway has only ever had two 

female prime ministers, Gro Harlem Brundtland and Erna Solberg (Regjeringen, 
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n.d). Globally, the United Nations report “The World’s Women” shows that 

women’s political representation in parliament has more than doubled, however, 

at the onset of 2022, the proportion of women in lower and single houses of 

national parliaments worldwide was 26.2 percent (United Nations, 2020). A 

similar pattern is applicable to women’s representation among cabinet ministers, 

as these statistics have quadrupled over the last 25 years. Still, the parity remains 

below 22 percent, indicating a persistent gender imbalance in political leadership 

roles (United Nations, 2020). United Nations phrases the pace of progress in 

elevating women to senior leadership roles with decision-making power, as 

disheartening. At this rate, it would take another four decades for women to attain 

equal representation alongside men in national parliaments (United Nations, 

2022).  

Figure 1 

Gender Parity Statistics in all Spheres of Public and Political Life 

 

Note. Adapted from The World’s Women annual report 2020. Copyright 2020 by The United Nations  

Furthermore, the global distribution of women in managerial roles witnessed a 

marginal increase from 27.2 percent in 2015 to 28.3 percent in 2019. 

Nevertheless, no modifications were observed between 2019 and 2020, marking 

the first year since 2013 without any progress (United Nations, 2022). These 

assertions constitute a contributing factor towards laying the groundwork for the 

fifth goal of the United Nations' sustainability agenda, which aims to attain gender 

equality and empower all women and girls (United Nations, 2022). 
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2.1.1.1 Actions Towards Gender Parity and the Complexity of Structural 

Challenges  

Many companies spend time, money, and good intentions on efforts to build an 

upwards streamline for females advancing in their career (Ibarra et al., 2013). 

However, for women, the subtle gender bias that is present in organizations and 

society tends to disrupt the cycle and willingness to become a leader. 

Organizational measures with the perspective of “fixing the women'' entails that 

women have lower confidence in pursuing managerial positions (O’Neil & 

Hopkins, 2015), and initiatives such as mentoring programs, diversity task forces 

and empowerment groups have deemed ineffective in the pursuit of gender parity 

in managerial roles (Kalev & Deutch, 2018). Furthermore, quotas have been 

introduced to equalize gender representation in decision making areas. These 

quotas led to significant increases in female representation but have not led to 

cultural changes or decreases in barriers to women’s careers (Wroblewski, 2021).  

Other initiatives similar to “fixing the women” have been introduced, aiming 

towards the male representatives in organizations. These approaches often involve 

structural or systemic changes that go beyond the focus on women, such as 

organizational and societal changes through including men as allies and 

supporters of gender equality (Eagly & Carli, 2007). However, these initiatives 

have not been effective in changing the systemic and societal disparities that lie 

between the genders male and female. An explanation provided by Van den Brink 

& Benschop (2014) proclaims that gender equality strategies that involve 

changing the processes of power invokes resistance within the affected.  

With a significant underrepresentation of females in leadership positions, comes 

the argument that females often are prone to the “Glass Ceiling Phenomenon”, 

which refers to an invisible barrier that females face in their careers (Hull & 

Umansky, 1997). Studies show that structural factors such as social and cultural 

traits for men and women find their way into organizations and form prejudicial 

attitudes towards female employees. These attitudes have been found to be a 

prime cause of delayed career excelling among women (Taparia & Lenka, 2022). 

The prejudicial attitudes towards women are seen as a result of stereotyping 

(Eagly & Karau, 2002), where women are expected to be more nurturing and 

caring, and these stereotypes often serve negative backlash if a female wishes to 

climb the corporate ladder (Rudman & Phelan, 2008). Furthermore, females often 
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face reduced career advancements because of motherhood, due to perceptions that 

motherhood interferes with work commitment (Berggren & Lauster, 2013). Also, 

Carnes & Radojevich-Kelley (2011) argue that the glass ceiling phenomenon 

provides a significant barrier for females, due to factors including work-family 

conflicts, supporting that the glass ceiling also has broader societal implications. 

Michel et al. (2011) argues that organizations’ lack of supporting work-family 

balance can increase a negative organizational culture, which further leads to 

female employees feeling dissatisfied or burnt out (Kim et al., 2013, as cited in 

Taparia & Lenka, 2022). While the concept of “The Glass Ceiling” goes back 

decades, it has been expanded in contemporary times to include discrimination 

towards minorities (Kagan, 2022).  

There are similarities between the Glass Ceiling and Glass Cliff phenomenon. 

While the ceiling often refers to an invisible barrier that prevents women and 

minorities from being promoted to managerial roles, the Glass Cliff refers to 

women being set up for failure through promotion (Kagan, 2022). Systemic 

challenges such as the “Glass Cliff Theory” highlights the disparities that women 

face when engaging in self-promoting actions (Acar & Sümer, 2018). Even when 

they are assigned leadership positions, women are more likely to be given 

precarious roles, often in times of crisis or recessions, which evidently sets them 

up for failure. The effects of the “Glass Cliff Theory” support suggestions from 

modern research that the gender gap is driven by personality traits and gender 

differences when looking at competition avoidance and a lower desire to prove 

oneself.  

In conjunction with the effects of the glass ceiling and glass cliff, comes 

challenges women face in professional environments through backlash when they 

portray assertive or dominant behaviors, which are often associated with self-

promoting actions (Rudman et al., 2012). The effects of violating the traditional 

gender role beliefs tend to lead to social and economic penalties for females. 

Research argues that the behavior of self-promotion is a behavior that violates 

female gender stereotypes, however it is yet necessary for females’ professional 

success (Moss-Racusin et al., 2010). It is unknown to what extent the threat of 

potential backlash interferes with women's ability to self-promote. By testing a 

backlash avoidance model, the researchers examined the effects of facing 
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backlash on women’s self-promotion success and was designed to account for 

disruptions in women’s self-promotion attempts. 

Following this, the objective of the literature review section is to examine 

previous research concerning personality traits, and their correlation with females 

pursuing higher managerial positions.  

2.1.2 Behavior and Personality Traits  

By navigating through the interconnected grounds of competitiveness, motivation 

to lead and gender differences in leadership motivation, we aim to offer a 

comprehensive exploration of the complex dynamics at play in leadership roles. 

This chapter aims to shed light on how these factors contribute to understanding 

the nuances of behavioral and personal traits that might assist in explaining why 

some individuals are deemed more influential and successful in a leadership 

position than others. The nexus of personality traits, behavior and leadership has 

consistently captured the attention of scholars and practitioners. Competitiveness 

has been recognized as an influential personality trait on professional outcomes, 

particularly in the area of leadership where the competition for advancement and 

influence can be prominent. Furthermore, the differences in motivation to lead can 

impact leadership styles, behaviors, and effectiveness, where various factors shape 

an individual’s motivation to lead, from personal ambition and the desire for 

power and influence, to a sense of duty or desire to enact positive change. In this 

chapter we aim to provide an understanding for the influence competition has on 

leadership, in conjunction with understanding the motivations to lead and how 

these can translate into behaviors.  

2.1.2.1a Competitiveness 

Van de Vliert (1998) conducted a cross-cultural study comparing masculinity and 

femininity and found that men generally reported being more competitive, 

particularly in cultures that ranked highly on the masculinity scale. In fact, in 

psychological literature competitiveness has traditionally been viewed as a 

masculine trait and numerous studies have demonstrated that men are generally 

more competitive than women. 

According to a study by He et al. (2021), it was found that women are less likely 

to engage in competitive situations, which may lead to their underrepresentation 
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in high-level positions within organizations. In addition, Niederle & Vesterlund 

(2007) claims that men are more competitive than women, with men selecting a 

tournament incentive scheme twice as often, despite it being no difference in the 

performance between the genders. Hence, the gender gap in competition is not 

necessarily due to performance, but rather to men's overconfidence and women's 

reluctance to engage in competition through risk aversion. As a result, women are 

less willing to participate in competition, and even when their performance is 

equal to men's, they choose to not compete, or choose non-competitive options. 

Niederle & Vesterlund (2007) found significant differences between the genders 

in competitive environments and proposed several explanations for these 

differences; socialization processes such as men’s overall confidence in entering 

competitive settings, differences in risk aversions and stereotypes could contribute 

to understanding women’s lack of participation in competitive environments. 

Furthermore, the researchers highlighted the importance of understanding the 

competitive environment itself, the design of the competition and the presence of 

stereotypes and biases which could influence participants behavior.  

These findings are consistent with the results of Healy and Pate (2011), who 

found that the gender gap in competition is reduced in teams of more than two 

people compared to individual competition. Additionally, females tend to prefer 

competing in teams, while males prefer competing as individuals. These 

preferences are influenced by the gender differences in competitive settings such 

as risk aversion, feedback aversion, and confidence (Healy & Pate, 2011). 

  

Prentice and Carranza (2002) examine the correlation between stereotypical 

gender roles and perceptions of success in the workplace. Their findings suggest 

that traits traditionally associated with masculinity, such as assertiveness and 

competitiveness, are often viewed as necessary for success in the professional 

realm. This aligns with Hofstede (1980) who defines competitiveness as a trait 

associated with cultures that score highly on the masculinity dimension. 

Conversely, femininity is not typically viewed as being closely related to success 

in the workplace (Drydakis et. al, 2018). Collison et. al (2021) indicates that 

women tend to be more conscientious in terms of deliberation and order compared 

to men, which could suggest that women tend to be more organized, disciplined, 

and responsible than men. 
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2.1.2.1b Competition drives Machiavellianism  

Further, Collison et. al (2021) argues that men tend to have low levels of 

agreeableness, which suggests that they may be less cooperative, less sensitive to 

others' needs, and less inclined to compromise or avoid conflict. This is relatable 

with the term Machiavellianism, a well-known psychological term seen as part of 

the “Dark Triad”. Machiavellianism is relevant when examining gender 

differences in perceptions of competition because people who score highly on the 

Machiavellianism scale are often seen as strategic, calculating, and cold (Christie 

& Geis, 1970). 

 

In a competitive setting, these traits may be viewed as advantageous, and 

individuals who exhibit them may be more likely to succeed. If men tend to score 

higher on the Machiavellianism scale than women, as Collison et al. (2021) 

suggests, this may contribute to perceptions of gender differences in competition, 

with men being seen as more competitive or successful in these situations. These 

findings are further supported by Jonason et. al (2015) who documented that 

scores on the Dark Triad traits were related to three different workplace climate 

variables: competitiveness, prestige, and autonomy. Their findings show that men 

rated their workplace as more competitive than women and showed more Dark 

Triad traits, in which Machiavellianism was linked to competitiveness, job 

satisfaction, and thoughts about quitting (Jonason et.al., 2015). 

