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Abstract

We draw from theory on motivated reasoning to suggest that men would be more

prone toward gender pay gap scepticism (PGS) than women because doing so main-

tains a valued but illusory belief that society is currently fair. Integrating theory on

wisdom and wise reasoning—a self-transcendent thinking process composed of intel-

lectual humility, contextualism, perspectivism and dialecticism—we also hypothesised

thatmenwhoengaged in stronger (vs.weaker)wise reasoning about the pay gapwould

be less prone toward PGS. Two pre-registered studies (N = 651) supported the pre-

dictions: generally, men were more prone toward gender PGS than women, while wise

reasoning tended to attenuate scepticism inmen. The patterns of effects remained sta-

blewhen controlling for income, education, political orientation, andperceptions of the

effects of COVID-19 on women’s economic and psychological well-being. Our studies

pave the way for interventions that alter how people reason about inequities such as

the gender pay gap in an effort to create fairer workplaces and societies.

KEYWORDS

gender pay gap, motivated reasoning, scepticism, wisdom, wise reasoning

1 INTRODUCTION

The gender pay gap refers to the global phenomenon that women

are still economically disadvantaged relative to men, with only a few

nations reporting average percentage differences as low as the sin-

gle digits (most nations >10%; Aragão, 2023; European Commission,

2020; IZA, 2014; Penner et al., 2023; WGEA, 2021; White, 2021; Xin-

hua, 2020; Yamaguchi, 2019). Although on the decline overall since

the 1980s, the gender pay gap continues to be a persistent and well-

documented phenomenon (Aragão, 2023; Oakley, 2000; Terjesen &

Singh, 2008; Wang et al., 2019), including in academia (e.g., Wiedman,

2020).

The fact that women are generally worse off economically thanmen

has gradually becomemore salientwith increased scholarship andpub-
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lic discourse on the topic over time, as well as the COVID-19 pandemic

experience (UNWomen, 2021; USGLC, 2022;World Economic Forum,

2021; see also Caprino, 2020). The pandemic clarified that women are

not only more likely to receive lower pay and hold more dangerous

frontline and service positions (e.g., USGLC, 2022), but they are also

more likely to take on a heavier burden than men in terms of caring for

children and aging parents, home-schooling and managing household

duties (e.g., Escalante &Maisonnave, 2022; Flor et al., 2022).

The causes of the gender pay gap are complex (Ammerman&Groys-

berg, 2021; Blau & Kahn, 2017; Sayers, 2012) and an examination of

them is outside the scope of the current research. However, there is

variability in the extent to which people express gender pay gap scep-

ticism (henceforth PGS).1 Thus, the current research aims to better

understand whether and when people engage in PGS. This focus is
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important because PGS can thwart efforts to achieve fairness. Indeed,

when adopted by a large or influential subset of the workforce, PGS

can undermine efforts toward gender equity (e.g., increasing represen-

tation of women in higher status jobs; see Bugeja et al., 2012; Gupta

et al., 2018; Malladi & Mean, 2021) and contribute to discrimination

and decreased recognition of structural barriers (Stephens & Levine,

2011). Significant evidence from census and national polls indicates

that men are more prone toward PGS than women, although to our

knowledge empirical evidence for this claim is surprisingly lacking in

the academic literature (Renzulli, 2019; see also Lips, 2016). Thus, in

two studies, we aimed to examine whether men are on average more

prone toward PGS than women. Importantly, we also aimed to inves-

tigate a psychological mechanism—wise reasoning—that may mitigate

this tendency.

In this article, we suggest that PGS reflects motivated reasoning

(Kunda, 1990), which can explain why men are more prone toward it

than women. PGS may function to protect a desired, albeit illusory,

worldview that society is fair (e.g., just world beliefs; Lerner, 1980).

What might help men overcome this tendency? In philosophy, the abil-

ity to see through illusory beliefs and attitudes (e.g., personal biases)

has been discussed within theories of wisdom (Glück & Weststrate,

2022;McKee & Barber, 1999). In the present studies, we therefore sit-

uate wisdom research within the gender pay gap context to examine

whether engaging in wise reasoning (Brienza et al., 2018; Grossmann

et al., 2010, 2020; Kross&Grossmann, 2012) about the gender pay gap

relates to lessPGS. Taken together, our research contributes to thepsy-

chological and social justice literatures through a novel integration of

motivated reasoning theories and theories of wisdom. The results also

have practical implications for wise-reasoning interventions that could

hasten organisational and societal progress toward gender equality

and fairness.

2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND
HYPOTHESES

2.1 Motivated reasoning and gender pay gap
scepticism

Evidence from several decades of psychology research indicates that

people’s motives guide their reasoning: reasoning is not “cold” and

“purely cognitive.” Rather, it can be used to arrive at and support

desired conclusions, regardless of whether those conclusions align

with objective evidence (Kunda, 1990). People can choose whether

and how they reason based on what they wish to accomplish. Namely,

reasoning can be directional—skewed toward maintaining or justifying

existing beliefs—or it can be balanced—used impartially to reveal truth

and facts. Examples of directional reasoning include assigning undue

weight to evidence that supports one’s existing beliefs and selectively

ignoring or discrediting unsupportive evidence (e.g., Dawson et al.,

2002). People can also use their reasoning to “double down” on desired

beliefs even in the face of contradictory evidence. In short, people are

willing and able to engage in “mental gymnastics” (Barclay et al., 2017)

to uphold the beliefs that serve their purposes.

