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Abstract

We evaluate the relationship between race of interviewer (ROI) and racial 
attitudes, using original telephone survey data that includes a response to the 
question: “What is my race?” A large percentage of our respondents answer, 
“don’t know.” Traditional racial attitude models tend to exclude ROI altogether, 
whereas alternative racial attitude models include perceived ROI but drop 
“don’t know” respondents. We propose a new modeling strategy that includes 
“don’t know” respondents and find that in general this modeling strategy is 
preferred because it leads to better model fit and fewer type II errors. We suggest 
that researchers control for “don’t know” ROI responses in any analysis of 
racial attitudes.

Introduction and Background

A good deal of survey research shows that interviewer characteristics can 
generate meaningful differences in responses. Studies of interviewer effects 
have in common two elements. First, they conclude that characteristics of 
interviewers (e.g., race, gender) are most likely to affect survey questions that 
are related to that interviewer characteristic (Hatchett and Schuman 1975; 
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Marsden and Wright 2010; Sudman and Bradburn 1974). For example, the 
race of the interviewer (ROI) influences racial attitude items (Davis 1997a,b; 
Dawson 2001).

Second, the preponderance of the race of interviewer literature excludes 
from the analysis respondents who say they “don’t know” the race of their 
interviewer (item non-response). This is problematic because extant research 
finds that upward of 30 percent of White respondents do not answer the 
question, “What do you think is my racial background?” (Davis and Silver 
2003). The absence in the literature of an analysis that involves up to one-third 
of White respondents is surprising given that many scholars have discovered 
item non-response can bias survey responses (Bradburn and Sudman 1988; 
Gilljam and Granberg 1993; Krosnick 1991; Krosnick et al. 2002).

In this research note, we build on the ROI literature by examining whether 
“don’t know” responses to an interviewer’s question, “What is my race?” 
affect White respondents’ answers to racial attitude questions about African 
Americans. Previous work has tended to exclude telephone respondents who 
answer ROI queries with “don’t know,” and we argue that this exclusion may 
lead to omitted-variable bias when analyzing racial attitude items. We find that 
White respondents who “don’t know” the ROI generally express more racially 
liberal views than respondents who perceive their interviewer to be White. 
Indeed, their responses are not statistically different from respondents who 
perceive their interviewer to be Black. Additional analysis reveals that ROI non-
response among Whites is associated with being interviewed by a Black caller 
and refusal to answer questions about income. In summary, our findings suggest 
that including “don’t know” responses to perceived ROI queries can offer a 
minor, but not trivial improvement to statistical models of racial attitudes.

In the next section, we discuss our data, followed by our results, and 
conclude with the study’s implications for minimizing type I and type II errors 
in hypothesis testing related to racial attitudes. We also conclude with some 
thoughts on the best practices regarding surveying racial attitude items.

Data and Methods

We use telephone survey data of Washington State registered voters from 
October 2008 with a racially diverse set of interviewers. We completed 872 
interviews including 615 among White, non-Hispanic respondents, who are the 
focus of this.1 We use only the sample of White respondents, because Whites are 
90 percent of our Washington State sample, and following Berinsky (2004), we 
assume that Blacks and Whites are subject to different types of social pressures 
in the survey interview experience. We further subset our data to include 
respondents who had only a White or Black interviewer and to respondents 

1 We also had an oversample of 197 African-American respondents; however, the cell sizes became 
too small for in-depth analysis.
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who perceived their interviewer to be White, Black, or chose the “Don’t Know/
Refused” option. This results in a dataset with 357 interviews.

