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The rise of right-wing populism has been linked to threats to male identity from cultural and
economic change. We report a survey experiment (N = 468 adult U.S. men) deploying a novel,
non-deceptive treatment designed to induce male identity threat. We find no evidence that
our treatment affected the importance men attach to gender identity or downstream outcomes
including attitudes toward transgender individuals and ethnic and partisan in- and out-groups.
Either our treatment failed to threaten male identities or effects are too subtle to detect. We draw
two lessons for experimental design: adequate statistical power and credible manipulation checks
are essential for distinguishing manipulation failure from situations where data reject the theory.
We discuss potential reasons for manipulation failure in our case – omitting explicit performance
standards for idealized masculine behavior and our choice of masculinity dimension – and
highlight how descriptive research can inform future non-deceptive identity threat experiments.
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Right-wing populism is on the rise. Brexit, Donald Trump,
and the success of European far-right parties are promi-
nent examples. A common explanation points to discontent
among men arising from economic and cultural changes.
Globalization, de-industrialization, and increasing gender
equality are said to have threatened male identities. Evi-
dence for identity threat’s role comes in two forms. First,
studies link community-level economic changes to elec-
toral support for right-wing populist candidates (Autor et al.
2020; Baccini and Weymouth 2021; Becker et al. 2017;
Clark et al. 2022; Colantone and Stanig 2018a; Colantone
and Stanig 2018b; Dippel et al. 2022), credibly document-
ing a causal link between economic shocks and populism
but struggling to isolate identity threat from other mechan-
isms like economic frustration (e.g., Clark et al. 2022). Sec-
ond, surveys document a link between a sense of marginal-
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ization and support for right-wing populism (e.g., Anduiza
and Rico 2024; Gidron and Hall 2017; Guiso et al. 2024;
Norris and Inglehart 2016; Valentino et al. 2018), enabling
the study of mechanisms like identity threat (Gidron and
Hall 2017), but raising concerns about reverse causality
and unobserved confounders.

A survey experiment that randomly threatens male iden-
tities could provide identified evidence of effects on prox-
imate outcomes like feelings toward out-groups and illu-
minate the psychological mechanisms underlying macro-
relationships (Ludwig et al. 2011). Yet, identity threat treat-
ments must be subtle enough to avoid ethical concerns but
strong enough to create temporary effects. Moreover, it can
be difficult to conceive of non-deceptive treatments.

A large literature studies threats to male identities
through deceptive treatments, mostly in the lab (see Dahl
et al. 2015; Maass et al. 2003; Rudman and Fairchild 2004;
Vandello et al. 2008; Vescio et al. 2021; Vescio et al. 2025a,
b; Willer et al. 2013). We sought to create a non-deceptive
treatment, since deception is particularly problematic in
online survey experiments, where verifying debriefing is
difficult. Moreover, online experiments typically use panels
of paid respondents who regularly participate in surveys.
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Deception may undermine their trust in future experiments.
We also worry about psychological risks. A widely used
design involves a quiz about “gendered” knowledge and
randomly informs men that their score falls into a range
typical for women—regardless of actual performance (Rud-
man and Fairchild 2004; Vandello et al. 2008; Vescio et al.
2021; Vescio et al. 2025a, b). Participants thus may receive
false information contradicting their self-beliefs,1 which
may induce psychological distress even after debriefing.

We report on a pre-registered online survey experiment
with N= 468 men in the U.S.—to our knowledge, the first
attempt at a non-deceptive male identity threat treatment.2

The literature identifies several dimensions of masculin-
ity common across Western societies: embodying cultural
ideals requires being “(a) high in power, status, and domi-
nance, (b) emotionally, physically, and mentally tough, and
(c) reject and distance from all that is feminine, gay, or oth-
erwise unmanly” (Vescio et al. 2021). Maass et al. (2003)
distinguish between different identity threat types: group
value threats undermine the in-group’s status, distinctive-
ness threats challenge between-group differences, legiti-
macy threats question the acceptability of cross-group sta-
tus hierarchies, and acceptance threats erode one’s sense of
being a prototypical group member.

Our operationalization was guided by our goal to provide
micro-evidence linking economic shocks, men’s inability
to fulfill gendered expectations, and right-wing populism.
We thus designed our treatment to threaten men’s sense of
acceptance regarding economic success—a typical element
of masculinity’s power, status, and dominance dimension.

