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Abstract

This paper studies misperceptions of gender norms using newly collected, na-
tionally representative data sets from 60 countries. We establish that misper-
ceptions are pervasive across the world but vary by a country’s level of gender
equality. Perceptions are systematically distorted: false consensus, overweight-
ing of the minority view, and gender stereotyping are ubiquitous. We develop a
framework to assess the relative importance of each mechanism, finding that the
latter two forces drive the global patterns. These forces may obstruct progress
toward equality while also sustaining policies not necessarily favored by most
women, especially in the most gender-equal countries.
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1 Introduction

Gender inequality is a major issue in all parts of the world, but the nature of the gender gap

varies significantly across countries. It ranges from women not having the same basic rights and

freedom as men (Jayachandran, 2015) to women being underrepresented in leadership positions

in both private and public sectors (Bertrand, 2018). Gender norms represent a major obstacle to

progress towards gender equality (Fernández, 2007; Fernández and Fogli, 2009; Field et al., 2021),

and thus, it is crucial to understand how they vary across societies and domains, and how people

perceive them.1 While gender norms are often slow-moving (e.g., Alesina, Giuliano and Nunn, 2013)

and may require deeper interventions to be changed (Dhar, Jain and Jayachandran, 2022), simple

informational interventions may be able to correct miscalibrated perceptions of gender norms and

lead to fast changes in the societal equilibrium (Bursztyn, González and Yanagizawa-Drott, 2020;

Bursztyn and Yang, 2022).

In this paper, we take a global perspective. Using a newly-collected nationally representative

dataset from 60 countries that represent over 80% of the world population, we study gender norms

and perceptions about gender norms on two distinct policy issues: 1) basic freedom, allowing

women to work outside of the home, and 2) a�rmative action, prioritizing women when hiring for

leadership positions.2 The global focus allows us to establish a comprehensive understanding of how

misperceptions of gender norms on different gender policies vary across the world, and to investigate

whether there are general mechanisms that can explain misperceptions in a given society. The study

was implemented as part of the Gallup World Poll 2020 with a between-individual survey design.

Participants were randomly allocated either to a basic freedom module or to an affirmative action

module. We first elicited the participants’ support for the respective policy, before eliciting their

perceptions about the extent to which other respondents supported the policy. Perceptions were

elicited separately for the support among men and the support among women in their country.

When thinking about social norms, one may choose to focus on “deep values,” for example,

whether or not agents in a given society think that women and men are equally qualified to be

leaders. Here, as in many studies in economics, we focus on norms on concrete policies instead

of those deep values. Policy views form an important component of social norms around gender.

Consider someone who supports women working outside of the home. If that person’s social circle

1We follow Bénabou and Tirole (2011) and think of social norms as the set of ‘social sanctions or rewards’ that
encourage a certain behavior. Actual social norms in a given society about a specific issue may therefore be captured
by the views and opinions of agents on that issue. Perceptions of social norms are given by people’s beliefs about
their society’s views on the issue.

2These are two relevant policy issues debated in different parts of the world. The “freedom to work outside of the
home” question captures a key issue in countries with low levels of gender equality and extends an existing literature
(Lowe and McKelway, 2021; Jalota and Ho, 2023). In more gender-equal countries, a highly relevant/debated question
is whether women should be prioritized, especially for leadership positions – hence our choice of this policy (Bertrand
et al., 2019). To our knowledge, no cross-country data exists on this key issue, even on actual gender norms, not to
mention perceived gender norms.
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is strongly against it, that person might act against her own view: she is a�ected by the social

norm in her environment. Now, consider a CEO who is considering implementing gender-based

a�rmative action at her company. Whether or not the employees support the policy may a�ect

the CEO's decision: her decision might depend on the existing workplace norm on the topic.3

A number of measures were taken to validate our approach to measure actual and perceived

norms. First, we extensively tested the study design with cognitive interviews, conducted in-depth

quality checks of the translations to 108 country-language combinations, and followed strict pro-

cedures in the interviews. Second, we provide evidence showing that the �ndings are not driven

by social desirability bias. In the survey, we implemented a treatment manipulation where some

participants were asked about the extent to which they believed that others \would say that they

agree" with the policy, while other participants were asked about the extent to which they believed

that others \would truly agree" with the policy. We �nd only minimal di�erences in perceptions

between the two treatment manipulations, which is consistent with �ndings from a growing litera-

ture indicating that these types of misperceptions are indeed real and not just an artifact of survey

measurement issues (see Bursztyn and Yang (2022) for a recent survey and meta-analysis). We also

show that direct opinion elicitation, methods with higher degrees of cover, and a di�erent ordering

of questions yield very similar responses in both settings with higher and lower levels of gender

inequality. Finally, to show that perceptions about gender norms at the national level are also

important for perceptions about gender norms in local peer groups, we implement an independent

experiment in the United States and provide evidence of gender norms at the national level causally

a�ecting perceptions about gender norms at the state level and at the workplace.

A �rst contribution of the paper is to provide global evidence on gender norms in terms of

actual support for basic freedom and a�rmative action for women. In line with prior evidence

(Ray et al., 2017), we �nd that there is widespread support for women's basic freedom to work

outside of the home across the world: a majority of the population is in favor in every country we

study, often by a wide margin. While the share of women in favor is essentially always higher than

the share of men in favor, we also �nd that a majority of men are in favor of women's basic freedom

in all countries. However, the di�erence in the support among men and the support among women

is highly heterogeneous across countries. With respect to actual support for a�rmative action

for women, captured as the notion that �rms and the government should give priority to women

when hiring for leadership positions, our paper is the �rst to provide a cross-national comparison.

The picture is more nuanced. In 37 countries, we �nd that the majority view of both men and

women is to support a�rmative action; in 12 countries, we �nd that the majority view of both

men and women is not to support it. The level of support for a�rmative action for women is

strongly negatively associated with the level of gender equality in the country, with, on average,

3While views on policy might not directly map one-to-one to the underlying deep values regarding gender equality,
they often map one-to-one to actions and, ultimately, to economic outcomes.
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the majority of the population being against a�rmative action for women in the most gender-equal

countries. Similar to basic freedom, more women than men support a�rmative action for women

in virtually all countries, with the gender gap being greater than 10pp in two-thirds of the countries

in our sample. In an individual-level analysis with country �xed e�ects, we show that the gender

di�erence in support for these policies is robust to controlling for other background characteristics.

The main contribution of this paper is to provide new evidence on people's perceptions of

the gender norms on these domains across the world. We show that misperceptions of gender

norms (de�ned as the di�erence between perceived support and actual support) are ubiquitous and

systematic. How they manifest, however, depends on the policy issue, the level of gender equality

in the country, and whether the perceptions are about the support among men or the support

among women. We establish four stylized facts about misperceptions of gender norms across the

world. First , there is a universal underestimation of the support for basic freedom for women.

Second, people tend to underestimate support for a�rmative action for women in less gender-

equal countries, while they overestimate support for this policy in more gender-equal countries.

