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Abstract

Evidence from social psychology suggests that reminding test-takers of gender

differences in performance increases the gender gap in actual performance. The

mechanism that explains such effect is called stereotype threat. Meanwhile, re-

cent studies find that stereotype threat also produces gender gaps among surveys

respondents that answer political knowledge questions. However, survey research

shows overwhelming evidence for the gender gap even when respondents do not

receive explicit reminders of gender differences in performance. This paper aims

to understand why there is such a gap in the first place. The paper uses an ex-

perimental design that manipulates the gender composition of batteries of feeling

thermometers towards prominent politicians in order to prime stereotype consider-

ations among respondents. Results show a gender gap in political knowledge when

respondents are asked to rate a list of male politicians, while a much smaller gap

is found when respondents rate a list containing both male and female leaders.

The findings suggest not only a plausible explanation for why surveys may produce

gender differences in responses, but also a point out to mechanism regarding the

effects of female representation on public opinion.

Keywords: Political Knowledge, Stereotype Threat, Female Representation, Gender

Gap.
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Introduction

One of the most concerning questions in the study of political behavior is why there

is a pervasive gap in political knowledge between men and women. Over time and across

contexts, different studies find that even after controlling for the main determinants of

political knowledge (i.e. education and political interest), men tend to score higher on

survey knowledge batteries than women (Carpini and Keeter, 1996; McGlone et al., 2006;

Dow, 2009). The main conclusion is that women tend to be less politically knowledgeable

than men not because they display lower levels of education and political interest, but

due to something else. So, what explains the gap if not the factors from the mainstream

explanatory model of political knowledge?

In this paper I examine this question from the perspective of stereotype threat (Spencer

et al., 1999; Steele et al., 2002; McGlone et al., 2006). According to this view, reminding

female test takers about the hypothetical association between underperformance in the

test and their gender decreases their scores scores in those tests. The present analysis uses

an experimental design to test whether the underrepresentation of women in the politics

primes such considerations and lowers women’s performances on questions of political

knowledge. If that is the case, even if a woman is as politically knowledgeable as a man,

she will tend to perform worse in quizzes of political knowledge.

Unpacking the Gender Gap in Political Knowledge

The literature on political knowledge points to three broad sets of factors that would

explain why some individuals are more knowledgeable than others: opportunity, motiva-
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tion, and ability (Luskin, 1990; Carpini and Keeter, 1996). These studies depart from

the assumption that knowledge tests measure how much people have learned and stored

political information. Once the required information is acquired, it is necessarily going to

be used in the same extent by respondents of survey research. At the same time, many

of those studies also show that controlling for factors related learning does not make the

gap go away. There seems to be something else about answering knowledge questions

that makes men more likely to get the correct response than women.

Part of the literature in political science already points out to other possible sources

of differences in performance on knowledge questions. Some authors argue, for exam-

ple, that one possible factor responsible for the gap would be differential propensity to

guess (Mondak and Anderson, 2004; Lizotte and Sidman, 2009). Mondak and Anderson

(2004) specifically argue that “dont know” responses would also indicate shyness and risk

aversion instead of simple lack of knowledge. Women would be more likely to use “don’t

knows” as a way out of knowledge questions, and hence they would only appear to be less

knowledgeable than men because of shyness and risk aversion, and not because of lack of

knowledge. The authors show evidence that making the “don’t know” option more or less

salient for respondents has an impact on female test performance. Is this sense, women

tend to score higher on knowledge tests when they are encouraged to guess. Lizotte and

Sidman (2009) used multilevel models to estimate differential response functions between

men and women, showing that guessing would be more common among the former. The

work of Prior and Lupia (2008) also speaks to the fact that environmental cues affect

people’s performance on political knowledge questions, even though the authors don’t
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approach the problem of the gender gap directly. They use an experimental design to

show that providing monetary incentives to survey respondents makes them more likely

to answer the knowledge questions correctly. Hence, situational factors (in this case,

monetary incentives) make respondents more willing to engage in effortful thinking in

order to retrieve and use the information they had learned before.

Accompanying this emphasis on situational influences, a complementary line of re-

search that focuses on how individuals use information comes from social psychological

studies of stereotype threat. Stereotype threat is defined as a situation-specific type of

stigma that is based on negative stereotypes about a groups ability to perform a task

(Steele et al., 2002, 380). According to this line of research, environmental cues would

prime individuals of specific groups by suggesting that they are less capable of succeeding

in the task than another group. Steele et al. (2002) argue that, in the case of math tests,

womens underperformance relatively to men would be explained by the fact that women

would feel the pressure of being a stigmatized group with regard to that specific task.

