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Abstract: Gender violence is generally conceived as a phenomenon concerning only adults.
Nonetheless, it is also perpetrated within teenagers’ relationships, as many empirical studies
have shown. We therefore have focused our attention on a non-probabilistic sample consisting of 400
adolescents living in Naples (Italy), to study the association between sexism and the justification of
violent attitudes. Generally, sexism is recognised as a discriminatory attitude towards people, based
on their biological sex. However, it is conventional to talk about sexism as a prejudice against women.
The Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI) for adolescents was used to evaluate the two dimensions of
ambivalent sexism, i.e., hostile sexism (HS) and benevolent sexism (BS). Moreover, the questionnaire
regarding attitudes towards diversity and violence (CADV) was administered to assess participants’
attitudes towards violence. A Partial Least Square–Second Order Path Model reveals that girls’
ambivalent sexism is affected more by benevolent sexism than hostile sexism. On the contrary, among
boys, hostile sexism has a higher impact. Finally, benevolent sexist girls justify domestic violence
more than boys do.

Keywords: adolescents; sexism; violence legitimation; Partial Least Squares–Path Modelling

1. Introduction

Is sexism a prejudice? Glick and Fiske [1] (p. 491) wrote: “Sexism is indeed a prejudice, but a
special case of prejudice marked by a deep ambivalence, rather than a uniform antipathy, toward
women. Sexism has typically been conceptualized as a reflection of hostility toward women. This view
neglects a significant aspect of sexism: the subjectively positive feelings toward women that often
go hand in hand with sexist antipathy”. Glick and Fiske [1] defined sexism as a multidimensional
construct, labelled “ambivalent sexism”, which includes both a negative perception of women-hostile
sexism, and a positive one, termed benevolent sexism. This recognises that sexism entails a mixture of
hostile and subjective benevolence, comprised of these two distinct yet complementary ideologies.
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Hostile sexism is reflected by misogyny (a hatred of women), and is expressed through blatant
negative evaluations of women. It may include the beliefs that women are incompetent, unintelligent,
overly emotional and sexually manipulative. On the other side, hostile sexism views gender relations
in combative terms; women are seen as seeking to usurp men’s power in various ways, via their
sexuality, by claiming discrimination, or through feminist activism.

Benevolent sexism is reflected in seemingly positive evaluations of women. It may include
the representation of women in roles such as wife, mother and child caregiver, the romanticising
of women, and the belief that men must protect women, but it also depicts women as weak and in
need of male protection, thus emphasising women’s lower status [2,3]. However, the conception of
ambivalent sexism proposed by Glick and Fiske [1] implies that hostile and benevolent sexism may be
positively correlated.

According to Connor et al. [2], hostile and benevolent sexism are not conflicting, but are
complementary ideologies that present a resolution to the gender relationship paradox. Benevolent
sexism recruits women as unconscious participants in their own submission, thereby limiting apparent
coercion by offering male protection to women in return for their acquiescence. Hostile sexism
preserves the existing conditions by penalising those who don’t respect traditional gender roles.

Glick and Fiske [1] (p. 492) wrote: “If the two sets of beliefs are positively correlated, can they be
called “ambivalent”? We characterize them as ambivalent because, even if the beliefs about women
that generate hostile and benevolent sexism are positively related, they have to oppose evaluative
implications, fulfilling the literal meaning of ambivalence (both valences)”. They [1] described
ambivalent sexism for the adult population and provided a validated measure of ambivalent sexism.
Then, Lemus et al. [4] adapted this measure for adolescents.

Hostile and benevolent sexism each include subcomponents related to paternalism (the notion that
men should rule), gender differentiation (distinguishing the genders through roles and stereotypes) and
heterosexual intimacy (sexuality and intimate relationships). The paternalistic component goes directly
to the heart of the issue, supporting men’s power and status. Hostile sexism’s dominative paternalism
supports men’s greater power. In contemporary societies, women’s experienced elevations of status
entail men seeing women as threatening, and trying to steal men’s power and gain unfair advantages
over men. Benevolent sexism’s protective paternalism component justifies limiting women’s access to
resources and masculine roles as necessary in order to protect and to serve their best interests [2]

Sexism is linked to other prejudices, such as racism, xenophobia, religious intolerance and
heterosexism. They are all connected because, as Blummenfeld and Raymond [5] say, they “all involved
a negative prejudgment whose purpose is to maintain control and power”. Pharr [6] defines these social
phenomena as each having the ability to control and destroy lives. Racism, xenophobia and sexism are
also combined in the experiences of women of colour and immigrant women. Collins [7], for example,
argues that African American women in the United States live in a state of triple oppression, by race,
sex and class, with these oppressions being articulated both by the white community and within the
black community. The persistence of discrimination related to gender issues is a consistent problem
in contemporary society [8–10]. Rollero et al. [10] (p. 4) highlight that, in “the perspective of social
dominance theory, both Hostile Sexism and Benevolent Sexism may be conceptualized as myths that
support gender hierarchy”. Consistent with this, empirical research has found that Social Dominance
Orientation predicts both hostile sexism and benevolent sexism [11,12], as hostile sexism promotes
male dominance over women and benevolent sexism justifies women’s subordinate status [13].

Originally, it was believed that the phenomenon of gender violence only concerned adults.
Nowadays, numerous empirical studies have shown that it is also perpetrated within relationships
described as relating to teenagers.

Recent systematic reviews highlight the topic, showing that adolescents who have more sexist
attitudes exhibit a greater acceptance of intimate partner violence, greater sexual risk behaviours,
greater attraction to sexist partners, greater support for the myth of idealised love and the myth of the
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love–abuse link, greater emotional dependence on the partner, and a poorer quality of relationships.
Moreover, these studies have revealed gender-based differences in some of the mentioned variables [14].

