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Abstract. According to Steele (1997), negative stereotypes about intellectual abilities can act as a
threat that disrupts the performance of students targeted by bad reputations. Previous research on
stereotype threat has showed that on a stereotype-relevant test, stigmatized group members (e.g.,
African Americans) performed worse than others on an intellectual verbal task. However, when the
instructions accompanying the test did not create stereotype threat, stigmatized group members’
performance was equal to that of other participants. In this paper, we present studies documenting
the effect of stereotype threat and discuss ways to counter it. Two strategies derived from Self-
Categorization Theory (Turner & Oakes, 1989) and Self-Affirmation Theory (Steele, 1988) are
presented, tested, and discussed.

1. Introduction

Education has traditionally been viewed as the principal route to upward mobility
in industrialized societies. Indeed, if in the past the position of a given person
in the social hierarchy was partly fixed and determined by her or his race, social
class, or gender, nowadays this position is mainly determined by her or his aca-
demic achievement. The higher people achieve in school, the higher their social
status in society. Thus, today achievement is not a question of group inheritance;
rather, it depends on people’s potential as individuals, on their ability, and work.
In other words, the social hierarchy produced by schooling is no longer thought to
be arbitrary; social status is the structural reflection of psychological differences in
ability. Although academic achievement is assumed to be dissociated from social
origins, researchers have often reported that in many societies members of lower
status groups have relatively poor academic performance (for a review see Sidanius
& Pratto, 1999).
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Let us note briefly some examples concerning the under-achievement of three
such groups: African Americans, students of low socioeconomic status (SES), and
women. In the United States, on the 1997 SAT tests for high school seniors, out
of a possible combined score of 1600 (for the verbal and math proportions com-
bined), the average score for African Americans was 857 and for Whites, 1052.
With regard to academic achievement, data from national assessments showed that
43% of 12th-grade African American students did not master the basic reading
level to work proficiently at their grade level, which was the case for only 17%
of their White peers (National Center for Education Statistics, 1999). Concerning
mathematics, it appeared that 62% of 12th-grade Black students scored below the
basic achievement level as compared to 21% of White students (National Center
for Education Statistics, 1997a). This difference also extends to college where the
U.S. national dropout rate for African American students (those who begin college
but do not finish within 6 years) is 62% as compared to the national dropout rate of
40% for White students (Nettles, 1988).

The academic under-achievement of students from low socioeconomic status
is also well known. In the United States, 43% of the 12th-grade students whose
parents did not finish high school scored below basic reading achievement levels
as compared to 15% of those whose parents graduated from college (National
Center for Education Statistics, 1999; the percentages for mathematics achieve-
ment are 58 and 21, respectively, National Center for Education Statistics, 1997a).
In France, 58% of low SES students (i.e., students whose parents’ occupations
are manual labor workers and unqualified employees) never reached 12th grade,
while it was the case of only 10% of their high SES peers (i.e., students whose
parents’ occupations were managers, other professionals, researchers, and college
professors). Although low SES French students represent 40% of the people from
20–24 age group, they represent only 7% of the students from the prestigious public
preparatory classes for the Grandes Ecoles (the attendance being tuition free). High
SES students on the other hand, if they represent only 13% of the youth from the
20-24 age group, represent 51% of the students of these prestigious classes (DEP-
MEN, 1997).

Finally, with regard to gender in the United States, the National Assessment of
Education Progress (National Center for Education Statistics, 1999) reported that
girls do better than boys on reading achievement tests and also that male students
outperformed their female classmates in science (National Center for Education
Statistics, 1997b). And, an extensive analysis of data from 1960 to 1994 showed
that among students who scored in the top distribution on mathematics and science
achievement tests, boys were overrepresented (up to two boys for one girl, see
Nowell & Hedges, 1998).

