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Abstract
Given the fundamental role that race and ethnicity play in U.S. society, 
sensitive survey items on this subject can often lead individuals to underreport 
their true attitudes. Previous studies have shown that the absence of an 
interviewer reduces the pressure to provide socially desirable responses. 
The 2012 and 2016 American National Election Studies (ANES), where 
both interviewer and self-administered surveys were used, allows us to test 
whether mode effects emerge in the way respondents answer survey items 
related to racial attitudes. We also expect mode effects to vary based on 
the extent to which individuals are politically socialized in the United States. 
We find that respondents tend to underreport their racial animosity in 
interview-administered versus online surveys. Moreover, underreporting is 
nonexistent in the responses provided by foreign-born Latinos, but emerges 
for U.S.-born Latinos, Blacks, and Whites. These findings pose a number of 
implications for our understanding of racial attitudes and survey mode.
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Race is a fundamental cleavage in American society. Many scholars have 
recognized the importance of race in shaping American public opinion and 
political behavior, stretching back to the early years of modern social science 
(e.g., Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswick, Levinson, & Sanford, 1950; Allport, 
1954). Whether expressed in outright racism or prejudice (Allport, 1954), or 
a less overt “symbolic racism” or similar concepts (Bobo, 1983; Kinder & 
Sears, 1981), race and ethnicity continue to play important roles in determin-
ing attitudes about policies and issues, as well as political behavior. One can 
barely read the news today without reading about killings of unarmed Black 
men by White police officers, concerns about race-based affirmative action 
policies, or the issue of immigration. Just as issue of race and immigration 
played a prominent role in the 2016 presidential election, it appears that they 
will continue to factor in future elections as well.

The social norms on race have evolved significantly over time (Mendelberg, 
2001). Where expressions of old-fashioned, or open, racism were once accept-
able and the norm for most of the nation’s history, the last several decades have 
ushered in an era where a strong norm of equality exists (Mendelberg, 2001). 
In light of this shift in norms, survey respondents are under pressure to offer a 
socially desirable response on questions pertaining to racial attitudes (Berinsky, 
1999, 2002; Huddy & Feldman, 2009). That is, many individuals feel com-
pelled to report racial attitudes in a way that conforms to the socially acceptable 
norm on race, for fear of being perceived as prejudiced or racist (Berinsky, 
1999, 2002). As a result, survey items that directly ask about one’s racial atti-
tudes typically trigger social desirability concerns.

As alluded to above, a significant concern in collecting sensitive informa-
tion is the tendency for survey participants to provide socially desirable 
responses ((Crowne & Marlowe, 1960;  Crowne & Marlowe, 1964); (Kreuter 
et al., 2008); Tourangeau & Smith, 1996; Tourangeau and Yan, 2007)). This 
concern is particularly acute when surveys are interviewer-administered, as 
opposed to self-administered (Aquilino, 1994; Atkeson, Adams, & Alvarez, 
2014; (Kreuter et al., 2008; Tourangeau & Smith, 1996; Tourangeau and Yan, 
2007). For instance, respondents taking self-administered surveys via the 
Internet, versus those participating in interviewer conducted surveys, are 
more willing to respond to sensitive survey questions pertaining to illicit 
drug use and sexual behavior (Aquilino, 1994; Atkeson et al., 2014; Kreuter 
et al., 2008; Tourangeau & Smith, 1996; Tourangeau and Yan, 2007). For 
sensitive questions pertaining to racial attitudes, it is also highly likely that 
the race/ethnicity of the interviewer will affect one’s responses. As these 
previous research efforts have documented, the absence of an interviewer 
greatly reduces the social norms governing certain types of undesirable 
behaviors and attitudes. The consistency in these findings has led scholars to 
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conclude that mode effects play an important role in the reporting of socially 
undesirable attitudes. 

As such, this article uses survey mode to study the reporting of a highly 
sensitive topic, such as racial attitudes, in surveys of the U.S. public. Whereas 
previous studies rely on different survey modes to examine the reporting of 
sensitive behaviors (e.g., Kreuter, Presser, & Tourangeau, 2008; Tourangeau 
& Smith, 1996), to the best of our knowledge, we are the first to study the 
relationship between survey mode and responses to a wide array of topics 
pertaining to racial sentiment. Our study takes advantage of the unique sur-
vey design of the 2012 and 2016 American National Election Studies (ANES); 
for the first time in its time series history, face-to-face (FTF) interviews were 
supplemented with data collection on the Internet. These efforts were con-
ducted in the two modes independently, using separate (and relatively large) 
samples. And for the most part, the same survey items were asked in both the 
Internet and FTF samples.1 We focus on a battery of race-based questions 
(e.g., group stereotypes, group feeling thermometers) as well as the racial 
resentment questions developed by Sears, Sidanius, and Bobo (2000).2

Consistent with previous research (Kreuter et al., 2008; Tourangeau & 
Smith, 1996), we expect mode effects to be present in the way respondents 
answer these survey items. In particular, respondents should be more likely to 
underreport their racial attitudes in the FTF versus the online survey mode.