Sexism and violence do not only concern adults, but also, and above all, adolescents. Indeed,
adolescence is the moment we begin to structure contact with the “other” in a more meaningful way,
on a relational and sexual level. More attention should be focused on how this contact is perceived
and actualised. It is therefore the moment when every action regarding the awareness and prevention
of gender-based violence should be focused on. Violent behaviour in adolescents is a crucial social
problem due to its serious consequences.

Carrascosa et al. [15] analysed the differences between boys and girls in their violent behaviour
with respect to their peers. In their study, boys revealed greater acceptance of both transgressions
of rules, and direct as well as indirect violence. On the other hand, girls reached the highest scores
concerning open communication with their mothers.

Other research on adolescent behaviour has shown that prejudices affect perceptions of violence
and shape its definition [16,17], while some stereotypical beliefs about men’s and women’s roles,
diversity, and minorities, may justify violent attitudes [18–20].

In Spain, some authors specifically adapted a new research tool to the young population [21].
In fact, there, as well as in several Latin American countries, the problem of sexism among young
people has attracted a great deal of attention. In particular, Lopez, Chesney-Lind and Foley [22] indicate
that boys/men used several strategies to control girls, and girls used a variety of strategies to resist
their control actions. Marta Ferragut and colleagues [23] investigated sexism among boys and girls,
and found that boys are more inclined to justify attitudes of violence, showing greater agreement with
sexist beliefs. Moya Morales [24] argued that ambivalent sexism may pave the way toward domestic
violence. Recently, in the Anglo-American literature, dating violence via the use of digital technologies
and social media has received increased attention [25–29]. In Italy, Procentese [30] investigated this
issue, focusing on partners’ behaviour in young couples and examining the acceptance of traditional
gender roles. The well-known “gender ideology” (patriarchy and masculinism) [24], which promotes
asymmetrical relationships of power between men and women, is often the basis or the driver of
violent behaviours. The power asymmetry, onto which gender asymmetry is grafted, represents a
critical variable in predicting couple violence. In Procentese’s study, couples with a violent male
partner were more frequently asymmetrical as far as power was concerned. Other interesting Italian
studies relate to sexting, and dating violence and its justification [31,32]. Nevertheless, further research,
specifically on sexism among young people/couples, is needed.

Starting from these premises, the present contribution has the following main aims:

• Aim 1—Analysing the relationship between sexist attitudes (hostile sexism, benevolent sexism
and ambivalent sexism) and attitudes towards diversity and violence;

• Aim 2—Analysing the sexist attitudes of Naples’s adolescents to find gender differences.

The below hypotheses summarise the core proposals.

Hypothesis 1 —Hostile sexism and benevolent sexism are structured differently in adolescent boys and girls.
Therefore, ambivalent sexism has a different composition (i.e., the hostile dimension can weigh more than the
benevolent one on attitudinal ambivalence, and vice versa) depending on gender.

Hypothesis 2 —Hostile sexism, benevolent sexism and ambivalent sexism have a strong impact on the
justification of peer violence, domestic violence and violence against minorities. A different impact for boys and
girls is expected.

Díaz-Aguado et al. [33] used a questionnaire to assess different kinds of beliefs that could lead
adolescents to justify exclusion and aggression. This questionnaire is called the questionnaire of
attitudes toward diversity and violence (in Spanish “Cuestionario de Actitudes hacia la Diversidad y
la Violencia”; CADV).
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In this study, using the aforementioned Inventory of Ambivalent Sexism [4] and the questionnaire
regarding attitudes towards diversity and violence [33] on a sample of adolescents living in Naples,
we have formalised the relationship between sexist and violent attitudes through a Structural Equation
Model [34,35]: “hostile sexism” and “benevolent sexism”, with the dependent variables “justification
of peer violence,” “justification of domestic violence” and “justification of violence against minorities”,
are latent variables that we have inferred from the available ones. All these notions are latent concepts
that are not directly measurable. They identify complex and multidimensional phenomena, and their
relative descriptions are available through a suitable synthesis of the associated manifest variables that
are their elementary indicators. In this case, the latent variables are dimensions of the questionnaire,
while the manifest variables are their relative items (see also Section 2.1 for scales reliability).

2. Materials and Methods

The study presented here derives from a pilot study conducted by a research group from the
Department of Social Science of the University of Naples “Federico II”, in the second semester of the
2017–2018 school year [32,36,37]. It investigated some opinions, beliefs, attitudes and representations
about teenage behaviours, in general, and their intimate relationships, in particular, involving
Neapolitan students.

For the research presented here, a questionnaire was administered to 400 teenagers attending
the last two years of eight public-funded high schools in Naples, in order to investigate their sexist
attitudes as well as their possible tendency to justify gender-based violence (see Section 2.1 for measure
instruments). Of the sample, 56% were women, 76% were aged 17 or 18 (Md = 17.73; St.Dev. = 0.925)
and 62% were attending the last year. Of the sample, 30% had two working parents, while 40% had a
mother who did not work outside the home.

Before giving the questionnaire to the students, we met with their teachers and parents who
provided the necessary consent for the students’ participation in the study, in accordance with the
Italian Psychological Association ethical guidelines [38]. In the case of minors, the code of ethics of
the Italian Association of Psychology requires that both parents express their consent. We respected
this rule. In addition, we clearly informed the participants that consent could be given, refused or
withdrawn at any time. They were granted the freedom to make decisions and had all the time
necessary to reflect, raise doubts and ask for clarification. The interviewer explicitly informed those
who participated in the research that they were free to skip questions or withdraw at any time without
having to give any justification, and that refusal to participate or the decision to withdraw would not
be prejudicial.

Students were administered questionnaires in the classroom collectively and each student
completed the questionnaire anonymously in a dedicated time during class hours.