Many explanations have been proposed to account for these dramatic differ-
ences in scholastic achievement. Among the most convincing is the suggestion that
economic inequalities which exist among these groups create differences in aca-
demic preparation. This inequality exists at both the district and the family levels.
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Because public school funding is based on local property taxes in the United States,
district spending per pupil varies considerably from a poor neighborhood to a
wealthier one (e.g., in the New York city area, the spending per pupil can vary
from $7,299 to $15,084 – see Kozol, 1991). Poorer families also cannot provide
for preschool program costs, educational resources such as books, or even for
physiological necessities such as enough food or a safe environment (Ricciuti,
1993; Sigman, 1995). Some other authors have suggested that socialization dif-
ferences among groups may contribute to students’ levels of motivation and in-
terest in academic work (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1964, 1970; Eccles, 1994; Ogbu,
1994). Finally, certain scholars claim that intelligence has a genetic component
that creates different levels of intellectual ability among social groups (Herrn-
stein & Murray, 1994). Though this latter explanation remains speculative (Gould,
1996), it is very popular among lay people, which produces pernicious effects.
Our research program investigates one of these negative consequences: stereotype
threat.

In the present article, our goal is to demonstrate that the wide dissemination
of reputations of lower ability that usually target low status group members can
contribute to their academic under-achievement. To make this point, we focus
on different low status groups taken from different national and cultural contexts
in order to suggest some degree of cultural generality of the problem – African
Americans, French students from low socioeconomic backgrounds, and women.
We present research that shows how reputations of lower ability (e.g., stereotypes)
can act as psychological threats that undermine academic performance. Our goal
is to explain how these stereotypes can produce under-achievement and how this
dynamic ultimately contributes to the justification of the inequalities between
social groups. In that sense, we hope that the research we offer below contrib-
utes to debates about the reasons why some groups do not succeed as well as
others.

2. Reputation of lower ability

Certain social groups are targeted by reputations of low ability. Countless studies
have demonstrated the existence of such beliefs (Fiske, 1998). African Americans
have the reputation of being hostile, lazy, and stupid (Devine & Elliott, 1995).
People from low socioeconomic backgrounds have the reputation of being ignorant
and lazy (Bullock, 1995). As for women, several studies have shown that they were
thought to have less ability in mathematics and related domains (Eccles, Jacobs, &
Harold, 1990). There is widespread agreement within our societies about the per-
sonality traits that characterize these social groups (Devine, 1989). This consensual
knowledge may stem from communicative processes that play a central role in the
acquisition of stereotype (Ashmore & Del Boca, 1981; Bullock, 1995). Actually,
stereotypes are so widely held that they are not identified by lay people as beliefs
but as facts (Rothbart & Taylor, 1992).
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Social psychology has demonstrated that these stereotypical beliefs were ex-
tremely powerful and that they could lead targets ultimately to confirm them
(Snyder & Stukas, 1999). For example, researchers have documented that stereo-
types of class (Gilly, 1984; Rist, 1970, Williams, 1976), of gender (Skrypnec &
Snyder, 1982), and of African Americans (Word, Zanna, & Cooper, 1974) could
lead the perceiver to behave toward targets differently and that this differential
treatment may cause these targets to confirm the perceiver’s negative expecta-
tions (for such expectancy effects on academic achievement see Jussim, Eccles, &
Madon, 1996). Because these negative reputations are known by anyone, research
has started to examine their influence on the internal state of the targets of these
stereotypes (Crocker & Major, 1989; Steele, 1992, 1997; Crocker, Major, & Steele,
1998; Swim & Stangor, 1998). Results have suggested that in some situations
awareness of these negative stereotypes can influence targets to behave negatively,
even in the absence of any concurrent negative treatment.

3. Stereotype threat model

According to Steele (1992, 1997; Steele & Aronson, 1995), when a widely known
negative stereotype (e.g., poor intellectual ability) exists about a group, it creates
for its members a burden of suspicion that acts as a threat. This threat arises
whenever individuals’ behavior could be interpreted in terms of a stereotype, that
is, whenever group members run the risk of substantiating the stereotype. For ex-
ample, when African Americans or students of low socioeconomic status (SES)
take an academic exam, they are subject to the threat that if they fail their beha-
vior may confirm a reputation of lower intelligence. When the stakes are high for
the individual, the very possibility of substantiating a negative allegation may in
fact impair performance because it is self-threatening enough to have disruptive
effects on its own. In other words, evaluative situations create an extra pressure
for stereotyped targets that may interfere with their performance (see Figure 1).
Depending on the situation of threat, several processes may contribute to this inef-
ficiency of processing – through distraction from the task (e.g., Easterbrook, 1959),

Figure 1. Schematic representation of the stereotype threat model.



