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Abstract 

 

“The Illegal Alien”: How Stereotypes in the News Undermine 

Communication Performance 

 

Barbara LeDoux Breckinridge, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Matthew S. McGlone 

 
This report explored the effects of stereotype threat—i.e., the apprehension 

associated with the possibility of confirming a self-relevant negative stereotype—on the 

stigmatized group Latinos as they were interviewed about their academic achievements 

and career aspirations. Latino participants were exposed to a self-relevant negative 

stereotype in the news, an illegal immigrant crossing the Mexican-American border 

smuggling drugs, as a stimulus activating stereotype threat. The study used deception as 

participants were unaware of the connection between the news article and the interview 

thus ensuring stereotype threat activation. Latino participants in the illegal 

immigrant/criminal condition displayed more verbal disfluency and tentative language 

than those in the control condition demonstrating evidence for media’s ability to 

stereotype threat.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The vast majority of our knowledge about the world does not come from first-

hand experience, but rather from our contact with the media (Lester & Ross, 2003). That 

which we view on TV, the internet or in print often involves simplified, neatly-packaged 

portrayals of large groups of people. Media-disseminated cultural stereotypes (Devine, 

1989) shape the public’s understanding and expectations about certain groups. In turn, 

stigmatized individuals suffer the persistent bombardment of societal-level messages 

about their group identity, messages that often cast them in an over-generalized, 

unflattering light.  Awareness of these negative stereotypes about one’s own group can 

shape one’s intellectual identity, impair performance in school and influence career 

choices (Steele, 1997; Lefevre, Kulak, & Heymans, 1992; Davies, Spencer, Quinn & 

Gerhardstein, 2003; Davies, Spencer & Steele, 2005). For those not targeted by negative 

portrayals, consistent exposure to these images can inform attitudes and beliefs about 

others. For instance, images of African Americans in the news can impact Whites’ policy 

decisions concerning the death penalty and affirmative action (Dixon, 2006; Tan, Fujioka 

& Tan, 2000). However, the current report does not focus on how media influences what 

non-targeted individuals think about these targeted groups, but rather on how stereotypes 

influence the behaviors of the people they target.   

 Can watching the news influence how one feels about one’s performance in 

school, about one’s ability to succeed “on the job”? And does that undermine one’s 
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capacity to articulate those thoughts? Past research demonstrates that in fact negative 

self-relevant stereotypes stimulated by media exposure can hinder one’s performance in 

an evaluative domain such as mathematics (Davies et al., 2002). The current research 

draws from this tradition to highlight one possible way in which the media might impair 

performance, but not performance in the traditional evaluative domain such as test-

taking. Deriving from social psychological studies of the phenomenon known as 

stereotype threat, this research examines the extent to which negative stereotypes 

portraying Latinos in the news can affect Latinos’ communication performance in an 

evaluative setting.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

STEREOTYPES IN THE MEDIA 
  
 Historically rooted and culturally embedded, stereotypes are not the media’s 

creation; yet, television and the press effectively purvey these injurious, socially 

constituted beliefs.  A national survey reflects these cultural attitudes demonstrating that 

minority groups like Asians, Latinos, and Blacks are viewed as stereotypically “poorer, 

lazier, more violence prone, less intelligent, less patriotic and less willing to be self 

supporting than whites” (Tan, Fujioka, and Lucht, 1997, p.265). Research over the last 

few decades consistently supports the idea that the media regularly project these negative 

stereotypes. News programming, for example, most often depicts Whites as law enforcers 

and crime victims and African Americans as criminals (Dixon, 2006; Dixon, Azocar, & 

Casas, 2003; Dixon & Linz, 2000a, 2000b; Entman, 1992, 1994; Entman & Rojecki, 

2000; Gilliam, Iyengar, Simon, &Wright, 1996; Oliver, 1994; Romer, Jamieson, & de 

Coteau, 1998). Common Latino images on TV and in film depict an underdressed, 

aggressive young male with a heavy accent and a lack of ambition (Mastro & Behm-

Morawitz, 2005; Lester & Ross, 2003; Berg, 2002; Roman, 2000; Feagin & Feagin, 

1996). Alcoholism endures as the primary stereotype of the Native American population 

due to media portrayals of excessive drinking in the culture (Tan, Alexis, Fujioka & 

Yuki, 1997). Women on television are almost always younger than men; and when older 

women do appear it is infrequent and often in a negative light, implying that aging is 

undesirable and unattractive (Signorelli and Bacue, 1999). In TV commercials, women 
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are often selling products related to the home (Bretl & Cantor, 1988; Craig, 1992a). And 

the majority of voice-overs in advertisements are male voices even when the product is 

targeted at women, reinforcing male authoritativeness (Allan & Coltrane, 1996; Bretl & 

Cantor, 1988; Dominick & Rauch, 1972; Lovdal 1989; O’Donnell & O’Donnell, 1978). 

Whether they are gender, race, or ethnic stereotypes, the media has consistently reflected 

and thus helped to perpetuate socially-constructed norms and beliefs that often serve to 

disparage and limit those targeted groups.  

Communication scholars and psychologists investigate the impact these persistent 

images have on the viewing public, emphasizing that a heavy media diet reinforces 

stereotypical beliefs that may lead to more consequential behavior. The frequency with 

which African Americans appear in the news as criminal suspects, for example, 

influences the way people construct their “criminal” stereotype. Oliver and Fonash 

(2002) demonstrated that viewers will often assume that an unidentified criminal suspect 

reported in a news story is Black, when in fact he or she is not (Oliver & Fonash, 2002). 

