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Abstract
In two experiments, we analyzed how the mere act of evoking reasons for hiring someone produces the gender pay gap and whether stereotype-based justifications mediate this effect. In Study 1 (N = 95), we manipulated the gender of a job applicant and showed that the simple act of justifying hiring decisions influences the gender pay gap. In Study 2 (N = 302), participants evoked more stereotypes of competence for a male job applicant, and this evocation mediated the gender pay gap. In the discussion, we addressed the role of stereotype-based justification in gender disparity on critical decisions within work-relation contexts.
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RESUMO
Em dois experimentos, analisamos como o simples ato de evocar justificativas para contratar alguém produz a disparidade salarial entre homens e mulheres e se justificativas baseadas em estereótipos medeiam esse efeito. No Estudo 1 (N = 95), manipulamos o gênero de um candidato em uma seleção de trabalho e mostramos que o simples ato de justificar as decisões de contratação influencia a disparidade salarial entre homens e mulheres. No Estudo 2 (N = 302), os participantes evocaram mais estereótipos de competência para um candidato do sexo masculino, e essa evocação mediou a disparidade salarial entre homens e mulheres. Na discussão, abordamos o papel da justificação baseada em estereótipos na disparidade de gênero em decisões em contextos de relações de trabalho.
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O papel legitimador do conteúdo estereotípico na desigualdade salarial de gênero
Introduction
	Discrimination against women is widespread in contemporary societies. For example, even in consolidated western democracies, women occupy only 27% of managerial positions. In general, it takes 135.6 years to close the gender gap worldwide (World Economic Forum, 2021). For example, in countries like Brazil, women are 30% less likely to have the same opportunities as men, making it one of the Latin American countries with the worst rate of gender inequality (Romero, 2021). Furthermore, women are more likely to perform informal jobs with limited access to social protection, and they earn 18.8% less than men, even when they have the same or better qualifications (International Labor Organization, 2019). In fact, unequal pay for the same work is a powerful indicator of gender. Previous research on this issue has shown that both men and women tend to assume that men earn higher salaries than women (e.g., Biernat et al., 1991; Diekman & Eagly, 2000). Recent studies have pointed to the existence of what is called the gender wage gap, a term used to describe the unequal pay between genders (Auspurg et al., 2017; Beyer, 2016; Blau & Kahn, 2017; Bishu & Alkadry, 2016; Connor & Fiske, 2018; Kilgour, 2013; Matteazzi et al., 2017; Piff et al., 2018). This phenomenon is also known as the salary estimation effect (Williams et al., 2010). Such disparity is openly tolerated, even in democratic countries, which suggests that gender discrimination is a descriptive social norm that defies the normative codes inscribed in laws prohibiting the open expression of prejudice, as has recently been demonstrated (e.g., Verniers & Vala, 2018). At least two factors are symptomatic of gender disparity in the workplace: intra-occupational discrimination; and occupational segregation. 
The first of these factors corresponds to paying women less money to perform the same job as men (Araújo & Ribeiro, 2002). The second factor occurs because women are outnumbered in the highest paid positions. Both factors may be closely linked to stereotypes relating to people’s beliefs about the positions that each gender can occupy and in which they are able to perform best. Accordingly, managers discriminate against women because they are subject to social stereotypes that associate women more with the traits of warmth and less with the traits of competence (e.g., Cuddy et al., 2011). The perception of women as less competent than men leads managers to assign them to typically female jobs that focus on care and warmth (Glick, 1991) or to positions that are considered neutral (Glick et al., 1988). However, when hiring candidates for jobs that are considered male and have a greater prestige and higher salary expectations (Hogue et al., 2010), such as technology-oriented (Braun & Turner, 2014; Viana, Souza & Torres, 2018) or managerial positions (Glick, 1991; Glick et al, 1988), managers assign these jobs to men because they infer those men are endowed with greater reliability, assertiveness, and intelligence. This phenomenon suggests that competence and warmth traits can be used by decision-makers to legitimize gender disparities in the workplace.
	The first question we ask here is whether individuals are motivated to favor men, especially regarding pay differences between men and women, even in a social environment where promoting equality and non-prejudice against minority groups is the norm. In other words, do individuals value men more than women by giving men higher incomes, even in the absence of any objective criteria indicating that the men are more qualified? The second question we ask is whether people perceive men as more competent than women. Finally, the third question is whether this perception of competence is associated with people’s tendency to attribute higher incomes to men. Our central hypothesis predicts that if the content of the stereotypes justifies gender disparities, then the evocation of these stereotypes should mediate the gender differences in the incomes of men and women. In other words, decision-makers tend to allocate higher payments to men than women because this difference is legitimized by the content of the stereotypes they associate with men and women.
