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Distinguishing Stereotype Threat From Priming Effects:
On the Role of the Social Self and Threat-Based Concerns

David M. Marx and Diederik A. Stapel

University of Groningen

It has been argued that priming negative stereotypic traits is sufficient to cause stereotype threat. The
present research challenges this assumption by highlighting the role of the social self and targets’
concerns about confirming a negative group-based stereotype. Specifically, in 3 experiments the authors
demonstrate that stereotype threat adversely affects the test performance and threat-based concerns of
targets (but not nontargets) because only targets’ social self is linked to the negative group stereotype.
Trait priming, however, harms the test performance of both targets and nontargets but has no effect on
their threat-based concerns because trait priming does not require such a link between the social self and
the group stereotype. Moreover, the authors show that merely increasing the accessibility of the social
self in nonthreatening situations leads to the underperformance of targets but has no meaningful effect

on nontargets’ test performance.
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To date, considerable research has investigated the adverse
effects of stereotype threat on targets’ test performance (Steele,
1997; Steele, Spencer, & Aronson, 2002). This predicament,
known as stereotype threat, refers to situations in which stereo-
typed targets underperform when a negative stereotype is relevant
to their performance. For example, if women take a math test that
they think is diagnostic of their mathematical ability, they typically
have lower scores than men because the diagnosticity manipula-
tion (see Steele & Aronson, 1995) makes the stereotype relevant to
women’s performance. When the same math test is described in
nonthreatening terms, however, women and men perform similarly
because the negative stereotype is irrelevant to women’s perfor-
mance. Stereotype threat is now well documented among a variety
of groups and performance domains (e.g., Croizet & Claire, 1998;
Gonzales, Blanton, & Williams, 2002; Inzlicht & Ben-Zeev, 2000;
Marx & Roman, 2002; Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 1999; Steele &
Aronson, 1995; Stone, Lynch, Sjomeling, & Darley, 1999). Given
the ubiquity of stereotype threat effects, the next step is to clarify
how stereotype threat differs from other processes that also lead to
stereotype confirming behavior, namely stereotype priming ef-
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fects. Because there is a growing body of research investigating
priming and stereotype threat, it appears particularly important and
timely to distinguish between these two accounts. Moreover, be-
cause the behavioral outcomes of priming and stereotype threat
can look the same (poor performance), a better understanding of
stereotype-based performance seems needed.

Priming and Stereotype Threat

One of the primary aspects of stereotype threat is that a negative
stereotype (e.g., “women are bad at math”) must be activated to
harm targets’ test performance (e.g., women’s poor math test
performance). This has led some researchers to view the priming
of negative stereotypic traits as a sufficient means to create a
stereotype threat situation, because a stereotype threat situation is
also a situation in which stereotype activation leads directly to
stereotype-related behaviors (Ambady, Paik, Steele, Owen-Smith,
& Mitchell, 2004; Dijksterhuis & Bargh, 2001; Dijksterhuis &
Corneille, 2004; Gladwell, 2005; Oswald & Harvey, 2000; Shih,
Ambady, & Pittinsky, 1999; Wheeler, Jarvis, & Petty, 2001). As
several experiments have shown, when participants are primed
with labels or stereotypic traits, they behave in a stereotype-
consistent manner, such as walking slower down a hallway when
primed with the stereotype of an older person (Bargh, Chen, &
Burrows, 1996) or performing less intelligently on general knowl-
edge tests when thinking about soccer hooligans (Dijksterhuis &
van Knippenberg, 1998).

In contrast to this priming perspective, which suggests that
stereotype threat could be viewed as a general priming effect (i.e.,
stereotype activation — stereotype-confirming test performance),
others have argued that stereotype threat is more than a mere
priming effect. For instance, according to Marx, Brown, and Steele
(1999), targets’ poor test performance is due to the “situational
pressure posed by the prospect of being seen or treated through the
lens of a negative group stereotype” (p. 493). This situational
pressure, in turn, increases targets’ worry about being judged in
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terms of the stereotype associated with their stereotyped identity if
they underperform (e.g., Steele, 1997; Steele et al., 2002). Con-
sider a situation in which women and men are taking a difficult
math test. If the women perform poorly, this could be perceived as
evidence for the stereotype that “women cannot do math.” Con-
sequently, in stereotype threat experiments, unlike in priming
experiments, there is a clear relationship between the negative
stereotype and targets’ (but not nontargets’) performance on the
test. Even though there is a large amount of research exploring the
effects of stereotype threat and priming on participants’ perfor-
mance, a direct empirical comparison between these two accounts
of stereotype-based performance has not been made until now.
Thus, at present, we do not know to what extent stereotype threat
and stereotype priming effects are empirically similar or different
(but see Wheeler and Petty, 2001, for a review of stereotype threat
and priming effects on behavior).

In this article, we argue and demonstrate that stereotype threat is
more than a general priming effect: Stereotype threat is a situa-
tional predicament that links one’s performance to the concern
about confirming a negative group stereotype (i.e., “I worry that
my test performance may confirm the negative stereotype about
my group”). In other words, although priming effects typically rely
on perception-to-behavior effects that refer to relatively global,
nonspecific links between activation and behavior (e.g., priming
soccer hooligans causes aggressive behavior for anyone because
this category label activates the relevant concept, aggressiveness),
stereotype threat relies on perception-to-behavior effects that are
less global and more specific. Stereotype priming can affect any-
one, whereas stereotype threat, by definition, only occurs for those
people who are targeted by the relevant stereotype. Of course, in
both cases the stereotype needs to be activated, but it is how people
view the stereotype that distinguishes between these two accounts
of stereotype-based performance.

Thus, whereas stereotype knowledge (e.g., associating older
people with the trait slow or associating hooligans with the trait
aggressive) is sufficient for stereotype activation to result in gen-
eral behavioral effects (e.g., walking slower, acting aggressively),
such knowledge is not enough for stereotype threat effects to
occur. For stereotype threat, both knowing and being are necessary
(see Marx, Stapel, & Muller, 2005; Steele, 1997; Steele et al.,
2002). For example, in stereotype threat situations, targets (but not
nontargets) are affected because they know the group stereotype
(“women are bad at math”) and because they are members of the
group that is targeted by the stereotype (“I am a woman’). Hence,
self-relevance of a stereotype is one of the keys to stereotype threat
effects. Priming self-relevant or other-relevant stereotypes can lead
to stereotype-consistent behavior (e.g., Shih, Ambady, Richeson,
Fujita, & Gray, 2002; Wheeler et al., 2001), but only when the
stereotype is self-relevant may the primed behavior be related to
the stereotype threat experience. Thus, on the surface, the differ-
ences between negative trait priming and threat appear somewhat
indistinguishable: Both trait priming and threat can lead to the
same outcome (poor performance). However, if one looks below
the surface, the differences are clear. For trait priming effects, it
does not matter who one is; for threat effects, it does. That is, if one
is targeted by a negative stereotype, then one’s concerns about
confirming that stereotype are likely to be increased. Not only does
stereotype threat induce stereotype-consistent behavior, it also
induces worry and concern (Spencer et al., 1999; Steele et al.,

2002). It is interesting that none of the research that has looked at
stereotype threat from a priming perspective has included such a
measure of worry or concern. Rather, the relevant research to date
has focused mainly and primarily on test performance and not on
participants’ self-related, threat-based concerns (Ambady et al.,
2004; Shih et al., 1999, 2002; Wheeler et al., 2001).