Dixon’s research comparing light to heavy TV news viewers indicates that the more 

people watch Black suspects in criminal cases as compared to White suspects, the more 

they see the world as dangerous and imagine a racially unspecified suspect to be African 

American (Dixon, 2006). In the same vein, viewers are more likely to favor the death 

penalty, and support the notion that fixed traits are responsible for criminal behavior if 

exposure to Black criminals on TV outweighs exposure to White criminals (Gilliam & 

Iyengar, 1998, 2000; Gilliam et al., 1996). These studies demonstrate that consistent 

exposure to stereotypes is a form of cognitive imprinting; the more one takes in the same 
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image with all of its associated traits, the more likely one is to use that schema in future 

judgments (Devine, 1989).  

If stereotypes in the media form an impression about the world, then the impact 

on children is worth noting. Children who spend more time in front of the television than 

reading are more likely to endorse gender stereotypes (Katz & Couter, 1986). Among 

some of these stereotypes are notions that, “women are happiest when raising children at 

home” and “men are born with more ambition than women” (Morgan, 1982; from Singer 

& Singer, 2001; p. 350). O’Bryant and Corder-Bolz (1979) highlighted the difference in 

value placed on stereotypically feminine and masculine occupations. Girls exposed to 

counterstereotypic commercials (e.g., advertisements featuring women in traditionally 

masculine roles such as laborer, pharmacist, butcher and welder) believe that women are 

also equipped for these traditionally male jobs; and when listing future jobs for 

themselves, these girls are inclined to see themselves as occupying those male roles over 

female occupations like manicurist or fashion model. For boys, however, 

counterstereotypic commercials have the opposite effect; boys are less desirous of 

occupying those professions that portray women in nontraditional domains (see Mares & 

Woodard, 2001 in Singer & Singer, 2001). Similarly, Wroblewski and Huston (1987) 

demonstrate that when watching men in stereotypically feminine jobs, children rate these 

men as less attractive. Masculinity is associated with success and power; due to cultural 

stereotypes, women are less likely to be pictured in those roles that traditionally signify 

masculine traits. Importantly, norms such as these displayed on TV can curb achievement 

goals and future aspirations.    
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LATINO STEREOTYPES IN THE MEDIA 
  

The impact that stereotypical portrayals can have on children is important to 

consider when certain groups are underrepresented. As 12.5% of the U.S. population (the 

largest minority group), Latinos are underrepresented on TV, embodying only 1-3% of 

the primetime TV population, and only 3.9% of the TV population as a whole (Mastro & 

Behm-Morawitz, 2005). This kind of “invisibility” is significant for young viewers. 

When a child who regularly watches television and rarely finds her racial group 

represented in advertisements and TV shows, she will come to understand something 

fundamental about her identity: perhaps her ethnic group does not matter much in society 

(Singer and Singer, 2001). Moreover, if the representation she persistently encounters is a 

negative stereotype (say, a criminal), over time, she might learn that her group is even 

somehow abhorrent to society. This can lead to minority children rejecting non-white, 

non-European images on TV, and thus causing ambivalence about their own ethnic 

identity (Allen, 1993).    

Scholars and critics have documented the ways in which Latino figures appear in 

the media, noting that these do little to project a positive image. On film or television, 

Latinos are often portrayed within the confines of the following stereotypes: the sleazy 

drug dealer or gangster, the Latin lover, the Harlot, the Dark Lady, the criminal, and the 

English-challenged comic buffoon, (Mastro & Behm-Morawitz, 2005; Berg, 2002; 

Roman, 2000). According to Mastro and Behm-Morawitz, Latino stereotypes can be 

found depicted in the following manner:   
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The criminal is typically a male identified by his youthful appearance, aggressive 

nature, dishonesty, and unkempt appearances. The law enforcer is articulate, well-

groomed, and respected. The Latin lover is also well-groomed and professionally attired, 

but is defined by his heavy accent, hot-temper, and sexual aggression. The female harlot, 

on the other hand, while hot-tempered and sexually aggressive, is provocatively and 

unprofessionally dressed. Finally, the comic or buffoon is characterized by a heavy 

accent, laziness, secondary status, and lack of intelligence (p. 111).  

In a content analysis of primetime programming, Mastro and Behm-Morawitz 

discovered that in fact Latinos were underrepresented as compared to real world figures, 

and that while some stereotypes have faded (e.g., depicting Latinos in subservient 

positions), others remain. Germane to these long-standing stereotypes, some key features 

arose for both men and women. Heavy accents, a lack of intelligence, and an overall 

thinner and more seductive body frame than their co-stars help to characterize Latinos as 

“addictively romantic, sensual, sexual, and even exotically dangerous” (Mastro and 

Behm-Morawitz, 2005; p. 125). In addition, Latinos were found to be the laziest 

characters as compared to the rest of their TV counterparts, the least likely to hold a 

professional occupation, and alongside African Americans were the “most hot-tempered 

men on television” (Mastro and Behm-Morawitz, 2005; p. 125).  Even though networks 

have announced their willingness to increase Latino representation, television producers 

have done little to counteract these negative stereotypical images.   

 Because immigration in the US is a particularly relevant issue, the “illegal 

immigrant” emerges as one of the more prevalent portrayals of Latinos in the media. 
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Activists and ethnic media groups criticize news organizations for using the label “illegal 

alien” to refer to this group, and request that they switch to using terms such as 

“undocumented worker” or “illegal immigrant” (Lester & Ross, 2003). Pressure such as 

this underscores the damage these labels have had on the Latino public image. A report 

by the National Research Council in 1998 states that illegal immigrants from Mexico are 

not as criminally-inclined as the media-transmitted stereotype might suggest: “Overall we 

did not find consistent evidence in macro or micro-level data that immigrants are much 

more likely than citizens of similar ages and gender to be involved in crime” (Roman, 

2008-2009; p. 863). Moreover, incarceration rates in 2000 for Mexican immigrants were 

five times lower (0.7%) as compared to native born Americans (3.5%) (Roman, 2009; p. 