The questionnaires with more than 50% of the data missing were eliminated (40 questionnaires);
finally, 360 questionnaires were collected and used for the analysis. The “nearest neighbour” (which
consists of introducing a concept of similarity between the units, based on a distance function) algorithm
was used to estimate missing data.

2.1. Measurement Instruments

The questionnaires were self-administered and students were contacted at the school between
classes. The procedure generally takes between 40 and 60 min. There were no incentives offered to
participants [39].

The semi-structured questionnaire included scalar items, checklists and open-ended questions.
It was organised in six blocks. In the first block respondents provided information about their sex, age,
school, class, father’s and mother’s occupations, and religious and political orientations.

The next two blocks came from the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI) for adolescents [4]. The
items, which were rated on a 6-point Likert-type response format, range from 1 (“strongly disagree”)
to 6 (“strongly agree”). The themes were:
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• Hostile sexism (10 items), reflecting negative attitudes towards women;
• Benevolent sexism (10 items), reflecting protective attitudes towards women, but attitudes which

are stereotyped and depreciative.

The scales’ reliability measures obtained in the current study are more robust (HS α = 0.84; BS
α = 0.79; AS α = 0.87) than the ones (HS α = 0.81; BS α = 0.84; AS α = 0.77) from the original study [4].

The last three blocks came from the questionnaire on attitudes towards diversity and violence [33].
The items, which were rated on a 7-point Likert-type response format, range from 1 (“strongly disagree”)
to 7 (“strongly agree”).

The themes were:

• F1-Sexist beliefs and the justification of domestic violence (17 items), justifying the man as the
head of the family, sexist discrimination, child abuse, violence toward women and intolerance
(called the “justification of domestic violence”);

• F2-Justification of peer violence as reactive and courageous (18 items), associating peer violence
with displays of courage (called the “justification of peer violence”);

• F3-Intolerance and the justification of violence against minorities as a punishment (14 items),
xenophobia, racism, the rejection of tolerance and diversity, and the justification of violence against
minorities perceived as different (called the “justification of violence against minorities”).

In terms of psychometric properties, the factors related to the justification of violence showed a
high internal consistency (CADV_F1 α = 0.89; CADV_F2 α = 0.86; CADV_F3 α = 0.84). These results are
also stronger than the ones provided by the original validation study (CADV_F1 α = 0.85; CADV_F2
α = 0.85; CADV_F3 α = 0.82) [33].

Both the ASI scale and the CADV scale used in this study were the Italian version [32].

2.2. Methodology

We considered the blocks with scalar items (hostile sexism; benevolent sexism; the justification of
peer violence; the justification of domestic violence; and the justification of violence against minorities)
as additive scales. For each unit i, the score of the q-th additive scale was:

scaleiq =
P∑

p=1

xip, (1)

where P = number of items of the q-th scale (1).
We verified that, for each block, all items measured the same concept, through Cronbach alpha [40].
First, the two scales were normalised with scores from 0 to 100 to make them homogeneous. Since

the questionnaire was composed of CADV items in a Likert Scale with a range from 1 to 7, and ASI
items in a Likert Scale with a range from 1 to 6, the normalisation made the data belonging to the
different variables comparable. So, we transformed the data for each unit i and each scale q to compare
the means of the different additive scales:

scale100
iq =

scaleiq −min (scaleq)

max (scaleq) −min (scaleq)
∗ 100, 0 ≤ scale100

iq ,≤ 100. (2)

Each scale ranges from 0 to 100. We performed a Student’s t-test to compare the means between boys
and girls.

In this paper, our objective was to explore existing relations between every dimension of sexism
and specific facets of violence-justification. In particular, the aim was to understand if and how much
an increase or decrease in the level of sexism can lead to an increase or decrease in the justification
for violence. Precisely for this reason, it was decided to use Structural Equation Modelling–Partial
Least Squares (SEM-PLS), or Partial Least Squares–Path Modelling (PLS-PM), since unlike Structural
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Equation Modeling–Covariance Based (SEM-CB), it can be applied from a predictive point of view;
PLS-PM is a framework for analysing multiple relationships between a set of blocks of variables (or
data tables), taking into account previous knowledge (theory) of the phenomenon under analysis,
to make decisions and predictions. The SEM-CB approach is primarily used to confirm (or reject)
theories (i.e., a set of systematic relationships between multiple variables that can be tested empirically).
In contrast, via the PLS-PM approach, the Latent Variables (LVs) estimation plays a main role. As a
matter of fact, the aim of this method is to provide an estimate of the LVs in such a way that they
are most strongly correlated with one another (according to the path diagram structure) and most
representative of each corresponding block of Manifest Variables (MVs). While covariance-based
estimators minimise the discrepancy between the empirical and model-implied variance–covariance
matrix of the observable indicators to obtain the model parameter estimates, variance-based estimators,
such as the PLS estimator, create linear combinations of the indicators as standing for the theoretical
concepts, and subsequently estimate the model parameters. Moreover, the decision to use the PLS-PM
as the methodological framework was made for other reasons. It provides the following opportunities:
to estimate the hypothesised relationships without making assumptions about data distribution;
to obtain, simultaneously and coherently with the estimation method, a ranking of individuals for
specific indicators; to define an optimal system of weightings; to work with a large number of variables
and a few observations; to estimate complex models without any problems of identification of the
model; and to work with missing data, and in the presence of multicollinearity.

