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SURVEY METHODOLOGY

A telephone survey of adult residents of the state of Michigan was conducted by Michigan
State University’s Institute for Public Policy and Social Research. This was the 20th quarterly
MSU State of the State Survey (SOSS). A total of 954 interviews were completed between
January 17, 2001 and February 27.

State of the State Survey 20 The focus of SOSS 20 was on citizens’ assessment of the state’s
resources, infrastructure, and performance at addressing needs.  It also included a section on
problem identification and internet usage. This briefing paper provides analysis of the results
in the areas related to the stereotype threat and race of interviewer effects in a survey on
political knowledge.

The overall margin for sampling error is ±3.2% for the survey. For questions discussed in this
paper that were asked of only a portion of the respondents, the sampling error is slightly
larger. How much larger depends on the number of people asked a question and how their
answers are distributed.

The sample was designed to provide representative information for respondents from seven
major regions of the state: Detroit City, Southeast Michigan (excluding Detroit), Southwest
Michigan, Central Michigan (West and East), Northern Lower Peninsula, and the Upper
Peninsula. The data reported here are weighted to be representative of Michigan’s adult
population.
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INTRODUCTION
Social desirability is generally thought to underlie the propensity for survey respondents to
tailor their answers to what they think would satisfy or please the interviewer. While this
may in fact be the underlying motivation, especially on attitudinal and opinion questions,
social desirability does not seem to be an adequate explanation for interviewer effects on
factual questions. Borrowing from the social psychology literature on stereotype threat, we
test an alternative account of the race-of-interviewer effects.  Stereotype threat maintains that
the pressure to disconfirm and to avoid being judged by negative and potentially degrading
stereotypes interferes with the processing of information.  We argue that survey context
contains many parallels to a testing environment in which stereotype threat might alter
responses to factual questions. Through a series of framing experiments in a public opinion
survey and the reliance on the sensitivity to the race of the interviewer, our results are
consistent with expectations based on a theory of “stereotype threat.” African American
respondents to a battery of questions about political knowledge get fewer answer right when
interviewed by a white interviewer than when interviewed by an African American
interviewer.  The observed differences in performance on the political knowledge questions
cannot be accounted for by difference in the educational background or gender of the
respondents.

THE PROBLEM
The presentation of self and the desire to project a positive self-image are important factors
influencing how people interact with others. To the extent that the projection of a positive
self-image becomes salient through the internalization of societal norms, what may appear to
be sincere, honest, and unbiased expressions of political and social beliefs may actually be a
conscious attempt to conceal beliefs by giving socially desirable responses (Goffman 1963,
1973) or an unconscious reaction to being perceived in a negative light (Steele and Aronson
1995). Measures of political and social attitudes will tend to reflect more than expressed
opinions but also come to reflect the attempt to project a positive self-image.

The research on interviewer effects in surveys has produced compelling evidence of how
seriously the projection of a positive self-image can affect the measurement of political and
social attitudes (Anderson, Silver and Abramson 1988; Davis 1997b; Schuman and Converse
1971, Finkel, Guterbock, and Borg 1999). It is generally believed that a norm of social
desirability underlies the differences in the information respondents report to interviewers of
different races. “Social desirability bias” carries with it the idea that respondents overtly
“perform” or “front” during an interview in ways that differ from their true feelings.
Respondents try to look better in the eyes of the interviewer by expressing opinions that
conform with perceived interviewer expectations or with wider societal norms. For example,
a respondent who has not actually voted in the last election may say that he or she has voted
in order to appear to conform to good citizen norms (Silver, Anderson, and Abramson 1986;
Anderson and Silver 1986).1   Voters may say they support an African American respondent,
because it may be “politically correct,” but they will actually vote for the opposing white
candidate (Finkel, Guterbock, and Borg 1999). An African American respondent may also
put on a performance by “donning the Black mask” and not revealing his or her true feelings
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when interviewed by a white interviewer but speak more frankly in the presence of a black
interviewer (Davis 1997a).

While a social desirability explanation may apply to attitudinal and opinion questions, it does
not adequately explain the bias that interviewer effects may impart on objective indicators.
More importantly, social desirability is only believed to underlie interviewer effects on
attitudinal questions.

In this paper, we provide an alternative account of the race-of-interviewer effects on survey
responses, drawing on the social psychological literature on race differences in test
performance. Claude Steele and his colleagues (Aronson et al. 1999; Spencer, Steele, and
Quinn 1999; Steele 1997; Steele and Aronson 1995) show that the awareness of threat of
being stereotyped and confirming a negative stereotype interferes with the processing of
information by groups about whom the relevant negative stereotype exists, even when they
themselves do not believe the stereotype. For example, stereotype threat may impair the test
performance of African Americans when taking an apparently standardized test of
intellectual ability, or it may impair the test performance of women when taking a
standardized test of mathematical ability. The activation of a stereotype about a group’s
lower intellectual ability can negatively affect their test performance. But when the stereotype
threat is removed, such as by changing the reported nature of the test, test performance
improves.