864). True to the nature of stereotyping, the “illegal immigrant” stereotype emphasizes 

criminality, an exaggeration of real world figures; nonetheless, this is an importunate 

characteristic of the stereotype that the many understand to be true about the group 

(Roman, 2009).   

 These inflated misrepresentations can have distressing consequences for those 

targeted groups. Many people form impressions of other groups based on their media 

diet, especially when contact with those others in the world is limited (Armstrong, 

Neuendork & Brentar, 1992). Given that the media help to construct viewers’ sense of 

social reality (Fujioka, 1999), minority groups come to see that these representations are 

what others believe to be truthful characteristics about their group identity. African 

Americans, being especially sensitive to the way their group is portrayed in the media, 

have utilized certain strategies and precautionary measures (like listening to radio 
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programs specifically made for and by African Americans rather than watching 

television) to safeguard against the harmful psychological influence these 

misrepresentations might impart (Davis & Gandy, 1999; McAneny, 1994). Thus, the 

apprehension associated with not wanting to live down to any of those negative 

expectations can lead to successful strategies that help viewers avoid psychological 

distress. However, research in the last fifteen years on the phenomenon of stereotype 

threat illustrates that a particularly insidious form of psychological injury afflicts 

stigmatized individuals in ways difficult to detect and thereby hard to combat.    

STEREOTYPE THREAT 
 

Stereotype threat is an apprehension one experiences at the prospect of 

confirming a negative, self-relevant group stereotype; preoccupation with the prospect 

distracts and unnerves the individual, and as a consequence the individual comes to 

resemble the negative stereotype they feared confirming in the first place (Aronson & 

McGlone, 2009). For example, contemplation of the stereotype that that Black people are 

inarticulate might impair a member of this group’s verbal performance in an evaluative 

context in which that particular stereotype becomes relevant. In the initial study of this 

phenomenon, Steele and Aronson (1995) found that Black college students performed 

more poorly on a verbal test when it was framed as diagnostic of ability (i.e., an ability 

impugned by cultural stereotypes about African Americans) than when it was portrayed 

as a problem solving exercise not associated with ability; the performance of White 

students was not influenced by this manipulation. In a subsequent study, merely filling 
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out a demographics question about race prior to taking a verbal test was sufficient to 

impair Black students’ performance relative to others who answered the question after the 

test; again, White participants were not significantly affected by question-test order.  

Since this seminal study, social scientists have researched a myriad of contexts and ways 

in which stereotype threat plagues stigmatized groups and individuals.   

Any individual can become a victim of stereotype threat so long as situational 

pressures make salient an identity-relevant stereotype in an evaluative setting. A lack of 

memory capacity is one stereotype that afflicts the elderly population. When primed with 

the word “senility” before an assessment of memory recall, elderly participants distracted 

with the apprehension of not wanting to fulfill that expectation associated with old age 

performed more poorly on the memory test than those not primed with the negative 

stereotype (Levy, 1996).  After being explicitly reminded of the stereotype that Asians 

are exceptional math students that often outperform their White counterparts, White 

students who normally excelled in the quantitative domain performed significantly worse 

on a math exam than those who were not prompted by the Asian stereotype (Aronson, 

Lustina, Good, & Keough, 1999).  

Stereotype threat hinders performance precisely because it stimulates cognitive 

overload, which can reduce working memory (Schmader & Johns, 2003), and general 

executive function impairment (von Hippel et al., 2000; Richeson & Trawalter, 2005). 

Thus, there is an ironic quality to the stereotype threat phenomenon: the more one is 

anxious about confirming a negative stereotype (e.g., old people have poor memories, 

and Asians are naturally good at math), the more one is at risk of doing just that (Steele, 
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1995).  And this is especially true for those who are skilled in the domain for which they 

are being tested, as Aronson and his colleagues (1999) illustrated when they tested 

Whites who were strong math students. 

Not only is the threat induced by self-relevant cues in a classroom or workplace 

environment, but studies have also shown that stereotypical images in the media can 

negatively impact stigmatized individuals inducing the stereotype threat process. 

Importantly, stereotypical images in the media can impact one’s self-concept (Pollay, 

1986) and career aspirations (Davies, Spencer, Quinn & Gerhardstein, 2002; Davies, 

Spencer & Steele, 2005).  

In a three part study, Davies and his colleagues (2002) demonstrated that the 

stereotype claiming a sex-based math inability can afflict women in quantitative domains 

or bar them from exploring those contexts altogether. In the first study, women were 

shown either gender-stereotypic or counterstereotypic TV commercials (e.g., an 

advertisement featuring a woman selling baking products and a advertisement in which a 

woman was impressing a man with her knowledge of a traditionally masculine domain—

automotive engineering).Those shown the gender-stereotypic commercial performed 

worse on a subsequent diagnostic math test than those who were not exposed to the 

gender stereotype.  The second experiment replaced the math exam with an aptitude test 

to determine the degree to which the threat causes avoidance of masculine domains 

altogether. After witnessing the same gender-stereotypic commercials used in study 1, 

women primed with the female stereotype avoided quantitative items on the aptitude test 

in favor of ones highlighting verbal skills, as cultural stereotypes do not condemn women 
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for lacking any verbal proficiency. This second experiment revealed that not only does 

stereotype threat hinder performance but it may also lead to total evasion of those areas 

that potentially confirm the self-relevant stereotype. Expanding on this, the third and final 

study demonstrated that in fact stereotype threat has the power to influence decisions one 

makes about one’s goals and future aspirations. After being exposed to the same gender 

stereotypical advertisements women were asked to fill out a survey asking about their 

professional goals and ambitions. Women exposed to the female media stereotype were 

less likely to choose a stereotypically masculine vocation, one in the quantitative field 

(e.g., engineer), than they were a stereotypically female career, one that requires verbal 

and relational skills (e.g., journalist). As a result of stereotype threat, these women 

primed with images portraying females in stereotypical contexts were more likely to 

remain within a stereotypically feminine domain, suggesting that the media has the power 

to engender social norms and expectations, and can help to maintain behavior consistent 

with those pressures.  