In this study we chose this method to derive a measure of ambivalent sexism considering its
multidimensional nature. Specifically, we used the PLS-PM [41–43] to estimate the SEM, as shown in
Figure 1. The model that arose from the hypothesis was that adolescents with sexist attitudes were more
likely to justify many different types of violence. The LVs are: hostile sexism ξ1, benevolent sexism
ξ2, the justification of domestic violence ξ3, the justification of peer violence ξ4, and the justification
of violence against minorities ξ5. Hostile sexism and benevolent sexism are explanatory LVs; the
justification of peer violence, the justification of domestic violence, and the justification of violence
against minorities are dependent LVs. There is a sixth LV in Figure 1—ambivalent sexism as the union of
hostile sexism and benevolent sexism. Ambivalent sexism was considered in this study as a latent and
multidimensional concept, not directly measurable, linked to two constructs (hostile and benevolent
sexism) representing the different dimensions of sexism. Ambivalent sexism was considered as a
second-order LV [44,45], constituted by the first-order LVs of hostile and benevolent sexism.
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Figure 1. The structural model of ambivalent sexism: relationships between latent variables. Figure 1. The structural model of ambivalent sexism: relationships between latent variables.

The MVs of hostile and benevolent sexism were the items on the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory for
adolescents [4], while the MVs of the justification of peer violence, the justification of domestic violence
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and the justification of violence against minorities were the items on the questionnaire regarding
attitudes towards diversity and violence [33].

Ambivalent sexism had no manifest variables associated. Table A1 (see Appendix A) shows the
MVs for each LV.

To estimate the model, we used the mixed two-step approach [46], which [47] performs better than
the procedure with repeated indicators [48–51] and the two-step approach [52]. The mixed two-step
approach has two steps. In the first step, this approach, like the repeated indicators approach, estimates
the model via the PLS algorithm, which is then repeated for the second-order LVs, and the same MVs
of the first order LVs. In the second step, it re-estimates the model using the PLS algorithm, and the
MVs of the second-order LVs are the scores obtained in the first step.

We estimated the model of ambivalent sexism at the first step, repeating for ambivalent sexism
the same MVs of hostile and benevolent sexism (Figure 2), and giving, at the second step, as MVs of
ambivalent sexism, the scores of hostile and benevolent sexism that were obtained in the first step
(Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Structural and measurement model: the second step of the mixed two-step approach with
the scores of first step as the MVs for the ambivalent sexism LVs.

The scores are the result of the model estimated in the first step, considering all the manifest
variables. These variables, in the second step, represent the ones associated with the ambivalent block.

The measurement model is formative [43]; each LV is generated by its own MVs, as can be seen
in Figures 2 and 3, where the arrows extend from the MVs to their own LV. The structural model
is formative too; hostile and benevolent sexism determine ambivalent sexism and its impact on the
justification of violence (Figure 1).

We used Xlstat-Plspm (Addinsoft, Paris, France) [53] with a path weighting scheme for the
structural model [43]. Only for the parameter estimation phase are the MVs standardised (µ = 0
and σ = 1). We validated the results through the R square [54,55], which we considered as being
“substantial” if it was greater than 0.67, “moderate” if it was between 0.33 and 0.67 and “weak” if it
was between 0.19 and 0.33 [56].

We estimated the parameters of the model with a bootstrap procedure [56–60]. We used a
procedure called “decision matrix analysis” developed by Hock et al. [61] and Schloderer et al., [62]
which takes into account the average of each estimated explanatory LV and the path coefficient on each
estimated dependent variable. The construction of the decision matrix analysis is a key characteristic
of the PLS-PM method. This matrix is a simple and valid tool for the diagnosis and detection of such
levers. It consists of a dispersion graph, which allows each variable to be positioned based on the
average score (coordinated on the y-axis) and on the estimated impact on the target LV (coordinated
on the x-axis). The matrix is divided into four areas: the first area is the most critical because the
variables have a high impact but a low mean value; the second is the area of the monitoring, in which
the variables have a low value both for the mean and the path coefficient; the third is the area to
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be improved because the variables have a high mean value and a low path coefficient; finally, the
fourth is the area to be maintained, in which variables have a high value both for the mean and for the
path coefficient.

3. Results

3.1. Internal Consistency and Descriptive Analysis of the Blocks

Table A2 shows the Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for each block composed by the scalar items
(the themes of the survey).

The internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha standardised item) ranges between the values of
α = 0.81 and α = 0.90 for the total sample (N =360); it ranges between the values of α = 0.76 and α = 0.90
for the boys and between the values of α = 0.81 and α = 0.90 for the girls. The results show that all
blocks have good internal consistency.

Table A3 shows the descriptive statistics for each of the six blocks, separately, for the boys and
girls. The means of the hostile sexism scale, the benevolent sexism scale and the ambivalent sexism
scale (hostile sexism = 54.8; benevolent sexism = 67.3; and ambivalent sexism = 61.1) are higher than
the means of the justification of peer violence scale, the justification of domestic violence scale, and the
intolerance and the justification of violence against minorities scale.

Among the six scales, boys scored higher on hostile sexism, ambivalent sexism, the justification of
domestic violence and the justification of peer violence.

Table 1 shows the results of the t-test with equal variance not assumed. Only for the benevolent
sexism scale and the justification of violence against minorities scale are there no significant differences
between the girls and boys.

Table 1. t-test for the additive scales.

Mean of Scale100
Boys

Mean of Scale100
Girls t α

(2−code)

hostile sexism 60.7 48.9 17.03 0.000
benevolent sexism 66.9 67.6 0.13 0.713
ambivalent sexism 63.8 58.3 23.77 0.000

justification of domestic violence 32.5 25.1 34.96 0.000
justification of peer violence 37.2 29.1 11.35 0.001

justification of violence against minorities 40.4 39.7 0.16 0.690

3.2. The Second-Order Structural Equation Model

We validated the results of the second-order model through the R square. Table 2 shows how all
the R squares can be described as substantial for both the boys and the girls.

Table 2. R squares of latent variables—the mixed two step approach (boys and girls).