Threat-Based Concerns

Although at first glance the results from many priming experi-
ments appear consistent with the notion that priming stereotypic
traits may be sufficient for causing stereotype threat effects on
targets’ performance, we think that priming procedures are insuf-
ficient because they bypass one of the hallmarks of stereotype
threat: the worry about confirming a negative stereotype associated
with one’s group (Major & O’Brien, 2005; Marx et al., 1999;
Steele et al., 2002). It is also important to note that because much
of the research exploring the impact of negative traits on perfor-
mance has not included both targets and nontargets (see e.g.,
Ambady et al., 2004; Bargh et al., 1996; Dijksterhuis & van
Knippenberg, 1998; Wheeler et al., 2001; but see Shih et al., 2002,
for work on positive trait priming among targets and nontargets),
it remains difficult to determine whether negative trait priming
affects the performance of targets and nontargets in the same way
and whether trait priming has any effect on participants’ threat-
based concerns (see also Wheeler & Petty, 2001).

We contend, therefore, that what is needed to assess this
knowing-and-being aspect of stereotype threat are measures of
participants’ threat-based concerns, as this type of measure can
show whether targets link their performance in the testing situation
to their stereotyped identity. That no measure of participants’
threat appraisals has been included in past priming research only
helps to fuel the misperception that negative trait priming can elicit
stereotype threat. By including such a measure, it may be possible
to show that despite similar performance outcomes the primes
have very different effects on participants’ threat-based concerns
(high concern = stereotype threat, low or no concern = priming).

The Role of the Social Self

This knowing-and-being logic of stereotype threat also suggests
that stereotype threat situations are especially likely to increase the
accessibility of the social identity that is most relevant to the
stereotype. Recent research by Marx et al. (2005) provides an
illustration of this point. These researchers showed that female
participants’ gender group (relative to other social groups, such as
friends and family) is more accessible in a math stereotype threat
situation than in a nonthreat situation. This finding shows that
stereotype threat situations increase the accessibility of the rele-
vant social self (gender).! In the present research, we test whether

' Some may view this reasoning as similar to research on identity
bifurcation by Pronin, Steele, and Ross (2004). On the contrary, we see the
Pronin et al. research and the present research as being rather distinct.
Pronin et al. focused on how the situation (either a stereotype threat or
neutral one) can lead to differences in targets’ identification with certain
characteristics that are stereotype relevant, whereas we focus on how one’s
social identity in combination with the situational cues can trigger stereo-
type threat (see also Marx et al., 2005).
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the reverse is also true: Will increased accessibility of a general-
ized social self change a nonthreatening testing situation into a
threatening one if targets are given a relevant situational cue
(seeing math problems)? Our reasoning behind this notion is that
increasing accessibility of a generalized social self (‘“we-ness”
may thus enhance targets’ threat-based concerns—even in non-
threatening testing situations—because the relevant cues likewise
increase the accessibility of the group stereotype associated with
the situation (Major & O’Brien, 2005; Marx et al., 1999, 2005;
Steele et al., 2002).

Although we are not the first to discuss the role of the social self
in stereotype-based performance effects, we are the first to dem-
onstrate empirically how the social self can help distinguish be-
tween stereotype threat and priming effects. For instance, Wheeler
and Petty (2001) have also detailed how the social self plays a role
in stereotype threat, but they, unlike us, allowed the social self to
play a smaller role than stereotype activation plays. We think the
roles should be reversed, such that stereotype activation plays a
supporting role to the leading role of the social self. Therein lies
the fundamental difference between priming and stereotype threat.
Stereotype threat is a situational predicament in which negative
stereotypes are activated. Then, depending on who one is, concerns
about confirming the negative stereotype may be increased if the
stereotype is self-relevant. Although stereotype priming also relies
on stereotype activation, the similarities stop there. Once the
negative stereotype becomes linked to the social self and how a
person performs, it is no longer a priming effect: It becomes a
stereotype threat effect.

In short, we argue that stereotype threat involves knowing as
well as being the stereotype. Thus, stereotype threat occurs for
people who know and are targeted by the relevant stereotype,
leading them to feel threatened (“I worry about my performance
because I am a woman, and I know women are perceived to be bad
at math”), whereas priming effects can occur for anyone because
no such link is necessary. Therefore, when distinguishing between
these two routes to stereotype-based performance (stereotype
priming, stereotype threat), it seems critical to include targets and
nontargets, stereotype threat conditions (i.e., when targets’ perfor-
mance is relevant to the group stereotype) and nonstereotype threat
conditions (i.e., when targets’ performance is irrelevant to the
group stereotype), as well as measures of participants’ threat-based
concerns in the research design. By including all of these factors,
we can assess how priming of negative traits and stereotype threat
differentially affect stereotyped and nonstereotyped participants’
test performance and threat-based concerns, something that prior
research on negative trait priming was unable to do (e.g., Ambady
et al., 2004; Oswald & Harvey, 2000; Wheeler et al., 2001).

Research Overview

In three experiments, we compared and contrasted priming with
stereotype threat so that we could test the knowing-and-being logic
of stereotype threat. The first two experiments pitted the effects of
priming against stereotype threat on participants’ math test (Ex-
periment 1) and emotion test (Experiment 2) performance and their
threat-based concerns. The final experiment was conducted to
examine further our reasoning regarding the knowing-and-being
logic of stereotype threat and how merely heightening the acces-
sibility of a generalized social self can cause targets, but not

nontargets, to have lower test performance and higher threat-based
concerns as a result. In other words, we tested the notion that
accessibility of the social self just before taking a nonthreatening
test is sufficient for causing stereotype threat among targets, but
not nontargets, because of the negative stereotype associated with
targets’ social self.

Experiment 1: Math Test Performance

The primary goal of Experiment 1 was to highlight the distinc-
tion between priming and stereotype threat. To do this, we focused
on the stereotype that women possess less math ability than men.
Accordingly, male and female participants took a difficult math
test under stereotype threat or nonstereotype threat conditions. In
addition, half the participants were primed with the negative trait
dumb and its semantic associates before they took the test, whereas
the other half were not primed.

On the basis of our knowing-and-being reasoning, we expected
that we would find the typical stereotype threat pattern (i.e., targets
having lower scores when the group stereotype is relevant to their
performance) on targets’ test performance and threat-based con-
cerns in the stereotype threat conditions. We further predicted that
in the nondiagnostic conditions both male and female participants
would have lower scores in the primed than in the not primed
condition but that there would be no difference in their threat-
based concerns between these conditions, because priming should
not affect threat-based concerns. In other words, we should find a
general priming effect only on participants’ test performance, but
not on their threat-based concerns.

Method
Participants and Design

Participants were 60 female and 50 male Dutch undergraduates who
took part in exchange for course credit. For this experiment, we used a 2
(gender of participant: female, male) X 2 (test description: diagnostic,
nondiagnostic) X 2 (stereotype prime: not primed, primed) between-
participants design.

Procedure

On entering the laboratory, participants were informed that they would
be involved in a series of short, unrelated tasks.