Taken together, these two facts suggest that correcting misperceptions of gender norms may be a

promising approach to promoting gender equality in countries where the basic economic freedom

of women is challenged, in line with the evidence from Saudi Arabia (Bursztyn, Gonz�alez and

Yanagizawa-Drott, 2020). To illustrate, more than 80% of males support women's basic freedom to

work outside of the home in Tanzania and Turkey, while this is believed to be a minority view among

males. Third , men's support for basic freedom is misperceived more than women's support.Fourth,

misperceptions about support for a�rmative action are mostly driven by people underestimating

men's support in less gender-equal countries, while it is mainly driven by overestimating women's

support for this policy in more gender-equal countries. To illustrate, consider South Africa and

Canada. In South Africa, more than 90% of men support a�rmative action for women, while the

perception is that only a minority of men do; in contrast, in Canada, people believe that almost

70% of women support a�rmative action, while it is in fact a minority view. The �nding that

women's support for a�rmative action is systematically overestimated in the more gender-equal

countries may be surprising and highlights that misperceptions of gender norms in some situations

may contribute to sustaining gender policies that are not necessarily favored by women themselves.

Taken together, the four stylized facts about misperceptions suggest that the societal equilibrium

in many countries may change quickly if people's perceptions about the gender norms in society

are corrected.

Our third contribution is to explore and to quantify the role of multiple potential channels

that can reconcile the global patterns we observe. We examine three classes of mechanisms com-

monly highlighted in the social sciences literature as potential drivers of misperceptions: (i) false

consensus, de�ned as a positive correlation between the respondent's view and their perception of

the prevalence of that view among others (Fields and Schuman, 1976); (ii) minority overweighting,
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by which we denote an array of phenomena that lead respondents to overestimate the prevalence

of the actual minority position (e.g., Miller and Prentice (1994)); (iii) gender stereotyping, which

leads to an exaggeration in perceived gender di�erences relative to the gender di�erences in actual

views (Bordalo et al., 2016, 2023). We provide evidence of the presence of each mechanism sepa-

rately by measuring their prevalence in the data, and then examine the extent to which they can

contribute to the four stylized facts across the global gender equality spectrum, both qualitatively

and quantitatively, by building a statistical framework to encompass all three mechanisms. To do

so, we explore the unique nature of our dataset, which allows us to observe both information about

individual beliefs and variation in the ground truth across societies.

Our framework has two crucial implications we can test in our cross-country data. First, while

actual gender norms and perceived gender norms should be positively correlated across countries,

the slope of a regression where perceived gender norms are the dependent variable and actual gen-

der norms are the independent variable should be greater than one if false consensus prevails and

less than one if minority overweighting prevails. Our data reveals a strong correlation between per-

ceived and actual gender norms and provides strong support for minority overweighting being the

dominant force. Second, by de�nition, gender stereotyping should lead to the gender di�erence in

average perceived gender norms at the country level to exceed the gender di�erence in actual gen-

der norms. We observe this pattern arising in almost all countries in our sample to an extent that

appears rather stable, re
ective of a tendency to characterize men's and women's views as di�erent,

irrespective of the actual extent of true within-country di�erences by gender. Most importantly,

the analysis through our simple framework establishes that { despite vast cultural, economic, and

institutional heterogeneity { there are two forces that quantitatively drive misperceptions of gender

norms globally across both policy dimensions: minority overweighting and gender stereotyping.

False consensus, while widespread, has a limited impact in shaping the nature of aggregate misper-

ceptions. In sum, our results show that misperceptions arise globally due to a few common forces

theorized in the literature. Information interventions to correct beliefs would have to be strong

enough to counteract these seemingly ubiquitous forces. We conclude that future research should

aim to also pinpoint their exact roots.

This paper connects to several strands of the literature. First, we contribute to the work in

economics and other social sciences that has measured individual attitudes and norms, particularly

those pertaining to women's rights and labor market opportunities.4 While several papers have

exploited ancestral and cultural characteristics to study the persistent e�ects of gender norms

(Alesina, Giuliano and Nunn, 2013; Ashraf et al., 2020; Giuliano, 2020; Becker, 2021), survey data

4There is a rich empirical literature on social norms and misperceptions in sociology and social psychology. Key
contributions include Asch (1951); Bicchieri (2016); Cialdini, Reno and Kallgren (1990); Deutsch and Gerard (1955),
and Prentice and Miller (1993). Furthermore, more recent work on social norms and misperceptions continues to
shed light on these topics in relation to gender norms and other social issues (Tankard and Paluck, 2016; Paluck and
Shepherd, 2012; Gelfand et al., 2011; Chung and Rimal, 2016).
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are often used for measuring contemporary attitudes (see, for example, Scott, Alwin and Braun

(1996); Treas and Widmer (2000); Brooks and Bolzendahl (2004); Aboim (2010); Cotter, Hermsen

and Vanneman (2011); Fortin (2015)).5 This literature has provided new insights on people's

support for women's basic freedom, but also documented attitudes towards race-based and gender-

based a�rmative action in the U.S. and other countries (Parker, Baltes and Christiansen, 1997;

Konrad and Hartmann, 2001; Fryer and Loury, 2005; Steinbugler, Press and Dias, 2006). To the

best of our knowledge, this is the �rst paper to examine attitudes and perceptions over both basic

freedom and a�rmative action among men and women globally, across the distribution of gender

equality. We are thus able to uncover general insights and lessons that go beyond speci�c settings

and policy issues.

By measuring perceptions about gender norms and comparing them with actual gender norms,

we provide a global perspective to the literature that has documented the presence of strong mis-

perceptions in this domain. While Bursztyn, Gonz�alez and Yanagizawa-Drott (2020) show that

misperceptions about the gender norm on women's freedom to work outside the home are strong

and relevant in the context of Saudi Arabia, little is known about how this �nding generalizes to

other contexts. Another novel feature of our study is that we also provide evidence on the extent

to which misperceptions of gender norms re
ect misperceptions of men or women. Cort�es et al.

(2022) is an exception, who study how perceived gender norms in the U.S. a�ect tolerance of working

mothers using a vignette study. Similarly, work in psychology has documented misperceptions of

others' attitudes toward a�rmative action among college students (Van Boven, 2000). We provide

the �rst evidence on the global pattern of misperceptions over the support for a�rmative action.

We also document the presence of meaningful di�erences in how the views of men and women

are misperceived. While there has been an active and growing recent literature on misperceptions

about others (see the review by Bursztyn and Yang, 2022), to our knowledge, our paper is the

�rst to systematically study misperceptions about a given issueglobally by building a framework

encompassing multiple potential channels. The framework allows us to establish that a small set of

common mechanisms proposed in the social science literature appear to be present across societies.

Our results are broadly consistent with recent work in economics on the micro foundations of belief

distortions (Bordalo et al., 2016, 2019; Conlon and Patel, 2022; Exley et al., 2022), including work

that predicts that minority overweighting and stereotype thinking can jointly arise when agents

base their assessment of what the actual gender norm is by retrieving experiences from memory

(Bordalo et al., 2023).

