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Abstract
Intelligence quotient (IQ) is a common measure of intelligence that associates with many 

important life outcomes. Research over several decades has indicated that the average IQ test 

score among Black Americans is lower than the average IQ test score among White Americans, 

but in weighted results from a national nonprobability survey, only about 41% of US adults 

indicated awareness of this IQ gap. Results from a follow-up convenience survey indicated 

that, in the aggregate, White participants’ rating of White Americans’ average IQ and average 

intelligence is higher than Blacks Americans’ average IQ test score and average intelligence 

and was not driven by White participants’ belief in a universal White intellectual superiority. 

These and other results could have implications regarding the US public’s perceptions about 

the reasons for Black/White inequality and implications for the use of intelligence stereotype 

scales as measures of racial prejudice.
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Research has indicated that, on intelligence quotient (IQ) tests designed to measure 
intelligence, the average IQ test score among Black Americans is lower than the aver-
age IQ test score among White Americans (see, for example, Gottfredson, 1997: 14; 
Herrnstein and Murray, 1994: 276–277; Jensen, 1969: 81; Nisbett, 2005: 303; Roth 
et al., 2001: 320; Turkheimer et al., 2017). Consideration of this Black/White gap on 
IQ tests and related tests of cognitive ability can produce vastly different inferences 
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about the reason for Black/White inequality in domains in which intelligence is a plau-
sible influence.

For example, Flynn (1991: 119) discussed how data from 1980 indicated that, even 
though Black Americans were underrepresented in managerial, professional, or tech-
nical occupations compared with White Americans, Blacks Americans were overrep-
resented in these high-status occupations relative to the representation that would be 
expected based on mean IQ levels. Similarly, Jencks and Phillips (1998) reported data 
from the early 1990s indicating that the Black/White income gap was nontrivially 
lower when holding constant scores on the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude 
Battery and that, even though in unadjusted analyses Blacks were about 17 percentage 
points less likely to have graduated from college than Whites, Blacks were nonetheless 
about 6 percentage points more likely to have graduated from college than Whites 
when controlling for 12th-grade test scores in vocabulary, reading, and math.

Like with the Black disadvantage in these earlier uncontrolled analyses, Black 
Americans still have less positive outcomes than White Americans have in many impor-
tant domains, such as educational achievement (De Brey et al., 2019), elite college repre-
sentation (Ashkenas et al., 2017), occupational status (Tran et al., 2019), income (Wilson, 
2018), health (Artiga and Orgera, 2019), and mortality risk (National Center for Health 
Statistics, 2019). Individual-level variation in such domains has been linked to individ-
ual-level variation in IQ test scores (e.g. Čukić et al., 2017; Deary et al., 2007; Der et al., 
2009; Strenze, 2007), and a recent survey indicated that the US population on net per-
ceives being intelligent to be an important factor in getting ahead in life (Suhay et al., 
2020). Thus, the relative on-average performance of Blacks and Whites on IQ tests can be 
an important consideration for informing perceptions of the extent to which Black 
Americans’ disadvantage in particular domains is attributable to non-IQ factors such as 
anti-Black discrimination and for informing preferences about policies to remediate 
Black Americans’ disadvantage in these domains.

However, in survey data described as follows, a substantial percentage of US adults 
indicated the belief that there is no Black/White IQ test score gap. Moreover, most par-
ticipants substantially underestimated the size of this gap, compared with the estimated 
size based on the academic literature on IQ. Misperceptions about the presence of a 
Black/White IQ test score gap varied sufficiently by race and political orientation to 
plausibly account for some of the disagreement between Blacks and Whites and liberals 
and conservatives over policies intended to remediate Black/White inequality in impor-
tant life outcomes, to the extent that increased attributions of Black/White inequality to 
the Black/White IQ test score gap reduce attributions of such inequality to anti-Black 
discrimination or to other non-IQ factors. In addition, incorrect responses about the 
Black/White IQ test score gap associated with political orientation in a way that raises 
questions about the validity of the common practice of using intelligence stereotype 
scales to measure racial prejudice.