Scrambled sentence task. Participants in the primed condition un-
scrambled sentences that were designed to activate the trait dumb or its
semantic associate (e.g., unintelligent, foolish). To do this, participants
were given a list of 20 scrambled five-word groups. Participants were then
instructed to reorganize and write out the word groups into meaningful
sentences, using at least four words from each group (cf. Srull & Wyer,
1979). Twelve of the word groups contained a concept that was relevant to
the focal trait (dumb). Filler word groups containing behaviors not related
to the trait (e.g., “a packed trip suitcase for””) were interspersed among the
word groups containing the priming stimuli. The participants in the not
primed conditions completed the same number of sentences with only the
filler word groups.

Test description manipulation. For all conditions, the test format re-
sembled a standard Graduate Record Exam (GRE) math section but varied
in a number of important ways. In the diagnostic condition, the test was
described as being diagnostic of math ability as well as one that can
identify a person’s mathematical strengths and weaknesses. Moreover,
written on the cover of the test booklet was the name of a fictitious testing
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Table 1

MARX AND STAPEL

Means and Standard Deviations of Math Test Performance and Threat-Based Concerns as a
Function of Stereotype Prime, Test Description, and Participant Gender

Stereotype prime

Not primed Primed
Diagnostic Nondiagnostic Diagnostic Nondiagnostic
Test description and
gender M SD M SD M SD M SD
Math test performance
Female participant 10.67, 1.97 12.29, 1.57 9.274 1.79 10.63, 1.54
Male participant 13.50, 1.45 12.25, 0.87 12.50, 1.45 10.86, 1.1
Threat-based concerns
Female participant 3.03, 0.58 2.08, 0.53 2.87, 0.63 2.02, 0.66
Male participant 2.31, 0.56 1.92, 0.38 1.78, 0.64 221, 0.61

Note.

center, “Massachusetts Aptitude Assessment Center (MAAC),” followed
by the label “Diagnostic Exam.” This procedure has successfully created a
situation of stereotype threat in previous research (Gonzales et al., 2002;
Marx et al., 2005; Steele & Aronson, 1995). In the nondiagnostic condition,
the same test was described as a reasoning exercise, thus purposefully not
activating the negative stereotype about women and math. Furthermore, in
both conditions, participants were told that they would receive feedback
about their test performance at the conclusion of the experiment (no
feedback was actually given). Participants had 30 min to complete the
20-problem math test. Performance could range from 0 to 20.
Threat-based concerns. To assess whether our manipulations affected
the participants’ threat-based concerns, we had them indicate how much
they agreed with the following three statements: “I worry that my ability to
perform well on math tests is affected by my gender”; “I worry that if I
perform poorly on this test, the experimenter will attribute my poor
performance to my gender”; “I worry that, because I know the negative
stereotype about women and math, my anxiety about confirming that
stereotype will negatively influence how I perform on math tests.” Re-
sponses were recorded on a 7-point scale anchored with the terms (1)
strongly disagree and (7) strongly agree. We averaged the participants’
responses to form a single threat-based concern score (a= .74).> When
participants were finished, they were debriefed and thanked for their time.

Results and Discussion
Math Test Performance

The participants’ math test performance was analyzed by means
of a 2 (participant gender) X 2 (test description) X 2 (stereotype
prime) analysis of variance (ANOVA; see Table 1). This analysis
revealed main effects for participant gender, F(1, 102) = 28.67,
p < .05,m> = .22, and stereotype prime, F(1, 102) = 21.86, p <
.05, m? = .18. We also found a Participant Gender X Test De-
scription interaction, F(1, 102) = 25.32, p < .05, T]2 = .20 (all
other effects, Fs < 1.00).

Table 1 shows, as hypothesized, that within the primed—
diagnostic condition, female participants (M = 9.27, SD = 1.79)
underperformed relative to male participants (M = 12.50, SD =
1.45), F(1, 102) = 30.21, p < .05, > = .23. This same pattern
occurred for female (M = 10.67, SD = 1.97) and male (M =
13.50, SD = 1.45) participants in the not primed—diagnostic con-
dition, F(1, 102) = 20.87, p < .05, n2 = .17. We also found that
female participants in the not primed—diagnostic condition (M =

All means that do not share a common subscript differ at p < .05.

10.67, SD = 1.97) had lower math scores than female participants
in the not primed-nondiagnostic condition (M = 12.29, SD =
1.57), F(1, 102) = 8.02, p < .05, m*> = .07.> On the whole, these
results demonstrate the standard stereotype threat effect (i.e., tar-
gets performing poorly when a group stereotype is relevant to their
performance).

Our results showed that male participants in the primed—
nondiagnostic condition (M = 10.86, SD = 1.17) had lower math
scores than male participants in the not primed—nondiagnostic
condition (M = 12.25, SD = 0.87), F(1, 102) = 5.43, p < .05,
m? = .05. This pattern also occurred in the nondiagnostic condition
for female participants in the primed (M = 10.63, SD = 1.54)
compared with the not primed conditions (M = 12.29, SD = 1.57),
F(1,102) = 9.88, p < .05, m*> = .09. Taken together, these results
are consistent with a general priming effect. These results also
indicate that when the social self is not accessible, priming harms
targets’ test performance in the same way that it does nontargets.

Interestingly, we also found a lift effect (Walton & Cohen,
2003) in the primed condition, such that male participants per-
formed better in the diagnostic condition (M = 12.50, SD = 1.45)
than in the nondiagnostic condition (M = 10.86, SD = 1.17), F(1,
102) = 7.55, p < .05, n* = .07. Male participants in the not
primed condition also performed better in the diagnostic (M =
13.50, SD = 1.45) relative to the nondiagnostic condition (M =
12.25, SD = 0.87), F(1, 102) = 4.07, p < .05, > = .04. Next, we
turned to the question of whether priming has an effect on targets’

21t is important to note that, as in all the experiments reported in this
article, separate analyses for each of the threat-based concern items yielded
a similar pattern of effects. For reasons of parsimony, we only reported the
effects on the composite scores.

3 For Experiments 1 and 2, we did not compare targets’ test performance
between the diagnostic and nondiagnostic conditions within the primed
condition because targets’ test performance should be negatively affected
in the primed-nondiagnostic condition (as would be expected from a
priming perspective); thus, their test performance may not differ reliably
from targets’ test performance in the diagnostic condition. Moreover, given
that priming should negatively affect targets’ performance in the nondiag-
nostic condition, it is unclear what the comparison between the diagnostic
and nondiagnostic condition would mean within the primed condition.
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threat-based concerns, as this is also a critical test of the knowing-
and-being logic of stereotype threat (Marx & Stapel, in press;
Marx et al., 2005; Steele, 1997; Steele et al., 2002).

Threat-Based Concerns

Participants’ threat-based concerns were analyzed by means of
a 2 (participant gender) X 2 (test description) X 2 (stereotype
prime) ANOVA (see Table 1). This analysis revealed main effects
for participant gender, F(1, 102) = 13.09, p < .05, v = .12, and
test description, F(1, 102) = 17.62, p < .05, n* = .14. There was
also a Participant Gender X Test Description interaction, F(1,
102) = 17.47, p < .05, q* = .14, and a marginally reliable Test
Description X Stereotype Prime interaction, F(1, 102) =3.77,p <
.06, ? = .04 (all other effects, ps > .11).