Fitting with previous findings, 31 percent of our respondents said “don’t 
know” to the ROI question, and about 6 percent of the respondents refused to 
answer. Grouping these two choices together, fully 37 percent of our respondents 
fail to answer the ROI query. Eight percent of respondents said the interviewer 
was “Black,” and 56 percent said “White.” Of the times that White respondents 
were interviewed by a White, (152/226) 67.3 percent correctly indicated that 
their interviewer was White, less than 1 percent indicated that their interviewer 
was African American, and 31.8 percent said “don’t know” or refused to 
answer the question. Among Whites who were interviewed by an African 
American, (26/131) 19.8 percent correctly indicated that their interviewer was 
Black, but interestingly, 35.1 percent indicated incorrectly that their interviewer 
was White, and 45 percent said “don’t know” or refused. Another way to 
think about this is that 76.7 percent of White respondents who perceived their 
interviewer to be White were correct in their perception, whereas 92.8 percent 
of Whites who said that their interviewer was Black were correct. In summary, 
many respondents express some doubts as to the race of their interviewer, and 
even, at times, misconceive the race of their interviewer.

To unpack this, we conduct two analyses. First, we assess the impact of 
interviewer effects across three different racial attitude items. Second, we model 
ROI non-response to help explain our initial findings. The dependent variables 
measuring racial attitudes are:

•	 If Blacks would only try harder, they would be just as well off as Whites.
•	 Blacks are more violent than Whites.
•	 Most Blacks who are on welfare programs could get a job if they really 

tried.

Each variable is coded from 0 to 3, where 0=strongly disagree and 3=strongly 
agree. We anticipate finding significant ROI differences on the racial attitudes 
questions because perceived ROI affects how respondents evaluate questions 
that are clearly connected to race. We also include standard control variables 
including age, education level, household income, gender, party, and ideology 
(see Appendix). We present three ordered logit regression models for each 
racial attitude item. We also present a logistic regression model to examine the 
predictors of ROI item non-response. Here, we also include an indicator for 
actual Black interviewer, as we expect that the actual race of the interviewer will 
influence a respondent’s willingness to answer ROI.

The Findings

The first model is what we call the traditional model, where ROI items are not 
included. The second model – the traditional ROI model – includes a dummy 
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indicator for ROI perceived White (ROI perceived Black is the comparison 
category) but drops respondents who do not respond to the ROI query. The 
final model includes dummy indicators for ROI perceived White, ROI perceived 
Black, and treats ROI “don’t know” as the comparison category. Thus, 
interpretation of these coefficients is relative to “don’t know” ROI respondents.

Table 1 reports ordered logit results for these three models where the 
dependent variable is “If Blacks would only try harder, they would be just 
as well off as Whites.” First, ideology, gender, age, education, low income, 
and Republican are all statistically significant and in the expected direction. 
Moving beyond these traditional predictors, two findings are relevant to the 

Table 1 ROI model of if Blacks would only try harder.

 
 
 

Dependent variable

Blacks try harder

(1)  (2)  (3)

Ideology  0.257***
(0.084)

 0.261**
(0.103)

 0.269***
(0.085)

Female  –0.608***
(0.212)

 –0.716***
(0.257)

 –0.616***
(0.213)

Age  0.018**
(0.007)

 0.022**
(0.009)

 0.018**
(0.007)

Education  –0.419***
(0.142)

 –0.661***
(0.174)

 –0.407***
(0.143)

Income <$40K  0.666*
(0.357)

 0.222
(0.418)

 0.674*
(0.359)

Income <$40K–$60K  0.049
(0.337)

 –0.100
(0.402)

 0.129
(0.340)

Income <$60–$100K  –0.198
(0.312)

 –0.408
(0.365)

 –0.181
(0.313)

Income missing  0.444
(0.343)

 0.662
(0.440)

 0.618*
(0.350)

Democrat  –0.114
(0.259)

 0.082
(0.306)

 –0.148
(0.260)

Republican  0.471*
(0.270)

 0.705**
(0.340)

 0.442
(0.273)

ROI Perceived White   0.360
(0.307)

 0.593***
(0.223)

ROI Perceived Black    0.223
(0.381)

Intercepts    
0|1  0.709  0.628  1.126
1|2  2.089  2.142  2.522
2|3  3.506  3.647  3.956
Observations  357  247  357
Akaike Information Criterion 889.539  620.798  886.228

