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ABSTRACT        

Endorsing an external locus of control, the belief that luck, chance, and/or powerful 

others determine the outcomes of one’s behaviors, leads to myriad negative outcomes. 

Young women in the United States have been increasingly endorsing external loci, 

increasing their risk for psychopathology. Experiencing sexism, an unfortunately 

persistent stressor, notably decreases women’s sense of agency. There therefore is a clear 

need to identify means by which women can more effectively cope with sexism and the 

external locus that often follows. Secondary control (SC), a construct whereby people 

accept their circumstances and adjust their behavior to fit in with their environments, has 

helped the externally oriented cope with stress and women cope with sexism. SC was 

therefore proposed as a skillset that could help women cope with sexism and their 

external loci. Dialectical behavior therapy (DBT) was proposed to explain why SC could 

prove helpful. The treatment helps people cope with chronic invalidation by teaching 

them to accept their circumstances and adjust themselves. This study hypothesized that a 

DBT skills variable (e.g., mindfulness, distress tolerance, emotion regulation, and 

empathy) would fit a sample of young adult women in the U.S. It was also hypothesized 

that, if externally oriented women practiced SC, they would subsequently practice DBT 

skills and better cope with sexism and their external loci. The current study could not 

determine that these variables helped women cope. It instead highlighted how sexism 

both increased endorsement of an external locus and decreased use of DBT skills, further 

demonstrating sexism’s destructive effects. 

Keywords: sexism, locus of control, secondary control, DBT 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

What does it mean to feel in control? Decades of theoretical and empirical 

literature have examined this issue (e.g., Morling & Evered, 2006; Rothbaum, Weisz, & 

Snyder, 1982; Rotter, 1966). The current study initially sought to answer this question, 

yet this pursuit led to countless other questions emerging: what does control look like; 

what function does it serve; and who gets to experience it? One of the primary means of 

answering these questions has been with the locus of control construct. Rotter (1954, 

1966)’s locus of control of reinforcement (LOC-R) was initially defined as the degree to 

which people believed the outcomes of their behaviors were dependent on their own 

actions (internal locus of control/orientation) versus outside factors like chance, luck, 

fate, or powerful others (external locus of control/orientation). Internally oriented people 

see their environment as malleable, while externally oriented people feel they are shaped 

by forces beyond their control (Karaman, Nelson, & Cavazos Vela, 2018; Rotter, 1966). 

The internal locus of control is considered representative of mastery (e.g., Younger, 

Marsh, & Grap, 1995), while the external locus of control is considered representative of 

passivity (Evans, Baer, & Segerstrom, 2009; Ganji & Navabinezhad, 2012).  

In the decades since Rotter (1966) first coined the term “locus of control,” 

subsequent studies have generated alternate variables that, despite their different names, 

are conceptually and empirically linked to locus of control, among them personal control 

and perceived control (e.g., Cheng, Cheung, Chio, & Chan, 2013; Doherty & Baldwin, 

1985; Moradi & Hasan, 2004; Nowicki & Duke, 2016). These terms have often been 

used interchangeably with locus of control throughout the literature (e.g., Cheng et al., 
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2013; Doherty & Baldwin, 1985; Nowicki & Duke, 2016). The association between 

perceived control and locus of control has also been established empirically, as lower 

levels of the former have shown to be predictive of greater levels of the latter in young 

adult samples (e.g., Bollini, Walker, Hamann, & Kestler, 2004). As such, some of the 

studies highlighted throughout the following review use the term perceived control, 

others use personal power or personal control, while others use the term locus of control, 

all in service of operationalizing participants’ sense of agency. 

A prominent theory has emerged across decades of research, that the external 

locus of control, or having a decreased sense of perceived control, is almost universally 

maladaptive. Though a select few studies link the external locus to positive outcomes like 

psychological adjustment (e.g., Estrada, Dupoux, Wolman, 2006; Stillman & Velamuri, 

2016), the overwhelming trend across decades of empirical studies and meta-analyses has 

linked reduced control to many negative outcomes, among them anxiety, depression, 

negative affect, and academic stress (e.g., Cheng et al., 2013; Karaman et al. 2018; Pu, 

Hou, & Ma, 2017). If the external locus of control, and reduced perceived control more 

generally, both lead to so many negative outcomes, it then becomes imperative to identify 

who is most at-risk of endorsing an external orientation.  

The largest group at risk of endorsing an external locus is women. Numerous 

studies, both from recent years and decades past, have shown women to be more 

externally oriented than men (e.g., Chandiramani, 2014; Chen & Silverthorne, 2008; 

Christiansen & Evans, 2005; Culpin, Stapinski, Miles, Araya, & Joinson, 2015; Doherty 

& Baldwin, 1985; Feather, 1967, 1968; Gifford, Briceño-Perriott, & Mianzo, 2006; Maes, 

Leroy, & Sels, 2014). What factors might account for this disparity? A 2017 study of 



SEXISM, CONTROL, DBT 3 

over 12,000 adult women showed significant associations between adverse childhood 

experiences and the eventual development of an external locus of control (e.g., sexual 

abuse, emotional/physical abuse by a parent) (Golding, Gregory, Iles-Caven, & Nowicki, 

2017). Other studies have shown young adult women to feel a decreased sense of control 

over their lives after experiencing sexist discrimination (e.g., Fischer & Bolton Holz, 

2010; Landry & Mercurio, 2009). It therefore appears that oppression, be it at the family 

level in the form of child abuse or at the societal level in the form of sexism, is a 

prominent risk factor for women becoming externally oriented. 

When women experience oppression, they naturally come to feel that they have a 

limited capacity to influence their circumstances. Unfortunately, with sexism in various 

forms remaining a persistent stressor in the lives of millions of American women (e.g., 

Fairchild & Rudman, 2008; Klonoff & Landrine, 1995; Swim, Hyers, Cohen, & 

Ferguson, 2001), and multiple studies highlighting increasing externality among young 

adults (e.g., Twenge & Campbell, 2008; Twenge, Campbell, Hoffman, & Lance, 2010; 

Twenge, Zhang, & Im, 2004), it would appear that young adult women in the United 

States might be at great risk to experience sexism, feel less agentic, and incur myriad 

negative outcomes as a result. Sexism can come in the form of chronic stressors like the 

wage gap (e.g., Muench, Sindelar, Busch, & Buerhaus, 2015) and workplace sexual 

harassment (Feldblum & Lipnic, 2016). More acute forms of sexism include sexual 

coercion and assault. Recent data show that one in five American women (an estimated 

25.5 million) reported experiencing completed or attempted rape at some point in their 

lifetimes, while one in six (an estimated 19.2 million) reported experiencing sexual 

coercion (e.g., being pressured to have sex by an authority figure) before the age of 25 
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(Smith et al., 2018). It therefore seems clear that, for women in the United States, neither 

sexism, nor the external locus of control that seems to stem from it, are going away any 

time soon. 

Investigation into the control literature, and seeing the hardships faced by millions 

of women, shifted the focus of the current study. If an external locus of control, 

perpetuated, at least in part, by experiencing sexism, was to remain an unfortunate 

inevitability for millions of young adult American women, the issue then shifted towards 

identifying ways that women could make the best of these adverse circumstances. 

Fortunately, a variable was found that was shown, through decades of research, to be 

particularly effective at improving the mental health outcomes of people with lower 

levels of perceived control (e.g., Menec et al., 1994; Parker, 2014). Secondary control 

(SC; Morling & Evered, 2006; Rothbaum et al., 1982) was hypothesized to be the 

variable that, when practiced, could help women to cope with sexist oppression. SC 

represents a process whereby people accept their circumstances and adjust themselves to 

improve the fit between themselves and their surroundings (Morling & Evered, 2006). If 

practiced (e.g., “I tell myself that things could be worse” [Connor-Smith, Compas, 

Wadsworth, Thomsen, & Saltzman, 2000]), SC could have been the buffer protecting 

women from experiencing sexism and incurring additional negative outcomes.  