As can be seen in Table 1, within the primed—diagnostic con-
dition female participants (M = 2.87, SD = 0.63) experienced
more concern relative to male participants (M = 1.78, SD = 0.64),
F(1, 102) = 23.36, p < .05, n2 = .18. Within the not primed—
diagnostic condition, we also found that female participants (M =
3.03, SD = 0.58) had higher concern scores than male participants
(M = 231, SD = 0.56), F(1, 102) = 9.18, p < .05, n*> = .08.
Moreover, female participants in the primed condition had higher
concern scores in the diagnostic (M = 2.87, SD = 0.63) than in the
nondiagnostic conditions (M = 2.02, SD = 0.66), F(1, 102) =
16.50, p < .05, m?> = .14. Female participants in the not primed
condition likewise experienced more concern in the diagnostic
(M = 3.03, SD = 0.58) than in the nondiagnostic condition (M =
2.08, SD = 0.53), F(1, 102) = 18.73, p < .05, n* = .15. In the
diagnostic condition, there was no reliable difference in female
participants’ threat-based concern between the primed (M = 2.87,
SD = 0.63) and not primed conditions (M = 3.03, SD = 0.58, F <
1.00). Furthermore, there were no differences between the female
and male participants’ threat-based concern scores in the nondi-
agnostic conditions (ps > .20). Together, these results demon-
strate the typical stereotype threat pattern on targets’ threat-based
concerns and show that priming does not have any meaningful
effect on their threat appraisals.

In short, our findings highlight how stereotype threat and neg-
ative trait priming effects differ. In the diagnostic condition, fe-
male participants underperformed compared with male partici-
pants. Results also showed that female participants had lower math
scores in the diagnostic condition relative to female participants in
the nondiagnostic condition. Moreover, in the nondiagnostic con-
dition we found the typical priming effect on participants’ math
test performance (stereotype activation — stereotype-consistent
test performance), such that both male and female participants
performed in a stereotype-consistent manner. It is important that,
as predicted, the prime did not elevate female participants’ threat-
based concerns. These results support the notion that the activation
of stereotypic traits is not enough for stereotype threat to occur.
For stereotype threat to occur, targets need to make the connection
between the stereotype and how well they perform in a specific
testing situation; hence, in line with the knowing-and-being logic
of stereotype threat, they need to link what they know about the
stereotype to who they are.

Experiment 2: Emotion Test Performance

The purpose of Experiment 2 was to replicate the effects of
Experiment 1 as well as to generalize our knowing-and-being logic
of stereotype threat effects to domains other than academics (e.g.,
Aronson et al., 1999; Leyens, Desert, Croizet, & Darcis, 2000;
Marx & Stapel, in press). We also examined whether threat and
trait priming lead to the same level of endorsement regarding the
negative stereotype about men and emotional insensitivity, as it
could be reasoned that participants’ stereotype endorsement may
contribute to possible performance differences (cf. Blanton,
Christie, & Dye, 2002). Inclusion of this item also serves as a
manipulation check of sorts, in that we could assess whether there
was equal endorsement of the stereotype as well as whether the
participants were even aware of the stereotype about men and
emotional insensitivity. This issue seemed important given that we
were focusing on a relatively less studied stereotype than the
stereotypes used in past work on stereotype threat and priming
(e.g., women and math).

To investigate these issues, we used procedures similar to the
ones used in Experiment 1 except that participants took an emotion
test and were primed with the negative trait emotional insensitivity
and its semantic associates. We made the same predictions as in
Experiment 1, but in this experiment male participants were the
targets of a negative stereotype.

Method

Participants and Design

Participants were 54 female and 51 male Dutch undergraduates who
took part in exchange for course credit. For this experiment we used a 2
(gender of participant: female, male) X 2 (test description: diagnostic,
nondiagnostic) X 2 (stereotype prime: not primed, primed) between-
participants design.

Procedure

On entering the laboratory, participants were informed that they would
be involved in a series of short, unrelated tasks.

Priming manipulation. We used the scrambled sentence task from
Experiment 1 but modified it so that the priming stimuli activated the trait
emotional insensitivity as well as its semantic associates (e.g., inconsider-
ate, cold). The filler word groups were identical to those used in Experi-
ment 1.

Emotion test. We used the same test description manipulation and test
format from Experiment 1, but for this experiment we adapted them so that
they fit with the stereotype about men and emotional insensitivity. More-
over, written on the cover of the diagnostic test booklet was the label
“Emotional Sensitivity Exam” and written on the cover of the nondiag-
nostic test booklet was the label “Emotional Exercise.” The emotion test
comprised several types of problems that were loosely based on other
emotion measures and exercises (see Bar-On, 1997; Schutte et al., 1998).
For instance, participants had to answer problems about which emotion is
best captured by a particular facial expression, indicate which two basic
emotions (e.g., joy, expectation) make a more complex emotion (opti-
mism), and answer problems about how emotions typically develop (e.g.,
“If you feel more and more guilty and you lose your feeling of self-worth
then you feel?”; shame). A version of this emotion test has been used in our
past work on emotional stereotype threat (see for details, Marx & Stapel,
in press). Participants had 20 minutes to complete the 10-problem emotion
test. Test performance could range from 0 to 10.
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Table 2
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Means and Standard Deviations of Emotion Test Performance and Threat-Based Concerns as a
Function of Stereotype Prime, Test Description, and Participant Gender

Stereotype prime

Not primed Primed
Diagnostic Nondiagnostic Diagnostic Nondiagnostic
Test description and
gender M SD M SD M SD M SD
Emotion test performance
Female participant 8.92, 1.00 6.64, 1.21 6.92, 1.38 5.28. 1.07
Male participant 5.08, 1.38 7.17, 0.94 4.07,, 1.86 4.83, 1.03
Threat-based concerns
Female participant 1.56, 0.62 1.64, 1.04 1.90, 1.37 1.78,
Male participant 2.67, 0.84 1.39, 0.49 3.31, 0.81 1.72,

Note.

Threat-based concerns and stereotype endorsement. To assess partic-
ipants’ threat-based concerns, we modified the concern measure from
Experiment 1 so that it was appropriate for the stereotype about men and
emotional insensitivity (e = .72). After completing the threat-based con-
cern items, participants answered an item about their endorsement of the
stereotype about men and emotional insensitivity (“Women are more
emotionally sensitive than men.”).* Scores on this item could range from 1
(not at all) to 9 (very much), with higher numbers indicating more en-
dorsement of the stereotype. Threat-based concerns and the stereotype
endorsement item were not strongly related (r 12, p = .22). On
completion of these items, the participants were debriefed and thanked for
their time.

Results and Discussion

Stereotype Endorsement

We analyzed participants’ stereotype endorsement scores using
a 2 (participant gender) X 2 (test description) X 2 (stereotype
prime) ANOVA. We found, as anticipated, no main or interactive
effects (ps > .27). That we found no differences suggests that
neither our threat nor our priming manipulations affected partici-
pants’ level of endorsement regarding the stereotype about men
and emotional insensitivity. It is also clear that participants in this
experiment endorsed the stereotype equally. Hence, if we find
effects as a function of our manipulations, it would be unlikely that
those effects were due to differences in participants’ endorsement
of the stereotype.’

Emotion Test Performance

The participants’ emotion test performance was analyzed by
means of a 2 (participant gender) X 2 (test description) X 2
(stereotype prime) ANOVA (see Table 2). This analysis revealed
main effects for participant gender, F(1, 97) = 44.02, p < .05,
m? = .31, and stereotype prime, F(1, 97) = 48.77, p < .05, > =
.34. We also found a Participant Gender X Test Description
interaction, F(1, 97) = 43.86, p < .05, 7> = .31, and a marginally
reliable three-way interaction, F(1, 97) = 3.82, p < .06, 1]2 = .04
(all other effects, ps > .24).