Importantly, we also expect mode effects to vary based on the extent to 
which individuals are politically socialized in the United States. The varying 
political opportunity structures afforded to Blacks, Latinos, and Asian 
Americans has meant that their experience and orientation to politics differs 
vastly from those of White Americans (Abrajano & Alvarez, 2010; Dawson, 
1994; DeSipio, 1996; Garcia Bedolla, 2009; Sanchez & Garcia, 2008). As 
such, we expect these differential experiences to play a critical role in how 
racial/ethnic groups respond to survey items on race. For Latinos, particu-
larly those who are born outside of the United States, mode effects should be 
minimal or nonexistent their responses, compared with Whites and Blacks. 
Given that 40% of Latinos are foreign-born, the way they learn about U.S. 
politics and norms occurs through channels outside the classic model of 
parental socialization (Campbell et al., 1960). Exposure and socialization to 
matters on racial norms and attitudes are therefore likely to be absent. 
However, for Blacks, U.S.-born Latinos, and Whites, we contend that under-
reporting of negative racial sentiment will emerge, as a function of survey 
mode.

Overall, our analyses support these expectations. First, and consistent with 
previous research, the results suggest that mode effects are present in responses 
to racial attitude survey items. Individuals are more likely to underreport 
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negative racial sentiment in the FTF versus the Internet mode. These results 
are robust to the inclusion of a whole host of covariates such as demographics 
and political knowledge. We also find support for our argument that the pat-
tern of underreporting socially undesirable attitudes (in this case, negative 
racial sentiment) varies according to one’s degree of political socialization. 
We find no mode differences in the responses to these sensitive items among 
foreign-born Latinos, but mode differences do emerge in the responses pro-
vided by U.S.-born Latinos, and particularly for Black and White Americans.

These findings pose a number of implications for future research. First, 
because we demonstrate the prevalence of mode effects for one of the most 
frequently used political surveys (the ANES), scholars need to be cognizant 
of these mode differences, particularly on sensitive survey items. Moreover, 
as the ANES, like many other surveys, considers moving away from FTF 
interviews to an entirely online format, researchers should also be careful of 
comparing the same survey items across years and across decades. Finally, 
while our findings are the first, to the best of our knowledge, to demonstrate 
cross-cultural variations in the way individuals respond to a highly sensitive 
subject matter such as race, our research is by no means the last word on this 
subject. In light of the rapidly and continually changing demographic compo-
sition of the United States, along with changes in the way surveys are carried 
out, there is still much work to be done in this area.

Measuring Racial Attitudes in the United States

Capturing public sentiment on issues of race in the United States is no easy 
task (Berinsky, 1999, 2002; Gilens, Sniderman, & Kuklinski, 1998; Huddy & 
Feldman, 2009). The challenge of doing so has, at times, been heightened by 
the fraught nature of race relations in the country, as well the way racial 
norms have evolved and changed over time (Mendelberg, 2001). Given the 
way race structures and shapes nearly every aspect of American society, 
scholars have thought long and hard about the different ways of measuring 
racial sentiment and prejudice.

The earliest survey researchers relied on questions that directly asked 
about racial attitudes, such as those captured in racial stereotype survey items 
(e.g., “Blacks are hardworking,” “Blacks are intelligent”). However, subse-
quent scholars raised concerns regarding the ability of such questions to truly 
capture racial prejudice, due to issues of social desirability (Berinsky, 1999, 
2002; Gilens et al., 1998; Huddy & Feldman, 2009; Kuklinski, Sniderman 
et al., 1997). The presence of an interviewer, as well as the race of the inter-
viewer, can also make survey respondents less likely to provide their true 
opinions on race, particularly if they are racially resentful ones (Atkeson 
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et al., 2014; for race of interviewer effects, see Krysan & Couper, 2003). 
Recently, scholars have attempted to alleviate some of these issues by using 
new methodologies, such as list experiments, to avoid explicit signals on 
sensitive subject matters such as race (Abrajano, Elmendorf, & Quinn, 2018; 
Hainmueller, Hangartner, & Yamamoto, 2015).

Among those studies that focus on racial attitudes, a recent study by Piston 
(2010) finds that racial stereotypes were a strong predictor of White opposi-
tion to Obama in 2008. His study reveals that open prejudice continues to 
play an important role in current U.S. politics. Another set of questions that 
tap racial attitudes are feeling thermometer questions that ask respondents to 
evaluate the major ethnic/racial groups in the United States as well as “illegal 
immigrants” on a 0 to 100 scale. Given that these survey items measure affect 
for the particular group in question, they can also be considered a sensitive 
survey item. Moreover, Kinder and Sanders (1996) developed several ques-
tions that capture racial resentment or symbolic racism. These survey items 
attempt to capture anti-Black affect, along with traditional Anglo-Saxon 
Protestant values of hard work and individualism (Sears et al., 2000). Such 
questions ask individuals whether (a) Blacks should work their way up with-
out any special favors, (b) past slavery makes it more difficult for Blacks to 
advance, (c) Blacks have gotten less than they deserved, and (d) Blacks must 
try harder to get ahead. These survey items have been asked in the ANES for 
more than three decades now and therefore regarded by scholars as a reliable 
indicator of racial sentiment in the United States.