STEREOTYPE THREAT AND COMMUNICATION DISFLUENCY 
 

Hesitantly approaching or altogether avoiding certain professions, tasks, or topics 

to “sidestep the spotlight of stereotype threat” (Davies, Spencer & Steele, 2005; p. 285) 

can also emerge in communication contexts.  Job interviews, presenting at a board 

meeting, and interacting with those of another race are examples of potentially 

threatening situations that can compromise one’s speech. To ward off the prospect of 

becoming a stereotypical representative of one’s group, people may avoid interracial 
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conversations, or experience apprehension about speaking to a crowd of the opposite-sex.

 Language features like verbal disfluencies (e.g., the repetition of words, self-

interruptions, interjections and elongation of sounds (see Market, Montague, Buffalo, & 

Drummond, 1990) and tentative language (e.g., hedges, disclaimers and tag questions 

(McGlone & Pfiester, 2010; Palomares, 2008) are all evidence of the apprehension 

around confirming a self-relevant stereotype. McGlone and Pfiester (2010) framed a 

communication task as either diagnostic of leadership ability or interpersonal relationship 

maintenance, two conditions that highlighted stereotypically masculine and feminine 

characteristics, respectively. When the task was framed as diagnostic of leadership, 

female participants exhibited more evidence of anxiety and apprehension in their speech 

(i.e., verbal disfluency) than did men. However, when under “relationship maintenance” 

framing, the task elicited more disfluency from men than women.  Similarly, Palomares 

(2008) detected tentative language, a sign of submissiveness (Lakoff, 1975), in female 

participants discussing a stereotypically male topic like sports to a male audience, and 

tentative language in male participants discussing stereotypically female issues like 

fashion with a female target. When gender was made salient (either through task framing 

or topic), the anxiety associated with confirming those gender-stereotypic expectations 

possessed the power to strap fluent communication.   

STUDY RATIONALE AND HYPOTHESES 
 
 Of the roughly 200 studies investigating the process and effects associated with 

stereotype threat, the vast majority have employed a standardized test as the vehicle for 
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detecting outcome variables like poor performance resulting in lower test scores 

mirroring Steele and Aronson’s original study on the phenomenon (1995). Over the 

years, researchers have investigated the phenomenon in other evaluative domains like 

athletic prowess (Stone, Lynch, Sjomeling, and Darley, 1999), memory recall capacity 

(Tess, Auman, Colcombe & Rahhal, 2002), and child-care performance (Bosson, 

Haymovitz & Pinel, 2005).   

In the present study, participants underwent an evaluation of verbal skills in an 

interactive, interpersonal context (e.g., an interview) to assess the manner in which 

stereotype threat can impair communication fluency when appraising one’s own 

achievements and aspirations. To further understand the role that media images has on 

one’s self-concept and performance in a communication setting, participants were 

initially asked to read a short news story either depicting a Latino male smuggling drugs 

across the Mexico-Arizona border (stereotype threat condition) or a White male 

smuggling drugs across the Canada-Maine border (control). After exposure to this 

negative stereotype, participants were then interviewed about their performance in the 

classroom, in academia in general and in the professional world or “on the job.” In line 

with the disfluency literature, the more one thinks about personal performance in those 

various evaluative contexts, the more one’s speech is affected. Therefore, the following 

hypotheses were generated to assess the phenomenon:  

 

H1: After exposure to a news story depicting a negative Latino stereotype (stereotype 

threat condition), Latinos will display higher rates of verbal disfluencies and tentative 
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language when discussing academic achievements and professional goals than Latinos 

exposed to a news story not containing a negative Latino stereotype (control condition).   

 

H2: The verbal fluency and use of tentative language among White participants is not 

expected to be influenced by exposure to negative stereotype information in news stories.   

 

METHODS 

 

PARTICIPANTS 
 

One hundred and forty five undergraduates (99 women; M = 21.27 years, SD = 

8.07) enrolled in communication courses at a large public university participated in the 

experiment for course extra credit.  From our sample, 55.17% identified as White (n = 

80) and 44.83% as Hispanic/Latino(a) (n = 65).  

 

DESIGN AND PROCEDURE 
 

The experiment employed a 2 X 2 factorial design with participant race (Latino, 

White) and target news story ethnicity (Mexican drug smuggler, Canadian drug 

smuggler) as between-participant factors. The dependent variables were the rates of 

verbal disfluency and tentative language (each per 100 words) in a subsequent interview 

(see Appendix A). Participants were recruited through email and in-class announcements 

offering extra credit for their participation in a Communication Studies course. They 
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were given multiple days and times to sign up for a thirty minute study entitled “Media 

Literacy.”  

Upon arrival, participants were greeted by an experimenter and informed that they 

were participating in a study concerning media literacy investigating how well they 

comprehend an online news article. The experimenter then gave them instructions noting 

that once they had finished reading the news article on the computer, they would click 

“continue” to answer ten multiple choice questions about the story on the following page. 

The news story depicted a 20-year old male who had been caught by law enforcement 

agencies while carrying a bundle of marijuana across the national border. The man was 

described as unable to speak English, and wearing clothing signifying gang affiliation. 

