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Abstract 
 

Stereotype threat occurs when individuals of certain groups are aware that a negative 
stereotype exists about that group, and then experience anxiety about being evaluated according 
to this negative stereotype. Pre-employment testing is a logical context where stereotype threat 
may affect individual performance and, thus, optimal decision-making for the organization. The 
current study simulated a two-phase selection battery. First, participants experienced an 
interview where the salience of race or gender was experimentally manipulated. Following the 
interview, participants were administered a mathematics and verbal ability test. It was 
hypothesized that in instances where gender or race was made salient in the interview, 
subsequent performance on the standardized ability test in general, and the math ability test in 
particular, would be negatively affected for black and female test takers, respectively. Results 
partially supported that events in an interview could potentially activate stereotype threat and 
compromise minority group member performance in a subsequent cognitive ability test. 

 
Introduction 

 
Stereotype threat is defined as a “social psychological threat that arises when one is in a 

situation or doing something for which a negative stereotype about one’s group applies [1, p. 
614].” When threatened, the target of the threat experiences anxiety about potentially being 
viewed by others according to a negative stereotype. This anxiety can then affect performance in 
the relevant domain. A great majority of the research in stereotype threat comes from the 
educational arena [2,3,4,5,6,7] Common lines of inquiry deal with the effects of stereotype threat 
on standardized test performance (Black students) and math and science performance (females), 
as well as teacher interventions to overcome stereotype threat effects.  

 
Another context in which stereotype threat has the potential to affect performance is the 

workplace; measurement, of course, takes place in both employee performance management and 
pre-hire selection testing. In fact, cognitive ability testing is encouraged in the applicant 
assessment process, because predictive validity and utility are generally considered to be quite 
high [8]. This is tempered, however, by the finding that standardized cognitive ability tests 
display evidence of adverse impact; there are significant racial sub-group differences in test 
performance [9]. It has been suggested that stereotype threat may be, at least partly, to blame [4]. 
The current study explores whether stereotype threat can be activated in a pre-hire selection 
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context. Specifically, we investigate the possibility that in multi-phase selection systems, events 
that take place in one phase of the selection system (here, during an interview) may negatively 
affect performance in a subsequent selection test (a cognitive ability test).   

 
Literature Review 

 
Work from researchers like Steele, Aronson, and others have uncovered how stereotype 

threat may operate and under which conditions stereotype threat is most likely to occur. To 
experience stereotype threat, the individual must, on some level, at first identify with the ability 
domain (e.g., mathematical ability), and must be aware that the stereotype exists, even if he/she 
does not believe that the stereotype is true of him/herself [10-11] and even if he/she has not 
actually been stereotyped against by others. From here, various situational and contextual effects 
may elicit or activate stereotype threat reactions.  

 
First, the characteristic upon which the stereotype is based (race, gender) may be primed, 

or made more salient. In a study by Steele and Aaronson [12; Study 4], 24 black and 23 white 
undergraduates from Stanford were tasked with completing Graduate Record Examination 
(GRE) items.  The independent variable was whether the participant listed his/her race before 
taking the test. Race-primed Blacks performed significantly worse than the other groups, but 
non-race-prime Blacks performed as well as Whites on the test. This suggested that when one’s 
race was primed – made salient here through reporting – indeed stereotype threat could be 
induced. Since, other researchers have supported the effect of race priming on stereotype threat 
[13,14,15].      

 
Research also supports that telling individuals that they are one, or one of a few, 

representatives from the particular racial or sex-based group (i.e., tokenism) can cause a 
decrement in performance in the stereotype threatened domain.   Several researchers have found 
that either manipulating how many of a particular stereotyped group is present or manipulating 
perceptions of their representation results in stereotype threat effects   [16,17]. It has been 
suggested that activating this tokenism perception makes the individual feel as if he/she 
represents the target group and hence must perform to defend the entire group [3, 17, 1]. 
 

Third, the extent to which the individual believes that the test accurately assesses the 
domain in question will affect the level to which he/she experiences stereotype threat. Steele and 
Aaronson (1995; Study 1) conducted one of the earliest studies investigating stereotype threat in 
an educational context.   Subjects were asked to take GRE-like items that were described as 
either: a) diagnostic of intellectual ability, b) as a laboratory tool for studying problem-solving, 
or c) as both a problem-solving tool and a challenge. Diagnostic Blacks performed significantly 
worse than non-diagnostic Blacks, significantly worse than non-diagnostic-challenge Blacks, 
and significantly worse than diagnostic Whites, while non-diagnostic and non-diagnostic-
challenge Blacks matched the performance of their White counterparts, indicating that stereotype 
threat could be induced through how a test is presented.  

