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It depends on your perspective: The role of self-relevance 
in stereotype-based underperformance �
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Abstract

Much research has examined how stereotype threat leads to the underperformance of stereotyped targets. The underlying cause for
this eVect, however, remains unclear. Some researchers argue that stereotype threat can be explained from a behavioral-priming perspec-
tive, while others claim that it necessarily involves concerns about conWrming a negative self-relevant stereotype. The current experiment
highlights the critical role of self-relevance in distinguishing between stereotype priming and stereotype threat. Results showed that when
participants wrote about a stereotyped target from a Wrst-person perspective, both targets and non-targets performed poorly under ste-
reotype threat conditions, because writing from a Wrst-person perspective made the stereotype self-relevant for non-targets. But when par-
ticipants wrote about a stereotyped target from a third-person perspective, only targets underperformed since the stereotype was already
self-relevant. Moreover, when the stereotype was made self-relevant non-targets experienced the same threat-based concerns that targets
experience under stereotype threat conditions.
© 2005 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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Considerable research has investigated the adverse
eVects of negative stereotypes on stereotyped target’s test
performance. Indeed, this phenomenon, known as stereo-
type threat (Steele, 1997; Steele, Spencer, & Aronson, 2002),
is now well documented in the literature (e.g., Croizet &
Claire, 1998; Inzlicht & Ben-Zeev, 2000; Marx & Roman,
2002; Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 1999; Steele & Aronson,
1995; Stone, Lynch, Sjomeling, & Darley, 1999). But why
do negative stereotypes lead to poor test performance for
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stereotyped targets? This question has led to a number of
experiments exploring the processes underlying stereotype-
based performance (e.g., Ben-Zeev, Fein, & Inzlicht, 2005;
Davies, Spencer, Quinn, & Gerhardstein, 2002; Quinn &
Spencer, 2001; Schmader & Johns, 2003; Wheeler, Jarvis, &
Petty, 2001). One interesting view to emerge from this
research is the notion that behavioral priming may be
responsible for stereotype threat (Wheeler et al., 2001).
According to this priming perspective, behavior follows
directly from activation of related constructs or traits.
Thus, if participants are primed with a stereotype then they
will subsequently behave in stereotype-consistent ways.
Because of this it has been reasoned that stereotype threat
and stereotype priming eVects may be driven by similar
mechanisms because stereotype threat situations also acti-
vate negative stereotypes that then lead to stereotype-con-
Wrming test performance (Wheeler & Petty, 2000).

Appealing as this may be, such a view of stereotype-
based underperformance is not entirely consistent with
what we already know about stereotype threat. Indeed,
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Steele et al. (2002) claim that “the more one is identiWed
with the group about whom the negative stereotype exists,
or the more one expects to be perceived as a member of that
group, the more stereotype threat one should feel
in situations where the stereotype applies” (p. 391). Thus,
by deWnition, only stereotyped targets should experience
stereotype threat, whereas stereotype-priming eVects should
occur for anyone (Davies, Spencer, & Steele, 2005; Marx &
Stapel, 2005a, 2005b). In fact, stereotype threat experiments
“always” focus on stereotyped and non-stereotyped targets,
whereas priming experiments do not, hence there is no way
of knowing whether priming alters target’s behavior to the
same extent that it does non-targets. Given this, the goal of
the present research was to examine whether stereotype
priming aVects both targets and non-target’s test perfor-
mance plus whether priming enhances concerns about con-
Wrming a negative stereotype.

Stereotype threat and stereotype priming

Recently, some researchers have suggested that stereo-
type threat may be a result of stereotype priming (e.g.,
Ambady, Paik, Steele, Owen-Smith, & Mitchell, 2004;
Dijksterhuis & Bargh, 2001; Wheeler et al., 2001; Wheeler
& Petty, 2000). Moreover, Wheeler et al. (2001) have argued
that the subjective experience of threat might not be a nec-
essary precondition for stereotype-based underperfor-
mance. To test this proposition, they had White
participants write a paragraph about the day in the life of
“Tyrone” (who was presumably Black) compared to “Eric”
(who was presumably White), and after doing so partici-
pants took a diYcult math test. Results showed that White
participants did in fact underperform on the test after writ-
ing about Tyrone compared to Eric. This led to the conclu-
sion that stereotype threat might be a consequence of
stereotype priming. Although this is an intriguing possibil-
ity we believe that this experiment does not provide conclu-
sive evidence for the notion that stereotype priming leads to
stereotype threat eVects, primarily because stereotyped par-
ticipants and measures of their threat-based concerns were
not included in their design (Marx & Stapel, 2005a, 2005b).
Why then did the White participants in the Wheeler et al.
experiments underperform in the Tyrone condition com-
pared to the Eric condition, after all these participants were
not targeted by the stereotype about Blacks and poor aca-
demic ability?