Literature Review

The Black/White IQ test score gap is a generalization about groups. Research has docu-
mented that such generalizations are often accurate (Jussim et al., 2009), including gen-
eralizations about racial or ethnic groups. For example, Ashton and Esses (1999: 233) 
reported that a sample of undergraduates at the University of Western Ontario who had 
attended a high school in Canada were “reasonably accurate” in ordering nine ethnic 
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groups by average course grade across Toronto high school grade levels, and Kaplowitz 
et al. (2003) reported results from a 1995 survey in Michigan that indicated that partici-
pants’ mean ordering of Blacks and Whites was correct for out-of-wedlock births, poverty 
status, family income, and college graduate income.

However, research has also documented inaccurate generalizations about racial or eth-
nic groups, such as the 2002 Gallup/Phi Delta Kappa poll reported on in Crabtree (2002), 
in which only 49% of Americans indicated that academic achievement for White students 
is higher than academic achievement for Black and other minority students. Moreover, in 
some instances participants have correctly ranked groups but incorrectly estimated the 
gaps between groups. Estimates of the size of the Black/White gaps in Kaplowitz et al. 
(2003) tended to not fall within 20% of the true value, and participants in Kraus et al. 
(2017) on average correctly indicated that Black Americans lag White Americans in 
income and wealth but were nontrivially incorrect in their estimates of current levels of 
income and wealth inequality.

Generalizations about racial groups can be informed by factors such as the racial com-
position of one’s county during adolescence (see Goldman and Hopkins, 2020) and the 
content of news and entertainment that a person consumes (see Oliver et al., 2007). 
Reported perceptions about racial groups can also be affected by social desirability in 
which survey respondents hide their true perceptions. For example, Morning et al. (2019) 
indicated that participants given a direct item were less likely to indicate acceptance of 
the claim that “Genetic differences contribute to income inequality between black and 
white people,” compared with participants in a list experiment that permitted participants 
to conceal their acceptance of the claim. Given contemporary norms regarding racial 
equality, it is reasonable to expect social desirability to reduce selection of a response that 
indicates a relative Black disadvantage on tests of intelligence.

Reported generalizations about racial groups can also be influenced by a motivated 
responding that reflects a participant’s desired patterns for racial groups instead of the pat-
terns that the participant would have reported based on an earnest evaluation of the evidence 
available to the participant. Such motivated responding was detected in experiments 
reported in Bullock et al. (2015) and Prior et al. (2015), in which monetary incentives for 
correct responses reduced factual disagreement between Democratic respondents and 
Republican respondents on politically relevant items. Given this evidence and other evi-
dence that motivated responding can differ by political orientation (e.g. Schaffner and Luks, 
2018), it is reasonable to expect divergence by political orientation in responses about the 
politically relevant question of relative Black/White performance on tests of intelligence.

Winegard and Winegard (2017: 197) discussed the concept of “cosmic egalitarian-
ism,” in which certain groups are thought to be “relatively equal on all socially desired 
traits”. Motivated responding due to such cosmic egalitarianism could influence reported 
perceptions of relative Black/White performance on IQ tests, with responses influenced 
by cosmic egalitarianism plausibly more concentrated among participants on the political 
Left. Moreover, anti-Black animus is plausibly more common on the political Right, with 
evidence such as polling indicating that a higher percentage of Republicans than of 
Democrats consider interracial marriage to be morally wrong (Frankovic, 2018). 
Opposition to interracial marriage loaded onto the same factor as Black/White intelli-
gence stereotyping did in Virtanen and Huddy (1998), so some participants might per-
ceive that opposition to interracial marriage could be justified by Black/White differences 
in intelligence; if so, motivated responding due to anti-Black animus might increase 
reported perceptions of a Black disadvantage relative to Whites on IQ tests, with this 
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increase more concentrated on the political Right. Given these considerations, it is rea-
sonable to expect participants on the political Right to be more likely than participants on 
the political Left to report the perception that White Americans perform better on IQ tests 
than Black Americans perform (Frankovic, 2018).