The remainder of this paper proceeds as follows. In Section 2, we describe the global dataset,

other data sources, and discuss the di�erent validation approaches that we implemented, including

the experiment conducted in the United States to study the relationship between perceptions at

5A large literature in economics has used di�erent measures of gender norms to assess their role in shaping women's
outcomes (Fern�andez, 2007; Fern�andez and Fogli, 2009; Fern�andez, 2013; Field et al., 2021; Charles, Guryan and Pan,
2022).
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the national level and perceptions at the local level. In Sections 3 and 4, we provide the main

evidence on actual and perceived gender norms across the world. Section 5 tests for the presence of

general mechanisms that can drive the misperception of gender norms, using individual-level data.

Section 6 introduces a simple conceptual framework and studies how the three mechanisms interact,

quantifying their importance for understanding misperceptions of gender norms. Section 7 discusses

some implications of our �ndings and concludes. In the Appendix, we provide an individual-

level analysis of how attitudes and misperceptions relate to important background characteristics

(education, income, employment, age, location, and access to the Internet).

2 Measurement: The Global Dataset

In this section, we provide an overview of the global dataset on actual and perceived gen-

der norms that we collected in collaboration with Gallup World Poll. We discuss measurement

challenges such as experimenter demand e�ects and order e�ects. We establish the relevance of

national-level perceptions of gender norms in local peer groups. Further details about the data set

are provided in Online Appendix B.

2.1 Global Sample and Survey Implementation

The study was implemented in 60 countries between September 2020 and February 2021, with

a median of 1000 respondents in each country and, in total, 66,214 observations. The global sample

represents 85% of the world population and 90% of the global GDP. It consists of 10 countries

from Western Europe, 8 from Eastern Europe and Central Asia, 7 from the Middle East and North

Africa, 11 from Sub-Saharan Africa, 11 from the Americas, 4 from South Asia, and 9 from Southeast

Asia and the Paci�c. Figure 1 illustrates the geographic coverage of the data, with the country

names listed in Appendix Table A.3. In all countries, Gallup World Poll used probability-based

sampling, and the samples, adjusting for sampling weights, are nationally representative of the

resident population aged 15 and older in terms of age, gender, education, and income.6

The research team extensively pre-tested the survey instrument. In addition to the standard

testing procedures used by Gallup World Poll, we implemented cognitive interviews with respon-

dents in Brazil, Spain, Tanzania, and Turkey, who represented a balanced mix of the key demo-

graphic characteristics. These interviews provided valuable feedback on how respondents under-

stood and interpreted the di�erent questions, which we incorporated into the design of the �nal

version of the survey.

The survey was implemented via telephone, except for in India and Pakistan where it was done

6The Gallup World Poll provides the respondent's self-reported gender. It is now broadly recognized that gender
is not binary, but only two options were presented in the poll. This could lead to small measurement error in the
data.
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through face-to-face interviews. The interviews were conducted by local professional enumerators.

We translated the survey from English into 108 country-language combinations using standard back-

and-forth translation techniques. The research team had native speakers reviewing each translation,

in many cases over several iterations, to ensure that the translated version conveyed the same

meaning as the English version. The enumerators were instructed to follow the interview script

without deviations and were provided with a detailed guide on how to answer a broad range of

possible questions from the respondents.

Figure 1: Study Countries

Notes: The map shows the coverage of the Gallup World Poll 2020. Covered countries are colored, those not covered
remain blank. Geo data from Belgiu (2015).

2.2 Description of Key Variables

Participants were randomly allocated either to a basic freedom moduleor to an a�rmative

action module. We �rst elicited the participants' support for the respective policy, before eliciting

their perceptions about the extent to which other participants supported the policy, separately for

the support among men and support among women in their country. The detailed survey design is

provided in Online Appendix B.

To elicit support for the two policies, we asked them whether they agreed with the following

statements:

- Basic Freedom: \Women should have the freedom to work outside of the home."

- A�rmative Action: \The government and companies should give priority to women when

hiring for leadership positions."
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We use the share of sampling-weighted respondents who support the policy on basic freedom

as a measure of theactual gender norm on basic freedom in a country, and correspondingly, we

measure the actual gender norm on a�rmative action by the share of respondents who support the

policy on a�rmative action.

To elicit people's perception of the extent to which these policies are supported in their country,

we told them that 100 random individuals in their country would be asked the same question they

had been asked. Respondents then reported how many of the 100 random individuals they believed

would support the policy, which we use as a measure of an individual'sperceived gender norm. We

asked two questions separately, one about 100 men and one about 100 women. The order of the

target gender was randomized.

At the individual level, we measure the misperception of the gender normas the di�erence

between the perceived gender normand the actual gender norm, that is, the di�erence between

the share of the 100 random individuals that the respondent believes support the policy and the

share of the population that states that they support the policy. A respondent overestimatesthe

support for the policy if he or she reports a higher share than the actual share of support in the

country, and underestimates the support for the policy if he or she reports a lower share than the

actual share of support. Correspondingly, we measure misperception of the gender norm at the

country level by the di�erence between the average perception in the country of how many of the

100 random individuals support the policy and the share that states that they support the policy.

Online Appendix A describes the other data sources used in the analysis.

2.3 Measurement Isses

To build con�dence in our measurement of misperceptions, we discuss three measurement issues:

social desirability bias, order e�ects, and reference groups.

Social Desirability Bias One concern that may arise from interpreting the di�erence between

actual and perceived support for a gender issue is that respondents may have felt that they had

to answer in a speci�c, socially desirable way. In this case, our measure of misperception would

not be informative since it would con
ate true misperception with social desirability bias (SDB).

To address this concern, we developed a novel experimental approach to examine whether SDB is

indeed present in our study.

To test for SDB, we randomized participants into one of two versions of the perception questions.

In the \Actual" version, respondents were simply asked how many out of 100 random men/women

in their country \will say that they agree" with the policy; in the \Truthful" version, respondents

were asked how many they think \will truly agree" with the policy. It is reasonable to assume that

if respondents were distorting their own answer to the policy question, then they would anticipate

that others also distorted their answer. In that case, we should observe a di�erence in reported
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perceptions between the \Actual" version and the \Truthful" version of the perception questions.

Reassuringly, as we observe in Figure A.1, the answers to the two versions of the perception

questions are strikingly similar. In Figure A.2, we show that this is also the case if we consider

separately the perception questions about the support among men and the support among women.

The �nding that SDB is not a driver of our results is consistent with what the growing literature

on misperceptions has uncovered. The meta-analysis in Bursztyn and Yang (2022) shows, across

studies, that misperceptions about others are indeed capturing actual misperceptions, and are not

driven by SDB or other measurement issues. Two additional pieces of evidence provide further

assurance that SDB is not driving our �ndings, both in less and more gender-equal countries.

First, Bursztyn, Gonz�alez and Yanagizawa-Drott (2020) show that the direct elicitation approach

used in the present study and an elicitation method providing a higher degree of cover give very

similar levels of support for basic freedom in Saudi Arabia. Second, we implemented a pre-registered

online survey experiment in the US with approximately 1,000 subjects recruited nationally with

the survey platform Proli�c, in which we randomized the direct elicitation method or a method

providing high cover. The level of support for a�rmative action is very similar between the two

approaches, and we cannot detect a statistically signi�cant di�erence.7

Order E�ects The design of the global survey involved the randomization of the gender order

in which the perception questions were asked, that is, if respondents were asked their perceptions

about the views of women or men �rst. Unfortunately, the information on the order was not

stored by Gallup. Examining the presence of ordering e�ects is generally important in surveys and

experiments. In addition, in our setting, the order in which perceptions of men's and women's

support are asked could, in principle, mechanically induce some degree of gender stereotyping, and

thus generate di�erences in answers. The logic goes as follows: if perceptions are asked about both

genders, but �rst about men, it is possible that respondents then formed their perceptions about

women relative to men, focusing on thedi�erences between genders. In that case, only the �rst

question would give a non-contaminated response and one would see order e�ects.