Cross-Cultural Variations in Survey Response

How individuals respond to sensitive survey items is not equal across the 
board. The existing research notes that some individuals are more susceptible 
to providing socially desirable answers than others. Johnson and Van de 
Vijver (2003) stress the importance and need to consider cross-cultural varia-
tions in survey responses. In the context of the United States, Aquilino finds 
mode effects in the survey responses provided by racial/ethnic minorities. 
Blacks were less likely to report illicit drug relative to Whites in the inter-
viewer versus self-administered survey, with no difference between Hispanics 
and Whites (Aquilino, 1994). He attributes this difference to the stigma sur-
rounding drug use in the Black community and, as a result, underreporting of 
this socially undesirable behavior emerges, vis-à-vis White respondents. And 
while some research suggests that Blacks and Mexican Americans score 
higher on a social desirability scale than do non-Hispanic Whites (Warnecke 
et al., 1997), others have failed to document this effect (Okazaki, 2000). In 
addition, Johnson and Van de Vijver (2003) contend that the pressure to offer 
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socially desirable responses may be due to an individual’s level of social 
power within a society, so that those with lower levels “tend to be more con-
cerned with impression management and hence display more socially desir-
able behavior.” (p. 196)

These previous research efforts serve as the foundation for our study, and 
we derive several hypotheses on the differential role of survey mode in the 
reporting of socially undesirable attitudes pertaining to race. By considering 
the research on survey methodology with studies of racial and ethnic politics 
in the United States, we hypothesize that responses to the sensitive survey 
items about racial attitudes may vary across the major racial/ethnic groups in 
the United States. Past research documents the varying political socialization 
process for racial/ethnic minorities, particularly for Latinos (Abrajano & 
Alvarez, 2010). Therefore, on such matters like race relations in the United 
States, many Latinos, especially for the 40% born outside of the United 
States, the racial norms in the United States are very likely to be altogether 
foreign and unfamiliar.3 And even for Latinos born in the United States, 
parental socialization on such issues is largely absent. In light of these dis-
tinct socialization experiences, we would expect minimal to nonexistent 
mode effects in the survey responses provided by foreign-born Latinos. 
However, mode effects should be more evident among U.S.-born Latinos, 
especially for third and later generation Latinos.

More formally stated, our main hypotheses are as follows. First, we expect 
mode effects to be present in the reporting of socially undesirable survey 
items. Respondents should therefore be more likely to express negative racial 
sentiment in the Internet mode versus the FTF mode (H1). Second, we expect 
mode effects to be more prominent among U.S.-born individuals (Black, 
Whites, and U.S.-born Latinos) relative to foreign-born Latinos (H2). 
Understanding the nuances of societal norms and expectations is a process that 
requires time and experience, as well as the opportunity to interact with the 
native-born population, especially White Americans. Given that such interac-
tions occur over years and even decades, foreign-born Latinos will have had 
fewer opportunities to learn about these norms when compared with U.S.-born 
Latinos. For this very reason, we hypothesize mode effects to be nonexistent 
in explaining the racial attitudes of foreign-born Latinos, relative to U.S.-born 
Latinos (H3). We next discuss how we test these three hypotheses.

Research Design

To test these hypotheses, our dependent variables are all of the survey items 
from the 2012 and 2016 ANES that pertain to racial sentiment. Altogether, 
we identified 17 survey items that fulfilled these criteria. These include the 
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racial resentment questions that we discussed earlier, as well as a battery of 
stereotype questions on intelligence and work ethic (hardworking vs. lazy) 
for each ethnic/racial group.4 We also include the feeling thermometer ques-
tions for each ethnic/racial group (Black, Latino, Asian, “illegal” immigrants, 
and White). The feeling thermometer questions are measured on a scale from 
0 to 100, with a “100” indicating great warmth for the group in question, and 
“0” indicating the least warmth.

One important methodological difference exists in how these questions 
were asked in the two survey modes. In the FTF mode, interviewers did not 
directly ask respondents the stereotype and feeling thermometer questions. 
Instead, respondents answered these survey items using a computer-assisted 
survey instrument (CASI). The ANES attempted to minimize the issue of social 
desirability bias by providing respondents with a tablet where they could record 
their response to these sensitive topics. For the remaining survey items pertain-
ing to race, the interviewers posed these questions to interviewees.

In these two election studies, the 2012 ANES interviewed a larger number 
of racial/ethnic minorities than did the 2016 ANES. For instance, the 2012 
ANES interviewed 1,005 Latinos, whereas the 2016 ANES interviewed only 
450 Latinos. Among Blacks, 1,132 were interviewed in the 2012 ANES, but 
in 2016 they only comprised 468 of all respondents. As such, our main analy-
sis uses pooled data from both election cycles.5

As survey mode was not randomly assigned to survey respondents, con-
cerns may arise regarding the comparability of the survey of two populations. 
We conducted a balance check on all the covariates in our mode and the 
results are available in Table A1 of the supplementary appendix. Virtually all 
of the covariates are balanced across the two samples, though we see that the 
FTF mode contains more Democrats and liberals than the Internet sample 
(43% vs. 51% Democrats, and 30% vs. 40% for liberal), and that the sample 
of respondents who are married or partnered is slightly larger in the Internet 
than in the FTF sample. Given that the imbalances across modes are minor, 
there is little utility in attempting to adjust these minor imbalances statisti-
cally or in dropping cases via matching as there is no indication that more 
complex methodologies would produce results different from what we pres-
ent below. Thus, we proceed with our multivariate analyses using all of the 
data available in these two surveys and use multivariate discrete choice mod-
els to test our hypotheses. By controlling for a large array of covariates in our 
multivariate models, in particular using variables like age, education, and 
political knowledge that could differ between an online and FTF sample, we 
are likely accounting for these minor imbalances in the original data without 
estimating models that are difficult to interpret and which would arbitrarily 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/1532673X18812039
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drop a large number of cases from our analysis with a consequent loss of 
statistical power.

In our multivariate models, our primary explanatory variable of interest is 
survey mode, which is coded so that a 1 indicates that it was an Internet sur-
vey and a 0 indicates an FTF interview. We also include other covariates that 
have been found to explain racial attitudes, such as demographics, political 
preferences and affiliations, as well as a variable indicating the election year 
(Sears et al., 2000). To test our second and third hypotheses, we estimate 
these multivariate models by disaggregating the data by racial/ethnic group; 
this allows us to compare mode effects across these groups.