Research on motivated reasoning has utility for explaining who

might be more prone toward PGS. Some studies support the idea that

directional motivated reasoning is coordinated around self-centred

or egocentric goals (Epley & Gilovich, 2016), suggesting that a per-

son would be more prone toward PGS if doing so benefits the self in

someway. For example, earlymotivated reasoning studies showed that

people adjust their cognitive processes tomaintain self-esteem or pos-

itive self-concept (e.g., Kunda & Sanitioso, 1989), reduce dissonance

between attitudes and behaviour (e.g., Festinger & Carlsmith, 1959;

Keller & Block, 1999), see their strengths as more influential in their

success than their weaknesses (e.g., Dunning et al., 1989) and support

wishful thinking about personal health (Ditto et al., 1988).

Similarly, research has shown that people can deny scientific find-

ings and objective evidence to uphold egocentric goals. In many of the

early studies, the results indicated that people aremore sceptical of, or

outright deny, scientific evidence when such evidence poses a threat

to the self. Several studies cited by Kunda (1990) showed that when

participants receive evidence from a (purported or actual) scientific

study that has negative implications for the self, they aremore likely to

endorse criticisms of the study (e.g., design flaws; Kunda, 1987; Lord,

Ross, & Lepper, 1979; Wyer & Frey, 1983). Recent research supports

the notion that concerns about the self can drive motivated scepti-

cism in the form of doubt, critique or denial of considerable scientific

evidence (Hornsey, 2020b;Washburn & Skitka, 2018).

In the present research, we suggest that men may be more prone

toward PGS than women because, for men, acknowledging its impor-

tance can be self-threatening. Acknowledging the importance of the

gender pay gap couldmake salient an unfair societal advantage toward

men, which could undermine men’s sense of competence or subjective

social status. Consequently, men may more likely engage in directional

motivated reasoning than women to protect the self. Thus, when pre-

sented with information about the pay gap (e.g., in a news article), men

may bemore prone toward PGS thanwomen.

Importantly, recent scholarship on the psychology of wisdom (e.g.,

Grossmann et al., 2020) suggests a possible boundary condition for

such directional reasoning among men. We argue that wisdom-based

reasoning can counteract PGS because it is a more balanced (Brienza

et al., 2018) form of reasoning that expands an individual’s scope of

relevance beyond amyopic focus on the self.

2.2 Wisdom and wise reasoning

The philosophical concept of wisdom goes back thousands of years

across different cultures (e.g., see Grossmann & Kung, 2019; Yang &

Intezari, 2019). In theory, wisdom involves earnest reflection, motiva-

tion to seek truth, seeing through illusion or bias and an orientation

toward balance and virtue (e.g., McKee & Barber, 1999; Staudinger

& Glück, 2011; Sternberg, 1998). Recent psychological research has

conceptualised wisdom as a context-specific process of managing

challenges (e.g., Brienza et al., 2018; Grossmann, 2017;

 10990992, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/ejsp.3009 by C

ochrane Israel, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [21/11/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



WISE REASONINGANDGENDER PAYGAP SCEPTICISM 3

Kristjánsson et al., 2021). This conceptualisation also answers

recent calls to applywisdompragmatically in organizations and society

(Grossmann & Brienza, 2018; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 2011; Rooney &

McKenna, 2007; Sternberg, 2001; Sternberg et al., 2019; Sternberg &

Karami, 2021). A focus on process implies that wisdom can be devel-

oped and improved through training or interventions (Grossmann

et al., 2021; Kross & Grossmann, 2012) and provides the foundation

for research investigating the actions that people can take to improve

how they face daily challenges. Accordingly, the practical aspects

of wisdom have drawn attention in applied contexts (e.g., Koetke

et al., 2022; Puryear & Gray, 2021), and may be particularly timely

in this age of societal uncertainty, misinformation and polarisation

(Newport, 2019; Glück & Weststrate, 2022; Grossmann & Brienza,

2018; Hornsey, 2020a; Pennycook et al., 2015).

Researchers have convened on a unified set of reasoning strategies

that enhance people’s ability to face modern challenges pragmati-

cally with wisdom (Grossmann et al., 2020). Such reasoning integrates

intellectual humility (i.e., acknowledging the limits of one’s knowledge),

contextualism (i.e., acknowledging the bigger picture and possibility of

change), perspectivism (i.e., looking at an issue from multiple angles

and different perspectives) and dialecticism (i.e., searching for collab-

orative solutions; integrating different interests; Brienza et al., 2018;

Grossmann et al., 2020). In contrast to directional motivated reason-

ing, wisdom-related reasoning (henceforth,wise reasoning) is not aimed

at bolstering one’s own existing or desired beliefs. Rather, by tran-

scending self-centred thinking and integrating contextual evidence and

different perspectives, wise reasoning enhances a habitual egocentric

view with a broader and more nuanced understanding of situations

(Brienza et al., 2018; Grossmann et al., 2020). Wise reasoning there-

fore enables people to break free from self-centred, biased conclusions

to arrive at more objective and balanced point of view that permits

amicable resolution of social challenges (Brienza et al., 2021; Glück &

Weststrate, 2022).