To examine the role of the gender order of the perception questions, we conducted an exact

replication of the study in the US, eliciting support and perceptions about support for a�rmative

action. We �elded an online survey with a representative sample in November 2023, and targeted

the same sample size as in our Gallup data (the �nal samples were N=486 for Gallup and N=501 for

the replication). As we show in Figure A.4, the order in which perceptions of men's and women's

views are asked does not a�ect answers in a meaningful way. Interestingly, Figure A.5 shows that

support for a�rmative action remained stable since the original Gallup survey from 2020.

7See Figure A.3 for more details. Figure B.2 and Table B.2 in Online Appendix B contain the experimental
documentation. We pre-registered the experiment and our hypothesis in the AEA RCT Registry (#0010779).
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Relevance of National-Level Perceptions for reference Group Our global survey studies

gender norms at the national level. However, the extensive literature on social in
uence, and

in particular, social image concerns, has established that perceptions about local peers causally

in
uence a wide range of behaviors (Bursztyn and Jensen, 2017). In this sense, co-nationals may not

always be a relevantreference network(Bicchieri, 2016). An important question is therefore whether

perceptions about gender norms at the national level also matter for understanding local-level

perceptions, which may better represent one's reference group. To study this we complemented the

global study with an incentivized online experiment studying the relationship between national-level

and local-level perceptions. We decided to focus on studying this relationship for the a�rmative

action policy in a country with relatively high gender equality (United States) since there is already

evidence on how national-level perceptions a�ect local-level perceptions for the basic freedom policy

in a country with low gender equality (Bursztyn, Gonz�alez and Yanagizawa-Drott, 2020).

The study was implemented online with about 500 participants from the state of Texas in the

United States, using the survey platform Proli�c. 8 The participants were initially asked whether

they supported a�rmative action, in the same way as in the global study. We then conducted an

incentivized elicitation of their perception of the support for a�rmative action at the national level

in the United States. Participants were next randomized either into a treatment group where they

were informed about the actual support for a�rmative action at the national level in the United

States or a control group that did not get any information. Finally, we elicited their perceptions

about the support for a�rmative action in the state of Texas and among their co-workers.

We �nd the same pattern of misperception in the experiment as in the global survey.9 Most

importantly, the experiment provides strong evidence of national-level misperceptions being of

major importance for local-level misperceptions. As shown in Figure A.7, correcting misperceptions

at the national level causes a signi�cant change in local-level perceptions, both at the state level

and among co-workers.10 The experiment strongly suggests that national-level misperceptions may

not only a�ect behavior directly, but also indirectly by shaping local-level misperceptions.

8See Figure B.3 for an overview of the experimental design and Table B.3 for detailed instructions. We pre-
registered the experiment in the AEA RCT Registry (#0010130).

9On average, the participants in the experiment underestimate the support of men and overestimate the support of
women for a�rmative action both at the national level and at the state level. We also �nd that having misperceptions
about the support at the state level is strongly correlated with having misperceptions about the support at the national
level, with a raw correlation of about 0.8 for both women and men (see Figure A.6).

10 In particular, when the participants learn that the support among males is about 11pp higher than they believed
in the United States, they increase their belief about the support among males at the state level and among male
co-workers with almost 8pp. Similarly, when they learn that the support among females is about 18pp lower than
they believed in the United States, they decrease their belief about the support among females at the state level with
about 8pp and among female co-workers with about 6pp. As a consequence, the treated participants end up having
close to correct perceptions of the support for a�rmative action in their own state. In other words, by eliminating
misperceptions at the national level, we almost completely eliminate misperceptions at the local level.
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3 Actual Gender Norms Around the World

This section provides an overview of the main global patterns of gender norms that emerge from

the data collection. We �rst show how the gender norms on basic freedom and a�rmative action

for women vary across the world, before we discuss how they re
ect di�erences in attitudes between

men and women. Finally, we study at the individual level how the attitudes of the respondents

relate to important background characteristics (education, income, employment, age, location, and

access to the Internet).

3.1 Basic Freedom

Figure 2 shows the average support for basic freedom in all the countries in the study. We

observe that the support for basic freedom for women is widespread. A large global majority agrees

that women should have the right to work outside of the home, with a country-level average of

91.3%. In all countries, the majority view is to support basic freedom for women, but there is

still substantial heterogeneity in support across countries. The lowest share of support is found

in Indonesia (66.0%) and Pakistan (61.0%), while the highest share of support is found in the US

(100%) and the Netherlands (99.8%). In 41 countries, we �nd that more than 90% of the population

supports basic freedom for women.

Figure 2: Actual Support for Basic Freedom throughout the World

Notes: The map shows average support (%) for basic freedom in each country, pooled across men and women.Data:
Gallup World Poll 2020. Geo data from Belgiu (2015).

In the left panel in Figure 3, we study the extent to which attitudes di�er between men and

women by country. We observe that in most countries, the large majority of both men and women

support basic freedom for women, with a global gender di�erence in the share of support of 6.2pp:

94.4% among women versus 88.2% among men. The lowest share of support for basic freedom
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is found among men in Pakistan (54.4%) and Algeria (53.8%), and among women in Indonesia

(72.7%) and Pakistan (68.2%). But even in these countries, it is a minority view both for men

and women not to support basic freedom for women. The largest gender di�erence in the share of

support for basic freedom is in Jordan (88.8% support among women versus 57.5% support among

men) and Algeria (84.8% versus 53.8%). However, in many countries, the gender di�erence in

support is rather small: in 34 countries, there is less than a 5pp di�erence in the share of support

of men and women.

Figure 3: Global Outlook: Basic Freedom

Notes: The left panel shows average support (%) for basic freedom among women (orange), among men (green),
and pooled across gender (black) in a given country. The right panel shows average levels of support (%) for basic
freedom conditional on how gender-equal a given country is on a global spectrum, as measured by terciles of a gender
equality index (GEI). The GEI increases with the equality between women and men. Data: Gallup World Poll 2020.
Gender Equality Index based on UNDP (2022).

In the right panel in Figure 3, we relate the support for basic freedom for women to the level

of gender equality in the countries. We split the countries into three terciles depending on how

the country ranks on the Gender Equality Index (GEI), based on UN data, with the top tercile

representing the countries with the highest level of gender equality. We observe that the lowest level

of support for basic freedom for women is in the countries with the lowest levels of gender equality,

where we also observe a large gender di�erence in support. However, even in these countries, we

�nd that the overwhelming majority of both men and women support women's freedom to work

outside of the home. We �nd almost universal support for basic freedom for women in the most

gender-equal societies, both among men and women.