Multiple studies had shown SC to be highly adaptive, particularly for women 

(e.g., Chipperfield & Perry, 2006; Chipperfield, Perry, Bailis, Ruthig, & Chuchmach 

Loring, 2007). Studies also showed that people struggling with various forms of 

oppression, be it poverty, racism, or sexism, were buffered from incurring additional 

negative outcomes when they demonstrated SC (e.g., McKay, 2012; Piña-Watson, 
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Romero, Navarro, & Ojeda, 2019; Santiago, Etter, Wadsworth, & Raviv, 2012; 

Wadsworth & Santiago, 2008). Others showed that young adults endorsing lower levels 

of perceived control or an external orientation also displayed improved outcomes when 

taught to utilize SC-style coping behaviors (e.g., Menec et al., 1994; Parker, 2014; 

Parker, Perry, Hamm, Chipperfield, & Hladkyj, 2016; Perry & Penner, 1990). If an 

externally oriented woman had developed an ability to accept her circumstances and 

adjust herself accordingly, perhaps she then possessed the capacity to preserve her well-

being in the face of sexist discrimination. The empirical and theoretical foundations of 

the SC construct will be summarized in subsequent sections of the review, which will 

then go on to analyze the theoretical tenets of Marsha Linehan (1993, 2015)’s dialectical 

behavior therapy (DBT). 

A treatment originally designed for high-risk women diagnosed with Borderline 

Personality Disorder (BPD), DBT was considered as an explanation for why SC could be 

adaptive for women coping with sexism. Linehan (1993) described how women, from 

birth, often live in an “invalidating environment” (p. 49) at both the familial and societal 

level, a harsh environment where girls’ perceptions and perspectives are disregarded or 

suppressed for deviating from patriarchal gender norms. Linehan (1993) highlighted how 

invalidation could contribute to women losing the capacity to trust their own perceptions, 

sometimes manifesting in erratic behavior, psychopathology, and self-harm (Becker, 

2019; Linehan, 1993). In a reflection of Morling and Evered (2006)’s SC, Linehan (2015) 

proposed teaching women coping methods that would improve their capacity to accept 

their internal and external circumstances without judgment and to adjust themselves to 

improve the fit between themselves and their surroundings, including mindfulness, 
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distress tolerance, emotion regulation, and empathy. SC had notably been linked with 

increased empathy, mindfulness, and emotion regulation abilities (e.g., Andreotti et al., 

2013; Milligan et al., 2016; Trommsdorff & John, 1992). Perhaps, if an externally 

oriented woman engaged in SC coping behaviors, she would subsequently see 

improvements in these four DBT skills and therefore be protected from experiencing 

negative mental health outcomes when coping with sexism and an external locus of 

control.  

The literature review that follows will examine several variables that significantly 

alter the relationship between sexism and mental health. But first, the following section 

will examine the research on sexism and mental health more closely, to highlight how 

experiences of sexist discrimination take a significant toll on women’s well-being. 
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CHAPTER II 

Review of the Literature 

Sexism and Negative Mental Health Outcomes 

Though it would seem intuitive that being the victim of sexism would have a 

negative impact on women’s mental health, numerous empirical studies helped establish 

this link using diverse samples, variables, and methodologies. The current literature 

review will highlight fifteen relevant studies, selected based on their conceptual and/or 

methodological similarities to the current study. 

A strength of these studies was found within their samples. Though many studies 

focused on general adult samples of women ages 18 and older (e.g., Carliner, Sarvet, 

Gordon, & Hasin, 2016; Rubin, Paolini, Subašić, & Giacomini, 2019; Szymanski & 

Stewart, 2010), just as many reflected the current study’s focus by using young adult 

samples, with participants typically between 18 and 25 years old (e.g., Fischer & Bolton 

Holz, 2007; Zucker & Landry, 2007). For the current literature review, the author found 

eight studies using young adult samples and seven using general adult samples. The 

multitude of studies found using young adult samples bolstered the current study’s 

argument that young adult women experienced sexist discrimination and suffered 

resulting negative mental health outcomes. 

These studies also used ethnically diverse samples, including American 

undergraduates in general (e.g., Hurst & Beesley, 2013; Klonoff, Landrine, & Campbell, 

2000); African-American undergraduates (e.g., Szymanski & Stewart, 2010); middle-

aged Australian adults (e.g., Rubin et al., 2019; Rubin, Subašić, Giacomini, & Paolini, 

2017); and thousands of adult women from the United Kingdom (e.g., Hackett, Steptoe, 
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& Jackson, 2019). Though the current study focused on young adult American women, 

the diverse samples helped to add generalizability to the literature, showing that women 

across the globe, and across a range of ages, experienced sexism and subsequently 

suffered mental health consequences. 

Further strengths from these studies were found in their methodologies. They 

frequently operationalized participants’ experiences of sexism using established 

measures, including the Interpersonal Sexual Objectification Scale (Kozee, Tylka, 

Augustus-Horvath, & Denchik, 2007) and Klonoff and Landrine (1995)’s oft-used 

Schedule of Sexist Events (SSE). Samples completed both scales reliably, regularly 

producing Cronbach’s alphas between .89 and .95 (e.g., Choi, Bowleg, & Neilands, 2011; 

Hurst & Beesley, 2013; McLaughlin, 2017; Watson, Marszalek, Dispenza, & Davids, 

2015). The current study used the SSE to operationalize the independent variable of 

experiences of sexism, due to its frequent and reliable use in prior studies of young adult 

samples. 

These studies also used a variety of outcome measures to represent psychological 

well-being, their significant results highlighting the myriad aspects of functioning that 

sexist discrimination negatively impacts. Examples included the personal distress 

subscale of the Feelings About Life Scale (Zucker & Landry, 2007; Zucker, Ostrove, & 

Stewart, 2002) and the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale (Lovibond & Lovibond, 

1995; Watson et al., 2015). Schmitt, Branscombe, and Postmes (2003) and Schmitt and 

Branscombe (2002) operationalized affect using the Multiple Affect Adjective Checklist 

(Zuckerman & Lubin, 1965). These last two studies helped establish the foundation for 

the current study’s use of negative affect as an outcome variable, as others did the same 
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and produced significant results between sexism and increased negative affect (e.g., 

Schmitt & Branscombe, 2002; Schmitt et al., 2003). An additional strength was that the 

data collection procedures utilized by many of these studies, including six of the eight 

young adult studies (e.g., Fischer & Bolton Holz, 2007; Hurst & Beesley, 2013; Klonoff 

et al., 2000; Moradi & Subich, 2004; Watson et al., 2015; Zucker & Landry, 2007), 

mirrored that of the current study: self-report surveys. The current study’s methodology 

therefore reflected the existing literature. 

Finally, these studies consistently yielded significant associations between sexism 

and negative outcomes. Zucker and Landry (2007) conducted a bivariate regression of 

179 female college students ages 18-24 and found sexism to significantly predict personal 

distress. Hurst and Beesley (2013), alternatively, used hierarchical multivariate regression 

analyses to show that greater frequency of sexist events, experienced either across young 

adult women’s lifetimes or within the past year, predicted greater psychological distress. 

Using a sample of 104 female undergraduates (M = 24.0 years old, SD = 7.9), Moradi and 

Subich (2004) performed a regression analysis to determine that self-esteem, measured 

using the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965; α = .88), moderated the 

relationship between young adult women’s lifetime experiences of sexism and their 

psychological distress. Additionally, Fischer and Bolton Holz (2007) used path analysis 

to establish a mediation chain from perceptions of sexist discrimination, to self-esteem, 

here again measured by the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965; α = .87), 

and finally to psychological distress (depression and anxiety) in a sample of 257 female 

undergraduates (M = 19.4 years old, SD = 2.6). In addition to the significant direct effects 

of sexism on depression and anxiety (both p < .01), the authors’ four-point mediation 
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models were also significant for both outcomes, producing significant coefficients for all 

hypothesized paths. These results showed pathways for how sexist discrimination could 

be experienced. Sexism can impact participants’ sense of self, and once that factor suffers 

a blow, elevated distress can follow. Of the studies summarized in this section, Fischer 

and Bolton Holz (2007) most clearly reflected the aims of the current study, which 

generated a similar path analysis model: a mediation chain between sexism, a construct 

that could be said to represent sense of self, and an outcome variable representing 

psychological well-being. 