Emerging research supports the benefits of wise reasoning, show-

ing that it is positively related to more balanced, less biased attitudes

and less selfish, more prosocial behaviours. Brienza et al. (2018) found

that people who use stronger wise reasoning in their own social and

workplace conflicts show less egocentric bias (e.g., bias blind spot—

the tendency to see others as more biased than the self; Pronin et al.,

2002), less biased attributions (i.e., accepting more equal share of the

blame for conflicts) and more balanced conflict resolution style (i.e.,

both asserting one’s own interests and adjusting to the other person’s

interests). Other studies found that wise reasoning relates to fair and

balanced dealings with others, such as higher contribution in public

goods games (Grossmann et al., 2017). At the group level, wise rea-

soning relates to more adaptive, balanced responses to interpersonal

conflicts (Dorfman et al., 2021), as well as more charitable behaviours

toward disadvantaged outgroups (Brienza et al., 2021).

Importantly, studies have demonstrated that wise reasoning, as a

unified multidimensional construct, predicts adaptive outcomes more

reliably than any of its constituent parts (e.g., intellectual humility;

Brienza et al., 2018). Further, another study specifically tested differ-

ences in predictive validity between wise reasoning and perspective

taking alone. This study showed that wise reasoning predicts less

bias across different groups, while perspective taking alone does not

(Brienza et al., 2021). These findings are in line with wisdom the-

ory and empirical studies that most commonly specify wisdom as a

multifaceted construct, for which different components can comple-

ment and reinforce each other in practice (Baltes & Staudinger, 2000;

Glück &Weststrate, 2022; Grossmann et al., 2020; Kristjánsson et al.,

2021). As such, the current research focussed on wise reasoning as

an integrated construct (vs. single components, such as perspective

taking).

2.3 Integration and hypotheses

In summary, gender PGS can be a form of directional motivated rea-

soning aimed at protecting the self. As such, we expected that men

on average will be more prone toward PGS than women because it

may safeguard a satisfying but illusory belief that men are not unfairly

advantaged as a social group.

Hypothesis 1. Menwill bemore prone toward PGS thanwomen.

However, because wise reasoning can reveal a more nuanced and

balanced viewpoint on an issue and because it involves transcending

a myopic egocentric view for a more balanced perspective, we expect

that wise reasoning will attenuate the gender difference in PGS.

Hypothesis 2. Wise reasoningwill be associatedwith lowerPGS inmen

such that it will attenuate the gender difference in PGS.

We tested our hypotheses in two pre-registered studies (Study 1

pre-registration https://osf.io/3yxn8; Study 2 pre-registration https://

osf.io/qzxt4). Inwhat follows,we focusour report on thepre-registered

tests on the focal variables of gender, wise reasoning and PGS.We also

report a pre-registered test with participants’ general justice beliefs as

an outcome variable in Study 1. The data supporting the findings from

these studies are available at https://osf.io/6m95t/files/. The studies

were approved by the Human Research Ethics Board at The University

ofWaterloo (ORE# 41385).

3 STUDY 1

3.1 Method

3.1.1 Participants and procedure

We aimed to recruit a minimum of 100 men and 100 women to test

the hypotheses, oversampling by 50% (e.g., to account for partial com-

pletion and bot-like responses). We recruited 301 North American

participants viaAmazon’sMechanical Turk (Paolacci &Chandler, 2014)

to complete a survey hosted on the Qualtrics platform. We omitted

responses from two participants who reported “Other” in response
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to our gender identity demographic question and another 54 partici-

pants who were flagged prior to data analysis for providing nonsense

responses to an open-ended question (see section News article and

open-text response) as specified in the pre-registration. This left us with

a final sample of 245 (95 women;Mage = 36.40, SDage = 12.00). Com-

puting sensitivity analysis using G*Power (Faul et al., 2007) gave us

0.99 power (α = .05) to detect a small- to medium-sized interaction

effect in a multiple regression. The sample mostly identified as White

(n = 176), with the remainder identified as Black or African (n = 17),

Hispanic/Latinx (n = 15), East or Southeast Asian (n = 21), mixed (n =

13), other (n= 2) and Aboriginal/Native American (n= 1).

As in previous research (Brienza et al., 2021), we first asked partici-

pants to reflect onaportionof anewsarticle that presenteddescriptive

information about the gender pay gap (see section News article). Then,

we assessed the focal constructs (see next section) and collected par-

ticipant demographic information. Finally, we thanked, debriefed and

paid the participants ($1.75). See the Supporting Information for all

studymaterials.

3.2 Materials and measures

3.2.1 News article and open-text response

Participants read a brief (∼220 words) news article presenting gen-

eral information about the gender pay gap (see the Appendix). As our

purpose of presenting this information was to engage participants’

naturalistic thinking about the topic, we selected and adapted a real

BBC article (BBC News, 2019) that provided general information. We

presented only descriptive information from the BBC article to avoid

biasing or polarising participants. The news information pertained to

factual information about a median pay gap, namely different pay

between middle-ranking men and women in the same companies. We

also concealed the source of the article to focus participants on the

content of information rather than the source. We restricted partici-

pants frommoving forward to the next page for at least 20 s to ensure

enough time for them to read the information in the article.