3.2 A�rmative Action

Figure 4 shows the average support for a�rmative action in all the countries in the study. The

global majority, 66.6%, supports that the government and companies should give priority to women

when hiring for leadership positions, but there is signi�cant resistance against a�rmative action

in many countries. The highest share of support is in India (93.5%) and South Africa (93.1%),

12



Figure 4: Actual Support for A�rmative Action throughout the World

Notes: The map shows average support (%) for a�rmative action in each country, pooled across men and women.
Data: Gallup World Poll 2020. Geo data from Belgiu (2015).

while the lowest share of support is in South Korea (29.9%) and the Czech Republic (28.4%). In

15 countries, the majority view is not in favor of a�rmative action for women.

In the left panel of Figure 5, we observe that women are more supportive of a�rmative action

than men in all countries, with a global gender di�erence in the share of support of 13.1pp: 73.1%

among women versus 60.0% among men. However, the support among both men and women is

strikingly di�erent across countries. The lowest share of support among men is in Hungary (22.3%)

and Algeria (14.2%), while the lowest share of support among women is in Poland (35.3%) and the

Czech Republic (32.1%). In 37 countries, we �nd that the majority view of both men and women

is to support a�rmative action for women, while in 12 countries the majority view of both men

and women is not to support it. The largest gender di�erence in support for a�rmative action is

in Israel (66.1% among women versus 26.9% among men) and Algeria (47.6% versus 14.2%), and

in most countries, women are substantially more supportive of a�rmative action than men. In 46

countries, we �nd a gender di�erence of more than 5pp in support for a�rmative action for women.

In the right panel of Figure 5, we relate the support for a�rmative action for women to the level

of gender equality in the countries. We observe that the support for a�rmative action follows a very

di�erent pattern than the support for basic freedom. There is much more support for a�rmative

action for women in less gender-equal countries than in more gender-equal countries, both among

men and women. In the bottom tercile, 71.1% of men and 86.8% of women support a�rmative

action, while only 42.4% of men and 54.3% of women support it in the top tercile. It follows that

in many of the most gender-equal countries, it is a minority view to support a�rmative action for

women. However, the gender di�erence in support for a�rmative action remains also in the most

gender-equal countries, and is comparable to the gender di�erence in support observed in the less
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Figure 5: Global Outlook: A�rmative Action

Notes: The left panel shows average support (%) for a�rmative action among women (orange), among men (green),
and pooled across gender (black) in a given country. The right panel shows average levels of support (%) fora�rmative
action conditional on how gender-equal a given country is on a global spectrum, as measured by terciles of a gender
equality index (GEI). The GEI increases with the equality between women and men. Data: Gallup World Poll 2020.
Gender Equality Index based on UNDP (2022).

gender-equal countries.

4 Misperceptions of Gender Norms

We now turn to a discussion of people's misperceptions of the gender norms in society.

4.1 Misperceptions of Support for Basic Freedom

In Figure 6, we see that, in all countries, people underestimate the support for basic freedom

for women. The country-level average is that people believe that the share of support for basic

freedom for women is 20.6pp lower than the actual support. The largest underestimation of sup-

port for women's basic freedom is in Tanzania (-32.6pp) and Bolivia (-31.6pp), while the smallest

underestimation is in Egypt (-7.4pp) and Indonesia (-7.2pp). In 49 countries, we �nd that more

than 70% of the population underestimates the support for basic freedom.

Are men or women misperceived more? In the left panel of Figure 7, we show the level of

misperception of men and women's support for basic freedom separately by country. We observe

that men's support of basic freedom for women is underestimated more than women's support

in almost all countries. Men's support for basic freedom is underestimated the most in Brazil (-

46.3pp) and Mexico (-44.5pp), while women's support for basic freedom is underestimated the most

in Tanzania (-23.9pp) and Peru (-21.5pp). The country-level average is that men's support for basic

freedom is underestimated by 28.6pp, while women's support for basic freedom is underestimated by

13.1pp. In 51 countries, we �nd that more than 70% of the population underestimates men's support

for basic freedom, while in none of the countries, more than 70% of the population underestimates
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Figure 6: Misperceptions about Support for Basic Freedom Across the World

Notes: The map shows misperceptions about support (pp) for basic freedom in each country. Misperceptions are
de�ned as the di�erence between a respondent's perception of the support for the policy in their country and the
actual support in their country. A positive value (blue) indicates that support is overestimated. A negative value
(red) indicates that support is underestimated. Genders are pooled. Data: Gallup World Poll 2020. Geo data from
Belgiu (2015).

Figure 7: Global Outlook: Misperceptions about Basic freedom

Notes: The left panel shows average misperceptions about support (pp) for basic freedom among women (orange),
among men (green), and pooled across gender (black), in a given country. The right panel shows average mispercep-
tions about support (pp) conditional on how gender-equal a given country is on a global spectrum, as measured by
a gender equality index (GEI). The GEI increases with the equality between women and men. Misperceptions are
de�ned as the di�erence between a respondent's perception of the support for the policy in their country and the
actual support in their country. A positive (negative) value indicates that support is overestimated (underestimated).
Data: Gallup World Poll 2020. Gender Equality Index based on UNDP (2022).

women's support for basic freedom. We observe the largest di�erence in the misperception of men's

and women's support for basic freedom in Brazil (34.3pp) and Mexico (29.5pp).

Finally, in the right panel of Figure 7, we relate the misperception of support for basic freedom

to the level of gender inequality in the country. We observe that the misperception of support
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for basic freedom has the same pattern across the terciles of gender equality, with men always

being misperceived more than women. Women's support for basic freedom is underestimated with

14.0pp (�rst tercile), 15.5pp (second tercile), and 10.7pp (third tercile), while men's support is

underestimated with 26.6pp (�rst tercile), 32.0pp (second tercile), and 25.8pp (third tercile).

4.2 Misperception of Support for A�rmative Action

Figure 8: Misperceptions about Support for A�rmative Action Across the World

Notes: The map shows misperceptions about support (pp) for a�rmative action in each country. Misperceptions
are de�ned as the di�erence between a respondent's perception of the support for the policy in their country and the
actual support in their country. A positive value (blue) indicates that support is overestimated. A negative value
(red) indicates that support is underestimated. Genders are pooled. Data: Gallup World Poll 2020. Geo data from
Belgiu (2015).

We also �nd substantial underestimation of the support for a�rmative action for women in

many countries, as shown in Figure 8. The country-level average is that people believe that the

share of support for a�rmative action for women is 9.0pp lower than the actual support. The

largest underestimation of support for a�rmative action is found in Bolivia (-31.5pp) and India

(-30.2pp). However, in contrast to the universal underestimation of the support for basic freedom,

we �nd that there is an overestimation of the support for a�rmative action in 20 countries. The

largest overestimation is in Poland (20.1pp) and the Czech Republic (18.1pp). In 31 countries, we

�nd that more than 70% of the population underestimates the support for a�rmative action, while

in 12 countries more than 70% of the population overestimates the support for a�rmative action.