Results

Before turning to the multivariate estimates, we first examine responses to 
the various racial attitude questions by survey mode. These analyses are pre-
sented in Figures 1 to 3. In Figure 1, we compare the feeling thermometer 
score evaluations for respondents in the FTF versus the Internet mode. Recall 
that higher evaluations indicate greater warmth for the group in question. As 
the error bars indicate, we see that affect for Latinos, “illegal” immigrants, 

Figure 1. Mean FT scores, by survey mode.
Note. FT = feeling thermometer; FTF = face-to-face.
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Figure 2. Mean responses stereotype question (lazy) by survey mode.
Note. Higher values indicate agreement with the racial stereotype of (group) as lazy. FTF = 
face-to-face.

Figure 3. Mean responses to racial resentment questions, by survey mode.
Note. Larger values on the scale indicate higher levels of racial resentment. FTF = face-to-face.
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and Blacks is statistically significantly different across survey mode.6 Those 
respondents who took the survey online report lower affect for these groups, 
when compared with their counterparts in FTF survey. What is particularly 
striking is persistence of these mode effects, despite the best efforts by the 
ANES to have respondents record their responses using CASI. In addition, 
these distributions suggest the lack of a mode effect in the evaluations of 
Whites or Asians. This finding is a recurring pattern that emerges in our anal-
yses; we attribute such differences to the racial ordering that exists in the 
United States, with Whites at the top, Asians in the middle, and Blacks and 
Latinos at the bottom (Kim, 2003; Masuoka & Junn, 2013).

Figure 2 presents the mean responses to the stereotype questions by sur-
vey mode. Similar to the patterns that emerged in Figure 1, mode effects only 
emerge in the reporting of stereotypical perceptions toward Blacks and 
Latinos. Survey respondents who took the survey online are more willing to 
agree with the stereotype that Black and Latinos are lazy when compared 
with their FTF counterparts. In other analyses that we present in the supple-
mentary appendix, the stereotype question on intelligence from the 2012 
ANES follows the same pattern as we see here, with a larger percentage of 
respondents reporting Blacks and Latinos as intelligent in the Internet survey 
mode, when compared with the FTF survey mode.

Next, Figure 3 presents the average responses to the racial resentment 
questions by survey mode. Higher values indicate that respondents disagree 
that (a) Blacks should work their way up without special advantages, (b) slav-
ery makes it more difficult, (c) Blacks have gotten less than they deserve, and 
(d) Blacks must try harder to get ahead. Comparable to the patterns that 
emerged with the other racial attitude questions, statistically significant mode 
effects emerge. Online respondents report higher levels of racial resentment 
relative to FTF respondents and these differences are particularly acute for the 
survey items pertaining to slavery and Blacks receiving less than they deserve.

While our bivariate analyses suggest an association between survey mode 
and responses to sensitive survey items, our multivariate analyses allow us to 
control for other factors that can explain racial sentiment. We present these 
estimates in Tables 1 to 3. In Table 1, we present the estimates from the mod-
els where the dependent variables are the racial resentment questions. 
Consistent with previous research, mode effects are indeed present in the 
responses provided to these sensitive survey items. With the exception of a 
single survey item, Internet survey respondents are more likely to provide 
socially undesirable responses (negative racial sentiment), relative to those in 
the interviewer-administered survey. As such, these estimates lend support 
for H1—Individuals are more likely to display negative racial sentiment in 
the Internet mode than in the FTF mode, even when controlling for a whole 
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host of covariates. These findings support the contention that the presence of 
an interviewer is associated with the survey responses they provide. The esti-
mated magnitude of effect for survey mode (presented in Table 3) is rela-
tively modest compared with other predictors, such as partisanship and 
demographics, ranging from .01 to .05 in the racial resentment models.7

In Table 2, we present the results from the models where we examine the 
relationship between survey mode and responses to the group feeling ther-
mometer questions. Again, the thermometer questions focus on the following 
groups: Asians, Blacks, “illegal” immigrants, Latinos, and Whites. Our esti-
mates indicate that survey mode factors into the evaluations for those ethnic/
racial groups who are at the bottom of the racial hierarchy—Blacks, Latinos, 
and undocumented immigrants. In these three models, the mode coefficients 
are statistically significant and negatively signed, indicating that respondents 
who took the survey online provided less favorable evaluations of these eth-
nic/racial groups than those taking the FTF survey. The magnitude of these 
mode effects is greatest when survey respondents are asked to evaluate “ille-
gal” immigrants; here, thermometer ratings are 2.6 points lower among 
respondents taking the Internet survey versus those taking the FTF survey. 
Given all the negative rhetoric regarding undocumented immigrants and 
Latinos over the past 10 years, particularly in the 2016 presidential election 
and the current political environment, it is understandable why some may 
feel pressure to mask their true feelings toward this group.

It is also worth noting that the magnitude of survey mode effects is greater 
than those of political ideology and gender, and nearly the same as partisan-
ship. As such, the effect of survey mode is quite substantively significant and, 
as these analyses highlight, comparable in magnitude to other important 
covariates that have been associated with group perceptions and evaluations. 
By controlling for these additional factors, it allows us to recognize that sur-
vey mode is not a trivial matter when considering the factors that explain 
racial attitudes and opinions.