STEREOTYPE THREAT AND ACADEMIC UNDER-ACHIEVEMENT 299

interfering self-consciousness (e.g., Baumeister, 1984), evaluation apprehension
(e.g., Geen, 1985), test anxiety (e.g., Sarason, 1972), and/or loss of motivation
(e.g., Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 1983).

In dramatic support for the stereotype threat hypothesis, research has shown
that minor changes in testing situations that have altered the amount of stereotype
threat for a group produced significant differences in performance on an identical
task. When instructions described a test as a ‘measure of verbal abilities and lim-
itations,’ Black college students performed worse than White students (Steele &
Aronson, 1995). Under the same conditions, French students from low socioeco-
nomic backgrounds performed worse than their high SES peers (Croizet & Claire,
1998). These gaps in performance were congruent with previously documented
differences in academic achievement between Whites and Blacks, and between
rich and poor students, as well as the commonly held stereotypes of Black and
low SES academic abilities. However, instructions that described the identical test
as a cognitive psychology study rendered the test irrelevant to the stereotype and
erased the differences in performance between the two groups (see Figures 2 and
3). Analogous results were found for differences between men and women on a
difficult math ability test (Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 1999, see Figure 4). This
research on stereotype threat showed that an interaction between the social iden-
tities of stereotyped group members and the immediate social context (i.e., the
characterization and difficulty of the task) could produce a situational predicament
(i.e., a sense of stereotype threat) that may disrupt reasoning and, as a consequence,
depress performance (see also Huguet, Brunot, & Monteil, this issue).

Figure 2. Number of Verbal GRE items correctly solved (adjusted by SAT) as a function of
race and characterization of the task (adapted from Steele & Aronson, 1995, Exp. 2).
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Figure 3. Number of Verbal GRE items correctly solved as a function of socioeconomic status
and characterization of the task (adapted from Croizet & Claire, 1998).

Figure 4. Number of Math GRE items correctly solved (corrected for guessing) as a function
of sex and characterization of the task (adapted from Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 1999).

4. Stereotype threat as a situational predicament

Until recently, however, research on stereotype threat has been limited to stigmat-
ized groups. Therefore, it was difficult to assess the extent to which stereotype
threat may also be situational because it was possible that it may have tapped
into an internalization of inferiority that is rooted in the way the person happened
to be socialized, and that this is sometimes the cause for drop in performance
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(e.g., Allport, 1954; Clark, 1965; Eccles, 1994). To examine this issue directly,
we investigated whether members of a usually dominant group (i.e., White men)
could be threatened by a negative stereotype that is not considered to be generally
a stigma (i.e., deficiency in processing affective information). Our reasoning was
that if such a group could experience stereotype threat, then it is very unlikely that
chronic lower status or a history of stigmatization are preconditions of stereotype
threat. This research extended stereotype threat effects outside of the academic
domain and to a nonstigmatized group (Leyens, Désert, Croizet, & Darcis, 2001).
Dominant groups are less likely to have stigmas, but they may still be character-
ized in negative stereotypic terms. For example, men are stereotyped as lacking
of emotion and being insensitive. Though problematic and negative, the lack of
affective skills is not considered crucially debilitating. Because stereotype threat
is not dependent on chronic lower status and history of stigmatization, we expec-
ted that male students may experience stereotype threat when they are at risk of
confirming a reputation of lower affective skills. To test this prediction, female and
male undergraduate students performed three decision tasks. They had to decide as
fast as possible whether stimulus words were indeed words or nonwords (i.e., a lex-
ical task), whether they were positive or negative (i.e., a valence task), or whether
the words were affective or not (i.e., an affective task). Half of the participants
were told that, in general, men are poorer performers than women in affective pro-
cessing tasks (i.e., a threat condition). The results showed no differences between
conditions for the lexical and valence tasks. By contrast, for the affective task,
threatened males made significantly more errors than participants in the other three
conditions. More precisely, threatened males tended to accept as affective words
that were not affective. Thus, male students were sensitive to the fear of confirming
a negative reputation, and this fear had disruptive effects on their performance.
Recent research has provided strong evidence in favor of this situational stance
of stereotype threat (see Aronson, et al., 1999; Brown & Joseph, 1999; Stone,
Lynch, Sjomeling, & Darley, 1999). For example, Aronson et al. (1999) showed
that European American males were able to experience a disruptive stereotype
threat during a mathematics exam when they were reminded of the superiority
of Asian Americans’ ability in mathematics. Under such a threatening condition,
their performance dropped dramatically.