To further engage participants’ reflection on the topic (and to detect

nonsense and bot responses), once the participants indicated having

finished reading the article, the next page of the survey asked:

What are your thoughts about the news story you just read?

Please write whatever thoughts and feelings come to your

mind—your responses are anonymous and cannot be linked

to you personally.We are hoping for at least a few sentences,

but you can write as much as you like:

[multi-line text response box]

We conducted content analyses of participants’ open-text

responses. Specifically, the first authors individually coded the

blinded reflections for mentions of PGS (Cohen’s κ = .91). All

disagreements were then resolved via discussion until perfect

agreement was reached. See the Supporting Information for full code

book. This analysis supported the ecological and construct validity of

our gender PGS items: First, it showed variation in people’s reactions

to the news story as expected and indicated that 21.63% of partic-

ipants responded with statements similar or identical to our items.

Second, the coded PGS in these naturalistic reflections (reported

before participants saw our PGS items) was strongly correlated with

scores on our PGSmeasure, r= 0.70, p< .001.

3.2.2 Wise reasoning

We used Brienza et al.’s (2018) 21-item SituatedWise Reasoning Scale

(SWiS). Participants rated the extent to which they engaged in each

of the wise reasoning practices as they reflected on the gender pay

gap and the news article (e.g., “Looked for any extraordinary circum-

stances before forming my opinion”; “Looked for different solutions to

the issue”) on a 5-point scale (1 = not at all, to 5 = very much). We

calculated the average across all items for an index of wise reasoning

(α= .94).

3.2.3 Gender pay gap scepticism

We created a set of items to assess participants’ levels of PGS in reac-

tion to the news article stimulus. As a starting point in creating these

items, we referenced Jost and Kay’s (2005)measure of gender-specific

system justification. However, in the interest of ecological validity, we

also referenced online media and comments sections (e.g., Lips, 2016)

to assist in generating item content that would align with the various

statements that people make regarding the gender pay gap in real-life

discussions. Participants responded to seven items (e.g., “The gender

pay gap is an important societal problem,” reverse-coded; “On average,

women earn less than men,” reverse-coded) on sliders from 0 = very

much disagree to 100= very much agree.2 We conducted an exploratory

factor analysis (maximum likelihood factoring; Promax rotation) on

the seven scepticism items, finding a single factor (65.00% variance

explained; all items loading >0.60). We therefore reverse-coded the

relevant items (see the Appendix) and averaged all items for a com-

posite score PGS, with higher scores indicating greater PGS. Scale

reliability was high (α = .92), supporting recommendations to use the

term “scepticism” as an umbrella term for varying levels of doubt about

scientific findings (Haltinner & Sarathchandra, 2021).

3.2.4 Justice beliefs

We included an individual differences measure of justice beliefs (Lucas

et al., 2011). The scale included two dimensions—beliefs about jus-

tice for others (eight items) and beliefs about justice for the self (eight

items). Items were assessed on a 7-point scale (1 = Strongly disagree

to 7 = Strongly agree). We adapted the lead-in to the others (vs. self)
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WISE REASONINGANDGENDER PAYGAP SCEPTICISM 5

subscale tomeasure general justice beliefs (e.g., “People usually receive

the outcomes that they deserve”; see the Appendix and the Supporting

Information for scale items), as we were interested in people’s beliefs

about societal justice in general. Scale reliabilities were high for both

justice beliefs—general (α = .97) and justice beliefs—self (α = .96). For

Study 1, we report analysis on the generalmeasure in themain text and

tests on the selfmeasure in the Supporting Information for brevity.

3.2.5 Demographics

Participants provided demographic information on their gender iden-

tity (women = 0, men = 1), age, education, income, ethnic identity and

political orientation.

3.3 Results and discussion

All analyses in this article were conducted using R software (version

2023.06.1.524). Descriptives and zero-order correlations are pre-

sented in Table 1. To test our main pre-registered hypotheses, we

conducted a multiple regression analysis with gender (effect-coded),

mean-centredwise reasoning and the gender×wise reasoning interac-

tion entered as predictors, andPGSas theoutcomevariable. Themodel

was significant, F (3, 240)= 11.898, p< .001, Radjusted2 = 0.119.

In the first step, we found a significant main effect of gender (men:

M = 36.27, SD = 26.81; women: M = 24.19, SD = 21.37), B = 12.083,

S.E. = 3.258, 95% CI (5.665, 18.501), t = 3.708, p < .001, supporting

Hypothesis 1 (H1) that men would be more prone toward PGS than

women. We found no main effect of wise reasoning, B = −2.382, S.E.

= 1.947, 95%CI (−6.217, 1.453), t=−1.223, p= .222. Importantly, the

main effect of gender was qualified by a significant gender ×wise rea-

soning interaction in the second step of the regression, B = −16.879,

S.E. = 3.841, 95% CI (−24.446, −9.313), t = −4.394, p < .001, sup-

porting Hypothesis 2 (H2). The interaction remained significant when

controlling for demographic variables (age, education, income, political

orientation and self-identification as White vs. person of colour), B =

−15.557, S.E.= 3.513, 95%CI (−22.478,−8.635), t=−4.428, p< .001.