Legitimization of Gender Inequalities
	In western democratic societies, discriminatory behaviors need to be justified to be perceived as fair, legitimate, and necessary (e.g., Costa-Lopes et al., 2013; Jost, 2019). For instance, from the race and intergroup relations literature, research within the aversive racism framework (Dovidio et al., 2016) have shown that individuals will use racial bias when they can justify their actions and avoid looking racially biased. Accordingly, it is also possible that people can justify unequal pay for women using motherhood myths. Moreover, based on the Justified Discrimination Model (Pereira et al., 2010; 2018), Verniers and Vala (2018) investigated how motherhood myths (i.e., beliefs that it is a woman’s natural destiny to be a mother and that childcare is her duty) legitimize and mediate the relationship between sexism and gender discrimination and are thus used to justify discrimination against women in relation to their professional careers. In this way, people escape the anti-prejudice norm and discriminate against women, legitimizing gender inequality.
	Associating gender-based earnings to gender roles may motivate sexist individuals to support the gender pay gap without being perceived as sexist (e.g., Connor & Fiske, 2018). For example, Cuddy et al. (2004) found that women with children were perceived as less competent. In addition, Glick et al. (1988) manipulated the genders of potential candidates for positions perceived as typically male, typically neutral, and typically female by assigning candidates' personal characteristics to match or disagree with the genders. Results showed a greater preference for candidates whose personal characteristics matched the stereotype of the position, but participants selectively perceived the "masculine" characteristics as more important to the job than the "feminine" characteristics. In another study, González et al. (2019) manipulated men's and women's resumes to differ only in terms of qualifications and whether the candidate had children. Participants discriminated against women who were described as mothers, but not when they were presented as highly qualified and childless. In addition, recent research shows that stereotypes for men and women play an important role in evaluation. Although agency-based assessments may be more flexible depending on the context or gender of the assessor (Hentschel et al., 2019), there is still a tendency to see women as more caring and emotional, which may bias relative decisions for both genders in organizational settings (Eagly et al., 2020; Moscatelli, et al., 2020). Taken together, these findings suggest that, although not directly tested, decision makers are likely to bias stereotypical information in decision-making situations about hiring and compensation in the workplace by modeling traits that better fit male candidates and making decisions that are more favorable to them than to women.
	 Indeed, research in this area has shown that when the job in question is typically considered to be male, men are selected more frequently for the work and receive more rewards (Davison & Burke, 2000; Koch et al., 2015), just as women are preferred for typically female positions. A plausible explanation for the role of the perception of competence and warmth in gender disparities in the workplace is that the content of these stereotypes serves as a context-based justification for giving preference to men. In other words, individuals may think that their greater appreciation for a man is not motivated by sexism. Rather, they may base their position on the belief that, in a specific situation, the man is more competent. That is, decision-makers can justify their choice by denying that they are being sexist when acting in a way that deliberately favors men. They can base their preference on the fact that they perceive men as more competent at performing certain tasks, while women are better at other tasks.
Overview of the Studies
	In two studies, we analyzed the effects of the mere act of evoking reasons to justify the decision to hire a particular applicant on people’s tendency to allocate higher incomes to men than to women. Using the pay gap as an indicator of gender discrimination, in Study 1 we analyzed whether individuals who argue in favor of hiring candidates for a position in a company act in a discriminatory way against women when making their decisions. Additionally, in Study 2, we tested whether, when making their arguments in favor of hiring a candidate, individuals evoke stereotypes of competence and warmth as factors justifying the promotion of the gender pay gap. 
Study 1
	The aim of this study was to test the hypothesis that individuals act in ways that reaffirm the gender pay gap when given the opportunity of justifying their decisions in a male vs. female hiring scenario for a job. We used the experimental paradigm developed by Goldberg (1968), which presents a hiring scenario for measuring discrimination and manipulating the gender of participants. We produced two résumés that had purportedly been submitted for a position that was not considered stereotypically male or female, i.e., the position of an administrative assistant (Glick et al., 1988). The résumés were the same, differing only in terms of the candidate’s gender, which we manipulated by changing each candidate’s first and middle names. The participants’ task was to evaluate each application and provide salary estimates for each candidate. Before indicating the salary that they thought the candidate should earn, half of the participants had the opportunity to list the aspects that justified the hiring of a candidate.
