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The Field-specific Ability Beliefs (FAB) Hypothesis

“Brilliance = 
men”

stereotype

Women’s 
under-

representation

Idolizing 
brilliance 

and genius



http://benschmidt.org/profGender/

search results for
“genius”



MEN WOMEN



Al
l D

isc
ip

lin
es

r(28) = −.60, p < .001



ST
EM

r(10)= −.64, p = .025



So
cia

l S
cie

nc
es

 &
H

um
an

itie
s

r(16) = −.62, p = .006



FABs also predict African American representation
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r(28) = −.54, p = .002 
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Who would you refer for this job?

• Experimental condition: 
Looking for: “high IQ,” “superior reasoning skills,” “natural 
intelligence,” “inborn smarts”

• Control condition:
Looking for: “highly motivated,” “outstanding work ethic,” “superior 
commitment,” “continual passion”

Lin Bian

Bian, Leslie, & Cimpian, in press, American Psychologist
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N = 347
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50.0% girls

Bian, Leslie, & Cimpian, in press, American Psychologist

(Brilliance)



The Field-specific Ability Beliefs (FAB) Hypothesis

“Brilliance = 
men”

stereotype

Women’s 
under-

representation

Idolizing 
brilliance 

and geniusPotential mechanisms?
• Decreased interest
• Heightened bias and discrimination
• Heightened sense of being an impostor



Potential Mechanisms

• Heightened sense of being an impostor
(e.g., Clance, 1985)

“I’m afraid people important to me may find out that I’m not as capable as they think I am”
“When I’ve succeeded at something and received recognition for my accomplishments, I 
have doubts that I can keep repeating that success” 

Melis
Muradoglu



Sense of 
Being an 
Impostor

n = 2,350 (49.7% women) n = 1,560 (49.9% women)

n = 354 (58.8% women) n = 144 (54.9% women)

bWOMEN = .17***
bMEN = .14***

bWOMEN = .00
bMEN = −.08~

bWOMEN = .17~
bMEN = .00

bWOMEN = .32*
bMEN = −.28~

(higher values = more emphasis on brilliance)

Participants:
4408 graduate students, 
postdocs, and faculty 
at 9 R1 universities in the US

Measures:
1) FAB scale
2) Impostor scale 

Confidence bands: ± SE

~ p < .10, * p < .05, 
** p < .01, *** p < .001

URM =
Under-Represented Minorities
(African American, Latino/a, 

Native American)
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Action?



What can we do?
•Change the messages that are sent to students 
about what is required for success to 

• deemphasize “brilliance,” “genius,” and “giftedness”

• reinforce the importance of dedication and hard 
work, and the vast scope there is for improvement
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