Next, we conducted simple slopes analyses to examine the pattern

of the gender × wise reasoning interaction. As Figure 1 (left panel)

shows, among those who engaged in weaker wise reasoning (−1 SD),

men showedmore PGS thanwomen, t=5.827, p< .001. However, wise

reasoning negatively predicted PGS among men, t = −3.746, p < .001,

such that the gender difference in PGS was attenuated among partic-

ipants who engaged in stronger wise reasoning (+1 SD), t = −0.390, p

= .697. We also found an unpredicted positive relation between wise

reasoning and PGS for women, t= 2.625, p= .009.

We pre-registered a test of the effects of participant gender, wise

reasoning, and their interaction on general justice beliefs, and there-

fore report those tests here (identical test using justice beliefs—self as

the outcome variable is reported in the Supporting Information). We

conducted a multiple regression analysis with gender (effect-coded),

mean-centred wise reasoning and the gender × wise reasoning inter- T
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6 BRIENZA ET AL.

F IGURE 1 Scatterplots and simple slopes of the relation between
gender, wise reasoning and their interaction on gender pay gap
scepticism (PGS) in Study 1 (left) and Study 2 (right).

action entered as predictors and general justice beliefs as the outcome

variable. The model was significant, F (3, 241) = 4.144, p = .007,

Radjusted2 = 0.037. In the first step, we found a significant main effect

of wise reasoning, B = 0.323, S.E. = 0.114, 95% CI (0.099, 0.547), t =

2.844, p = .005, and a main effect of gender, B = 0.378, S.E. = 0.190,

95% CI (0.004, 0.752), t = 1.989, p = .048. The gender × wise reason-

ing interaction was not significant, B = −0.142, S.E. = 0.233, 95% CI

(−0.601, 0.316), t=−0.610, p= .542.

In summary, Study 1 provided initial support for our predictions

that men would be more prone toward PGS than women (H1), and

that wise reasoning would attenuate PGS in men (H2). Among partic-

ipants with weaker wise reasoning about the pay gap, men were over

25%more likely to respond with PGS compared to women, and among

participantswith strongerwise reasoning therewas no significant gen-

der difference in PGS. Results were consistent when controlling for

age, education, income, and political orientation. We also found a pos-

itive association between wise reasoning and PGS among women in

Study 1. Although we did not predict this effect and it may have been

a chance finding, we speculate on potential explanations in the dis-

cussion. Finally, we found no interaction effect of wise reasoning and

participant gender on general justice beliefs.

4 STUDY 2

Shortly after we conducted Study 1 (in late 2019), the world changed

significantly with the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. During this

time, daily news, blogs and social media were proliferating information

regarding the disproportionate negative effects of the pandemic

on women (e.g., Caprino, 2020), highlighting an increased economic

vulnerability of women (e.g., losing more jobs, enduring more risky

front-line work; Flor et al., 2022; UNWomen, 2021). Given this infor-

mation, we speculated as to whether Study 1 findings would replicate

during the pandemic. Potentially, the crisis could have had a silver

lining such that men would not be more prone to gender PGS than

women. Thus, this time of massive global upheaval represented an

opportunity to conduct a conservative pre-registered replication test

over a year after Study 1.3

4.1 Method

4.1.1 Participants and procedure

We pre-registered a sample size of 200 participants. However, before

collecting data,wediscussed theCOVID-related concerns noted above

and opted to double the sample size to 400 to maximize our ability

to detect potentially smaller effect sizes than those found in Study 1.

We collected responses from Prolific Academic rather than Mechan-

ical Turk for generalisability (Peer et al., 2021). A total of 411 North

American participants completed the study. As in Study 1, the data

were screened for quality prior to analysis as pre-registered. Three

responses came from duplicate IP addresses, andwe kept only the first

response from each IP address. Two participants reported their gender

as “other” and were therefore not included in the analyses, leaving a

final sample of 406 (154 females;Mage =27.95, SDage =9.31). Comput-

ing sensitivity analysis using G*Power (Faul et al., 2007) gave us 0.99

power (α = .05) to detect a small sized interaction effect in a multi-

ple regression analysis. The sample was mostly identified as White (n

= 319), with the remainder identified as Black or African (n= 17), His-

panic/Latinx (n = 34), East or Southeast Asian (n = 22), Mixed (n = 7),

Middle Eastern (n = 8) and other (n = 2). Study procedure was identi-

cal to that of Study 1. Participants were compensated £7.50/h for their

time.

4.2 Materials and measures

4.2.1 News article and open-text response

We used the same material as in Study 1. Similar to Study 1, we

coded participants’ naturalistic reflections for scepticism statements.

We found that 17.66% of participants respondedwith statements sim-

ilar or identical to our gender PGS items, and the coded scepticism

in participants’ open-text reflections correlated with PGS, r = 0.59,

p< .001.

4.2.2 Wise reasoning

We used the SWiS (Brienza et al., 2018) as in Study 1 (α= .90).