Although most of the research on stereotype threat occurs in the context of a testing
environment in which individuals are made to feel self-conscious about race, we explore the
extent to which a stereotype threat approach can be used to explain race of interviewer
effects in an attitude survey. We argue that a survey can heighten respondents’ sensitivity to
race and that it parallels the situation that occurs in testing. In addition to the structure of the
questions and format of response options, which conveys a sense of formality, respondents
often think there are right and wrong answers. A more important test parallel exists in the
fact that attitude surveys do, indeed, often ask respondents about their own “objective”
behavior, background, or attributes (e.g., voting, alcohol consumption, work activity, sexual
behavior, income, education, family composition, race, gender).2   The answers to such
questions can be said to be true or false or (less judgmentally) accurate or inaccurate. Surveys
often directly test a respondent’s knowledge of other people, issues, events, and the broader
environment by asking questions that clearly have right and wrong, as well as readily
verifiable, answers. What are the names of your U.S. Senators?  Which political party holds a
majority in the state legislature?  How many justices are there on the US Supreme Court?
Can you place a candidate on the liberal/conservative scale?  How many things do you like
or dislike about George Bush?  Such questions have a potential to be threatening to
respondents who do not want to appear uninformed or ignorant. For this reason, survey
researchers sometimes even tell the respondents that the questions are “not a test,” to convey
the idea that right or wrong answers to the questions will not be used to form a judgment
about the respondent’s intelligence, knowledge, or honesty.

We use question wording experiments in a public opinion survey to examine the role of
stereotype threat on survey responses. We hypothesize that African American respondents to
a set of questions on political knowledge will give fewer correct answers to white interviewers
than to African American interviewers. Furthermore, we expect African American
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respondents to give fewer correct answers to knowledge questions that are explicitly
described as a test than to the same questions that are explicitly said not to be a test.

The answers to basic questions about political institutions, such as how many Supreme Court
justices are there, do not have an inherent racial meaning or link to issues of group identity or
solidarity. Also, if the respondents give different answers when the interviewers are members
of one race than when they members of another race, the difference in the number of correct
answers is unlikely to be due to social desirability. So we need another theory to account for
such a pattern of responses to political knowledge questions. The central concept of the
theory that we shall rely on is that of “stereotype threat.”

STEREOTYPE THREAT
People are motivated to appear competent and to take control rather than being merely
victimized by negative stereotypes (Oyserman and Swim 2001). According to Steele (1997),
when a widely known negative stereotype (e.g., poor intellectual ability) exists about a group
which jeopardizes their  appearance of competence, it creates for some members of that
group a burden of suspicion that acts as a threat. This threat arises when a person’s behavior
could be judged (usually by members outside the group) in terms of a stereotype. Such a
threat is cued by the mere recognition that a negative group stereotype could apply to oneself
in a given situation. The person’s anxiousness to disconfirm a negative stereotype and the
accuracy of a potentially degrading label may interfere with performance of the task. For
members of the group in which the stereotypes apply, the threat of stereotypes may lead to an
inefficiency of information processing by redirecting attention needed to perform a task to
irrelevant concerns and may lead to self-consciousness, overcautiousness, and frustration
(Steele and Aronson 1995). Through these mechanisms, stereotype threat is expected to
undermine the processing of information, and hence performance on tests or other assigned
tasks.

Stereotype threat may apply to any stigmatized group (African Americans, women, whites,
and students from low socio-economic status), and is usually treated as context-dependent or
situationally specific (cf. Marx, Brown, and Steele 1999). Its activation does not require overt
references to a group’s inferiority; however, such references may enhance the effect. Steele
and Aronson (1995) examined performance on the most difficult verbal items in the GRE
among African American and white college students. Activating a stereotype threat among
one group by introducing that the exam as “a test of intellectual ability” led to African
American participants scoring significantly worse than whites who were given the same
instructions. African Americans in the nondiagnostic groups performed equally to whites. In
another experiment, the mere recording of their race on a demographic section of the exam,
just before taking the exam, was apparently enough to impair the performance of African
American students. Blascovich et al. (2001) found impaired performance on a cognitive task
among African Americans high in stereotype threat, and they also revealed that African
Americans who had high stereotype threat exhibited higher blood pressure than whites.

Walsh, Hickey, and Duffy (1999) examined the extent to which a negative stereotype threat
might explain gender differences in mathematical problem-solving. Instructing participants
that the SAT “has been found to show gender differences in math performance and that
males score higher than females” had the effect of producing significantly lower test scores
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among the women. It is argued that the threat of a negative stigma and the alleged inability
in performance creates a threat to self-characterization that results in an emotional reaction
that interferes with performance (Walsh, Hickey, and Duffy 1999: 236). Research by Spencer
et al. (1997), Stangor et al. (1998), and Quinn and Spencer (2001) revealed similar findings:
women significantly underperformed in relation to equally qualified men on a difficult math
test, but women performed just as well as equally qualified men on an advanced literature test.

Extending the concept of stereotype threat to social class, Croizet and Claire (1998)
introduced stereotype threat to low SES participants by informing them the GRE was
intended to “assess your intellectual ability for solving verbal problems.”  The hypothesis that
low SES participants would less well because stereotype anxiety would disrupt their
performance was strongly supported.

Aronson et al. (1999) explored the extent which even white males can experience stereotype
threat. In an experiment involving a group of white male college students with high math
aptitude, a stereotype threat was activated by introducing a math section on the SAT by
allowing participants to read articles about the phenomenal math achievement of Asians,
and informing the test takers that Asians outperform other students on tests of math ability.
Making salient the Asian stereotype depressed the performance of white males, even though
they reported exerting more effort.

