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The Best Way to Measure Explicit Racial
Attitudes Is to Ask About Them

Jordan R. Axt1

Abstract

Direct assessments of explicit racial attitudes, such as reporting an overt preference for White versus Black people, may raise
social desirability concerns and reduce measurement quality. As a result, researchers have developed more indirect self-report
measures of explicit racial attitudes. While such measures dampen social desirability concerns, they may weaken measurement
quality by assessing construct-irrelevant attitudes, thereby lowering correspondence between measure and construct. To
investigate whether direct or indirect self-report measures better assess explicit racial attitudes, participants (N > 800,000)
completed an implicit racial attitude measure and a subset of over 400 items that varied in the degree to which they were indirect
or direct assessments of self-reported racial attitudes. More direct assessments of racial preferences were better predictors of
implicit racial attitudes and maximized differences between Black and White participants. These results suggest that the best
method to measure individuals’ explicit racial attitudes is to ask about them directly.
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Few dissertations had a larger impact on psychological
research than one in 1932 by a former seminary student. The
project proposed that attitudes could be assessed by having
people respond to related items, assign numeric values to
response options, and average responses. Rensis Likert’s
approach proved effective, efficient, and reliable, and psycho-
logical measurement has not been the same since.

Likert (1932) investigated attitudes regarding issues like
economic conflict and race relations. His questions concerning
White–Black attitudes, called the Negro scale, were particu-
larly straightforward. Participants answered items like “Would
you shake hands with a Negro?” or indicated the extent to
which they agreed with the statement, “Negro homes should
be segregated from those of White people.”

While those items may have been useful in 1932, research-
ers today may hesitate to use similar items, citing shifts in pub-
lic attitudes and changes in norms about expressing prejudice.
Such items can be considered highly direct measures of self-
reported racial attitudes (here, meaning evaluations of Black
vs. White people). In this sense, “directness” does not refer
to measurement procedure, such as differentiating between
measures capturing more controlled responses, like self-
report scales, versus more automatic responses, like the Impli-
cit Association Test (IAT; Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz,
1998). Rather, “directness” in this context refers to the degree
of correspondence between the measure’s content and the
target construct, meaning two self-report items can differ on
their degree of directness. Self-report items containing

self-assessment of the target construct are more direct (De
Houwer & Moors, 2010), whereas self-report items containing
self-assessment of objects only related to the target construct
are more indirect. However, indirect self-report items are still
considered measures of explicit rather than implicit attitudes,
as responses are more influenced by conscious goals (De
Houwer, Teige-Mocigemba, Spruyt, & Moors, 2009) and more
intentional (Moors & De Houwer, 2006) compared to responses
on implicit measures like the IAT.

For racial attitudes, highly direct self-report items may
introduce social desirability concerns (Paulhus, 1984),
prompting participants to not report their real attitudes but
socially acceptable responses, thereby weakening measure-
ment of the construct of explicit racial attitudes. One approach
to mitigating desirability concerns has been through creating
more indirect self-report measures, where participants express
negative racial attitudes but can justify responses by referring
to external factors that do not necessitate prejudice. For exam-
ple, participants harboring anti-Black attitudes may be willing
to disagree with an indirect measure of self-reported racial
attitudes like “Sometimes Black job seekers should be given
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special consideration in hiring” (Katz & Hass, 1988) because
such an attitude can be plausibly justified by a belief that no
race should be given preferential treatment. However, those
same participants may be less willing to agree with a more
direct measure of self-reported racial attitudes, such as whether
Black people are lazy (Peffley, Hurwitz, & Sniderman, 1997),
because such an opinion can only indicate negativity toward
Black people.