  
Stereotype Threat at Work 

Beyond the educational arena, some research has suggested the application of stereotype 
threat in organizations [18, 19, 11, 20, 21, 22]. Because the general environment of organizations 
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is evaluation-intensive, they are wildly subject to stereotype threat. In one of the early 
investigations of stereotype threat effects in an actual organizational setting, reporting 
demographic information (priming race, ethnicity and gender) before taking a cognitive ability 
test was shown to have an effect on job applicant performance. Kirnan, Alfieri, Bragger and 
Harris (2009) found that when the demographic reporting sections were moved from the start of 
a cognitive ability selection test to the end of the test, there was a significant increase in the 
resulting scores for all, but especially for female minority test-takers [23].  This suggested that 
the priming of gender, race, and ethnicity might induce stereotype threat.  
 

Other research has explored stereotype threat experienced by older workers in the realm 
of cognitive functioning [24], and by females in the realm of leadership [25], and engineering 
ability [26]. Because engaging in stereotypes and evaluating performance are so prevalent in 
organizations, it makes sense to conduct more research that investigates the phenomenon of 
stereotype threat in the workplace.  
 

The Current Study 
 

The purpose of the current study is to investigate whether events that take place in one 
phase of a multi-phase selection process can induce stereotype threat effects in later stages of the 
selection process. We investigate whether race/gender priming and tokenism may activate this 
effect in a test that is described as diagnostic of intellectual ability. We chose to investigate 
potential stereotype threat against women within the domain of mathematical ability, and African 
Americans in general cognitive ability tests. The selection system that is being simulated in the 
current study includes an interview phase (where the experimental manipulation takes place) and 
a cognitive ability test (where the dependent variable score is collected). The interview is 
perhaps the most pervasive selection test used, and due to its interpersonal and subjective nature, 
is fertile ground for stereotypes affecting decision making [27,28,21]. It is proposed that if one’s 
gender and/or sex is made salient during the interview phase, where subjectivity and bias is 
known to exist, then this may serve to activate stereotype threat in the candidate.  
Hypothesis 1 : When applicant race is primed in the interview, there will be greater Black-White 
differences in subsequent cognitive ability scores versus when applicant race is not primed.  
Hypothesis 2: When applicant sex is primed in the interview, there will be greater Male-Female 
differences in subsequent mathematical ability scores versus when applicant sex is not primed. 
Hypothesis 3: When applicants are told that, if hired, they will be a token member of the 
minority group, there will be greater Black-White differences in subsequent cognitive ability 
scores versus when applicants are not told they would a token member from the minority group 
Hypothesis 4: When applicants are told that, if hired, they will be a token member of the 
minority group, there will be greater Male-Female differences in subsequent mathematical ability 
scores versus when applicants are not told they would be a token member from a minority group.         

 
Method 

 
Participants 
There were 276 undergraduate psychology and business students recruited from three different 
universities in the Northeastern United States. There was a total of 103 male and 173 female 
participants. Furthermore, 101 participants were African American and 175 participants were 
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White. Table 1 presents a breakdown of the participant data. In all cases, students were recruited 
from a research participant pool or participating courses, and received extra credit for their 
participation in the study.  

 
Table 1 
Composition of sample, frequencies 
 
 Not Primed Primed Primed and 

Token 
Total 

White 
 Males 
 Females 

  
26 
42 

 
22 
34 

 
19 
33 

 
67 
109 

 Black 
 Males 
 Females 

 
16 
23 

 
11 
20 

 
9 
21 

 
36 
64 

Total 107 87 82 276 
 

Procedures 

Participants responded to the request for research participation by completing an online 
survey. The survey, which was represented to mimic a job application, included items about the 
individual’s coursework, grade point average, interview and work experience, age, gender and 
race. With this survey, participants were also scheduled into their “interview” appointment time. 
When participants arrived at the laboratory at their scheduled time, they were greeted by a 
member of the research team, completed an informed consent, and were told that they were to 
assume the role of a job candidate who was interested in the open position. First, they were 
presented with a job description of the target position (project manager at an educational 
software company); the job description document included tasks and responsibilities, requisite 
knowledge and skills, hours, general working conditions, compensation, and location details. As 
also noted in the interview, the target job was described as requiring both verbal and 
mathematical skills. 
 