Stone et al. (1999) explore–d stereotype threat on athletic performance. Following a similar
logic, it was argued that if an athletic performance were framed as an indication of natural
athletic ability – one’s genetically determined physical capabilities – white athletes may infer
that they are being evaluated on the basis of a negative stereotype and consequently perform
more poorly than if the stereotype was not made salient. When a negative stereotype was
activated, white participants did worse than control participants when a golf task was
framed as diagnostic of “natural ability.” Likewise, African American participants performed
worse than did control participants when performance on a golf task was framed as
diagnostic of “sports intelligence.”

SURVEY DESIGN
The activation of stereotype threat seems to be affected by how certain tasks are framed. If a
task is framed in such a way that individuals feel that their performance or responses may be
judged against or evaluated in the context of a negative group stereotype, the pressure to
disconfirm the negative stereotype produces anxiety that interferes with the processing of
information or the ability to solve problems.

We take a similar framing approach to questions tapping political knowledge. Though there
are many survey questions that parallel test questions, such as asking respondents to place
candidates and parties on ideological and issue dimensions and what types of things
respondents like and dislike about political parties and candidates, political knowledge
questions come closer in form to an actual test. A battery of seven “political knowledge”
questions was included:

1. How many years is the term of office of a United States Senator?  (correct answer: 6)
2. How many justices (judges) are there on the U.S. Supreme Court?  (correct answer: 9)
3. What is the minimum voting age in Michigan?  (correct answer: 18)
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4. Do you happen to know how many times an individual can be elected president?
(correct answer: 2)

5. How much of a majority is needed for the Senate and House of the U.S. Congress to
override a  presidential veto?  (correct answer: two-thirds majority)

6. Do you happen to know what political office William Rehnquist holds?  (correct
answer: Chief Justice, Justice or judge of the Supreme Court)

7.  Which political party holds a majority in the Michigan legislature? (correct answer:
Republican)

These types of factual items have been used widely to measure political knowledge. Political
knowledge has been related to political tolerance, political participation and voting,
ideological self-identification, acquisition of information, and perceptions of issues (e.g., racial
issues, abortion) (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1993, 1996; Jennings 1996; Mondak 2001).
Unfortunately, these measures are not without criticism. A great deal of this criticism involves
the handling of the “Don’t Know” response. Delli Carpini and Keeter (1993) maintain that
the  “Don’t Know” response should be encouraged in order to reduce the amount of
guessing. However, Mondak (2001) argues that discouraging the “Don’t Know” response
does not eliminate guessing, but rather such discouragement creates a validity problem
because it activates a differential propensity to guess. In addition, Mondak (2001) argues that
the open-ended response format of knowledge questions makes it difficult to handle partially
correct responses.3   Following this logic, we attempted to discourage “Don’t Know”
responses by not offering it as a response option.

After each question was read, the interviewers could either record that the respondent gave
the correct answer (preprogrammed and coded on the screen) or they were to enter the
verbatim answer. If a respondent refused to answer the question, the answer was entered as
“refused.”  If a respondent at first answered “don’t know” or “not sure,” the interviewers
prompted the respondent with the statement “Just give me your best guess.”  After
prompting, the respondents’ final answers were recorded as either a correct answer, a
different answer (recorded verbatim), or a “don’t know.”  Thus, without browbeating the
respondents the interviewers did prod those respondents who at first responded “don’t
know” or “not sure” to answer the question if they could.

The seven questions were preceded by an introduction, which was offered in two variations.

Nonthreatening: Now I have a few more questions concerning public figures and government
affairs. These questions are not a test of any sort. Instead, we want to see how much
information about them gets out to the public from television, newspapers, and the like.

Threatening:  Now I have a few more questions concerning public figures and government
affairs. These questions are a kind of test. We want to see how much information about
them gets out to the public from television, newspapers, and the like.

The two versions of the introduction were programmed to be offered randomly to
respondents. Although we anticipated that placing any tests of knowledge in a survey could
be perceived as threatening, we hypothesized that an introduction that explicitly labeled
questions as “a kind of test” would represent greater threat than one that explicitly stated
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that the questions were “not a test of any sort.”  The “nonthreatening” version was modeled
on the pilot of the 1985 National Election Study as reported by Zaller (1986).

We did not make explicit references to racial differences in our framing, but instead we relied
on more subtle cues based on the race of the interviewer. Explicit statements about racial
differences in intellectual ability, like the ones used in laboratory experiments, would likely
have been met with a great deal of apprehension among our respondents and risked
termination of the interview. Instead, we relied on the racial cuing and sensitivity to the race
of the interviewer. Research by Danso and Esses (2000) suggests that the race of test
administrator alone is enough to create a stereotype threat. Public opinion surveys are often
replete with questions that explicitly deal with racial stereotypes to African Americans that
require great forbearance for African American respondents to sit through. Though such
questions can activate a stereotype threat, the race of the interviewer provides another
element (or perceived expectation) that should be heeded or avoided (Davis 1997b). It is not
just the framing of survey questions, or the general social stereotypes about the groups to
which the respondents belong, that induces stereotype threat but also who is asking the
questions.