4.2.3 Gender pay gap scepticism

We used the same seven items as Study 1. As in Study 1, we conducted

an exploratory factor analysis (maximum likelihood factoring; Pro-

max rotation) on the items, finding a single factor (55.00% variance
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WISE REASONINGANDGENDER PAYGAP SCEPTICISM 7

explained; all items loading >|0.55|). Again, we reverse-coded the

relevant items and averaged all items for a composite score of PGS.

Reliability was high (α= .89).

4.2.4 Justice beliefs

We used the same scale as in Study 1 (Lucas et al., 2011), this time only

assessing the general justice beliefs dimension (eight items, α= .97).We

list this measure here for transparency; however, we report the results

on this variable as an outcome measure (same test as in Study 1, main

text) in the Supporting Information because it was not pre-registered

in Study 2.

4.2.5 Demographics

Participants provided demographic information on their gender iden-

tity (women = 0, men = 1), age, education, income, ethnicity and

political identity.

4.2.6 Awareness of impact of COVID-19 on
women

Given our concerns regarding potential awareness of COVID-19 pan-

demic effects on women, we created four items to assess participants’

opinions about relative negative impact of the pandemic on women as

compared to men (e.g., “Women suffered more in COVID-related job

losses than men,” α = .90) on a slider (0 = very much disagree, 100 =

very much agree). We computed the average of these items to create an

index of opinions about the impact of COVID-19 onwomen (vs. men).

4.3 Results and discussion

Descriptives and zero-order correlations are presented in Table 2. As

in Study 1, to test our hypotheses we conducted a multiple regression

analysis with gender (effect-coded), mean-centred wise reasoning and

the gender×wise reasoning interaction entered as predictors, andPGS

as the outcome variable. The model was significant, F (3, 402) = 21.

908, p < .001, Radjusted2 = 0.134. In the first step of the regression,

we found a significant main effect of gender (men: M = 34.18, SD =

21.03; women:M = 18.72, SD = 16.71), B = 15.659, S.E. = 2.001, 95%

CI (11.726, 19.592), t = 7.827, p < .001, providing further support for

H1, and nomain effect ofwise reasoning,B=−1.907, S.E.=1.563, 95%

CI (−4.980, 1.166), t = −1.220, p = .223. We found a marginal gender

× wise reasoning interaction in the second step of the regression, B =

−6.240, S.E. = 3.242, 95% CI (−12.613, 0.134), t = −1.925, p = .055.

This trend remained when controlling for demographic variables (age,

education, income, political orientation and self-identification asWhite

vs. person of colour), B=−4.242, S.E.= 2.891, 95%CI (−9.925, 1.441),

t=−1.468, p= .143 and when controlling for awareness of the impact T
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8 BRIENZA ET AL.

of COVID-19 on women, B = −5.225, S.E. = 2.883, 95% CI (−10.892,

0.442), t=−1.813, p= .071.

Although the gender × wise reasoning interaction did not meet the

conventional p < .05 cut off, given that our hypothesis was directional

and specific to men we examined the simple slopes to test H2. As

Figure 1 (right panel) shows, the critical findings from Study 1 were

replicated, namely, (i) among participants who engaged in weaker wise

reasoning (−1SD), men showed more PGS than women, t = 6.982, p <

.001, and (ii) among men, there was a negative relation between wise

reasoning and PGS, t = −2.135, p = .033. Among those with stronger

wise reasoning (+1 SD), the gender difference in PGS was still signif-

icant, albeit smaller, t = 4.007, p < .001. Different from Study 1, we

found no effect of wise reasoning on PGS among women, t = 0.801,

p= .424.

Study 2 provided further support for our hypotheses and replicated

theprimary findingsof Study1:menweremoreprone towardPGS than

women (H1) andwise reasoning attenuated PGS inmen (H2). Different

from Study 1, we did not find an association between wise reasoning

and PGS amongwomen.

5 DISCUSSION

In two pre-registered studies, conducted before and during the

COVID-19 pandemic, we established and replicated a male proneness

toward gender PGS relative to women. Although the overall average

level of PGSwas below themidpoint of the scale, the gender biaswhich

we observed, particularly among individuals with low wise reasoning,

is likely to be consequential. Given that men constitute a large portion

of the workplace and are disproportionately represented in leadership

positions in organisations (e.g., Hoyt, 2010), our findings may help to

explain one way in which the gender pay gap persists. Namely, if many

organisational stakeholders—especially those represented in positions

of power—deny the problem, then there will be no effort to address

it. However, our research also introduces a thought process—wise

reasoning—that may attenuate PGS among men. Together, the stud-

ies provide a starting point for psychological research on ameliorating

PGS.

5.1 Theoretical and practical implications

The current research contributes to theory by connecting the litera-

ture on motivated reasoning (Barclay et al., 2017; Kunda, 1990) with

emerging psychological research on wisdom and wise reasoning (e.g.,

Grossmann et al., 2020). More specifically, we suggest that wise rea-

soning might be opposed to directionalmotivated reasoning processes,

and as such it may provide a buffer against the general tendency to

think in ways that uphold one’s desired beliefs without corresponding

to truth. Indeed, wise reasoning and directional motivated reason-

ing are conceptually differentially linked to egocentrism. Although

directional reasoning embraces the myopic self, focusing on desired

information and blocking or denying contradictory information, wise

reasoning transcends the self, enabling individuals to engage in a

more balanced and critical examination of a situation and the people

involved. Our studies extend previous research showing that wise

reasoning relates negatively to maladaptive egocentric tendencies

(e.g., bias blind spot, Brienza et al., 2018; free riding, Grossmann

et al., 2017). The effect observed in the current study—namely, wise

reasoning attenuating the gender-based differences in PGS—dovetails

with recent research showing that wise reasoning attenuates attitude

polarisation (Brienza et al., 2021).