After reviewing the target position, participants were seated at a computer monitor, and 
told to watch the 12 minute job interview video, assuming the perspective of the interviewee 
(“imagine what it would feel like to be asked the questions by the interviewer, to say the words 
of the interviewee”, etc.). It should be noted that in all cases, the race and gender of the research 
participant was matched with the race and gender of the actor portraying the interviewee in the 
video. After the video was over, the participant was given a two-part (verbal and mathematic) 
cognitive ability test. All participants were told that the cognitive ability test was found to be a 
reliable measurement of the test-taker’s true ability level, and has been demonstrated to correlate 
well with job performance (i.e., diagnostic of performance). After the participant was finished 
with the cognitive ability test, he/she completed a post-test survey, was provided an 
information/debrief form, and was thanked and dismissed. 
 
Materials 

The researchers wrote a script depicting an interview between an interviewer and a 
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qualified interviewee. Three versions of the script were written, and included questions that were 
typical of most job interviews or related to the job-relevant knowledge and skills. In the first 
interview condition (non-primed), the interviewee’s gender and race were not mentioned at all 
during the interview. In the second interview condition (primed), the interviewee’s gender and 
race were mentioned twice during the interview (as one example, “we have an employee 
mentoring program … new employees are paired with senior employees who are similar to the 
new employees in characteristics like race, gender, personality, etc. … I can think of an excellent 
African American woman who would be a great mentor for you”). In the third interview 
condition (primed and token), the interviewee’s race and gender was primed and he/she was 
notified that there were no other members of the same sub-group in the organization. A graduate 
student actor was recruited to play the part of the interviewer and four undergraduate student 
actors (Black female, Black male, White female, White male) portrayed the interviewees. With 
the assistance of the television production program at one of the researcher’s universities, we 
created videos of each condition of the 2 (interviewee race) X 2 (interviewee gender) X 2 (no 
primed, primed, primed and token) design. In all videos, the white male interviewer was facing 
the camera, so that the viewer would more easily adopt the perspective of the candidate. The 
interviewee was not visible in the video, apart from an outstretched hand shaking that of the 
interviewer, but his/her voice was, of course, audible.  
 

The Differential Aptitude Test for Personnel Selection (DAT) is a cognitive ability test 
that has been adapted and validated for personnel selection [29].  For this experiment, we used a 
shortened version the verbal and numeric reasoning sections of the DAT, which are marketed as 
more general aptitude assessments. It should also be noted that the DAT is a timed test; we 
selected a timed test because research has found stereotype threat effects to be stronger under 
time constraints.  Our shortened versions of these two tests included 32 verbal items and 36 
mathematics items, each being assigned 20 minutes to complete.   
 

The post-test survey included items verifying the manipulation variables (e.g., does the 
participants remember his/her race being mentioned?), the perceived difficulty of the math and 
verbal tests, the perceived accuracy of the DAT, and the respondent’s personal interest in the 
position.  
 

Results 
 

Data from the post-test survey were examined to investigate if the various manipulations 
effectively represented the test conditions. The data support that the gender, race, and tokenism 
priming manipulation were effective for the different conditions. The participants were generally 
positively disposed to the position, and there were no sub-group differences in interest level 
based on gender. 
 
Hypothesis Testing  

Mean DAT scores, presented by racial subgroup, are listed in Table 2. Analyses of the 
DAT scores revealed sub-group differences such that White test takers performed better than 
Black test takers on the math section [t(274)=-2.84, p<.05], the verbal section [t(274)=-4.28, 
p<.01], and overall [t(274)=-4.29, p<.01]. When restricted to only conditions where no priming 
took place, there were no differences between White and Black test-takers on math [t(105)=-.84, 
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p=n.s.], verbal [t(92)=-1.35, p=n.s.], or overall [t(96)=-1.38, p=n.s.]. When restricted to only 
conditions where race was primed during the earlier interview, there were differences between 
White and Black test-takers on the verbal section [t(85)=-3.47, p<.01.] and overall [t(85)=-2.99, 
p=<.01], but approached significance on the math section [t(85)=-1.59, p=.10.]. These findings, 
along with a review of the Black-White difference scores in the non-primed versus primed 
conditions as presented in Table 2, provides support for Hypothesis 1. It seems that priming 
one’s race during the interview generally did have a negative effect on Black test-takers’ 
cognitive test performance.  