We believe that the answer to this question lies in the
manipulation used by Wheeler et al. (2001). Even though
they did not purposefully manipulate participants’ perspec-
tive taking, subsequent analyses revealed that the eVect of
the prime was stronger when participants wrote about
Tyrone from a Wrst-person perspective (“I”; making the ste-
reotype self-relevant for both targets and non-targets)
rather than a third-person perspective (“He”; making the
stereotype self-relevant only for fellow targets). Instead of
focusing on this self-relevance eVect, these researchers sug-
gested that the White participants underperformed not
because the negative stereotype about Blacks became self-
relevant, but because the White participants engaged in
more active thinking leading the prime to have a greater
impact on their performance. This interpretation, however,
avoids one of the “core” aspects of stereotype threat,
namely the concern about conWrming a negative stereotype
associated with one’s group. Hence, stereotype priming can
occur for anyone whereas stereotype threat only occurs for
people who know and are targeted by the relevant stereo-
type leading them to feel threatened (Marx & Stapel, 2005a,
2005b).

In contrast to the elaboration interpretation, we propose
that when writing from the Wrst-person perspective partici-
pants actually “become” stereotyped and as a result
demonstrate stereotype consistent behavior—poor test per-
formance—in addition to experiencing the same threat-
based concerns. This notion is based on prior work
showing that perspective taking can lead individuals to
experience the same emotional states, attributions, and self-
representations as those of the target (e.g., Davis, Conklin,
Smith, & Luce, 1996; Regan & Totten, 1975; Smith &
Henry, 1996; see also, Wheeler, DeMarree, & Petty, 2005,
for a discussion of the active self-concept). Given this
research, it seems reasonable to suggest that non-targets
could likewise experience stereotype threat if they take the
perspective of a stereotyped target.

Experimental overview

For this experiment we modiWed the basic Wheeler et al.
(2001) design by purposefully manipulating, instead of
measuring, participant’s perspective taking (“I” vs. “He”)
when writing about a stereotyped target. We also included
stereotyped and non-stereotyped targets, as well as exam-
ined participant’s threat-based concerns. By including this
concern measure we are able to demonstrate that stereo-
typed target’s concerns will not vary as a function of the
prime, but that when non-targets become “targets” via the
perspective-taking manipulation they too will experience
the same threat-based concerns that targets experience
under stereotype threat.

In the current research we focused on the stereotype that
men are less emotionally sensitive than women. We did this,
in particular, because we wanted to generalize stereotype
threat eVects to domains other than academics (cf. Leyens,
Desert, Croizet, & Darcis, 2000; Stone et al., 1999). Further-
more, if we found eVects with our emotion test, then it
would add more support to the notion that a history of
stigmatization is not a necessary precondition for stereo-
type threat (Aronson et al., 1999). Accordingly, we manipu-
lated male and female participant’s perspective (“I” vs.
“He”) when writing about a stereotyped target then gave
them a diagnostic emotion test and afterwards measured
their threat-based concerns.

We expected that stereotype threat eVects will occur
when participants are already targeted by a negative stereo-
type or when they “become” a stereotyped target. That is,



770 D.M. Marx, D.A. Stapel / Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 42 (2006) 768–775
because male participants are already targeted by a nega-
tive stereotype in this context our perspective-taking
manipulation should not aVect their emotion test perfor-
mance. However, because female participants are not tar-
geted by this negative stereotype, perspective taking should
make a diVerence, such that when they are in an “I” focus
mindset these “non-targets” will become “targets” and ulti-
mately underperform. But when female participants are in a
“He” focus mindset they should perform better, because
the negative stereotype is not self-relevant. We anticipated
that female participants in an “I” focus mindset should feel
more concern compared to female participants in a “He”
focus mindset. Male participant’s threat-based concerns
should not vary between the two perspectives since in this
context they are already stereotyped targets.

In addition to the performance and threat-based con-
cern measures, we also attempted to assess whether higher
elaboration leads to stronger eVects of the prime on partici-
pant’s test performance (cf. Wheeler et al., 2001). To do
this, we purposefully confounded elaboration with our per-
spective-taking manipulation. For participants in the “He”
focus conditions we asked them to write nine detailed sen-
tences about Paul, while participants in the “I” focus condi-
tions only wrote Wve concise sentences about Paul. Thus, if
elaboration were responsible, then participants in a “He”
focus mindset should perform worse then participants in an
“I” focus mindset due to their engagement in more active
thinking. Note that this eVect would be exactly opposite to
our predictions. We also included a measure of elaboration
to assess whether participants felt that they had elaborated
more in the “He” versus the “I” focus conditions.

Method

Participants and design

Participants were 30 female and 30 male Dutch under-
graduates who took part in exchange for course credit or
pay. For this experiment we used a 2 (Gender of Partici-
pant: female, male)£2 (Type of Perspective: “I” focus,
“He” focus) between-participants design.