Study 1

Study 1 was a nonprobability survey administered online between 27 and 31 July 2017 by 
YouGov to US resident members of an opt-in survey panel, with a set of interviewed 
respondents matched down to a sample of 2000. Reported results are weighted to reflect 
the US adult population. Supplementary Appendix 1 provides more information on the 
sample and weighting. Items used in this study measuring perceptions of a Black/White 

Table 1. Perceptions of a US Black/White IQ Test Score Gap.

Point 
estimate

84% confidence 
interval

95% Confidence 
interval

N

American National Election Studies Time Series Study 2012
% rating White intelligence in general higher than Black intelligence in general

 Full sample 40.2 [39.0, 41.6] [38.4, 42.2] 5510

 Whites 43.2 [41.7, 44.8] [41.1, 45.5] 3275

 Blacks 19.2 [16.2, 22.6] [15.2, 24.1] 959

 White liberals 34.2 [31.3, 37.3] [30.2, 38.5] 819

  White 
conservatives

49.2 [46.9, 51.5] [46.0, 52.4] 1372

General Social Survey 2016
% rating White intelligence in general higher than Black intelligence in general

 Full sample 20.2 [18.7, 21.8] [18.1, 22.5] 1888

 Whites 19.2 [17.2, 21.3] [16.5, 22.2] 1250

 Blacks 13.1 [10.7, 15.9] [9.9, 17.2] 308

 White liberals 13.5 [10.4, 17.2] [9.4, 18.9] 334

  White 
conservatives

24.7 [21.7, 28.0] [20.6, 29.4] 459

YouGov 2017
% indicating that White Americans tend to score higher on IQ tests, on average, compared with 
Black Americans

 Full sample 41.2 [36.7, 45.8] [35.0, 47.7] 508

 Whites 45.6 [40.3, 50.9] [38.3, 53.0] 373

 Blacks 12.2 [7.3, 19.7] [6.0, 23.4] 61

 White liberals 33.7 [26.2, 42.1] [23.5, 45.5] 94

  White 
conservatives

59.1 [50.8, 66.8] [47.5, 69.7] 138

IQ: intelligence quotient.

All estimates are weighted and include respondents who did not respond to an item. See Supplementary 

Appendix 2 for a discussion of the coding of liberal and conservative. Note that the difference in percent-

ages between the 2012 American National Election Studies Time Series Study (ANES, 2014, 2016) and 2016 

General Social Survey (Smith et al., 2018) and 2012 General Social Survey (Smith et al., 2018) appears to not 

be mainly due to differences in the years in which the survey was conducted (see Sood, 2011): for the 2012 

GSS, the full sample estimate was 25.0 (N = 1302). The 2016 ANES Time Series Study did not include an 

intelligence stereotype item (ANES, 2017).
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IQ test score gap were preregistered at the Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/
cx3eb/?view_only=22147e7cc9264da19c2ecdf7dcd32a60), but no analyses of these 
items were preregistered, so reported analyses are exploratory. Roughly one-fourth of 
participants were randomly assigned to an item that did not concern IQ, and these 
responses are not reported here. The study received approval from the author’s Institutional 
Review Board. Statistical analyses for Study 1 and Study 2 were conducted in Stata 15 
(StataCorp, 2017).

About one in four participants (N = 508) were randomly assigned to receive the item as 
follows, with the order of the first two response options randomized:

Which of the following two groups tends to score higher on IQ tests, on average, compared to 
the other group?

•• Black Americans
•• White Americans
•• Both groups tend to score equally high on IQ tests

For the full sample, 2% selected “Black Americans,” 55% selected the “Both groups” 
option, 1% did not respond to the item, and 41% selected “White Americans”; respective 
percentages among Whites were 1%, 52%, 2%, and 46%. Moreover, a smaller percentage 
of White liberals (34%) than White conservatives (59%, p < 0.05 for the difference) indi-
cated that White Americans tend to score higher on IQ tests on average than Black 
Americans score, which matches the pattern regarding public perceptions of a Black/
White intelligence gap detected in ANES and GSS surveys, in which a smaller percentage 
of White liberals than of White conservatives rated the “in general” intelligence of Whites 
higher than that of Blacks. See Table 1 for more information.