At first glance, locus of control and self-esteem did not appear to be similar 

concepts, the former representing perceived agency and the latter representing one’s 

capacity to endure in the face of difficult life experiences (Masten & Coatsworth, 1998). 

However, the two variables were significantly correlated in a past study using a young 

adult sample (e.g., Boysan & Kiral, 2016). In fact, a meta-analysis of 75 articles 

determined that self-esteem and locus of control fit into a single factor, with 47 articles 

demonstrating correlations between the two variables, further establishing that the two 

variables were strongly related (Judge, Erez, Bono, & Thoresen, 2002). So, while Fischer 

and Bolton Holz (2007) did not include locus of control in their model, nor did the 

current study include self-esteem in its model, the fact that these two constructs have 

been linked to each other repeatedly provided additional support for the current study’s 

use of locus of control as a mediator between sexism and well-being.  

It stood to reason that, if sexism negatively impacted self-esteem as it had in the 

work of Moradi and Subich (2004) and Fischer and Bolton Holz (2007), then perhaps 

sexism potentially impacted locus of control in a similar way (e.g., Boysan & Kiral, 
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2016; Judge et al., 2002), predicting increased externality. However, to say that Fischer 

and Bolton Holz (2007)’s use of self-esteem sufficiently justified the current study’s use 

of locus of control would be quite a stretch. Therefore, the following two sections will 

highlight seven studies that more clearly established empirical links between sexism and 

the external locus of control.  

Discrimination and the Loss of Perceived Control 

This section will highlight three studies that established links between various 

forms of oppression, perceived control, and psychological distress (e.g., Golding et al., 

2017; Moradi & Hasan, 2004; Moradi & Risco, 2006). Though they deviated from the 

current study in terms of sample and/or variables of interest, they each contributed in 

some way to the current study’s premise that discrimination could predict increased 

externality.  

Golding et al. (2017), using a sample of over 12,000 pregnant women from south-

west England, performed regression analyses to identify antecedent factors of an external 

locus of control, measured using the Adult Nowicki-Strickland Internal-External LOC 

Scale (Nowicki & Duke, 1974). They did not operationalize sexist discrimination in their 

study, instead asking participants a variety of questions related to events experienced in 

their childhoods. Such questions allowed them to determine that women who reported 

experiencing any of the following: physical abuse by a parent; emotional abuse by a 

parent; or sexual abuse, were more likely to endorse an external orientation. While the 

family environment was not the particular focus of the current study, Golding et al. 

(2017) highlighted how various forms of oppression were positively associated with an 

external orientation. Moradi and Hasan (2004), using a sample of 108 Arab-American 
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adults (M = 26.5 years old, SD = 10.0) and Ryff (1989)’s Environmental Mastery Scale to 

measure personal control, demonstrated that control partially mediated the relationship 

between racial discrimination and distress. This path model yielded significant indirect 

effects from discrimination to control and from control to distress (both p < .05). 

Similarly significant results were later found within a Latinx adult sample (Moradi & 

Risco, 2006).  

While the four articles to be highlighted in the following section were more 

relevant to the current study because they explicitly focused on sexist discrimination, the 

work of Golding et al. (2017), Moradi and Hassan (2004), and Moradi and Risco (2006) 

still made contributions to the current study’s conceptual argument. Golding et al. (2017) 

established a predictive link between abuse, a family-level form of oppression, and 

women developing an external locus of control. Additionally, Moradi and Hasan (2004) 

and Moradi and Risco (2006) both generated models where perceived control mediated 

the relationship between discrimination and distress. These studies highlighted how 

discrimination impacted people’s agency and eventually predicted diminished well-being, 

the same model the current study proposed. Yet despite these contributions, these studies 

were too different from the current study to truly establish a sufficient empirical 

foundation on their own. The next section will therefore highlight four studies that more 

closely aligned with the current study in terms of samples, variables of interest, and 

methodologies, demonstrating that sexist discrimination predicted decreased agency, 

which subsequently predicted greater distress. 
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Sexism and Reduced Control: A Mediation Model 

Four studies, which will now be reviewed, established the foundation for the 

current study’s mediation model, where sexist discrimination was related to reduced 

perceived control and subsequent negative outcomes. In two studies of adult American 

women working in the restaurant industry (313 and 252 participants, respectively), 

Szymanski and Mikorski (2016, 2017) hypothesized that experiencing sexual 

objectification at work would predict lower levels of perceived control, which would then 

predict increased feelings of burnout. The authors described sexual objectification as 

another form of sexism, whereby women were disempowered, usually by men in 

positions of authority, and deprived of “personal agency, mastery, and control” 

(Szymanski & Mikorski, 2016, p. 314). In their 2016 study (313 participants, M = 25.0 

years old, SD = 6.9) the authors used multiple mediation models to show that more 

sexually objectifying restaurants predicted reductions in personal power, another form of 

perceived control as measured by the Powerlessness Scale (Ashford, Lee, & Bobko, 

1989; α = .77). Lower levels of personal power then predicted increased likelihood of 

burnout.  

The authors added two additional mediators to their 2017 model (252 participants, 

M = 30.6 years old, SD = 12.0), organizational power and rumination. They then 

presented a serial mediation model where more sexually objectifying environments were 

linked to reduced organizational power (e.g., “In the restaurant I work, male workers 

have more power than female workers”), which predicted decreased personal power, 

which then predicted increased rumination, before finally predicting either anxiety or 

eating disordered behaviors. As women experienced more frequent objectification, they 
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came to feel less agentic, losing faith in their capacity to meaningfully change their 

circumstances. Personal power again acted as a mediator between lack of organizational 

power and rumination, which was subsequently linked to increased anxiety and 

disordered eating.  

Though their participants’ age ranges included women older than 25, these studies 

were helpful in demonstrating that not only did sexism link to women feeling less agentic 

and increasing the risk for psychopathology, the 2017 study in particular highlighted how 

lower levels of perceived control predicted increased use of maladaptive coping 

behaviors like ruminating. The current study investigated whether the introduction of 

more adaptive coping behaviors (SC) to the mediation chain helped women to cope with 

sexism more adaptively, protecting them from incurring additional negative mental health 

outcomes. 

The work of Landry and Mercurio (2009) and Fischer and Bolton Holz (2010) 

most accurately reflected the aims of the current study through their use of young adult 

samples. They both used mediated path analyses to show pathways of sexism predicting 

reduced control that then predicted increased risk for psychopathology. They used the 

same measures to assess sexist discrimination and personal control, Klonoff and Landrine 

(1995)’s SSE and Ryff (1989)’s Environmental Mastery scale, respectively. Landry and 

Mercurio (2009) showed that personal control partially mediated the relationship between 

sexism and psychological distress in a sample of 259 female undergraduates (M = 19.3 

years old, SD = 1.1). In their model, Fischer and Bolton Holz (2010) included the 

variable of personal belief in a just world (measured by Dalbert [1999]’s PBJW scale; α 

= .83), which measured women’s beliefs about the fairness of their lives. They used this 
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variable as a mediator, producing a serial mediation chain where sexism predicted 

decreased control, thus leading to increased depression and anxiety and decreased well-

being. Within a sample of 308 female undergraduates (M = 19.1 years old, SD = 1.6), 

Fischer and Bolton Holz (2010) found that as young adult women experienced more 

sexism, they perceived their lives as more unfair, felt less agentic, and subsequently 

suffered myriad psychological consequences. 