Drawing on social identity theory, we hypothesized men
would resolve the resulting frustration by reaffirming their
male identity (Elsbach 2003; Elsbach and Kramer 1996)
or re-categorizing themselves via non-threatened identities
like race or partisanship (Sambanis and Shayo 2013; Shayo
2009). Men attaching more importance to their masculinity
may display less favorable views toward transgender indi-
viduals, whom many cis-men see as an out-group. Those
attaching less importance to gender but more to race or par-
tisanship may express more favorable views toward ethnic
and partisan in-groups and less favorable views toward out-
groups (Shayo 2009; Tajfel 2010; Turner 1975).

We find no evidence of treatment effects on men’s gender
identity or downstream outcomes, consistent with our treat-
ment failing to induce appreciable identity threat. However,

1 These studies show scores on a single “masculine—feminine” di-
mension, which does not align with validated measures, and may per-
petuate misconceptions about masculinity and femininity.
2 Our pre-analysis plan is available at https://osf.io/8nvkg/overview.
Our sample includes 510 women. We focus on men given work sug-
gesting economic shocks cause men to support right-wing populism.
We find no evidence of effects among women; results available upon
request.

limitations such as low statistical power and few manipula-
tion checks prevent us from ruling out subtle identity threat
effects we fail to detect. We discuss general experimental
design lessons as well as key learnings for the design of
non-deceptive identity threat treatments: the importance of
performance standards, the target dimension of masculinity,
and prior descriptive research.

1 Experimental Design

This experiment was embedded in the eleventh wave of
The American Social Survey (TASS) directed by the Wei-
denbaum Center at Washington University in St. Louis
(Weidenbaum Center 2023). It uses a probability sample
of 1013 AmeriSpeak panel respondents, including N= 468
adult men. Table A2 provides descriptive statistics. Our ex-
periment appeared near the end of the 25-minute question-
naire as one of several modules.

1.1 Treatment

Existing treatments are deceptive and designed to shock
men’s abstract sense of being “manly” rather than their
perceived ability to meet economic expectations (see Dahl
et al. 2015, for an exception). Our treatment provides truth-
ful feedback on performance on a gender-connoted task
linked to economic success.

Table 1 summarizes the experimental design. Respon-
dents were randomly assigned to treatment or control via
simple randomization upon reaching the experiment. Table
A3 provides evidence of covariate balance. All respondents
first viewed an introductory screen designed to create the
impression that men excel at logical reasoning and to link
this ability to business success. The screen displayed the
gender distribution of investment bankers as a pie chart
(see Figure A1), accompanied by the following text:

76% of investment bankers in the U.S. are men (see
Zippia 2022). In the process of recruiting employ-
ees, investment banks often use brainteaser or logical
reasoning questions to select competent candidates.

Table 1

Experimental design

Treatment Group Control Group

Step 1 Introductory screen (Fig. A1) Introductory screen (Fig. A1)

Step 2 Logical reasoning task Logical reasoning task

Step 3 Truthful feedback –

Step 4 Outcome questions Outcome questions

https://osf.io/8nvkg/overview
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We are interested in respondents’ ability to solve such
logical reasoning questions.
To allow you time to think, the “Continue” button will
not appear for 10seconds.

On the next screen, respondents were asked to solve a logi-
cal reasoning task from a financial sector blog (Verlet 2021):

Please solve the following logical reasoning question.

Let Driver A be 40 miles away from Driver B.
Driver A drives towards Driver B at 60mph (miles
per hour), Driver B drives towards Driver A at
40mph (miles per hour). After how many minutes
will Driver A and Driver B meet?

To allow you time to think, the “Continue” button will
not appear for 25seconds.

The correct answer is 24minutes. Control respondents re-
ceived no feedback and proceeded with the survey. Treated
respondents read either “Congratulations, you are correct!”
if they answered 24minutes or “That answer is incorrect.
The correct answer is 24minutes,” if they had answered
something else or left the field blank.

Because treatment and control experiences were identi-
cal until the point of feedback, treatment assignment could
not affect task performance. Indeed, we find no evidence of
a treatment effect on the likelihood of answering correctly
(Table A4). We can therefore restrict the analysis to male
respondents who answered incorrectly (N= 413) and iden-
tify the effect of negative feedback, which we expected to
induce a sense of identity threat among men.