They find that women’s performance in a math test decreases when they receive a prior

statement saying that female test-takers tend to perform worse than male test-takers.

One crucial aspect of this phenomenon is that in the counterfactual situation, where

women are not threatened by the stereotype, women’s scores on the task (math tests,

for example) are equal or at least closer to men’s scores. This suggests that the test not

only measures the underlying ability that it is supposed to tap, but also the effect of

those situational pressures on some test-takers.1 Also, some social psychological studies

1
Stereotype threat effects are also commonly observed among African-American test-takers (Steele

and Aronson, 1995; Steele et al., 2002). Moreover, given that stereotypes are triggered by specific

situations, Aronson et al. (1999) find that even white male students can underperform in math-tests if
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also find that negative stereotypes about out-groups with respect to tests can boost the

performance of in-group respondents (Walton and Cohen, 2003). All in all, the observed

gender differences in scores would not only reflect actual differences in the underlying

ability, but instead they would also reflect individuals’ capacity of using and displaying

that ability in the situation of the test.2

Female Representation, Stereotype Threat and Polit-

ical Knowledge

The general hypothesis I propose is that the main sources of stereotype threat against

women in political tasks are considerations about the lack of female leadership in politics.

In other words, the historic underrepresentation of women in the political realm triggers

stereotype threat and lowers women’s performances on questions of political knowledge.

If that is the case, even if a woman is as politically knowledgeable as a man, she will

tend to perform worse in those questions. The explanation is not related to differences

in learning, but lies instead on the fact that such threat affects respondents’ capacity

of using and displaying the knowledge they actually have. I build my theory on the

contribution of two existing studies that also focused on how stereotype threat may help

us unpack the gender gap in political knowledge. McGlone et al. (2006) use a similar

preface statemente from the social psychological studies of math tests and find very similar

results for political knowledge questions.3 In the same line, Davis and Silver (2003) also

threatened by comparison with Asians, a group stereotyped as performing above average in math tests.
2
There is little consensus in social psychology about the mechanism through which stereotype thereat

affects test performance. The literature points to several possible mediators such as blood pressure

(Blascovich et al., 2001), working memory capacity (Schmader and Johns, 2003), amount of effort, self-

handicapping, anxiety, evaluation apprehension, test confidence, self-doubt, among others (Smith, 2004).
3
McGlone et al.’s piece uses a diagnostic preface to the knowledge battery administered to the

treatment group as a way to create the relevant variation in the main independent variable in the study.
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manipulate the preface to political knowledge questions in order to observe the effect of

stereotype threat among African-American respondents in a survey.4

One issue with priming respondents with stereotype threat in the way the studies

above do in the case of political knowledge is that the gender gap that the treatment

is supposed to produce is already found in the first place. Conventional surveys that

ask political knowledge questions do not explicitly give respondents the diagnostic in-

formation about gender differences in performance and also tend to use neutral prefaces

to introduce batteries of knowledge questions. However, these surveys still display the

gender gap even after controlling for the factors related to learning. This suggests that

respondents of political surveys might be already primed by stereotype threat when they

answer those items. The question then is what is the source of that stereotype threat

that respondents already have in mind when asked about what they know about politics.

It is also crucial for empirical research on the topic to seek the factors that make the

threat relevant and irrelevant for gender differences. Identifying and finding a way to

manipulate those environmental cues in experimental research is therefore an important

step in the study of stereotype threat and the gender gap in political knowledge. But

what makes stereotypes salient in surveys in the first place?

Findings from research on women’s representation provide valuable insights on the

Respondents in the treatment group are told the following: “the survey you are participating in this

evening has been shown to produce gender differences in previous research” (McGlone et al., 2006, 395).
4
In one experimental condition, Davis and Silver tell respondents that their answers are likely to

be judged. They do so by simply including the stating that “these questions are a kind of test” (p.

36). In the other experimental condition respondents receive a neutral statement about the knowledge

questions. They observe a decrease in the performance of African American respondents in the first

condition relatively to the second, and also that such effect is more likely to occur when the survey

interviewer is a white person. According to the authors, the explanation for the effect of the preface is

that it would increase respondents’ pressure to disconfirm existing stereotypes.
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question above. Overall, what they suggest is that the political behavior of women at

the mass level is sensible to the degree to which women play leadership roles in politics

at the elites’ level. One of the first studies to explore this relationship was the classic

work by Burns et al. (2001). The authors show evidence that the presence of female U.S.

