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Abstract

Women are socialized to believe in romantic fairy tales, which may encourage them to rely on men for financial and social power. As a result, even women who consciously disavow romantic beliefs may be prone to having internalized them in the form of implicit romantic fantasies (associating partners with chivalry and heroism). Romantic fantasies were assessed using The Implicit Association Test (Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998) and self-reports. As anticipated, college women showed stronger possession of implicit (versus explicit) romantic fantasies, and the two constructs were unreliably related. Further, implicit (but not explicit) romantic fantasies negatively predicted women’s interest in personal power, including high status career choice and educational achievement. The findings provide initial support for an implicit “glass slipper” effect that may be an important barrier to gender equity.


The Glass Slipper Effect:

Implicit Romantic Fantasies and Women’s Interest in Personal Power


Once upon a time, a young maiden in dire straits was rescued by a man who proved to be, after sufficient tests of the maiden’s love and patience, wealthy and of royal birth. The maiden was subsequently crowned the man’s princess, and lived happily ever after. The story – be it Cinderella, Beauty and the Beast, or others of their ilk – changes in the details, but the message remains the same. These romantic fairy tales teach girls to put aside their own aspirations and to reap rewards through selfless generosity toward others. Although the rewards may be bountiful, they are gained indirectly, through a relationship with a man. 


But how realistic is this message for women today? After all, American college-aged women face the prospect of joining a workforce that is 46% female (U. S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1998). Nonetheless, occupations that confer the highest level of wealth, status, and prestige remain strongly male dominated (for a review, see Eagly & Karau, in press). Although gender prejudice undoubtedly plays a role in the persistence of the status quo (e.g., Cejka & Eagly, 1999; Rudman & Kilianski, 2000), evidence suggests that young women are not as likely as their male counterparts to pursue occupations associated with the highest financial and social rewards (Pratto, Stallworth, Sidanius, & Siers, 1997). Despite legislative and sociocultural changes designed to encourage them to compete with men (e.g., affirmative action), women remain underrepresented in positions of authority and leadership at least, in part, through self-selection. For as long as they do, gender hegemony will persist. Therefore, it is important to investigate why women might be less interested in positions of power and influence, compared with men.

Romance and Women’s Pursuit of Power


We examined whether women’s romantic socialization might play a role in their career and educational aspirations. Undergraduate women are an ideal population to investigate because they are in the process of deciding which career to embark upon, and are generally free to choose a career that matches their interests. Further, we might expect collegiate women to be predominately concerned with their education and financial future. However, female undergraduates also find themselves immersed in a culture of romance, in which dating and boyfriends become a focal point of interest, and in which they experience considerable peer pressure to find a steady romantic partner (Holland & Eisenhart; 1990; Moffatt, 1989). 


Romance idealizes femininity, and places women on a pedestal. However, it may also teach women (e.g., through romantic fairy tales) to depend on men for economic and social rewards. In particular, the romantic idealization of men as chivalric rescuers of women (e.g., Prince Charming, White Knight) might encourage “the fairer sex” to seek their fortune indirectly, through men. If so, romantic fantasies might be negatively linked to women’s interest in personal power. With this hypothesis in mind, we examined the potential costs of romantic socialization for women. Because we suspected that, as inheritors of the Women’s Movement, many college-aged women might be reluctant to report romantic fantasies, we used a response latency technique, the Implicit Association Test (IAT; Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998; Rudman, Greenwald, Mellott, & Schwartz, 1999), as well as self-reports, to measure this construct. 


In summary, we focused on women’s romantic fantasies as a correlate of their interest in personal power.
  The primary hypothesis was that women who associate men with romantic heroes and the trappings of fairy tales would show less interest in directly pursuing high status occupations and may, instead, prefer to seek financial and social rewards indirectly (through men). If so, the findings would provide tentative support for a “glass slipper” effect, such that the idealized association of men with chivalry and heroism might be linked to a hobbling of women’s career and education aspirations. 

Method

Subjects


Seventy-seven women participated in the experiment in exchange for credit toward their Introductory Psychology research requirement (M age = 19 years). Of these, 38 (49%) were European American, 23 (30%) were Asian American, 8 (10%) were African American, and 8 (10%) reported other racial identification. Due to technical difficulties, two women completed the IAT measures, but not the explicit measures. Therefore, the IAT results are based on N = 77, whereas the remaining analyses are based on N = 75.

Materials

Open-ended measures. Subjects reported their age, ethnicity, and chosen occupation. They also indicated whether they were currently involved in a romantic relationship with a man and, if so, to report the length of the relationship. Fifty-five percent of the sample reported being in a current romantic relationship (M length = 7 mos.). Because the age, ethnicity, and relationship variables did not influence the findings, they are not further discussed.