In the left panel of Figure 9, we observe that the pattern of misperception of men and women dif-

fers for a�rmative action. Men's support for a�rmative action is misperceived more than women's

support in some countries, while women's support for a�rmative action is misperceived more than

men's support in other countries. Men's support is signi�cantly underestimated in most countries,

while women's support is signi�cantly overestimated in a number of countries. The country-level
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Figure 9: Global Outlook: Misperceptions about A�rmative Action

Notes: The left panel shows average misperceptions about support (pp) for a�rmative action among women (or-
ange), among men (green), and pooled across gender (black), in a given country. The right panel shows average
misperceptions about support (pp) conditional on how gender-equal a given country is on a global spectrum, as
measured by a gender equality index (GEI). The GEI increases with the equality between women and men. Mis-
perceptions are de�ned as the di�erence between a respondent's perception of the support for the policy in their
country and the actual support in their country. A positive (negative) value indicates that support is overestimated
(underestimated). Data: Gallup World Poll 2020. Gender Equality Index based on UNDP (2022).

average is that men's support for a�rmative action is underestimated by 17.6pp, while there is, on

average, almost no misperception of women's support for a�rmative action across countries, 0.9pp.

Men's support is underestimated most in South Africa (-44.6pp) and Colombia (-42.5pp), while

women's support is overestimated most in Poland (33.2pp) and Hungary (27.1pp). In 32 countries,

we �nd that more than 70% of the population underestimates men's support for a�rmative action,

while in 15 countries, more than 70% of the population overestimates women's support for a�rma-

tive action. We observe the largest di�erence in the misperception of men's and women's support

for a�rmative action in South Africa (33.6pp) and Zimbabwe (31.5pp).

In the right panel of Figure 9, we observe that the misperception of support for a�rmative action

is very di�erent in the most gender-equal countries than in the less gender-equal countries. In the

most gender-equal countries, women's support for a�rmative action is signi�cantly overestimated,

13.4pp, while there is almost no misperception of men's support, -2.5pp. In the less gender-equal

countries, we �nd that both men's and women's support for a�rmative action is signi�cantly

underestimated, with men being misperceived more than women (-26.4pp versus -12.2pp in GEI

tercile 1, and -20.0pp versus -3.0pp in GEI tercile 2).

4.3 Four Stylized Facts

We summarize the �ndings on misperceptions of gender norms across the world in the following

four stylized facts regarding basic freedom and a�rmative action for women:

ˆ Fact #1: Support for basic freedom in the population is universally underestimated
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ˆ Fact #2: Support for a�rmative action is on average underestimated in low gender equality

countries and overestimated in high gender equality countries

ˆ Fact #3: Men's support for basic freedom for women is more underestimated than women's

support, essentially everywhere

ˆ Fact #4: Men's support for a�rmative action for women is more underestimated than

women's support in essentially all countries. In low gender equality countries, both men's and

women's support are, on average, underestimated, while in high gender equality countries,

women's support is overestimated, and men's support is not misperceived.

In the next two sections, we turn to an analysis of general mechanisms that may explain these

stylized facts about misperceptions of gender norms.

5 Mechanisms: What Forces Distort Perceptions of Gender Norms?

In this section, we explore the presence of three forces documented in the literature in dis-

torting perceptions away from rational expectations: false consensus, minority overweighting, and

stereotyping. We do so by examining each one in isolation, using individual-level data, country by

country, in a transparent and intuitive manner. This is useful for understanding, on a qualitative

level, the forces at play. We will then, in the following section, present a framework for studying

and quantifying them and establish more precisely how they contribute to the misperceptions we

have documented globally.

5.1 False Consensus

We begin by exploring false consensus, a positive correlation between one's opinion and the

perceived prevalence of such an opinion among others (Ross, Greene and House, 1977; Fields and

Schuman, 1976).11 False consensus could derive from people's tendency to exaggerate the extent

to which others share their views, sometimes denoted as \looking-glass perceptions" in the social

psychology literature (Fields and Schuman, 1976). This tendency could be driven by projection

bias (Madar�asz, 2012), motivated reasoning (Bonomi, Gennaioli and Tabellini, 2021), or availability

heuristics in peer groups with homophily (Marks and Miller, 1987). Causality could also run in

the opposite direction, as discussed in Bursztyn and Yang (2022), where people adopt a particular

view if they believe it is relatively more prevalent.

11 Ross, Greene and House (1977) introduce the term \false consensus" in a seminal work where they provide
experimental evidence both in hypothetical and consequential scenarios. Fields and Schuman (1976) investigate false
consensus on racial opinions. Marks and Miller (1987) review over 45 studies on the false consensus e�ect, linking
it, among others, to the availability heuristic (Tversky and Kahneman, 1973). Bursztyn and Yang (2022) document
robust evidence of such a correlation across 81 studies in economics.
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Leveraging our cross-country data, Figure 10 reports the estimated coe�cient for the respon-

dent's own view on the policy in a regression where the dependent variable is the perceived overall

support in the country, pooled across gender. We uncover, both for the support of basic freedom for

women (upper panel) and for the support of a�rmative action for women (lower panel), a positive

correlation between a respondent's own view and their perception of others' views. This pattern

is present in almost every country in our sample, albeit not always statistically signi�cant. At the

global scale, on average within countries and across both policy issues (Table A.9), we �nd that

respondents hold beliefs that the same attitude as theirs is about 7 to 15 percentage points more

prevalent in the population. The pattern applies both to beliefs about men and women, and it is

attenuated when respondents report their beliefs about the other gender.

5.2 Minority Overweighting

We next consider the extent to which people overestimate the prevalence of the minority view

in society. Di�erent forces, including conservative bias, selective exposure to media, and cognitive

biases can give rise to this pattern, and its role in driving misperceptions has been discussed

extensively in the social psychology literature (see, e.g., Miller and Prentice (1994) and Miller

(2023)). If the overweighting of the minority view is su�ciently strong, it may lead to what is

termed pluralistic ignorance, i.e., the situation in which the people perceive the minority view to

be the majority view.

In Figure 11a and 11b, we use the individual-level data and classify each respondent into one of

three categories: having approximately correct perception (+/- 5pp); overestimation of the actual

support for the minority view; overestimation of the actual support for the majority view. We �nd

strong evidence of minority overweighting being prevalent in our data. At the global scale, almost

80 percent of the respondents overestimate the support for the minority view in their country on

basic freedom for women (Figure 11a), and around 70 percent of respondents overestimate the

support for the minority view in their country on a�rmative action for women (Figure 11b). We

see the same pattern at the country level, with the overestimation of the support for the minority

view being the dominant force in almost all countries. Indeed, the extent of overestimation of the

support for the minority view is so large that it leads to pluralistic ignorance among a sizable share

of the respondents for both policy issues in many countries, as displayed in Appendix Figure A.10.