Moving on to Table 3, we present the estimates estimating the relationship 
between survey mode and racial stereotypes. More specifically, the survey 
item common to both the 2012 and 2016 ANES pertains to the laziness-hard-
working stereotype with respect to Asians, Blacks, Latinos and Whites. As 
the results indicate, the mode coefficient is positive and statistically signifi-
cant for the models in which the stereotype focuses on Blacks and Latinos. 
Such findings reaffirm the pattern that we documented in our bivariate analy-
ses earlier. Internet respondents have a higher probability of perceiving both 
Blacks and Latinos as lazy rather than hardworking when compared with 
respondents who completed the survey in the FTF mode. Given that this ste-
reotype is most frequently associated with Blacks and Latinos (Bobo, 1983; 
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Table 4. Mode Effects on Racial Stereotype Questions, by Racial and Ethnic Group.

Whites Blacks U.S.-born Latinos
Foreign-born 

Latinos

Asians—
unintelligent

0.07 [−0.06, 0.21] 0.26 [−0.01, 0.53] 0.08 [−0.27, 0.43] −0.33 [−0.82, 0.16]

Asians—lazy −0.08 [−0.20, 0.04] 0.15 [−0.13, 0.41] −0.13 [−0.07, 0.63] −0.36 [−0.60, 0.32]
Blacks—

unintelligent
0.21** [0.07, 0.34] 0.29* [0.02, 0.55] −0.01 [−0.35, 0.33] 0.09 [−0.40, 0.59]

Blacks—lazy 0.10 [−0.002, 0.22] 0.27 [−0.23, 0.36] 0.04 [−0.46, 0.54] 0.06 [−0.38, 0.47]
Latinos—

unintelligent
0.25** [0.12, 0.39] 0.35** [0.08, 0.62] 0.02 [−0.32, 0.36] −0.25 [−0.74, 0.25]

Latinos—lazy 0.17*[0.04, 0.29] −0.18 [−0.34, 0.59] −0.09 [−0.51, 0.32] 0.15 [−0.30, 0.61]
N 5,994 1,264 741 488

Note. Row entries are survey mode coefficients and 95% confidence intervals are in brackets from the 
ordered logit model where the dependent variables are the racial stereotype questions and controls 
include demographics, political variables, and election year. The stereotype question on intelligence was 
only asked in the 2012 ANES. ANES = American National Election Studies.

Bobo & Gilliam 1990), it should come as little surprise that social desirability 
effects only emerge in the evaluations of these two groups. In additional anal-
ysis that looks at the intelligent-unintelligent stereotype across these racial/
ethnic groups from the 2012 ANES, we find similar results.8

Notably, the results also indicate the lack of mode effects for these stereo-
type questions when they are focused on Whites or Asians. Given that these 
particular stereotypes are not associated with either of these groups, it under-
standable why these social desirability effects fail to emerge.9 Thus far, our 
analysis suggests that mode effects are evident in responses to socially sensi-
tive questions, such as race. Those who took the survey in complete anonym-
ity appear to be more willing to express negative perceptions of Blacks, 
Latinos, and undocumented immigrants, versus those who took the survey 
with an interviewer.

We test our second and third hypotheses regarding the effect of socializa-
tion on survey response by estimating the same models as above but disag-
gregate by racial/ethnic group (and nativity for Latinos). Doing so allows 
us to compare the effect of survey mode by ethnic/racial group. Table 4 
presents the estimates for the models where the dependent variables are the 
racial/ethnic group stereotype questions. What these estimates suggest is that 
mode effects are most present among White respondents, followed by Black 
respondents. In three out of the six questions, mode is a statistically significant 
predictor in the responses provided by Whites. The mode coefficient is also 
signed in the expected manner, so that Internet respondents are more likely to 
perceive both Latinos and Blacks as lazy and unintelligent compared with 
those taking the FTF survey. In contrast, mode effects fail to significantly 



16 American Politics Research 00(0)

predict Latinos’ racial stereotype opinions, regardless of nativity. While we 
hypothesized that the behavior of U.S.-born Latinos would more closely mir-
ror the behavior of Blacks and White Americans, our results suggest other-
wise. This phenomenon may be due to the barriers that both foreign-born and 
U.S.-born Latinos face in the political socialization process, thereby delaying 
the process of fully being immersed in societal norms over race (Abrajano & 
Alvarez, 2010).

We next calculate the marginal effects for these models to assess the mag-
nitude of mode on these racial attitudes (available in Table A2 of the supple-
mentary appendix).10 Recall that White respondents were most affected by 
survey and they were more likely to agree that Blacks are unintelligent and 
lazy, relative to those taking the FTF survey.11 For Whites, the marginal effect 
is in the range of .02 to 06. Among Black respondents, they were .03 more 
likely to perceive Latinos as being unintelligent if they took the survey online 
as opposed to FTF. The magnitude of the mode differences is slightly larger 
when Blacks evaluated their own group on the stereotype question pertaining 
to intelligence: Black Internet survey respondents were .04 more likely to 
agree that Blacks are intelligent, relative to Blacks who participated in the 
FTF version of the survey.

We further test H2 and H3 by investigating whether survey mode effects 
can be detected for the feeling thermometer group questions; these results are 
presented in Table 5. Again, these models are specified in an identical fashion 
as those presented in Table 2, but we disaggregate respondents based on their 
racial/ethnic identity and, for Latinos, by their nativity. Similar to the previ-
ous set of estimates, mode effects are most evident in the group feeling ther-
mometer questions provided by White respondents and, to a lesser extent, for 

Table 5. Mode Effects on Feeling Thermometer Evaluations, by Racial/Ethnic 
Group.

