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THE EFFECTS OF DOUBLE BiNDS ON WOMEN’S STYLE, SENSE OF SELF, AND  ACHiEVEMENT
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EXECUTiVE SUMMARY

THiS STUDY EXPLORES WOMEN’S EXPERiENCES WiTH “DOUBLE BiNDS” —THE CONFLiCTiNG 
SOCiETAL MESSAGES, iMAGES, AND QUEUES THAT TELL A WOMAN HOW SHE i S SUPPOSED TO 
LOOK, SPEAK, AND ACT. DOUBLE BiNDS ARE SiTUATiONS WHERE EVERY  CHOiCE ONE MAKES 
RESULTS iN BEiNG PENALiZED. THiS STUDY iS THE FiRST TO SYSTEMATiCALLY ANALYZE THE 
DOUBLE BiNDS OF SOCiETAL EXPECTATiONS WOMEN FACE iN THE UNiTE D STATES AND CANADA, 
AND HOW WOMEN NAViGATE THESE EXPECTATiONS. 
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The concept of the double bind 
was coined in 1956 by British 

anthropologist Gregory 
Bateson and his colleagues. 

They defined double binds as 
situations where every choice 

you make results in being 
penalized in some way.
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TABLE 1: DOUBLE BiNDS ACROSS GENERATiONS

OFTEN/SOMETiMES EXPERiENCE DOUBLE BiNDS

GEN Z 
(AGES 18-25)

84%

78%

65%

GENERATiON

58%

MiLLENNiALS
(AGES 26-41)

GEN X 
(AGES 42-57)

BOOMERS
(AGES 58-65)

two-in-three 
women in both the u.s. 
and canada say they 

experience double binds 

TABLE 2: DOUBLE BiNDS BY SEXUALiTY

of women who experience 
double binds say it is 

an issue for them

OFTEN/SOMETiMES EXPERiENCE DOUBLE BiNDS

LGBTQ+ 73%

69%

SEXUALiTY

NON-LGBTQ+
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Over half of women
have been told they are both 

“too direct” and 
“not assertive enough” 

when they speak

of women have been told 

they are both “too pretty” 

and “too homely”
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WHERE WOMEN 

EXPERiENCE DOUBLE BiNDS:

iN THEiR WORKPLACE
AND CAREER48%

WHiLE AT
SCHOOL47%

iN THEiR SOCiAL LiFE/
FROM FRiENDS46%

WHiLE ON
SOCiAL MEDiA45%

iN THEiR HOME/
FROM FAMiLY44%
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of women say double binds

keep them from being their 

authentic selves

WOMEN WHO EXPERiENCE 

DOUBLE BiNDS AT WORK RESPOND BY:

CHANGiNG  
HOW THEY 
PRESENT

THEMSELVES
41%

SPEAKiNG  
UP  

LESS

CHANGiNG HOW 
THEY PRESENT

41%

one-in-four
women didn’t apply to a job 
because of double binds 
they experienced related 

to their work

QUESTiONiNG 
AND DOUBTiNG 

THEMSELVES

39%

32%
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 - “BE BOLDER WiTH MY CHOiCES.”
 - “DRESSiNG THE WAY I WANT. I JUST WANT TO WEAR CLOTHES WiTHOUT B EiNG JUDGED ABOUT 

MY SHAPE OR HOW WELL THE DRESS FiT OR NOT. I JUST WANT TO FEEL FREE  AND CONFIDENT.”
 - “I WOULD WANT TO WEAR MORE FORM FiTTiNG CLOTHES iNSTEAD OF THE OVE RSiZED CLOTHES  

I USUALLY WEAR.”
 - “I WOULD REALLY LOVE TO DYE MY HAiR BRiGHT PURPLE BUT MY FAMiLY THiN KS PEOPLE WiLL 

TREAT ME DiFFERENTLY iF I DO iT AND iT WiLL BE HARDER TO FiND A JOB .”
 - “BE MORE CONFiDENT iN WHAT I LiKE TO WEAR.”
 - “DYEiNG MY HAiR FUNKY COLORS.”
 - “BE MORE OUTGOiNG WiTH MY CLOTHiNG.”
 - “I WOULD JUST LiKE TO HAVE THE CONFiDENCE TO WEAR WHATEVER MAKES ME  HAPPY. I'M A 

BiGGER WOMAN AND iT'S HARD TO FEEL CONFiDENT WHEN YOU CAN'T DEF iNE YOUR STYLE DUE 
TO FEELiNG LiKE YOU'RE TOO MUCH AS WELL AS BEiNG NOT ENOUGH.”

 - “I WiSH I WAS MORE CONFiDENT TO CONTRiBUTE WHAT I KNOW THAT COUL D ADD iNFO OR 
ANOTHER PERSPECTiVE TO A GROUP DiSCUSSiON.”