In the last 35 years, a number of indirect self-report mea-
sures of racial attitudes have been developed, such as Symbolic
Racism (Sears, 1988), Modern Racism (McConahay, 1986),
and New Racism (Jacobson, 1985). While such scales are direct
measures of the race-related policies or perceptions assessed
by their items, they are commonly used as measures of
explicit racial attitudes (e.g., Blincoe & Harris, 2009; Derous,
Nguyen, & Ryan, 2009; Goff, Steele, & Davies, 2008; Groom,
Bailenson, & Nass, 2009; Guinote, Willis, & Martellotta, 2010;
Gulker & Monteith, 2013; Huntsinger & Smith, 2009; Inzlicht,
Gutsell, & Legault, 2012; Legault, Gutsell, & Inzlicht, 2011;
Lybarger & Monteith, 2011; Olson & Fazio, 2006; Rudman
& Lee, 2002; Stanley, Sokol-Hessner, Banaji, & Phelps,
2011; Trawalter, Hoffman, & Waytz, 2012).

Researchers may assume that indirect self-report measures
better assess explicit racial attitudes due to lower social desirabil-
ity concerns. However, while indirect self-report measures can
lessen desirability concerns, they also reduce correspondence
or similarity between measure and construct (Ajzen & Fishbein,
1977). By definition, indirect measures of self-reported racial
attitudes introduce construct-irrelevant information; for instance,
opinions toward affirmative action involve construct-relevant
components, like racial preferences, but also construct-
irrelevant components, like thoughts on educational policy.

Lower correspondence could result in indirect self-report
items being less valid measures of explicit racial attitudes
compared to more direct items. Indeed, meta-analyses
have found that increased conceptual correspondence between
measures was associated with larger correlations between
implicit and explicit attitudes (Hofmann et al., 2005)
and between implicit attitudes and behavior (Greenwald,
Poehlman, Uhlmann, & Banaji, 2009). However, in cases like
the Hofmann et al. meta-analysis, such findings are difficult to
interpret when estimates collapse across attitude domains, as
it’s possible that studies in areas with higher implicit–explicit
correlations, such as consumer attitudes (e.g., Maison, Green-
wald, & Bruin, 2001), may have also been more likely to use
direct self-report measures.

Indirect self-reports of racial attitudes are then low on
correspondence, which may weaken construct measurement,
but are simultaneously low on social desirability, which
may strengthen construct measurement. The current analysis
investigates this trade-off by examining whether more direct
or indirect self-report items are better measures of explicit
racial attitudes. Online participants completed a subset of over
400 self-report items that varied in the extent to which they
were direct measures of racial attitudes. More direct versus
more indirect measures of self-reported racial attitudes were

compared on (1) correlation with a Black–White evaluative
IAT (Greenwald et al., 1998) and (2) mean difference in
responses between Black and White participants.

Better measures of a construct will elicit stronger relations
with related measures than worse measures. Height and weight
are distinct but correlated constructs, and measures that best
reduce random error will maximize the correlation between
the two and get closest to their true correlation (see Nosek,
Bar-Anan, Sriram, Axt, & Greenwald, 2014, for parallel
reasoning). Implicit and explicit racial attitudes have been
repeatedly shown to correlate (r¼ .31, N > 180,000 in Schmidt
& Axt, 2016), meaning the best measures of explicit racial
attitudes should maximize the true correlation between the two
constructs. Just as in height and weight, this logic applies
whether one conceives of explicit and implicit evaluations as
measuring the same construct or separate but related constructs,
the latter position being well established (Nosek & Smyth,
2007). Similarly, there are group differences in explicit racial
attitudes (d ¼ 1.29 between Black and White participants in
Schmidt & Axt, 2016). These differences will be weakened by
measurement error, except in unlikely cases where error is con-
founded with racial identity (see Greenwald, Nosek, & Banaji,
2003). Minimizing measurement error will maximize the magni-
tude of these differences and bring them closer to their true value,
meaning better measures of self-reported racial attitudes should
maximize differences between White and Black respondents.

This investigation represents one analysis of a larger data col-
lection concerning relations among racial attitude measures. The
sample contains over 800,000 participants who completed a
measure of implicit racial attitudes and a subset of over 400
self-report items. Analyses focus on the role of item directness
in assessing the construct of explicit racial attitudes. While
self-report items rated by coders to be more direct assessments
of racial attitudes were also rated as more likely to create socially
desirable responding, these more direct self-report items still
produced larger correlations with the IAT and greater mean dif-
ferences between Black and White respondents. Despite greater
potential for socially desirable responding, more direct self-
report items better assess the construct of explicit racial attitudes.