Procedure

When participants arrived at the laboratory they were
informed that the experiment was comprised of a variety of
tasks looking at diVerent aspects of emotional sensitivity.
They were then given an envelope, which contained all of
the experimental materials.1

Perspective-taking manipulation
To manipulate perspective-taking participants were

asked to write about the day in the life of a student named

1 All of the experiments were conducted in Dutch. Throughout this arti-
cle, examples are the English equivalents of the Dutch materials used in
the experiment.
Paul (for similar procedures see, Wheeler et al., 2001).
Half the participants were asked to write about Paul from
a Wrst-person perspective (“I”), while the other half wrote
about Paul from a third-person perspective (“He”). More-
over, participants in the “I” focus condition were
instructed to write only Wve sentences that were as concise
and to the point as possible. Participants in the “He”
focus condition were instructed to write nine sentences
that were as elaborate and detailed as possible. Thus, our
perspective-taking manipulation was interlinked with
elaboration such that the “I” focus condition was associ-
ated with less elaboration and the “He” focus condition
with more elaboration. Furthermore, this procedure
allowed for a conservative test of our perspective-taking
hypothesis, in the sense that if we found eVects with our
“I”/“He” manipulation it would be diYcult to conclude
that the eVects were due to higher elaboration.2 After writ-
ing about Paul, participants took a (diagnostic) emotion
test.

Emotion test performance
Participants were told that the emotion test was diagnos-

tic of emotional sensitivity as well as one that can identify a
person’s ability to read and understand other people’s emo-
tions. Similar test description manipulations have success-
fully created a situation of stereotype threat in past
research (Marx, Stapel, & Muller, 2005; Steele & Aronson,
1995). Furthermore, participants were told that they would
receive feedback about their test performance at the con-
clusion of the experiment (in actuality no feedback was
given).

The emotion test was comprised of several types of exer-
cises, which were loosely based on other emotional sensitiv-
ity measures and exercises (Bar-On, 1997; Schutte et al.,
1998). The Wrst exercise consisted of a task in which partici-
pants were presented with faces expressing speciWc emo-
tions. The participants had to indicate which emotion was
best captured by the facial expression. There were two faces
used in this task, of which one clearly displayed an angry
and the other a fearful expression (Ekman, 1992). Partici-
pants were then asked to indicate how much each of the fol-
lowing six emotion terms was displayed in the face: angry,
disgust, fear, grief, joy, and surprise. Responses were
recorded on a (1) not at all to (5) very much scale. A ques-
tion was marked as correct if the participant gave the high-
est rating to the emotion term that was congruent with the
facial expression. If a diVerent emotion term had the same
rating as the appropriate emotion term then the question
was marked as incorrect. For example, if the face displayed

2 As did Wheeler et al. (2001) we looked for stereotypic content in the
participant’s sentences. We found no diVerences between conditions. This
may have occurred because the emotional insensitivity stereotype may not
be as strong for men as the inferior academic ability stereotype is for
Blacks. Moreover, our task was much more focused than the Wheeler task,
given that we directed participants on how to write their sentences rather
than allowing them to write spontaneously for 5 min.
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an angry expression and participants gave “angry” the
highest rating then that response was marked as correct,
but if “angry” and “grief” had the same rating, for example,
then that response was marked as incorrect. Scores on this
exercise could range from 0 to 2.

For the next exercise participants were told that some
emotions are more complex than others and thus are often
comprised of two or more “basic” emotions. For example,
participants were given an emotion word, such as opti-
mism, and then were asked to choose which of four answer
choices best captured the basis of this emotion: (a) joy and
expectation, (b) complacent and cheer, (c) surprise and
cheer, (d) joy and cheer. The correct response for this ques-
tion was “joy and expectation.” Scores on this exercise
could range from 0 to 5.

The Wnal exercise consisted of Wve questions about how
emotions typically develop. Participants were then given a
description of an emotion, and then had to indicate which
of four answer choices appropriately captured the “Wnal”
emotion. For instance, “If you feel more and more guilty
and you loose your feeling of self-worth then you feel?”: (a)
depressed, (b) fear, (c) shame, and (d) compassion. The cor-
rect response for this question was “shame”. Scores on this
exercise could range from 0 to 5.

We summed participants’ scores from these three exer-
cises to form a single emotion test performance score. Par-
ticipants’ test performance could range from 0 to 12.

Emotional sensitivity measure
The last section of the emotion test booklet consisted

of six items about emotional sensitivity (van der Zee &
Wabeke, 2004). SpeciWcally, we administered these items
to assess whether stereotype threat also aVects the way
participants think about their emotional sensitivity. For
this task participants responded to items like, “I am able
to share my intimate feelings with others”. Responses
were recorded on a scale anchored with the terms (1)
strongly disagree and (9) strongly agree. We averaged the
participants’ responses to form an emotional sensitivity
score (Cronbach’s �D .82).