The prevalence of minority overestimation in our study may partly re
ect conservative bias

(Breed and Ktsanes, 1961; O'Gorman and Garry, 1976).12 People's views on these policies may

have changed rapidly, while people's beliefs may re
ect an outdated true state of the world. For

example, the support for basic freedom for women may have been weaker in the past. Countries

12 This hypothesis would be testable if we had access to panel data on actual support going back several years.
However, this is the �rst global dataset on people's support for basic freedom and a�rmative action for women, and
thus, we are not in a position to test it at present.
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Figure 10: Correlation Between Own Views and Perceptions of Others' Views in Sixty Countries

Basic Freedom

A�rmative Action

Notes: The �gure displays regression coe�cients estimated for each country separately, with corresponding (robust)
95% con�dence intervals. The \Global" coe�cient at the very left is estimated on the whole sample, including country
�xed e�ects and standard errors that are clustered at the country level. The dependent variable is perceptions about
support (pooled across gender). The explanatory variables include an indicator of whether the individual themselves
support the policy (coe�cient displayed), whether they are female, whether they received secondary education,
whether they received a college education, have a high income, whether they are employed, whether they are younger
than 40 years, whether they live in an urban area, and whether they have internet access. All regressions include
sample weights. Data: Gallup World Poll 2020.

may have moved in a more progressive direction in recent decades, which may not be fully re
ected

in the public debate on the matter or, more broadly, the available information in society. Similarly,

support for a�rmative action in relatively more gender-equal countries may have been stronger in

the past, but as gender gaps in economic outcomes have been reduced, the support for the policy
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Figure 11a: Percentage of Respondents that Overestimate the Prevalence of the Actual
Minority Position in Sixty Countries { Basic Freedom

Notes: Minority overestimation is de�ned as perceiving more (less) support than the actual support if a minority
of the country supports (rejects) the policy. The horizontal line indicates the share of all respondents (globally) that
overweights the minority view. Data: Gallup World Poll 2020.

may have waned without this being fully recognized by the general population.

Another source of minority overestimation could stem from how issues are portrayed in mass

media. The minority view may get disproportionate coverage, both in debates about basic freedom

and a�rmative action. This could easily arise from the journalistic tradition of equally covering

\both sides" of a policy issue.13 Mass media may �nd it pro�table to highlight tensions in society,

pointing to the lack of a consensus view. Moreover, since hard statistics are seldom included

(or available), it may be di�cult for the general population to draw correct inference based on

observing both sides of an argument in mass media. Relatedly, vocal minorities may be more

active in the public arena compared to their true traction in the public opinion (Miller, 2023). For

example, they may be more invested in promoting their position on social media platforms, via

public demonstrations, or via political campaigns. Finally, people might form beliefs based on the

public stances of politicians. Some politicians might take a speci�c policy stance that does not

necessarily re
ect the views of the majority of the population (for example, pushing for gender-

based a�rmative action), either because these politicians personally want to adopt the policy,

13 Shapiro (2016) argues that reputational incentives may induce journalists to appear not to be \taking sides" in
reporting, leaving voters uninformed on matters like climate change.
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Figure 11b: Percentage of Respondents that Overestimate the Prevalence of the Actual
Minority Position in Sixty Countries { A�rmative Action

Notes: Minority overestimation is de�ned as perceiving more (less) support than the actual support if a minority
of the country supports (rejects) the policy. The horizontal line indicates the share of all respondents (globally) that
overweights the minority view. Data: Gallup World Poll 2020.

because it is important to their constituents, or because they misperceive the level of support by

the public at large. The public, in turn, might sustain misperceptions by making inferences based

on the choices of politicians.

Finally, cognitive phenomena in belief updating may also lead to minority overestimation in

our study, as proposed and documented in a large literature on belief formation. These include

phenomena such as \inattention," \conservatism," or base rate \insensitivity," where beliefs tend to

be anchored or driven towards the center. People may simply overestimate the size of the minority

view on basic freedom a�rmative action because their inferences are distorted by a limited ability

to cognitively process statistical moments.14 As modeled in Bordalo et al. (2023), people often rely

on experiences and memory to estimate the probability of a given event. The retrieval of these

memories may be in
uenced by frequency, similarity, and interference, which can cause agents to

form biased beliefs. To illustrate, memories of people holding the minority view that women should

not have the freedom to work outside of the home may thus lead to overestimating the true support

14 The literature on this topic is extensive and goes back decades. Two excellent discussions of the literature, as
well as the current frontier, can be found in Gabaix (2019), who covers behavioral inattention, and ?, who treat the
issue of cognitive uncertainty.
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of such a view in the population.15

5.3 Stereotyping

Finally, we consider the extent to which people overestimate the gender di�erences in support

for the two policies, which could be driven both by cognitive processes and broader societal forces

(Bordalo et al., 2016, 2019).

In Figure 12a and 12b, we use the individual-level data and classify each respondent into one of

three categories: having approximately correct perception (+/- 5pp), overestimation of the actual

gender di�erence, and underestimation of the actual gender di�erences. We �nd strong evidence

of overestimation of the gender di�erence being prevalent in our data. At the global scale, around

65 percent of the respondents overestimate the gender di�erence in the support for basic freedom

for women in their country (Figure 12a), with a similar share of respondents overestimating the

gender di�erence in the support for a�rmative action for women in their country (Figure 12b). We

see the same pattern at the country level, with the overestimation of gender di�erences being the

dominant force in almost all countries.

The literature provides some hypotheses for why we observe the overestimation of gender dif-

ferences in our study. First, as formalized in Bordalo et al. (2016, 2019), heuristics based on

\representativeness" would give rise to exaggerated perceptions based on gender. In this model,

cognitive processing of otherwise correct information distorts beliefs in a systematic fashion. Bor-

dalo et al. (2023) show that the same cognitive processes could give rise to both availability and

representativeness heuristics, simultaneously generating overestimation of the gender di�erences

and the minority view.

Second, broader forces in society could also explain the observed pattern. Available information

itself can be imperfect for a number of reasons, where mass media or the entertainment industry

may perpetuate stereotypes of how women and men think about basic freedom and a�rmative

action.16 Political representation could also play a role. Political representation across genders or

the expression of public opinions among their vocal leaders may not re
ect the average view of

their gender in the population. For example, if female politicians tend to be particularly gender

progressive compared to the general female population, beliefs will get distorted unless people are

able to fully account for the selection in the political process, which may be very complex.

Finally, all these di�erent mechanisms may interact. To illustrate, mass media and the entertain-

ment industry may play into cognitive tendencies among people to engage in gender stereotyping.

These broad forces, separately or jointly, could thus give rise to the systematic overestimation of

gender di�erences that we observe in our sample.
15 Measurement error could also give rise, in some cases, to overestimation of the minority view. However, as we

show in Section 6, our �ndings do not appear to be driven by measurement error.
16 Global evidence from media studies is limited in this regard, but recent evidence from the United States by Ash

et al. (2022) suggests that the perpetuation of stereotypes in mass media is pervasive.
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Figure 12a: Percentage of Respondents Who Overestimate Gender Di�erences in Support {
Basic Freedom

Notes: The horizontal line indicates the share of all respondents (globally) that overestimate the gender di�erence
in support. Data: Gallup World Poll 2020

5.4 Taking Stock

We have shown that false consensus, minority overweighting and gender stereotyping are preva-

lent mechanisms that distort the perceptions of gender norms across the world.

Minority overweighting and gender stereotyping can alone rationalize the four stylized facts

about misperceptions of gender that we have established. First, given that support for basic

freedom for women is the majority view in all countries, it follows that minority overweighting leads

to the support for basic freedom for women being universally underestimated (stylized fact #1).