Method

Participants

Participants were volunteers who selected the Race IAT at
Project Implicit (implicit.harvard.edu). Data collection
occurred between October 23, 2014, and September 27,
2016. End date was selected arbitrarily when the study was
updated. During that time, 1,396,234 participants provided data
(Mage¼ 27.3, SDage¼ 12.2; 60.1% female, 68.5% White, 9.7%
Black; 82.8% U.S. residents).

Materials

Explicit racial attitudes. Thirty-four self-report scales measuring
racial or political attitudes were used, 31 from previous
research and 3 developed for data collection (see Table 1
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Table 1. Reference, Number of Items, Number of Participants, and Mean Dimension Ratings for Each Scale.

Scale (Abbreviation) Source Items Responses Feel Personal Directness Elaboration Desirability

ANES: Racea (ANES) Payne et al. (2010) 6 46,746 1.07 1.0 1.76 1.32 1.93
Attitudes Toward Blacks (ATB) Brigham (1993) 20 45,605 0.65 1.0 1.45 1.48 1.75
Attitudes Toward Whites (ATW) Brigham (1993) 20 44,714 0.44 0.89 1.41 1.29 1.76
Bayesian Racism (BR) Uhlmann, Brescoll, and Machery

(2010)
6 47,476 0.03 1.0 1.03 1.57 2.15

Classical Conservatism (CC) McClosky (1958) 9 48,134 0.19 1.0 0.04 1.07 0.44
Explanations for Poverty Kluegel and Smith (1986) 12 44,752 0.17 1.0 0.02 1.55 1.49

Individual Explanations (EFP-I) — 5 47,444 0.08 1.0 0.05 1.52 1.42
Structural Explanations (EFP-S) — 5 47,468 0.23 1.0 0 1.75 1.68

General Intergroup Anxiety (GIA) Stephan and Stephan (1985) 12 48,782 1.99 1.0 1.89 1.48 1.42
GSS: Opportunity (GSS-Opp) Davis and Smith (1990) 9 47,819 0.18 1.0 1.12 1.49 1.91
GSS: Race (GSS-Race) Davis and Smith (1990) 22 43,317 0.50 1.0 1.58 1.28 2.02
Intergroup Anxiety (IA) Britt, Bonieci, Vescio, Biernat,

and Brown (1996)
11 46,258 1.48 1.0 1.64 1.24 1.66

Motivation to Control Prejudice Plant and Devine (1998) 10 47,161 0.63 1.0 0.52 1.72 1.57
Internal Motivation (IMS) — 5 47,655 0.37 1.0 0.55 1.67 1.58
External Motivation (EMS) — 5 47,375 0.90 1.0 0.48 1.77 1.55

Motivation to Control Dunton and Fazio (1997) 17 46,517 0.78 0.94 0.45 1.52 1.23
Prejudiced Responses

Concerns With Acting
Prejudiced (MCPR-C)

— 9 46,712 0.75 0.89 0.64 1.63 1.38

Restraint To Avoid Dispute
(MCPR-R)

— 6 47,167 0.81 1.0 0.31 1.31 1.06

Moral Conservatism (MC) Wald, Owen, and Hill (1988) 10 48,920 0.09 1.0 0.16 1.91 2.07
Modern Racism (MR) McConahay (1986) 7 48,817 0.14 1.0 1.47 1.26 2.06
New Racism (NR) Jacobson (1985) 7 45,712 0.39 1.0 1.39 1.29 1.93
Pro-Black Anti-Black Attitudes Katz and Hass (1988) 20 45,805 0.02 1.0 1.35 1.32 1.97

Anti-Black Attitudes (ABA) — 10 46,318 0.01 1.0 1.46 1.07 1.93
Pro-Black Attitudes (PBA) — 10 46,456 0.03 1.0 1.25 1.56 2.02