We sought to temporarily highlight a genuine fail-
ure to meet gendered expectations. Our treatment is less
likely to contravene participants’ self-image than deceptive
treatments, reducing psychological risks but potentially
limiting effectiveness. However, the literature describes
masculinity as easily threatened (e.g., Berdahl et al. 2018;
Vandello et al. 2008) because it prescribes difficult-to-
attain ideals—power, status, and toughness (Vescio et al.
2025b)—and is inherently relative, requiring men to con-
tinuously out-compete others (Willer et al. 2013). It thus
seemed conceivable that even a subtle non-deceptive treat-
ment may induce a sense of threat.

Our approach had additional advantages. First, logical
reasoning is a specific skill unlikely to be salient for all re-
spondents, making it plausible that our treatment could shift
self-perceptions about it. Second, performance on the log-
ical reasoning task correlates weakly negatively with male
identity strength in our sample (� = −0:12). This bene-
fits our design: prior work shows identity threats are es-
pecially consequential for individuals strongly committed
to an identity (Maass et al. 2003). The fact that men with

a stronger masculine identity were, if anything, more likely
to fail the task allows us to study the effect of truthful
negative feedback among them.3 Finally, statistical power
increases when most respondents give an incorrect answer,
since we estimate effects only among this group. Pre-test-
ing confirmed the task’s difficulty: Figure A2 shows almost
90% of men gave no or incorrect answers.

1.2 Measurement

All measures were adapted from existing survey questions.
Supplementary Information D reports wording, sources, and
original phrasing. Beyond sociodemographic characteristics
collected in prior modules, we measured three substantive
covariates—gender identity strength and two gender conser-
vatism indicators—several modules before our experiment
to avoid priming. We control for pre-treatment gender iden-
tity strength and pre-registered demographic characteristics
to improve precision (Supplementary Information A.4) and
estimate effects among pre-registered sub-groups expected
to be particularly affected.

After feedback on the logical reasoning task, we mea-
sure downstream outcomes using feeling thermometers that
ask respondents to rate how warm they feel toward so-
cial groups on a scale of 0 to 100. The social groups in-
clude Hispanic, White, Black, Asian and transgender peo-
ple, plus Democrats and Republicans. Feeling thermome-
ters are widely used to measure group affect (e.g., American
National Election Studies 2022; Broockman et al. 2023).
We construct five outcomes: warmth toward transgender
people, racial out-groups, racial in-groups, and partisan out-
and in-groups.

Next, we measure gender identity strength by asking
“How important is being a man to your identity?” with
five response options ranging from “not at all important”
to “extremely important.” The question is similar but not
identical to our pre-treatment measure to prevent survey
fatigue and avoid connecting the earlier gender module to
the experiment.4 Similar questions are commonly used to
measure social identity strength (e.g., Smith et al. 2019).

Missingness never exceeds 2% of responses in any out-
come and is imputed via chained equations using the R
package mice. We exclude respondents with undefined
outcomes (e.g., ambiguous race precludes defining a racial
in-group) from the respective analyses.

3 This negative correlation does not contravene the idea that logical
reasoning is a valued dimension of masculinity. Evidence on over-
compensation suggests men who do not conform to idealized notions
of masculinity often have the strongest attachment to it (Willer et al.
2013).
4 Since we identify treatment effects by comparing treatment and con-
trol groups, our estimates remain valid despite this wording change.
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1.3 Ethics

Our survey procedures were reviewed and approved by the
Institutional Review Board (IRB) of NORC, the organiza-
tion that administers the AmeriSpeak panel. Respondents
in our study are unlikely to experience frustration exceed-
ing everyday levels. Nonetheless, we included the following
post-experiment note for all respondents:

Note that most applicants for investment banking jobs
spend a lot of time and energy preparing for the type
of brain teaser we asked you. Getting the question
wrong on this survey says little about your prospects
of working in the financial industry.