Interrogated as to why he had smuggled $24,000 worth of marijuana, the alleged criminal 

replied that he was trying “to keep his family alive.” Importantly, both news articles told 

the exact same story, but the name of the alleged criminal changed (i.e., Robert Gordon 

for the Canadian News Target version and Roberto Gonzalez for the Mexican News 

Target version) as well as the setting (i.e., Gordon crossed the Canadian border at Maine 

in Arostook County and Gonzalez crossed the Mexican border at Arizona in Yuma 

County) and the name of the gang the man was allegedly affiliated with (i.e, the 

“Independent Soldiers” of Canada and the “Sinaloa” of Mexico) (See Appendices A and 

B). Each participant was randomly assigned to either News Target Ethnicity version.  

Once they had finished the post-reading quiz (see Appendix D), they were 

instructed to fill out their name and class information at the end of the survey, and be 

done with the research. Importantly, participants were told that the quiz results would not 
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be graded nor used in a manner to judge their performance. This was made clear so as to 

ward off any potential anxiety associated with being tested. At this point, participants 

thought the experiment was over. Upon finishing this first part, the experimenter asked 

each participant if they would be interested in participating in another, unrelated 

interview study conducted in an adjoining room. To entice them, the experimenter 

emphasized that additional extra credit would be given for participation in this other 

research. Upon agreement, participants were then escorted to a small adjoining room in 

which another experimenter was waiting to conduct the interview. Participants believed 

they were assisting another graduate student on her research project, a project distinct and 

separate from the “Media Literacy” study.  

During the interview, this new experimenter thanked the participant for taking the 

time to help with research that they had not originally signed up for, and then asked the 

participant fifteen questions about their academic achievements and career goals (e.g., 

“What are your goals for the future once you leave undergraduate school?”, “What do 

you consider to be your strengths academically?”; see appendix A). Participants’ answers 

to these questions were audiorecorded and subsequently transcribed for further analysis.  

After the interview was completed, the experimenter debriefed participants regarding the 

deception employed (i.e., the “separate study” ruse) and the actual purpose of the 

experiment  The experimenter explained to the participant why the deception was 

necessary for the research’s purpose and answered any questions posed. Participants were 

then free to leave. On average, participants completed the entire experimental procedure 

in 30 minutes.  
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TRANSCRIBING AND CODING 
  

The personnel involved in transcribing the interviews and coding their content 

were blind to the research design and hypotheses.  Each participant’s interview recording 

was transcribed by one of 50 transcribers to a level of detail that captured all audible 

words and word fragments as well as non-lexical vocalized pauses (e.g., um).  Each 

transcription was reviewed by the primary investigator for accuracy.  After each 

interview was transcribed, one of 35 different coders blind to the experiment coded the 

transcripts. Transcripts ranged in length from 262 to 1,903 words.   

Verbal Disfluencies  
To code for verbal disfluencies in the transcripts of participants’ interview 

responses, thirty-five different research assistants used a scheme developed by Bortfeld, 

Leon, Bloom, Schober, and Brennan (2001). The coders looked for vocalized pauses 

(e.g., ah, er, um, uh, etc.), filler expressions (e.g., like, well, you know, etc.), adjacent 

repeated words (e.g., In ten years, well, in ten years… ), and self-interruption/restarts 

(e.g., but I really – but I have no way…). To assess the verbal disfluency rate of each 

participant per 100 words, vocalized pauses, filler expressions, adjacent repeated words, 

and self-interruption/restarts were summed and transformed (divided by the overall 

number of words in the transcript and multiplied by 100) (as per Bortfeld et al., 2001; 

Mulac, Lundell, & Bradac, 1986). 

Tentative Language  
Using a modified version of a tentative language coding scheme developed by 

Palomares (2008), the same thirty-five research assistants that coded for verbal 
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disfluencies also coded for participant tentative language. Consistent with Palmores 

(2008), research assistants marked all instances of hedges (e.g., maybe, sort of, probably, 

etc.), disclaimers (e.g., I don’t know, I mean, I guess, etc.), and tag questions (e.g., 

wouldn’t you?, don’t you think?, etc.). Using the same procedure as for disfluencies, the 

total number of hedges, disclaimers, and tag questions were summed and transformed to 

assess the tentative language rate of each participant per 100 words (as per Bradac, 

Mulac, & Thompson, 1995; Mulac et al., 1986).    
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RESULTS  

 
Five participants were excluded from data analysis based on their failure to 

achieve criterion performance (80% or higher) on the news story memory test, since 

scoring below an 80% would suggest that the reader had not retained much information, 

and thus the stereotype may not have activated. Three of these participants were Whites 

assigned to the Canadian news target condition, one White assigned to the Mexican news 

target condition, and one Latino in the Canadian news target condition). These 

participants were excluded due to concerns that the manipulation would not affect their 

communication performance if they did not adequately understand or remember the 

stimulus news story. The remaining 145 achieved criterion performance on the memory 

test, appeared to be naïve regarding the study hypotheses and followed the 

experimenter’s instructions.  

 A preliminary multivariate analysis of variance was conducted with Participant 

Gender, Participant Ethnicity, and News Target Ethnicity as independent variables, and 

rates of disfluency and tentative language as dependent variables. This analysis did not 

reveal a significant effect nor any interactions involving participant gender, so subsequent 

analyses collapsed across this factor.  A subsequent participant Ethnicity X News Target 

Ethnicity MANOVA was conducted to investigate the predicted performance effects.  

The omnibus test revealed significant main effects of participant ethnicity, F(2, 140) = 

15.56, p < .001, partial η2 = .14, and news target ethnicity, F(2, 141) = 3.64, p < .03, 

partial η2 = .07.  Examination of the univariate analyses (planned contrasts) indicated that 
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the mean rate of disfluency (per 100 words) was higher for Latinos than Whites, 

regardless of experimental condition (2.49 vs. 3.06, respectively). Similarly, the mean 

rate of tentative language (per 100 words) was higher for Latinos than Whites (2.26 vs. 