The work of Landry and Mercurio (2009) and Fischer and Bolton Holz (2010) 

provided the strongest empirical support for the current study’s mediation model from 

sexism to reduced control to negative outcomes. It perhaps could be said that these 

studies, by utilizing alternate measures of control instead of a locus of control measure, 

might not have fully justified the current study’s use of such a measure. However, the 

years of theoretical and empirical work aligning locus of control with other measures of 

perceived and personal control suggested that the variables each represent agency (e.g., 

Cheng et al., 2013; Doherty & Baldwin, 1985; Nowicki & Duke, 2016). As such, an 

innovation, or perhaps a potential limitation, of the current study was the introduction of 

a new variable (locus of control) to a previously validated mediation model (Fischer & 

Bolton Holz, 2010; Landry & Mercurio, 2009). 

The external locus of control, across decades of research, has been associated with 

myriad negative outcomes. In gathering articles for this review, the author found over 

100 unique studies demonstrating links between an external locus of control and various 

negative outcomes (e.g., Benassi, Sweeney, & Dufour, 1988; Leon, Fulkerson, Perry, & 

Cudeck, 1993; Nowicki, Gregory, Ellis, Iles-Caven, & Golding, 2018; Österman et al., 

1999). Some of the negative outcomes included risk for developing eating disorders (e.g., 
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Leon et al., 1993); increased job stress (e.g., Chen & Silverthorne, 2008); increased 

aggression (e.g., Fontao & Ross, 2018); increased loneliness (e.g., Ye & Lin, 2015); and 

decreased life satisfaction (e.g., Karaman et al., 2018). When women experience sexism 

and subsequently feel less agentic, they are at greater risk of facing many negative 

outcomes. It therefore became imperative for the current study to identify variables that 

could help women cope with sexist discrimination and an external locus of control more 

adaptively. As such, the following section will highlight four studies that demonstrated 

the importance of finding a sense of agency within oft-oppressive environments. These 

studies posited that agency could represent a buffer, protecting women from incurring 

negative outcomes as they became more externally oriented. 

The Healing Effect of Agency 

When women experience sexism, they feel less agentic. But if they can still 

manage to feel some sense of agency despite the discrimination they experience, their 

outcomes improve. Four studies highlighted how, in response to sexual assault, a sense of 

control over the recovery process helped to predict improved outcomes (Frazier, 2003; 

Frazier, Mortensen, & Steward, 2005; Frazier, Steward, & Mortensen, 2004; Ullman, 

Filipas, Townsend, & Starzynski, 2007). These four studies highlighted just how 

important it could be for women to still find some sense of agency despite going through 

traumatic experiences where they were deprived of it. Similar to the current study, all 

four studies used large American female samples containing hundreds to thousands of 

women. However, participants were older than the current study’s 18-to-25 age range, 

with mean ages ranging from 27 to 39 years old in these four studies. A notable strength 

of these studies was consistency of measurements, as all four used Frazier (2003)’s Rape 
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Attribution Questionnaire (RAQ) to operationalize perceived control over recovery from 

assault (α = .60-.89). An example item was “I don’t feel there is much I can do to help 

myself feel better” (reverse scored). The repeated use of this measure helped establish it 

as a valid measure of perceived control. 

Frazier (2003) showed that, for women victimized by assault, feeling control over 

the recovery process predicted reduced distress as measured by the Depression, Anxiety, 

and Hostility subscales of the Brief Symptom Inventory (Derogatis, 1993). Later studies 

with different adult female samples replicated these findings, showing how perceived 

control over the recovery process protected women victimized by assault from 

experiencing social withdrawal (e.g., Frazier et al., 2005), symptoms of PTSD like re-

experiencing and numbing/avoidance (e.g., Ullman et al., 2007), and contributed to 

improved adjustment (e.g., Frazier et al., 2004) and the use of more adaptive coping 

behaviors like cognitive restructuring (e.g., Frazier et al., 2005), an example of an SC 

coping behavior (Compas et al., 2006; Fear et al., 2009).  

Frazier (2003) wrote that “focusing on control over the recovery process may be a 

way [for women] to find control in an otherwise uncontrollable situation” (p. 1266). The 

bind women often find themselves in is that discrimination deprives them of agency, yet 

the key to surviving when faced with that very same discrimination is to somehow still 

feel agentic. Perhaps, if women could not control whether or not they experienced 

sexism, they could instead control how they coped with it. Finding agency within their 

invalidation was hypothesized to be protective for women coping with sexism as it had 

been for women recovering from sexual assault. SC thus represented a possible means by 

which disempowered women could feel more agentic. But before examining how SC is 



SEXISM, CONTROL, DBT 18 

related to sexism and the external locus of control, the next section will introduce the 

concept of secondary control, as well as its theoretical and empirical foundations. 

Secondary Control: Rothbaum et al. (1982)’s Original Definition 

Rothbaum et al. (1982) first coined the term “secondary control” (SC; pg. 8), 

proposing it as a way for people to maintain a sense of perceived control when more 

direct efforts to control their surroundings had failed. From the authors’ perspective, SC 

was simply another way for people to satisfy their inherent need to feel agentic, a notion 

common throughout decades of theoretical and empirical literature (e.g., Adler, 1956; 

Burger & Arkin, 1980; Finkelstein & Ramey, 1977; White, 1959). So, if control was an 

inherent human need, then what was the function of behaviors like passivity, withdrawal, 

and submissiveness, which Rothbaum et al. (1982) classified as “inward behaviors” (p. 

5)? In generating the SC construct, Rothbaum et al. (1982) referenced research showing 

that, when people were induced to feel a lack of control, they subsequently experienced 

increased frequencies of these behaviors (e.g., Benson & Kennelly, 1976; Goetz & 

Dweck, 1980; Lefcourt, 1976). Inward behaviors were often linked to maladaptive 

outcomes in children and adults (e.g., Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1978; Beck, 1967; 

Marks, 1977), and they therefore were considered to represent signs of learned 

helplessness, people relinquishing their desire for control (Abramson, Seligman, & 

Teasdale, 1978; Seligman, 1975).  

Rothbaum et al. (1982) took issue with the notion that underlying these inward 

behaviors and attributions was an absence of motivation for control (e.g., Wortman & 

Brehm, 1975). Rather, the authors argued that inward behaviors represented efforts to 

maintain agency through alternate means when initial attempts to exert control over one’s 
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surroundings had failed. They bolstered this argument by citing several studies showing 

that individuals experiencing uncontrollable hardships remained persistent in their inward 

behaviors even if they seemingly added to their distress. For example, people given 

unsolvable tasks worked tirelessly to find reasons why they could not solve them (Diener 

& Dweck, 1978; Seligman, 1975). Goetz and Dweck (1980), alternatively, showed that 

children placed in uncontrollable social situations displayed increased perseverative 

behavior after experiencing rejection. Rothbaum et al. (1982) wanted to determine what 

motivated people to engage in inward behaviors even when they seemed to increase 

suffering, suggesting these behaviors might serve some adaptive function. Maybe 

participants continued searching for reasons why they could not solve an unsolvable task 

because identifying the cause would give them a better understanding of why they had 

failed. Maybe children perseverated in a failed attempt at social connection because 

doing so would allow them to feel that the rejection was something they were choosing to 

endure. Perhaps, per Rothbaum et al. (1982), these inward behaviors represented alternate 

means of sustaining perceptions of control. 

Rothbaum et al. (1982) first defined two forms of control. When people tried to 

directly change their environments to match their needs, they were engaging in primary 

control (PC). But when such efforts failed, people might attempt to change themselves to 

“fit in with the world and to ‘flow with the current’” (p. 8), which the authors termed 

secondary control (SC). Rothbaum et al. (1982) then defined four different categories of 

SC attributions: predictive SC (attributions to limited individual ability); illusory SC 

(attributions to chance); vicarious SC (attributions to powerful others); and interpretive 

SC (using the three other attributions to derive meaning from uncontrollable experiences). 
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Each represented an effort to change the self to fit the environment and maintain 

perceived control in the face of adverse circumstances. 