1.4 Estimation

We estimate the following OLS specification:

yi = ˛ + �´i + ˇTxi + �Txi ´i + �i :

p � 0.742

p � 0.478

p � 0.385

p � 0.700

p � 0.415

p � 0.742

p � 0.478

p � 0.385

p � 0.700

p � 0.415
White Men

(n = 267)

Republican Men
(n = 163)

Gender−Conservative Men
(n = 283)

Strong Gender−Identity Men
(n = 251)

All Men
(n = 413)

−0.5 −0.4 −0.3 −0.2 −0.1 0.0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5
Estimated Average Treatment Effect

Fig. 1

Effect of negative feedback on the strength of men’s gender identity (first stage). Dots indicate
point estimates in control-group standard deviation units, and bars 90% (thick line) and 95%
(thin line) parametric confidence intervals. p-values are two-tailed and stem from randomiza-
tion inference. Outcomes are standardized using the control-group mean and standard devia-
tion. Table A5 in the Supplementary Information presents the results in tabular form, section
A.4 provides estimation details, and section D the question wording.

yi is respondent i’s outcome, α an intercept, τ the aver-
age treatment effect, zi the treatment assignment indica-
tor, xi a vector of 13 pre-registered de-meaned covariates
with coefficient vector ˇT , xi ´i a vector of treatment-
by-covariate interactions with coefficient-vector �T , and
�i a heteroskedasticity-robust error term. Treatment-by-co-
variate interactions ensure covariate adjustment cannot hurt
asymptotic precision (Lin 2013). Supplementary Informa-
tion A.4 provides details on covariates; section C.1 shows
results without covariates.

We focus on men who answered the logical reasoning
task incorrectly or did not respond. Supplementary Infor-
mation C.2 shows identical results excluding respondents
who gave no answer. We calculate exact p-values via ran-
domization inference, a nonparametric approach relying on
the known random assignment mechanism rather than large-
sample or distributional assumptions (Fisher 1935; Gerber
and Green 2012). We permute treatment assignment 10,000
times to simulate the sampling distribution under the sharp
null hypothesis of no (positive or negative) effect for any
unit and compare the observed estimate to this distribution.
Hypothesis test directions are pre-registered.
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p � 0.973

p � 0.598

p � 0.396

p � 0.316

p � 0.499
Warmth Partisan Ingroup

(n = 336)

Warmth Partisan Outgroup
(n = 336)

Warmth Ethnic Ingroup
(n = 402)

Warmth Ethnic Outgroup
(n = 406)

Warmth Transgender
(n = 413)

−0.5 −0.4 −0.3 −0.2 −0.1 0.0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5
Estimated Average Treatment Effect

Fig. 2

Effects of negative feedback on downstream outcomes among men. Dots indicate point esti-
mates in control-group standard deviation units, and bars 90% (thick line) and 95% (thin line)
parametric confidence intervals. p-values stem from randomization inference. Tests are two-
tailed for “Gender Identity” and “Warmth Transgender”, one-tailed for other outcomes. Out-
comes are standardized using the control-group mean and standard deviation. Table A5 in the
Supplementary Information presents the results in tabular form, section A.4 provides estimation
details, and section D the question wording.

2 Results

Fig. 1 shows estimated effects of negative feedback on gen-
der identity strength. We find no evidence of treatment ef-
fects among all men who gave incorrect or no answers,
nor across four pre-registered subgroups that we expected
to be most susceptible to male identity threat. Consistent
with the apparent absence of a first stage effect, we find no
evidence of effects on downstream outcomes among any
group (Fig. 2 and Supplementary Information C.1).

3 Discussion

Our results permit different interpretations. One is that our
treatment simply did not threaten male identities and thus
cannot speak to whether identity threats affect downstream
outcomes like out-group attitudes. Alternatively, the treat-
ment may have threatened identities in ways we fail to
capture. First, it may have increased identity commitment
among some men while decreasing it among others, yield-
ing a null average effect, though this seems less plausible
given the apparent absence of effects across all pre-regis-
tered sub-groups. Second, our study may be underpowered:

Table A7 shows we could detect effects of 0.235–0.272
control group standard deviations, yet many interventions
produce smaller effects (Kraft 2020; Lovakov and Agadul-
lina 2021). Third, our single measure of our first stage
outcome—gender identity salience—may not fully capture
how men experience or express identity threat.

Assuming our treatment created identity threat, the ap-
parent absence of downstream effects would suggest the
mechanisms implied by social identity theory may be less
powerful than assumed—though, power limitations raise
the possibility that downstream effects were too subtle for
detection as well.