Senators or candidates for the Senate at the state-level increases women’s levels of political

knowledge, interest, and self-efficacy. Koch (1997) finds very similar results. With respect

to comparative studies, Desposato and Norrander’s (2008) article, for example, shows that

the larger the number of women office holders in the country, the smaller the gender gap in

political participation. Also, Wolbrecht and Campbell (2007) look at Europe to find that

the cross-country gender gaps in engagement in political discussions and self-perceptions

as politically active decrease as the percentage of women in the countries’ legislatures

increases. Finally, Barnes and Burchard (2012) find very similar results for African

countries in a more recent study. These findings are relevant since underrepresentation of

women in politics is still widespread across political systems. As of December 2013, only

Rwanda and Andorra had more than 50% of their parliaments composed by women. A

group of 31 countries had more than 30% of women in parliament. This means than more

than a hundred countries have less than a third of the seats in their parliaments occupied

by women.5 The numbers reveal even more underrepresentation when one considers the

proportion of women as heads of state.

All in all, the comparative evidence elucidates one possible mechanism that might

explain the pervasive gender gap in political knowledge found by previous scholarship.

The different levels of female political representation across contexts might make negative

5
Data from the Inter-Parliamentary Union Website (www.ipu.org).
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stereotypes about women in politics more or less salient when people think about polit-

ical affairs. Actually, the survey context in itself may act as a reminder for respondents

that they are dealing with a symbolic domain that is typically dominated by men. In

contexts where women are underrepresented in politics, the negative stereotype threat

might become more salient to respondents when they answer a survey about knowledge

of political affairs. On the other hand, in contexts where women have more access to

leadership roles in politics, the survey as a conversation about politics might not convey

any of those negative stereotypes. The effect proposed here is plausible also when one

considers the fact that, despite the existence of the gender gap in conventional knowledge

questions, women tend to be as knowledgeable as men on questions about womens rep-

resentation (Dolan, 2011), which suggests that they are particularly aware of how much

politics is or is not a man’s game in their country.

Observational Data Analyses

According to the argument developed in the previous section, we should observe a

decrease in the gender gap in political knowledge as political representation of women

increases across different contexts. This decrease in the gender gap should be explained

not only by the fact that female representation can potentially foster women’s learning

about politics, but also because it affects how efficiently female survey respondents use

information that they actually have stored in memory when answering political knowledge

questions. The mechanism by which female representation impacts the use of information

is stereotype threat.
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What do different survey data from around the world tell us about the relationship

between female political representation and the gender gap in political knowledge? In this

brief section I explore that relationship in 78 countries in which public opinion surveys

asked political knowledge questions between 2008 and 2010. Four comparative public

opinion surveys (each asking the same political knowledge questions across a number of

its countries) provide the data for the analyses. Using the 2010 round of the Americas-

Barometer, I look at the relationship between female representation and the gender gap

for 24 countries in Latin America and the Caribbean, where the same 3 political knowl-

edge questions were asked.6 The 2008 round of the Afrobarometer provides data for 20

African countries where the same 2 knowledge questions were asked.7 The AsianBarome-

ter of 2008 also provides 11 other countries from Asia, where 3 questions were asked.8 The

2009 European Election Study provides data on 27 European countries where 4 questions

were asked.9

As a measure of political knowledge, I use the simple additive scale of correct responses

6
The countries in the 2010 AmericasBarometer are: Argentina, Belize, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colom-

bia, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Guyana, Haiti, Honduras,

Jamaica, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Suriname, Trinidad & Tobago, Uruguay, and

Venezuela. The three knowledge questions asked about the number of provinces/states in the country,

the name of the U.S. President, and the length of the presidential/prime ministerial term in the country.
7
The countries included in the Afrobarometer of 2008 are Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Cape

Verde, Ghana, Kenya, Lesotho, Liberia, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Mozambique, Namibia, Nigeria,

Senegal, South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia, and Zimbabwe. The 2 knowledge questions asked

respondents to say the name of their Member in the Parliament and the name of the country’s Minister

of Finance and Economic Planning.
8
The countries included in the AsianBarometer of 2008 are Cambodia, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia,