	We predicted that the participants would attribute higher salaries to the male candidate than to the female one when they were asked to justify hiring a candidate.  According to our reasoning, if individuals provide explanations that justify their discriminatory behavior, as predicted by the Justified Discrimination Model (Pereira et al., 2010; Verniers & Vala, 2018), it is very likely that the simple act of justification motivates them to act in ways that attribute higher salaries to men, but not to women. Additionally, we explored whether the content of the justifications could be classified in terms of stereotypical competence and warmth traits, and whether the male candidate is evaluated more in terms of competence and the female candidate is evaluated more in terms of warmth.
Method
Participants and Design
	We set a sample size based on a priori power analyses of 80%. A minimum of 90 participants was required for a detectable middle effect or higher (f = .30, with p = .05 and power = .80). Accordingly, ninety-six students from a Brazilian public university (44 men and 52 women) between the ages of 17 and 39 years (M = 23.1, SD = 4.03) participated in the study. We excluded one extreme outlier (+3 SD from the mean of the dependent variable), leaving 95 valid cases in the sample. We randomly assigned participants to one of four conditions in a 2 (candidate gender: female vs. male) x 2 (justification condition: justification vs. non-justification) between-subject factorial design.
Context for Observing the Gender Pay Gap
	Participants were recruited with advertisements about the study on social networks such as Facebook. We conducted the questionnaire on the Qualtrics online platform (https://www.qualtrics.com/pt-br/), beginning with a page presenting the informed consent form with basic information about the study. After the participants’ consent was obtained, the next page stated that the main objective of the study was to obtain their opinions about the process of selecting a person for a position. Participants were then presented with a situation in which they needed to help a manager from the human resources department to evaluate a candidate for the position of administrative assistant, a profession considered neither stereotypically male nor stereotypically female (Glick et al., 1988). Specifically, the participants read the following text:
“This study is part of a research program to assist human resources managers in the decision-making process. In the questionnaire to be answered, the manager needs to evaluate different people’s résumés to ascertain the extent to which each person meets the qualifications required for the position. Your task will be to help the manager make a decision. Below, you will find a résumé and questions about it. Remember: the manager needs your help. Answer as accurately as possible.” 
	After this, the software randomized the conditions to which the participant would respond, which differed only in terms of the gender of the candidate whose résumé was presented and the absence or presence of justifications.
Manipulation of the Candidate’s Gender
	To manipulate the candidate’s gender, we prepared résumés for a candidate applying for an administrative assistant position, changing only the candidate’s name (Maria Cecília Bastos for the female version, and José Henrique Bastos for the male version). The information on academic background, work experience, and the number of languages in which the candidate was fluent was the same in both résumés.
Manipulating the Justification for Hiring
We asked half of the participants to indicate the candidate’s qualities that they considered to justify his or her being hired for the job (i.e., the justification condition). Our idea was that the mere act of writing out the candidates’ qualities would allow the participants to focus on aspects that would justify deciding either in their favor or against them. For the condition without justifications, the participants did not provide any reason for hiring the candidate and so moved directly to the measurement of the dependent variable.
Access to stereotypes
	In the condition in which participants provided justifications (n = 45), we analyzed the content of the evoked justifications and categorized them into competence and warmth traits. The categorizations were based on Fiske et al.'s (2002) stereotype content model. Warmth traits were friendly, benevolent, reliable, sincere, humorous, and warm, whereas competence traits were capable, efficient, skilled, competent, intelligent, and confident. We counted the number of times each trait was mentioned in the rationale for the hiring condition for each participant. To determine whether the categorizations were consistent, an initial categorization was made by the first author of the study and then repeated by an intergroup relations specialist who confirmed that each trait belonged in its category and counted the number of times each trait was mentioned in each category. Interrater consistency analysis revealed that trait categorization was highly consistent across participants (competence traits, α = .71; warmth traits, α = .76).
Measures
	We measured the dependent variable by asking the participants to indicate how much they thought the candidate should earn if he or she were hired. Specifically, the participants indicated an estimated salary for the candidate in Brazilian currency (BRL). Finally, the participants answered a question to check the manipulation that we had made (“What is the candidate’s gender?”), in which all participants correctly indicated the candidate’s gender.