The findings also contribute to current theory onwisdom specifying

that wisdom-related processes are context specific—differentially rel-

evant for different people in different situations (Gluck & Weststrate,

2022;Grossmann, 2017) andwithdifferent identity-basedmotivations

(Brienza et al., 2021). In our studies, the relationship between wise

reasoning and PGS showed different strength and direction among

different groups (i.e., men vs. women) and at different times (before

vs. during COVID-19). Most predominately, the different associations

between wise reasoning and PGS for men (consistently negative)

compared to women (positive/null) are in line with our theoretical

framework and hypotheses. The difference in associations was evident

in amore nuancedway amongwomen in Study 1 (positive relation) ver-

sus Study 2 (null relation) and Study 1 follow-up conducted at the same

time as Study 2 (null relation).We speculate on these latter differences

in the next section. However, the different findings for wise reason-

ing in general provide conceptual support for the context specificity of

wisdom.

This research could also pave the way for developing interventions

that promotewise reasoning regarding the gender pay gap amongmale

employees. These may provide practical benefits to employees, organ-

isations and society. Given past research showing that wise-reasoning

interventions can produce significant prosocial benefits (e.g., Brienza,

et al., 2021; Grossmann & Kross, 2014; Kross & Grossmann, 2012),

they may be beneficial for organisations to encourage wise reasoning

about the pay gap to garner greater support among men, especially

those in high status (Brienza &Grossmann, 2017) leadership positions,

for policies aimed at improving equality.

5.2 Limitations and future directions

While the present research suggests a promising avenue for organisa-

tional and social change, the studies also have limitations that can lay

groundwork for future research.

First, we found a positive association between wise reasoning and

PGS for women in Study 1, which did not replicate in Study 2 or in

Study 1 follow-up (see the Supporting Information). It is possible that

the positive association in Study 1 was due to chance, as it was not

predicted nor replicated. Nevertheless, the difference in wise reason-

ing effects for women may be theoretically meaningful. In particular,

this difference may relate to the context specificity of wise reason-

ing and specifically the timing of Study 2 in relation to COVID-19.

That is, pre-COVID (Study 1), women who engaged in greater wise

reasoning about the gender pay gap information could have reflected
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WISE REASONINGANDGENDER PAYGAP SCEPTICISM 9

moreopenly and critically onPGS statements, for example, questioning

the causes of the gap. This could have resulted in a positive rela-

tion between wise reasoning and PGS in women in Study 1, pulling

women back from more extreme responses (as with men in both stud-

ies, albeit in the opposite direction due to opposing identity-related

motivations). The social context became less ambiguousmid-COVID, at

the time Study 2 was conducted, with much media attention directed

toward economic gender disparity. This salience of gender disparity

could have rendered questioning the causes of the gender pay gap

less relevant, resulting in the null relation between wise reasoning and

PGS among women in Study 2 (and in the Study 1 follow-up, see the

Supporting Information). If the relation between wise reasoning and

PGS among women in Study 1 was not due to chance, this explanation

aligns with theory arguing that wisdom is context sensitive and may

be more impactful in ambiguous situations (Gluck &Weststrate, 2022;

Grossmann et al., 2020).

Another potential limitation arises from our news article stimu-

lus. This article included information about a median pay gap (see

Appendix) that could have led participants to consider within-jobs pay

gaps. Because within-jobs gay-gaps are arguably becoming less com-

mon and less egregious over time (seePenner et al., 2023), and because

standardizedwithin-jobspay scales are common in someorganisations,

our stimulus could have motivated polarised responses to our PGS

items. It could have provided men with justification to push back more

than theywould have against (for example) information about pay gaps

due to lackof representationofwomen inhigher paying roles and in top

management positions. Future studies could investigate whethermore

(vs. less) controversial claims produce more polarised reactions and

whether wise reasoning is more impactful as a moderator in more (vs.

less) controversial situations. Given that wisdom-related qualities are

theoreticallymost necessary in complex life challenges (vs. straightfor-

ward situations; Glück & Weststrate, 2022), wise reasoning may be a

more impactful moderator in more controversial social situations. The

reliable finding that wise reasoning relates to less attitude polarisation

across volatile societal conflicts around theworld (Brienza et al., 2021)

lends support to this idea. Future research should examine this ques-

tion explicitly by assessing or experimentally manipulating the level of

controversy in information.

Another limitation arises fromour reliance onNorth American sam-

ples. It is important to investigate the cross-cultural generalizability of

our findings, as cultural norms may present powerful boundary condi-

tions. For example, in masculine cultures and those with high tolerance

for power distance, gender pay gaps may be deemed relatively accept-

able. In such contexts, wise reasoning may be a particularly crucial-

but-neglected factor for highlighting the importance of eliminating the

gender pay gap.