Table 2 reports results from a logistic regression predicting selection of the “White 
Americans” response to the IQ item, with all other responses or non-responses to that 
item coded as the comparison category. Selection of “White Americans” was more com-
mon among Republicans than among Democrats, Independents, and those not sure of 
their partisan identification; was more common among strong Republicans than among 
participants in any other category of the party identification item; and was more common 
among very conservative participants than among moderate, liberal, or very liberal par-
ticipants or participants not sure of their political ideology. Across all models, Blacks and 
mixed race persons were less likely than Whites to have selected “White Americans,” and 
Asians were more likely than Whites to have selected “White Americans.” The Morning 
et al. (2019) list experiment about Black/White genetic differences indicated that social 
desirability was higher among women and participants with higher levels of education; 
consistent with this, in some Table 2 models, being female and higher levels of education 
associated at p < 0.05 with a decreased probability of selecting “White Americans” for 
the IQ item.

Even if a participant’s response to the IQ item is consistent with the IQ literature, the 
participant might nonetheless possess an inaccurate perception of the size of the Black/
White IQ test score gap. Estimates of this gap in the literature include lows such as 0.6 or 
0.7 standard deviations or 10 points (Nisbett, 2005: 303) or about 10 points (Turkheimer 
et al., 2017) to highs such as 15 points (Gottfredson, 1997: 14), 1 standard deviation 
(Jensen, 1969: 81; Murray, 2007: 309–310), or 1.1 standard deviations (Herrnstein and 
Murray, 1994: 276–277; Roth et al., 2001: 320). Based on these estimates, simulations 
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Table 2. Predicting Selection of “White Americans” in the Study 1 IQ Item.

1 2 3 4

Education –0.97 (0.44) –0.96 (0.45) –0.70 (0.46) –0.87 (0.45)

Age 0.73 (0.56) 0.39 (0.57) 0.63 (0.57) 0.17 (0.56)

Female –0.68 (0.27) –0.66 (0.28) –0.69 (0.27) –0.51 (0.26)

Race

Black –1.88 (0.48) –1.74 (0.51) –1.75 (0.50) –1.51 (0.47)

Hispanic –0.06 (0.50) 0.23 (0.49) 0.25 (0.49) 0.04 (0.46)

Asian 1.48 (0.63) 1.92 (0.63) 1.94 (0.65) 1.49 (0.61)

Mixed –3.12 (0.96) –3.19 (1.00) –3.42 (1.04) –3.22 (0.96)

Other race –0.97 (0.77) –0.88 (0.72) –0.82 (0.82) –1.05 (0.79)

Political party

Democrat –0.82 (0.36)  

Independent –1.02 (0.34)  

Other –1.07 (0.60)  

Not sure –1.75 (0.68)  

Partisan intensity

Strong Democrat –1.32 (0.42)  

Not very strong 
Democrat

–1.30 (0.55)  

Lean Democrat –2.23 (0.63)  

Independent –1.39 (0.41)  

Lean Republican –1.71 (0.44)  

Not very strong 
Republican

–1.13 (0.50)  

Not sure –2.39 (0.87)  

Political ideology

Very liberal –1.18 (0.52)

Liberal –1.05 (0.49)

Moderate –1.17 (0.43)

Conservative –0.20 (0.44)

Not sure –1.55 (0.67)

Constant 0.28 (0.40) 1.03 (0.44) 1.35 (0.46) 1.15 (0.50)

Note: Cell entries are coefficients and standard errors from a weighted logistic regression predicting 

responses to the Study 1 IQ item, coded 1 if a participant selected “White Americans” and coded 0 for 

other responses or a non-response. N=508 for all models. Omitted categories are: male, White, Republican, 

Strong Republican, and Very conservative. Bold indicates p<0.05 (two-tailed test).

described in Supplementary Appendix 3 indicated that between 14% to 27% of Black 
Americans should be expected to score at least as well on an IQ test as the median White 
American scores.