Projected income and educational goal. Using a 1998 reference book (America’s Top 300 Jobs: A Complete Career Handbook),
 we assessed each occupation’s earning potential, using the median income for that profession (M = $63,129, SD = $58,700). These projected income estimates ranged from $12,400 (flight attendant) to $349,000 (CEO). As a measure of education goal, we also noted the minimum amount of post-secondary education necessary for each job (M = 5.58 years, SD = 2.7; range = 0-14 years). 
Occupational interest. Participants were asked to rate their interest in 12 occupations on a scale from 1 (no interest) to 7 (strongly interested). Following Pratto et al. (1997), responses to five occupations (business management, finance, corporate lawyer, politician, and education administration)
 were averaged to form the high status job index, ( = .62. In sum, projected income, educational goal, and the high status job index provided three outcome variables. On each index, high scores reflect greater interest in personal power.


Romantic fantasies index. Five items assessed the degree to which participants possessed romantic fantasies about their partners. Items were rated on 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree) scales. These items were, “I think of my lover as a Prince Charming,” “I think of my lover as a White Knight,” “My romantic partner is very protective of me,” “I think of my lover as a hero,” and “My romantic partner is an average man” (reverse scored). Responses were averaged to form the romantic fantasies index, ( = .82. High scores on this measure indicate stronger association of romantic partners with fantasy than with reality.

The romantic fantasy IAT. To measure implicit romantic fantasies, we constructed an IAT in which romantic partners were contrasted with other men, and fantasy was contrasted with reality. Romantic partners were represented by 8 words (e.g., boyfriend, lover, partner, sweetheart, date).
 Other men were also represented by 8 words (e.g., brother, neighbor, peer, cousin, buddy). Fantasy was represented by an additional list of 8 constructs (e.g., Prince Charming, White Knight, castle, superhero, protector), as was reality (e.g., Average Joe, Regular Guy, ordinary, stable, predictable). The critical tasks obliged women to pair romantic partners with fantasy and other men with reality (abbreviated partner + fantasy) and to reverse these associations (abbreviated partner + reality). The difference between these was computed as the romantic fantasy IAT effect. High scores on this measure indicate stronger association of romantic partners with fantasy than with reality (i.e., implicit romantic fantasies).

Procedure

As part of a project entitled “Attitudes Toward Relationships,” participants completed the measures (in the order described above) in a private cubicle, on a desktop PC.
  The items within each explicit measure were presented randomly by the program. After completion, participants were debriefed and thanked for participating. 

Results


Results for the romantic fantasy IAT revealed that, on average, women were faster when they associated romantic partners with fantasy than with reality, M = +74 ms (SD = 216). This IAT effect was significantly greater than zero, t(76) = 3.01, p < .01. By contrast, women reported romantic fantasies about their partners that were not significantly greater than the neutral point, t(76) = 1.60, ns (M = 3.59, SD = 1.29). Thus, women reported associating their romantic partners about equally with fantasy and reality-based constructs, although their IAT scores showed greater association with fantasy. 

Correlations Among Measures

Table 1 shows the relations among the measures of romantic fantasies and the outcome variables. As can be seen, the fantasy measures were unreliably (albeit positively) related, in support of each measure’s discriminant validity. In addition, the outcome measures were not significantly related, with the exception of projected income and educational goal. 


Most important, Table 1 shows that women’s implicit fantasies were negatively and significantly related to all three power-related outcome variables. First, women who implicitly romanticized their partners tended to choose occupations with reduced economic rewards. Dividing the sample by a median split on the romantic fantasies IAT, women who scored high showed a mean projected salary of $53, 818, whereas women who scored low showed a mean projected salary of $75,895. Second, women who scored high on implicit romantic fantasies also chose occupations that required less education after high school. This finding suggests that idealizing men may dampen women’s enthusiasm for educational achievement as well as financial gains. Third, women who implicitly romanticized their partners reported less interest in high status occupations (e.g., CEO, corporate lawyer). By contrast, the explicit measure of romantic fantasies showed negligible covariation with each outcome variable. In sum, the findings suggest that implicit romantic fantasies may serve as a general predictor of women’s strivings for personal power, including interest in high status occupations, and financial and educational aspirations.