 - “I WOULD LiKE TO HAVE AN OPiNiON WiTHOUT BEiNG CALLED A B*TCH.”
 - “DiFFERENT CLOTHES.  DiFFERENT ACTiViTiES.  SPEAKiNG OUT MORE .”
 - “I AM OUTSPOKEN WiTHiN REASON, ALSO OPiNiONATED WiTH POLiTiC S,LAW, LiFE. I LiSTEN TO 

OTHER PEOPLE’S OPiNiONS. WHEN I STATE MiNE, I AM TOO LOUD AND OUT SPOKEN! WHEN I STOP 
BECAUSE THEY COMPLAiN... THEN I AM TOO QUiET/NOT FEELiNG WELL/ DEPRESSED!”

some women noted 
they would be bolder 

and more confident with 
their personaly style if 
they did not have to face 

double binds.

HOW WOMEN WOULD CHANGE THEiR PERSONAL STYLE WiTHOUT  DOUBLE BiNDS:

HOW WOMEN WOULD CHANGE THE WAY THEY SPEAK WiTHOUT D OUBLE BiNDS:
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 - “I WOULD FEEL MORE CONFiDENT WiTH MYSELF AND MY BODY.”
 - “I THiNK I WOULD JUST FEEL HAPPiER. I KNOW I LOOK GOOD iN MY PERSO NAL STYLE.”
 - “IT WOULD MAKE ME HAPPiER AND MORE CONFiDENT AND COMFORTABLE.”
 - “I WOULD HAVE MORE CONFiDENCE iN MYSELF.”
 - “IT WiLL MAKE ME MORE WHAT I AM.”
 - “I WOULD BE HAPPiER WHiCH iN TURN WOULD MAKE ME LESS DEPRESSED.”
 - “MAKE ME MORE BOLD.”
 - “IT WOULD MAKE ME TRUER TO MYSELF.”

most women say double binds 
make them feel they are 
never good enough (64%) 

and leave them 
feeling exhausted (80%). 

say they would be happier if 

they had more freedom to 

express their style

“I THiNK I WOULD JUST 
FEEL HAPPiER. I KNOW 

I LOOK GOOD iN 
MY PERSONAL STYLE.”

HOW WOMEN WOULD FEEL BETTER ABOUT THEMSELVES WiTHOUT DOUBLE BiNDS:
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 - “SOMETiMES I TRY TO iGNORE ANYTHiNG THAT iS BEiNG SAiD AND MOVE ON A ND SOMETiMES iT 
REALLY BOTHERS ME, AND iT GETS ME UPSET AND I WiLL SAY SOMETHiNG.”

 - “I iGNORE THEM AND TRY NOT TO ADJUST MY BEHAViOR FOR THE SAKE OF OTH ER PEOPLE.”
 - “I DON’T REALLY DO MUCH TO PERSONALLY NAViGATE AND HANDLE THE DO UBLE BiND I TRY TO 

AVOiD PEOPLE WHO ARE THE MOST EGREGiOUS OFFENDERS I’M MOSTLY WOR RiED ABOUT AGE 
DiSCRiMiNATiON AND ACCOMPANYiNG BiNDS THAT COME WiTH THAT AT TH E MOMENT.”

 - “I TRY TO iGNORE THEM AND FOCUS ON WHO I NATURALLY AM AND iF THAT UP SETS OTHERS 
THEN SO BE iT.”

 - “WHEN I WAS YOUNGER I FELT VERY MUCH LiKE I HAD TO CONFORM TO A CERTA iN WAY TO ACT, 
LOOK AND DRESS. AS I’VE AGED, I DON’T PAY MUCH ATTENTiON TO THAT A NYMORE, HOWEVER, 
SOCiAL MEDiA CAN HAVE A DETRiMENTAL EFFECT ON WOMEN WHEN WE ARE BOMB ARDED WiTH 
FiLTERED PiCTURES AND UNREALiSTiC EXPECTATiONS ON HOW WE’R E SUPPOSED TO LOOK, ACT 
AND DRESS.”

 - “USUALLY WHENEVER I WANT TO GO OUT I CHANGE MY OUTFiT MULTiPLE TiME S NOT BECAUSE I 
DON’T LiKE THEM BUT BECAUSE OF WHAT PEOPLE MiGHT SAY”

 - “I USUALLY TRY TO FiT iN MORE, SOMETiMES I TRY TO SPEAK UP iF I FEEL L iKE iT WiLL NOT 
NEGATiVELY iMPACT MY JOB. BUT iT’S HARD.”

 - “I TRY TO ACT DiFFERENTLY TO CATER TO THE DOUBLE BiNDS.”