 

2.1.2.2 Prenatal Competitiveness  

The theory surrounding prenatal hormones and behavior were first introduced by 

Phoenix, Goy, Gerall and Young in 1959. Their study suggested that exposure to 

sex hormones during prenatal development had played a role in the influence of 

sex-typical behaviors later in life. They argued that the structural changes persist 

into adulthood and govern behavioral responses to hormonal signals. While the 

study on prenatal hormonal influence on behavior is a growing field, it is complex 

and multifaceted. For instance, a study conducted by Auyeung et al. (2009) links 

fetal testosterone levels to empathizing tendencies, where higher levels of fetal 

testosterone were associated with reduced ability to empathize. These findings 

were often more prevalent in females than males.  
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Despite the complexity of the area of study, scholars have researched the links 

between digit ratio and behavior with varying results. Research shows that there 

may be prenatal reasons for how competing behaviors are shaped. Brañas-Garza 

et al. (2023) focuses on how competing behavior may be shaped prenatally. In 

fact, both biological and psychological studies show that differences in fetal 

exposure to sex hormones (testosterone and estrogens) could have an impact on 

behavior later in life. According to multiple authors, prenatal testosterone has a 

significant role in the “masculinization” of a fetus’s brain. As male fetuses 

produce testosterone, they are naturally being exposed to it at a much higher level 

than females (Brañas-Garza et al., 2023). The measurement for assessing prenatal 

hormone exposure is referred to as the digit ratio, specifically the second-to-fourth 

digit ratio (2D:4D). This ratio quantifies the relative length of the index finger in 

relation to the length of the ring finger.  

 

Brañas-Garza et al. (2023) found that males with low digit ratios and high digit 

ratios exhibited more aggressive competition, regardless of the type of counterpart 

they were competing against. In the case of females, the counterpart's type had a 

greater impact on aggression levels compared to the decision-maker's type. While 

females with low digit ratios were non-significantly more aggressive, it was 

observed that everyone displayed increased aggression when competing against 

individuals with high digit ratios (Brañas-Garza et al., 2022). However, Borraz-

Leon et al. (2018) found a negative correlation between testosterone levels and 

left 2D:4D, and no significant results on the association between digit ratios and 

intrasexual competition scores. The researchers found that men with higher 

testosterone levels have higher intrasexual competition scores and lower values on 

the left digit ratio. Overall, the research on digit ratio and gender differences is 

mixed. Some researchers find clear indications with clear gender differences that 

support the hypothesis of a biological or a congenital basis, while others do not 

find anything at all and are having doubts about these findings, indicating that this 

is a field of research still under development.  

 

Another line of research has examined competitiveness in women with male co-

twins. As these females are exposed to higher levels of testosterone prenatally 

than females with same-sex co-twins. van Anders et al. (2015), found that women 
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with male twins exhibited more competitive behavior than those with female 

twins, which in turn may support the other existing literature surrounding the digit 

ratio studies. Taken together, this research suggests that while there may be a 

biological basis for the observed gender disparities in willingness to compete, the 

literature that the interplay between environment and genetics is complex, and 

culture and development certainly plays a large part in shaping individual 

preferences.  

2.1.2.3 Understanding the Motivation to Lead  

Chan and Drasgow (2001) conducted a study in which they found that an 

individual's motivation to lead shows validity over other predictors such as 

cognitive ability, values, personality, and attitudes in measuring leadership 

potential. A theoretical assumption is that noncognitive abilities such as 

personalities and values affect the individuals’ participation in leadership roles 

and activities.  

There are several proposals that an individual's motivation to lead is a 

combination of various components such as affection, beliefs surrounding 

success, and social norms associated with the behavioral acts (Fishbein & Ajzen, 

1975; Triandis, 1980). Furthermore, Chan and Drasgrow (2001) propose three 

components which act as underlying individual differences in regards to 

individuals motivation to lead. Affective motivation to lead explains how 

individuals prefer to uphold a leadership position, while social-normative 

motivation to lead refers to a sense of responsibility. Lastly, non-calculative 

motivation to lead refers to an individual who might want to lead, but who does 

not measure the costs and benefits of upholding a leadership position. Further, the 

study suggests that in addition to the three components, personality, sociocultural 

values, leadership self-efficiency and past experiences are antecedents to 

motivation to lead. The study suggests that individuals who enjoy a leadership 

position often have outgoing personality traits, in addition to them valuing 

competition and achievements (i.e., vertical individualists). Similar findings have 

been suggested by Hofstede (1980) and Drydakis et. al (2018). In Hofstede’s 

research of cross-cultures he found that masculine traits were the societal 

preferences for achievements and assertiveness, traits that were, and still are, 

associated with male roles. Furthermore, he stated that the masculine traits were 
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perceived as necessary for professional success, which Drydakis et al. (2018) 

followed up by examining the influence of masculinity on careers achievements. 

Traits including competitiveness and ambition were included in their study, and 

the results implied that the masculine traits considered were valued for career 

progression across various professional spheres.  

Chan and Dasgrow (2001) highlight implications that their findings are dynamic 

in ways that they can change by social learning. Hence, the findings have 

implications on typical leadership selection programs and programs designed to 

develop improved leadership (Chan & Drasgow, 2001). 

2.1.2.4 Gender Differences in Leadership Motivation  

In understanding the underrepresentation of females in leadership positions, it is 

important to understand the underlying processes of resource- and deficit-oriented 

perspectives in order to improve gender equality in leadership positions. Elprana 

et al. (2015) conducted a study highlighting the relevance of affective motivation 

to lead (a-MtL) and traditional gender role beliefs, while arguing that affective 

motivation to lead is a good predictor for leadership emergence, and arguably, 

relevant for understanding the underrepresentation of women in leadership 

positions.  

The study addresses women’s lower a-MtL by building on Eagly and Wood’s 

Social Role Theory (SRT), and exploring the relevance of gender role beliefs, 

same-sex role models and awareness of gender inequality (Elprana et al., 2015). 

The explorations of these variables were hence seen as extensions on Chan and 

Drasgow’s (2001) model of individuals' motivation to lead. To increase the 

understanding of gender differences in affective motivation to lead, the authors 

explore sociocultural variables that may extend Chan and Drasgow’s (2001) 

model on antecedents of affective motivation to lead. The study focuses on three 

factors that might explain gender-differentiated extension of sociocultural 

antecedents introduced by Chan and Drasgow (2001). The first factor relates to 

Role Incongruity, which plays a crucial role in Social Role Theory (Elprana et al., 

2015). Role Incongruity is said to be caused by traditional gender role beliefs 

(TGRB), which differentiates males and females’ capabilities. The TGRB can be 

seen as a catalyst for negative emotions for females considering leadership 

positions, which in turn mitigates their willingness to fulfill leadership roles. The 
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authors argue that TGRB has a negative effect on females’ affective motivation to 

lead, and the reverse effect on males a-MtL. Further, the authors state that Social 

Role Theory and gender role beliefs are produced by our observations on same-

sex role models, especially on desirability of career options (Lockwood & Kunda, 

1997; Wiese & Freund, 2011). Given that females are underrepresented in 

leadership positions, they consequently also have fewer same-sex role models 

(SSRM), further increasing the role incongruity. An interesting belief the authors 

present is that through gender inequality awareness, women’s a-MtL might be 

reduced or reversed due to questions regarding incongruity between gender roles 

and leader roles.  

The authors conducted three studies to examine the influence of traditional gender 

role beliefs, same-sex role models and awareness of gender inequality for womens 

a-MtL. The gender differentiated factors may add to Chan and Drasgow’s (2001) 

model of affective motivation to lead, as well as serving fundamental work for 

more holistic testing of a gender differentiated affective motivation model. 

Findings include that traditional women perceive stronger incongruity between 

their gender roles and leader roles - ultimately reducing the emergence of female 

leaders (Elprana et al., 2015). Furthermore, an awareness of gender equality was 

related to a higher affective motivation to lead in women, realizing that their 

choices can be mitigated by social norms (Elprana et al., 2015).  

Another contemporary author who highlights the differences in specifically 

females’ motivation to lead is Sheryl Sandberg, previous COO of Meta (more 

commonly known as Facebook). She states that women unintentionally hold 

themselves back in their careers, and with her book “lean in”, she challenges 

women to take the risks and seek the challenges needed to “sit at the table” (i.e., 

obtain a higher level managerial position). Sandberg states herself women often 

are relentlessly pleasant in business negotiations, and that females often must 

accept a lot of criticism for going beyond the traditional gender role beliefs 

(Sandberg, 2013).  

2.1.3 Gender stereotypes 

Examining how the gender gap in competition is affected by the gender stereotype 

of the competition task can provide insight into whether gender differences in 

competition are due to beliefs about future performance (Halladay & Landsman, 
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2022). One could define gender stereotypes as cultural beliefs about the 

psychological traits and behaviors that are thought to be associated with women 

and men (Halladay & Landsman, 2022). The preference for male leaders over 

female leaders manifests in different occupational situations, such as the hiring 

process, where leadership potential is overlooked when ranking female applicants 

(Player et al., 2019), where men, in the absence of leadership experience, prefer 

male applicants (Bosak & Sczesny, 2011). Findings from existing literature also 

suggest that men with low power, rank female applicants worse (Hoover et al., 

2019). The inequalities regarding evaluations are frequently seen as the result of 

gender stereotyping among decision makers (Tremmel & Wahl, 2023).  

 

Previous research suggests that organizations themselves produce gender 

disparities by moderating and spurring individual dynamics. Women continue to 

lag in the access for managerial positions, partially due to gender discrimination 

in organizations (Castano et al., 2019). Continuously, findings imply that one of 

the main reasons for such discrimination is gender stereotyping and biases, in 

such that possessions of characteristics have no effect on the likelihood of a 

woman becoming manager, and that the overall perception of women is that they 

are less suitable than men. Stereotypes perceive women as inferior, including 

associations with unsuccessful companies – which is in line with the Glass Cliff 

phenomenon (Castano et al., 2019). In addition, women are expected to adopt 

prescriptive stereotypes (masculinity, femininity, and androgyny) in a double bind 

manner – however, if they adopt them, women would be perceived as worse 

suited for upper managerial positions (Castano et al., 2019). Lastly, Sheppard et 

al. (2013) provides empirical evidence that both genders tend to assess conflicts 

amongst women as more severe than conflicts amongst men, and in the context of 

women, it might exacerbate the negative consequences of conflict in recruitment 

procedures. 

 

Acar and Sümer (2018) focus on gender expectations in the 21st century. They 

note that due to the long-standing association of women with domestic roles and 

men with provider roles, men and women are often perceived differently in terms 

of agency and communality, with men seen as possessing agency but lacking 

communality, and women seen as possessing communality but lacking agency 

(Acar & Sümer, 2018). This perception is also reflected in societal expectations of 
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men and women, as Glick and Fiske (2007) note, that men are typically expected 

to display agency and women are typically expected to display communality 

(Acar & Sümer, 2018). These societal expectations can be linked to why women 

are seen to be less competitive in the corporate world compared to men. 

According to Glick and Fiske (1999), the female communality stereotype, which 

may be influenced by social-structural causes like gender status differences, men's 

dependence on women, and changing gender roles, may explain why women are 

expected to "be nice" (Rudman & Glick, 2001). Furthermore, if female leaders 

show typical male-dominant characteristics, they are rated less likable, less 

hireable, and face more prejudice than male leaders displaying the same traits 

(Williams & Tiedens, 2016; Ferguson, 2018). This could align with the 

observation that competition and competitive women are viewed more negatively 

in the business context compared to competition and competitive men (Fülöp & 

Berkics, 2015).  