Discussion


Women are less likely than men to aspire to occupations that offer high economic and social rewards (Pratto et al., 1997). Because this self-selection bias perpetuates gender inequity, we sought to uncover psychological predictors of women’s interest in personal power. Because socialization processes may encourage women to depend on men rather than seek their own fortunes, we hypothesized a link between women’s personal aspirations and their romantic fantasies. As anticipated, women who implicitly romanticized their partners (e.g., as Prince Charming) also showed less interest in high status occupations, the economic rewards that accompany them, and the educational commitment they require. Taken together, the results provide tentative support for a possible “glass slipper” effect, such that women who implicitly idealize men may be more interested in pursuing power indirectly, through their romantic relationships, than by seeking their own fortunes. 

However, because the research is correlational, the direction of the fantasy-power relationship cannot be known. It is possible that women who are low in achievement motives might romantically idealize men as a means of attaining social status. Longitudinal studies would provide the best means of ascertaining the direction of the fantasy-power linkage. In addition, it is possible that a third variable is responsible for the glass slipper effect. For example, undergraduate women may perceive that, relative to men, their opportunities for attaining occupational power are low. As a result, they may feel obliged to depend on men in order to gain status and prestige. If so, romanticizing men may be a more palatable option for women than alternatives (e.g., bitterness about sexism). Future research should assess women’s perceptions of sexism, then, as a possible third variable underlying the glass slipper effect.


Nonetheless, the findings are provocative in their indicating a link between implicit romanticized notions of men and women’s personal strivings for power. The fact that explicit romantic fantasies were less predictive of the outcome variables underscores the need for assessing sensitive attitudes via indirect methods. Although social desirability bias may have prevented women from reporting the true nature of their beliefs about romantic partners (Dovidio & Fazio, 1992), it is also plausible that implicit fantasies were not available to introspection (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995). In any event, our results are consistent with the growing literature showing more predictive utility for indirect, as opposed to direct, assessment techniques when measuring attitudes that respondents may be unwilling or unable to report (e.g., Fazio, Jackson, Dunton, & Williams, 1995; McConnell & Liebold, in press; Rudman & Glick, in press).  



Finally, there are two reasons why implicit romantic fantasies may be a particularly insidious barrier to gender parity. First, the fact that romance idealizes both women and men may prevent even egalitarians from targeting it as potentially harmful to women’s progress. Positive beliefs are simply less obvious than antipathy when investigating social structural factors that maintain hegemonies (e.g., Jackman, 1994). Second, the glass slipper effect was evident only when implicit (not explicit) romantic fantasies were assessed. The extent to which people are aware of their implicit attitudes and beliefs is currently a matter of some debate (Wilson, Schooler, & Lindsay, 2000). Less debatable is the likelihood that they may seep into judgments and decisions without people’s knowledge or consent (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995).  If women are unaware of the extent to which implicit romantic fantasies might impinge on their career and educational goals, it will be difficult for them to counteract these when they ponder decisions that affect their future. For these reasons, we believe it might be wise to educate women about the potential costs of romantic socialization, even as we push the play button on the VCR so that our daughters might watch “The Princess Bride.”   
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Table 1

Correlations Among Implicit and Explicit Measures 

	
	Romantic Fantasy IAT


	Romantic Fantasy Index


	Projected Income
	Education

Goal

	
	
	
	
	

	Romantic Fantasy Index
	 .17
	
	
	

	Projected Income
	   -.38**
	-.16
	
	

	Educational Goal
	  -.23*
	 .07
	.34**
	

	High Status Job Index
	    -.34**
	-.08
	    .14
	.17


Note. High scores on romantic fantasy measures indicate greater association of

romantic partners with fantasy as opposed to reality. High scores on the remaining 

variables reflect greater interest in personal power. 

*p< .05 **p < .01


Footnotes

� Romantic fantasies are not synonymous with having positive illusions about romantic partners (e.g., as kinder and more intelligent than average), which have been linked to higher self-esteem and healthier intimate relationships for women and men (Murray, Griffin, & Holmes, 1996; Murray & Holmes, 1996). Rather, they represent an extreme version of romantic ideals, one in which male partners are associated with chivalry and heroism. 


� This reference is based on the Occupational Outlook Handbook by the U.S. Department of Labor, and is published by JIST Works, Inc.


� Pratto et al. (1997) used 7 occupations to reflect hierarchy-enhancing jobs. Because two of the former seemed less directly related to high status (military service and law enforcement), we eliminated subjects’ responses to these two occupations for our high status job index. 


� For participants who were in a romantic relationship, the name of their partner was included in this list.


� The IAT was administered using FIAT, a program developed by Shelly Farnham at the University of Washington. The explicit measures were administered using INQUISIT, a psychological software tool developed by Millisecond Software.