Rothbaum et al. (1982) rooted their SC categories in empirical research, providing 

a strong foundation for their theory. For predictive SC, they referenced Mettee (1971), 

who used a sample of 84 female high school students to show that people actively 

avoided success when they expected it to lead to eventual disappointment. For illusory 

SC, they referenced research showing that people most familiar with chance (e.g., 

gamblers) were most likely to perceive chance scenarios as controllable, considering 

chance to be an ally on which they could rely (Langer, 1977). For vicarious SC, they 

referenced Hetherington and Frankie (1967), who showed that children were most likely 

to imitate the preferences of the parent who was rated as more powerful by independent 

observers, aligning themselves with the powerful other as a means of maintaining 

perceived control. Finally, for interpretive SC, they referenced Alloy and Abramson 

(1979), who used a sample of 288 undergraduates to show that people who experienced 

failure in a problem-solving task subsequently generated fewer solution-focused 

hypotheses. Rothbaum et al. (1982) interpreted this effort to indicate that these 

participants became preoccupied with trying to determine the factors that brought about 

their failure and deriving meaning from them rather than focusing on simply solving the 

problem. 

Rothbaum et al. (1982) concluded their review by highlighting the adaptive nature 

of SC, referencing studies showing how people struggling to exert PC, for example 

paralysis victims, experienced improved well-being when they were able to integrate PC 

and SC behaviors depending on the demands of the situation (e.g., Silver & Wortman, 
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1980). Rothbaum et al. (1982) highlighted these studies to depict SC as an overlooked but 

adaptive form of maintaining control in the face of adversity, an alternate way to feel 

agentic when PC attempts had failed. The current review highlights just a few of the 

studies Rothbaum et al. (1982) referenced, but a major strength of their article was 

rooting their work in relevant empirical findings. 

Secondary Control: Trends in the Research 

After Rothbaum et al. (1982) published the first article on SC, decades of research 

followed showing SC to be adaptive in myriad situations. The current review identified 

over 50 unique research articles, but this review will focus on a select number that 

aligned more closely with the aims of the current study. The following seven studies will 

be summarized to show some of the varied samples and measures used in SC research, as 

the diversity of measures was an issue in the literature that will be examined more closely 

in the subsequent section. 

The research covered a broad age range, highlighting how large swaths of people 

benefitted from practicing SC as either a mindset or system of behaviors. SC studies 

covered diverse samples from adolescents (e.g., Jaser et al., 2005; Wadsworth, Raviv, 

Compas, & Connor-Smith, 2005; Wadsworth, Rieckmann, Benson, & Compas, 2004); to 

young adult undergraduates (e.g., Hall, Chipperfield, Perry, Ruthig, & Goetz, 2006a; 

Morling, Kitayama, & Miyamoto, 2002; Spector, Sanchez, Siu, Salgado, & Ma, 2004); to 

the elderly (e.g., Chipperfield & Perry, 2006). An issue within the literature was an 

equally diverse array of measures operationalizing SC. For example, within a sample of 

254 American undergraduates and adults, increased use of SC, as measured by a scale 

successfully piloted for use in the study (α = .75), was related to increased job 
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satisfaction; reduced interpersonal conflict; and increased autonomy (Spector et al., 

2004). Alternatively, in a sample of 888 undergraduates, secondary academic control, as 

measured by Hladkyj, Pelletier, Drewniak, and Perry (1998)’s Secondary Academic 

Control Scale (e.g., “Whenever I have a bad experience at university, I try to see how I 

can ‘turn it around’ and benefit from it,” α = .64) was related to better overall health for 

female students only (Hall et al., 2006a). A more commonly used measure has been 

Connor-Smith et al. (2000)’s Responses to Stress Questionnaire (RSQ), which 

adolescent, young adult, and adult samples have consistently completed with reliability, α 

= .76-.83 (Jaser et al., 2005; Wadsworth et al., 2005; Wadsworth et al., 2004). For 

example, in a sample of 78 adolescent children of depressed parents, increased SC (as 

measured by the RSQ) predicted less anxiety and depression (Jaser et al., 2005). Similar 

findings were also found within 57 rural, low-income parent-adolescent dyads, with 

increased SC coping (measured by the RSQ) associated with lower levels of depression 

and hostility (Wadsworth et al., 2005). In a sample of 332 Navajo adolescents (57% 

female), SC coping (again measured by the RSQ) predicted less depression (Wadsworth 

et al., 2004). While it could be said that a variety of SC measures allowed for a more 

comprehensive definition of SC, an issue that started with Rothbaum et al. (1982)’s 

original four-part definition and remained within the field for two decades was a lack of 

consensus over what behaviors or beliefs truly constituted SC.  

Morling and Evered (2006) directly addressed this issue in their review of the SC 

literature. The authors noted that, in the research that followed the initial Rothbaum et al. 

(1982) article, studies often conceptualized SC as either a process of self-adjustment 

(e.g., Affleck, Allen, Tennen, McGrade, & Ratzan, 1985; Bailis, Chipperfield, & Perry, 
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2005; Wrosch & Heckhausen, 1999) or of accepting the existing environment (e.g., 

Grootenhuis & Last, 1997; Halliday & Graham, 2000; Heckhausen & Tomasik, 2002). 

Alternatively, many studies opted to include both acceptance and adjustment in their 

definitions of SC (e.g., Morling et al., 2002; Wadsworth et al., 2005; Wadsworth et al., 

2004). Acknowledging trends within the empirical literature, Morling and Evered (2006) 

therefore decided to present a new definition of SC: “People exert secondary control 

when they adjust some aspect of the self and accept circumstances as they are” (p. 272). 

Morling and Evered (2006)’s more parsimonious definition encapsulated each of 

Rothbaum et al. (1982)’s four categories as well as the two prevailing methods for 

operationalizing SC in the existing research. Morling and Evered (2006) considered the 

RSQ to most clearly reflect the acceptance/self-adjustment dual identity of SC (Connor-

Smith et al., 2000). Therefore, to reflect the SC literature, the current study likewise 

operationalized the variable using the RSQ.  

After Morling and Evered (2006) redefined the construct, various studies further 

demonstrated SC’s effectiveness, often using the RSQ as the authors had recommended 

(Connor-Smith et al., 2000). For example, in a study of 72 adolescents and their mothers, 

higher levels of SC coping were associated with fewer affective problems in adolescents 

(Jaser, Champion, Dharamsi, Riesing, & Compas, 2011). A later study of 124 

undergraduates ages 18-24 showed similar results, demonstrating that SC coping 

predicted decreased negative affect, depression, and anxiety (Andreotti et al., 2013). In 

fact, in a recent meta-analysis, Compas et al. (2017) reviewed 29 studies, with over 

10,000 total participants of varying ages, and they showed SC coping to be associated 

with lower levels of internalizing symptoms (e.g., depression, anxiety, and somatic 
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complaints) and externalizing symptoms (e.g., aggression, substance use, and conduct 

problems) (Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001). Their analysis produced significant 

correlations (r = -.25 for internalizing; r = -.30 for externalizing, both p < .05). This 

wealth of empirical research highlighted both the efficacy of SC as a coping mechanism 

and the RSQ as a measurement tool of the construct (Connor-Smith et al., 2000). With 

the empirical foundation for SC established, the following section will next highlight 

eleven studies that more closely reflected the aims of the current study, highlighting how 

SC could represent an adaptive means of coping for women experiencing sexism. 

Secondary Control and Discrimination 

In order to justify SC’s inclusion in the current study, the existing literature 

needed to establish the variable as significantly aiding women experiencing sexist 

discrimination. This section will therefore focus on establishing links between sexism and 

SC, reviewing eleven studies demonstrating the latter’s protective effects against various 

forms of oppression and adversity. 