Mongolia, Philippines, Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan, Thailand, and Vietnam. The three political

knowledge variables used here come from three short open-ended questions that asked respondents to say

the meaning of democracy. Responses were coded as binary variables indicated whether the respondent

gave a correct or an incorrect answer.
9
The countries included in the European Election Study of 2009 are Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria,

Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy,

Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden,

The Netherlands, and United Kingdom. Responses to four “true or false” statements about the European

Parliament (Switzerland is a member, EP has 25 members, every country has same number of represen-

tations, and every six months a president from a different country is elected) compose the measure of

political knowledge in this survey.
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re-scaled from 0 to 100. Country-level data on levels of female representation comes from

the World Economic Forum’s Women’s Political Empowerment Index, which comprises

the proportion of women in the parliament, the proportion of women in cabinets, and the

proportion of the previous 50 years that had women as head of state in each country. The

index ranges from 0 to 1, where 0 means no womens representation at all, and 1 means

equal representation between men and women.10 In the case of the European Election

Study, the entire survey was focused on the European Parliament (EP) , including the

political knowledge questions. For this reason, I use the country’s proportion of female

representatives in the EP as the measure of female representation for that model. In

each of the models, the variable of female representation is lagged, indicating the level

of female representation in the year before the survey was collected. Figure 1 shows the

results of four hierarchical models (one for each comparative public opinion survey) in

which the relationship between female representation and the gender gap is estimated.

The predicted effect of being a male respondent (the gender gap on a 0-100 scale) on

political knowledge appears in the vertical axis, while the level of female representation

appears in the horizontal axis.11 Each of the models controls for different variables that

appear in each of the surveys:12

10
The calculation of the index is as follows: 1) the proportions are turned into ratios; 2) the ratios

are truncated to the equality benchmark, meaning that if women are proportionally more represented

than men in a circumstance, that ratio bigger than 1 is set to be equal to 1; 3) the index is calculated as

the weighted average of the three ratios (seats in parliament, cabinet positions, and years with women

as heads of state), and the weights are based on the variations of each indicator (more variation, less

weight).
11
Even though the range of possible values in the measures of female representation goes from 0 to 1,

I display only the approximate range of values that the countries in each region display.
12
In addition to the interaction term between gender and the measure of female representation, each

model has its own set of control variables (see Appendix).
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Figure 1: Predicted Gender Gap in Political Knowledge by Level of Female Representa-
tion
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The results provide suggestive evidence that increasing female representation de-

creases the gender gap in political knowledge in the 78 countries analyzed here. In all

four plots, the gender gap monotonically decreases as female representation increases (the

standard errors are larger in Asia due to the small number of countries in the analysis).

Moreover, such an effect is observed after factors related to learning, such as education,

political interest, efficacy, and media exposure, are controlled. In other words, female

representation has a negative effect on the gender gap in political knowledge that goes

beyond learning.

However, a main limitation of this kind of analyses is that it does not tell us the
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direction of the causal relationship between female representation and the gender gap

in knowledge. Does the latter decrease because of an increase in the former, or the

opposite? The next section shows results from a survey experiment that tries to show

that priming respondents to think about different levels of female representation impacts

the gender gap in performance in knowledge questions. The experimental approach has

at least two advantages in assessing the effect of representation on citizens. The first one

is that the experimental design allows the researcher to isolate the causal effect of the

treatment and rule out concerns about endogeneity. With regard to the effect of female

representation on people’s political attitudes and cognitions, the correlations verified with

observational data leave unanswered the question of whether it is women’s representation

that fosters women’s political engagement, or if it is an increase in female citizens’ political

engagement that affects their political representation. The second advantage of using

an experimental design is that it tackles more directly the individual level mechanism

through which the salience of women in politics impacts public opinion.

A Survey Experiment Using Feeling Thermometers

A total of 1,237 American citizens over 18 years old (756 men and 481 women) were

recruited using the Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) in September of 2013 for the ex-

periment used here. After reading a broad description of the study and accepting to

participate on it, respondents were asked questions about their gender, age, education,

and partisanship (seven-point scale). Next, respondents were randomly assigned to three

main experimental conditions. One treatment condition consisted of a battery of feel-
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ing thermometers towards eight prominent American male politicians (Barack Obama,

Paul Ryan, George W. Bush, John Kerry, Mitt Romney, Joe Biden, Al Gore, Donald

Rumsfeld). Another treatment condition gave respondents a similar battery of feeling

thermometers that differed in that four of the politicians were male (Barack Obama,