Table 2 shows, as predicted, that in the primed—diagnostic
condition female participants (M = 6.92, SD = 1.38) outper-

All means that do not share a common subscript differ at p < .05.

formed male participants (M = 4.07, SD = 1.86), F(1, 97) =
33.80, p < .05, n2 = .26. In the not primed—diagnostic condition,
we also found that female participants (M = 8.92, SD = 1.00) had
higher scores than male participants (M = 5.08, SD = 1.38), F(1,
97) = 56.80, p < .05, n2 = .37. Moreover, when we compared
male participants’ test performance within the not primed condi-
tion we found that they performed better in the nondiagnostic
condition (M = 7.17, SD = 0.94) than in the diagnostic condition
(M = 5.08, SD = 1.38), F(1, 97) = 16.83, p < .05, 0> = .15.
These comparisons again demonstrate the typical stereotype threat
pattern, but this time on male participants’ emotion test
performance.

Within the nondiagnostic conditions, male participants had
lower scores in the primed condition (M = 4.83, SD = 1.03) than
in the not primed condition (M = 7.17, SD = 0.94), F(1, 97) =
20.28, p < .05, n2 = .17. This was also the case for female
participants in the primed (M = 5.28, SD = 1.07) and not primed
conditions (M = 6.64, SD = 1.21), F(1,97) = 7.80,p < .05, m> =
.07. Again, these effects underscore our contention that when
targets do not have to contend with a negative group stereotype,
priming harms their test performance in the same way that it does
nontargets.

Just as in Experiment 1 for math test performance, we found a
lift effect for female participants in emotion test performance such

4 Of course, we are aware that this statement specifically asks partici-
pants about their endorsement of the positive stereotype about women and
emotional sensitivity. However, this statement also implies that men pos-
sess less emotional sensitivity than do women; thus, it serves as a reason-
able proxy for endorsement of the stereotype about men and emotional
insensitivity.

5 In addition to examining whether our stereotype endorsement item was
affected by our experimental manipulations, we also examined whether
participants knew the stereotype about men and emotional insensitivity. To
do this, we looked at the percentage of participants who had scores above
the midpoint of our scale (5), as this would indicate that participants were
aware of the stereotype, whereas scores below the midpoint would indicate
that participants were unaware of the stereotype. We found that 4% of
participants were below the midpoint, 12% were at the midpoint, and 84%
were above the midpoint.
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that in the primed—diagnostic conditions (M = 6.92, SD = 1.38)
female participants performed better than female participants in
the primed—-nondiagnostic conditions (M = 5.28, SD = 1.07), F(1,
97) = 12.53, p < .05, nz = .12. The same effect occurred in the
not primed condition for female participants in the diagnostic
(M = 8.92, SD = 1.00) and nondiagnostic conditions (M = 6.64,
SD = 1.21), F(1,97) = 18.42, p < .05, m*> = .16. Next, we turned
to the question of whether targets’ threat-based concerns are af-
fected by priming of stereotypic traits.

Threat-Based Concerns

The participants’ threat-based concerns were analyzed by means
of a 2 (participant gender) X 2 (test description) X 2 (stereotype
prime) ANOVA (see Table 2). We found main effects for partic-
ipant gender, F(1, 97) = 9.03, p < .05, n2 = .08, test description,
F(1,97) = 14.64, p < .05, n2 = .13, and stereotype prime, F(1,
97) = 459, p < .05, 7> = .04. We also found a Participant
Gender X Test Description interaction, F(1, 97) = 13.90, p < .05,
M? = .12 (all other effects, Fs < 1.00).

Table 2 shows that within the primed—diagnostic condition,
male participants (M = 3.31, SD = 0.81) had higher concern
scores relative to female participants (M = 1.90, SD = 1.37), F(1,
97) = 14.33, p < .05, n* = .13. The same effect occurred in the
not primed—diagnostic condition such that male participants (M =
2.67, SD = 0.84) were more concerned than female participants
(M = 1.56, SD = 0.62), F(1, 97) = 8.22, p < .05, m*> = .08. We
also found that male participants in the primed—diagnostic condi-
tion (M = 3.31, SD = 0.81) felt more concern than male partici-
pants in the primed—nondiagnostic conditions (M = 1.72, SD =
1.05), F(1,97) = 17.47, p < .05, m> = .15. This was also the case
for male participants in the not primed—diagnostic conditions
(M = 2.67,SD = 0.84) compared with male participants in the not
primed—nondiagnostic condition (M = 1.39, SD = 0.49), F(1,
97) = 10.93, p < .05, m* = .10. Within the diagnostic conditions,
there was a marginal difference in male participants’ threat-based
concern scores between the primed (M = 3.31, SD = 0.81) and not
primed conditions (M = 2.67, SD = 0.84), F(1,97) = 295, p =
.09, m? = .03, indicating that our priming procedure had a slight
effect on the male participants’ concern scores. It is important that,
as would be predicted from stereotype threat theory, there were no
differences between male and female participants’ threat-based
concern scores in the nondiagnostic conditions, Fs < 1.00.

Taken together, the findings from Experiment 2 provide addi-
tional support for how stereotype threat and priming effects differ.
As before, we found the standard stereotype threat pattern on
participants’ test performance. In the nondiagnostic condition, we
found the typical priming effect (stereotype activation —>
stereotype-consistent test performance), such that both targets and
nontargets performed in a stereotype-confirming manner. But what
is probably more critical to our reasoning regarding the knowing-
and-being aspect of stereotype threat is the fact that the prime in
the nondiagnostic condition did not elevate targets’ threat apprais-
als nor did our manipulations lead to differences in participants’
stereotype endorsement.

In sum then, these results show that activation of stereotypic
traits is not sufficient for targets to make the connection between
the stereotype and their performance in the testing situation: Par-
ticipants need to know as well as be the stereotype in order for the

stereotype to affect their threat-based concerns (Major & O’Brien,
2005; Marx et al., 1999, 2005; Steele et al., 2002). This reasoning
is also supported by the fact that when we correlated participants’
emotion test performance with their stereotype endorsement and
threat-based concern scores, controlling for the experimental vari-
ables (i.e., gender, test description, priming), we only found a
reliable partial correlation between test performance and threat-

based concerns (r = —.20, p < .04). The partial correlation
between test performance and stereotype endorsement was not
reliable (r = —.02, p = .83); thus, stereotype endorsement and

threat-based concerns may co-occur, but only threat-based con-
cerns should be affected by being the stereotype. Simply knowing
the stereotype is not enough to cause stereotype threat; targets need
to link being the stereotype to how they perform in the situation.