Perceived Group Conflictb (PGC) Sidanius, Van Laar, Levin, and
Sinclair (2004)

5 46,780 0.30 0.80 0.77 1.95 1.98

Political Tolerance (PT) Duckitt and Farre (1994) 6 45,876 0 1.0 0 1.82 2.46
Prejudice Index (PI) Bobo and Kluegel (1993) 10 46,708 0.07 1.0 1.83 1.28 2.03
Racial Ambivalence: Black Katz and Hass (1988) 20 44,821 0.03 1.0 1.28 1.22 1.95

Anti-Black Attitudes (RA-ABA) — 10 45,405 0.02 1.0 1.37 1.08 1.90
Pro-Black Attitudes (RA-PBA) — 10 45,608 0.05 1.0 1.20 1.36 1.99

Racial Ambivalence: Work Katz and Hass (1988) 21 46,475 0.09 1.0 0.02 1.45 1.09
Protestant Ethic (RA-PE) — 11 46,800 0.16 1.0 0.03 1.23 .77
Humanitarianism–
Egalitarianism (RA-HE)

— 10 46,837 0.01 1.0 0 1.68 1.43

Racial Arguments (RaceArg) Saucier and Miller (2003) 13 41,030 0.08 1.0 0.97 1.04 1.56
Racial Attitudes (RA) Sidanius, Pratto, Martin, and

Stallworth (1991)
14 47,052 1.29 1.0 1.47 1.55 2.33

Racial Resentment (RR) Kinder and Sanders (1996) 6 48,567 0 1.0 1.40 1.31 2.04
Racial Stereotypes Measure (RSM) Peffley, Hurwitz, and Sniderman

(1997)
6 46,967 0.31 1.0 1.92 1.35 2.03

Right-Wing Authoritarianism
(RWA)

Altemeyer (1981) 20 42,833 0.02 1.0 0 1.33 1.71

Subtle and Blatant Prejudice Pettigrew and Meertens (1995) 20 44,065 0.35 1.0 1.50 1.20 2.07
Subtle Prejudice (SP) — 10 44,916 0.40 1.0 1.46 1.13 1.82
Blatant Prejudice (BP) — 10 45,851 0.30 1.0 1.53 1.28 2.31

Social Dominance Orientation
(SDO-6)

Sidanius and Pratto (2001) 16 47,192 0.05 1.0 0.35 1.57 2.25

Symbolic Racism 2000 (SR2000) Henry and Sears (2002) 8 46,282 0.15 1.0 1.33 1.27 1.85
Trust in Peoplec (TIP) Robinson, Shaver, and

Wrightsman (1999)
3 46,896 0 1.0 0 1.81 1.31

Universal Orientation (UO) Phillips and Ziller (1997) 20 45,379 0.17 1.0 0 1.32 0.71

(continued)
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Instructions clarified that direct self-reports “ask the
respondent to report their feelings, attitudes, or preferences
about race,” whereas indirect self-reports “may be influenced
by racial attitudes, but the response itself is supposedly about
something else.” Coders were instructed that one way to
differentiate direct from indirect self-reports was to ask, “Can
someone respond to this question in any way and reasonably
argue that they did not use their racial attitudes to influence
their response?”

Elaboration. Coders rated the extent to which someone had
thought about the opinion assessed: (0) opinion someone has
never or very rarely thought about, (1) opinion someone has
thought about a little bit, (2) opinion someone has thought
about a fair amount, or (3) opinion someone has thought about
a great deal.

Social desirability. Coders rated whether a person would be con-
cerned about the social consequences of publicly admitting any
of the possible responses: (0) response options produce no
social concerns, (1) response options produce a little bit of
social concern, (2) response options produce some social con-
cerns, or (3) response options produce a lot of social concerns.
Coders did not rate their own or the most common response,
but rather whether any of the possible responses would bring
social consequences.