 

While research on gender stereotypes tend to focus on females, research suggests 

that the stereotypes of men may be in fact, at least as rigid as females’ (Croft et 

al., 2015). Eagly & Mladinic (1989) have provided findings suggesting that men 

are perceived in a more degrading manner than women, with descriptive character 

traits identified as “aggressive”, “arrogant”, “egotistical”, “individualistic” and 

“bossy” (Park & Banchefsky, 2018). Whereas female descriptives of stereotypes 

are “affectionate”, “helpful” and “kind” (Koburtay et al., 2019). Arguments by 

Moss-Racusin (2014) suggest that the negative vortex surrounding men’s 

stereotypes put them at risk towards experiencing difficulties in relations due to 

the lack of emotional engagement. Furthermore, while the stereotypes of men are 

often associated with positive characteristics such as power and status, they also 

have negative aspects such as the perception of “being a man” is an earned status, 

with a need for defense, and often correlates to being victorious through engaging 

in competition with others (Bosson et al., 2009).  

 

2.1.4 Nudging  

Nudges could be defined as “any aspects of the choice architecture that alters 

people's behavior in a predictable way without forbidding any options or 

significantly changing their economic incentives” (Thaler & Sunstein, 2021, p. 8). 
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Thaler & Sunstein (2008) explains that the foundation of nudging is rooted in 

behavioral economics and the dual process theory, claiming that the arrangement 

of choices can be leveraged to modify people's actions, positing that choice 

architecture can assist in reducing decision-making errors (Hummel & Maedche, 

2019).  

Furthermore, in recent years both private and public institutions (organizations) 

have shown an increased interest in nudges, defined as interventions that preserve 

freedom of choice, but also steer people in particular and predictable directions. 

Sunstein (2022) argues that nudges fall into two separate categories; educational 

nudges and architectural nudges, where the latter includes automatic enrolment. 

Following, nudges have been found to serve substantial effects on outcomes and 

are seen as highly cost-effective (Sunstein, 2022).  

Sunstein further argues that while automatic enrolment, within architectural 

nudges, increases participation rates across the board, there is a certain risk that 

someone might get hurt - suggesting that a more appropriate approach might be 

targeting groups with members that likely will benefit from the nudge (Sunstein, 

2022). In addition, Mrkva et al. (2021) has found that nudges reduce the barriers 

that contribute to inequality, in which it can be considered when and whether an 

employer applies the appropriate choice architecture for decision making for the 

common good, and amongst employees.  

He, et al. (2021) presents evidence that proposes that “nudge” interventions 

reduce gender differences in competition. There is however needed more research 

on directly applying opt-out framings for competitive selection processes in 

organizations. 

2.1.4.1 Choice Architecture  

People have a strong tendency to go along with the status quo or the default 

option, referred to as status quo bias. There exists a human tendency to adhere to 

default choices, even in circumstances where the consequences of deviating from 

the status quo are of considerable magnitude (Thaler & Sunstein, 2021). Thaler & 

Sunstein (2021) defines a choice architecture as organizing the context in which 

people make decisions, and a good architect can make design choices that will 

have beneficial effects. Given that decision-making is prone to cognitive biases, 
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such as anchoring, framing, and status quo bias, nudges that manipulate the choice 

architecture can significantly impact outcomes by steering decisions in the desired 

direction (Fisher, 2008).  

Nudges have demonstrated particular utility for individuals who may lack 

resources or access to information necessary for making informed decisions, such 

as those involving complex matters like market investments, retirement funds, and 

healthcare plans. Fisher (2008) contends that while the government must uphold 

freedom of choice, modifying choice architecture through subtle nudges can 

significantly diminish the likelihood of poor decision-making. Numerous 

prosperous corporations implement user-centric designs in their workplace and 

customer-facing settings, yielding augmented success in the marketplace. A 

conspicuous instance of such a success is evident in Apple's iPhone, which 

exhibits a high degree of user-friendliness and customizable functionality (Thaler 

& Sunstein, 2021 p. 16). Thaler and Sunstein (2021) explicate that in order to 

devise an optimal choice architecture, it is imperative to address various critical 

decisions. Among these, individuals frequently encounter challenges in memory 

retention, which necessitates the employment of tools such as calendars and to-do 

lists. Notably, reminders serve as effective nudges for human behavior. Further, 

the degree of difficulty, knowing what you like, and feedback, are also factors that 

influence the robustness of the choice architecture. 

Mrkva et al. (2021) has conducted research about who gets the most influenced by 

choice architecture. The researchers found that employing choice architecture 

techniques can effectively enhance welfare outcomes, in fact, various 

organizations have already employed the nudging approach, as highlighted by 

Mrkva et al. (2021), to encourage individuals to save more for retirement and 

make favorable choices in various consumer contexts. According to Mrkva et al. 

(2021) individuals with lower socioeconomic status and limited financial 

knowledge tend to maintain default options, even in situations involving crucial 

retirement choices. These findings align with other research papers that have also 

identified stronger effects of automatic enrollment among younger and lower-

income individuals compared to their older and higher-income counterparts 

(Mrkva et al. 2021; Beshears et al. 2016; Choukhmane 2021).  
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2.1.4.1.1 Opting-in versus Opting-out 

Thaler and Sunstein (2021) observe that conversion rates can be substantially 

augmented, often by as much as 25 percent or more, through the transition from 

an opt-in to an opt-out system (Thaler & Sunstein, 2021 p. 11). A noteworthy 

illustration of this phenomenon is evident in a study carried out in Germany, 

which indicated that the selection of an opt-in versus an opt-out approach had a 

significant impact on the adoption of green energy measures. Specifically, the opt-

in treatment resulted in a mere 7.2 percent purchase rate, whereas the opt-out 

treatment yielded a striking 69.1 percent purchase rate (Thaler & Sunstein, 2021 

p. 306). 

Bosquet et al. (2019) suggest that the gender gap in contest participation may be 

due to women having lower levels of confidence compared to men. To address 

this issue, the authors propose that organizations implement a system in which 

individuals are automatically considered for promotions after a certain number of 

years unless they opt out. This would shift the default from opting in to opting 

out, potentially encouraging more women to be considered for promotions. This 

proposed solution aligns with the findings of He et al. (2021), who suggest that 

opt-out promotion strategies may be effective in mitigating the gender gap in 

competition and facilitating the advancement of women into leadership roles. 

Furthermore, Brands et al. (2017) proposes that an explanation for gender 

differences in competition is due to women’s negative recruitment experiences 

and that this shapes the decision to compete for future positions. 

2.1.4.2 Critiques of Nudging 

There have been several studies conducted throughout the years, with an 

increasing trend in nudging publications. However, most studies are conducted in 

the health context followed by the environment. Hummel & Maedche (2019) have 

done a quantitative review on the effect sizes and limits of empirical nudging 

studies with 100 primary publications, and 317 effect sizes, concluding that the 

overall effectiveness of nudging might be less effective than proclaimed.   

Nudges have come under scrutiny from critics who express apprehension about 

the potential infringement of individual liberty and free choice, advocating for the 

active choosing approach as a viable alternative choice architecture. This 

approach involves nudging individuals to make intentional decisions, which has 
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prompted some critics to question the ethical implications of mandatory decision-

making (Thaler & Sunstein, 2021, p. 318). The concerns raised by detractors of 

nudges are frequently grounded in the recognition that individuals may at times 

choose not to make a decision, and therefore, emphasize the importance of 

respecting this choice (Thaler & Sunstein, 2021, p. 319).  

 

2.2 Problem Definition and Hypotheses 

From our literature review, we have become familiar with the existing research 

present, and hence we have assessed the limitations within the existing research 

and identified the gaps in which we intend to fill (Bell et al., 2019). Following, 

our hypotheses will complement our research model, providing predictions about 

the relationship between the variables researched. A well-constructed hypothesis 

will both be testable and falsifiable, meaning that we can test our hypotheses 

empirically and potentially prove them wrong (Mitra, 2020).  

2.2.1 Problem Definition 

As our literature explains, there is an underrepresentation of female leaders in top- 

management positions. The literature review has helped us highlight the 

differences between the genders when entering competitions. However, we lack 

an understanding for the perceptions and biases made towards male and female 

workers entering competitions, and if these perceptions have an influence on the 

number of female applicants for managerial positions. With our thesis, we wish to 

identify if there is a relationship between gender differences in the pursuit of 

leadership positions and existing literature mentioned in our literature review.  

Thus, the purpose of our master thesis is to analyze the different perceptions of 

the variables Willingness to Compete, Moral Judgment, and Machiavellian traits, 

between the genders in a competition setting, and to see if these traits differentiate 

when including active or passive choice architecture alternatives. We believe 

there is an evident connection between perceived stereotypes, biases, gender, and 

competition, aligned with our chosen variables of research.  
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2.2.2 Research Question 

We are interested in researching if structural changes in promotional or 

applicational areas  influence people’s mindset when differing between the 

genders. We do this by looking at whether perceptions change given a new choice 

architecture scenario. We have concluded that our research question for the four 

experiments to be the following: 

Do differences in perception exist between men and women in competition for 

higher- level job positions and does choice architecture in competition play a role 

in exacerbating or mitigating these differences?      

2.2.3 Perceptions on Opting-in or Opting-out  

As mentioned, women exhibit a lower tendency to engage in competitive settings 

compared to their male colleagues. This, in turn, contributes to the emergence of 

negative perceptions surrounding the societal norms regarding female 

competition, whereas the same does not hold true for men. According to He et al. 

(2021) these gender differences may lead to a gender imbalance in leadership 

positions in organizations. However, by changing the recruitment process from 

choosing to enter, i.e., choosing to enter a competition, to a default where the 

applications automatically are enrolled in a competition and rather have to choose 

to opt out, He. et al (2021) claims the gender gap in leadership positions will 

reduce. Furthermore, an experiment done by He et al. (2021) shows that changing 

the default will also affect the perception of prevailing social norms about gender 

and competitions, but also the perceptions of the performance or ability threshold 

at which to apply. Based on this, we expect our participants to be influenced by 

the applicant’s choice architecture, specifically being more positive to applying 

for the job when the applicant is presented with the default choice architecture of 

opting-out. Further, since there are expectations due to gender stereotypes that 

men should display agency and women should display communality (Acar & 

Sümer, 2018), we expect our participants to support men more than women, hence 

the participants may be more positive to apply for the job when the gender of the 

applicant is a man.  

 

Therefore, our first hypothesis is the following:  

H1) Participants' perceptions of whether or not they would choose to compete will 
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be affected by the gender of the person they read about, and whether the decision 

to compete was active or passive. 

2.2.4 Moral Evaluation and Opting-in or Opting-out  

A possible explanation for the persistent disparities of gender lies within the 

moral evaluations both peers and decision makers apply during recruitment 

processes. Nudging and choice architecture have been increasingly recognized as 

essential in shaping behavior and decision-making (Thaler & Sunstein, 2021), and 

shifting the choice architecture from an opt-in model to an opt-out model has been 

suggested to reduce gender disparities when applying for managerial positions 

(Bosquet et al., 2019). This is particularly relevant when we consider the impact 

gender has on moral judgment and decision-making in leadership contexts.  