To assess whether participant perceptions of the size of the Black/White IQ test score 
gap match such estimates from the IQ literature, about half of participants not assigned to 
the aforementioned IQ item (N = 998) were randomly assigned to receive the item below, 
in which responses were recorded on a slider with no default value that permitted 
responses in 1-unit increments from 0 to 100, inclusive:
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Suppose that 100 White Americans and 100 Black Americans are randomly selected to take an 
IQ test. If 50 of the 100 White Americans correctly answer all of the questions on the IQ test, 
how many of the 100 Black Americans would you expect to correctly answer all of the questions 
on the same IQ test?

This hypothetical IQ test item essentially asks participants to indicate the percentage 
of Black Americans that the participant expects to score at least as high on the IQ test as 
the median White American scores, but the item is phrased to prevent participants from 
easily locating an estimate of the correct response online (see Clifford and Jerit, 2014, and 
Jensen and Thomsen, 2014, for evidence that a nontrivial percentage of survey partici-
pants consult external sources when responding online to knowledge items). Mean 
responses for the full sample and selected groups did not fall within or near the range 
expected based on the IQ literature, with mean responses of 52 among the full sample, 50 
among Whites, 58 among Blacks, 50 among White liberals, and 49 among White con-
servatives, with 50% of the full sample selecting 50. See the top panel in Figure 1 for the 
distribution of substantive responses to this item among White participants. Supplementary 
Appendix 4 provides more detail on responses to this item.

Associations of Perceptions of a Black/White IQ Test  

Score Gap

Results from Study 1 suggested that some of the variation in racial intelligence stereotyping 
detected in earlier research might reflect variation in awareness of the Black/White IQ test 
score gap. To better help assess the reasons for variation in reported perceptions of the exist-
ence of a Black/White IQ test score gap, Study 2 was conducted, measuring how percep-
tions about the Black/White IQ test score gap associate with certain perceptions and 
attitudes. Participants were asked to respond to items about a Black/White gap in IQ and a 
Black/White gap in intelligence, which permits assessment of the extent to which responses 
to the IQ item might inform responses to the intelligence item. Participants were asked to 
compare Asian Americans to White Americans in math ability; on average, Asian students 
outperform White students on standardized math tests in US schools (De Brey et al., 2019: 
74–77) and on the SAT math test (College Board, 2019), so this item permits an assessment 
of the extent to which participants who indicate that White Americans outperform Black 
Americans on IQ tests are merely selecting a response that reflects well on White Americans 
and are not selecting a response that matches available evidence. Given that the ability of IQ 
tests to measure intelligence has been disputed (e.g. Richardson, 2002), participants were 
asked to indicate how well IQ tests measure intelligence, which permits assessment of the 
extent to which disagreement about the Black/White intelligence item is due to disagree-
ment over the validity of IQ tests as measures of intelligence. Participants were asked to 
compare Black students to White students on work ethic, which permits assessment of the 
extent to which responses about IQ associate with views about Blacks in a non-IQ domain. 
And participants participated in an experiment designed to assess the extent to which selec-
tion of 50 in the hypothetical IQ test estimate item is due to the format of the item.

Study 2

Study 2 was a nonprobability survey administered online through Qualtrics on 14 June 
2018. Participants were drawn from Amazon Mechanical Turk and were listed as having 
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a location in the United States, 50 or more approved HITs (human intelligence tasks), and 
at least a 95% HIT approval rate. The study received approval from the author’s 
Institutional Review Board. Survey items listed in Supplementary Appendix 5 were pre-
registered at the Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/u6tgk/?view_only=0babcedf1a
7246f5ad91bd4539320b24), but no analyses were preregistered, so reported analyses are 
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Figure 1. Responses to the Hypothetical Test Items (Study 1 and Study 2). Each panel reports 
the count of White participants who selected a number for the hypothetical IQ test item or the 
hypothetical math test item. Vertical dashed lines at 14 and 27 indicate the range of expected 
responses to the hypothetical IQ test item based on the IQ literature. The figure was produced 
in R (R Core Team, 2018) using ggplot2 (Wickham, 2016).
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exploratory. Supplementary Appendix 6 provides more information on the sample. Data 
were recorded for 287 cases, and 277 cases finished the survey. Median survey comple-
tion time for finished cases was 113 seconds, and MTurkers who requested payment were 
paid 60 cents, producing a median hourly rate of about US$19. Given concerns about 
MTurk quality (e.g. Bai, 2018; TurkPrime, 2018) and to avoid racial confounds, reported 
analyses were limited to the 168 cases that identified as only White of the 228 finished 
cases that did not share with any other case an MTurk ID, an IP address, or a latitude/
longitude combination. An attention check was passed by 165 of these 168 participants 
(98%). Results have not been weighted to reflect population characteristics.