 - “THERE WERE PEOPLE iN MY LiFE THAT I REGULARLY HUNG OUT WiTH WHO  KiND OF MADE 
ME FEEL LESS THAN BECAUSE OF THE WAY I WAS. I AVOiDED HANGiNG OUT  WiTH MEN AND 
SURROUNDED MYSELF WiTH MORE WOMEN.”

 - “I TEND TO DiSTANCE MYSELF FROM THE SiTUATiON. I LEFT MY CAREER/D REAM JOB AND 
BECAME A STAY-AT-HOME MOM.”

 - “AVOiD PEOPLE THAT CONSiSTENTLY DO THiS, WORK iN JOBS THAT HA VE REDUCED AMOUNTS OF 
THiS, TRY TO CALL OUT PEOPLE WHEN THEY DO SAY SUCH THiNGS. LEFT  MY HUSBAND.”

 - “I’VE JUST BECOME BiG ON CUTTiNG PEOPLE OFF iN GENERAL”

HOW WOMEN ATTEMPT TO iGNORE DOUBLE BiNDS:

HOW WOMEN ATTEMPT TO AVOiD TO DOUBLE BiNDS:

HOW WOMEN ATTEMPT TO CATER TO DOUBLE BiNDS:
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 - “THAT I WAS BEiNG TOO AMBiTiOUS iN MY CAREER. I TOLD THEM THAT iT iS  MY RiGHT TO HAVE 
SUCH FEELiNG AND DON’T CARE iF THEY ACCEPT iT OR NOT”

 - “I HAVE ALWAYS BEEN OUTSPOKEN ABOUT MY FEELiNGS THAT iF SOMEONE D OESN’T LiKE ME THE 
WAY i AM THEY DON’T HAVE TO BE AROUND ME.”

 - “I DO MY OWN THiNG AND iF SOMEONE DOESN’T LiKE iT, THAT’S TOO BAD. ”
 - “I SPEAK OUT BUT THEN I GET LABELED AS RUDE, AGGRESSiVE OR A TROU BLEMAKER.”

CONTENT ANALYSiS FiNDiNGS
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TABLE 3: COMMENTS BY TONE

% OF COMMENTS

POSiTiVE 50%

33%

17%

COMMENT TONE

NEGATiVE

NEUTRAL

TABLE 4: “TOO” STATEMENTS BY TONE

% OF COMMENTS

“TOO” STATEMENTS
THAT WERE POSiTiVE

2%

98%

COMMENT TONE

 “TOO” STATEMENTS
THAT WERE NEGATiVE

1-iN-3
comments about the most 
globally prominent women

are negative

HOW WOMEN ATTEMPT TO PUSH BACK AGAiNST DOUBLE BiNDS:
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TABLE 5: NEGATiVE COMMENTS BY CONTENT

% OF COMMENTS

APPEARANCE 11%

30%

COMMENT CONTENT

PERSONALiTY

TABLE 6: NEGATiVE “TOO” COMMENTS ABOUT LOOKS

% OF COMMENTS

FAKE/PLASTiC 24%

16%

“TOO” STATEMENT

SEXY

9%CURVY

TABLE 7: NEGATiVE “TOO” COMMENTS ABOUT ACTiONS

% OF COMMENTS

SELFiSH 22%

11%

“TOO” STATEMENT

UNPROFESSiONAL

9%NOT SMART ENOUGH

TABLE 8: DOUBLE BiNDS BY PROMiNENCE

AVERAGE # OF DOUBLE BiNDS

1 - 5 10.2

11.8

PROMiNENCE RANKiNG

6 - 10

9.611 - 15

8.816 - 20

7.3

TOO CONFIDENT 
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TOO INSECURE
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21 - 25

nine-in-ten (92%) of the most 
prominent women experience 
double binds on social media
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TABLE 9: SPECiFiC DOUBLE BiNDS BY RACE

% WHO FACE SPECiFiC DOUBLE BiND

LAZY/AMBiTiOUS
69%

DOUBLE BiND

CONFiDENT/INSECURE
75%

CURVY/SKiNNY
31%

FAKE/NATURAL
0%

PRUDiSH/SEXUAL
0%

100%

100%

56%

11%

11%

PROMiNENT WHiTE WOMEN PROMiNENT BiPOC WOMEN

TABLE 10: SPECiFiC DOUBLE BiNDS BY AGE

% WHO FACE SPECiFiC DOUBLE BiND

TiMiD/BOLD
58%

DOUBLE BiND

EMOTiONAL/COLD
0%

MASCULiNE/FEMiNiNE
32%

CONFiDENT/INSECURE
79%

TOO/NOT POLiTiCALLY 
CORECT ENOUGH

42%

100%

50%

50%

83%

PROMiNENT WOMEN UNDER 50 PROMiNENT WOMEN 50+

100%

16

100%
of women ages 50+ and 

bipoc women that we analyzed 

faced at least one double bind 

on social media.
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HOW TO CiTE THiS REPORT 
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