Note: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01.
“Please tell me whether you strongly agree (3), somewhat agree (2), somewhat disagree (1), or 
strongly disagree (0): If Blacks would only try harder, they would be just as well off as Whites”.
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ROI discussion. First, the AIC model fit score for the ROI “don’t know” model 
(model 3) is lower than the model fit for the traditional model (model 1), 
indicating that the former is a slightly better fitted model. Second, while we 
cannot compare AIC scores for models two and three because they are not 
nested, there appears to be no ROI effect for model 2 – the coefficient for 
perceived White is statistically insignificant suggesting no relationship exists 
between ROI and the racial attitude. However, model 3 indicates that perceived 
White is statistically significant, whereas perceived Black is not. This indicates 
that White respondents who perceived their interviewer to be White give more 
racially conservative responses relative to their “don’t know” counterparts. 

Table 2 Blacks are more violent than Whites (ROI model).

 Dependent variable

Blacks more violent

(1)  (2)  (3)

Ideology  0.229***
(0.086)

 0.209**
(0.104)

 0.242***
(0.087)

Female  –0.579**
(0.226)

 –0.684**
(0.271)

 –0.601***
(0.228)

Age  0.031***
(0.008)

 0.031***
(0.010)

 0.034***
(0.008)

Education  –0.267*
(0.146)

 –0.327*
(0.176)

 –0.251*
(0.147)

Income <$40K  0.209
(0.381)

 0.113
(0.453)

 0.147
(0.386)

Income <$40K–$60K  –0.185
(0.356)

 0.003
(0.425)

 –0.137
(0.358)

Income <$60–$100K  –0.049
(0.328)

 0.138
(0.389)

 –0.027
(0.331)

Income missing  –0.061
(0.369)

 –0.059
(0.483)

 0.090
(0.377)

Democrat  –0.084
(0.272)

 0.044
(0.317)

 –0.129
(0.273)

Republican  –0.149
(0.282)

 0.105
(0.356)

 –0.166
(0.285)

ROI Perceived White   0.657*
(0.347)

 0.729***
(0.238)

ROI Perceived Black    0.685
(0.426)

Intercepts    
0|1  2.008  2.484  2.702
1|2  3.580  4.010  4.304
2|3  4.881  5.233  5.6307
Observations  357  247  357
Akaike Information Criterion 767.400  552.9684  761.3694

Note: *p<0; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01.
“Please tell me whether you strongly agree (3), somewhat agree (2), somewhat disagree (1), or 
strongly disagree (0): Blacks are more violent than Whites”.
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Table 3 Most Blacks who are on welfare programs could get a job if they really tried 
(ROI model).

 
 
 

Dependent variable

Blacks on Welfare

(1)  (2)  (3)

Ideology  0.182**
(0.081)

 0.136
(0.097)

 0.189**
(0.081)

Female  –0.408**
(0.208)

 –0.429*
(0.250)

 –0.405*
(0.208)

Age  0.007
(0.007)

 0.018”
(0.008)

 0.007
(0.007)

Education  –0.769***
(0.148)

 –0.868***
(0.182)

 –0.757***
(0.148)

Income <$40K  –0.339
(0.362)

 –0.399
(0.429)

 –0.348
(0.362)

Income <$40K–$60K  –0.360
(0.329)

 –0.759*
(0.397)

 –0.325
(0.331)

Income <$60–$100K  –0.165
(0.301)

 –0.100
(0.359)

 –0.146
(0.301)

Income missing  –0.130
(0.341)

 –0.033
(0.449)

 –0.010
(0.346)

Democrat  –0.252
(0.253)

 –0.156
(0.299)

 –0.273
(0.253)

Republican  0.608**
(0.269)

 1.048***
(0.338)

 0.580**
(0.270)

ROI Perceived White   –0.023
(0.303)

 0.409*
(0.215)

ROI Perceived Black    0.205
(0.384)

Intercepts    
0|1  –1.913  –1.733  –1.623
1|2  –0.385  –0.089  –0.084
2|3  1.248  1.657  1.559
Observations  357  247  357
Akaike Information Criterion 931.825  636.364  932.172

Note: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01.
“Please tell me whether you strongly agree (3), somewhat agree (2), somewhat disagree (1), or 
strongly disagree (0): Most Blacks who are on welfare programs could get a job if they really 
tried”.