The IQ item differed slightly from the Study 1 IQ item, with an explicit indication that 
IQ tests are used to measure intelligence, which, if anything, would plausibly increase 
social desirability in responses:

IQ tests are used to measure intelligence. Which statement below do you think is most correct 
about IQ test scores?

•• On average, Black Americans score higher on IQ tests than White Americans score.
•• On average, Black Americans score the same on IQ tests as White Americans score.
•• On average, Black Americans score lower on IQ tests than White Americans score.

For the above item, 47% of the White participants selected the “lower on IQ tests” 
response, which closely matched the 46% of White participants that selected “White 
Americans” in the corresponding Study 1 item.

For the item measuring perceptions about whether, on average, Black Americans 
are more, equally, or less intelligent compared with White Americans, responses to 
this intelligence item associated with responses to the IQ item: of the 49 White partici-
pants who indicated that Black Americans are less intelligent than White Americans, 
96% indicated that, on average, Black Americans score lower on IQ tests than White 
Americans score; however, of the 119 White participants who did not indicate that 
Black Americans are less intelligent than White Americans, only 27% indicated that, 
on average, Black Americans score lower on IQ tests than White Americans score 
(p < .001 for the difference).

Figure 2 reports associations of responses to the IQ item, indicating that, compared 
with other White participants, White participants who reported the perception that, on 
average, Black Americans score lower on IQ tests than White Americans score were 
more likely to select the perception that, on average, Asian Americans are better at math 
than White Americans (65% to 39%, p = .001), had higher ratings of how much of the 
standardized math and reading test score gap between Black students and White students 
is due to Black students not working as hard as White students work (0.36 to 0.25 for 
responses placed on a 0-to-1 scale, p < .001), and reported expectations for the number 
of Black Americans to correctly answer all of the questions on the hypothetical IQ test 
that were closer to the aforementioned estimates based on the IQ literature (30 to 43, 
p < .001); however, there was insufficient evidence to conclude that the two sets of 
White participants had different mean responses regarding how well IQ tests measure 
intelligence (0.41 to 0.48 for responses on a 0-to-1 scale, p = .087), although patterns 
might differ if separate items were asked to assess whether IQ is as valid of a measure of 
Black intelligence as for White intelligence. Patterns in Figure 2 for the associations 
with the IQ item were similar to the associations with the intelligence item, as indicated 
in Supplementary Appendix 7.
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Study 2 included the Study 1 hypothetical IQ test item, but using a drop-down box to 
record responses and with about one-third of participants randomly assigned to a parallel 
item that asked participants to indicate how many of 100 history professors the participant 
expects to correctly respond to each item on a math test on which 50 of 100 math profes-
sors correctly responded to each item. Math professors should perform better on a math 
test than how history professors perform, which makes selection of 50 an implausible 
response; this item can thus help assess the extent to which selection of 50 on the IQ item 
is due to the item requiring more concentration and cognitive ability than some partici-
pants expend. The bottom panels of Figure 2 indicate that, compared with the 32% of 
White participants that selected 50 for the IQ test version of the item, only 15% of White 
participants selected 50 for the math test version of the item (p = .014 for the difference in 
proportions), with a modal response to the IQ item of 50 (as in Study 1) but a modal 
response of 25 for the math test item. The format of the IQ item thus appears to be respon-
sible for some but not all of the selection of 50. However, as reported in Supplementary 
Appendix 8, lower levels of education did not predict selection of 50 for the Study 1 
hypothetical IQ test item.