Ethical consideration
	The studies followed ethical principles, being approved by the Ethics Committee (CAEE: 94619018.4.0000.5188), maintaining the anonymity of the participants and informed consent.
Results
	To test our hypothesis that the opportunity to justify the hiring would facilitate the gender pay gap, we performed a 2 (Candidate Gender: female candidate vs. male candidate) x 2 (Justification: justification vs. non-justification) between-subject factorial ANOVA. The results indicated that neither the main effect of the candidate’s gender (F (1, 91) = 0.17, p = .67, η2p = .00) nor the provision of justifications were significant (F(1, 91) = 1.31, p = .25, η2p = .014). However, and most importantly for our hypothesis, we obtained a significant interaction between the candidate’s gender and the justification (F(1, 91) = 4.37, p < .05, ηp² = .046). Simple effects (see Figure 1) indicated that when the candidate was male the participants who justified their decisions provided a higher salary estimate (M = 3606.80, SD = 2104.50) than the participants who did not justify their decisions (M = 2585.40, SD = 1097.00), b = 1021.43; SE = 469.59, p = .03, d = .45. When the candidate was female, the difference in the means between the justification (M = 2815.22, SD = 1632.86) and non-justification conditions (M = 3112.60, SD = 1165.51) was not significant (b = 297.38; SE = 421.72, p = .48, d = -0.14). Analyzing the interaction from the candidate’s gender simple effect, the participants tended to attribute a higher salary to the male candidate than to the female one when they justified the hiring, with this effect being marginally significant (b = 791.64; SE = 459.27, p = .08, d = .35). When the participants did not have the opportunity to justify the hiring, the difference in the remuneration awarded did not differ significantly between the male and the female candidates (b = - 527.17; SE = 432.94, p = .23, d = .24). 
Figure 1. Salary estimate as a function of candidate gender and justifications
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	Because participants were able to write down the reasons for their decisions about candidates in the justification condition (n = 44), it was possible to estimate the gender effect on the content of these reasons by categorizing them in terms of the number of competence and warmth reported by each participant. We subjected these traits to a 2 (trait type: competence vs. warmth) x 2 (gender: female vs. male) ANOVA. We found a main effect of type of trait elicited (F(1, 43) = 98.46, p =.001, ηp² = .70), indicating that participants elicited more competence traits (M = 1.91, SE = .11) than warmth traits (M = .37, SE = .09). However, the main effect of candidate gender (F(1, 43) = .13, p = .72, ηp² = .00) and the interaction between trait type and candidate gender were not significant (F(1, 43) = .65, p = .43, ηp² = .01).
Discussion
The results suggest that the simple act of giving reasons for a decision in a hiring process plays a key role in affirming the gender pay gap. Participants recommended a higher salary to the male job applicant when we asked them to provide reasons for hiring an applicant than when they did not. In addition, participants tended to attribute a higher salary to the male applicant than to the female applicant when we allowed them to provide reasons for hiring. In contrast, participants who we did not allow to give reasons for hiring the applicant did not differentiate between the male and female in terms of salary. These results are the first experimental evidence that the mere act of justifying a hiring decision influences individuals' tendency to promote the gender pay gap and confirm previous research showing that justifications lead to discrimination without participants being aware of it or appearing to be biased (Pereira et al., 2010; Verniers & Vala, 2018). Notably, the higher salary attributed to men in the justification condition not only confirms previous research indicating a critical gender pay gap in hiring (Hogue et al., 2010), but goes a step further by showing that this gap occurred even when individuals were allowed to justify their hiring decisions.
Importantly, the results also showed a gender bias in the content of the reasons participants gave in their justifications. They attributed more competent qualities to both candidates than warmth qualities. Given the higher salaries attributed to men in the justification condition, we can assume that the mention of the competence traits was related to the higher salary attributions. In other words, even though participants attributed similar competence traits to both the man and the woman, they considered these competence traits more when rating the male applicant’s salary. If this were an explanatory examination of the effect of the justifications, the stereotypes would likely mediate the observed gender pay gap. To test this possibility, we conducted a second study in which the justification questions were better specified to facilitate the evocation of competence and warmth characteristics and to determine whether they mediate the gender wage gap.