The moral evaluations play an important role in people's judgment of others, also 

in the context of leadership roles (Mullen et al., 2015). Research suggests that 

female leaders are often held to higher ethical standards than males, leading to a 

potential gender bias in moral evaluations (Eagly & Karau, 2002). Furthermore, 

the decision to compete (i.e., opting in or opting out) can impact the moral 

judgment one receives (Niederle & Vesterlund, 2007). For instance, opting in may 

be viewed as more aggressive and ambitious, which leads to participants being 

perceived as less moral, especially when exhibited by women (Moss-Racusin & 

Rudman, 2010). Implementing a passive application system can potentially 

counteract biases in moral judgment by reducing the perceived aggressiveness 

females are given when entering competitions (He et al., 2021)  

Building on existing literature on moral evaluations, gender differences in 

competitions and effects on choice architecture (Niederle & Vesterlund, 2007; He 

et al., 2021), we expect that the moral evaluation of the applicants will be affected 

by 1) gender and 2) active or passive engagement in competition. We expect that 

a shift to an opt-out choice architecture will mitigate the negative moral 

judgements associated with female participation in competition.  

Hence, our second hypothesis is:  

H2: The moral evaluation of the applicant will be affected by the applicant's 

gender and whether or not the decision to compete was an active or passive one. 
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2.2.5 Machiavellianism and Opting-in or Opting-out  

In a competitive setting, it is reasonable to examine the variable of 

Machiavellianism. Machiavellianism is a psychological term seen as part of the 

“Dark Triad”, which also includes narcissism and psychopathy. People who score 

high on Machiavellianism care more about personal rewards than ethical 

behavior, hence, integrity, trustworthiness, and following ethical decisions rules 

are on the contrary of the traits and behaviors that are associated with 

Machiavellianism (Dahling et al., 2009). Dahling et al. (2009) have developed 

two dimensions, amorality, and desire for status, which conceptualizes 

Machiavellianism. Amorality refers to “one being willing to deviate from moral 

standards when the opportunity for gain presents itself” (Dahling et al., 2009 p. 

228). Desire for status refers to Machiavellians as people who desire domination 

over interpersonal situations, and pursue goals as wealth, power, and status, rather 

than internal goals (such as self-love) (Dahling et al., 2009). Further, people 

scoring high on Machiavellianism are likely to embrace environments for the 

opportunities they provide to secure personal rewards. For example, a theoretical 

model Ferris et al. (1994) developed demonstrates that Machiavellians are 

talented at forging meaningful connections and securing their positions (Dahling 

et al., 2009). Based on the findings from part 2.1.2, that women are less likely 

than men to participate in a competitive setting, we expect men to support the 

participants action more than women. We expect men, more than women, to 

respect the applicant’s actions in the sense that men are more likely to support 

competitive actions, such as Machiavellian actions such as putting yourself first 

and securing personal rewards.  

Based on this, our third hypothesis are:  

H3: The perception of Machiavellian traits in the applicant will be affected by the 

applicant’s gender and whether or not the decision to compete was an active or a 

passive one.  

2.2.6 Machiavellianism, Moral Judgment, and WTC, as a Moderator

  

Drawing from the theoretical background that supports hypothesis one, two, and 

three, we are interested to see how the three variables separately interact when 
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moderated by the type of choice architecture. Our fourth hypothesis is therefore 

the following:  

 

H4: The competing person’s gender will indirectly affect the perception of the 

participant’s level of their Willingness to Compete, Moral Judgement, or 

Machiavellianism, when moderated by opting-in or opting-out defaults in choice 

architecture.  

 

We expect to find a direct effect on one or more of the variables. Additionally, we 

believe that this effect will be indirectly affected by the choice architecture of the 

competing person. We expect that the choice architecture of the competing person 

will serve as a moderator in the relationship between the gender and the 

measurement variables, as illustrated in figure 2.  

 

Figure 2 

Moderation Model of Choice Architecture in Competition and the Perceptions of 

the Participant  

 

  

3.0 Research Methodology 

The third section of this paper aims to discuss the chosen methodology for our 

research. The purpose of our research is to answer our research questions by 

applying scientific procedures to portray accurately the characteristics of a 

particular situation. Our empirical methods take form as a survey in which data-

collection is conducted. Our survey also acts as the primary source of data-

collection, which further can be supported by literature on one or more variables.  
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3.1 Research Design 

Research design is a “plan of how you will go about answering your research 

question” (Saunders et al., 2015, p.163). Research design is used to answer the 

research question and to control the possible variance of the data set. The research 

design for this master thesis aims to answer the research question by testing 

possible hypotheses. It can be stated that the features of our research design are 

that it acts as a plan to specify the sources and information relevant to the research 

question and presents a strategy that specifies the approach that will be used for 

gathering data.  

To identify a suitable research method, it is important to identify the purpose of 

the research. Our purpose is to test our research hypotheses, and to enhance our 

knowledge regarding the mechanisms surrounding gender disparities in 

organizations. We aim to answer our hypotheses through testing of quantitative 

data obtained through a survey-design containing scales from 1-4 and 1-7. Our 

survey design is made to ask our respondents to rate their opinions, attitudes and 

perceptions on different statements and scenarios, and is distributed mainly 

through acquaintances online. Quantitative research design is designated to 

discover how a multitude of people think, as opposed to gaining more focused and 

emotional insight commonly associated with qualitative research (Creswell, J. W., 

2014). Through an evenly distributed set of questions, our respondents can answer 

a set of the same questions, ensuring that our data can be analyzed fairy with 

statistical methods. We hence created a survey in BI Norwegian Business 

School’s questionnaire-tool “Qualtrics” to test our research hypothesizes. 

Based on our literature review, our goal is to explore the topic of gender-based 

competitions in organizations further, thus we focus on an inductive approach to 

our research, in which we use our raw data to derive a model through analysis. 

Our aim is to collect data that will build our theory. Furthermore, our data is based 

on people, their individual biases, and their interactions in organizations. By 

conducting quantitative experiments, we will be able to see how individuals 

approach the given scenarios in our experiment, and their Willingness to 

Compete, their attitude towards morality and perception of Machiavellian traits 

regarding whether they would follow the same actions towards the given 

scenarios (see Figure 3 for breakdown of our research design).  



 

 28 

Figure 3  

Research Design Flowchart

 

3.1.1 Measures  

In this master thesis, our research builds upon the study conducted by He et al. 

(2021) regarding gender differences in leadership positions. However, we have 

chosen to expand the investigation by focusing on measuring three key factors: 

applicants’ personal willingness to compete, participants’ perception of the moral 

judgment of competing individuals, and the presence of Machiavellian traits 

within the competing individuals. 

 

Moral Judgement 

We wanted the items to tap directly into the moral evaluation of the decision to 

compete. To the best of our knowledge, there are no existing pre-validated scales 

that measure the moral evaluation of this type of behavior, as such we decided to 

design our own items. Hence, we had three questions related to moral judgment 

using a 1-7 scale that we made into a representative variable.  

It is reasonable to say that the correlation between moral judgment and the 

perception of another individual’s actions is influenced by personal values, 

beliefs, and cultural norms. In order to explore the potential gender differences in 

perception during the competition for higher-level job positions and the influence 
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of choice architecture on these differences, we have chosen to analyze how the 

respondents’ moral judgment are influenced by the different scenarios given. To 

look further into the moral judgment of the respondents, we asked three questions 

tailored to measure the morality of each of the experiments (Appendix 2).  

Machiavellianism  

As mentioned, in a competitive setting, it is reasonable to examine the variable of 

Machiavellianism. We utilized the new Machiavellianism scale developed by 

Dahling et al. (2009), which draws its inspiration from the original Mach-IV 

scale, which was initially developed by Christie and Geis (1970). The new 

Machiavellianism scale comprises among others, two subscales: amorality and 

desire for status, as briefly mentioned in 2.2.5. Being immoral is a central aspect 

of being Machiavellian, and the desire for status is also central in the sense that 

these actions could also be perceived as immoral. Hence, we have utilized 

Dahling et al. (2009) amorality and desire for status’ subscales to examine the 

variable of Machiavellianism.  

 

We have chosen Machiavellianism as a variable because it can describe several 

workplace climate factors such as competitiveness, prestige, and autonomy, and 

can be linked to understanding the perceptions of gender differences in 

competition. To examine whether our respondents perceive competing for a job 

with a friend as possessing Machiavellian traits, we asked a series of eight 

questions which can be found in our Appendix (Appendix 2). The questions were 

designed with a scale from 1-7 to capture the nuances that can be prominent in 

examining the degree of Machiavellianism in our given scenarios.  

Willingness To Compete (WTC) 

The third variable used to measure gender perceptions in competition is our 

respondents' individual preferences regarding competition in the sense of their 

own willingness to compete. We asked our respondents if they would engage in 

competition themselves if they were given the same nudges and possibilities to 

advance in their position. The individual preference of Willingness To Compete is 

relevant for our study as it intends to discover if the respondents experience 

alternated perceptions of their own actions given the gender and choice 

architecture of the competing person in our four scenarios. To accurately capture 
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respondents' preferences, we opted for a Likert-scale with four options: I am 

certain I would not apply, I am fairly certain I would not apply, I am fairly certain 

I would apply, and I am certain I would apply. This approach allows us to directly 

capture whether respondents are willing, or not willing, to compete.  

 

3.2 Data Collection and sampling 

Our research methodology employs a laboratory experiment, which proves 

advantageous as it allows us to uphold a greater degree of control over the 

experimental setup. This heightened control enhances the study's internal validity, 

thereby increasing the likelihood of obtaining accurate and reliable results (Bell et 

al., 2019). As our study aims to analyze the effects of specific variables, 

minimizing the impact of external factors is essential, and thus, the laboratory 

experiment proves to be a suitable choice (Drost, 2011). The experiment is a 2x2 

vignette experiment, there are two levels of variation for each of the two factors, 

leading to a total of four possible combinations of vignettes. Participants are 

randomly assigned to one of these vignette combinations and are then asked to 

respond to questions or make judgments about the scenarios presented to them. 

As mentioned, we created the experiment in Qualtrics, which is a web-tool for 

making surveys provided by BI Norwegian Business School (See Appendix 2). 

Since this thesis was written over a few months, a cross-sectional approach is 

more appropriate compared to a longitudinal approach. When utilizing a cross-

sectional approach, the data is collected at a single point in time, compared to a 

longitudinal approach where the data is collected over a longer period (Bell et al., 

2019).     

Dawson (2014) emphasizes the importance of having a large sample size, and 

states that this is the most significant factor that affects the statistical power in a 

study. Based on this, we set a target of obtaining responses from over 400 

participants (N=400) to complete our questionnaire. As our experiment is a 2x2 

experiment, the survey is designed such that each experiment gets 100 

respondents (N=100). By conducting a survey that is widely disseminated and 

accessible, we increase the likelihood of obtaining a representative sample and 

thereby increase the generalizability of our dataset. 



 

 31 

Our conditions look at differences in perceptions of the genders when entering a 

job-opportunistic competition, where we compare male against female. The 

normative choice architecture is an active approach (opt-in), and we compare this 

to the novel method of passively engaging in competition (opt-out).  