Discussion

Barone (2017) claimed that “People are aware, even if elite writers try not to let anyone 
say so in public, that Americans of African descent have lower average scores on intel-
ligence tests.” However, results from a weighted national nonprobability survey sug-
gested that fewer than half of US residents indicated that White Americans tend to score 
higher on IQ tests, on average, compared with Black Americans. Moreover, the percep-
tion that the average IQ test score for Black Americans is not lower than the average IQ 
test score for White Americans was more concentrated among Blacks than among Whites 
and was more concentrated among Whites on the political Left than among Whites on 
the political Right.

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Rating of how well IQ tests measure intelligence
[five-option item from 'Not well at all' to 'Extremely well']

Expected percentage of Black Americans
that would correctly answer all of

the questions on the hypothetical IQ test

Rating of how much the Black/White student
test score gap is due to Black students

not working as hard as White students work
[five-option item from 'None of the gap' to 'All of the gap']

Percentage that indicated that
Asian Americans are on average

better than White Americans at math

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Residual responses
Indicated that Whites score
higher than Blacks on IQ tests

White participant responses to the IQ item

Figure 2. Study 2 Associations with the Black/White IQ Item. The figure reports MTurk 
responses from White participants placed on a 0-to-100 scale, with error bars indicating 
84% confidence intervals. The figure was produced in R (R Core Team, 2018) using ggplot2 
(Wickham, 2016).
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This difference in perceptions, if sincere, plausibly contributes to disagreement 
about explanations for Black disadvantage in certain outcomes and about policies 
intended to remediate this disadvantage. Consider Black underrepresentation among 
lawyers (American Bar Association, 2019) or in medical school enrollment (Association 
of American Medical Colleges, 2019): persons who think that the average IQ test score 
among Black Americans is lower than the average IQ test score among White Americans 
might attribute much or all of this Black underrepresentation to differences in the cog-
nitive abilities measured by IQ tests that are helpful for success in the professions or on 
the standardized tests used to help determine who enters the professions; however, 
persons who think that the average IQ test score among Black Americans is equal to or 
higher than the average IQ test score among White Americans must attribute Black 
underrepresentation to other factors. Moreover, persons who do not perceive a Black/
White IQ gap might disagree with persons who do perceive such a gap about whether 
proportionate representation of racial groups in the legal or medical field would pro-
duce individual-level unfairness in which the admission threshold is effectively set at 
different locations by race and could lead to a profession that is on average less quali-
fied on objective measures.

But the apparent widespread lack of awareness about the presence of a Black/White IQ 
test score gap might be due at least partly to social desirability or motivated reasoning. 
Responses indicating that Black Americans tend to score as high on IQ tests as White 
Americans score are consistent with a “cosmic egalitarianism” belief that groups are “rel-
atively equal on all socially desired traits” (Winegard and Winegard, 2017: 197), and, as 
would be expected from social desirability or motivated reasoning, these responses were 
more common on the political Left than on the political Right. This “cosmic egalitarian-
ism” explanation is also consistent with the pattern in Study 2 in which, compared with 
other White participants, White participants who indicated a Black American disadvan-
tage relative to White Americans on the IQ item (and were thus cosmic inegalitarian on 
this item) were more likely than other White participants to indicate an Asian American 
math ability advantage relative to White Americans (and thus were cosmic inegalitarian 
for both items). Responses to the Black/White IQ item associating with responses to the 
Asian/White math ability item also provides evidence that correct responses to the Black/
White IQ test score item were not largely due to White participants selecting the response 
most favorable to Whites.

To the extent that the perception that there is no Black/White IQ test score gap is a 
sincere perception, there might be value in research assessing the extent to which aware-
ness of this gap influences willingness to support policies to remediate the gap and its 
perceived consequences. Given that reported misperception about the lack of a Black/
White IQ test score gap was more common on the political Left, such research could also 
provide balance to misperceptions research, which Ecker and Ang (2019: 244) suggested 
has often involved correction of misperceptions that are more commonly held on the 
political Right.