Experiment 3: The Social Self and Stereotype Threat

Now that we have demonstrated that priming and stereotype
threat yield a different pattern of effects on participants’ test
performance and threat-based concerns, we turned to the question
of whether increasing accessibility of the social self just prior to
taking a test would create a stereotype threat experience for targets,
but not nontargets, even when the test is nonthreatening in nature
(when it is presented as a reasoning exercise). This notion is based
on our prior work showing that stereotype threat leads to greater
accessibility of targets’ stereotyped identity compared with other
equally important social identities (e.g., friends and family; Marx
et al., 2005). Thus, we argue that it should be possible to cause
poor performance among targets, not only by using a standard
stereotype threat manipulation (i.e., test diagnosticity) but also by
making the social self accessible before taking a nonthreatening
test. Of course, activating a general social self (we-ness) may make
many social identities accessible, but once the context is factored
in (e.g., I am a person taking a math test) then the social identity
(gender) that is most relevant to the situation (taking a math test)
may win out in the end (e.g., Major & O’Brien, 2005; Onorato &
Turner, 2004; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987).
And if this social identity is linked to a negative stereotype, then
it seems reasonable to suggest that one’s threat-based concerns
may also be affected (e.g., Marx et al., 1999, 2005).

Although our manipulation of the social self is akin to manip-
ulations used in previous research on stereotype-based perfor-
mance (see Shih et al., 1999; Steele & Aronson, 1995), our
approach deviates from this past work in that we do not ask
participants to indicate their stereotyped identity prior to taking a
test. Thus, we do not purposefully remind targets about the asso-
ciated group stereotype. This approach therefore allows us to
highlight the critical role of the situation and how the situational
cues may actually shape a general awareness of one’s social self
into a specific awareness of a particular social identity—the iden-
tity that is most closely aligned with the situation and associated
stereotype (e.g., Onorato & Turner, 2004; Turner et al., 1987; see
also Major & O’Brien, 2005; Marx et al., 1999, for discussions of
contextual effects in stereotype threat).

To test this line of reasoning regarding the interaction of the
social self and the situation, we asked male and female participants
to take a math test under one of four conditions. In the first
condition, we increased the accessibility of participants’ social self
before they took a nonthreatening math test. In the second condi-
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tion, we primed participants with stereotypic traits (see Experiment
1) before they took a nonthreatening math test. In the third con-
dition, the test was described as diagnostic of math ability (stereo-
type threat), and in the fourth condition participants simply took a
nonthreatening test (no stereotype threat). By including these four
conditions, we were able to accomplish two things. One, we could
replicate the effects from Experiments 1 and 2, and two, we could
highlight how knowing the stereotype (e.g., “women are bad at
math”) and being from the stereotyped group (e.g., “I am a
woman”) in combination with the situational cues can lead to
higher threat-based concerns and lower test performance among
targets, but not nontargets.

For this last experiment, we expected to find the typical stereo-
type threat pattern on targets’ math test performance and threat-
based concerns in the diagnostic and nondiagnostic conditions. We
also anticipated that female participants would have lower scores
and higher threat-based concerns than male participants in the
social self—nondiagnostic condition but that they would perform
equally as poorly and not differ in their threat-based concerns in
the dumb prime—nondiagnostic condition. We further predicted
that male and female participants’ test performance would be
lower in the dumb prime—nondiagnostic conditions than in the
nondiagnostic conditions but that there would be no difference in
their threat-based concern scores. And finally, we hypothesized
that the pattern of performance and threat-based concerns would
be the same in both the social self-nondiagnostic and the diagnos-
tic conditions. This predicted pattern serves as the critical test of
our reasoning regarding the knowing-and-being aspect of stereo-
type threat, as it would show that underperformance can occur for
targets via the combination of social self activation and the situ-
ational cues or via more traditional stereotype threat manipulations
(test diagnosticity). That is, both manipulations make those aspects
of the social self that are most associated with the stereotype
particularly accessible at the time, thus leading to underperfor-
mance for targets, but not nontargets.

Method

Participants and Design

Participants were 57 female and 46 male Dutch undergraduates who
took part in exchange for course credit. For this experiment, we used a 2
(gender of participant: female, male) X 4 (type of condition: social self—
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nondiagnostic test, dumb prime—nondiagnostic test, diagnostic test, nondi-
agnostic test) between-participants design.

Procedure

On entering the laboratory, participants were informed that they would
be involved in a series of short, unrelated tasks. One quarter of the
participants completed a scrambled sentence task and then took a nondi-
agnostic math test. Another quarter of the participants completed a word
search task and then took a nondiagnostic math test. Another quarter took
a diagnostic math test, and the final quarter took a nondiagnostic math test.

Scrambled sentence task. We used the scrambled sentence task from
Experiment 1.

Word search task. For this task, participants were told that as part of a
proofreading and word search exercise they would read a short paragraph
detailing a trip to the city. They were further told that as they read the
paragraph they should circle all the pronouns that appeared in the text. The
pronouns in the text were we, our, ourselves, and us (see for details Brewer
& Gardner, 1996). Past research has shown that this procedure is effective
in increasing feelings of we-ness or accessibility of the social self (Brewer
& Gardner, 1996; Stapel & Koomen, 2001).

Test description manipulation. We used the test description manipu-
lation (diagnostic math test or reasoning exercise) and math test from
Experiment 1.

Threat-based concerns. We used the threat-based concerns measure
from Experiment 1 (a = 74). On completion of this measure, participants
were debriefed and thanked.

Results and Discussion
Math Test Performance

The participants’ math test performance was analyzed by means
of a 2 (participant gender) X 4 (condition type) ANOVA (see
Table 3). We found main effects for participant gender, F(1, 95) =
9.20, p < .05, T]2 = .09, and condition type, F(3, 95) = 6.40, p <
.05, T]2 = .06. We also found an omnibus interaction, F(3, 95) =
2.92, p < .05, m* = .08.

Table 3 shows that within the diagnostic condition female
participants (M = 10.54, SD = 0.97) underperformed relative to
male participants (M = 12.31, SD = 1.97), F(1, 95) = 8.88, p <
.05, m*> = .09. Moreover, female participants in the diagnostic
condition (M = 10.54, SD = 0.97) had lower scores than female
participants in the nondiagnostic condition (M = 12.47, SD =
1.64), F(1,95) = 11.33, p < .05, n2 = .11. As expected, there was

Means and Standard Deviations of Math Test Performance and Threat-Based Concerns as a
Function of Condition Type and Participant Gender

Condition type

Diagnostic Nondiagnostic Social self Dumb prime

Test description and
gender M SD M SD M SD M SD

Math test performance
Female participants 10.54, 0.97 12.47, 1.64 11.07, 1.90 10.67, 1.76
Male participants 12.31, 1.97 12.45, 0.82 1291, 0.70 10.73, 1.42

Threat-based concerns
Female participants 2.87, 0.52 1.93, 0.47 2.76, 0.76 1.93, 0.63
Male participants 1.90, 0.53 1.85, 0.31 1.61,. 0.47 2.06, 0.53

Note.

All means that do not share a common subscript differ at p < .05.
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no difference between male and female participants’ test perfor-
mance in the nondiagnostic conditions (¥ < 1.00). These results
are thus consistent with a typical stereotype threat effect. Critical
to our reasoning about accessibility of the social self and the
contextual cues, we found that in the social self-nondiagnostic
condition female participants (M = 11.07, SD = 1.90) had lower
scores than male participants (M = 12.91, SD = 0.70), F(1, 95) =
9.10, p < .05, m* = .09. This result is similar to what we found in
the diagnostic condition, demonstrating that accessibility of the
social self leads to the same effect as the test diagnosticity manip-
ulation because the context helps shape a general awareness of the
social self into a more specific awareness of the social self (gen-
der) that is relevant to the situation (cf. Shih et al., 1999; Steele &
Aronson, 1995; see also Onorato & Turner, 2004; Turner et al.,
1987). Our final comparison showed that male and female partic-
ipants had lower math scores in the dumb prime—nondiagnostic
condition than in the nondiagnostic condition, F(1, 95) = 17.15,
p < .05,m? = .15, thus underscoring our point that when the group
stereotype is not linked to how participants perform, priming has
a similar effect on targets’ and nontargets’ performance. We next
assessed whether our manipulations affected participants’ threat-
based concerns, as this measure could further show that targets are
linking how they perform on the test to the stereotype associated
with their social self.