3.3 Validity and Reliability of the Research 

Validity refers to whether a measure of a concept accurately measures what it is 

intended to measure (Bell et al., 2019). By using the new MACH-IV scale to 

further understand people’s perceptions of Machiavellian traits, the results from 

our study are further strengthened with being supported by measurement 

instruments. As the new MACH-IV scale is developed by researchers, we are 

confident that the measures reflect the concept of the question, and hence having a 

strong face validity (Bell et al., 2019). The measures for Moral Judgement and 

Willingness to Compete were made for the study, as there are no validated scales 

measuring these variables in competition with a friend or coworker, we opted to 

design our own method. As we have made our own measures, a professional 

external person has reviewed and approved that the measures reflect the content of 

the concept in the question, to establish that these measures also have face validity 

(Bell et al., 2019). 

 

Further, reliability refers to how consistent a methods measurement is. The 

reliability of a measure is closely linked to its validity, as a lack of reliability 

indicates that the indicator measures multiple distinct factors, generating the 

measure invalid (Bell et al., 2019). If the same result is consistently achieved 

under the same methods and same circumstances, we can consider the 

measurement to be reliable. We have attempted to make our measurements as 

reliable as possible, to provide us with nuanced and detailed results for use in our 

analysis. This is supported by specifically two actions, which alone strengthens 

the reliability of our measures. First, our measurements can be replicable across 

our population at any given time which heightens the sampling reliability. 

Additionally, to prevent response bias and type-set answering, many of the 

outcome measures had reversed scored items. Applying reversed scored items in 

the measures enhances the efficiency of assessing their stability over time, which 

is an important factor when considering whether a measure is reliable (Bell et al., 
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2019). We will measure the reliability by checking the measure’s Cronbach alpha, 

which we will introduce further in our data-analysis chapter. 

3.4 Description of the Data 

For the sake of our research, we believe that a wide-spread survey is the most 

beneficial, as we aim to look at generalized perceptions between the genders. 

Hence, a mass-survey on N=400 respondents give us the opportunity to identify 

perceptions in society. In addition, our secondary sources are theory and research-

based, and hence we aim to find correlations between published theory and our 

conditions.     

3.4.1 Novelty of the Research 

Novelty of the research refers to if the research leads to any new knowledge 

(Research Synergi Institute, 2019). We firmly believe that our research contributes 

to better understanding the underlying mechanisms of competition when 

comparing the genders, as well as societal perceptions that affect how males and 

females enter competitive settings. 

3.4.2 Delimitations 

We aim to receive survey-feedback from a wide range of people in the Norwegian 

active workforce. We received the majority of our responses by utilizing our own 

networks through convenience sampling. The participants range from 

approximately 20 – 70 years of age and are in the active workforce on different 

levels. In addition, we have identified companies to reach out to. To secure the 

reach of N=400, we gathered the remaining 100 responses through sending survey 

request to organization’s representatives per e-mail, securing representatives from 

all major professional sectors in Norway.   

3.7 Research Ethics  

We have aimed to have a fully ethical survey with a principality approach. A 

principality approach implies that the consent to participate in our research is 

freely given, and that participants do not experience any form of coercion to 

encourage partaking in the research. In addition, our research applies informed 

consent for the participants, with clear information about what the participants are 
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partaking in – which evidently gives them the opportunity to decide whether they 

want to partake or not. 

 

Regarding the duty of confidentiality, our survey is completely anonymous, 

meaning that it is not possible to identify the individuals’ answers during the 

process of analyzing the data. Additionally, the duty of confidentiality in our 

research context also means that specific information provided in the process of 

the survey will not be used at all if the participant requests this.   

 

4.0 Analysis  

4.1 Introduction of our Data   

Before conducting our analysis, we examined our demographic data such as 

gender, age, income, sector, and job-position. We checked the frequencies of our 

demographics to ensure that our respondents were representative, and that our 

respondents are distributed in a normal manner. The most important frequency we 

checked were the conditions where the experiment was determined of a male or 

female opting in or opting out.  

 

Cronbach's alpha is a statistical measure utilized to evaluate the internal 

consistency of a set of data by assessing its reliability and validity. The 

assessment of internal consistency is pivotal as it determines the degree to which 

all items within a dataset are measuring the same construct and should therefore 

be verified prior to conducting any subsequent analyses (Tavakol & Dennick, 

2011). Furthermore, assessing the reliability estimates the amount of measurement 

error in the questionnaire. As we have employed both Likert-questions and scales 

in our questionnaire, we will use Cronbach’s alpha to ascertain the accuracy of 

our responses. This metric is represented by a value ranging between 0 and 1, 

with higher values indicating greater internal consistency. Generally, a Cronbach's 

alpha value of 0.70 or above is considered acceptable (Taber, 2018). Hence, by 

using Cronbach's alpha to assess the reliability of our questionnaire, we can 

determine the extent to which the questions measure the same construct and 

minimize the potential for measurement error in our analysis. Ensuring internal 
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consistency and minimizing measurement error is crucial for drawing valid 

conclusions and making generalizations about the studied population. 

 

After checking the internal consistency of our survey, we wanted to examine 

whether there were any correlations between the variables to gain a better 

understanding of the results. We have conducted a correlation analysis and 

observed the Pearson Correlation Coefficient - in which we check whether the 

output serves any significant correlations. The correlation measures to which 

degree two variables are related to each other, and hence we can determine the 

strength and the direction of the two variables and is measured on a scale from -1 

to +1 (Field, 2013). In addition, the Pearson Correlation Coefficient allows us to 

check the linear relationship between two variables. If there is a strong 

relationship between the variables, the observed relationship is not likely to have 

occurred by chance (Field, 2013).  

 

Since the Pearson Correlation Coefficient only examines the strength and 

direction of the linear relationship between two variables, we also want to 

examine whether there is a significant difference between the means of two or 

more groups. To do so, we conducted a one-way ANOVA test. The ANOVA 

analysis is a method to determine whether the differences observed between the 

groups in a study are due to chance, or significance (Field, 2013). The ANOVA 

uses the F-test to compare that the ratio of variance between the groups is 

significantly greater than the variance within groups. Following, the ANOVA 

allows us to perform Tukey’s HSD Post-Hoc test to identify which specific 

groups are significantly different from one another. This is particularly important 

as the ANOVA only tells us that there is a significant difference between the 

means of at least two groups but does not indicate which specific groups are 

different (Field, 2013). Tukey’s HSD Post-Hoc test calculates the differences 

between all possible pairs of means and compares them to a critical value. If the 

difference is greater than the critical value, it indicates that the two means are 

significantly different from each other (Field, 2013).  

 

The last step of our analysis tests complex models of moderation and our 

conditions. We apply the PROCESS macro in SPSS to further understand how 

variables interact and test our theoretical models. We conducted a moderation 
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analysis, in which we examine the effects of the dependent and independent 

variables in our Hypothesis 4.  

 

4.2 The Internal Reliability of our Survey  

As previously mentioned, we measured our study’s reliability by looking at the 

variables’ Cronbach’s alpha. For the variable Moral Judgment, the Cronbach’s 

alpha is 0.794. As we wanted the Cronbach’s alpha to be over 0.7, the value of 

Moral Judgment is considered to be high, meaning that the questions could be 

considered reliable. Furthermore, Cronbach's alpha for the variable 

Machiavellianism is 0.910, which is a very strong value, and the questions for this 

variable are very much reliable. Willingness To Compete was measured with a 

single item, and as such we could not estimate the Cronbach's alpha value of this 

variable. 

 

The high values of Cronbach’s alpha obtained for these variables indicate a high 

degree of internal consistency within the set of items. This provides evidence for 

the reliability of the measurement instruments and supports the validity of the 

study's findings. Therefore, we can confidently consider these variables to be 

reliable and suitable for further analysis. 

 

4.3 Demographic Data  

In retaining data for our thesis, we surveyed a population of N=412 respondents to 

measure the effects of the variable’s Moral Judgement, Machiavellianism, and 

individual’s Willingness to Compete. In addition, we asked the respondents a 

series of demographic questions to better understand the differences between the 

respondents. In our data collection, we ended up with a valid response rate of 78.4 

percent, totaling 323 responses.  

 

Of the 323 responses that were valid, 195 were females and 120 were males while 

four respondents chose not to disclose their gender. In addition, we asked our 

respondents to disclose their highest level of education, annual salary, and 

whether they worked in the public or private sector in Norway, all of which were 
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representative for Norwegian society. Lastly, we asked our respondents whether 

they held a managerial position or not. The demographic data to this study could 

be considered a strength to this research, as it provides a diverse representation of 

the population with participants in different ages and genres. This diversity allows 

for a more comprehensive and generalizable understanding of our respondents' 

perceptions. However, it is worth noting that we lack specific information 

regarding the geographic locations of the respondents within Norway, and 

henceforth if geographical differences are present. 

4.3.1 Age and Salary  

Our population holds a mean of 46.7 years of age, with the minimum being 22 

and maximum being 77. We have a standard deviation of 15.67 percent, 

indicating that our population is widely spread between the minimum and 

maximum age. In addition, we asked our respondents about their annual salary in 

which we received an expected distribution across the salary intervals provided. 

We have the highest frequency of respondents in the interval consisting of an 

annual salary of above one million NOK, however, this can be justified as we 

have not divided this interval more detailed and hence it has accumulated the most 

respondents of our survey. Besides the >1.000.000 interval, we see that the 

interval with 500.000-600.000 NOK has the most respondents. The distribution of 

our population regarding salary is right-skewed, indicating that our respondents 

are in well-paying jobs.  

Figure 4 

Annual Salary of Respondents 
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4.3.2 Job Specific Demography  

Following obtaining the salary of our respondents, we asked whether they worked 

in the public or private sector in Norway, or neither. Out of our 323 valid 

responses, 76 worked in the public sector and 35 people stated they did not work 

in either or did not work at all. A total of 209 respondents stated that they worked 

in the private sector, possibly explaining the right-skewness of salary.   

In addition to looking at the sectors, we wanted to examine whether the 

respondents had a managerial position or not, and we asked if our respondents 

were leaders at their current place of work. We divided this question into three 

possible categories: not a manager, an intermediate manager, or a manager. This 

question was asked to see if there were any differences in response to the 

respondents obtaining a managerial position and their view on work-related 

Morality, Machiavellianism and the Willingness to Compete. The majority of our 

respondents did not withhold a specific managerial position; however, our 

selection does have a significant number of representatives holding managerial 

positions on different levels, as shown in Figure 5.  

 

Figure 5 

Job Specific Demography 
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4.3.3 Education  

Lastly, we wanted to examine what the highest level of education is for our 

respondents. We divided the level of education into four different categories; 

graduated high school, bachelor’s degree, master’s degree, or doctoral degree. The 

majority of our respondents have a master’s degree indicating that our population 

is highly educated within their respective fields, which could correlate with the 

right-skewedness of the demographic variable of salary. 

 

 

Figure 6 

Education among respondents 

 

 

4.4 Interactions Between Variables 

In order to explore the relationship between the different variables in our study, 

we performed a correlation analysis. The correlation coefficient reflects the 

strength of the relationship between two variables, but it does not indicate the 

accuracy of the relationship. It measures the strength of the linear association in 

our data. We have conducted our correlation analysis with the use of the Pearson r 

correlation coefficient method. The lower limit of correlations mentioned is at 

(0.170), any correlation levels lower than this is not commented due to the 

weakness of the correlation (Table 2).  