The current research focussed squarely on identity-based PGS,

but our findings raise the question of whether wise reasoning can

attenuate other forms of directional motivated reasoning. Motivated

reasoning may play a harmful role in many important social situations

(Barclay et al., 2017; Kunda, 1990), sparking divisions and conflict and

leading to poor or even dangerous decision making. The current find-

ings build on other recent studies showing that wise reasoning could

minimise maladaptive motivated responses (e.g., intergroup hostility;

Brienza et al., 2021). We suggest that future research should expand

the current work to a broad range of domains (e.g., racial bias and dis-

crimination, ingroup favouritism and responses tomisinformation) and

explore the conditions that might contribute to the observed positive

effects of wise reasoning.

Finally, as the current research is correlational, we do not make

causal claims (e.g., thatwise reasoning reducedPGS).However, as noted

above, past research has demonstrated that experimentally induc-

ing wise reasoning processes can reduce bias and increase prosocial

behaviour (e.g., Brienza et al., 2021). Still, it will be important in future

research to examinewhether inducingwise reasoning not only reduces

PGS among men but also whether it increases their actions in sup-

port of processes or policies that can serve to reduce pay gaps (among

other workplace equality and inclusiveness issues). Such interventions

to induce wise reasoning should ideally be situated in concrete con-

texts, such as in organisations that have identified a gender pay gap, or

in organisations with low salience of the pay gap.

6 CONCLUSION

Two studies showed that men were more prone toward gender pay

gap scepticism than women. We integrated wisdom theory to suggest

a moderator of this phenomenon. Our findings indicate that engag-

ing in an integrative thought process—wise reasoning—relates to less

gender PGS among men. As such, the studies may pave the way for

positive change. We hope that these studies will motivate researchers

and practitioners to test interventions that alter how people reason

about inequities such as the gender pay gap in an effort to create fairer

workplaces and societies.
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ENDNOTES
1Consistent with recommendations from research on reactions to climate

change (Haltinner & Sarathchandra, 2021), we use the umbrella term

“scepticism” to refer to a range of reactions to the gender pay gap, from

expressing that the pay gap is justified to outright denial that the gender

pay gap exists.
2Measured alongside these itemswas an additional item that did not assess

scepticism but rather a controversial “solution” to the pay gap; we did not

include this item in the analyses (see the Appendix for all items).
3We also attempted to recruit participants from Study 1 to replicate on the

same sample 1 year later to examine potential longitudinal effects. In this

follow-up sample, we replicated the primary hypothesised results from

Studies 1 and 2, namely, thatmen showedmore PGS thanwomen and that

wise reasoning attenuated PGS in men. The positive association between

wise reasoning and PGD among women was no longer significant in the

follow-up sample. However, given that we received responses from only

48% of the original participants, we do not include the follow-up tests in

themain text. See the Supporting Information (Study 1: Follow-up Sample)

for full description of themethod, analyses and results.
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specific moment?

Your answers are confidential and anonymous.
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1. On average, women earn less thanmen.

2. The gender pay gap is real.

3. The gender pay gap is at least partly due to discrimination.

4. The gender pay gap can be fully explained bywomen’s career choices.

5. All factors considered, the gender pay gap is justified.

6. The gender pay gap should be eliminated.

7. The gender pay gap is an important societal problem.

Controversial gender pay gap “solution” item:

8. Men should take a pay cut to reduce the gender pay gap

Note: Items 1, 2, 3, 6 and 7were reverse coded to reflect gender pay gap scepticism. Item 8was not included in themain analyses.

SituatedWise Reasoning Scale (SWiS)

What went through your mind as you reflected on the social issue

described in the article you read, while you wrote about your thoughts

and feelings, andwhile you responded to questions in this survey?

Please recall what you did as you reflected on the issue and

responded to questions in this survey.

None of the statements listed below are supposed to be “good”

or “bad,” so we ask you to answer these questions as accurately and

honestly as possible.

While I was reflecting on the social issue, I did the following:

1. Put myself in different parties’ shoes (e.g., someone with a differ-

ent opinion than yours).

2. Thought about the things different parties might have in common.

3. Made an effort to take different parties’ perspectives.

4. Took time to consider different opinions on the matter before

coming to a conclusion.

5. Looked for different solutions to the issue.

6. Considered alternative solutions as I learned about the issue.

7. Believed the situation could lead to a number of different out-

comes.

8. Thought the situation could unfold in many different ways.

9. Double-checked whether my opinion on the situation might be

incorrect.

10. Considered whether opinions different from my own might be

correct.

11. Looked for any extraordinary circumstances before forming my

opinion.

12. Behaved as if there may be some information to which I did not

have access.

13. Triedmy best to accommodate different perspectives.

14. Though it may not have been possible, I thought about solutions

that could result in all parties being satisfied.

15. Considered first whether a compromise was possible in resolving

the situation.

16. Viewed it as very important that the parties resolve the situation.

17. Thought about how the different parties can resolve the issue.
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18. Wondered what I would think if I was somebody else considering

the situation.

19. Tried to see the situation from the point of view of an uninvolved

person.

20. Asked myself what other people might think or feel if they were

considering the conflict.

21. Thought about whether an outside person might have a different

opinion frommine about the situation.
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