Feeling 
thermometer 
group White Respondents Black Respondents

U.S.-born Latinos 
Respondents

Foreign-born  
Latino Respondents

Latinos −1.53* [−3.01, −0.05] −2.01 [−5.81, 1.78] −0.96 [−5.81, 3.89] −3.18 [−9.48, 3.16]
Blacks 0.68 [−0.75, 2.1] −3.66* [−6.74, −0.57] 3.17 [−2.15, 8.48] 3.33 [−6.81, 8.46]
Illegal 

immigrants
−2.17** [−3.88, −0.46] −1.13 [−5.34, 3.17] 3.30 [−2.62, 9.23] −4.99 [−12.87, 2.85]

Whites −0.04 [−1.31, 1.23] −5.63** [−9.47, −1.79] −0.89 [−5.98, 4.20] 0.34 [−5.14, 8.59]
Asians 2.01** [0.65, 3.37] −2.71 [−6.38, 0.96] −4.31 [−0.72, 9.34] 2.44 [−5.79, 10.68]
N 6,611 1,261 738 320

Note. Row entries are survey mode coefficients and 95% confidence intervals are in brackets from the 
ordered logit model where the dependent variables are the feeling thermometer questions and controls 
include demographics, political variables, and election year.

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/1532673X18812039


Abrajano and Alvarez 17

Black respondents. Survey mode effects, however, continue to have no influ-
ence in U.S.-born and foreign-born Latinos’ perceptions toward these various 
racial/ethnic groups. Among White respondents, those who took the survey 
online rated “illegal” immigrants about 2 points lower and Latinos approxi-
mately 1.5 points on the 0 to 100 scale than were White respondents taking 
the FTF survey. Interestingly, mode effects also exist in Whites’ feeling ther-
mometer assessments toward Asians, but in the opposite direction. Those 
who participated in the Internet survey rated Asians 2 points higher relative 
to those taking the survey in the FTF setting. Among Blacks, we see that 
social desirability exerts a larger impact on their group assessments. For 
instance, Blacks who took the Internet survey rated Whites 5.63 points lower 
on the 0 to 100 scale compared with Black respondents in the FTF survey 
mode. A similar pattern also exists in how Blacks assess their own group, 
with those who participated in the Internet survey offering a less favorable 
assessment (about 3.6 points lower), relative to Black respondents in the FTF 
mode. These findings are consistent with the research by White et al. (2014), 
who find that Blacks are pressured by both racial group interest versus self-
interest in their political decisions. In this case, we find that Blacks feel less 
pressure to provide socially desirable responses in the online versus FTF sur-
vey mode. Among Blacks, such effects may be even more pronounced when 
the interviewer is also a coethnic/racial as White et al. find that racialized 
social pressure depresses self-interested behavior among Blacks. These 
results also raise the possibility that conclusions on the strength of linked fate 
among Blacks (e.g., Dawson, 1994; White et al., 2014) could vary by survey 
mode.

An additional test of our second and third hypotheses examines the rela-
tionship between survey mode and the racial resentment survey items. Once 
again, this analysis disaggregates respondents by racial/ethnic group and 
nativity in the case of Latinos. We present the ordered logit estimates as well 
as the marginal effects in Table 6. The ordered logit estimates suggest that 
survey mode produces distinct effects from one ethnic/racial group to another. 
Among both White and Black respondents in the 2012 to 2016 ANES, mode 
effects seem to have an equal impact. The survey mode coefficient achieves 
statistical significance and is signed in the expected direction for two out of 
the four questions. Among U.S.-born Latinos, however, the effect of survey 
mode is less pronounced as it only helps to explain their levels of racial 
resentment on a single survey item. Consistent with our third hypothesis, 
mode effects fail to predict foreign-born Latinos’ responses to these racial 
resentment questions.

When we assess the magnitude of survey mode on racial resentment, it 
appears as if social desirability exerts a larger effect on Blacks’ responses in 
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comparison with those of Whites. On the question of whether Blacks should 
work their way up without any special advantages, Blacks who take the sur-
vey online are .16 more likely to disagree than Black respondents who take 
the FTF survey. In contrast, White respondents taking the online survey are 
only .01 more likely to disagree with this sentiment as opposed to those tak-
ing the FTF survey. Such differences suggest that Blacks are more to sensi-
tive social desirability on questions that pertain to assessments of their own 
racial group, when compared with Whites. Once again, such findings are 
consistent with earlier research by White et al. (2014). We see a similar pat-
tern in Black respondents’ opinions toward the survey item asking whether 
“Blacks must try harder to get ahead.” Here, Blacks who took the online 
survey are .12 more likely to strongly disagree with this statement than are 
Black respondents taking the survey with an interviewer.

We also conducted a series of robustness checks to determine whether 
mode differences appear on survey items that are not highly sensitive in 
nature. We estimate the same models but replace the dependent variables 
with other non-race-related survey items that were asked in both the FTF 
(using CASI) and Internet modes. These questions include gun ownership, 
sexual orientation, life satisfaction, attitudes on inequality, wordsum (a test 
that is correlated with IQ),12 political knowledge, and investing in the stock 

Table 6. The Effects of Social Desirability on Racial Attitudes by Racial/Ethnic 
Group.