 
Table 2 
Mean Test scores and Black-White sub-group differences 
 Not Primed 

M (SD) 
Primed 
M (SD) 

Primed and 
Token 

M (SD) 

Total 
M (SD) 

White 
 Math 
 Verbal 
 Total 

 
13.9 (5.8) 
21.6 (7.9) 
35.5 (11.9) 

 
14.4 (4.7) 
23.7 (6.9) 
38.1 (10.1) 

 
14.3 (4.5) 
24.7 (5.8) 
39.0 (8.7) 

 
14.2 (5.1) 
23.2 (7.1) 
37.4 (10.5) 

 Black 
 Math 
 Verbal 
 Total 

 
12.9 (4.8) 
19.7 (6.5) 
32.7 (9.2) 

 
12.5 (6.5) 
18.1 (7.8) 
30.6 (13.1) 

 
11.4 (3.8) 
20.4 (6.8) 
31.8 (8.4) 

 
12.4 (5.1) 
19.4 (7.0) 
31.8 (10.3) 

Average Black-
White Difference* 
 Math 
 Verbal 
 Total 

 
 

1.0 
1.9 
2.8 

 
 

1.9 
5.6 
7.5 

 
 

2.9 
4.3 
7.2 

 
 

1.8 
3.8 
5.6 

*Represents the absolute-value difference between the two sub-groups’ mean test scores 
 

Furthermore, when restricted to only conditions where participants were informed that 
they would be the sole member of their sub-groups (tokens), there were differences between 
Black and White test-takers on the math section math [t(80)=-2.89, p<.01], verbal [t(80)=-3.03, 
p<01], and overall [t(80)=-3.65, p<.001]. These findings, along with a review of the Black-White 
difference scores in the non-primed versus the “primed and token” conditions as presented in 
Table 2, provides support for Hypothesis 3. Leading the test-taker to believe that he/she would 
be the only member from that racial sub-group led Black test-takers to worse performance. 

 
Analyses of the DAT scores by gender revealed sub-group differences such that male 

test-takers performed better than female test-takers on the math section [t(274)=2.61, p<.05], the 
verbal section [t(274)=2.97, p<.01], and overall [t(274)=3.28, p<.01]. When restricted to only 
conditions where no priming took place, there were no differences between male and female test-
takers on math [t(105)=.81, p=n.s.], verbal [t(105)=1.19, p=n.s.], or overall [t(105)=1.21, p=n.s.]. 
When restricted to only conditions where race was primed during the earlier interview, there 
were differences between male and female test-takers on the math section [t(85)=3.05, p<.01.] 
the verbal section [t(85)=2.04, p=<.05], and overall [t(85)=2.74, p<.01]. These findings (the 
math section was specifically listed in the hypotheses), along with a review of the male-female 
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difference scores in the non-primed versus primed conditions as presented in Table 3, provides 
support for Hypothesis 2. That is, when female interviewees’ sex was primed, they were more 
likely to perform worse in the math section of the cognitive ability test.  

 
Table 3 
Mean Test scores and Male-Female sub-group differences 
 Not Primed 

M (SD) 
Primed 
M (SD) 

Primed and Token 
M (SD) 

Total 
M (SD) 

Male 
 Math 
 Verbal 
 Total 

 
14.1 (5.9) 
22.0 (7.8) 
36.1 (12.0) 

 
15.9 (5.3) 
23.8 (7.1) 
39.7 (11.0) 

 
13.6 (4.2) 
25.4 (4.8) 
39.0 (6.1) 

 
14.5 (5.3) 
23.5 (7.0) 
38.0 (10.4) 

 Female 
 Math 
 Verbal 
 Total 

 
13.2 (5.2) 
20.2 (7.2) 
33.5 (10.2) 

 
12.4 (5.1) 
20.4 (7.8) 
32.8 (11.6) 

 
12.9 (4.7) 
22.0 (7.0) 
35.0 (10.2) 

 
12.9 (5.0) 
20.8 (7.3) 
33.7 (10.6) 

Mean M-F Difference* 
 Math 
 Verbal 
 Total 

 
0.9 
1.8 
2.6 

 
3.5 
3.4 
6.9 

 
0.7 
3.4 
4.0 

 
1.6 
2.7 
4.3 

*Represents the absolute-value difference between the two sub-groups’ mean test scores   
 

When restricted to only conditions where participants were informed that they would be 
the sole member of their sub-groups (tokens), there were no differences between male and 
female test-takers on the math section [t(80)= .60, p=n.s.]. Therefore, there was no support for 
Hypothesis 4. Interestingly, there was a significant male-female difference in the verbal section 
[t(80)=2.28, p<05]. This was not predicted, as there is no commonly held stereotype against 
females in the realm of verbal ability. 