Hence, we hypothesized that respondents would offer fewer correct answers if they were
given the threatening version of the questions than if they were given the nonthreatening
version. And we hypothesized that black respondents would offer fewer correct answers to
the political information questions when they interviewed by white interviewers than by
black interviewers.

DATA
A random digit dialing (RDD) telephone survey of the Michigan adult population was
conducted during January and February 2001. Using disproportionate sampling by region of
the state, 954 interviews were completed.4   The interviews averaged 23 minutes in length.
The interviewers were assigned telephone numbers using standard RDD methodology. The
assignment of telephone numbers was not based on either the characteristics of the
interviewer or the characteristics of the respondents (e.g., region, “expected” race). A
sufficient percentage of the interviewer staff were either African American or white (by self-
description) that it was not necessary to try to assign interviewers to particular (potential)
respondents by race of respondent.

The main topics of the survey concerned quality of life in communities, evaluation of
governmental performance, and electoral reform. The political knowledge questions appeared
approximately midway in the interview.

The survey also included an oversample of telephone exchanges that had a higher than
average percentage of African-American households, in an effort to complete a minimum of
200 interviews with African-American respondents. In all, 212 self-identified African
Americans were interviewed, as well as 643 whites and 89 others. For purposes of
administering the political knowledge questions, the “African American” respondents are
those who identified themselves as only black or African American but no other racial
category, and those who are “white” in the political knowledge study identified their race as
“white” but selected no other racial category.5
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The very last question in the survey asked the respondents to report on their perception of the
race of the interviewer: “Finally, what do you think is my racial background?”  We use the
answers to this question as well as the interviewer’s own racial self-identification in the
analysis of race-of-interviewer effects. Because we are especially concerned about the effects
of perceived racially-related “expectations” on the respondents’ performance on the political
knowledge questions, we expect to find stronger correlations between perceived race of the
interviewer and test performance than between the actual (self-reported) race of the
interviewer and test performance.

Eighty-five percent of the self-identified African American respondents identified the
interviewers either as black or as white, while 11 percent answered Don’t Know or Refused.
In contrast, 64 percent of the self-identified White respondents identified the interviewers
either as black or white (66 percent among those who answered the political knowledge
question battery), while 26 percent answered Don’t Know and 4 percent refused. We
speculate that the differential reflects a sensitivity about the race issue among whites. Below,
we replicate the analysis of race-of-interviewer effects using the interviewer’s own racial
identification, not only the respondent’s reported perception of the race of the interviewer.

For the African American respondents, who are the main concern of this study, the fact that
the race of some of the interviewers was perceived to be ambiguous – that is, the respondents
reported that they did not know or they refused to state the race of the interviewer – raises
another possibility for analysis. Given the theoretical expectation that African American
respondents will offer fewer correct answers to the political knowledge questions to white
interviewers than to black interviewers, what effect might an ambiguous race of the
interviewer be expected to have?  In our later analysis we will argue that ambiguity in this
context might even create even greater anxiety than knowing the race of the interviewer for
certain.

FINDINGS
Race Differences in Political Knowledge

Table 1 (see next page) summarizes the distribution of responses to each of the seven political
knowledge questions. The questions are arrayed from the easiest to the hardest, based on the
percentage of correct answers offered by the African American respondents. For all but one
question, “correct” and “wrong” answers comprised the majority of answers. Only on the
“Who is William Rehnquist” question were most of the answers either “don’t know” or
“refused.”  On the whole, the patterns of answers do not differ much between African
American and white respondents, though on five items a larger percentage of whites
answered correctly, and on two items (minimum voting age, which party holds a majority in
the state legislature) a larger percentage African Americans answered correctly.
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Table 1.
Percent of Correct Answers to Political Knowledge Questions, by Respondent’s Race

Minimum Number Majority Pct. to Number Term Who Is
Voting of Terms Party Override U.S. U.S. William
Age President State Veto Supreme Senator Rehnquist

Can Legis. Court
Serve Justices

Black Respondents
Correct 86.8% 84.9% 68.8% 24.5% 22.3% 19.3% 14.6%
Wrong 10.8 9.9 28.1 54.2 66.0 72.6 16.0
Don’t know 1.4 3.8 2.7 19.8 9.9 7.1 32.1
Refuse 0.9 1.4 0.5 1.4 1.9 0.9 37.3
Total Pct. 100.1% 100.0% 100.1% 99.9% 100.1% 99.9 100.0%
(Base N) (212) (212) (212) (212) (212) (212) (212)

White Respondents
Correct 84.6% 90.0% 52.4% 43.9% 31.7% 33.9% 29.9%
Wrong 14.9 8.1 34.0 46.6 62.9 63.3 10.0
Don’t know 0.0 1.8 11.8 8.6 5.4 2.3 18.6
Refuse 0.5 0.0 1.9 0.9 0.0 0.5 41.6
Total Pct. 100.0% 99.9% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.1%
(Base N) (221) (221) (221) (221) (221) (221) (221)

On average (Table 2), African American respondents answered 3.05 questions correctly,
while white respondents answered 3.83 correctly, a statistically significant difference (
p#.001). Although there is a strong gradient in the number of correct answers by educational
level of the respondents, the race differences cannot be accounted for by differences in the
educational attainments of whites and African Americans.6

Blacks and whites did not differ in the tendency to “refuse” to answer the questions (p=.738).
They did differ significantly, however, in the number of correct answers, wrong answers, and
don’t know answers that they offered (Table 2).