95% CI

LV R Square Bootstrap S.E.
(Bootstrap) LL UL

Boys

ambivalent sexism 0.98 0.98 0.01 0.95 0.99
justification of domestic violence 0.54 0.61 0.05 0.46 0.71

justification of peer violence 0.57 0.62 0.05 0.51 0.75
justification of violence against minorities 0.52 0.56 0.05 0.43 0.65

Girls

ambivalent sexism 0.97 0.97 0.01 0.95 0.98
justification of domestic violence 0.69 0.71 0.05 0.60 0.80

justification of peer violence 0.46 0.51 0.05 0.41 0.60
justification of violence against minorities 0.61 0.64 0.04 0.53 0.72

S.E. = Standard Error; CI = Confidence Interval; LL = Lower Limit; UL = Upper Limit.
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The results of the inner estimation are graphically presented in Figure 4, where the path coefficients
of each block are reported, and Table 3 shows how all the path coefficients have a positive sign, and are
significant. The hostile sexism results are more important for determining ambivalent sexism for boys
than girls; for girls, hostile and benevolent sexism have a similar impact on the ambivalent construct of
sexism. Ambivalent sexism has a high impact on all dimensions of justification of violence.
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Table 3. Path coefficients—the mixed two step approach (boys and girls).

95% CI

LV Path
Coefficient Bootstrap S.E.

Bootstrap LL UL

Boys

hostile sexism 0.85 0.18 0.07 0.01 0.32
benevolent sexism 0.20 0.86 0.06 0.77 0.99

justification of domestic violence 0.74 0.78 0.03 0.68 0.84
justification of peer violence 0.75 0.79 0.03 0.72 0.86

justification of violence against minorities 0.72 0.75 0.03 0.66 0.81

Girls

hostile sexism 0.57 0.51 0.01 0.49 0.53
benevolent sexism 0.51 0.56 0.01 0.54 0.60

justification of domestic violence 0.83 0.84 0.03 0.77 0.89
justification of peer violence 0.68 0.72 0.03 0.64 0.77

justification of violence against minorities 0.78 0.80 0.02 0.73 0.85

To verify if the impact of ambivalent sexism on the justification of peer violence, the justification
of domestic violence and the justification of violence against minorities is different for boys and girls,
we compared the path coefficients between the two groups.

Table 4 shows the results of the t-test on the path coefficients. The differences are significant
for the impact of hostile sexism and benevolent sexism on ambivalent sexism, and for ambivalent
sexism on the justification of domestic violence. For the girls, benevolent sexism has the same impact
(0.52) as hostile sexism (0.57) on ambivalent sexism, while ambivalent sexism has a higher impact
on the justification of domestic violence (0.83); for the boys, hostile sexism has a higher impact (0.85)
on ambivalent sexism. This means that, for the girls, benevolent sexism, having a high impact on
ambivalent sexism, represents a critical variable.
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Table 4. Girls against boys: differences in path coefficients.

Path Coefficient Difference t p-Value

hostile sexism->ambivalent sexism 0.28 4.94 0.000
benevolent sexism->ambivalent sexism 0.31 4.26 0.000

ambivalent sexism->justification of domestic violence 0.09 2.01 0.045
ambivalent sexism->justification of peer violence 0.08 1.67 0.096

ambivalent sexism->justification of violence against minorities 0.06 1.51 0.132

Table A4 in particular, shows the MVs that are significant for the boys and girls. For hostile sexism,
the significant MVs for the boys are all the MVs (X7) except one, while for the girls, the first four (X1,
X2, X3, X4) are significant. This means that both groups recognise the traditional figures of boys and
girls and their relative roles; for example, boys are physically stronger than girls and they should exert
control over who their girlfriends interact with. On the other side, girls should help their mothers at
home more than boys, and they are better at domestic tasks, whereas boys are more skilled at fixing
things. If we look at benevolent sexism, a boy has to protect a girl and must be romantic with her
(the significant MVs for the boys are X11 and X19, while for girls they are X15, X17 and X20). For the
justification of domestic violence, the strong and powerful figure of the boy is recognised on both sides:
it is the boy who makes decisions in the family, who must work and who must not cry (the significant
MVs for the boys are X23, X24, X25, X26 and X37, while for girls they are X27, X33, X34 and X37). For
the justification of peer violence, boys recognise violence as part of human nature, and are willing
to react to protect their “property” (the significant MVs for the boys are X38, X41, X49, X50 and X53,
while for girls they are X39, X43, X46 and X50). For the justification of violence against minorities, both
groups do not have much tolerance towards immigrants or people of other cultures and religions (the
significant MVs for the boys are X55, X57, X61, X65, X66 and X67, while for girls they are X55, X56 and
X65), and everyone is convinced that a group that tolerates too many differences of opinion cannot last
long (X65).

Figure 5 shows the decision matrix of benevolent sexism, hostile sexism and ambivalent sexism
with relation to the justification of domestic violence, as Table 4 shows that the difference between boys
and girls is particularly significant in this block.
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The decision matrix analysis shows that all constructs have a high mean and high impact, except
benevolent sexism for boys, which has high a mean but low impact; this block is thus part of the area
to improve. This analysis confirms what has been said in Table 4.
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4. Discussion and Conclusions

The present study aimed at exploring the association between sexist attitudes and the justification
of violence among adolescents. In particular, it was hypothesised that ambivalent sexism has a different
configuration for boys and girls. Moreover, all the dimensions of sexism have a strong impact on
different forms of violence-justification (peer, domestic and against minorities). Furthermore, a different
impact for boys and girls was expected.

First of all, this investigation, focused on adolescents attending the last two years of eight
public-funded high schools in Naples, seems to confirm that sexism and the justification of violence do
not only apply to adults. Indeed, they are relevant aspects within adolescent relationships, as shown by
Díaz-Aguado [18], González-Ortega et al. [63], Giordano et al. [64], Hernández [65], Merino et al. [66]
and Rollero et al. [10].