Perceived similarity
To assess perceptions of similarity with Paul, partici-

pants were asked to respond to the statement, “To what
extent do you see similarities between yourself and Paul”.
The scale was labeled on the ends with (1) no similarities
and (9) many similarities.

Perspective taking measures

According to previous literature, taking someone else’s
perspective should lead to merging of one’s self-representa-
tions with the target (e.g., Davis et al., 1996), thus partici-
pants self-representations should be more “malelike” after
writing about Paul from a Wrst-person perspective. Partici-
pants completed two perspective-taking items: one for male
and one for female attributes.
Male stereotypic attribute
Our Wrst measure asked participants to respond to a

statement about their analytic ability (a trait often associ-
ated with men): “I have well developed technical-analytical
skills”. Responses were recorded on a 9-point scale labeled
on the ends with the terms (1) strongly disagree and (9)
strongly agree. Higher numbers demonstrate that partici-
pants saw themselves as more “malelike”.

Female stereotypic attribute
The second measure asked participants to respond to

a statement about their emotional sensitivity (a trait
often associated with women): “I consider myself to be
emotionally sensitive”. Responses were recorded on a
9-point scale labeled on the ends with the terms (1)
strongly disagree and (9) strongly agree. Lower numbers
show that participants perceived themselves as more
“malelike”.

Threat-based concerns
To measure participant’s threat-based concerns we

asked them to indicate how much they agreed with the
following four statements: “I am worried about how I
performed on the emotion test”; “I am worried that my
ability to perform well on emotion tests is aVected by my
gender”; “I am worried that if I perform poorly on this
test, the experimenter will attribute my poor performance
to my gender”; “I am worried that, because I know the
negative stereotype about men and emotional sensitivity,
my anxiety about conWrming that stereotype will nega-
tively inXuence how I perform on this test”. Responses
were recorded on a 7-point scale labeled on the ends with
(1) strongly disagree and (7) strongly agree. We averaged
the responses to form a measure of threat-based concerns
(Cronbach’s �D .70).

Elaboration
Beyond purposefully confounding elaboration with per-

spective-taking (as described earlier) we also asked partici-
pants to answer two questions regarding the amount they
elaborated about Paul: “How elaborate is the story you
wrote about Paul?; (1) not at all elaborate to (7) very elabo-
rate”, and “How detailed is the story you wrote about
Paul?; (1) not at all detailed to (7) very detailed”. Because
these two questions were positively correlated (rD .59,
p < .01) we averaged them to form a single elaboration
score.

Task diYculty
Finally, participants answered a question about how

diYcult the writing task was for them. SpeciWcally they
responded, on a (1) very diYcult to (9) very easy scale, to the
following question “How easy was it for you to write about
Paul?”.

Upon completion of these measures, the participants
were debriefed, paid or given course credit, and thanked for
their participation.
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Results

Manipulation checks

Perceived similarity
The participant’s perceived similarity scores were ana-

lyzed utilizing a 2 (Participant Gender)£ 2 (Perspective)
Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) (see Table 1). We only
found the expected main eVect for Perspective,
F(1, 56)D6.49, pD .01, �D .32, indicating that perceived
similarity was higher in the “I” focus conditions compared
to the “He” focus conditions (other Fs < 1.00).

Elaboration
The participants’ elaboration scores were analyzed using

a 2 (Participant Gender)£2 (Perspective) ANOVA (see
Table 1). For this analysis we found the hypothesized main
eVect for Perspective,F(1, 56)D11.35, p < .01, �D .41, dem-
onstrating that participants accurately indicated that they
had elaborated more in the “He” compared to the “I” focus
conditions (other Fs < 1.00).

Task diYculty
Our Wnal manipulation check examined how diYcult

participants viewed the writing task to be. To do this we
conducted a 2 (Participant Gender)£ 2 (Perspective)
ANOVA on the participant’s task diYculty scores (see
Table 1). We found no main or interactive eVects
(Fs < 1.00). The fact that we found no eVect of task diY-
culty shows that participants did not Wnd writing about
Paul from a Wrst-person perspective as being any more diY-
cult than writing from a third-person perspective, nor did
they Wnd writing nine sentences as being any more diYcult
than writing Wve sentences.