An intraclass correlation coefficient using a two-way ran-
dom model indicated good interrater reliability (Hallgren,
2012): racial content ¼ .996, feelings or beliefs ¼ .951,

personal or cultural views ¼ .771, directness ¼ .969, elabora-
tion ¼ .747, and social desirability ¼ .869.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

IAT D scores (N ¼ 930,639; M ¼ .28, SD ¼ .44, d ¼ .64) and
explicit preferences (N ¼ 1,031,207; M ¼ .21, SD ¼ .96, d ¼
.22) were both positive. Participants reported slightly higher
warmth toward European (N ¼ 1,041,605; M ¼ 7.64, SD ¼
2.03) than African Americans (N ¼ 1,042,307; M ¼ 7.61,
SD = 2.07). White participants reported higher warmth toward
European (N ¼ 541,051; M ¼ 7.77, SD ¼ 1.97) than African
Americans (N ¼ 541,258; M ¼ 7.47, SD ¼ 2.00), and Black
participants reported higher warmth toward African (N ¼
74,534; M ¼ 9.08, SD ¼ 2.01) than European (N ¼ 74,497;
M ¼ 7.78, SD ¼ 2.25) Americans.

There was an average of 39,254 responses with usable IAT
scores for each self-report item (minimum ¼ 35,877). All self-
report measures were recoded such that positive correlations
with the IAT indicated consistency in racial attitudes. Some
items did not indicate racial attitudes, leaving ambiguous the
expected correlation. Rather than apply theoretical predictions,
all self-report measures were coded so that correlation with the
IAT was positive (see Figure 1 for a rank ordering of items by
correlation with the IAT). The median correlation was r¼ .094.

Figure 1 shows two outlier items. The item most highly cor-
related with the IAT (N ¼ 37,618; r ¼ .308, 95% CI [.299,
.317]) was from the General Social Survey (GSS) section about

Figure 1. Panel A shows a rank order of all 407 items in strength of correlation with the Implicit Association Test (IAT), with dotted line at 0.
Error bands represent 95% confidence intervals. Panel B is a histogram for items’ shared variance with the IAT.

Axt 5



race (Race; Davis & Smith, 1991). The item, echoing Likert’s
own question about segregation, asked “If you could find the
housing that you would want and like, would you rather live
in a neighborhood that is all Black; mostly Black; half Black;
half White; mostly White; or all White?” The other outlier was
the explicit preference item concerning how much participants
liked European versus African Americans (N ¼ 826,102; r ¼
.284, 95% CI [.282, .286]).

Aggregate scores for each scale or subscale were also
computed (see Figure 2).2 Across 41 scales or subscales, the
median correlation was r ¼ .173. The scales with the highest
IAT correlation were the race-related items from the GSS
(N = 35,427; r ¼ .246, 95% CI [.237, .256]) and the American
National Election Studies (N¼ 38,113; r¼ .256, 95% CI [.247,
.265]), though neither was more strongly correlated with the
IAT than the single explicit preference item.

Item Directness

The first analysis investigated the relationship between the pro-
portion of shared variance (r2 between each item and IAT D

score) with average ratings of directness. Across items, there
was a reliable, positive correlation between directness and pro-
portion of IAT D score variance explained (r ¼ .474, p < .001,
95% CI [.395, .546]).

However, it’s possible that the relationship found among all
items could be created through poor predictive performance of
items not generally rated as indirect or direct measures of self-
reported racial attitudes or of items not concerning Black or
White people, and directness may not predict IAT variance
when excluding such items. To explore the robustness of this
effect, the correlation between directness and IAT variance was
also examined among (1) items with directness rating greater
than 0, (2) items with directness rating of at least 1, and (3)
items dealing only with Black and/or White people.

The reliable relationship between directness and IAT var-
iance weakened but held among items with a directness rating
greater than 0 (N ¼ 307), meaning at least one coder thought
the item directly or indirectly measured racial preferences, r
¼ .331, p < .001, 95% CI [.228, .427]. The relationship also
held among items with directness rating of at least 1 (N ¼
245; r ¼ .182, p ¼ .004, 95% C.I. [.058, .300]), and among

Figure 2. Rank order of each scale or subscale for correlation with the Implicit Association Test (see Table 1 for list of abbreviations). Exp Pref
¼ Single-item explicit racial preference measure. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.