All the scales present significant differences between girls and boys. Only for the benevolent
sexism scale and the justification of violence against minorities scale are there no significant differences
between the two groups.

In general, hostile sexism reveals itself to be more important for boys in determining ambivalent
sexism than for girls. Furthermore, as regards girls, hostile and benevolent sexism have a similar
impact on the ambivalent construct of sexism. Ambivalent sexism has a high impact on all dimensions
of the justification of violence.

Boys and girls, however, express their sexism differently, i.e., girls’ ambivalent sexism is affected
more by benevolent sexism than hostile sexism. On the contrary, among boys, hostile sexism has a
higher impact, and there is a major disparity in their view of the two types of sexism. Last but not
least, benevolent sexist girls justify domestic violence more than boys do.

With regard to the results concerning boys, sexist beliefs, perpetuating traditional roles and
controlling behaviours belong to the analytical category of “micromachism” (micro-chauvinism) [67].
This is a concept that underpins all those subtle daily actions that constitute a real strategy of control
and micro-violence aimed at undermine women’s autonomy. These manifestations of violence are
often invisible, or worse, fully legitimised by the social environment.

These results are consistent with previous studies [68,69], which, using the same instruments
and similar samples, found significant positive correlations among all kinds of sexist attitudes and
the justification for all forms of violence. Nevertheless, in our case the most alarming result involves
girls. Female participants, indeed, agree with beliefs and sexist attitudes, as well as the justification
for violence against women. In other words, surprisingly enough, they do not recognise these
manifestations of violence as dangerous, thereby accepting and even facilitating them. The adherence
to sexist ideas and beliefs, together with an inclination towards forgiveness and justification, which
has been found among the female adolescents in this study, could be linked to the tendency of women
victims of violence to minimise the responsibility of the aggressor. Those are, actually, the same women
who endure a violent relationship, do not report the violent “lover”, and always hope for a positive
change in the violent partner [32].

To summarise, sexism (either hostile or benevolent) has an impact on the justification of violence.
This impact is different according to gender. Additionally, the dimensions affecting the justification
for violence are different for boys and girls. Thus, training actions, educational policies or social
advertising, intended to fight the gender gap and prevent violent behaviours, must be designed
differently for each of the sexes.

For example, the manifest variable X13 of the benevolent sexism block (Boys should take care of
girls) has a high weight for girls, while it is negative for boys (Table A4). Consequently, in order to
carry out an awareness campaign that aims to be effective, it is necessary to start from the meanings,
beliefs and representations concerning the concept of care that girls learn from the dominant culture in
their life context. This is due to the fact that taking care of someone, in certain social environments,
could assume the structure of domination and even of territory control, as is shown in studies carried
out with a mixed-methods approach to these same issues [32].
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Taking into account the above-described awareness-raising interventions, to successfully obtain a
decrease in the values of some indicators, such as the manifest variable X13, would lead to a reduction
of benevolent sexism. Consequently, a decrease in ambivalent sexism, the impact of which is very
strong (0.83) on the justification of domestic violence, will be observed.

For this reason, it is of the utmost importance to design social advertising and prevention
interventions following the specific distinctive male and female characteristics of sexism and
justifications of violence. Only by dismantling the foundations on which these different social
groups build the social anchoring for their attitudes, prejudices and behaviours will it be possible to
achieve actual results in fighting against couple/dating violence.

Limitations and Future Developments

Analysis of subjects from a limited geographic region reduced generalisability. The subjects were
teenagers attending eight public-funded high schools in the city of Naples (southern Italy). The analytic
model proposed here could be applied across a wider geographic area, in order to understand the
phenomenon of sexism throughout Italy, and to further identify regional and contextual influences on
sexism in adolescents. For example, north–south, city–province and centre–periphery comparisons
might identify differences related to cultural and educational gradients. Southern women, according
to a recent report by the Association for the Development of Industry in southern Italy [70], experience
lower levels of “positive” work flexibility, they have lower job stability, and there is a lower prevalence
of university graduates among women in the south than the central north of the country. Future
work could also address whether residential areas [71] influence the relationships between sexist
attitudes [72] and violence-justification, as foreshadowed by existing data from the National Statistical
Report on violence against women [73]. Lastly, there is a need to introduce different kinds of indicators
in our models. The authors’ intention is to extend the analysis to a wider population and, above all,
to consider not only subjective perceptions and self-reports of adolescent sexism, but also objective
environmental data on the indicators of violence and other analytical dimensions. Projects along these
lines are underway.

Our results also suggest some implications for prevention interventions, which should aim
at changing attitudes toward gender roles in adolescents. Consequently, interventions should not
only target the males’ sexist attitudes, but also those of girls who believe they must be submissive
to boys; they should also develop an ecological intervention [74,75]. A further aim should be the
improvement of school and health personnel competence in dealing with sexism, with particular
focus on adolescents, since there is a strong need for young people to enhance their reflexivity and
positionality awareness [76–79].
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Appendix A

Table A1. Manifest Variables for each Latent Variable.