Threat-Based Concerns

We analyzed the participants’ threat-based concerns using a 2
(participant gender) X 4 (condition type) ANOVA (see Table 3).
There were main effects for participant gender, F(1, 95) = 25.54,
p < .05,m% = .21, and condition type, F(3, 95) = 5.71, p < .05,
T]2 = .06. We also found an omnibus interaction, F(3, 95) = 9.55,
p < .05, m*= .23

Table 3 shows that in the diagnostic condition, female partici-
pants (M = 2.87, SD = 0.52) had higher concern scores compared
with male participants (M = 1.90, SD = 0.53), F(1, 95) = 22.82,
p < .05, m% = .19. This effect highlights our main contention that
when the stereotype (knowing) is relevant to one’s social self
(being), targets’ threat-based concerns are elevated compared with
nontargets. The same effect occurred in the social self-
nondiagnostic condition, such that female participants (M = 2.76,
SD = 0.76) had higher concern scores relative to male participants
(M = 1.61, SD = 0.47), F(1, 95) = 30.40, p < .05, n*> = .24. This
last result provides additional support for the notion that when a
stereotype is relevant to targets’ test performance, either via the
test diagnosticity manipulation or by increasing accessibility of the
social self before taking a nonthreatening test, targets experience
more concern than when the stereotype is irrelevant to their per-
formance or when their social self is not as accessible. There were
no differences, as expected, in participants’ threat-based concerns
between the nondiagnostic and dumb prime—nondiagnostic condi-
tions (Fs < 1.00).

On the whole, these analyses make it quite apparent that when
the stereotype is relevant to the social self (either because the test
is presented as diagnostic or because participants’ social self is
cognitively accessible) only stereotyped targets underperform, but
when the stereotype is irrelevant to how participants perform (i.e.,
the nondiagnostic condition) both targets and nontargets react in a
corresponding manner to the situation: When primed with stereo-

typic traits, they underperform; when not primed with such traits,
they perform better. It is important that trait priming did not
influence targets’ threat-based concerns, thus highlighting the link
between accessibility of the social self and targets’ concerns about
confirming a negative stereotype that is associated with their
group.

General Discussion

The three experiments presented here show how to distinguish
between priming and stereotype threat effects. Throughout this
article, we have argued that even though the outcomes of stereo-
type threat and priming often look the same (stereotype confirming
poor performance), they are in fact different. Stressing this dis-
tinction seemed particularly important in light of the literature on
stereotype-based performance, which has made the assumption
that mere negative stereotype activation can lead to stereotype
threat (Ambady et al., 2004; Dijksterhuis & Bargh, 2001; Dijk-
sterhuis & Corneille, 2004; Gladwell, 2005; Oswald & Harvey,
2000; Wheeler et al., 2001; Wheeler & Petty, 2001). It is interest-
ing that despite this growing body of research, no direct empirical
comparison of stereotype threat and negative trait priming had
been made until now. Moreover, we believe that it is important to
demonstrate the distinction between these accounts so that there is
a better understanding of stereotype-based underperformance in
general.

As the present research shows, participants’ threat-based con-
cerns make the difference between priming and stereotype threat
effects quite clear. Indeed, we found very consistent results using
two types of tests (a math test and an emotions test) and stereo-
types (i.e., “women are bad at math,” “men are emotionally in-
sensitive”). Taken together, the results from the first two experi-
ments demonstrate that stereotype threat adversely affects targets’,
but not nontargets’, test performance and threat-based concerns
because only targets’ social self is linked to the negative group
stereotype. For example, in stereotype threat situations, targets (but
not nontargets) are affected because they know the group-based
stereotype (“women are bad at math”; “men are emotionally in-
sensitive”) and because they are members of the group that is
targeted by the stereotype (“I am a woman”; “I am a man”). This
issue of knowing-and-being the stereotype, however, has received
little to no attention in research examining the relationship be-
tween priming of negative traits and stereotype threat (e.g., Am-
bady et al., 2004; Dijksterhuis & Corneille, 2004; Wheeler et al.,
2001; but see Shih et al., 2002, for work on priming positive traits).
In the nondiagnostic condition, we found the standard priming
effect (stereotype activation — stereotype-consistent poor test
performance), such that both targets and nontargets performed in a
stereotype-confirming manner. But what is probably most impor-
tant to our reasoning regarding the knowing-and-being aspect of
stereotype threat is the fact that the prime did not elevate targets’
concern scores in either the diagnostic or nondiagnostic conditions.
Our final experiment revealed strong support for the notion that
when the social self is accessible, only stereotyped targets under-
perform because accessibility of the social self is also linked to
targets’, but not nontargets’, threat-based concerns (see Marx et
al., 2005). This is not the case when targets are primed with
negative traits. Simple trait priming procedures do not activate
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such a link; thus, they have comparable effects on targets’ and
nontargets’ test performance.

In summary, the findings from these experiments not only
increase our understanding of stereotype threat, they also advance
stereotype threat theory by showing that accessibility of the social
self in a challenging testing situation is associated with the same
threat-based concerns that accompany more typical manipulations
of stereotype threat (i.e., test diagnosticity). These results also have
several implications for stereotype threat and priming research.

Implications for Priming Effects

It is widely accepted that priming effects are rather straightfor-
ward, such that perceiving leads to behaving. And for the most
part, this may be an accurate portrayal of priming effects, but as
recent research has shown, the conditions for this priming effect
may not be that simple. For example, Spears, Gordijn, Dijkster-
huis, and Stapel (2004) have demonstrated that when group dif-
ferences are salient, the influence of the prime works differently
from the usual perception-to-behavior effect for those participants
who are not targeted by the stereotype. That is, when participants
are aware of their group membership, they have a tendency to
distance themselves from stereotypes that are not relevant for their
group: College students in this case would walk faster rather than
slower down a hallway when primed with traits associated with the
stereotype of an older person, whereas older people would walk
slower down the hallway when primed with the same traits. As
Spears et al. (2004) argue, their research suggests that priming
effects are not always unmediated, unidirectional effects: seeing
often leads to doing, but sometimes seeing leads to doing the
opposite, such as when group memberships are relevant to the
seeing—doing sequence. In other words, when trying to understand
priming effects in social contexts, it is important to take into
account the notion that priming and behavioral outcomes seldom
occur in a social vacuum. Perceivers often relate to the primed
information in a certain way. Perceivers may view the primed
information as in-group or out-group information, as stereotypical
or nonstereotypical information, and this may dramatically affect
the outcome of priming effects (see Spears et al., 2004).