Main analyses

Male stereotypic attribute
The perspective-taking literature has shown that after

perspective taking there is greater self-other overlap in one’s
self-representations (e.g., Davis et al., 1996). Therefore, if
female participants take the perspective of a Paul then their
subsequent self-representations should resemble that of a
man. To examine if our manipulation lead to such an eVect
we conducted a 2 (Participant Gender)£2 (Perspective)
ANOVA on the participants’ male stereotypic attribute
scores (see Table 1). This analysis revealed a main eVect for
Participant Gender, F(1, 56)D 14.45, p < .01, �D .45, show-
ing that male participants indicated having better analytic
skills than female participants, and a marginal main eVect
for Perspective, F(1,56)D 3.43, p < .07, �D .24, with partici-
pants stating that they possess better analytic skills in the
“I” focus relative to the “He” focus conditions. We also
found a reliable interaction, F(1, 56)D4.19, p < .05, �D .26.
Female participants in the “I” focus condition (MD 4.53,
SDD1.30), reported having better analytic ability com-
pared to female participants in the “He” focus condition
(MD3.20, SDD1.32), F(1, 56)D 7.54, p < .01, �D .34. But
for male participants there was no diVerence in their per-
ceived analytic ability between the “I” (MD 5.13,
SDD1.64) and “He” (MD 5.20, SDD0.94) focus condi-
tions (F < 1.00). Finally, within the “I” focus condition
female (MD4.53, SDD 1.30) and male (MD 5.13,
SDD1.64) participants indicated that they possessed this
attribute to approximately the same degree (p > .22).

Female stereotypic attribute
We also examined if our perspective-taking manipula-

tion had an eVect on a trait typically associated with
women (i.e., having more emotional sensitivity). To test this
we conducted a 2 (Participant Gender)£2 (Perspective)
ANOVA on participants’ female stereotypic attribute
scores (see Table 1). Results revealed a main eVect for Par-
ticipant Gender, F(1,56)D 13.55, p < .01, �D .44, demon-
strating that female participants considered themselves as
more emotionally sensitive than male participants. We also
found a two-way interaction, F(1,56)D4.00, pD .05, �D .26.
Female participants in the “I” focus condition (MD 6.40,
SDD1.59), reported having less emotional sensitivity com-
pared to female participants in the “He” focus condition
(MD7.47, SDD 0.74), F(1, 56)D5.70, pD .02, �D .30. For
male participants, however, there was no diVerence between
the “I” (MD5.87, SDD 1.25) and “He” (MD 5.67,
SDD1.18) focus conditions (F < 1.00). Finally, within the
Table 1
Mean (SD) perceived similarity, elaboration, task diYculty, male stereotypic attribute, female stereotypic attribute, emotion test performance, emotional
sensitivity measure, and threat-based concerns as a function of perspective type and participant gender

Participant gender Perspective type

“I” focus “He” focus

Male Female Male Female

Perceived similarity 5.27 (3.11) 5.30 (1.40) 3.90 (1.44) 4.17 (0.86)
Elaboration 3.17 (1.70) 2.57 (1.33) 4.23 (1.55) 4.27 (1.75)
Task diYculty 6.60 (2.44) 6.47 (2.07) 7.00 (1.25) 6.27 (2.12)
Male stereotypic attribute 5.13 (1.64) 4.53 (1.30) 5.20 (0.94) 3.20 (1.32)
Female stereotypic attribute 5.87 (1.25) 6.40 (1.59) 5.67 (1.18) 7.47 (0.74)
Emotion test performance 5.13 (1.06) 4.87 (1.55) 4.73 (1.44) 8.60 (1.24)
Emotional sensitivity measure 5.87 (1.53) 5.86 (1.46) 5.46 (1.09) 6.98 (0.91)
Threat-based concerns 2.92 (0.95) 2.63 (0.77) 2.73 (0.85) 1.60 (0.32)



D.M. Marx, D.A. Stapel / Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 42 (2006) 768–775 773
“I” focus conditions female (MD6.40, SDD1.59) and male
(MD5.87, SDD 1.25) participants indicated that they were
approximately equivalent in their emotional sensitivity
(p > .24). In sum, these Wndings are consistent with the per-
spective-taking literature in that participants’ self-represen-
tations did show a merging between the self and the target,
such that female participants became more “malelike” as a
result. The question now, is whether this perspective-taking
eVect also occurs on participants’ emotion test perfor-
mance.

Emotion test performance
The participants’ emotion test performance was ana-

lyzed with a 2 (Participant Gender)£ 2 (Perspective)
ANOVA (see Table 1). This analysis revealed main eVects
for Participant Gender, F(1, 56)D27.22, p < .01, �D .61,
with female participants performing better than male par-
ticipants, and Perspective, F(1,56)D23.33, p < .01, �D .54,
showing that participants in the “He” focus conditions out-
performed those participants in the “I” focus conditions.
As expected the interaction was reliable, F(1, 56)D35.88,
p < .01, �D .76. When participants were in the “I” focus
condition, female (MD4.87, SDD1.55) and male
(MD5.13, SDD 1.06) participants performed equally as
poorly on the emotion test (F < 1.00). But when participants
were in the “He” focus condition, female participants
(MD8.60, SDD 1.24) outperformed male participants
(MD4.73, SDD1.44), F(1, 56)D 62.75, p < .01, �D .76. These
eVects occurred because the female participants had not
“become” stereotyped, while for male participants the per-
spective-taking manipulation did not change the fact that
they were already stereotyped within this context. More-
over, these Wndings clearly underscore the point that non-
targets only underperform when they take a stereotyped
target’s perspective, which has been suggested elsewhere (cf.
Wheeler et al., 2001), but not systematically manipulated
until now. Furthermore, it is quite apparent from these
results that even though we purposefully confounded our
elaboration instructions with the “He” focus conditions,
female participants did not underperform despite higher
elaboration, hence higher elaboration cannot account for
the performance diVerences we found in the present experi-
ment.