George W. Bush, Mitt Romney, Al Gore), while the other four were female (Sarah Palin,

Hillary Clinton, Nancy Pelosi, and Condoleezza Rice). A third group did not receive the

feeling thermometers and is used here for baseline comparisons. The goal of the two main

conditions is to prime respondents in different ways about gender and politics. The first

one intends to prime respondents to see politics as a man’s game, while the second tries

to present a more balanced idea of politics in which the game is played both by male and

female prominent figures. Using feeling thermometers rather than other priming manip-

ulations of considerations about female representation is crucial in order to understand

why survey research around the world shows a consistent gender gap in political knowl-

edge. Those surveys do not include explicit statements that tell respondents about the

existence of the gender gap in order to produce the gender gap. The fact that the gender

gap is systematically observed over time and across contexts suggests that the survey

can be seen as a microcosmos of political life in which men and women are led to think

about politics in specific ways. Since feeling thermometers about prominent politicians

are widely used in survey research, I propose they can be useful for priming respondents

to think about who exactly are the main players of the political game.13

After the treatment was administered, respondents were asked to say to what extent

13
The preface to the battery of feeling thermometers was the following: “We’d like to get some of your

feelings toward some of our political leaders. Below you’ll see the names of eight prominent politicians

and will be asked to rate each one of them using the feeling thermometer scale.”
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Table 1: Treatment Conditions

Control “All-Male” Thermometers “Mixed” Thermometers

No Feeling Thermometers

1. Barack Obama
2. Paul Ryan
3. George W. Bush
4. John Kerry

5. Mitt Romney
6. Joe Biden

7. Al Gore
8. Donald Rumsfeld

1. Barack Obama
2. Sarah Palin

3. George W. Bush
4. Hillary Clinton

5. Mitt Romney
6. Nancy Pelosi

7. Al Gore
8. Condoleezza Rice

they agreed or disagreed that “politics is a man’s game.” Five response options ranged

from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The goal of this question was to test if the

treatments prime more explicit negative stereotypes about women in politics. However,

the treatments had no effect on respondents’ answers to the statement, consistent with the

literature that argues that stereotype threat operates through processes that are subtle

and probably not accessible via conventional verbal reports used in surveys. In the last

part of the survey, respondents answered 5 political knowledge questions (the name of the

first ten amendments to the U.S. Constitution (83% correct), the political office held by

John Boehner (61% correct), the name of Prime Minister of the U.K. (48% correct), the

political party with most seats in the House (70% correct), and the length of the senatorial

term (49% correct)). The Cronbach’s Alpha of this battery equals 0.6, indicating that it

has a moderate to weak level of reliability. Nonetheless, the final additive scale correlates

with education and age, which are systematically associated to political knowledge in the

literature. This indicates that the measure used here is valid.

Before turning to the analyses of the results, I re-state the main hypotheses to be
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tested in the experiment described above:

Hypothesis 1: The gender gap in political knowledge will be larger for the

group receiving the “all-male” thermometers than for the group receiving the

“mixed” thermometers;

Hypothesis 2: The gender gap in political knowledge for the control group

will be more similar to the gender gap in the group receiving the “all-male”

thermometers than to gender gap in the group receiving the “mixed” ther-

mometers.

Three OLS models assess the effect of the treatments on the gender gap in political

knowledge. The models regress the additive scale of political knowledge against the gender

of respondents (1 equals being a male respondent), controlling for age and partisanship,

for each experimental condition. I re-scaled the knowledge scores to range from 0 to 100.

Figure 2 shows the predicted political knowledge scores of male and female respondents

obtained from the three models (see Table A5 in the Appendix for full results):14

14
I performed balance checks in order to examine sample imbalances both across experimental condi-

tions and between gender groups within each experimental condition. Results show that there are some

imbalances with regard to partisanship and age across conditions and between men and women within

some conditions (see Tables A2 and A4 in the Appendix). Since there are such differences, the statistical

models used for the analyses include partisanship and age as control variables in order to reduce the

amount of error in the estimation of the average treatment effect, following Gerber and Green (2012).
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Figure 2: Predicted Knowledge Scores by Treatment Condition
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The results provide confirmation for the two hypotheses stated previously. The gen-

der gap in political knowledge for respondents on the control group (that did not receive

any feeling thermometers) equals approximately 13 points. For respondents who receive

the feeling thermometers with 8 male politicians, the gap increases to 18.5 points. Both

these differences are statistically significant at 0.05. Moreover, for respondents who re-

ceive feeling thermometers about 4 male and 4 female politicians prior to answering the

knowledge questions, the gender gap decreases to approximately 9 points, and the confi-

dence intervals for the predicted values for men and women overlap.15

Another aspect of the results has to do with how the manipulations affect the per-

formances of male and female respondents. While women score on average 52.3, 43.9,