Several studies focused on young adult samples, a strength for the current study. 

For example, Tomasik and Salmela-Aro (2012) demonstrated that, in a sample of 314 

undergraduates (90% female) who took a university entrance exam, SC behaviors were 

protective for those who had failed the exam, predicting increased life satisfaction. When 

faced with a failure they could not change, those better able to accept their circumstances 

and adjust their frame of mind were able to cope with the hardship more adaptively. 

Coiro, Bettis, and Compas (2017), using a sample of 135 undergraduates, also 

demonstrated that those who endorsed SC, again measured by the RSQ (α = .84), were 

better able to cope with experiences of interpersonal stress (e.g., “being teased/hassled by 
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new people,” [Compas, Davis, Forsythe, & Wagner, 1987]) without experiencing 

generalized anxiety symptoms (Connor-Smith et al., 2000). Introducing SC coping to the 

model as a mediator produced significant indirect effects between interpersonal stress and 

decreased anxiety. These two studies highlighted how SC helped undergraduates cope 

with different forms of adversity. 

Other studies have focused on SC’s effectiveness in coping with more systemic 

stressors, for example poverty. Wadsworth and Santiago (2008) demonstrated that SC 

coping effectively moderated between poverty-related stress (e.g., “we have had to sell 

possessions to make ends meet,” [Lempers, Clark-Lempers, & Simons, 1989]) and 

anxiety/depressive symptoms for both children/adolescents (ages 6-18) and their parents 

in a 300 participant sample. In writing this literature review, this author identified four 

other studies (Santiago et al., 2012; Wadsworth & Berger, 2006; Wadsworth et al., 2005; 

Wadsworth, Raviv, Santiago, & Etter, 2011) that also highlighted how SC, measured 

using the RSQ, helped people cope with poverty-related stress without incurring negative 

outcomes (Connor-Smith et al., 2000). Though still not focusing on sexism, these studies 

highlighted SC acting as an effective barrier between systemic forms of oppression and 

negative mental health outcomes, bolstering the current study’s hypothesis that SC could 

help women endure the oppression of sexism. 

More relevant to the current study’s focus on discrimination, Piña-Watson et al. 

(2019) showed that SC coping successfully mediated between experiences of bicultural 

stress (e.g., “When others make jokes about people of my ethnic background”), as 

measured by Romero and Roberts (2003)’s Bicultural Stress Scale (α = .88), and 

depressive symptoms in a Latinx undergraduate sample. This study highlighted how, if 
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undergraduates practiced SC, they were better equipped to cope with experiences of 

cultural discrimination (Castillo, Cano, Chen, Blucker, & Olds, 2008; Piña-Watson et al., 

2019). Using a sample of over 1,200 Latinx- and Asian-American undergraduate students 

(67% female), Juang et al. (2016) alternatively showed that, when participants struggled 

to practice SC coping behaviors, they were impacted more harshly by racist 

discrimination and therefore experienced increased depressive symptoms. While other 

studies have highlighted how SC can act as a buffer against discrimination, this study 

showed the heavy consequences faced by those who did not, or could not, engage in SC 

coping behaviors. For these people, experiences of discrimination had a more devastating 

psychological impact. 

These aforementioned articles have established that SC can act as a moderator or 

mediator between various forms of oppression and negative mental health outcomes. 

Unfortunately, as of 2021, only one quantitative study could be found that assessed SC’s 

link to sexist discrimination specifically, a gap in the literature compared to the number 

of articles examining SC’s relationships to other forms of discrimination (McKay, 2012). 

Using a sample of 242 adult Canadian women, most between 35 and 55 years old, 

McKay (2012) found a statistically significant link from sexist discrimination, as 

measured by Klonoff and Landrine (1995)’s SSE (α = .77), to decreased depressive 

symptoms, through the mediator of SC coping. SC was measured by McKay (2012)’s 

Sexist Discrimination Voluntary Response Inventory (α = .64). The current study differed 

from McKay (2012) in a few ways, from the younger sample, to the choice of SC 

measure, to SC being analyzed as a moderator instead of a mediator. But McKay (2012) 
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helped clearly establish that SC, when practiced, could help women cope with 

experiences of sexism and subsequently predict improved mental health outcomes. 

Considered alongside the aforementioned studies, there was a strong empirical 

foundation showing SC to be protective against various forms of discrimination. The 

current study used Connor-Smith et al. (2000)’s RSQ and expanded on the findings of 

McKay (2012) to see if SC would be protective for young adult women coping with 

sexism the way it had shown to be protective for older women. The following section will 

next establish the link between SC and lower levels of perceived control, highlighting 

seventeen studies that showed how people struggling to feel agentic benefitted from 

endorsing and practicing SC. 

Secondary Control and Perceived Control 

At a somewhat superficial level, the variety of samples covered in the SC 

literature suggested that people with lower levels of perceived control benefitted from 

practicing SC coping behaviors. Some of the samples shown to have benefitted from 

increased use of SC behaviors included Navajo adolescents (e.g., Connor-Smith & 

Compas, 2004; Jaser et al., 2005); men experiencing HIV (e.g., Thompson, Collins, 

Newcomb, & Hunt, 1996); homesick children (e.g., Thurber & Weisz, 1997); people with 

Parkinson’s disease (e.g., McQuillen, Licht, & Licht, 2003); children with leukemia (e.g., 

Weisz, McCabe, & Dennig, 1994); and adults 65 years or older (e.g., Sorkin & Rook, 

2004). Many of these samples represented people dealing with chronic stressors that 

might have been difficult or impossible for them to change, from long-term illness to 

histories of systemic discrimination. However, these aforementioned studies did not 
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include perceived control measures in their methodologies, so describing them as low-

control samples is based on context rather than empiricism.  

A notable example of a study measuring both perceived control and SC showed a 

positive relationship between the two variables. Tobin and Raymundo (2010), using a 

sample of 360 American undergraduates (86% female, M = 23.6 years old), found 

significant correlations between two types of external orientation assessed using the 

Multidimensional Locus of Control Scale, belief in powerful others (r = .25, p < .01; α = 

.79) and belief in chance (r = .17, p < .01; α = .75), with harmony control (α = .71), an SC 

measure assessing the extent to which people accept events in their lives (Levenson, 

1974; Morling & Fiske, 1999; Welton, Adkins, Ingle, & Dixon, 1996). Such results 

helped establish an initial connection between the external locus of control and SC.  

Other studies demonstrated stronger links between the variables by showing how 

people with lower levels of perceived control benefitted from being taught SC coping 

strategies, six of which were found for the current literature review. For three decades, 

various studies (e.g., Dryden, 2019; Hall, Perry, Chipperfield, Clifton, & Haynes, 2006b; 

Menec et al., 1994; Parker, 2014; Parker et al., 2016; Perry & Penner, 1990) have shown 

that externally oriented undergraduates displayed improved outcomes after going through 

attributional retraining (AR) interventions. AR encourages participants to accept the 

reality of their academic difficulties and subsequently reinterpret those experiences of 

failure to make them feel more controllable, fostering a stronger sense of SC in 

undergraduate samples (Hall et al., 2006b; Parker, 2014). AR has been shown to both 

increase the SC and perceived mastery of young adults (e.g., Hall et al., 2006b) and to be 
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particularly effective for externally oriented young adults (e.g., Menec et al., 1994; Perry 

& Penner, 1990). Several of these studies will now be summarized. 