Emotional sensitivity measure
In addition to showing that participants’ test perfor-

mance was aVected by stereotype threat we wanted to
assess whether beliefs about their emotional sensitivity were
likewise aVected. To do this we analyzed their emotional
sensitivity scores using a 2 (Participant Gender)£ 2 (Per-
spective) ANOVA (see Table 1). We found a main eVect for
Participant Gender, F(1, 56)D5.27, p < .03, �D .29, with
female participants scoring higher than male participants,
and the anticipated two-way interaction, F(1, 56)D5.42,
p < .03, �D .30. In the “I” focus condition female partici-
pants’ emotional sensitivity scores (MD5.86, SDD 1.46)
were equivalent to the male participants’ scores (MD5.87,
SDD 1.53), F < 1.00. But when female participants were in
the “He” focus condition (MD6.98, SDD 0.91), their scores
were considerably higher than male participants (MD5.46,
SDD 1.09), F(1, 56)D25.31, p < .01, �D .56. As before, we
believe that this result came about because female partici-
pants had not “become” stereotyped in the “He” focus con-
dition, but for male participants this manipulation did not
change the fact that they already were stereotyped, thus
they showed stereotype threat eVects even on this emo-
tional sensitivity measure.

Threat-based concerns
As a Wnal test of our theoretical framework we also

examined participants’ threat-based concerns utilizing a 2
(Participant Gender)£ 2 (Perspective) ANOVA (see Table
1). This analysis revealed main eVects for Participant Gen-
der, F(1, 56)D 12.88, p < .01, �D .43, showing that male par-
ticipants experienced more threat-based concerns than did
female participants, and Perspective, F(1, 56)D9.50, p < .01,
�D .38, indicating that participants had higher concern
scores in the “I” focus conditions compared to the “He”
focus conditions. We also found, as predicted, a two-way
interaction, F(1, 56)D4.64, p < .04, �D .28. Female partici-
pants in the “I” focus condition (MD2.63, SDD0.77), indi-
cated feeling more threat-based concerns relative to female
participants in the “He” focus condition (MD1.60,
SDD 0.32). F(1,56)D13.62, p < .01, �D .44. For male partic-
ipants there was no diVerence in their threat-based con-
cerns between the “I” (MD2.92, SDD 0.95) and “He”
(MD 2.73, SDD0.85) focus conditions (F < 1.00.) Finally,
within the “I” focus conditions female (MD2.63,
SDD 0.77) and male (MD2.92, SDD0.95) participants
experienced about the same level of threat-based concerns
(F < 1.00). This pattern of results provides additional sup-
port for our theoretical framework; namely, if a person is
already a stereotyped target then perspective taking should
not matter since the stereotype is already self-relevant.
However, for those people who are not targeted by a nega-
tive stereotype, perspective taking should matter, such that
when they “become” stereotyped they subsequently experi-
ence the same threat-based concerns that stereotyped tar-
gets already experience.

Discussion

This experiment provides compelling evidence that ste-
reotype threat and stereotype priming are related to diVer-
ent processes. SpeciWcally, if an individual is already a
target of a negative stereotype, then perspective taking does
not harm performance any more than does their threat-
based concerns. However, for non-stereotyped individuals
perspective taking does have a diVerential eVect, such that
only when they become stereotyped (i.e., when in an “I”
focus mindset) do they underperform. In addition to the
eVects on performance we also found that non-stereotyped
individuals in an “I” focus mindset experienced the same
threat-based concerns that stereotyped individuals
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experienced when taking a diagnostic emotion test. Though
we are not the Wrst to argue this point, the present research
demonstrates that one crucial, but overlooked distinction
between the stereotype priming and stereotype threat is
that of self-relevance (see also, Wheeler et al., 2005, for a
related perspective).