Study 2
	One of the objectives of this second study was to replicate the results of the first study by maintaining the same experimental design. Additionally, we sought to analyze whether the stereotypes (specifically those relating to competence) would play a justifying role in the discrimination process by mediating the relationship between the gender of the candidate to be hired and the salary attributed. This hypothesis follows the empirical evidence, which indicates that stereotypes contribute to the justification of discrimination against women in the organizational field (Verniers & Vala, 2018; Connor & Fiske, 2018; Gonzaléz et al., 2019), and individuals use traits perceived as typically male to support this discrimination (Cuddy et al., 2008; Glick et al., 1988; Glick, 1991). Accordingly, the participants would be likely to evoke more competence traits when justifying the hiring of the male candidate than when justifying the hiring of the woman, and the greater evocation of competence traits would be positively related to the higher estimated salary. 
	Thus, greater attention was given to the content of the justifications given by the participants, and the following hypotheses were derived from this: a) there will be a tendency to favor men over women, which will translate into a difference in estimated salary, especially when the decision can be justified; and b) competence traits will mediate the relationship between the candidate’s gender and the estimated salary, which will indicate that stereotypes are part of the legitimizing mechanism of gender discrimination in hiring situations.
Method
Participants and Design
	We estimated the sample size before data collection by using the procedures proposed by Schoemann et al. (2017) to determine power for simple mediation models. Using the predicted low correlation between variables (i.e., r = .20) and setting confidence intervals at 95%, we need a sample of about N = 300 to give an 80% chance of detecting a simple mediation effect. Accordingly, 302 university students (55% women), aged between 17 and 60 (M = 22.59, SD = 6.60) participated in the study. We identified 13 extreme outliers on the dependent variable (i.e., those that were 3 SD beyond the mean), 12 missing and the individuals who responded incorrectly to the manipulation check (n = 26), which were removed from the sample, which left 252 participants. They were randomly allocated to one of four conditions in a 2 (candidate gender: female vs. male) x 2 (justifications: justification vs. non-justification) factorial design, with the factors varying between individuals.
Manipulations of the Candidate’s Gender and Hiring Justifications 
	The context for the discrimination remained the same as in the first study: a situation in which a candidate was seeking the position of an administrative assistant. The candidate’s gender manipulation occurred in the same way as in the first study, with résumés being constructed as part of an application for the position of an administrative assistant and with only the candidate’s name changing between conditions. 
The information about the candidate’s academic background, work experience, and the number of languages spoken fluently was the same for both résumés. The manipulation of the justification also took place in the same way as in the first study, except for a slight change in the questions. Instead of “What positive qualities should this person have to be hired?” and “What negative qualities should this person not have in order to be hired?”, the questions were changed to “What positive qualities does this person have that justify hiring him/her?” and “What negative qualities does this person have that justify not hiring him/her?” For the condition involving the absence of justifications, just as in the first study, the participants did not provide justifications and moved directly to the measurements of the dependent variables.
Measures
 The dependent variable was, once again, the participants’ answer to the question about how much the candidate should earn if he/she were hired. We then asked the participants to indicate the candidate’s gender to verify the effectiveness of the manipulation.
Access to stereotypes
	The categorization of stereotypes was performed in the same way as in Study 1, that is, analyzing the conditions that the participants gave justifications (n = 126), categorizing them into competency traits and warmth traits. Again, the first categorization was carried out by the author and a second categorization was carried out by a specialist in intergroup relations. We analyzed the interrater consistency, which showed that the categorizations of the traits were highly consistent (competence traits, α = .99; warmth traits, α = .96).
Procedures
The questionnaires were answered in person in the classrooms of a public university. To obtain access to the classrooms, we contacted the departmental professors via their email addresses, which were available on the university platform, and requested permission to conduct the research. After permission was granted, the questionnaires were administered in the corresponding classrooms. The students were informed that the research was part of a study about decision-making processes, after which the questionnaires were distributed. In addition to the guidance provided by the researchers, the initial sheet of the questionnaires contained instructions on how to proceed with the study, as well as the contact information of the researcher responsible for possible debriefing.