Pooled ANES Whites Blacks U.S.-born Latinos
Foreign-born 

Latinos

Disagree—Blacks 
should work 
their way up w/o 
special advantages

0.15** [0.04,0.26]
(.01)

0.71*** [0.47,0.95]
(.16)

0.38*** [0.07,0.69]
(.04)

0.27 [−0.08,0.73]

Disagree—Past 
slavery makes it 
more difficult for 
Blacks

0.26*** [0.15,0.36]
(.02)

−0.08 [−0.32,0.15] −0.09 [−0.38,0.21] 25 [−0.19,0.71]

Disagree—Blacks 
have gotten less 
than they deserve

0.027 [−0.08,0.13] −0.16 [−0.39,0.07] −0.28 [−0.58,0.02] −0.16 [−0.61,0.29]

Disagree—Blacks 
must try harder 
to get ahead

0.038 [−0.07,0.48] 0.41*** [0.18,0.65]
(.12)

0.22 [−0.07,0.52]) 0.28 [−0.17,0.74]

N 6,027 1,269 745 324

Note. Row entries are survey mode coefficients and 95% confidence intervals are in brackets from the 
ordered logit model where the dependent variables are the racial resentment questions and controls 
include demographics, political variables, and election year. Entries in parentheses are the marginal effects 
estimates where the dependent variable = 5 and all other coefficients are held at their mean/mode.  
ANES = American National Election Studies.
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market.13 For the most part, survey mode failed to exert as strong and consis-
tent of an effect as did the survey items that tapped into racial sentiment. 
These additional analyses provide further reassurance that the relationship 
between survey mode and racial attitudes are not spuriously correlated with 
one another.

Discussion

Our findings suggest that previous FTF surveys may have underestimated the 
degree to which racial animus predicts core political behaviors, such as vote 
choice and other political attitudes and preferences. As Tesler and Sears 
(2010) and Tesler (2012) demonstrate, the Obama presidency ushered in an 
era where racial attitudes emerged as a salient and important factor in explain-
ing presidential vote choice, health care policy, and affect toward President 
Obama. In other words, even when controlling for a whole host of other fac-
tors, racial resentment and prejudice strongly predicts public opinion and 
affects toward the nation’s first African American president. Given that Tesler 
and Sears’ (2010) analyses uses the 2008 ANES (which was entirely FTF), 
what we know about the effects of racial resentment on vote choice is likely 
understated.

To help shed some light on this possibility, we use the variation in survey 
mode in the 2012 ANES to estimate several models that examine the relation-
ship between racial resentment and political behaviors/attitudes related to 
Obama (likelihood of voting for Obama and favorability toward Obama). Our 
analysis disaggregates the sample by survey mode.14 If mode matters, we 
would expect racial resentment to be a stronger predictor of anti-Obama atti-
tudes in the sample with the online respondents, relative to the sample com-
prised of FTF interviewees. These estimates, which are available in Tables A3 
to A4 of the supplementary appendix,15 support this expectation. While the 
coefficient capturing racial resentment is a statistically significant predictor of 
voting for Obama (with those who are racially resentful being less likely to 
support him), the size of the coefficient is considerably larger for the Internet 
survey respondents (–.654), as opposed to the FTF survey respondents (–.365). 
In comparing the magnitude of these effects, racially resentful respondents 
from the Internet sample are .16 less likely to vote for Obama, whereas racially 
resentful respondents in the FTF sample are .06 less likely to support Obama.16 
Thus, surveys using FTF interviewing are likely to underestimate, by about 
one third, how strongly racial animus predicts support for Obama.

In columns 3 to 4 of Table A3, we present the ordinary least squares (OLS) 
estimates examining the relationship between racial resentment and favor-
ability toward Obama. We measure Obama favorability using the feeling 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/1532673X18812039
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/1532673X18812039
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thermometer question, which once again is a scale that ranges from 0 to 100. 
Similar to the earlier results, the coefficient size of racial resentment is larger 
in magnitude among the online survey respondents than it is for the FTF sur-
vey respondents. Internet respondents who score high on the racial resent-
ment scale evaluate Obama 6.01 points lower on the 0 to 100 scale, whereas 
for racially resentful FTF survey respondents, they evaluate Obama 4.1 
points lower on this scale. While one may argue that the magnitude of these 
estimated differences is not large substantially, they are nonetheless present. 
It is also worth reiterating these effects are particularly problematic for sur-
vey items that are sensitive in nature, urging scholars who rely on such ques-
tions to be particularly acute to these issues.

Conclusion

Overall, our findings contribute to existing research both substantively and 
methodologically. From a substantive vantage point, our study is the first to 
examine, to the best of our knowledge, mode effects on the reporting of racial 
sentiment. While previous research documents the persistent effect of survey 
mode in the reporting of socially undesirable behaviors (e.g., illicit drug use), 
it would also be reasonable to think that the reporting of attitudes that violate 
strong societal norms of egalitarianism and equality would also be prone to 
social desirability concerns. Furthermore, we also demonstrate cross-cultural 
variations in the way individuals report these socially undesirable sentiments. 
Indeed, our analysis suggests that survey mode is a consistent predictor of the 
way individuals report their racial attitudes. Survey respondents are more 
likely to underreport negative racial sentiment in the FTF versus the Internet 
versus mode. Even when we consider a whole host of factors that predict 
racial attitudes, such as education level and age, the effect of survey mode 
continues to persist. Our results also indicate that the tendency to underreport 
socially undesirable attitudes (in this case, negative racial sentiment) varies 
according to the degree to which one has been socialized about the racial 
norms in the United States.

As for alternative explanations for the types of mode effects that we doc-
ument, it is possible that respondents taking online surveys may be more 
distracted than respondents in the FTF format, or in general they might be 
less attentive to the survey than when there is an interviewer present. While 
that is possible, distraction or inattentiveness should manifest in other types 
of survey response issues—high item nonresponse or straight-lining, for 
example. We see no reason to believe that distraction or inattention would 
lead to the systematic differences in reported attitudes or opinions, however. 
Moreover, it is hard to imagine how distraction or inattention would lead to 
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different reports of attitudes or opinions between U.S.-born respondents and 
foreign-born Latinos.