Stereotype priming and stereotype threat

The current research was designed to address the ques-
tion of why negative stereotypes harm the test performance
of stereotyped targets. This question has sparked a number
of experiments leading to the argument that stereotype
threat might occur via stereotype priming and that subjec-
tive experiences of threat may not be necessary. Although a
reasonable interpretation of stereotyped-based underper-
formance, this stereotype priming research neglected the
necessary factors that would clearly establish whether ste-
reotype threat could be explained via activation of “behav-
ioral instantiations of [negative] stereotype-relevant traits”
(Wheeler et al., 2001, p. 179). Namely, past research failed
to include the very group to which the stereotype applies,
thus they are unable to show that the stereotyped targets’
can beneWt from activation of behavioral instantiations of
positive stereotype-relevant traits—when they write about a
non-stereotyped individual from a Wrst-person perspective.
Interestingly, the same research that can be used to support
the stereotype priming perspective can also be used to
refute it. That is, as far as we can tell most of the stereotype
priming research (e.g., Bargh, Chen, & Burrows, 1996;
Dijksterhuis & van Knippenberg, 1998) did not use stereo-
typed participants; hence, it is unclear whether in particular
situations (such as taking an evaluative test) stereotyped
participants would show the same eVects as would non-ste-
reotyped participants. Indeed, we believe that stereotype
priming can “look” like stereotype threat eVects, but only
under certain conditions, namely when non-stereotyped
participants feel similar to the stereotyped group in ques-
tion: When the stereotype is self-relevant. This point is fur-
ther underscored by our Wnding that female participants’
self-representations were more “malelike” in the “I” focus
relative to the “He” focus condition (e.g., Davis et al., 1996;
Regan & Totten, 1975; Smith & Henry, 1996).3

Moreover, one of the proposed explanations (higher
elaboration) for the Wnding that participants performed
worse after writing about stereotyped target compared to a
non-target did not play a role in the research reported here
(cf. Wheeler et al., 2001). In fact, if higher elaboration were
responsible, then participants who elaborated more should
show a stronger eVect of the perspective-taking manipula-

3 Some readers may argue that our eVects among female participants in
the “He” focus condition could be driven by stereotype lift (see Walton &
Cohen, 2003). However, we think that this is unlikely given that lift eVects
are often quite weak and thus do not contribute much to diVerences in per-
formance (see also, Marx & Stapel, 2005a, 2005b, for a discussion of the
boundary conditions for stereotype lift).
tion. This was clearly not the case even though we purpose-
fully confounded elaboration with perspective taking.
Hence, if elaboration were a viable explanation then partic-
ipants who wrote more (even if it were from a third-person
perspective) should likewise underperform. In closing, the
present research extends and reWnes the work of Wheeler
et al. (2001) by showing that priming a negative stereotype
only has its aVects on non-stereotyped participants, because
stereotyped participants already have to deal with the
larger concerns about conWrming a negative stereotype
about their group if they underperform on the test. There-
fore, stereotype threat and stereotype priming cannot be
treated similarly.

References

Ambady, N., Paik, S. K., Steele, J., Owen-Smith, A., & Mitchell, J. P.
(2004). DeXecting negative self-relevant stereotype activation: The
eVects of individuation. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 40,
401–408.

Aronson, J., Lustina, M. J., Good, C., Keough, K., Steele, C. M., & Brown,
J. L. (1999). When White men can’t do math: Necessary and suYcient
factors in stereotype threat. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology,
35, 29–46.

Bargh, J. A., Chen, M., & Burrows, L. (1996). Automaticity of social
behavior: Direct eVects of trait construct and stereotype activation on
action. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 71, 230–244.

Bar-On, R. (1997). The emotional intelligence inventory (EQ-I). Technical
manual. Toronto: Multi-Health Systems.

Ben-Zeev, T., Fein, S., & Inzlicht, M. (2005). Arousal and stereotype threat.
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 41, 174–181.

Croizet, J.-C., & Claire, T. (1998). Extending the concept of stereotype
threat to social class: The intellectual underperformance of students
from low socioeconomic backgrounds. Personality and Social Psychol-
ogy Bulletin, 24, 588–594.

Davies, P. G., Spencer, S. J., Quinn, D. M., & Gerhardstein, R. (2002). Con-
suming images: How television commercials that elicit stereotype
threat can restrain women academically and professionally. Personality
and Social Psychology Bulletin, 28, 1615–1620.

Davies, P. G., Spencer, S. J., & Steele, C. M. (2005). Clearing the air: Iden-
tity safety moderates the eVects of stereotype threat on women’s lead-
ership aspirations. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 88,
276–287.

Davis, M. H., Conklin, L., Smith, A., & Luce, C. (1996). EVect of perspec-
tive taking on the cognitive representation of persons: A merging of
self and other. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 70, 713–
726.

Dijksterhuis, A., & Bargh, J. A. (2001). The perception-behavior express-
way: Automatic eVects of social perception on social behavior.
Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, 33, 1–40.

Dijksterhuis, A., & van Knippenberg, A. (1998). The relation between per-
ception and behavior, or how to win a game of trivial pursuit. Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, 74, 381-55-74.

Ekman, P. (1992). Are there basic emotions? Psychological Review, 99,
550–553.