Table 2.
Distribution of  Number of  Answers to Political Knowledge Questions Right,

Wrong, DK, and Refused, by Race of  Respondent

Number Number Number Number
Correct Wrong Don’t Refused

Knowa

Black 0 5 20 111 127
Respondents 1 18 22 65 7

2 64 51 13 4
3 62 60 13 3
4 28 43 4 0
5 17 13 1 0
6 9 3 4 0
7 9 0 1 0
Mean 3.05 2.64 0.86 0.46
Std. Dev. 1.54 1.40 1.31 0.63

White 0 0 25 156 126
Respondents 1 13 30 52 94

2 40 65 7 1
3 47 56 4 0
4 50 36 1 0
5 34 9 1 0
6 17 0 0 0
7 20 0 0 0
Mean 3.83 2.34 0.39 0.44
Std. Dev. 1.65 1.32 0.75 0.52

ANOVA F 25.829 5.166 20.883 .112
Black vs. White Sig. <.001 .024 <.001 .738
Respondents df 1 & 431 1 & 431 1 & 431 1 & 431

a Respondents who initially stated “don’t know” or “not sure” were asked to “just make your best guess.”  Respondents who

“refused” (said they did not want) to answer a question were not asked again.
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Race of the Interviewers

Half of the black respondents were interviewed by persons whom they identified as black (see
top panel of Table 3), compared to only one-fourth of the white respondents. About 15
percent of black respondents did not identify the interviewers as either black or white,
compared to 34 percent of the white respondents. The larger percentage among white
respondents may reflect some kind of sensitivity on the race issue. When we examine the
interviewers’ own racial self-identification (bottom panel of Table 3), we find far larger
percentages who identify as black or white than the respondents reported.

Table 3.
Race of  Interviewer, by Race of  Respondent Race of  Respondenta (self-identified)

Rae of  Interviewer Black White
A.  As Perceived by Respondent
Black 49.5% 24.9%
White 35.8 40.7
Other 3.3 6.3
Don’t know 7.5 24.9
Refuse 3.8 3.2
Total 99.9% 100.0%
(Base N) (212) (221)

B.  Interviewer Self-Identified
Black only 67.0% 54.8%
White only 25.9 33.5
Black and Whiteb 5.2 10.4
Otherc 1.9 1.4
Total Percent 100.0% 100.1%
(Base N) (212) (221)

a Based only the respondent’s first answer to questions on own race or ethnicity.  Only respondents who self-
identified either as black or as white were administered the political knowledge battery.
b Interviewer classified self as Black and as white in separate questions.
c Includes those who say Native American, Asian, or combination of categories with Black or White.

For purposes of testing the effects of race of the interviewers on the political knowledge scores
of the respondents, it is tempting to rely on the interviewer’s self-identification as likely to be
more accurate. However, race of the interviewer effects are more likely to be filtered through
the respondents’ perceptions of the interviewer. Also, if stereotype threat underlies the
pattern of correct responses that we find among African American respondents, then the
“threat” is likely to be induced by the perception that the interviewers are white, not directly
by whether the interviewers are actually white (by their self-description). Furthermore, since
the focus of this research is on the black respondents, it is important that for most black
respondents the race of the interviewer was not ambiguous – only 15 percent of black
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respondents answered “other,” “don’t know,” or “refuse” when asked to report the race of
the interviewer.

Race of the Interviewer and Political Knowledge

Among white respondents, the mean number of correct answers is not associated with either
the respondent’s perceived race of the interviewer or the interviewer’s self-identified race
(Table 4, panel A). The differences in the number of correct answers by perceived race of
interviewer are small and not statistically significant (p=.485). Nor does the number of correct
answers given by white respondents differ significantly by the self-identified race of the
interviewers (p=.922).

In contrast, among black respondents, the perceived race of the interviewer matters a great
deal. When interviewed by a black interviewer (perceived), black respondents answer an
average of 3.42 political knowledge questions correctly. When interviewed by a white
interviewer (perceived), black respondents answer an average of 2.80 questions correctly.
When interviewed by an interviewer whose race is not perceived as either black or white
(DK, Refuse, or Other), black respondents answer an average of 2.39 questions correctly – one
fewer correct answers than those who are interviewed by white interviewers. The differences
are both large and statistically significant (p=.001). However, as with the white respondents,

Table 4.
Mean Number of  Correct Answers to Political Knowledge Questions, by Race of

Respondent and Race of  Interviewer Race of  Respondenta (self-identified)

Race of  Interviewer Black White
Mean (N) Mean (N)

A.  As Perceived by Respondent
Black 3.42 (105) 4.00 (55)
White 2.80 (76) 3.87 (90)
DK, Refuse, Other 2.39 (31) 3.66 (76)

   ANOVA By Respondent
    Perceived Race of  Interviewer

F 7.258 .725
Sig. .001 .485
df 2 & 209 2 & 215

B.  Interviewer Self-Identified
Black only 3.13 (142) 3.88 (121)
White only 2.87 (55) 3.80 (74)
Black and Whiteb  ....  (11) 3.78 (23)

     ANOVA By Self-Identified
     Race of  Interviewer

F .640 .081
Sig. .528 .922
df 2 & 205 2 & 215
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we find no significant difference in the number of correct answers associated with the self-
identified race of the interviewers (p=.528).