Latent Variables Source Label Manifest Variables

hostile sexism
ξ1

ambivalent sexism
inventory for

adolescents [4]

x1 Boys are physically stronger than girls.

x2
Boys should exert control over who their girlfriends

interact with.

x3
Girls should help their mothers at home more than

boys.

x4
Girls are better at domestic tasks, whereas boys are

more skilled at fixing things.

x5
Sometimes girls use the fact of being “girls” to say they

should be treated in a special way.

x6
When girls lose to boys in a fair competition, they

typically complain about being discriminated against.
x7 Girls are too easily offended.
x8 Girls often interpret innocent remarks as being sexist.
x9 Girls often exaggerate their problems.

x10
Girls are actually seeking to have more power than

boys, under the guise of asking for equality.

benevolent
sexism
ξ2

ambivalent sexism
inventory for

adolescents [4]

x11
At night, boys should accompany girls’ home to make

sure that nothing bad happens to them.
x12 Girls should be cherished and protected by boys.
x13 Boys should take care of girls.

x14
A good boyfriend should be willing to sacrifice things

he likes doing in order to please his girlfriend.

x15
In a disaster, girls ought not necessarily to be rescued

before boys.

x16
Girls, compared to boys, tend to be more sensitive to

others’ feelings.
x17 Girls are generally more intelligent than boys.
x18 It is important for boys always to have a girlfriend.

x19
Romantic relationships are essential to achieve true

happiness in life.
x20 A boy will feel incomplete if he is not dating a girl.

justification of
domestic violence

ξ3

questionnaire on
attitudes toward

diversity and
violence [33]

x21
When a woman is attacked by her partner, she did

something to provoke him.
x22 A good father must impose his authority.
x23 Boys can hang out with many girls, but girls can’t.

x24
It is better that a man has the responsibility for making

family decisions.
x25 It may happen that the woman is submissive.

x26
It is justifiable for a man to attack his wife or girlfriend

when she decides to leave him.
x27 The prevention of pregnancy is a girl’s responsibility.
x28 Most violence could be avoided if the victims....

x29
Women who have children, if they have experienced

violence, must not report it.

x30
Limiting women’s work is a solution for the

unemployment among young men.
x31 Children should be punished with severity.
x32 Men should not cry.

x33
If one parent has to stop working, it is better if it is the

mother.
x34 Asking for help is a sign of weakness.
x35 Domestic violence is part of the family bond.

x36
Violence toward women is due to the biological

instincts of their partners.

x37
Being strong and brave is more important for boys

than for girls.
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Table A1. Cont.

Latent Variables Source Label Manifest Variables

justification of
peer violence

ξ4

questionnaire on
attitudes toward

diversity and
violence [33]

x38 If someone offends you, you can react violently

x39
It’s great to show your friends that you know how to

fight.

x40
If you do not return any blows received, others will

think that you are a coward.

x41
Sometimes it is right to threaten others, so that they

know you have character.

x42
When a friend attacks someone, you should take his

side.

x43
Sometimes it is right to scare a person to earn his

respect.

x44
It is justified to attack someone who has taken

something that is yours.
x45 Weekend arguments make weekends more enjoyable.
x46 Weekend arguments are inevitable.

x47
A student who scratches the car of a teacher who has

suspended him is justified.

x48
Violence is part of human nature, so there will always

be wars.

x49
If someone stronger than you threaten you, you should

not say anything.
x50 A man who looks aggressive is more attractive.
x51 A woman who seems weak is more attractive.
x52 A boy who is afraid of one of his peers is a coward.

x53
If parents listen to their children too much, their

children may become spoilt.

justification of
violence against

minorities
ξ5

questionnaire on
attitudes toward

diversity and
violence [33]

x54 It is very difficult to pay taxes to support immigrants.
x55 Immigrants increase drug use and crime
x56 Immigrants steal jobs.

x57
It is good to promote the expulsion of immigrants to

other nations.

x58
The expulsion of the Jews 1 helped to preserve the

Italian identity.
x59 I support violent actions against minorities.

x60
The Jews are organized among themselves and get

very powerful at the expense of others.

x61
It may be necessary for parents to shake their children

to teach them how to live.
x62 It is difficult to solve the problems of immigrants.

x63
Children who study other cultures may have problems

of cultural identity.

x64

It is appropriate to provide specific accommodation for
immigrants, thus avoiding conflict with the rest of

society.

x65
A group that tolerates too many differences of opinion

cannot last long.

x66
Of all the religions in the world, probably only one is

the true religion.

x67
I could vote for a political party with a racist or

xenophobic ideology.
1 The interviewers did not provide additional explanations either in the questionnaire or during its administration,
because this issue is central to Italian culture. Specifically, between August and December 1938 Italy adopted a
series of legislative provisions that deprived Italian Jews of their civil rights and came to be known as the “Racial
Laws”. The decrees of expulsion from school, linked to these laws, caused a deep laceration in the life and identity
of Italian Jewish children. This terrible page in our history identifies an open wound that we attempt to heal by
making all students—of all grades and levels—study it.
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Table A2. Internal consistency—total, boys and girls.

Number
of

Items
Cronbach’s Alpha Cronbach’s Alpha

(µ = 0 and σ =1)

Total

hostile sexism 10 0.84 0.84
benevolent sexism 10 0.79 0.81
ambivalent sexism 20 0.87 0.87

justification of domestic violence 17 0.89 0.90
justification of peer violence 18 0.86 0.87

justification of violence against minorities 14 0.84 0.84

Boys

hostile sexism 10 0.84 0.84
benevolent sexism 10 0.74 0.76
ambivalent sexism 20 0.85 0.86

justification of domestic violence 17 0.90 0.90
justification of peer violence 18 0.85 0.86

justification of violence against minorities 14 0.83 0.83

Girls

hostile sexism 10 0.81 0.81
benevolent sexism 10 0.85 0.86
ambivalent sexism 20 0.88 0.89

justification of domestic violence 17 0.88 0.90
justification of peer violence 18 0.86 0.87

justification of violence against minorities 14 0.86 0.86

Table A3. Descriptive statistics of scales—total, boys and girls.