Given these observationally equivalent possibilities, we
hesitate to draw strong substantive conclusions from our
null results. Instead, we focus on how to design experiments
that are more informative. Moreover, prior research suc-
cessfully induces male identity threat, even if using decep-
tion and without examining our downstream outcomes. We
therefore do not abandon the underlying research agenda
but conclude by outlining suggestions for developing more
effective non-deceptive identity threat treatments.
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3.1 Lessons for Experimental Design

A first perhaps obvious lesson is the need for larger sam-
ples enabling detection of smaller effects. This consider-
ation is especially important for treatments carrying psy-
chological risks. Researchers studying identity threat must
design manipulations strong enough to generate measur-
able effects yet subtle enough to avoid harming partici-
pants. Similar trade-offs arise in survey experiments exam-
ining negative emotions (Searles and Mattes 2015; Web-
ster and Albertson 2022), misinformation exposure (Mur-
phy and Greene 2023), or polarizing messages (Aruguete
et al. 2021). A commitment to non-deceptive treatments
makes it even more likely that interventions will be sub-
tle. Larger samples help balance ethical restraint with in-
ferential power and disentangle observationally equivalent
explanations for null findings.

A second lesson concerns credible manipulation checks.
Our reliance on a single gender identity strength measure
limits our ability to determine whether our treatment failed
to induce identity threat or whether identity threat didn’t af-
fect downstream outcomes. Additional post-treatment mea-
sures of masculinity salience and perceived threat would
have helped us distinguish more clearly between these pos-
sibilities. This limitation is not unique to our study. Re-
searchers often infer that a manipulation successfully acti-
vated a psychological mechanism when observing effects
on final outcomes (Fiedler et al. 2021). Our null findings
illustrate this logic’s limits. Without independent, reliable
mechanism measures, interpreting null results becomes dif-
ficult.

3.2 Lessons for the Study of Male Identity Threat

A comparison with existing deceptive treatments suggests
several ways to improve our non-deceptive manipulation.
First, existing treatments judge men against a benchmark.
Willer et al. (2013) inform men their gendered knowledge
quiz score falls within ranges atypical for men and typical
for women. Maass et al. (2003) tell men their gendered self-
description score falls within ranges typical for female stu-
dents. Dahl et al. (2015) inform men they underperformed
relative to a female teammate on a test predicting “success
in action-oriented and competitive environments.”

We informed respondents they failed the logical reason-
ing task without mentioning a benchmark. We sought to
create an implicit performance standard through the intro-
ductory screen that connects being male, logical reasoning
and financial success. But this prime was more subtle than
the explicit comparisons in existing studies. Moreover, our
respondents may not view business elites as a reference
group. Feedback on performance relative to the average

man—or, more potently, woman—may have been more ef-
fective.

To avoid deception, we would require information about
average men’s and women’s performance on our task. While
impossible with our one-shot survey, future work could con-
duct two surveys: one eliciting the performance distribution,
and another assessing effects of truthful feedback about par-
ticipants’ position in this distribution. Moreover, we could
not truthfully tell any participant they performed below av-
erage, since the average man and woman both failed our
task. The task’s difficulty enhanced statistical power but
may have undermined the expectation that men perform
well, contributing to the ineffectiveness of the treatment.
Future work may use multiple tasks of varying difficulty to
generate semi-continuous performance measures balancing
power concerns with truthful feedback requirements.

Second, logical reasoning may not connect closely
enough with masculinity to create identity threat, and fi-
nance may be too removed from respondents’ lives. Other
non-deceptive treatments targeting the economic dimension
of masculinity are possible. Dahl et al. (2015) design an
effective—though deceptive—treatment based on a task
framed as predictive of “success in action-oriented and
competitive environments.” Future work could develop
non-deceptive treatments using tasks that can be truthfully
framed in this way. For example, respondents could report
their income and randomly receive feedback on how their
income compares to the average man or woman in their
industry. This approach may target a dimension respon-
dents care about while also providing new information. In
short, targeting other economic aspects of masculinity is
a fruitful avenue for future work. The ideal dimension is
strongly linked to masculinity, important to respondents
yet not so salient they’re fully aware of their relative per-
formance, weakly correlated with masculine identity, and
can be elicited in a survey for comparison with reference
groups.

Designing non-deceptive identity threat treatments re-
quires additional descriptive research. We designed this
treatment deductively, with pre-testing limited to assessing
task difficulty among few respondents. Qualitative work
and surveys could elicit which masculinity dimensions mat-
ter most to respondents, men’s and women’s performance
along these dimensions, how performance correlates with
gender identities, respondents’ beliefs about reference
groups, and reference group importance. While assessing
the effectiveness of identity threat treatments ultimately
requires well-powered experiments, descriptive research
can help design treatments likely to be effective.
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