15
It might the case that we still see a gap among these respondents because of the mediation question

on “politics being a man’s game” placed prior to the knowledge battery. This question might have

also primed stereotype threat, which would explain why even respondents in the “mixed” thermometers

condition display this marginally significant gender gap. The answers to that question were not affected

by the manipulation.

16



and 48.9 in each condition respectively, male respondents score 65.1, 72.4, and 57.1.

Surprisingly, the mixed feeling thermometers decrease the overall performance of female

respondents relatively to the control group, and most of the movement that decreases the

gender is due to the fact that men’s performance in negatively affected by introducing

female politicians to the battery. Therefore, the results show more evidence of stereo-

type threat and lift affecting the performance of male respondents than of their female

counterparts.

What if respondents are shown a battery of feeling thermometers with eight promi-

nent female politicians? The main concern about doing so is to what extent such a

manipulation would actually prime positive considerations about female representation.

Alternatively, this manipulation could lead respondents to think that the scenario por-

trayed in the battery is unrealistic, thus making gender political inequality salient in a

negative way. So, even though such manipulation would show a larger number of promi-

nent female politicians than the “mixed” thermometers, the absence of male politicians

could have backlash effects. In the same experiment described above, I included another

experimental condition with such manipulation, replacing the four male politicians in

the “mixed” thermometers by Elizabeth Dole, Madeleine Albright, Barbara Boxer, and

Michelle Bachman. This change produces a gender gap in knowledge scores of 14.4 points

(statistically significant at 0.05), which is higher than the baseline group (no feeling ther-

mometers) and the “mixed” thermometers group (four male and four female politicians).

Even though the performance of male respondents is unaffected by this manipulation

(staying at 67.6), the performance of female respondents decreases to 52.8 points, being
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even lower (but not statistically distinguishable to) than in the “all-male” thermometers

condition. Therefore, trying to prime more positive considerations about female repre-

sentation by removing the element of equality makes gender stereotypes as salient to

female respondents - by maybe making them concerned about tokenism - as in the feeling

thermometers with no female politicians at all (see Table A5 in the Appendix for full

results).

Using an Alternative Manipulation

Manipulating the gender composition of the battery of feeling thermometers is a sub-

tle strategy for priming respondents’ considerations about levels of female representation.

One concern on this respect is about the extent which this procedure affects the gender

gap in political knowledge by actually priming those considerations. If that is the case, we

should observe similar results when providing respondents with more explicit manipula-

tions that make respondents think about different levels of female political representation.

In order to test if a more explicit treatment about female representation would produce

the same outcomes as the manipulation with the feeling thermometers, I manipulated

the content of a survey question in two other experimental conditions included in the

same MTurk study described in the previous section. The question asked respondents to

estimate the percentage of women in state legislatures around the U.S. Since the question

has a single correct answer (24%), I also manipulated both the content of the question

wording and the response set in order to lead respondents to think about different levels

of female representation.
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Table 2: Alternative Strategy for Priming Considerations about Levels of Female Repre-
sentation

Condition Stereotype Threat Question Stereotype Lift Question

Question wording

There are currently 1,784
women serving on state leg-
islatures around the coun-
try. This number marks
only a 2% increase in the

number of women in state

legislatures in the past year.
What percent of the total
seats in state legislatures do
these 1,784 seats represent?

There are currently 1,784
women serving on state leg-
islatures around the coun-
try. This number marks an
80% jump in the number of

women in state legislatures

in the past three decades.
What percent of the total
seats in state legislatures do
these 1,784 seats represent?