Number
of Items

Mean of
Items

Min of
Scale

Max of
Scale

Mean of
Scale 100

Total

hostile sexism 10 3.7 10 60 54.8
benevolent sexism 10 4.4 10 60 67.3
ambivalent sexism 20 4.1 20 120 61.1

justification of domestic violence 17 2.7 17 119 28.8
justification of peer violence 18 3.0 18 126 33.2

justification of violence against
minorities 14 3.4 14 98 40.0

Boys

hostile sexism 10 4.0 10 60 60.7
benevolent sexism 10 4.4 10 60 66.9
ambivalent sexism 20 4.2 20 120 63.8

justification of domestic violence 17 3.0 17 119 32.5
justification of peer violence 18 3.1 18 126 37.2

justification of violence against
minorities 14 3.4 14 98 40.4

Girls

hostile sexism 10 3.5 10 60 48.9
benevolent sexism 10 4.4 10 60 67.6
ambivalent sexism 20 3.9 20 120 58.3

justification of domestic violence 17 2.5 17 119 25.1
justification of peer violence 18 2.8 18 126 29.1

justification of violence against
minorities 14 2.38 14 98 39.7
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Table A4. Manifest variables for each latent variable.

LV Mvs
Boys Girls

Weight 95% CI Weight 95% CI

LL UL LL UL

Hostile sexism

x1 0.111 0.065 0.152 0.203 0.143 0.281
x2 0.314 0.260 0.355 0.368 0.272 0.449
x3 0.189 0.122 0.250 0.355 0.264 0.432
x4 0.218 0.137 0.292 0.274 0.181 0.342
x5 0.107 0.043 0.151 0.089 0.009 0.177
x6 0.077 0.016 0.180 −0.024 −0.102 0.057
x7 −0.043 −0.134 0.001 −0.064 −0.183 0.025
x8 0.148 0.071 0.253 0.141 0.041 0.200
x9 0.108 0.040 0.178 0.140 0.049 0.235
x10 0.253 0.181 0.324 0.087 −0.032 0.167

Benevolent
sexism

x11 0.286 0.698 −0.044 0.450
x12 0.055 −0.267 0.504 0.081 −0.070 0.195
x13 −0.042 0.393 0.301 0.232 −0.046 0.480
x14 0.117 −0.161 0.337 −0.010 −0.155 0.214
x15 −0.148 −0.367 0.083 0.379 0.241 0.483
x16 0.110 −0.153 0.385 0.122 −0.058 0.258
x17 −0.246 −0.062 0.409 0.239 0.044 0.374
x18 0.077 −0.179 0.344 −0.096 −0.246 0.045
x19 0.326 0.115 0.490 0.058 −0.110 0.220
x20 0.272 −0.074 0.488 0.205 0.022 0.361

Justification of
domestic
violence

x21 −0.167 0.184 −0.176 0.158
x22 0.234 −0.002 0.435 0.064 −0.088 0.190
x23 0.243 0.030 0.469 0.082 −0.077 0.203
x24 0.264 0.017 0.553 0.311 0.178 0.467
x25 0.162 −0.106 0.483 −0.096 −0.270 0.065
x26 0.189 0.019 0.384 −0.138 −0.318 0.075
x27 −0.055 −0.235 0.141 0.211 0.079 0.363
x28 0.206 0.084 0.366 0.003 −0.184 0.139
x29 −0.120 −0.319 0.129 0.026 −0.095 0.163
x30 −0.035 −0.303 0.230 −0.035 −0.264 0.151
x31 0.216 −0.027 0.393 0.141 −0.003 0.274
x32 −0.070 −0.313 0.134 0.134 0.035 0.241
x33 −0.052 −0.251 0.132 0.424 0.281 0.535
x34 0.073 −0.115 0.303 0.063 −0.098 0.241
x35 −0.012 −0.211 0.190 0.176 0.08 0.340
x36 −0.106 −0.272 0.066 0.066 −0.055 0.202
x37 0.254 0.055 0.477 0.244 0.112 0.461

Justification of
peer violence

x38 0.007 0.343 −0.332 0.118
x39 −0.024 −0.254 0.127 0.229 0.055 0.412
x40 −0.014 −0.238 0.196 0.059 −0.191 0.305
x41 0.331 0.086 0.526 0.107 −0.203 0.443
x42 0.162 −0.106 0.483 −0.096 −0.270 0.065
x43 −0.155 −0.275 0.044 0.372 0.137 0.557
x44 −0.060 −0.252 0.134 −0.106 −0.355 0.149
x45 −0.216 −0.378 0.024 0.083 −0.146 0.273
x46 0.186 −0.041 0.282 0.218 0.007 0.411
x47 0.304 −0.046 0.580 −0.317 −0.556 −0.077
x48 0.002 −0.191 0.183 −0.038 −0.288 0.192
x49 0.214 0.000 0.384 0.006 −0.170 0.195
x50 0.240 0.075 0.499 0.367 0.134 0.570
x51 0.022 −0.208 0.201 0.257 −0.068 0.490
x52 −0.075 −0.366 0.180 0.186 −0.063 0.357
x53 0.327 0.116 0.527 −0.156 −0.349 0.089
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Table A4. Cont.

LV Mvs
Boys Girls

Weight 95% CI Weight 95% CI

LL UL LL UL

Justification of
violence against

minorities

x54 0.117 −0.118 0.330 0.175 0.022 0.319
x55 0.259 0.024 0.429 0.308 0.086 0.515
x56 −0.054 −0.248 0.155 0.210 0.030 0.429
x57 0.321 0.081 0.486 0.003 −0.190 0.178
x58 −0.095 −0.352 0.092 0.085 −0.101 0.296
x59 −0.138 −0.373 0.144 0.069 −0.084 0.221
x60 0.196 −0.034 0.416 0.134 −0.093 0.409
x61 0.321 0.142 0.515 0.126 −0.074 0.356
x62 0.031 −0.143 0.219 0.097 −0.089 0.283
x63 −0.052 −0.221 0.130 0.051 −0.138 0.202
x64 0.127 −0.079 0.280 −0.081 −0.300 0.084
x65 0.271 0.082 0.426 0.285 0.170 0.425
x66 0.161 0.048 0.346 0.148 −0.055 0.340
x67 0.268 0.039 0.453 −0.031 −0.195 0.150
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