Thus, how the interviewers classify themselves by race is not associated with different levels
of performance on the political knowledge test. But the respondents’ perception of the
interviewers’ race makes a great deal of difference for black respondents, and no difference
for white respondents. This result is highly consistent with a stereotype threat interpretation.
When black respondents identify the test-giver as black, they do much better on the test than
when they identify the test-giver as white or when the race of the interviewer is ambiguous,
that is, the respondents are unable to put a black or white label on the interviewer.

The findings with respect to the “ambiguous” category were unanticipated in our original
design. Though based on only a small number of cases, they are intriguing. They suggest that
even greater anxiety may occur when black respondents are given a test by a seemingly
racially “neutral” (or at least not clearly identifiable) interlocutor. In any case, we find clear
support for our overall expectation of higher performance on the test when blacks were
interviewed by blacks.

Controlling for the Effects of Respondent Gender and Education

The foregoing analysis does not take into account other respondent characteristics that could
account for some of the race differences in performance on the political knowledge test or,
conceivably, the differences in performance associated with the race of the interviewers. One
threat to the validity of the findings is that they could be produced by respondent
characteristics such as gender and education.

Table 5 (see next page) reports the results of OLS regressing the number of correct answers
(as the dependent variable) onto perceived race of the interviewer, respondent’s gender, and
respondent’s educational attainment. We should expect to find that men and persons with
higher education are more knowledgeable about politics. This is indeed what we find, both
for blacks and for whites.
Even with the effects of gender and education taken into account, however, among black
respondents we still find a substantial and statistically significant effect of respondent-
perceived race of the interviewer on the number of correct answers to the political knowledge
test. Compared to the number of correct answers that they provide to black interviewers,
black respondents provide an average of 0.436 fewer correct answers to white interviewers
and .698 fewer correct answers to interviewers with “ambiguous” race. At the same time, for
white respondents we find no significant differences in the number of correct answers
associated with the perceived race of the interviewer.
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Controlling for the Effects of Interviewer-Respondent Rapport

Another threat to the validity of our inference that race-of-interviewer affects the political
knowledge test performance is that something else in the relationship between respondents
and interviewers is responsible for the observed patterns of responses. Conceivably, black
interviewers establish greater rapport with black respondents than do white interviewers.
This greater rapport might reduce the level of anxiety that respondents feel during the
interview. If so, the better test performance of the black respondents interviewed by black
interviewers could be due to the rapport between respondents and interviewers. However, if
we can establish that the differences in test performance associated with perceived race of the
interviewer hold up even after we take into account the rapport between interviewers and
respondents, we would have even great confidence in our interpretation.

At the very end of each interview the interviewers were asked to evaluate how cooperative
the respondent had been as well as how much interest he or she had shown in the survey.7

Since large majorities of the respondents were judged to be “very cooperative” and “very

Table 5.
OLS Regression Analysis of  Effects of  Perceived Race of  Interviewer

and Respondent’s Gender and Education on Number of  Correct
Answers to Political Knowledge Questions

Black Respondents White Respondents
b T-Ratio b T-Ratio

Constant 2.116** (6.105) 1.910** (4.052)

Race of  Interviewer
Perceived by Respondenta

White -.436* (-2.098) -.068 (-.283)
Don’t Know/Other -.698* (-2.456) -.180 (-.719)

Respondent Gender
Male .810** (4.069) .839** (4.294)

Respondent Educationb

College  Graduate 1.874** (4.998) 2.444** (5.354)
Some College 1.031** (3.026) 1.950** (4.227)
High School .539 (1.548) .764 (1.661)

Adjusted R2 .245 .272
SEE 1.33 1.41
Base N 208 220

* p#.05, 2-tailed test. ** p#.01, 2-tailed test.
a Reference (omitted) category:  Black.
b Omitted (omitted) category:  Less than high school education.
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interested,” we dichotomized each of the initial four-point scales into “very” and “not very”
(cooperative, interested).

Among white respondents, we find no statistically significant difference by race-of-
interviewer in the percentage of respondents who are perceived as very cooperative or very
interested in the survey (the data are not shown in a table). On average, 78 percent of the
white respondents were judged to be “very cooperative” and 61% to be “very interested.”
But these percentages did not vary significantly with the race of the interviewer.

Among black respondents, too, we find no significant difference by race-of-interviewer in the
percent who were perceived by the interviewers as very cooperative or very interested in the
survey. On average, 75% of the black respondents were judged “very cooperative,” and 61%
“very interested.”