 

 

 



 

 39 

Table 2  

Correlation Analysis Between Three Variables, and Education, Salary and Age  

 

 

Results showed a negative correlation between Moral Judgment and Willingness 

to Compete (r = -0.529), which indicates that individuals with lower moral 

judgment are more likely to apply for the position themselves. However, the 

negative correlation may be due to the mild nature of the transgression, which is 

seen as crossing the line against established rules. Furthermore, the correlation 

between Willingness to Compete and Machiavellianism is moderately negative 

(r=-0.332), indicating that if our respondents perceive active engagement in 

competition with a friend, they perceive the situation as more Machiavellian and 

were less likely to be willing to engage in the same competition had they been 

given the opportunity. In contrast, if our respondents did not perceive the 

competitive situation as Machiavellian, they were likely to be willing to engage in 

the same competition, had they been given the same opportunity. The correlation 

between Moral Judgement and Machiavellianism is relatively strong (r=0.449), 

which indicates that some respondents view active competition with a friend as 

unethical, but not necessarily Machiavellian. This observation suggests that 

respondents may perceive the actions as a failure to understand and adhere to the 

social norms built up by organizational structures, and social norms including 

gender perceptions and stereotypes.  

 

Between the variables moral judgment and age, we find that there is a slight 

correlation (r=0.170). This correlation is weak, however present, and explains that 

with an increase in age, comes an increase in Moral Judgment prior to entering 

competition. One reason for this result might be that with age and experience, the 

respondents have a greater understanding of the traits included and needed, when 

entering job-specific competitions. It is observed that younger individuals are 

more likely to apply for higher-level job positions, while older individuals tend to 

be less inclined to do so, with a slight correlation between the variables of (r=-
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0.218). This trend may be explained by the fact that older individuals are less 

inclined to pursue new employment opportunities, whereas younger individuals 

are more proactive in seeking out new job opportunities and advancing in their 

careers.  

4.5 Between-group Differences  

In order to explore our hypotheses, we begin analyzing the between-group 

differences in our outcome variables. It is essential to examine these differences, 

as we seek to better understand and quantify the variations that occur across the 

different groups within our study. The first hypothesis centers around the 

participants Willingness to Compete, while the second hypothesis revolves around 

the participants perception of the competitors Moral Judgement. Third hypothesis 

seeks to investigate the participants' perception of the competitors' 

Machiavellianism traits. However, the fourth hypothesis, which involves an 

interaction analysis, is not included in this section and will be covered through a 

moderation analysis.  

4.5.1 Willingness to Compete  

Generally, most respondents across most scenarios tend to imagine that they 

would have chosen to compete with a friend or co-worker. This is evident by the 

fact that the average level of willingness to compete ranging from 1-4 revolves 

around 3.0 (Figure 7).  

Figure 7 

Mean Values for Willingness to Compete 
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When faced with competing against a friend for a job promotion, people are 

generally slightly more willing to compete in an opt-out scenario. Furthermore, 

our respondents are slightly more willing to compete with a female co-worker 

than a male co-worker. However, this effect seems to be conditional on the gender 

of the respondent, where male respondents who imagine actively pursuing 

competition with a female friend or coworker demonstrate the highest willingness 

to compete. Men who imagine competing against a female or a male in an opt-out 

scenario demonstrate the second highest level of willingness to compete while 

having to actively engage in competition with a male rival forms the lowest level 

of willingness to compete for our male respondents. The findings suggest that 

men who imagine facing a choice of actively competing with a coworker, tend to 

choose engagement in said competition. When men see themself actively 

competing with a female, they are more willing to compete.  

 

The female respondents generally demonstrate a lower willingness to compete if 

they imagine competing against a male coworker, however, the willingness to 

compete seems to be slightly higher if the competition is framed as an opt-out 

scenario. These findings could also suggest that in scenarios where one competes 

with another female, the competitor is more willing to engage in said competition, 

because of the gender of the competition. We will return to this discussion in its 

respective chapter.  

4.5.2 Moral Judgement 

Results from our survey regarding the variable Moral Judgement indicates that 

people, for the most part, find the decision to compete with a friend or a coworker 

as morally permissible. This is evidenced by our responses, that are centered 

around 1.5-2.5, indicating that the observed behavior is judged to be generally 

moral, however, there are some nuances to these results. The mean-values explain 

how the respondents judge the morality of competing. The scale goes from one to 

seven, where one equals to the participants very much disagrees (moral) and 

seven equals to very much agrees (immoral) in terms of how moral it is to opt in 

or opt out when competing. Hence, when we have a lower means-value, the 

respondents disagree that the action portrayed in the experiment was immoral. 
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Figure 8  

Mean Values for Moral Judgment  

 

*In order to better visualize the differences, we present the graph ranging from 1-3 

 

Among all the respondents, the scenario perceived the most immoral is men 

opting-in to competition (ȳ = 2.49). Naturally, the same finding applies for when 

looking at the respondents’ gender separately, as men who chose to opt-in were 

overall considered to exhibit the most immoral behavior.  

 

When considering only female respondents, the scores of Moral Judgement are 

slightly increased compared to the overall sample across all scenarios. For both of 

our opt-in and opt-out conditions, the moral judgement scores range from (ȳ= 

2.10) to (ȳ =2.53), indicating that females, on average, find the decision to 

compete as slightly less moral than their male counterparts (ȳ = 1.64) to (ȳ =2.43). 

An interesting finding are the scenarios in which a female actively or passively 

enters competition, which are deemed to be judged more moral overall, compared 

to the scenarios where a male actively or passively enters competition. These 

results are proven despite that opt-out male has a lower score than opt-out female. 

Yet, when combining our findings, the results show that the female-conditioned 

scenarios are the scenarios judged to be more moral. This can be explained by 

existing literature commenting on the contemporary trends of females supporting 

other females in their career progressions.  

 

Furthermore, findings show that females judge similar despite the gender of the 

competing person when the competition is in an opt-out scenario. On the contrary, 

men tend to judge other men passively competing as mostly moral, compared to 
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the same judgements of females in the opt-out scenario which lean further towards 

immorality.  

4.5.3 Machiavellianism 

The mean values for Machiavellianism shows to what degree the respondents 

believe the condition denotes cunningness, in the sense that they believe their 

condition shows signs of trickery. Generally, we see that our respondents seem to 

not judge our outcome survey as Machiavellian, which indicates that the character 

is judged to possess lower levels of Machiavellianism traits despite choosing to 

compete with a friend. This is evident by the fact that the average level of 

Machiavellianism ranging from 1-7 revolves around 2.0-2.5.  

 

Figure 9 

Mean Values for Machiavellianism  

 

*In order to better visualize the differences, we present the graph ranging from 1-3 

 

When analyzing how all respondents, females, and males, react to 

Machiavellianism, we see that the respondents do not judge too harshly. However, 

when considering all respondents, we see that the condition where the male opts 

in is judged slightly heavier by our respondents then the alternative conditions 

(ȳ=2.55). In addition, when considering only females, a similar trend is confirmed 

(ȳ=2.57). However, when we analyze the all-male respondents, we see a smaller 

difference between the conditions opt-in female and opt-in male than the two 

previous means analyses (ȳ1=2.56, ȳ2=2.60). This suggests that men judge females 

opting into competitions more harshly than the other segments.  
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An interesting finding from all segments shows that men who opt out of 

competition are seen as having the least negative traits for entering the 

competition. However, females, regardless of opting in or out, are judged slightly 

heavier, which suggests that there is an underlying judgment of females entering 

the competition.  

4.6 ANOVA 

Having explored the between-group differences in our outcome variables, we 

further wanted to test whether or not these differences are statistically significant. 

In order to do this, we performed an analysis of variance (ANOVA). A one-way 

ANOVA is used to determine whether or not there is a statistically significant 

difference between the means of three or more independent groups (Field, 2013). 

In this experiment, a one-way ANOVA was performed to compare the effect of 

the dependent variables' Moral Judgment, Machiavellianism, and Willingness to 

Compete on our independent variables opt-in, opt-out, male, and female (Table 

3).  

 

A one-way ANOVA is a widely used statistical method to test for differences in 

the means of three or more independent groups. The null hypothesis (H0) states 

that all groups are equal, while the alternative hypothesis (H1) assumes that at 

least one of the means is significantly different from the others. The one-way 

ANOVA statistical model can be represented as:  

F=MST/MSE 

 

MST is the mean square between groups and MSE is the mean square within 

groups. Y is observation, T is group total, G is the grand total of all observations, 

ni is the number in group 1 and n is the total number of observations.  

 

To test the null hypothesis, we compare the variation between the groups, to the 

variation within the groups, by calculating the F-statistics. Hence, by using the 

mean sum of squares for both groups, we can use the p-value to determine the 

statistical significance.  
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Table 3  

One-Way ANOVA  

 

 

Our first hypothesis was that the willingness to compete indicated by our 

respondents would vary between gender and between the scenarios. The ANOVA 

revealed that there was a statistically significant difference in Willingness to 

Compete with all respondents, between at least two groups at a five percent level 

(F(3,339)= 3.042, p=0.029). The statistically significant results provide evidence 

to reject the null hypothesis and accept the alternative hypothesis. Thus, 

suggesting that the dependent variables have effects on the independent variables. 

To pinpoint the specific group differences and explore the underlying reasons 

behind these differences, we conducted a post-hoc test.  

 

In order to explore this statistically significant result in further detail we 

performed a Tukey’s HSD Post Hoc Test. The Post Hoc Test identified the 

following significant between group-differences (Table 4, p. 44).   

 

Table 4  

Tukey’s HSD Post Hoc Test 

 

*The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level  

** See full HSD Post Hoc Test in appendix (Appendix 1)  
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The test further revealed a significant difference in the mean value of willingness 

to compete between the groups opt-in female and opt-in male (p = 0.048, 95% 

C.I. = [0, 0.62]). This result suggests that the willingness to compete is different 

for the test participants when reading about females or males opting into 

competition. In addition, Tukey’s HSD Test found that there were significant 

differences between opt-in male and opt-out female (p = 0.041, 95% C.I. = [-0.61, 

-0.01]). This result suggests that there are significant differences in the 

willingness to compete when survey participants read about a male who opts in, 

and a female who opts out.  

 

Our second hypothesis Moral Judgement (H2) failed to support at a five percent 

level (F(3,337) = 2.450, p = 0.063). The same results apply for Machiavellianism 

(H3) not being statistically significant (F(3,319) = 1.738, p = 0.159). Hence, the p-

value is greater than the usual significance level of 0.05, which suggests that we 

do not have enough evidence to claim that there is a meaningful difference based 

on the tested variables.  