Response Options 6%, 10%, 15%, 19%, 24% 24%, 34%, 39%, 47%, 52%

The manipulation in the question wording is in italics in Table 2. In order to lead

respondents to underestimate the proportion of women in state legislatures, I used fram-

ing effects with no deception, following a similar strategy to the literature on the topic

(Tversky and Kahneman, 1986, 1981). In one condition respondents were told that there

was “only a 2% increase” in the proportion in the past year. In order to do the opposite,

I told them that there was a “80% jump” in the proportion of female state legislators

in past three decades. Moreover, I manipulated the response options to make sure the

manipulation worked in the expected way. In the “Stereotype Threat Question”, the cor-

rect answer (24%) was the highest option, while in the “Stereotype Lift Question” it was

the lowest. This manipulation tried to affect the way respondents anchor their responses

based on the option they received (Tversky and Kahneman, 1974).16 The results of these

16
The responses to the questions indicate that the anchoring worked as expected. About 16% of

respondents who received the lower options chose the right answer, while around 45% believed that the

correct answer was 10% or less. About 41% of respondents who received the higher options picked the

correct answer, and 9% of them chose 47% or more as the correct answer.
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manipulations are displayed in in Figure 3 (see Appendix Tables A2 and A3 for checks

of sample imbalances and A5 for full results of the models):

Figure 3: Predicted Knowledge Scores by Alternative Treatment Condition

67.73! 67.63!
63.84!

54.86! 52.78! 54.42!

40!

50!

60!

70!

80!

No thermometers! Threat Question! Lift Question!

Man! Woman!

Compared to the control group, we observe similar effects to the ones found for the

feeling thermometer manipulations. The gender gap in political knowledge increases to

about 15 points in the “Stereotype Threat Question” (statistically significant at 0.05) ,

and decreases to about 9 for respondents who answered the “Stereotype Lift Question”

prior to the knowledge scale (only statistically significant at 0.10). Men’s performance

decreases from 67.6 to 63.8 across the manipulation, which reinforces the fact that most

of the movement occurs among male respondents. Women’s performances increase from

52.8 to 54.3. These results are also consistent with the idea that priming considerations

about levels of female representation affects the gender gap in political knowledge. More-

over, the results provide evidence that the more subtle feeling thermometers do prime

considerations about female representation.
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Conclusion

In this paper I show that providing respondents with different batteries of feeling

thermometers towards politicians seems affects the performance they have in political

knowledge questions. The gender gap in political knowledge was high among respondents

that received a set of feeling thermometers towards prominent male politicians, and was

much lower among the group of respondents that received a set of thermometers towards

male and female politicians.

The results suggest that the extent to which women are protagonists of politics in a

country may help explain the pervasive gender gap in political knowledge found in differ-

ent contexts. The mechanism through which women’s representation affects knowledge

levels refers to stereotype threat. Women that receive the “All-male” feeling thermome-

ters might have felt the stigma of the negative stereotype about women in politics, and

therefore displayed lower performance on knowledge questions than their male counter-

parts. Such findings suggest that increasing womens representation around the world

might impacts the way citizens use political information they have already learned.

The bottom line with regard to the research discussed here is that sometimes women

have the underlying ability that is required for answering a knowledge question, but

situational factors make them fail to use and display such ability. Under particular

conditions, women are more likely to fail in retrieving and using information required in

knowledge questions. In this sense, it is possible to think of a third understanding of what

political knowledge questions convey to survey analysts. The first and more common one

is that those questions constitute a knowledge quiz that scholars use to find out what
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exactly people know about politics. The second is that those questions also tap a latent

trait or ability that is important in explaining people’s opinions and behaviors. The third

understanding derived from the findings discussed above is that the recall questions of

political knowledge also indicate how people use information they have in face of different

environmental stimuli. Therefore, they indicate how much cognitive effort respondents

make when they try to retrieve and use information they have stored in memory, and

how environmental factors may affect this process.
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Appendix

Table A1: Hierarchical Linear Models of Political Knowledge

Variable AmericasBarometer 2010 Afrobarometer 2008 AsianBarometer 2008 EES 2009

Gender (man=1) 6.51* 9.19* 5.23* 13.53*

(0.61) (0.80) (1.55) (0.96)

Female Representation 26.05 61.53 11.53 6.82

(26.32) (44.69) (96.66) (11.53)

Gender*Female Representation -8.20* -22.02* -22.65 -11.47*

(3.03) (4.26) (18.53) (2.68)

Wealth 2.81* 1.13* 1.05*

(0.11) (0.25) (0.16)

Subjective Wealth 0.70*

(0.16)

Education 2.14* 3.70* 2.66* 4.52*

(0.04) (0.13) (0.14) (0.15)

Urban (yes=1) 4.05 -4.65* 2.40* 2.04*

(0.32) (0.46) (0.69) (0.39)