6 Social Psychological and Personality Science XX(X)



items that at least 83% of coders rated as concerning Black and/
or White people (N ¼ 230; r ¼ .204, p ¼ .002, 95% CI [.077,
.324]). Interaction analyses through linear regression illustrated
that these subsets of items did not reliably differ in the relation-
ship between directness and IAT variance (all Bs < .01, all ps >
.969, see Online Supplement for full reporting).

As expected, there was a positive correlation between
directness and social desirability concerns, across all items (r
¼ .454, p < .001, 95% CI [.373, .528]) and items concerning
Black and/or White people (r ¼ .228, p < .001, 95% CI
[.205, .383]). In a series of linear regressions, directness
remained a reliable predictor of IAT variance after controlling
for social desirability, among all items (directness B ¼ .43, p <
.001; desirability B ¼ .10, p =.037), items with directness
greater than 0 (directness B ¼ .30, p < .001; desirability B ¼
.12, p =.035), items with directness of at least 1 (directness B
¼ .17, p ¼ .009; desirability B ¼ .10, p =.120), and items con-
cerning Black and/or White people (directness B ¼ .18, p =
.008; desirability B ¼ .11, p =.091). These results suggest that,
beyond raising social desirability concerns, other aspects of
more direct self-report items are responsible for explaining
greater IAT variance (e.g., more direct items contain more
information related to the construct of racial attitudes).

Differences Between Black and White Participants

The second analysis investigated the relationship between
directness and differences in average responses from Black
versus White participants (Cohen’s d comparing White and
Black respondents). Three hundred and sixty-six items
(89.9%) showed reliable differences between White and Black
participants, though many were small effects (median d ¼
.195). Taking the absolute value of the Cohen’s d for each item,
more direct items were associated with greater differences
between Black and White participants, r ¼ .237, p < .001,
95% CI [.143, .327].

This relationship was weaker but reliable for items with a
directness rating greater than 0, r ¼ .150, p ¼ .008, 95% CI
[.039, .257]. However, the association between directness and
differences between Black and White participants was positive
but not reliable among items with directness rating of at least 1
(r¼ .079, p¼ .215, 95% CI [".046, .202]) or items concerning
Black and/or White people (r¼ .111, p¼ .092, 95% CI [".018,
.236]). Interaction analyses illustrated that these subsets of
items did not reliably differ in the relationship between direct-
ness and Black–White mean differences (all Bs < .38, all ps >
.172, see Online Supplement).

Directness remained a reliable predictor of differences
between Black and White participants after controlling for
social desirability, among all items (directness B ¼ .20, p <
.001; desirability B ¼ .08, p =.136), and items with directness
greater than 0 (directness B ¼ .13, p ¼ .025; desirability B ¼
.06, p =.342), but not among items with directness of at least
1 (directness B ¼ .07, p ¼ .281; desirability B ¼ .07,
p =.306), or items concerning Black and/or White people
(directness B ¼ .09, p ¼ .171; desirability B ¼ .08, p =.231).

Participant Dropout

Given the volunteer sample and unequal number of items
across sets, differential dropout was likely. Indeed, there was
a negative correlation (r ¼ ".54) between number of partici-
pant responses and number of items in a set, suggesting longer
scales created more dropout, potentially biasing results if
certain types of participants (e.g., those high or low in implicit
or explicit racial preferences) were more or less likely to
complete the study.