Menec et al. (1994) measured locus of control in a sample of 257 American 

undergraduates using six items from the Multidimensional Multiattributional Causality 

Scale (Lefcourt, Von Baeyer, Ware, & Cox, 1979). Participants who performed at or 

below the median on a pre-screening exam received AR training. Results showed a 

significant interaction between AR and locus of control, where externally oriented 

students, but not internally oriented students, performed significantly better than the 

control group after receiving AR training. The attribution results also showed significant 

differences between the externally oriented students and controls, with externals who 

received AR attributing their performance more to internal factors like ability and effort 

compared to controls. Externally oriented students who received AR training became 

more internally oriented and performed better on tests after receiving training. These 

findings mirrored those of Perry and Penner (1990), who used a sample of 198 

undergraduates to likewise demonstrate that externally oriented students benefitted from 

AR more than internally oriented students, improving their performance on multiple 

exams. Similar findings were produced in more recent studies using undergraduate 

samples (e.g., Dryden, 2019; Parker, 2014; Parker et al., 2016). When externally oriented 

young adults were taught the SC strategies of acceptance and self-adjustment, they felt 

more agentic and their outcomes improved. SC helped them to cope with academic 

adversity, legitimizing the current study’s inclusion of SC as a moderating variable 

between sexism and negative affect. 
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Though they differed from the current study’s focus on coping with sexism, these 

studies demonstrated how beneficial it could be for externally oriented young adults to 

practice SC. Considered alongside the other studies highlighting the efficacy of SC when 

coping with various forms of discrimination, these studies helped establish empirical 

links between sexism, perceived control, and SC. This review will therefore now shift 

focus to the topic of Linehan (1993)’s dialectical behavior therapy (DBT). The theoretical 

foundation of DBT might explain why SC could act as a buffer for women experiencing 

sexism and will therefore be summarized in the following sections. 

DBT: A Treatment for Invalidation 

The model that Linehan (1993) established when conceptualizing DBT mirrored 

the model proposed by the current study. In her model, Linehan (1993) noted that women 

often experienced oppression and subsequently lost their capacity to trust their own 

thoughts, feelings, and perceptions, feeling less agentic and subsequently incurring 

myriad negative outcomes. She proposed treating these women by improving their 

capacity to balance acceptance of their existing internal and external realities combined 

with a mindset of continued personal change, mirroring Morling and Evered (2006)’s 

SC, itself a process of acceptance and self-adjustment. As such, the principles of DBT 

incorporate aspects of the SC literature and vice versa, with both conceptualizing mental 

health as a process whereby people accept their external circumstances and adjust their 

internal perceptions. 

Now, an important point to acknowledge is that Linehan (1993) originally 

designed DBT for suicidal women diagnosed with borderline personality disorder (BPD), 

a condition marked by instability of self-image, affect, and relationships with elevated 



SEXISM, CONTROL, DBT 31 

risk for self-harm (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). BPD can often stem from 

traumatic childhood experiences, which Linehan (1993) termed “the invalidating 

environment” (p. 49). While Linehan (1993), alongside other feminist psychology writers 

like Dana Becker (2019) and Wellesley College’s Stone Center (e.g., Jordan, Kaplan, 

Miller, Stiver, & Surrey, 1991), described how all women experienced sexism to varying 

degrees throughout their lives, Linehan (1993) also acknowledged that the impact of such 

invalidation was intensified when a child was genetically predisposed to experience 

emotion dysregulation. Individual characteristics (e.g., temperament, genetic 

predispositions, etc.) and environmental characteristics (e.g., family upbringing, social 

network, etc.) interacted with each other, leading some women to more adaptive 

development and others to psychopathology in the form of BPD symptoms. This 

interaction has come to be known as diathesis-stress theory and is now the prevailing 

theory for the etiology of BPD (Gunderson & Lyons-Ruth, 2008).  

Linehan (1993) proposed that a synthesis of acceptance and change, if engendered 

in patients through the teaching of particular skills, could help them to adaptively cope 

with their experiences of invalidation and lead to improved functioning (Lynch, 

Chapman, Rosenthal, Kuo, & Linehan, 2006). Just as Linehan (1993) contended that 

acceptance and change could be taught to help women cope with invalidation and the 

BPD symptoms that could follow, the current study argued that women who already 

endorsed SC, who have sufficiently developed within themselves the capacity to accept 

their circumstances and change their approach, would similarly be able to cope with 

sexist oppression. The current study sought to determine if DBT’s theory of therapeutic 

change could be applied to a general population of women who had not been diagnosed 
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with BPD, seeing if acceptance and change, in the form of SC, acted as buffers against 

sexism and the external locus of control. To better understand Linehan (1993)’s theory, 

however, one first needs to understand what she meant by the invalidating environment. 

The Invalidating Environment 

Per Linehan (1993), the invalidating environment consisted of sexist oppression 

experienced at both the familial and societal levels. Most generally, an invalidating 

environment is one wherein girls’ thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are subject to 

inappropriate, extreme, and erratic responses (Becker, 2019; Linehan, 1993). Girls are 

taught that their perceptions of their own experiences are wrong (Becker, 2019; Linehan, 

1993). Positive emotional expressions are seen as signs of naïveté or immaturity, and 

negative emotional expressions are seen as excessive sensitivity or paranoia (Linehan, 

1993). As Becker (2019) later described this invalidation, girls are “encouraged to bring 

into play only those aspects of [their] inner experiences that fit the inner experience of 

another” (p. 108). The result is that there is a poor fit between the child and her 

environment, which fails to meet her needs or validate her perceptions. 

What might this invalidation look like? In addition to more overt displays of 

oppression in the form of sexual and/or physical abuse (e.g., Paris, Zweig-Frank, & 

Guzder, 1994), it can also manifest in subtler forms of oppression, from minimizing or 

trivializing girls’ perceptions or opinions (e.g., Johnson, 2016) to girls experiencing 

neglect and/or punishment for excessively or insufficiently embodying the stereotypes of 

traditional femininity (e.g., dependent, emotional, nurturing) (Becker, 2019; Linehan, 

1993). Linehan (1993) provided three archetypes to highlight different forms of family-

level invalidation. In the chaotic family, children experience inconsistent contact with 
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their caregivers, perhaps due to factors like parental substance abuse, and the interactions 

they do have with their parents are marked by sporadic or erratic responses to children’s 

perceptions and behaviors. In the perfect family, negative affect is stifled and expressions 

of it are ignored and/or punished. In the typical family, an emphasis is placed on 

controlling emotions, which can instill in children that they should have sufficient ability 

to regulate their emotions at all times. Notably, each of these archetypes, operationalized 

via the Invalidating Childhood Environment Scale (ICES; Mountford, Corstorphine, 

Tomlinson, & Waller, 2004), demonstrated strong, significant correlations with BPD 

symptoms (r = .27-.50, all p < .05) in a young adult female sample (Robertson, Kimbrel, 

& Nelson-Gray, 2013). 

A major strength of Linehan (1993)’s theory is that decades of research have 

helped to further legitimize it. Empirical research with adult and young adult samples 

established links between emotional invalidation and the development of BPD symptoms.  

Such studies, using reliable invalidation measures like the ICES (α = .88-.90; Mountford 

et al., 2004) and the Socialization of Emotion Scale (α = .68-.82; Krause, Mendelson, & 

Lynch, 2003), helped lend greater legitimacy to their findings. In a sample of 267 female 

undergraduates ages 18-25, for example, instances of familial conflict (e.g., “my parents 

put me down,” “when I state my own opinions, my parents get upset”) were significantly 

related to increased rates of BPD features (Kalpakci, Venta, & Sharp, 2014). Other 

studies of adult and young adult samples, with sample sizes ranging from a few dozen to 

a few thousand, likewise established links between different experiences of invalidation 

and the development of BPD symptoms (Arens, Grabe, Spitzer, & Barnow, 2010; Gill & 
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Warburton, 2014; Reeves, James, Pizzarello, & Taylor, 2010; Robertson et al., 2013). 

The wealth of empirical research helped strengthen Linehan (1993)’s theory. 

Though Linehan (1993) focused primarily on how family-level invalidation 

begets BPD symptoms, she and other writers (e.g., Becker, 2019; Miller, 1991) also 

attributed an invalidating home life to the internalization of rigidly sexist social norms. 