4.7 Interaction Analysis Between the Variables  

In order to explore the impact of opting in or opting out on the outcome variable 

in more depth, we deemed it worthwhile to examine whether there exist any 

moderating effects that influence the independent variables. We wanted to 

conduct an interaction analysis to determine if there were any explainable patterns 

in our data set and to graphically illustrate the interaction effects through an 

interaction plot. A moderation model is helpful for better understanding the nature 

of the relationship between the variables and identifying the conditions under 

which the relationship is strongest or weakest. We conduct an analysis on the 

interaction effects by applying Hayes’ moderation model using PROCESS in 

SPSS. According to Hayes’ moderation model, when there is a moderation of a 

variable (which we call M) on the relationship of two others (X and Y), the effect 

of X and Y is conditional to the level of the moderating variable M (Ponchio & 

Correio, 2018 p. 2).  

Specifically, our fourth hypothesis suggested that both gender and choice 

architecture would interact in influencing the moral judgment of the behavior in 

question. We expected that people would respond differently to a description of a 
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woman who either passively or actively pursues competition with a friend or 

coworker, then they would to a description of a man who either passively or 

actively pursues the same competition. 

Table 5  

Moderator Analysis: Types of Measurements and Demographics  

 

In order to test Hypothesis 4, we first entered the gender of the described person 

(character) in the first step of the regression analysis. In the second step, we 

entered the interaction term between the different genders (male/female), and 

different choice architectures (opt-in/opt-out of competition). As expected, the 

interaction term explained a significant increase in variance in moral judgment.  

Figure 10  

Moderation Model of the Variables – as presented in Figure 2 

 

Adjusted R–squared = 0.0240, Beta = -0.6057, t=-2.2472, p=-0.0253. The levels 

of confidence for the interaction term range between the lower LLCI= -1.1361 

and ULCI=-0.0753. This means that passively pursuing a competition against a 

coworker leads to milder moral judgements if the coworker is male. Both men and 

women seem to subscribe to the idea that it is slightly immoral to engage in 

competition with a male coworker, but substantially less so against a female 

coworker. However, this difference is removed and even slightly reversed if the 



 

 48 

organization adopts an opt-out promotion scheme. Figure 11 gives a visualization 

of the described interaction.  

Figure 11  

Moderating Effects of Opting-in versus Opting-out in Gender-based Competitive 

Scenarios  

 

 
 

As this interaction is significant, opting in or opting out can be said to be a 

moderator of gender’s effect on moral judgment, or that gender and opting in or 

opting out interact in their influence on moral judgment (Hayes, 2017).  

An interesting finding which is illustrated in Figure 11, is that when a candidate is 

given the passive choice architecture default of opting out, the moderation plot is 

perceived to lean towards a trend of gender equality within moral perceptions in a 

simulated recruitment scenario. This entails that an organization changing their 

recruitment process from opting-in to opting-out might reap benefits of equal 

moral judgment between the genders, and hence, arguably an even competitive 

setting.  
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5.0 Discussion  

The results from our hypothesis are weaker than anticipated. This is possibly due 

to the hypothetical scenario where the emotional component involved such as 

morality and disloyalty are not manifesting their full effect. Such emotions are 

challenging to obtain in a hypothetical design; however, we will revisit this topic 

in the limitations section.  

Together with the results of our analysis, we have two separate findings. First of 

all, our first hypothesis (H1) is significant. This means that the participant’s 

perception of whether they would want to apply for the job themselves were 

affected by the applicant’s gender, but also whether the applicant opted-in or 

opted-out when applying for the job. Based on previous research, we expected to 

find that men to a higher degree would engage in competition, while women 

would be more restrained. In addition, we expected that in the scenarios where the 

competing person was a male, the respondents would show less interest in 

engaging in competition as opposed to the scenarios where the competing person 

was a female. This expectation stems from the widely held belief that men are 

generally more competitive and assertive, while women tend to be more 

cooperative and nurturing. Consequently, it is feasible to assume that cultural 

norms and societal expectations often reinforce this gender stereotype. However, 

research has shown that these gender differences in competitiveness are not 

absolute and may vary depending on the context and situation. 

 

We found that the respondents overall were most likely to apply for the job, 

however, the scenario where there was a male opting out showed lower results 

than the other scenarios. As previously discussed, these findings could suggest 

that men who opt out, and females in general, judge other men that actively 

engage in competition (opting in) more harshly than the other competing 

scenarios in the sense that they would not apply for the job themselves. These 

findings are particularly interesting given that men are stereotypically associated 

with high levels of competitiveness and agency, and are expected to display such 

traits according to societal norms (Glick & Fiske, 2007; Acar & Sümer, 2018). 

Furthermore, in the scenarios where the applicant competes with another female, 

the participants are more likely to apply for the job themselves. This is also an 

interesting finding, suggesting that when the participants see women competing 
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against other women, they are more accepting of the competing behavior. It is 

possible to speculate that this finding may be attributed to gender stereotypes, 

which often portray women as less competitive. Therefore, when participants 

witness a woman competing for the job, they may perceive it as an opportunity for 

themselves to also apply, thinking "if she can do it, so can I".  

 

Another possible reflection to this finding could be that we live in a time with 

advanced technology, and hence, we have the opportunity to connect with people 

like never before. Although there have been ongoing efforts to combat gender 

discrimination, we now have the advantage of flexible communication and 

networks that allow the message to reach a wider audience, both young and old. In 

Norway, there is a strong emphasis on promoting women's careers, as 

demonstrated by initiatives such as the SHE Conference (SHE Conference, 2022), 

organizations like Women in Finance that support women in leadership positions 

(Kvinner i Finans, n.d), and even the country's largest bank, DNB, launching a 

campaign called #huninvisterer (meaning '#sheinvests' in English) (Minsaas, 

2021). Based on this, as our participants are Norwegians, we could assume they 

have an underlying support of women competing for a higher position, and 

supporting women in their career could be seen as expected.  

 

Given the current emphasis on women's career advancement in Norway, one 

could speculate that there is an inherent underlying "feminist" perspective shaping 

the attention given to diversity and women. In terms of society, this perspective 

could be a norm, as there are contemporary measures implemented to support 

women and their career advancements. As mentioned, initiatives such as quotas, 

forums, campaigns, and other strategies, serve to support women's motivation in 

advancing in their careers and obtaining managerial positions, despite that women 

show inherently more emotions and feminine traits, such as displaying their 

affective motivation to lead (a-mtl), rather than masculine traits, and hence 

competitiveness.  

 

No countries have by far achieved full gender parity, however, looking at the top 

ten economies in the world, they have closed over 80 percent of their gender gaps. 

The Scandinavian countries, such as Finland (86 percent, ranked 2nd), Norway 

(84.5 percent, ranked 3rd), and Sweden (82.2 percent, ranked 5th), have some of 
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the most closed gender gaps (World Economic Forum, 2022). Therefore, it is 

plausible to suggest that the findings of participants being more likely to apply for 

a job when the applicant competes with another female may be attributed to 

Norway's ranking as one of the top three countries in the world with the most 

closed gender gap (World Economic Forum, 2022), and its significant investment 

in helping women climb the career ladder. This could indicate that gender 

differences in competitive behaviors are not prominent in Norway, however we 

will come back to this subject in our limitations. 

 

As we know, there are gender differences in attitudes towards competition, with 

women tending to have a more cooperative and less competitive orientation, while 

men may exhibit a more individualistic and competitive mindset. Based on these 

generalizations, we expected that the responses would exhibit a more negative 

moral judgment towards women participating in competition than towards men 

participating in competition. Given the expectation that men expect men to be 

more competitive than women, we expected men to have a negative perception 

towards women that compete against each other rather than when men compete. 

However, contrary to our expectations, the statistical analysis revealed that 

hypothesis (H2) did not yield significant results.  

 

It is possible that the reason why the direct relationship posited in H2 failed to 

materialize is because this effect is contingent on the moderated variable. 

Interestingly, our fourth hypothesis (H4) was statistically significant, which 

indicates results where the competing person's gender will indirectly affect the 

participant's moral evaluation of said behavior, moderated by opting-in or opting-

out defaults in choice architecture. It is possible that the reason why the direct 

relationship posited in H2 failed to materialize is because this effect is contingent 

on the moderated variable. In Figure 11, we see that the graph moves towards 

equality, but this eventually reaches a turning point where the trends seem to 

reverse. This could, among others, mean that organizations will experience and 

achieve more gender parity by utilizing a more passive approach in their 

recruitment processes, however continuing a passive approach beyond a certain 

threshold might hinder this path. Based on this, it would be applicable to argue 

that there is a happy medium between active and passive approaches within 

organizations, which will be perceived as the most effective towards the goal of 
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accomplishing gender parity, specifically in terms of gender equality in relation to 

how one is judged by others in competitions. 

 

H4 holds in the sense that we had significant findings that the moderation variable 

of choice architecture does indeed impact participants' evaluation of behavior and 

person, in a competitive setting where the choice architecture differs between 

opting in and opting out. Further, H4 provides additional insights into the 

complex interplay between gender, competition and moral evaluations that 

previously were not captured by H2. The findings support our hypothesis that 

both choice architecture and the gender of the participant competing influences 

the moral evaluation of the participant competing. This finding, in relation to 

findings in literature (Acar & Sümer, 2018), support the assumption that the 

judgment of others is reliant on the gender, and that the evaluation of others is 

contingent on the choice architecture in competitive settings. Furthermore, our 

findings counter the existing literature where women face backlash effects given 

their competitive behaviors (Rudman et al., 2012) and support that these effects 

might be neutralized when specifically, women engage passively in competitions. 

The results of our findings may reflect differing societal norms and expectations 

for male and female behavior in competitive settings. The improved moral 

evaluation for passive engagement in competition could indicate that women are 

expected to be less assertive and more cooperative in competition behavior, while 

men might be expected to be more confrontational in both active and passive 

competitive settings.  

 

By insinuating a passive choice architecture default, our findings suggest that the 

judgment of competing individuals between the genders will ambit gender parity. 

This can further lessen the effects of gender stereotypes presented by Castano et 

al. (2019) who argue that stereotyping leads to lesser perceptions of females, 

regardless of their masculine traits.  

 

The last hypothesis to discuss, is our third hypothesis (H3) which investigates the 

perceptions of Machiavellian traits when competing against a friend. As expressed 

in our literature review, men tend to have less sensitivity to others' needs, and 

exhibit often a more competitive nature than women. Given the different scenarios 

of our experiment, we expected higher levels of Machiavellianism scores in the 
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scenarios when there are males competing as opposed to when females are 

competing. However, on the contrary to our expectations, the result of H3 

indicates no significant difference between the groups.  

 

There may be several reasons for these statistical results. First, the scale has not 

been used in experimental research and may not be adapted to nuances in clausal 

design. Second, the scale is used in a Norwegian context, and nuances therefore 

cannot be translated either linguistically, culturally, or both. One of the reasons 

why there are no big differences may be that the selection is very "forgiving" on 

all measures towards the person who competes against their colleague, regardless 

of gender and default. Looking at Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, Norway scores 

as a significant feminine country. Being a feminine country implies value and 

encourages softer aspects of culture such as taking care of the environment, 

cooperation, consensus-building, and sympathy for the underdog are valued and 

encouraged (Hofstede Insight, 2023).  