While this possibility cannot be ruled out, there were only
minor differences between participants who completed one
versus both of the implicit or explicit attitude measures. Among
participants completing the IAT, there was a small difference in
implicit attitudes between those who reported explicit attitudes
(M¼ .28, SD¼ .44) and those who did not (M¼ .29, SD¼ .43;
comparison d ¼ .017). Conversely, among participants com-
pleting the explicit preference item, there were no reliable dif-
ferences in explicit attitudes between those who completed the
IAT (M¼ .211, SD¼ .94) and those who did not (M¼ .213, SD
¼ 1.02, comparison d ¼ .002). Similar results emerged across
the scales and subscales in Figure 2. Among those completing
any scale or subscale, there were small differences between
participants who did versus did not complete the IAT (average
d ¼ .10, median d ¼ .09) or did versus did not complete the
explicit preference item (average d ¼ .08, median d ¼ .08).

Moreover, there was little dropout once participants com-
pleted any self-report item. The median percentage of partici-
pants who completed any scale after providing at least one
response was 97.5% (average ¼ 96.4%, minimum ¼ 87.9%).
These results indicate that little dropout happened once partici-
pants completed a single item and suggest there were no sub-
stantive attitudinal differences between participants who did
or did not complete all study measures.

General Discussion

Across 400 self-report items, more direct measures of self-
reported racial attitudes were associated with higher correla-
tions with a race IAT and larger response differences between
White and Black participants, despite such items also being
associated with greater social desirability concerns. These
results align with earlier meta-analytic estimates of correlations
between self-report items and the IAT (Hofman, Gawronski,
et al., 2005), where greater conceptual correspondence between
measures was associated with higher implicit–explicit correla-
tions; more direct self-report items like feeling thermometers (r
¼ .236) had stronger correlations than less direct items like
scales (r = .177). However, this analysis collapsed across seven
attitudinal domains, meaning it’s possible that researchers in
areas with naturally stronger implicit–explicit correlations
were also more likely to use direct than indirect self-report
measures. By keeping IAT and domain constant, the current
work complements these previous findings and provides stron-
ger evidence for the benefits of using direct self-report items to
assess explicit attitudes.
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These results also align with work showing relatively high
percentages of participants willing to self-report beliefs or
motives that may be considered socially unacceptable. In
research on motivations to express prejudice (Forscher, Cox,
Graetz, & Devine, 2015), 21.5% of a sample of undergraduates
were neutral or agreed with the statement “Avoiding interac-
tions with Blacks is important to my self-concept”. Likewise,
in work on blatant dehumanization (Kteily, Bruneau, Waytz,
& Cotterill, 2015), more than half of an online sample reported
that Arabs and Muslims were less human than Americans or
Europeans. In the current data, while a majority indicated no
explicit racial preference, 38% still reported a racial preference
(28% favored White people, 10% favored Black people). These
findings highlight that at least some people are quite willing to
express preferences, beliefs, and motivations that privilege
some groups over others, and that perhaps concerns over social
desirability in self-report measures have been overstated.

However, these data do not suggest that social desirability
should be ignored as a threat when assessing self-reported atti-
tudes. Rather, this work extends prior research on the impact of
social desirability across attitude domains. Nosek (2005) com-
pared implicit and explicit correlations across 57 attitude
objects, adapting the same implicit (IAT) and explicit measure
(a feeling thermometer difference score) for all topics.
Domains rated as lower in self-presentation concerns had
higher implicit–explicit correlations; low self-presentation
domains like Coke versus Pepsi (r ¼ .54) produced stronger
correlations than high self-presentation domains like race
(White vs. Black people: r ¼ .33). As IAT performance is
largely outside of conscious control (Nosek, Banaji, & Green-
wald, 2002), such results suggest that participants reporting
attitudes high in desirability concerns may have misreported
their actual explicit attitudes to provide more socially accepta-
ble responses.

Integrating the current results with those in Nosek (2005)
presents an intriguing paradox. Across attitude domains, direct
self-report measures will have weaker construct measurement
in topics high versus low in social desirability. However, within
an attitude domain, self-report measures will have stronger
construct measurement when items are high versus low in
directness. The social desirability concerns occasionally cre-
ated by direct measures in domains like race appear to suppress
construct measurement for self-reported attitudes but do so less
than the construct-irrelevant information introduced by using
more indirect self-report measures.