Discrimination began at the societal level and, in ways explicit and implicit, came to 

invade the home. The origins and manifestations of these oppressive social norms will be 

summarized in the next section. 

Gender Norms and the Invalidating Environment 

Linehan (1993) and other feminist psychology authors (e.g., Becker, 2019; Miller, 

1991) described the impact of rigid gender norms on women’s mental health. They 

detailed how patriarchal notions of men’s inherent superiority, women’s inherent 

inferiority, and the subsequent idealizing of stereotypically masculine traits (e.g., 

autonomy, controlled emotions, aggression) and devaluing of stereotypically feminine 

traits (e.g., nurturance, empathy, deference) all contributed to the invalidation of women. 

But to better understand the invalidation these authors described and where it came from, 

one must first understand the term ambivalent sexism.  

Glick and Fiske coined the term in 1996, which they saw as stemming from the 

interaction of patriarchy, defined as a system where men monopolize societal power over 

women (e.g., Brownell & Wasserstrom, 2002); hierarchically ranked differences in 

gender roles; and female-male interdependence (Connor, Glick, & Fiske, 2017). It 

consisted of two complementary forms of sexist beliefs: hostile sexism (e.g., “Women 

seek to gain power by getting control over men”) and benevolent sexism (e.g., “Women 
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should be cherished and protected by men”) (Glick & Fiske, 1996). Although the latter 

seems positive, this idealization implies women are best suited for domestic caregiver 

roles and require men to protect them, indirectly suggesting that women are weak and 

cannot protect themselves (Connor et al., 2017; Maltby, Hall, Anderson, & Edwards, 

2010). As a later review article described, benevolent sexism affords “male protection 

and provision to women in exchange for their compliance…[while] hostile sexism serves 

to safeguard the status quo by punishing those who deviate from traditional gender roles” 

(Connor et al., 2017, p. 295). If benevolent sexism motivates women to accept the status 

quo, and their position below men, then hostile sexism acts as the punishment they will 

incur should they try to challenge it (Glick & Fiske, 2001). This dual theory of sexism 

has been empirically validated in 19 countries (Glick et al., 2000). 

Where did these beliefs come from, and how did this hierarchy come into place? 

Social role theory has posited that differences in physical strength between the sexes 

initially determined which responsibilities were taken on by men or by women, with men 

gradually taking on roles that brought with them “greater decision-making power, 

authority, and access to resources” (Connor et al., 2017, p. 296; Eagly & Wood, 2012). 

Men had greater strength and used that strength to assert their authority over women. 

This eventually led to a male-dominated hierarchy still present in contemporary society, 

where men hold the majority of governmental and corporate leadership positions 

(Warner, Ellmann, & Boesch, 2018; Wehner, Nead, Linos, & Linos, 2015). Yet despite 

this hierarchy, men and women continue to require interdependence to ensure survival 

(Connor et al., 2017). So, to dissuade the subordinate group from disengaging or 

resisting, subtler forms of control are more effective at maintaining the status quo, in 
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order to mask the many inequalities they face as subordinates (Glick & Fiske, 1996; 

Jackman, 1994). Such a scenario is considered to have led to benevolent sexism, a 

mindset where the dominant group is considered to “know what is best” for the 

subordinate group and to have benevolent intentions towards them. 

Adding further empirical validity to the theory, quantitative research with large 

adult and young adult samples repeatedly showed increased endorsement of ambivalent 

sexist beliefs or behaviors to be associated with various tenets of contemporary American 

life, from religion (e.g., Burn & Busso, 2005; Maltby et al., 2010); to video games (e.g., 

Behm-Morawitz & Mastro, 2009; Stermer & Burkley, 2012; Yao, Mahood, & Linz, 

2010); to conservative political ideology (e.g., Christopher & Mull, 2006; Overall, 

Sibley, & Tan, 2011). In addition to more overt forms of sexism (e.g., the wage gap, 

sexual harassment, etc.), these studies highlighted more insidious methods by which the 

male-female hierarchy was reinforced. Messages of women’s subordinate standing to 

men seem to pervade American culture. 

As additional research has shown, both male and female young adults have 

internalized many tenets of ambivalent sexism. For example, in a content analysis of 

essays written by 78 American female undergraduates, 92% of essays contained 

statements that endorsed benevolent sexism (e.g., “to be a woman to me means to be an 

emotional being [who is]…sensitive, and understanding to everyone around you” [Fields, 

Swan, & Kloos, 2010, p. 560]). In a study of dating double standards among 377 male 

and female undergraduates ages 18-25, men and women equally endorsed several double 

standards, including men asking women on the first date, paying for dinner, and 

proposing marriage, while both agreed women should be the one to take the other’s name 
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in marriage (Paynter & Leaper, 2016). It would appear that, even among young adults, 

traditional gender norms remain strictly adhered to and enforced. Among women, 

Paynter and Leaper (2016) also found positive correlations between double standard 

endorsement and both benevolent sexism (r = .51, p < .001) and hostile sexism (r = .17, p 

< .05), as well as between double standard endorsement and more frequent consumption 

of women’s fashion magazines (r = .16, p < .05). Ambivalent sexism pervades American 

culture and American minds, and young adult women are not immune to it. 

What does it feel like to live in an ambivalently invalidating society? Linehan 

(1993) and others (e.g., Becker, 2019; Miller, 1991) described how women are taught 

they must simultaneously embody the roles of sexual object and maternal caregiver 

simultaneously. Women must be “sexually available to their husbands and yet 

uncontaminated by their own sexuality” (Becker, 2019, p. 101). They must strive for 

autonomy while at the same time putting their family’s needs before their own 

(Chodorow, 1986). If girls do not embody the traditional feminine norms of gentleness 

and affection, they will experience neglect or punishment for not acting sufficiently 

feminine (Flaherty & Richman, 1989; Widiger & Settle, 1987). Women are tasked with 

being prototypically feminine without being too feminine, a double bind.  

Contemporary research has provided empirical evidence of this double bind. For 

example, observers viewed women more negatively when they expressed anger, a 

stereotypically masculine emotion (e.g., Jandt & Hundley, 2008), than they viewed men 

for displaying the same emotion (e.g., Salerno & Peter-Hagene, 2015; Salerno, Peter-

Hagene, & Jay, 2019; Salerno & Phalen, 2019; Salerno, Phalen, Reyes, & Schweitzer, 

2018). Women were also viewed more negatively than men if they expressed 
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assertiveness or aggression, two more traditionally masculine traits (Rhode & Kellerman, 

2006; Woolley & Darling, 2017). In a study of men and women in leadership positions, 

women needed to convey both sensitivity and strength to be considered effective (i.e., 

combining feminine and masculine traits), while men only needed to convey strength 

(Johnson, Murphy, Zewdie, & Reichard, 2008). Gender norms are also reinforced 

through the media, where female judicial nominees receive more comments about their 

appearance and their family life compared to male candidates for the same positions 

(Woolley & Darling, 2017). Another example comes from politics. In their study, Lizotte 

and Meggers-Wright (2019) determined that, when a female candidate was described as 

being physically attractive, she was subsequently viewed as a less appealing political 

candidate than a male candidate described the same. Women are told to prioritize their 

physical appearance for the benefit of those around them, yet if a woman is considered 

attractive, she is taken less seriously as a political candidate. These studies highlighted 

how women are subject to harsh societal double standards. They are pressured to embody 

the roles of both caregiver and object of sexual interest, while being considered less 

suitable for leadership positions should they be “too” attractive. At the same time, women 

are seen as inferior to men if they fail to express sufficient assertiveness or if they express 

too much assertiveness. They struggle to find a middle ground, resulting in identity 

diffusion.  

Again, not all women will experience invalidation and develop BPD symptoms. 

But for those who do, the consequences of chronic invalidation can be destructive. As 

initially stated, Linehan (1993) proposed helping women to recover from and cope with 

their invalidation by fostering in them the dual mindset of acceptance and change. The 
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