To sum up, these studies bring a converging evidence in favor of a situational
interpretation of stereotype threat because slight situational changes can lead the
dominant group members to underperform in a very similar way as African Amer-
icans, low SES students, and women usually do.

5. Discarding or reducing stereotype threat

Though these previous studies do not tell much about the mediation of stereotype
threat, they are clear enough in demonstrating that exposure to or even discrim-
ination based on stereotypes does not diminish the abilities of stigmatized people
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and that, given the right situation, they are able to demonstrate performance that
are equal to that of their peers. This basic result is important for two reasons.
First, it suggests that certain explanations for the under-achievement of certain
groups (e.g., genetic deficiency) have utterly ignored a major force which gen-
erates differences in achievement. Second, it suggests that there is some hope
for restoring more equality in school outcomes through appropriate situational
changes.

However, these previous efforts carry their own limitations. Even if the studies
showed that Black, poor students, or women were able to perform as well as the
others, they have also implied that these college students cannot infer they have
higher intellectual abilities because, for them, increased performance is not relevant
to academic achievement. Indeed, when it is the case (i.e., the task is presented as
diagnostic of intellectual ability), the threatening negative allegations of the stereo-
type are lurking, always ready to impair performance. This shows how insidious
reputations can prevent social change. To deal with these specific limitations, we
have been searching for means to alleviate stereotype threat while keeping students
in an ability diagnostic situation. Two research programs have been developed. The
first one examines the impact of levels of self-categorization as a way to reduce
stereotype threat (see also Turner & Oakes, 1989). The second program aims at
examining whether stereotype threat can be reduced through self-affirmation (see
Steele, 1988).

5.1. REDUCING STEREOTYPE THREAT THROUGH SELF-CATEGORIZATION

Stereotype threat has been conceptualized as a fear of being seen as confirming
the stereotype or to be judged only according to it (Steele & Aronson, 1995).
Stated otherwise, people subjected to negative stereotyping are under the risk of
no longer being seen as individuals but only as prototypical members of a group.
As a consequence, stereotype threat should make people particularly willing to
reduce the interpretive self-relevance of the stereotype. Initial research by Steele
and Aronson (1995) provided evidence congruent with such a prediction. First,
these researchers showed that a threatening situation led to a greater activation
in memory of thoughts related to the stereotype. Black students in the diagnostic
condition completed more words related to the stereotype of their group in a word-
fragmented completion task. Second, participants under stereotype threat reported
less preference for activities (e.g., basketball, rap music) and traits (e.g., aggress-
ive) stereotypic of Blacks. The reverse was observed for the African American
participants who were not threatened. Finally, when left with the option of re-
porting their race, only 25% of the African Americans did so in the diagnostic
condition, whereas all participants in the other conditions did. Though not con-
clusive, these data suggest that threatened participants try to avoid looking like
stereotypical members of their group. This is congruent with the conception of
stereotype threat as a fear of being perceived only through the stereotype. Because
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repeated attempts at reducing stereotype threat requires energy, this extra work may
very likely be responsible for the observed drop in performance. Conversely, this
implies that a reduction of the self-relevance of the stereotype (see Figure 1) should
decrease the stereotype threat and, therefore, reduce its negative consequence on
performance.