The Value of Implicit Measures

While direct self-reports of racial attitudes were best corre-
lated with implicit racial attitudes, this does not mean the two
measures are redundant. The implicit–explicit correlation
found here (r¼ .28) was modest and similar to estimates from
other online samples (r¼ .33 in Schmidt & Nosek, 2010), and
previous work indicates that implicit and explicit attitudes are
best understood as separate but related constructs; for
instance, a two-factor correlated model was a superior fit than

a single-factor model for 56 of 57 attitude domains (Nosek &
Smyth, 2007).

Moreover, theoretical models argue for distinct sources
of information forming implicit and explicit evaluations (e.g.,
Friese, Hofmann, & Schmitt, 2009; Gawronski & Bodenhausen,
2006), and empirical studies suggest implicit and explicit
attitudes are differentially correlated with certain behaviors
(Dovidio, Kawakami, & Gaertner, 2002; Hofmann, Gschwend-
ner, Castelli, & Schmitt, 2008) or change at differing rates (Cao
& Banaji, 2016; Ranganath & Nosek, 2008). The present results
do not challenge whether implicit and explicit attitudes are dis-
tinct constructs; they merely suggest that for racial attitudes at
least, the best means of measuring explicit attitudes and thereby
maximizing the relationship between the two constructs is
through the use of direct over indirect self-report items.

Limitations of the Study

Although the sample was large, it was not representative of any
definable population. It is possible that representative samples
would not show the relationships found here, though I cannot
identify a plausible reason to expect this lack of generalizabil-
ity. Similarly, data came exclusively from online participants,
and results may have differed with in-lab samples; participants
may have felt greater social desirability concerns or expressed
different levels of implicit or explicit racial attitudes in a lab
context (e.g., Joy-Gaba & Nosek, 2010, study 3). Investigating
whether more direct self-report items continue to exhibit the
same measurement advantage when responses are made in the
presence of others will be very informative.

It is possible that results were distorted by differential
dropout, though dropout was low once participants completed
any item and there were only small attitudinal differences
between participants who did versus did not drop out. Finally,
this work only dealt with one prominent racial attitude, evalua-
tions of Black versus White people. It will be useful to extend
this research to other racial attitudes, such as evaluations of
other racial groups, or to other racial issues, like multicultural-
ism, in addition to identifying whether the same relationship
between item directness and assessing the construct of explicit
attitudes emerges in other domains.

Conclusion

These data contain more than 800,000 responses to racial
attitude measures, including more than 35,000 responses to
over 40 commonly used scales. Moreover, since participants
were assigned multiple scales, there are over 700 responses
between any two scales in Table 1. This analysis was focused
on the role of item directness in measuring the construct of
explicit racial attitudes. However, this is a rich data set, and
interested researchers should use these data for additional
investigations. All data, materials, analysis syntax, and code-
books are available at https://osf.io/e9shx.

Indirect self-report scales are often used in hopes of improv-
ing measurement of explicit racial attitudes, yet none were
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better at predicting implicit attitudes than a single item asses-
sing overt preference for White versus Black people. These
results suggest that while some people may alter responses due
to social desirability concerns, the best way to measure explicit
racial attitudes remains to ask about them directly.
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Notes

1. Ratings were completed before data collection. Originally, several

items were removed because they assessed potentially outdated

issues (e.g., school busing) or asked about hypothetical scenarios

that were no longer hypothetical (e.g., a Black president). For the

sake of having full scales, these items were later added back after

coder ratings were completed. These items were Item 11 from atti-

tudes toward Whites, Item 7 from modern racism, Item 5 from new

racism, and Items 3 and 11 from racial attitudes. The thermometer

items were originally excluded but later added to increase similar-

ity with other Project Implicit data sets.

2. Scales with equal number of response options were averaged and

standardized, except for two (prejudice index, subtle and blatant

prejudice) with prespecified scoring. Scales with items containing

a differing number of response options were standardized within

items and then averaged, except for one (new racism) with prespe-

cified scoring.
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