1.48, respectively). The higher rates of disfluency and tentativeness for Latino 

participants observed here suggests the existence of a salient perceived power differential 

between the consistently White interviewer and Latino participants (Reid et al, 2003). 

The main effect of news target ethnicity was driven primarily by disfluency, with the 

Mexican news target story version eliciting a higher mean rate of disfluency overall than 

the Canadian story version (3.04 vs. 2.53, respectively). These main effects were 

moderated by a reliable Participant Ethnicity x News Target Ethnicity interaction, F (2, 

140) = 3.73, p < .03, partial η2 = .07. The nature of the interaction was consistent with the 

experimental hypotheses and is delineated by reference to the univariate analyses 

described below.  

 H1 predicted that after exposure to a news story depicting a negative Latino 

stereotype (stereotype threat condition), Latinos would exhibit higher rates of disfluency 

and tentative language when discussing academic achievements and professional goals 

than Latinos exposed to a news story not containing a negative Latino stereotype (control 

condition). Consistent with H1, there was a reliable Participant Ethnicity x News Target 

Ethnicity interaction for the disfluency rate, F(1, 141) = 3.94, p < .05, partialη2 = .07 and 

a marginal interaction for the tentative language rate, F(1, 141) = 2.97, p < .08. The 

relevant means are presented in Table 1. A planned contrast indicated that, as predicted, 

the mean disfluency rate of Latinos in the Mexican news target condition (M = 3.48, SD 



 22 

= 1.66) was significantly higher than the rate for Latinos in the Canadian news target 

condition (M = 2.64, SD = 1.20), F (1,141) = 5.65, p < .02, partial η2 = .07. Although 

Latinos in the Mexican news target condition exhibited a higher rate of tentative language 

(M =2.48, SD = 1.24) than those in the Canadian news target condition (M = 2.03, SD = 

0.94), partial η2 = .10, this difference did not attain statistical significance, F (1, 141) = 

3.45, p < .07. Thus, prior exposure to a negative Latino stereotype news story appears to 

have had a reliable negative impact on Latino’s fluency.  

H2 was also supported: there was no statistically significant difference between 

the mean rate of disfluency among Whites in the Mexican News Target Condition (M = 

2.60, SD = 1.58) and the mean rate of disfluency among Whites in the Canadian News 

Target Condition (M = 2.34, SD = 1.35), F (1, 141) = 1.21, p = 0.27. In addition, there 

was no difference in the mean rate of tentative language among Whites in the Mexican 

News Target Condition (M = 1.43, p < 0.74) as compared to Whites in the Canadian 

News Target Condition (M = 1.53, p < 1.01), F (1, 141) = 1.03, p < 0.3. As predicted, 

exposure to a negative Latino stereotype did not exert an appreciable impact on Whites’ 

communication performance, as their rate of disfluency and tentative language was not 

reliably affected by either the Mexican or Canadian News Target Ethnicity story version.   
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DISCUSSION 

 
The reported study examined the impact of exposing members of a stigmatized 

group to a negative, self-relevant stereotype on their communication performance. It was 

found that when Latinos were exposed to a culturally topical stereotype (the illegal 

immigrant/criminal), they were less fluent and more tentative during a conversation about 

academic/professional goals and aspirations than Latinos not recently exposed to this 

stereotype. In comparison, Latinos who read about a White man crossing the Canadian 

border did not exhibit any disruption in their talk during the interview, implying that the 

negative Latino stereotype did provoke the stereotype threat phenomenon.  

The present findings demonstrate a clear association between exposure to a 

negative Latino stereotype and impairment in one’s communication performance. What 

mediates this performance? Exhibiting both verbal disfluency and tentative language has 

been shown to be a direct effect of the anxiety that accompanies stereotype threat 

(McGlone and Pfiester, 2010; Blascovich, Spencer, Quinn, & Steele, 2001). However, 

anxiety is not the only mediator found to weaken performance. Research has 

demonstrated that identity salience (Palomares, 2008), preoccupation with confirming a 

self-relevant stereotype, evaluation apprehension and even unconscious priming 

(Wheeler and Petty, 2001)--which suggests that primed stereotypes unconsciously and 
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automatically elicit stereotype-consistent behavior--contribute to these outcomes 

indicative of stereotype threat. Davies and his colleagues (2002) had participants undergo 

a lexical decision task after being primed with the gender-stereotypic commercials to 

detect for gender salience. The level of stereotype activation, as tested for in the lexical 

decision task, mediated the avoidance of stereotypically masculine domains like math 

problems on an exam (Daives et al, 2002). What exactly mediated the stereotype-threat 

effects in the present project is a topic for future research. What is evident, however, is 

that media exposure can provoke certain behavioral consequences that reveal the 

presence of a threatening stereotype.  

This study has significant implications for media usage and the consequences 

media exposure can have on minority viewers or those otherwise targeted by negative 

stereotypes. Ethnic- and gender-stereotypic images in the news and television 

programming are undoubtedly ubiquitous. Film scholars, for instance, cite Hollywood’s 

long history of perpetuating Latino stereotypes that denigrate more often than not the 

group (Berg, 2002). The media rarely to ever invites viewers to challenge stereotypes, but 

rather encourages a perspective that maintains the status quo (Mastro and Behm-

Morawitz, 2005).  

If stereotype threat can taint the way people perceive themselves and their 

decisions about their career (Davies et al. 2002), then the all-pervasive media presents 

endless opportunities for that phenomenon to prey on stigmatized individuals. 
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Undoubtedly, the media play a role in how in-groups evaluate themselves and how other 

out-groups perceive those targeted groups. Stereotypical portrayals in the media not only 

cause these negative evaluations of the group at large (Mastro and Behm-Morawitz, 

2005), but can potentially influence an individual’s self-evaluation, as the current 

research suggests.  