Because the two dichotomous variables are highly correlated with one another (Pearson’s
r=.54), we combined them to form a 3-point “rapport” scale which takes on the value of 2 if
the respondent was judged by the interviewer to be both “very cooperative”and “very
interested” in the survey, 1 the respondent was either very cooperative or very interested, and
0 if respondent is neither very cooperative nor very interested. We then created dummy
variables, Hirapport which takes the value of 1 if the combined rapport score was 2, and the
value of 0 if not; and Mdrapport which takes the value of 1 if the combined rapport score was
1, and the value of 0 if not.8

When we introduce the terms Hirapport and Mdrapport into the previous regression
equations (Table 6), we find not surprisingly that respondents who have high or medium level

Table 6.
OLS Regression Assessing the Effects of  Respondent-Interviewer Rapport

Black Respondents White Respondents
b T-Ratio b T-Ratio

Constant 1.959** (5.354) 1.449** (3.044)
Race of  Interviewer Perceiveda

White -.475* (-2.254) -.038 (-.162)
Don’t Know, Other -.773* (-2.571) -.167 (-.677)

Respondent Gender
Male .780** (3.886) .786** (4.106)

Respondent Educationb

College Graduate 1.663** (4.287) 2.196** (4.875)
Some College .806** (2.251) 1.725** (3.786)
High School .343 (.945) .606 (1.340)

Rapportc

High .455 (1.899) .917** (3.798)
Medium .607* (1.977) .666* (2.275)

Adjusted R2 .250 .307
SEE  1.33 1.37
Base N 204 217
* p#.05, 2-tailed test.     ** p#.01, 2-tailed test.
a Reference (omitted) category:  Black.       b Omitted (omitted) category:  Less than high school.
c High=1 if respondents were judged by the interviewer to be both “very cooperative”and “very
interested” in the survey, and 0 if  not.  Medium=1 if  respondent is either very cooperative or very
interested, and 0 if not.  The omitted category: those who were neither very cooperative nor very intrested.
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of rapport with the interviewers are likely to have offered more correct answers to the
political knowledge questions. Those respondents were probably more motivated to perform
the survey tasks. Of course this relationship can also be reciprocal: interviewers were more
likely to judge respondents as cooperative or interested if they took the survey tasks more seriously.

Even with both education and rapport taken into account, however, the race of interviewer
effects remain among black respondents (and still do not appear among white respondents).
Black respondents gave fewer correct answers to white interviewers or to those whose race
was ambiguous (from the respondent’s perspective) than they did to black interviewers.

Test Anxiety
Standard introductions to questions on political knowledge are designed to reduce the
potential threat or stigma associated with giving “wrong” answers. The 1985 NES pilot study
(Zaller 1986) employed an introduction to such a battery of questions that explicitly states
“this is not a test of any kind.”  We modeled one variant of the introduction on this approach.
That variant was given to a randomly selected half of the respondents who took the political
knowledge test. We also hypothesized, however, that the effect of any “stereotype threat”
would be intensified if the respondents were told explicitly that the political knowledge
questions were a “kind of test.”  That variant of the introduction was given to the other
randomly selected half of the respondents to the political knowledge questions.

We find no relationship between whether the threatening or the nonthreatening introduction
was used and the number of correct answers offered to the political knowledge questions
(Table 7). The coefficients for the test threat variable are small and not statistically significant

Table 7.
OLS Regression Analysis of  Effects of  the “Test Threat” Introduction

Black Respondents White Respondents
b T-Ratio b T-Ratio

Constant 1.707** (3.658) 1.468** (2.712)
Race of  Interviewer Perceiveda

     White -.462* (-2.186) -.037 (-.158)
     Don’t Know, Other -.761* (-2.530) -.166 (-.673)
Respondent Gender
     Male .763** (3.776) .788** (4.074)
Respondent Educationb

     College Graduate 1.671** (4.303) 2.199** (4.850)
     Some College  .792* (2.211) 1.729** (3.760)
     High School .328 (.902) .611 (1.334)
Rapportc

     High .466 (1.940) .915** (3.757)
     Medium .625* (2.029) .664* (2.254)
Test Threatc

     “This is a test” .165 (.874) -.015 (-.076)
Adjusted R2 .249 .269
SEE 1.33 1.38
Base N 204 217
* p#.05, 2-tailed test.   ** p#.01, 2-tailed test.
a Reference (omitted) category:  Black.        b Omitted (omitted) category:  Less than high school education.
c Dummy variable: 1 if respondents received the “this is sort of a test” introduction to the political
knowledge questions, and 0 if respondents received the “this is not a test” introduction.
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for both white and black respondents. One reason for this result could be that even telling the
respondent that “this is not a test” could heighten anxiety for some respondents. Because of
the small sample size, we were not able to include a third variant – one in which the
interviewers did not use the word “test” at all. So we do not regard our result here as
definitive.

CONCLUSIONS
We find that black respondents to a battery of questions about political knowledge in a
telephone survey get fewer answers right when interviewed by a white interviewer than
when interviewed by a black interviewer. These results are consistent with expectations based
on the theory of “stereotype threat” that has been developed and applied to account for
performance on standardized achievement and intelligence tests as well as athletic
performance.

The observed differences in performance on the political knowledge questions cannot be
accounted for by differences in the educational background or gender of the individual
respondents. Nor can the higher scores achieved by black respondents who are interviewed
by blacks be accounted for by greater rapport between respondents and interviewers. Among
both black and white respondents, the level of rapport does not differ significantly between
those who were interviewed by black interviewers and those who were interviewed by
interviewers from other racial groups.

Although we can rule out the respondents’ education and gender, as well as respondent-
interviewer rapport, as plausible rival explanations of the differences in the political
knowledge test scores, we cannot say for sure that “stereotype anxiety” accounts for the
differences. But the results are interesting in part because they suggest that research that
heretofore has focused on standardized tests or on experiments with relatively low N’s, can
be extended to “tests” of factual information in telephone surveys and to much larger
samples in which it is possible to control explicitly for a variety of potential explanatory
factors.