Results
Estimated Salary
	We used a 2 (female vs. male) x 2 (justification vs. no justification) ANOVA, with salary as the dependent variable. We observed no significant main effect of the justifications (F(1, 247) = .08, p = .76, ηp² = .00) or the candidate’s gender (F(1, 247) = .54, p = .46, ηp² = 0.00), nor was there an interaction effect between the target gender of the candidate and the justifications (F(1, 247) = .78, p = .37, ηp² = .00), which did not replicate the findings in Study 1. Indeed, although, when operating under the justification condition, the participants attributed higher salaries to the men (M = 3235.15; SE= 166.41) than to the women (M = 2966.31; SE = 163.79) (b = 268.84, SE = 233.49, p = .25), and, when operating under the no justification condition, they attributed a slightly lower salary to the men (M = 3038.84; SE = 172.05) than to the women (M = 3064.16; SE = 160.08) (b = 25.32, SE = 235.01, p = .91), the observed effects were not significant in either of the situations. The mean values are shown in Figure 2.
Figure 2. Salary estimate as a function of candidate gender and justifications
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Evocation of Stereotypes
	Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for the stereotypes evoked. A 2 (competence trait vs. warmth trait) x 2 (female candidate vs. male candidate) ANOVA showed a significant main effect of traits, F(1, 146) = 448.81, p < .001, ηp² = .76, which indicates that the participants attributed more competence traits (M = 2.35, SE = .09) than warmth traits (M = .32, SE = .04) to the candidates. Moreover, the main effect of the target was significant, F(1, 146) = 10.63, p < .001, ηp² = .07, in that the participants attributed more traits to the male candidates (M = 1.49, SE = .07) than to the female candidates (M =1.18, SE = .07). Moreover, we found a significant interaction between trait type and gender, F(1, 146) = 7.11, p = 009, ηp² = .05. Simple effect indicated that participants attributed more competence traits to the male than to the female candidate (b = .57; SE = .17, p = .001), while they did not differentiate the attribution of warmth traits according to the candidate’s gender (b = .06; SE = .08, p = .52). 

Table 1. Means and standard deviations (in parentheses) for the evocation of traits by gender, and trait type
	
	Competence
	Warmth

	Male
	2.50
(.12)
	.35
(.06)

	Female
	2.17
(.13)
	.30
(.06)



Analysis of Mediation
	To test the hypothesis that competence traits (i.e., those that were differentially elicited depending on candidate gender) mediate the relationship between candidate gender and assigned salary, we estimated a mediation model in PROCESS (Hayes, 2013, Model 4) using competence traits as mediators, candidate gender as the independent variable, and salary as the dependent variable (Figure 3). The effect of candidate gender on competency traits indicated that participants reported more competency traits for the male candidate than for the female candidate (b = .55, SE = .17; 90% IC: .27; .83). We also found that the more competency traits they mentioned, the higher the attributed salary was (b = 247.91, SE = 120.38, 90% IC: 48.62; 447.21). These results suggest that attribution of competency characteristics acts as a mediator of the effect of candidate gender on attributed salary, such that participants described the male candidate as more competent than the female candidate, and the more competent the candidate was perceived to be, the higher the attributed salary was (Indirect Effect: b = 136.21, SE = 92.12, 90% IC: 6.21; 306.34). This process can be seen in Figure 3.
Figure 3. Relationship between candidate gender and attributed salary, mediated by positive competence traits. 
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PCT = Positive Competence Traits. *p < .05

Discussion
	Although the pattern of the differences between the means was the same as the one that we observed in Study 1, the results of the current study did not replicate the interaction effect between the candidate’s gender and the mere act of justification. However, in terms of the content of the reasons given to justify hiring, the results showed evidence of a gender effect on the tendency of participants to assign more competence characteristics to the male candidate than to the female candidate. Notably, the gender pay gap emerged indirectly: the more competence traits evoked by participants concerning the male candidate, the higher the salary they attribute to this candidate. These results corroborate studies in which individuals gave greater privilege to the male candidate to the detriment of the female candidate (Olian et al., 1988; Glick, 1991) and attributed higher salaries to men (Beyer, 2016), using gender stereotypes to determine salary expectations (Hogue et al., 2010). In other words, individuals first perceived the gender of the candidate, and then applied stereotypes that resulted in a differentiated evaluation between men and women, which was then related to the pay gap.
General Discussion
	In two experimental studies, we examined how individuals legitimize gender discrimination by citing stereotypical reasons that justify allocating more income to a male candidate, thus contributing to the gender pay gap. We found that simply evoking reasons for hiring an applicant for a job promoted the gender pay gap (Study 1). Participants assigned a higher income to a male applicant than to a female, which may be related to gender stereotypes. In Study 2, we found marginal evidence that evoking more competence stereotypes mediated the process between perceiving an applicant as male and assigning a higher estimated salary. Overall, these results are consistent with our prediction that stereotype content is somewhat related to and may legitimize the gender pay gap.