Different types of media whether they are visual, auditory or print are important 

to consider when analyzing the effects of stereotype threat within those mediums. The 

current research used print media similar to an online newspaper. Transportation, a 

narrative phenomenon whereby the reader or viewer becomes immersed in a story (Green 

and Brock, 2002), can occur when the reader or viewer finds herself completely absorbed 

within the narrative world, similar to flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1982). Research comparing 

transportation in different mediums demonstrates that people are more likely to 

experience a state of transportation while reading a story rather than watching the film 

version or a video clip (Green, Kass, S., Carrey, J., Herzig, B., Feeney, R., & Sabini, J., 

2008). While degree of transportation within a given medium may depend on one’s need 

for cognition, such that those for a high need for cognition experience higher degrees of 

transportation while reading rather than watching film (Green et al., 2008) , the current 

project utilized print media as that is a particularly common form of news one 

encounters, particularly news online. Thus, the degree to wich different types of media 

may actually influence stereotype activation should be probed further in future research. 

Nevertheless, stereotypical portrayals emerge within the media’s various forms, online 

news print articles being one of them.  
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As we experience an influx in immigration into this country of Latino immigrants 

in particular, it's important to look at the way in which the media portray these images, 

what kind of valence these stereotypes carry, and to what extent that influences the way 

that people of Latino origin are affected by these portrayals. Do cultural stereotypes 

disseminated by the media create a ceiling for this group, does it narrow the ways in 

which these individuals perceive themselves and thus perform in the world?  

Some of the questions may be answered by this project as results reveal that in fact 

watching the news can impact one’s self-evaluation, one’s performance in an interview, 

and perhaps even one’s sense of potential and contribution to significant career 

endeavors. In this study participants were reflecting on their performance and their 

achievements in school and in the workplace environment, and then were expected to 

communicate that self-evaluation in a formal, interview setting. Those reflections were 

potentially filtered through the stereotype threat process, reflected in Latino’s disrupted 

communication. 
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Limitations and Future Research  

 

There were a number of limitations to this study that qualify the conclusions that 

can be drawn from the results. For all one hundred forty-five subjects, a White 

experimenter conducted the interview. Tentative language is a reflection of a power 

differential (Lakoff, 1975); therefore, by virtue of the fact that the interviewer was White, 

the interview environment might have possessed a measure of ambient power that could 

have contributed to some of the manipulation effects. This contextual aspect was not 

accounted for in the analysis phase of the research. In addition, the results indicated that 

White participants did not get stimulated by either condition, as consistent with H2. 

There are many reasons why the results could be consistent with the prediction that White 

people’s communication fluency will not be disrupted by stereotypes in the news, reasons 

other than an effect of the study manipulation. Perhaps the presence of a same-raced 

interviewer mitigated any possible communication apprehension in the respondent. Thus, 

based on the results, evidence that Whites were influenced by the experiment 

manipulation is inconclusive. Also, there are a number of mediators that can cause 

performance impairment under stereotype threat scenarios. This study did not measure 

for the presence of anxiety and ethnicity salience, two potential stereotype threat 

mediators. How much of the communication impairment in Latinos is caused by general 

anxiety or merely to one’s identity being salient after exposure to the negative stereotype 

or to this power differential in the environment is unclear.  
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Future research on stereotype threat should take into serious consideration the role 

that media-disseminated stereotypes play in all evaluative domains, specifically looking 

at children’s performance in school and elsewhere based on their level of media 

exposure. Researchers would do well to investigate ways to counteract the negative 

influence these stereotypical images might have on performance in school and other 

domains that are necessary for success.  Environmental factors that may contribute to 

performance impairment have been researched, however, the extent to which media 

exposure in classroom environments and at home can taint performance is important to 

uncover.   
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Appendix A 

 
Interview Protocol: 

 
 Thank you for volunteering to participate in this interview. I know this is not what 
you had signed up for, so I appreciate you taking extra time to help me out. I am helping 
another graduate student conduct research on UT students’ academic and career goals. I 
will ask you about your abilities and successes as a student. Based on that, I will then ask 
you about your professional goals; for instance, what you see yourself actually doing as a 
career in the near and in the distant future. I’m interested in your abilities as a student and 
how those might transfer into your professional life. Your academic and professional 
goals are most important to this research. You may answer as little or as much as you’d 
like in response to the following:  
 
This is participant number________________ 

1. What is your major? Why did you choose this? 
2. Can you give me an example of a problem you encountered recently either in 

school or at work and explain how you solved it?  
3. What does success in school mean to you? When in your academic career have 

you succeeded?  
4. How do you spend your spare time? 
5. What motivates you? 
6. What do you consider your strengths academically?  
7. What do you consider to be areas in your academic life where you could improve?  
8. What do you think are the biggest academic hurdles that you face in college? 

Now thinking about your professional goals, please consider the following questions: 
9. What are your goals for the future once you leave undergraduate school?  
10. Do you ever plan to eventually acquire a higher degree? If so, in what? Why do 

you want to pursue this degree?  
11. What do you think are some obstacles you will face in the professional world?  
12. If you were interviewed by a manager in the corporate world, what do you think 

you would say if they asked, “What are your strengths”? And if they asked, “what 
are your weaknesses”?  

13. What would be your ideal career? What does it look like?  
14. In actuality, where do you see yourself in five years? In ten?  
15. Thinking about the CMS class you’re getting extra credit for by participating in 

this study, how do you think you compare to your classmates in terms of 
professional goals? Do you see yourself having different academic and 
professional goals than they do? Why or why not?  