There is no difference between “don’t know” and perceived Black respondents. 
While we cannot say for sure, it appears that Whites who say “don’t know” 
may well hunch that the interviewer is Black, which is why ROI perceived Black 
is statistically no different from ROI “don’t know.”

The next racial attitude item is “Blacks are more violent than Whites.” 
Table 2 reports the results, which are similar to the overall findings presented 
in Table 1. The AIC model fit value is lower for the alternative ROI model 
(model 3) compared to the traditional model (model 1). However, the perceived 
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Table 4 Don’t know race of interviewer.

 
 

Dependent variable

Perceived don’t know

Ideology  0.021
(0.095)

Female  –0.028
(0.249)

Age  0.007
(0.008)

Education  0.164
(0.167)

Income <$40K  –0.145
(0.451)

Income <$40K–$60K  0.377
(0.401)

Income <$60–$100K  0.166
(0.378)

Income missing  0.653
(0.402)

Democrat  –0.043
(0.312)

Republican  –0.058
(0.318)

Interviewer actually Black  0.652***
(0.240)

Constant  –1.953***
(0.662)

Observations  357
Log likelihood  –211.983
Akaike Information Criterion 447.967

Note: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01.
“What is my race?” 0=Not “Don’t Know/Refused”, 1 = “Don’t Know/Refused”.

White variable is statistically significant in the traditional ROI model indicating 
that respondents who perceive their interviewer to be White answer more 
conservatively than those who perceive their respondents to be Black. Turning to 
model 3, the perceived White coefficient is once again significant, but perceived 
Black is not. Again, model 3 demonstrates that “don’t know” respondents 
do not express racial attitudes at odds with respondents who perceived their 
interviewers to be Black.

Table 3 shows the final racial attitude we model, which is “Most Blacks 
who are on welfare programs could get a job if they really tried.” With respect 
to model fit, this item proves the exception, as the AIC indicates that the 
perceived ROI indicators do not improve statistical fit. However, compared to 
the traditional ROI model (model 2), the alternative ROI specification indicates 
a statistically significant relationship between ROI and racial attitudes. This 
is essentially the same as our findings from our first set of models. In terms 
of adequately specifying the link between perceived ROI and racial attitudes, 
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the traditional model fails to capture the ROI dynamics revealed by the full 
specification of model 3, leading to a type II error. Indeed, under models 1 and 
2 we would conclude that no ROI effects exist on this racial attitude.

Finally, we present logistic regression results in Table 4, which model 
respondents’ propensity to give an ROI item non-response. Two significant 
indicators emerge. First, respondents with a Black interviewer are much more 
likely to give a non-response compared to their counterparts with a White 
interviewer. This supports the notion that “don’t know” respondents may well 
have suspected their interviewers were Black but hesitated to say so. Second, 
there is marginal evidence that respondents who fail to report their annual 
income are more likely to give an ROI item non-response (p-value=0.10). Taken 
together, these results suggest that ROI item non-response is not random and 
in fact driven by characteristics of both the respondent (personal caution as 
measured by their refusal to report their income) and the interviewer (their 
race).

Discussion

Scholars of public opinion have long known that social desirability, unit and 
item non-response bias, and interviewer effects can influence survey data. But 
no one has satisfactorily answered whether “don’t know” responses to race 
of interviewer questions bias answers to racial attitude items. We find that 37 
percent of our respondents fail to state the race of their interviewer, indicating 
a widespread consternation among respondents on this sensitive question. 
In general, when modeling racial attitudes, inclusion of ROI “don’t know” 
respondents tends to improve model fit, although this may vary based on the 
content of the racial attitude item. Researchers should therefore check for ROI 
effects (including “don’t know” responses) when they analyze racial attitudes.