These findings also help to shed further light on the heterogeneity in racial 
attitudes in the United States. Mode effects appear to exert the strongest 
effects on Whites and Blacks, whereas for Latinos, it seems to be less of an 
issue, particularly among Latinos who were born outside of the United States. 
It may be with time that Latinos will behave more like Whites and Blacks, 
and perceive more pressure to provide socially desirable survey responses on 
racial matters. On the contrary, due to the unique political socialization pro-
cess that Latinos have experienced, along with the large foreign-born popula-
tion, mode effects may be less of a concern in their reporting of socially 
undesirable attitudes. The lack of a mode effect among foreign-born Latinos, 
we contend, can be attributed to the fact that their socialization process is still 
in flux. As a result, becoming acquainted with the societal norms and expec-
tations with regard to racial attitudes, in particular, is still being shaped and 
formed. It is also important to recognize that the patterns we uncover with 
respect to foreign-born Latinos may be biased in a conservative fashion, 
given that the ANES only surveys U.S. citizens. Undoubtedly, future work 
would be wise to assess mode effects on both citizens and noncitizens. Future 
research will also need to track the evolution of potential social desirability 
bias in surveys about race and ethnicity among Latinos in the United States.

This study also helps to reaffirm the powerful and enduring role that the 
racial hierarchy plays in structuring racial attitudes in the United States 
(Masuoka & Junn, 2013). One consistent finding that emerged from our anal-
ysis is that the public viewed Blacks and Latinos most negatively, with no 
negative perceptions directed toward Asians or Whites. These differential 
assessments held true for the entire sample of respondents, as well as when 
we disaggregated out sample by a respondent’s ethnic/racial identity. These 
findings underscore just how strongly embedded racial attitudes are in our 
society, and how difficult it is to alter racial stereotypes and perceptions, even 
when individuals have the opportunity to express themselves in a nearly 
anonymous fashion.

The existence of mode effects in the responses to questions about race in 
both the 2012 and 2016 ANES also offer some guidance for future studies. 
Given the widespread use of these studies, researchers should be aware of 
these mode effects and account for them in any studies that deal with highly 
sensitive question items. Despite the best efforts by the ANES to use tablets 
(CASI) to capture responses to sensitive survey items such as racial senti-
ment, our results indicate that the reporting of these attitudes still varied by 
survey mode. These findings suggest that interviewer effects are still present 
even when the interviewer is not asking the question; the mere presence of an 
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interviewer is enough to pressure survey respondents to provide a response 
that is perceived as more socially acceptable and desirable.

Does this mean, then, that we should only ask highly sensitive questions on 
the Internet, using other types of self-completion survey modes? Our findings 
indeed suggest that surveys using FTF interviewers produce substantively dif-
ferent estimates of racial animus, as well as underestimating the effect of racial 
resentment on favorability toward Obama and the likelihood of voting for him. 
However, this is just a first step in an area ripe for future research. Subsequent 
studies would be well-served to further examine mode effects and the reporting 
of socially undesirable attitudes, and explore methodologies that allow applied 
researchers to eliminate the potential issues that may be introduced by survey 
mode (e.g., Blair & Imai, 2012; Rosenfeld, Imai, & Shapiro, 2016).
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Notes

 1. For the face-to-face (FTF) mode, all sampled persons were interviewed in person 
using Computer-Assisted Personal Interviewing (CAPI), which also incorporated 
an interview segment in each wave that was self-administered (computer-assisted 
self-interviewing [CASI]). For the Internet mode, all study participants were mem-
bers of the KnowledgePanel, a panel of regular survey participants administered by 
GfK (formerly Knowledge Networks). Whether a respondent was assigned to the 
FTF or online mode was not randomized, which we discuss later in the article.

 2. The direct racial attitudes questions were self-administered using CASI. Homola, 
Jackson, and Gill (2016) also have studied mode differences in the 2012 ANES, 
using a different methodology than ours, studying mode effects on the variability 
of survey responses.

 3. There is no doubt that the role of race in U.S. history and current day soci-
ety stands apart from its role in Mexico, Puerto Rico, Cuba, and other Latin 
American countries.

 4. In the 2016 ANES, the intelligence stereotype is replaced by a stereotype ques-
tion pertaining to assessments of how violent a group is perceived to be.



Abrajano and Alvarez 23

 5. These analyses are available in the supplementary appendix.
 6. These differences are statistically significant at the p < .01 level, as indicated by 

the error bars.
 7. These estimates are available in Table A2 of the supplementary appendix.
 8. These estimates are available in the supplementary appendix.
 9. In fact, the opposite is actually the case with regard to Asians being perceived as 

the model minority (Vislavanich, 2016).
10. The marginal effects are calculated by setting all coefficients, aside from survey 

mode, at their mean/mode. We set the dependent variable to the maximum value 
(most racially resentful).

11. These estimates are available in the supplementary appendix.
12. These questions are used to assess IQ, and it consists of word game that involves 

simple mathematical operations as well as vocabulary skills.
13. These estimates are available upon request from the authors.
14. These models also control for standard predictors of vote choice.
15. Columns 1 to 2 present the logit estimates where the dependent variable is the 

probability of voting for Obama, with the first column presenting the estimates 
from the Internet survey respondents and the second column providing estimates 
from respondents who took the survey in the FTF setting.

16. The standard errors for these marginal effects estimates are .015 and .013, 
respectively.
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