According to the self-concept literature, the self-concept is a complex repres-
entation that includes a vast variety of available self-knowledge (Rhodewalt &
Agustdottir, 1986; Baumeister, 1995). At a given time, only some aspects of this
self-knowledge are accessible; they constitute the working self-concept (Markus &
Wurf, 1987). Within this framework, stereotype threat could be conceptualized as
the joint accessibility in memory of both the negative stereotype content and the
self-knowledge related to the stereotyped social identity. Since this self-identity
negotiation can undermine performance, appropriate changes in the working self-
concept may reduce the threat and its costly consequences. As pointed out earlier,
this strategy is spontaneously used by threatened participants (Steele & Aronson,
1995, Expt. 3). However, a more radical way to reduce the threat may consist of
increasing the accessibility of other aspects of one’s identity. In line with Social
Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and Self-Categorization Theory (Turner
& Oakes, 1989), these other aspects may be related to another social identity (i.e.,
other group membership) or to specific elements of the personal identity which
contribute to people’s sense of uniqueness. Focusing on another social identity or
on one’s personal identity rather than on the threatened social identity should then
reduce stereotype threat.

To test this hypothesis, Belgian male and female college students were asked to
solve some arithmetical problems. The task was relatively straightforward. Parti-
cipants had to decide as fast as possible whether basic equations (e.g., 5 × 8 = 40,
9 × 8 = 72) were correct or not. The equations were successively presented on
a computer, and participants were only given 3 s to answer. For one-half of the
participants, the task was presented as a study designed to explore why women
are under-represented in certain scientific and mathematics domains compared to
men and whether it was related to some kind of lower ability (i.e., a threatening
condition for women). For the remaining participants, the task was introduced as
part of an investigation on short-term memory (i.e., a non-threatening condition).
To test the hypothesis that increasing the accessibility of other aspects of one’s
identity may reduce the self-relevance of the stereotype, other participants in a
similar threatening condition were asked to describe themselves on a questionnaire
just before starting on the test. The results turned out to be congruent with our
hypothesis (see Figure 5). When women experiencing stereotype threat were given
a chance to reduce the self-relevance of the stereotype by describing themselves
as a unique person, their performance was restored (Désert, Leyens, Croizet, &
Klopfenstein, 2001). This first result suggests that focusing on other aspects of
oneself that render the stereotype temporarily less self-relevant may be an efficient
strategy for escaping the threat.
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Figure 5. Number of arithmetical equations correctly verified as a function of gender
and characterization of the task (adapted from Désert, Leyens, Croizet, & Klopfenstein,
2001).

5.2. REDUCING STEREOTYPE THREAT THROUGH SELF-AFFIRMATION

According to Steele (1997), stereotype threat is a general threat to the individual’s
sense of self-integrity. It jeopardizes a self-perception of ‘adaptive and moral ad-
equacy’. Research on self-affirmation theory (Steele, 1988) has demonstrated that
threat to self-integrity resulting from dissonance manipulation (Steele, Spencer, &
Lynch, 1993), or from negative feedback (Fein & Spencer, 1997), can be allevi-
ated when individuals are offered the possibility to access alternative positive self-
conceptions that restore self-image. To be self-affirmative, the knowledge people
recruit needs to be of high personal importance (i.e., a central value) ‘at least as
important to the individual’s perception of self-adequacy as are the negative images
inherent in the threat’ (Steele, 1988, p. 291). If stereotype threat can be thought of
as a threat to self-integrity, then one should expect that giving threatened parti-
cipants the opportunity to affirm important aspects of their self-concept just before
taking a test should reduce this sense of self-threat and, as a result, could alleviate
its negative consequences on performance. To test this prediction, female college
participants only were part of an experiment that was a close replication of the one
described in the previous section. Again, they had to verify arithmetic equations,
this time within 1850 ms. For one half of them, the task was described so as to
trigger stereotype threat (see above). For the other half, it was presented as being
designed to test hypotheses about short-term memory processes. Participants in the
experimental condition under focus were required to fill out a questionnaire that
was ostensibly unrelated to the present experiment (see Croizet, Désert, Dutrévis,
& Leyens, 2001). The questionnaire emanated supposedly from the psychology de-
partment and took the form of a survey designed to understand why some students
volunteer to participate in experimental studies beyond credit. This questionnaire
was framed in such a way so that it led participants to indicate that they were
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Figure 6. Number of arithmetical equations correctly verified by female participants as func-
tion of characterization of the task and the condition (adapted from Croizet, Désert, Dutrévis,
& Leyens, 2001).

participating because they were good students (i.e., they liked helping graduate
students and were curious). Because stereotype threat was related to the fear of be-
ing perceived as having a lower ability than others, we thought that self-affirmation
on an academic value would be the best way to restore self-regard and to limit the
negative consequences of stereotype threat on the performance. This expectancy
was indeed confirmed by the results (see Figure 6).