Another finding is that perceived ROI has no statistical relationship to 
racial attitudes in two out of the three items we measured under the traditional 
ROI model where “don’t know” respondents are dropped. Thus, dropping 
“don’t know” respondents may lead to type II statistical errors. Indeed, ROI 
becomes statistically related to racial attitude items only when ROI “don’t 
know” respondents are included. Finally, we modeled ROI item non-response 
and discovered that ROI item non-response is not random and in fact driven 
by characteristics of both the respondent (personal caution as measured by 
their refusal to report their income) and the interviewer (their race). In the final 
analysis, it appears that the presence of a Black interviewer may lead already 
cautious/private respondents to hedge their answers on racial attitude items 
thereby enhancing social-desirability bias. This problem is largely corrected by 
including ROI “don’t know” responses when modeling racial attitudes.

In terms of survey management, researchers studying race and ethnicity 
should do their best to match the race of the interviewer with the race of the 
respondent. Of course, this is not always possible, but the extent that it is fewer 
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ROI effects should be seen. Second, researchers should always include race 
of interviewer questions, but in order to minimize the uncertainty associated 
with “don’t know” ROI responses, follow-up prompts to the initial ROI query 
should be included in the survey. Finally, analyses of racial attitudes should 
not simply drop “don’t know” ROI respondents but should include them as a 
comparison group in the analysis.

Appendix

Variable coding

Dependent variables:
(A) If Blacks would only try harder, they would be just as well off as Whites.
(B) Blacks are more violent than Whites.
(C) Most Blacks who are on welfare programs could get a job if they really 

tried.

Each variable is coded from 0 to 3, where 0=strongly disagree and 3=strongly 
agree.

Independent variables:
ROI Perceived Black 0=R did not perceive I to be Black, 1=R perceived I to be 
Black
ROI Perceived White 0=R did not perceive I to be White, 1=R perceived I to be 
White
ROI Perceived DK 0=R perceives I to be White or Black, 1=R answers DK 
(OMITTED CATEGORY)

Independent variables [controls]
Ideology  0=Very liberal; 1=Somewhat liberal; 2=Lean liberal; 

3=Moderate; 4=Lean conservative; 5=Somewhat conser-
vative; 6=Very conservative; 3=Don’t Know/Refused

Democrat 0=Not Democrat, 1=Democrat
Republican 0=Not Republican, 1=Republican
Independent/other  0=Not Independent/Other, 1=Independent/Other 

(OMITTED CATEGORY)
Female Dummy variable 1=Female
Age Continuous ranges from 18 to 96
Education  0=Less than high school; 1=Some college; 2=College 

grad/Post-grad
Income low Income dummy 1=Less than $40,000
Income low-med Income dummy 1=$40,001–$60,000
Income med Income dummy 1=$60,001–$100,000
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Income high  Income dummy 1=Over $100,001 (OMITTED 
CATEGORY)

Income missing Income dummy 1=Respondent did not disclose income

Sample
The sampling frame is all Washington State registered voters prior to the 2008 
general election. A sample of registered voters was drawn from the Washington 
State voter file via random stratified sampling. The survey was conducted 
between October 20 and November 4, 2008, with a response rate of 19.3 (using 
AAPOR RR4 definition).

Dependent variables question wording
The next statements are about life in America today. As I read each one, please 
tell me whether you strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, or 
strongly disagree.

•	 If Blacks would only try harder, they would be just as well off as Whites.
•	 Blacks are more violent than Whites.
•	 Most Blacks who are on welfare programs could get a job if they really 

tried.

Independent variables question wording
And finally, what is my race?
(DON’T ASK) Gender
What is the highest level of education you completed? Just stop me when I read 
the correct category – Grades 1–8, some high school, high school graduate, 
some college or technical school, college graduate, or post-graduate.
Generally speaking, do you think of yourself as a Democrat, a Republican, an 
independent, or what?
When it comes to politics, do you usually think of yourself as a Liberal, a 
Conservative, a Moderate, or haven’t you thought much about this?
In what year were you born?
What was your total combined household income in 2007 before taxes. This 
question is completely confidential and just used to help classify the responses. 
Just stop me when I read the correct category. Less than $20,000; $20,000 to 
less than $40,000; $40,000 to less than $60,000; $60,000 to less than $80,000; 
$80,000 to less than $100,000; $100,000 to less than $150,000; More than 
$150,000.
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