Age 0.07* 0.17* 0.04** 0.12*

(0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01)

Media Exposure 3.83* 4.32*

(0.15) (0.31)

TV Exposure 1.02*

(0.11)

Newspaper Exposure 0.39*

(0.07)

Political Interest 1.73* 1.05* 1.03* 6.48*

(0.15) (0.21) (0.37) (0.22)

Political Discussions 3.01* 3.74*

(0.32) (0.50)

Internal Efficacy 0.58*

(0.08)

Housewife (yes=1) -3.43* -2.62* 1.15** -1.99**

(0.40) (0.44) (0.67) (0.85)

Number of Children -0.34* 0.98

(0.08) (0.68)

Religiosity 0.59** -0.56*

(0.30) (0.06)

Intercept 12.13* -15.23* 7.57 9.18*

(3.94) (7.11) (8.38) (4.02)

Respondents 36,653 22,528 9,136 23,980

Countries 23 17 9 27

*p<.05 (two-tailed) **p<.10 (two-tailed)

Table A2: Descriptive Statistics for Main Variablesin Experiment

Variable N Mean Standard Deviation Minimum Maximum
Gender (man=1) 1,237 0.61 0.49 0 1

Knowledge 1,237 58.23 26.82 0 100
Partisanship 1,237 2.38 1.79 0 6
Education 1,237 3.05 1.38 0 7

Age 1,237 32.77 10.95 20 100
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Table A3: Multinomial Logit for Assignment to Experimental Condition

Predictor “All-male Therm. “Mixed” Therm. “All-Female” Therm.
Partisanship 0.01 0.01 -0.05

(0.05) (0.05) (0.05)
Education -0.03 -0.10 0.02

(0.07) (0.07) (0.07)
Age 0.00 0.01 0.01

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Intercept -0.01 -0.06 -0.24

(0.38) (0.38) (0.38)
Baseline = No thermometers
n = 823

Table A4: Multinomial Logit for Assignment to Alternative Experimental Condition

Predictor Lift Question Threat Question
Partisanship -0.11** -0.02

(0.06) (0.06)
Education -0.04 0.02

(0.07) (0.07)
Age -0.01 -0.01

(0.01) (0.01)
Intercept 0.66 0.28

(0.40) (0.41)
Baseline = No thermometers
n = 621
**p<.10 (two-tailed)
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Table A5: Mean Differences in Covariates Between Men and Women Across Conditions

Control Group (n=207)
Partisanship 0.32

(0.26))
Education 0.26

(0.19)
Age 2.14

(1.44)
“All-Male” Thermometers (n=208)

Partisanship 0.02
(0.26))

Education 0.17
(0.21)

Age 5.76*
(1.60)

“Mixed” Thermometers (n=204)
Partisanship 0.09

(0.25))
Education 0.24

(0.19)
Age 8.09*

(1.57)
“All-Female” Thermometers (n=204)

Partisanship -0.85*
(0.27))

Education 0.35**
(0.21)

Age 4.95*
(1.59)

Lift Question (n=209)
Partisanship -0.22

(0.24))
Education 0.07

(0.19)
Age 5.58*

(1.39)
Threat Question (n=205)

Partisanship -0.39
(0.26))

Education 0.03
(0.19)

Age 5.72*
(1.51)

*p<.05 (two-tailed)
**p<.10 (two-tailed)
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Table A6: OLS Models of Predictors of Political Knowledge Across Conditions

Predictor Control “All-Male” “Mixed” “All-Female” Lift Q Threat Q
Man 12.87* 18.50* 8.83** 17.07* 9.42* 14.84*

(3.69) (4.10) (4.50) (4.13) (4.14) (4.10)
Partisanship 2.44* -1.43 -3.45* -0.34 -2.75* -2.67*

(0.98) (1.08) (1.19) (1.03) (1.16) (1.07)
Age 0.26 0.39* 0.46* 0.38* -0.17 0.51*

(0.18) (0.17) (0.19) (0.17) (0.20) (0.18)
Intercept 52.29* 43.94* 48.86* 40.23* 65.60* 42.90*

(6.99) (7.42) (8.39) (7.29) (7.98) (7.64)
n 207 208 204 204 209 205

Root MSE 25.97 27.45 29.92 27.22 28.16 27.09
R2 0.07 0.09 0.06 0.07 0.04 0.09

*p<.05 (two-tailed)
**p<.10 (two-tailed)
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