Correspondingly, minority overweighting leads to the support for a�rmative action for women being

underestimated in low gender equality countries, where this is the majority view, and overestimated

in high gender equality countries, where this is the minority view (stylized fact #2). Third, turning

to the stylized facts on misperceptions of gender di�erences in support. The support for basic

freedom is the majority view among both men and women, and minority overweighting thus pulls

towards an underestimation of the support for basic freedom for both genders. Gender stereotyping,

however, creates opposing forces for men and women. It contributes to further underestimation

of the support among men, while it contributes to less underestimation of the support among

women. Hence, taken together, the combination of the two mechanisms leads to men's support
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Figure 12b: Percentage of Respondents Who Overestimate Gender Di�erence in Support {
A�rmative Action

Notes: The horizontal line indicates the share of all respondents (globally) that overestimate the gender di�erence
in support. Data: Gallup World Poll 2020.

for basic freedom being more underestimated than women's support (stylized fact #3). The same

reasoning explains why men's support for a�rmative action is more underestimated than women's

support in low gender equality countries. By contrast, in high gender equality countries, the two

mechanisms operate in opposite directions for men, and they appear to cancel each other out in

most countries. For perceptions about women, the two mechanisms reinforce each other, pushing

perceptions upward. As a result, people tend to overestimate women's support for a�rmative

action in these countries (stylized fact #4).

To further investigate how these three mechanisms interact and their quantitative importance

for understanding misperceptions of gender norms, we now introduce a simple framework.

6 A Quantitative Framework

We here present a structured and systematic investigation of the mechanisms underlying the

misperceptions of gender norms, with the goal of quantifying the importance of the di�erent theory-

driven hypotheses we have introduced in the previous section in a horse race. This analysis leverages

the unique feature of our data that allows us to examine how misperceptions of gender norms vary
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by the actual gender norm across countries.

6.1 Combining all three forces

The individual-level data we have examined in the previous section suggests that false con-

sensus, minority overweighting, and gender stereotyping are important mechanisms underlying the

misperceptions of gender norms. What role, more precisely, do these mechanisms play in shaping

the cross-country patterns of misperception that we have documented? To gauge the quantitative

importance of these forces, we combine them together in a simple framework.

We proceed in steps. Ignoring the target gender dimension for the moment, we characterize the

perceived support of respondenti in country c as x̂ ic , relative to true support xc as:

x̂ ic = xc + 
 � Supporti + � � (50%� xc) + uic (1)

where Supporti 2 f� 1; 1g takes value 1 if respondenti supports the policy issue of interest, and

-1 otherwise. The parameter � 2 (0; 1) captures the extent of minority overweighting, while 


captures the extent of false consensus (when
 > 0). The terms uic capture other country-level or

individual-level determinants of perceptions, as those highlighted in subsection A.3. A respondent

has perfect knowledge of the norm if� = 
 = uic = 0. In a rational expectation framework, � =


 = 0, and respondents would haveE[uic ] = 0.

In the previous section, we showed evidence of false consensus being prevalent in most countries,

suggesting that 
 > 0. It follows from Equation 1 that false consensus pulls against the overesti-

mating of the minority view because the false consensus e�ect among those who hold the majority

view outweighs the false consensus e�ect among those who hold the minority view. Consequently,

the fact that we still observe systematic overestimation of the minority view suggests that� > 0.

Aggregating at the country level, it follows from Ec[Supporti ] = xc � (1 � xc) that:

Ec[x̂ ic ] = (1 + 2 
 � � ) � xc � 
 + � � 50% + Ec[uic ]: (2)

Equation 2 shows clearly how false consensus and minority overweighting have opposite impli-

cations for the correlation between the actual gender normxc and the average perceived gender

norms Ec[x̂ ic ]: minority overweighting reduces such a correlation, while false consensus increases it.

Hence, the framework o�ers two crucial predictions for how the cross-country variation in the aver-

age perceived gender norm relates to the actual gender norm. First, actual support and perceived

support should be positively correlated across countries. Second, the sensitivity of the average

perceived gender norm with respect to actual gender norms should be steeper than the 45-degree

line if false consensus prevails and 
atter than the 45-degree line if minority overweighting prevails.

Estimating the correlation between the average perceived gender norm and the actual gen-
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der norm is an empirical challenge because it requires substantial variation in the actual norm.17

Fortunately, our cross-country sample and the nature of our questions provide such a variation.

As shown in Figure 13, in both panels (a) and (b), we observe a robust positive correlation

between the average perceived gender norm and the actual gender norm both for basic freedom

for women (panel (a)) and for a�rmative action for women (panel (b)) across countries. These

patterns suggest that respondents are aware, to some extent, of the environment that surrounds

them (what Fields and Schuman (1976) call \reality constraints"). Yet, the slope of the relationship

is substantially lower than 1 (equal to 0.69 for basic freedom and 0.25 for a�rmative action), which

shows that minority overweighting prevails as a driver of the variation in aggregate misperception

across countries. In Panel (c), where we plot the data from both questions together, we show

that minority overweighting also outweighs the e�ect of false consensus and leads to an aggregate

underestimation of the minority view for both policies within each country. When a majority

supports the policy, on average, people tend to underestimate support. When a minority is in

favor, people tend to overestimate it.18

Importantly, in Appendix Figure A.12 and Figure A.13, we show that every decile of perceived

support for a policy is highly correlated with the average view in the country, suggesting that

an individual-level disturbance of mean 1
2 in otherwise correct perceptions is unlikely to drive the

extent of minority overweighting. 19

We now extend our simple framework to incorporate the third and �nal force { stereotyping {

to examine how it contributes to shaping how men's and women's views are perceived. We follow

the model laid out by Bordalo et al. (2016), in which beliefs about a given groupg depend on the

characteristics of that group, but crucially also on how those characteristics compare those of other

groups � g. In our case, under stereotyping, beliefs about men's views will depend on how di�erent

their views are compared to women's, and vice versa.

We now have that the perception of respondenti in country c about genderg 2 f m; f g, denoted

as x̂g
ic , is given by:

x̂g
ic = xg

c + 
 � Supporti + � � (50%� xg
c) + � � (xg

c � x � g
c ) + � g + ug

ic (3)

where xg
c is the actual support among genderg and x � g

c is the actual support of the other gender.

17 Cross-country data on perceptions of others' views has so far been complex to gather. As highlighted by the
literature review by Sargent and Newman (2021): \We are not aware of any studies that utilize discrete groups as
the level of analysis and compare them in terms of the extent to which pluralistic ignorance is in evidence" let alone
cross-national studies, given the \paucity of research outside of North America."

18 In Appendix Figure A.11, we show that the correlation between actual and perceived gender norms across
countries is similar between people who hold a certain view and people who hold the opposite view, justifying the
assumption that false consensus and minority overweighting are additive.

19 This rules out that the residual term has a mean of 1
2 or heaping in responses concentrated at exactly 50%. We

also show that the patterns we document are robust to dropping all observations where believed support of exactly
0%, 50%, or 100% is reported, which we demonstrate in Figure A.14.
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