 

Furthermore, Hofstede’s femininity dimension includes having an emphasis on 

collaboration and support, rather than your own individual achievement, hence, 

competition may be perceived more positively - as long as it aligns with these 

values of cooperation and sympathy of others. One could therefore perceive it as a 

way to improve collectively and grow together, rather than an intense competition 

to surpass one another. Norway’s feminine cultural traits could thereby have an 

impact on the statistical results of Machiavellianism, as this trait values 

cooperation, solidarity, and personal growth, which influences the perception of 

competition positively. Based on this, competition may be viewed as a means of 

improvement, and self-development, rather than a dark personality trait in 

feminine countries. In addition, Norway has a low score on Hofstede’s Power 

Distance, which indicates preference for independence, equal rights, and 

accessible superiors (Hofstede Insight, 2023). These preferences could therefore 

influence the participants' perceptions of Machiavellian traits in terms of 

competing against a friend, as low power distance culture focuses on equality and 

collaboration (Hofstede Insight, 2023). Based on the fact that cultures with low 

power distance values to maintain positive relationships even in competitive 

situations, it is realistic to presume that engaging in competition against a friend 
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would not be regarded as exhibiting Machiavellian traits within such cultural 

contexts. 

 

5.1 Theoretical Implications  

Even though there are stereotypical public perceptions about how each gender 

should act, our findings indicate that there are restricted gender differences. In 

general, women care less about gender roles than men, so it would be feasible to 

consider this as an implication for our study, where women are more equal in their 

assessment of gender roles. From a theoretical standpoint, these findings could 

have significant implications for the study of gender and gender roles. Our results 

may suggest that traditional gender stereotypes may not accurately reflect the 

attitudes and behaviors of men and women in a modern, contemporary society. In 

addition, the fact that women are less concerned with gender roles than men, 

challenges the assumption that women are inherently more conforming and less 

competitive than men. This could and should lead to a reevaluation of existing 

gender theories and a shift towards more nuanced understandings of gender and 

its social construction. Furthermore, the finding that women are more equal in 

their assessment of gender roles could indicate a trend towards greater gender 

equality and a rejection of traditional gender norms and traditional gender role 

beliefs.  

 

Looking at the variable Willingness To Compete, we found that there are existing 

gender differences, however, we do not know what causes these differences, but it 

would be plausible to assume that there are many factors. Looking specifically at 

the social dimension, and others' perception of one joining a competition, it is 

feasible to say that these gender differences are probably to some extent due to 

impression management concerns. We know from our literature review that men 

are more confident than women when it comes to competition, and hence men 

likely do not have the same fear of social evaluations as women when they enter a 

competition. However, it is worth mentioning that amongst women, trends are 

leaning more towards an increased willingness to compete, which deviates with 

the traditional gender role beliefs in society.  
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Women and their lower levels of Willingness to Compete, might be explained by 

the fear of backlash from extending beyond the traditional gender role beliefs in 

society and gender stereotypes towards females who enter competitions. 

However, as our findings do have some support, we have yet to retain purely 

significant results in this manner. Other factors such as “fear of failure” or Glass 

Cliff/Ceiling Phenomenon might serve frightening towards females when facing 

high-risk situations with uncertain outcomes. This complex and intertwined 

discussion can base the grounds for understanding the mechanisms in why 

females are in general less competitive than men. Although our analysis failed to 

gain significant results regarding Machiavellianism, it does not necessarily mean 

that women do not experience backlash when entering competitions, or the chase 

for higher-level managerial positions. However, the backlash women face might 

be different and in other ways than Machiavellianism or defined and determined 

with other known measures of the Dark Triad. 

5.2 Managerial Implications  

We have learned from theory that managers, on a general basis, are facing issues 

when recruiting or hiring females for managerial positions for different reasons. 

These issues include phenomena such as the glass ceiling or glass cliff 

phenomenon, as well as gender biases and stereotypes. This is not only a moral 

problem, but it also leads to systemic organizational challenges when 

organizations, or hiring managers, fall short in addressing the issues associated 

with gender disparities. 

  

Existing research shows that organizational performance increases when men and 

women work alongside in organizations, indicating that leaders could acquire 

benefits from looking at the default from an active opting-in perspective to a 

passive opting-out perspective. And that the change in said perspective, might 

serve solutions in obtaining an increased number of females in managerial, or 

higher-level positions. However, this is an uncertain strategy, as present studies 

give this solution hope, but also some doubts. This is not unusual, because small 

actions are often combined with small effects, regardless, the investment cost 

might be worth the outcome of the change. Other strategies to increase the female 

representation in higher-level positions include quotas or special considerations. 

While these actions might be effective, risks are not mitigated in the sense that 
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quotas are potent but are also deemed unfair. They have a positive impact by 

facilitating increased evaluation of women, as corporations implement “reserved 

places” for women, thus more women are included in the evaluation process 

compared to what could have occurred without quotas. Based on this, it would be 

realistic to say that quotas contribute to a higher number of women being 

evaluated for positions, thereby enhancing their prospects of getting the positions 

they have applied for.  

In summary, quotas might be deemed unfair towards women as they can perceive 

it as “structural sympathy”, and therefore, women might feel that they got the 

higher position due to this specific reason. Further, quotas might be deemed unfair 

towards men, if the quotas lead to a woman with less competence and skills 

getting the higher positions due to quotas instead of a man applying for the same 

position.  

 

Considering obtaining more diversity in organizations, Mrkva et al. (2021) state 

that choice architecture might have a larger impact on individuals in society 

obtaining a lower socio-economic scale. As the Glass Ceiling Phenomenon refers 

to an invisible barrier preventing certain groups, also minorities, from reaching 

their full potential, an opting-out default setting perhaps can circumvent the 

limitations posed by an organizational glass ceiling. Furthermore, Mrkva et al. 

(2021) state that by inducing choice architecture designed to capture minorities in 

society, one might be able to source individuals that have not considered their 

options. By including passive choice architecture, organizations might be able to 

recruit talent that would not have had similar opportunities without passive 

designed choice architecture. Hence, these actions can lead to individuals 

climbing the socio-economic scale and increase value generation in societies by 

enabling more people in the active workforce. This is especially interesting, 

indicating that choice architecture design might expand beyond the construct of 

obtaining more females in managerial positions, and benefit society far more than 

expected. Lastly, passive choice architecture can further help reduce stereotype 

threats that pose anxiety on minorities when aware of the negative stereotypes 

associated with their group. By changing the architecture of choice, effects might 

include an increase of self-empowerment and determination while combatting the 

stereotype-threats perceived by the minority-group.  
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Furthermore, another reason why organizations should try to attain and increase 

the number of females in managerial positions, is due to the proclamation of being 

concerned with diversity and inclusivity. As tomorrow’s talents include at least 50 

percent women, the risks of these women feeling alienated if not represented are 

high, which evidently leads to increased structural challenges. Hence, to minimize 

the risks of being categorized as hypocritical or as an organization with double 

standards, organizations should work structured towards increasing the number of 

females in managerial positions. There are however nuances to these actions, as it 

is important for organizational operations that the right candidate upholds its 

position. However, actions towards presenting gender parity in organizations 

could be considered as good employer branding strategies.  

 

By utilizing a passive default in recruitment processes, it would be plausible to 

presume that there still would be gender biases in organizations top management. 

However, this method could be a strategy to not be perceived as very influential. 

When writing this thesis, we are at an interesting crossroad where we have a 

tentative solution for a gender bias problem - where the research has come short. 

Based on this, corporations, big and small, should therefore consider utilizing a 

passive default as a field-experiment in their own organization. By doing such, 

organizations are doing the job that researchers have not, and they can get insight 

on the real effect of the measure in their organization. These types of field-

experiments would be extremely valuable for organizations as they can compare 

differences from different years, thereby acquiring invaluable data that confers a 

competitive advantage in its own right. 

 

5.3 Limitations & Future Research  

As previously noted, this experiment is a hypothetical scenario which could lead 

to some limitations. One such limitation is the challenge of familiarizing yourself 

with the situation, potentially resulting in a diminished arousal of emotions. It 

would be reasonable to infer that emotions are stronger in real-life situations, and 

therefore, future research should conduct triangulation with multiple research 

methods such as field experiments and qualitative studies.  
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Furthermore, the experiment takes place in a Norwegian context with Norwegian 

respondents. As we know from previous literature, Norway is unique with its 

gender egalitarian stances being ranked as the 3rd country closing its gender gap. 

Therefore, our participants may perceive gender differences in competitive 

behaviors as not prominent. Additionally, there are different stances to the 

perceptions of competition due to cultural differences. As Norway being a 

feminine country, as well as having moderate levels of power distance (Hofstede 

Insight, 2023) it would be applicable to reflect that it is more taboo to compete 

against a friend in other countries with distinct cultural norms. Countries such as 

the US, China, Japan, France, and Germany, have both significantly lower levels 

of femininity (hence, they are so-called masculine countries), but also higher 

levels of power distance, than Norway (Hofstede Insight, 2023), and hence, 

actively competing against a friend may be more frowned upon. Based on these 

cultural differences, it would be interesting to take the research further to other 

countries with opposite cultural norms and actions.  

 

Based on these limitations, we cannot simply generalize these results. However, it 

would be highly relevant to internationalize and attempt to generalize the findings. 

Furthermore, attitudes towards women and career are still evolving. Therefore, 

capturing a current overview of the situation for women holds significant validity. 

However, it is important to acknowledge that future generations may adopt 

different approaches and perspectives. 

Hence, it is crucial to continue investigating this topic to understand how attitudes 

may change for forthcoming generations. 
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6.0 Conclusion  

The purpose of this study was to explore the effects and possible side effects of 

changing the choice architecture sounding recruitment decisions and how these 

interplays with individual’s perception of different genders decision to compete in 

the workplace. In recent years, the global workforce has undergone large 

transformations leading to an intensified focus on workplace competition and its 

interplay with gender dynamics. The aim of achieving a harmonious and inclusive 

workforce has become paramount for organizations across all sectors, yet the 

underrepresentation of women in higher-level managerial positions remains a 

persistent challenge. Our study confirms that there are structural biases and 

stereotypes towards competing individuals, and that these stereotypes might 

especially lead to social and economic penalties for women, further driving 

structural challenges such as the Backlash Avoidance Model and Glass Cliff/Glass 

Ceiling phenomena.   

 

Our research question was to look further into whether if “differences in 

perception exist between men and women in competition for higher- level job 

positions and does choice architecture in competition play a role in exacerbating 

or mitigating these differences?” we found a significant relationship between our 

participants’ Willingness to Compete, and the gender of the person in our 

competing scenario and whether he/she opted-in or opted-out. Furthermore, we 

found that opting-in and opting-out moderates the relationship between the 

competing persons’ gender, and the judgement of morality of the competing 

person. Lastly, we saw that through an opting-out scheme, we were able to 

mitigate or exacerbate the gender disparities within the perception of others.  

 

A contemporary study regarding changing the choice architecture from opt-in to 

opt-out defaults has shown potential to minimize the gender disparities in higher-

level managerial positions. However, as the research is novel, the concept is 

required further investigation to be proven as the preferable option for 

organizations in attaining potential candidates. To make our findings 

generalizable, the study should be internationalized across the globe, due to the 

differences of socio-cultural factors which vary across countries. However, our 
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thesis can and should be tested by organizations in field experiments, as they 

arguably may benefit on the talent that they now attract.  
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