These results have several interesting theoretical implications. Firstly, they bring fresh insights to gender pay gap research (e.g., Auspurg et al., 2017; Blau & Khan, 2017; for an overview, see Bishu & Alkadry, 2016) by framing it within the context of previous research on the social-psychological legitimation of social inequality (e.g., Costa-Lopes et al., 2013). This phenomenon can be related to the well-known motivation of individuals to legitimize discrimination and perceive the group-based hierarchy that reinforces the status quo (Jost, 2019). Our findings shed considerable light on how the justification of gender inequality contributes to the gender pay gap by showing that individuals tend to compensate a male more than a female applicant for a job when they are merely asked to elaborate the reasons for their decision. This phenomenon is especially relevant since critical decisions within a work-related context are usually based on a careful analysis of the applicant’s profile. Our results showed the pervasiveness of gender inequalities, since individuals biased the content of the reasons that they invoked to justify hiring, resulting in a better evaluation of a candidate when this was a man rather than a woman.
Secondly, our findings also provide insights into the stereotype-based justification effect. Indeed, they add to the existing evidence of the pervasiveness of the stereotype-based effect in social judgment (see Fiske, 2017, for a review of this phenomenon). The participants evoked competence traits differently when we merely asked them to provide reasons that justified the hiring of the candidate for the job. This selective evocation suggests that, in a decision-making process in which it is imperative to explain the options, the participants use a frame of reference that associates the requirements for hiring a candidate for a job with more stereotypically male characteristics. It is intriguing that they did this even though we had not told them to think about gender-based stereotypes. This phenomenon is also particularly interesting because it confirms the ubiquity of stereotypical thinking in a process that differentiates men and women in a critical organizing dimension of the gender pay gap (see Koch et al., 2015, meta-analysis). 
Indeed, in hiring contexts, the members of the discriminated group need to show even more competence to have any chances when applying for a job (Agerström et al., 2012). Our results indicated that this contributes to reinforcing the gender pay gap in a particular situation in which the candidates’ résumés gave no clue regarding their competence. Even not emphasizing stereotypical competence traits, decision-makers inferred these features as belonging to male candidates more than to women. This biased evocation is consistent with previous research showing that individuals often perceive agentic attributes (dominance, ambition, confidence, etc.) as typically male attributes (Ellemers, 2018). This effect usually leads people to perceive women as being unfit for leadership roles and to evaluate certain behaviors linked to a leadership role as being less favorable when they come from a woman since leadership is perceived as less congruent with the female gender role (Eagly & Karau, 2002).
	Our study is subject to the customary limitations of research that uses samples of university students. This may be a less pressing concern in the present case given the social relevance of this group’s gender pay gap effect. The extent to which these students had been involved in hiring processes or knew anything about them is unknown. Future studies could explore how the discrimination mechanism occurs in real-world company contexts to determine whether this bias persists in individuals who are expected to have been trained to avoid biased judgments towards women within such contexts. Another limitation is that Study 2 did not replicate the results of Study 1 regarding the interaction between candidate gender and the justification process. Other studies may investigate this further and again attempt to replicate these results. Nonetheless, the mediation analysis in Study 2 demonstrated the importance of eliciting characteristics related to the justification process when evaluating a candidate for a job. 
	In conclusion, our findings provide important insights about how stereotypes can legitimize discrimination through justifications and mitigate them in the hiring context. Furthermore, this study also shows how stereotypes relate to the salaries that people believe the candidates should earn. Future research can deepen the analysis of this phenomenon by considering how counter-stereotypical information can change stereotypes in the long term and impact the gender pay gap. For instance, previous studies on the backlash effect have suggested that, when evaluating highly competent women, individuals perceive them as having weak qualifications in other aspects, which are then reinterpreted as being more critical than competence for hindering the likelihood of selection (e.g., Phelan et al., 2008). Moreover, even when men and highly qualified women apply for a job, the women are less likely to be hired (Rudman et al., 2012). Indeed, the analysis of the role of counter-stereotyping in the dynamics of the justifications of the gender pay gap can be elucidative of the decision-making process carried out by both men and women managers in the work context.
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