Inzlicht, M., & Ben-Zeev, T. (2000). A threatening intellectual environ-
ment: Why females are susceptible to experiencing problem-solving
deWcits in the presence of males. Psychological Science, 11, 365–371.

Leyens, J. P., Desert, M., Croizet, J.-C., & Darcis, C. (2000). Stereotype
threat: Are lower status and history of stigmatization preconditions of
stereotype threat? Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 26, 1189–
1199.

Marx, D. M., & Roman, J. S. (2002). Female role models: Protecting
female students’ math test performance. Personality and Social Psy-
chology Bulletin, 28, 1185–1197.



D.M. Marx, D.A. Stapel / Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 42 (2006) 768–775 775
Marx, D. M., & Stapel, D. A. (2005a). Understanding stereotype lift: On
the role of the collective self. Manuscript under review.

Marx, D. M., & Stapel, D.A. (2005b). Distinguishing stereotype threat
from priming eVects: On the role of the social self and threat-based
concerns. Manuscript under review.

Marx, D. M., Stapel, D. A., & Muller, D. (2005). We can do it: The interplay
of a collective self-construal orientation and social comparisons under
threat. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 88, 432–446.

Quinn, D. M., & Spencer, S. J. (2001). The interference of stereotype threat
with women’s generation of mathematical problem-solving strategies.
Journal of Social Issues (Special Issue: Stigma: An insider’s perspec-
tive), 57(1), 55–71.

Regan, D. T., & Totten, J. (1975). Empathy and attribution: Turning
observers into actors. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 32,
850–856.

Schutte, N. S., MalouV, J. M., Hall, L. E., Haggerty, D. J., Cooper, J. T.,
Golden, C. J., et al. (1998). Development and validation of a measure of
emotional intelligence. Personality and Individual DiVerences, 25, 167–177.

Schmader, T., & Johns, M. (2003). Converging evidence that stereotype
threat reduces working memory capacity. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 85, 440–452.

Smith, E. R., & Henry, S. (1996). An in-group becomes part of the self:
Response time evidence. Personality & Social Psychology Bulletin, 22,
635–642.

Spencer, S. J., Steele, C. M., & Quinn, D. (1999). Stereotype threat and
women’s math performance. Journal of Experimental Social Psychol-
ogy, 35, 4–28.
Steele, C. M. (1997). A threat in the air: How stereotypes shape intellectual
identity and performance. American Psychologist, 52, 613–629.

Steele, C. M., & Aronson, J. (1995). Stereotype vulnerability and the intel-
lectual test performance of African Americans. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 69, 797–811.

Steele, C. M., Spencer, S. J., & Aronson, J. (2002). Contending with group
image: The psychology of stereotype and social identity threat. In M.
Zanna (Ed.), Advances in experimental social psychology (Vol. 34, pp.
379–440). San Diego, CA: Academic Press.

Stone, J., Lynch, C. I., Sjomeling, M., & Darley, J. M. (1999). Stereotype
threat eVects on Black and White athletic performance. Journal of Per-
sonality and Social Psychology, 77, 1213–1227.

Walton, G. M., & Cohen, G. L. (2003). Stereotype lift. Journal of Experi-
mental Social Psychology, 39, 456–467.

Wheeler, A., DeMarree, K., & Petty, R. E. (2005). The roles of the self in
priming-to-behavior eVects. In J. Wood & D. A. Stapel (Eds.), On build-
ing, defending and regulating the self: A psychological perspective (pp.
245–272). New York, NY: Psychology Press.

Wheeler, S. C., Jarvis, B. G., & Petty, R. E. (2001). Think unto others: The
self-destructive impact of negative racial stereotypes. Journal of Exper-
imental Social Psychology, 37, 173–180.

Wheeler, S. C., & Petty, R. E. (2000). The eVects of stereotype activation on
behavior: A review of possible mechanisms. Psychological Bulletin, 127,
797–826.

van der Zee, K., & Wabeke, R. (2004). Is trait-emotional intelligence sim-
ply or more than just a trait? European Journal of Personality, 18, 243–
263.


	It depends on your perspective: The role of self-relevance in stereotype-based underperformance
	Stereotype threat and stereotype priming
	Experimental overview
	Method
	Participants and design
	Procedure
	Perspective-taking manipulation
	Emotion test performance
	Emotional sensitivity measure
	Perceived similarity

	Perspective taking measures
	Male stereotypic attribute
	Female stereotypic attribute
	Threat-based concerns
	Elaboration
	Task difficulty


	Results
	Manipulation checks
	Perceived similarity
	Elaboration
	Task difficulty

	Main analyses
	Male stereotypic attribute
	Female stereotypic attribute
	Emotion test performance
	Emotional sensitivity measure
	Threat-based concerns


	Discussion
	Stereotype priming and stereotype threat

	References