Women who thought that the test was designed to understand why men do
better than women in some math-related domains under–performed compared to
other female participants in the non-threatening condition (i.e., standard stereotype
threat effect). However, when threatened participants completed a questionnaire
designed to affirm their self-image in the academic domain, their performance
increased. In accordance with our hypothesis, this suggests that the negative con-
sequence of stereotype threat can be reduced if people experiencing stereotype
threat are given a chance to reaffirm a sense of self-integrity. In other words, affirm-
ing positive aspects of the self may reduce the negative consequence of stereotype
threat by restoring a positive self-image while participants are still under evaluative
scrutiny.

6. Discussion

Research on stereotype threat has convincingly demonstrated that reputations of
lower ability in academic domains can significantly contribute to the under-
achievement of students targeted by such reputations (e.g., African Americans,
low SES students, and women in math related domains). Probably one of the
best illustrations of the significance of this contribution has been a recent decision
by the Educational Testing Services to undertake a field experiment to assess the
ecological validity of stereotype threat research.
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Compared to more classical explanations, the stereotype threat hypothesis poses
that this asymmetry in achievement results more from a situational predicament
than from a stable predisposition, be it genetic or constructed through socializa-
tion. Although previous research has clearly demonstrated that situational changes
may alleviate the threat, it has also implied that there was no room for increased
performance when the test was diagnostic of ability. Because it seems difficult
to convince students that academic tests are not diagnostic of their ability, it is
important to look for new situational arrangements that may decrease stereotype
threat or reduce its consequence on performance while students are still under
evaluative scrutiny.

Our research suggests that this can be achieved through self-accessibility ma-
nipulations. A first way to reduce stereotype threat directly may consist of reducing
the self-relevance of the stereotype. Following Self-Categorization Theory (Turner
& Oakes, 1989), this can be accomplished by switching from the intergroup level
of self-categorization (e.g., women vs. men) to the subordinate level (e.g., myself
as a person). This can also be achieved by making salient another social identity
(for empirical evidence, see Désert, Leyens, Croizet, & Klopfenstein, 2001). In
both cases, the accessibility of self-knowledge related to the stereotype is reduced
in favor of an alternative one resulting in lower stereotype threat and heightened
performance.

The rationale of the other remediation to stereotype threat stems from a ba-
sic assumption that stereotype threat is a general self-threat that triggers effortful
attempts to restore a sense of self-integrity. Thus, having the opportunity to af-
firm oneself after a stereotype threat induction may efficiently restore a positive
self-image. This should make available more resources for performing the task.
By showing that such a self-affirmation procedure restored performance, our last
study suggested again that countering pernicious effects of stereotype threat in
educational settings may be possible.

Although the two strategies outlined above sound promising, they may also be
difficult to implement. On the one hand, being the target of discrimination within
the usual context of negative stereotypic beliefs may limit the flexibility of one’s
self-definition. Such stereotypes may be so widely shared that they follow targets
wherever they go to place limits on how these persons think about themselves.
Thus, self-affirmation resources in educational settings (i.e., affirmation of either
another social identity or of alternative aspects of the self-concept) should be less
available for people targeted by stereotypes. On the other, we should not expect
slight situational changes to easily overcome the problem of minority academic
under-achievement. It is not because our understanding of the dynamic of stereo-
type threat is insufficient. It may have more to do with the fact that school by itself
participates in what has been called institutional discrimination (see Bourdieu &
Passeron, 1970; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999).

Bearing these limitations in mind, however, we are convinced that our research
suggests some ideas on how to improve the academic achievement of lower status
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groups. Sharing Gerard’s (1983) point of view, we think that if laboratory research
has generated interesting theories and empirical facts, the time has come to explore
this research for applications in the real world. This will require time and money,
but the challenge is worth it.
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