Furthermore, these results suggest another way to think about the race-of-interviewer effects
in social surveys. To the extent that minority group respondents regard their answers to
survey questions as tests – whether the questions address factual issues or issues of attitudes
or beliefs – they may be susceptible to anxiety produced by their role as subjects to a process
in which they are at risk of being judged as giving “right” or “wrong” answers. In typical
accounts of race-of-interviewer effects, respondents are said to mask their true feelings in an
effort to please the interviewer or to appear to hold socially desirable attitudes. In some
accounts, the respondents may exaggerate their conformity with socially approved norms
and may even modify their subsequent behavior to fit the norms.

However, in the present study, in which the task set before the respondents is to tell the
interviewers what they know – and in which the interviewers (the survey researchers) – have
an external standard for determining whether the answers are correct or incorrect, it is not
possible for respondents (on average) to provide correct answers to questions to which they
do not know the answers. Most respondents cannot make themselves look more
knowledgeable than they actually are (except for those who may guess some correct



answers). But it is possible for the respondents to appear to be uninformed or ill-informed.
And respondents who belong to racial minorities may experience added anxiety when they
risk being uninformed in the presence of a member of the dominant racial group.

The respondents were, of course, assured confidentiality and told also that they did not have
to answer every question. They were not under the type of pressure to perform that they
might experience if they had been given a large standardized test of knowledge or
achievement. Also, as cooperative respondents committed to the task, few of the respondents
who did not know the answers tried to avoid giving wrong answers by refusing to answer
the questions. Instead, they mostly just gave more wrong answers. But black respondents
were more likely to give wrong answers – to questions to which in some cases they probably
knew the answers – when the questioner was from a different racial group than their own.
And this, we suggest, looks like the consequences of stereotype anxiety.

In future research, we plan to expand the types of tests and to experiment with a variety of
test conditions to see whether we can replicate the results. One consideration is that the
respondents in this survey may have been “race primed” (Steele and Aronson 1998) because
the survey asked the respondents to identify their race before it asked the political knowledge
questions.9   This may have increased the race sensitivity of the respondents to stereotype
threat. This does not mean that the effects that we have observed are wrong, but it suggests
the need to examine the effects of question order and content on the results.
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Michigan State University’s State of the State Survey is a quarterly statewide survey of a
random sample of the residents of Michigan. Although dozens of surveys are conducted in
Michigan every year, no other is designed to provide a regular systematic monitoring of the
public mood in major regions of the state. Through SOSS, MSU aims to fill this information
gap. SOSS has five main purposes: (1) to provide timely information about citizen opinions on
critical issues; (2) to provide data for scientific and policy research by MSU faculty; (3) to
provide information for programs and offices at MSU; (4) to develop survey research
methodology; and (5) to provide opportunities for student training and research.

Each quarterly round or “wave” of SOSS has a different main theme: (a) Winter–quality of
life, governmental reform, higher education; (b) Spring–family, women, and children; (c)
Summer–ethnic and racial groups, Michigan communities; (d) Fall (even numbered years)–
politics, the election, and political issues; (odd-numbered years)–health and the environment.

The State of the State Survey is administered by the Office for Survey Research at the Institute
for Public Policy and Social Research (IPPSR), using its computer-assisted telephone
interviewing (CATI) technology.

The design and overall planning of SOSS is the responsibility of a 17-person Steering
Committee chaired by Dr. Brian D. Silver, Director of SOSS for IPPSR. The Steering
Committee consists of representatives from sponsoring units, which are primarily colleges
and other administrative offices within MSU.

Subject to final approval by the Steering Committee, the questionnaire for each wave of SOSS
is developed by a Working Group, most of whom also serve as principal investigators or
analysts for that wave.
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REGIONAL CATEGORIES

NOTE:  This survey was conducted using regions established by the Michigan State
University Extension Service, with one exception:  Detroit City is treated as a separate region.

Detroit: City of Detroit

East Central: Arenac, Bay, Clare, Clinton, Gladwin, Gratiot, Huron, Isabella, Midland,
Saginaw, Sanilac, Shiawassee, Tuscola

Northern L.P.: Alcona, Alpena, Antrim, Benzie, Charlevoix, Cheboygan, Crawford,
Emmet, Grand Traverse, Iosco, Kalkaska, Leelanau, Missaukee,
Montmorency, Ogemaw, Otsego, Oscoda, Presque Isle, Roscommon,
Wexford

Southeast: Genesee, Lapeer, Lenawee, Livingston, Macomb, Monroe, Oakland, St.
Clair, Washtenaw, Wayne (excluding Detroit)

Southwest: Berrien, Branch, Calhoun, Cass, Eaton, Hillsdale, Ingham, Jackson,
Kalamazoo, St. Joseph, Van Buren

U.P.: Alger, Baraga, Chippewa, Delta, Dickinson, Gogebic, Houghton, Iron,
Keweenaw, Luce, Mackinac, Marquette, Menominee, Ontonagon,
Schoolcraft

West Central: Allegan, Barry, Ionia, Kent, Lake, Manistee, Mason, Mecosta, Montcalm,
Muskegon, Newaygo, Oceana, Osceola, Ottawa
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