This line of reasoning also fits well with the present research.
For instance, we showed that in the nondiagnostic conditions when
participants are not particularly aware of their social identity, they
behaved in a stereotype-consistent manner after being primed with
negative traits. However, when participants’ social self (being)
was accessible, then the situation (seeing math problems) triggered
the negative group stereotype (knowing) for targets such that they
performed in a stereotype-consistent manner, even though the test
was described in nonthreatening terms. This did not occur for
nontargets because they did not have to contend with a negative
stereotype, nor is the stereotype particularly relevant to how they
performed. As we argued earlier, this result came about because in
stereotype threat situations, targets are worried about confirming a
negative stereotype about their group if they underperform. Thus,
we believe that the present findings demonstrate that general
priming effects (Bargh et al., 1996; Dijksterhuis & van Knippen-
berg, 1998; Kawakami, Young, & Dovidio, 2002; Levy, 1996)
may not be as straightforward as they seem. That is, simple
priming explanations may only be appropriate descriptions of what
is happening in those situations in which participants are unable to

draw the connection between their behavior and the stereotype. In
light of this, we argue that priming experiments cannot and should
not be used as evidence for stereotype threat, as these experiments
bypass one of the hallmarks of stereotype threat: the worry about
confirming a negative stereotype associated with one’s group
(Major & O’Brien, 2005; Marx et al., 2005; Steele et al., 2002).

Implications for Stereotype Threat

As we have argued throughout this article, knowledge of a group
stereotype is necessary but not sufficient for causing stereotype
threat; both knowing and being are critical (see Marx & Stapel, in
press; Marx et al., 2005; Steele, 1997; Steele et al., 2002). This
knowing-and-being logic suggests that threatening testing situa-
tions are especially likely to increase the accessibility of the social
identity that is most relevant to the stereotype. In light of this, we
demonstrated that increased accessibility of the social self in
combination with relevant situational cues (i.e., seeing math prob-
lems) could change a normal testing situation into a threatening
one, such that targets underperform relative to nontargets (e.g.,
Major & O’Brien, 2005; Marx et al., 1999).

Moreover, we focused on what Steele and his colleagues (Marx
et al., 1999; Steele, 1997; Steele et al., 2002) have argued is one of
the core principles of the theory—the worry about being judged in
terms of the stereotype associated with one’s group—so that we
could highlight the difference between stereotype threat and prim-
ing effects. Indeed, stereotype threat and trait priming may have
the same effect on targets’ performance, but they work via differ-
ent routes.® When performance is not relevant to the group stereo-
type (a nonstereotype threat situation), targets and nontargets per-
form similarly after stereotype priming. But, when performance is
relevant to the group stereotype (a stereotype threat situation), the
prime does not change the typical stereotype threat pattern of
effects. Given this, it seems reasonable to suggest that participants’
threat-based concerns could differentiate between these two out-
comes, as this measure shows whether participants are making the
link between their social self and their performance in the testing
situation. The present research also highlights the situational na-
ture of stereotype threat by showing that cues in the testing session
(e.g., seeing math problems in combination with increased acces-
sibility of the social self) can undermine targets’ test performance
even when the test is described in neutral terms. This finding
underscores the importance of the social self in stereotype threat
(Major & O’Brien, 2005; Marx et al., 2005; see also Wheeler &
Petty, 2001).

®It may be tempting here to argue for statistical mediation of our
stereotype threat and priming effects. We believe that testing for mediation
would be problematic in these experiments because the order in which we
measured our variables prevents any strong causal arguments. Indeed,
measuring participants’ threat-based concerns prior to taking a test may
substantially alter the testing situation (e.g., artificially raise concerns, or
even diffuse the threat by allowing participants to vent their feelings) such
that it would be difficult to make any tenable claims. Because of this, we
attempted to highlight the mediating process of threat-based concerns on
stereotype threat effects via experimentation. That is, we manipulated the
testing situation so we could show that in stereotype threat situations
targets’ threat-based concerns are elevated, and in nonthreat situations their
concerns are lower. We also showed that negative trait priming had no such
effect on targets’ threat-based concerns.
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Separating the Present Work From Past Work on
Stereotype-Based Performance

The last few years have seen a growing interest in the effects of
stereotype activation on the performance of stereotyped and non-
stereotyped targets (e.g., Ambady et al., 2004; Shih et al., 2002;
Wheeler & Petty, 2001; Wheeler et al., 2001). In fact, some may
be tempted to view the present work as simply replicating or
extending this past work. We see clear differences, however. For
example, the most obvious difference between the past work and
the current work is that we focus on negative stereotypes, whereas
other past research has focused on positive stereotypes (Shih et al.,
2002). Furthermore, prior research examining negative trait prim-
ing (e.g., Ambady et al., 2004; Wheeler et al., 2001) has not
included both stereotyped and nonstereotyped targets, nor have
they included stereotype threat and nonthreat manipulations. And
finally, none of the prior experiments that have looked at stereo-
type threat effects from a priming perspective have included a
measure of worry or concern. In short, there are clear differences
between the current work and past work on priming and threat.

From a theoretical perspective, there are a number of parallels
between the present work and relevant past work, yet there are also
a number of distinctions (see Wheeler & Petty, 2001). For exam-
ple, in a recent review of the priming and threat literature, Wheeler
and Petty (2001) suggested that stereotype threat could be due to
the simple activation of stereotype-relevant concepts. We agree
with this interpretation to some extent; however, our results clearly
show that stereotype threat also involves the interaction of situa-
tional cues and a person’s social identity. Therefore, stereotype
activation is necessary, but it is not sufficient to cause stereotype
threat. That is, once the stereotype becomes linked to the social
self and how one performs in the situation, we argue that it is no
longer a simple priming effect. Stereotype activation alone cannot
cause stereotype threat, unless the activation likewise leads to an
increase in a person’s concerns about confirming that stereotype.
In short, whereas previous discussions about the effects of stereo-
type activation and performance have been somewhat elusive
about the relationship between priming and threat (e.g., Wheeler &
Petty, 2001), we argue and demonstrate quite clearly that stereo-
type threat and priming effects both rely on stereotype activation,
but once the social self and threat-based concerns are factored into
the equation, the paths to poor performance diverge depending on
who you are and how you view the stereotype (e.g., Major &
O’Brien, 2005; Marx et al., 2005).

Coda

To date, the distinction between stereotype threat and priming
effects has not been made explicitly nor has it been tested system-
atically; thus, some researchers have treated priming and stereo-
type threat as being one and the same (Ambady et al., 2004;
Dijksterhuis & Bargh, 2001; Dijksterhuis & Corneille, 2004; Glad-
well, 2005; Oswald & Harvey, 2000; Wheeler et al., 2001;
Wheeler & Petty, 2001). Because of this, we felt it critical to show
when and how these two accounts explain stereotype-based per-
formance, particularly because many stereotype priming experi-
ments often do not include all of the necessary factors (i.e.,
stereotype threat and nonstereotype manipulations, stereotyped
and nonstereotyped targets, measures of threat-based concerns) to

make empirical comparisons between stereotype threat and prim-
ing effects. In the current research, we included such factors and
showed that priming of stereotypic traits can lead to underperfor-
mance for both targets and nontargets (when their social self is not
involved), but it had no meaningful effect on targets’ threat-based
concerns. In sum, by highlighting how the social self and targets’
threat-based concerns can distinguish between these two accounts
of stereotype-based performance, our results add to the growing
literature on stereotype threat as well as the already vast stereotype
priming literature.
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