Future research could also assess whether perceptions about the Black/White IQ 
test score gap influence policy preferences. Scarborough et al. (2019) reported on 
evidence suggesting that beliefs about workplace discrimination against African 
Americans could explain a large percentage of the Black/White gap in support for 
workplace diversity policies; the research also found that support for workplace diver-
sity policies was higher when the policies were presented as an attempt to minimize 
racial discrimination than when presented as an attempt to increase racial diversity or 
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when no justification was presented. To the extent that the public considers the Black/
White IQ gap to be a plausible contributor to Black/White inequality, correct percep-
tions about this IQ gap might reduce how much Black/White inequality is attributed to 
anti-Black discrimination and thus decrease support for racial diversity policies; how-
ever, given evidence that lay persons attribute to genetics a large percentage of the 
variation in intelligence among people (Willoughby et al., 2019), correct perceptions 
about the Black/White IQ test score gap might increase support for racial diversity 
policies, to the extent that the genetic component of the lay IQ explanation reduces 
how much Black/White inequality is attributed to Black/White differences in factors 
such as work ethic. Research has provided evidence that correcting misperceptions 
can change policy preferences (such as Sides, 2016, about the estate tax), but correct-
ing misperceptions about the Black/White IQ gap might have more limited effects, 
similar to the limited and inconsistent effects for correcting misperceptions regarding 
the size of the foreign-born population on immigration attitudes (Hopkins et al., 2018), 
especially if preferences about policies designed to reduce racial inequality are not 
causally prior to perceptions of the reason for racial inequality.

Another implication of the results regarding misperceptions of the Black/White IQ test 
score gap is for the use of intelligence stereotype scales as a measure of racial prejudice 
(e.g. Elmendorf and Spencer, 2014: 1126; Federico and Sidanius, 2002: 154; Goldman 
and Hopkins, 2020; Piston, 2010: 433–434; Tuch and Hughes, 2011: 138–139). Rating 
Blacks in general lower than Whites in general on intelligence stereotype scales is con-
sistent with “blatant negative stereotyping [that] seems central to old-fashioned or ‘bio-
logical’ racism” (Knuckey and Kim, 2015: 910). But given Study 2 results indicating that, 
among White participants, ratings of White Americans higher than Black Americans on 
the IQ item positively associated with rating of White Americans higher than Black 
Americans in intelligence, unequal ratings of Blacks and Whites on an intelligence ste-
reotype scale is also consistent with a good faith interpretation of results from decades of 
IQ research or inferences based on racial differences in SAT scores or other metrics that 
plausibly capture intelligence.

This good faith explanation for unequal stereotype scale ratings might apply to ste-
reotypes about traits other than intelligence and to stereotypes about groups other than 
racial groups, to the extent that unequal ratings on the stereotype scales are informed by 
a good faith perception of patterns captured in statistics, such as data about race or sex 
differences in the rate of violent offending (Lauritsen et al., 2009; Morgan, 2017: 2). 
Researchers should thus consider whether unequally rating two groups is a per se indica-
tion of prejudice that can be properly made without an assessment of the correctness of 
the generalizations captured in the stereotype scales or without an assessment of the 
thought process that produced the generalization. This consideration is especially impor-
tant for research that produces inferences that are based on mean levels of stereotype 
scale responses (e.g. Elmendorf and Spencer, 2014) but is also relevant for research in 
which stereotype scales are used to predict socially or politically relevant outcomes such 
as turnout (Krupnikov and Piston, 2015), vote choice (Hopkins, 2019), and attitudes 
about policy (Yadon and Piston, 2019).

The present research involved perceptions about gap between Black Americans and 
White Americans in average IQ test scores. Future research could add important informa-
tion by expanding the target groups and by assessing perceived target group differences 
in the tails of the IQ test score distribution. For example, representation of Black 
Americans relative to White Americans differs at different IQ thresholds, with Blacks 
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relatively more common below thresholds under the median and relatively less common 
above thresholds above the median. Many racial gaps of consequence involve the tails of 
a distribution for an outcome, such as an income levels below the poverty line or repre-
sentation in elite educational institutions, and perceptions about average IQ gaps are less 
informative regarding these gaps.
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