 
Discussion 

 
The current study simulated a job selection scenario, and tested whether stimuli in an 

early phase of the process could potentially activate stereotype threat effects manifested in later 
testing phases. Results found support for three of the four hypotheses, in that when participants’ 
gender or race was acknowledged in the selection process, there was evidence of greater 
subgroup differences on a subsequent ability test versus when gender or race was not 
acknowledged.  

 
There are several limitations to the current study, as well as further complexities about 

the stereotype threat phenomenon, that warrant additional inquiry. While care was taken to 
present externally valid selection tests (a realistic interview script and validated ability test), the 
fact remains that student participants were not actually interviewing for a position. Laboratory 
research in employment-related stereotype threat, though common in the small body of research 
that exists, lacks the level of motivation that is inherent in actual selection situations. Still, 
laboratory research like this – where participants are tasked with adopting the role of the job 
candidate – have a place when phenomena are under exploratory investigation. Furthermore, the 
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participants were watching a videotaped interview rather than participating in dyadic interaction. 
While video methods are arguably superior to written vignettes (i.e., paper people), and though 
they do ensure consistency across experimental administrations, future research should replicate 
the current study with live interviews.  
 

Another limitation of the study, as related to external validity, could be in the 
employment testing procedures. It could be argued that cognitive ability testing would take place 
earlier in the process than an interview, due to the efficiency of administering standardized 
testing and the time and cost required of substantive interviewing. It is common, however, for 
some form of initial interviewing to take place in the recruiting and selection process. In fact, 
considering the results of the current study, one clear practical implication of the current research 
would be to monitor messages and content of selection tests (including interviews, but also 
applications – which, in our case, included applicant race [optional] and was presented in all 
experimental conditions) and communications with candidates. 
 

Certain variables were designed to be held constant in the current study. The 
interviewer’s sex and race was held constant as a white male. Research in stereotype threat 
indicates that the evaluatee (in this case, the job applicant) will consider the evaluator (in this 
case, the interviewer) as he/she performs in the given domain. Also held constant in the current 
experiment was the format of the scripted interview. It would generally be classified as an 
unstructured interview, where the interviewer asked some prepared questions and other 
unprepared questions, based on the organic flow of conversation. If the interview were more 
structured, it would have been clearer that the questions were predetermined and job-related, and 
hence, affected any perceptions of fairness or activation of stereotype threat. Future research 
should extend the current study to consider the effects of interview format and interviewer 
characteristics on test performance and possible stereotype threat. In addition, and in accordance 
with previous literature in the field, future research could examine these effects in relation to the 
stated diagnosticity of the ability tests and the participants’ identification with the ability domain 
(i.e., females who are passionate about math/science). 
 

Finally, it should be noted that the current study had a relatively small sample size. Given 
the populations of the three universities where the research was being conducted, it proved to be 
challenging to recruit the number of black males and females in similar numbers as the white 
males and females. One might wonder if it could be true that, perhaps due to stereotype threat 
effect at play, black students were less attracted to experiments where they would engage in 
standardized testing. Or, it could also be true that those students who did volunteer to participate 
(regardless of race or gender) may have been more motivated than the typical student to perform 
well on such tests. While there is no way to collect data on such a notion, it is possible that these 
recruiting dynamics would affect future laboratory research in the area. Nevertheless, a larger 
sample would increase confidence that the effects are representative of the larger population.  
 

While stereotype threat has received significant attention, and research has appropriately 
moved into the workplace domain, this is among the first studies to investigate such dynamics in 
the pairing of an interview and cognitive ability test. The findings support that there may be great 
value in continuing to research stereotype threat in candidate testing, ideally using real-life 
applicants and procedures. Employers would be wise to consider the likelihood that stereotype 
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threat may compromise the validity of candidates’ test performance and, ultimately, good 
selection decision-making. Care should be taken to make it explicit that equal employment is a 
sincere organizational value governing selection and retention decisions. It may be worth 
evaluating the messages and tests at each stage of the recruitment and selection stage to 
determine the possibility that stereotype threat (or any other unwanted messages) is implicated. 
Ultimately, employers strive to treat their employees and job candidates with fairness while 
striving to meet organizational goals or performance, productivity and efficiency. To the extent 
that discrimination likely stands in the way of achieving this objective, and to the extent that 
stereotype threat may be operating in certain testing situations, future investigations like the 
current study can help to provide insight and awareness to important candidate issues. 
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