 
Thank you for participating in this interview. I have a form for you to fill out that tells me 
a little bit about you. All of this information will remain confidential and will only be 
used for the purposes of statistical analysis.  
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Appendix B 

 
Mexican News Target Ethnicity Story Version 
 

YUMA, AZ - U.S. Border Patrol agents arrested a 20-year-old Mexican citizen 
Roberto Gonzalez for smuggling bundles of marijuana into Arizona Sunday.  
Around 7 p.m., Border Patrol agents began investigating the illegal entry of an individual 
riding a bicycle near the Colorado River. The man was reportedly wearing dark pants 
torn at the knees, a long black t-shirt, a red bandana tied around his forehead and a dark 
green backpack. These colors, officials say, are signs of gang membership. The bandana 
is one symbol of the infamous drug cartel Sinaloa.  

Agents reportedly tracked the bicycle's tire tracks and located the man in brush 
along the river. He claimed to speak no English yet could read and write in English when 
the officers interrogated him.  

Agents arrested Gonzalez and seized a backpack full of 30 pounds of marijuana, 
with an estimated street value of $24,000. Officials say Gonzalez was on his way to a 
nearby gas station to meet another man connected to the cartel. They were to meet to 
exchange the marijuana for cash that Gonzalez was to then return to Mexico.  

Border Patrol agents turned Gonzalez and the marijuana over to the Yuma County 
Narcotics Task Force, and are still looking for the second man connected to the 
trafficking.  

Gonzalez told police that he intends to seek asylum once his trial is underway. His 
job, policeman told reporters, was to run illegal drugs across the border if he wanted to 
“keep his family alive.” Arizona State police have called smugglers bluff on much of this 
kind of talk. Deputy Sheriff James Howard noted, “We see and hear this kind of thing all 
the time. Whether or not we believe men like Gonzalez is irrelevant. What we know is 
that illegal trafficking has gotten worse and Mexico has become a more violent place in 
the last eighteen months.”  

The Gonzalez case is one example of many that have been plaguing the U.S.-
Mexico border in the last year. The violence in Mexico has risen to new heights as drug 
smuggling across the border has increased. Just last week, journalists reported that 
Ciudad Juarez has become one of the world's deadliest cities amid a turf war between the 
Sinaloa and Juarez cartels. More than 2,000 people have been killed this year in the city 
across the border from El Paso, Texas. 

With climbing numbers of drug smugglers, border patrol has reinforced its 
presence along the Arizona borders hoping to waylay some of the traffic.  
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Appendix C 

Canadian News Target Ethnicity Story Version 
 

FORT FAIRFIELD, ME - U.S. Border Patrol agents arrested a 20-year-old 
Canadian citizen Robert Gordon for smuggling bundles of marijuana into Maine Sunday. 
Around 7 p.m., Border Patrol agents began investigating the illegal entry of an individual 
riding a bicycle near the Aroostook River. The man was reportedly wearing dark pants 
torn at the knees, a long black t-shirt, a red bandana tied around his forehead and a dark 
green backpack. These colors, officials say, are signs of gang membership. The bandana 
is one symbol of one of Canada’s most prominent gangs the Independent Soldiers. 

Agents reportedly tracked the bicycle's tire tracks and located the man in brush 
along the river. He claimed to speak no English, only Québécois, yet could read and write 
in English when the officers interrogated him.  

Agents arrested Gordon and seized a backpack full of 30 pounds of marijuana, 
with an estimated street value of $24,000. Officials say Gordon was on his way to a 
nearby gas station to meet another man connected to the gang. They were to meet to 
exchange the marijuana for cash that Gordon was to then return to New Brunswick, 
Canada. 

Border Patrol agents turned Gordon and the marijuana over to the Aroostook 
Country Narcotics Task Force, and are still looking for the second man connected to the 
trafficking.  

Gordon told police that he intends to seek asylum in the United States once his 
trial is underway. His job, policeman told reporters, was to run illegal drugs across the 
border if he wanted to “keep his family alive.” Maine state police have called smugglers 
bluff on much of this kind of talk. Deputy Sheriff James Howard noted, “We see and hear 
this kind of thing all the time. Whether or not we believe men like Gordon is irrelevant. 
What we know is that illegal trafficking has gotten worse and Canadian gangs have 
become more violent in the last eighteen months.”  

The Gordon case is one example of many that have been plaguing the U.S.-
Canada border in the last year. The gang violence in Canada has risen to new heights as 
drug smuggling across the border has increased. Just last week, journalists reported that 
people familiar with British Columbia's marijuana trade have estimated that anywhere 
from 30,000 to more than 80,000 pounds of pot per month is smuggled into the United 
States. 

With climbing numbers of drug smugglers, border patrol has reinforced its 
presence all across the border from Maine to Washington State hoping to waylay some of 
the traffic.  
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Appendix D 

Media Literacy Multiple Choice Questionnaire 
(Correct answers in bold)  
 
 Mexican News Target Ethnicity (Stereotype  Threat Condition): 
 

1. What was the alleged criminal’s name? 
Damien Rodriguez 
Robert Gordon 
Roberto Gonzalez 
Cedric Smith 

 
2. Which police force was the criminal turned over to? 

Arostook County Narcotics Task Force 
Travis County Police Department 
Department of Homeland Security 
Yuma County Narcotics Task Force 

 
3. What was the criminal smuggling into the country? 

Cocaine 
Unlicensed vehicles 
Marijuana 
Heroine 

 
4. What was the alleged criminal’s reason for smuggling the goods? 

“to keep his family alive” 
“to pay off his debt” 
“to run away from drug dealers” 
“to find opportunity in the U.S.” 

 
5. How much money (in US dollars) was the smuggled goods worth? 

$24,000 
$64,000 
1 million dollars 
$210,000 

 
6. How old is the alleged criminal? 

20 years old 
21 years old 
37 years old 
18 years old 

 
7. What color was the alleged criminal’s bandana? 

Dark green 
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Blue 
Yellow 
Red 

 
8. By what means of transportation did the alleged criminal use to cross the border?  

By foot 
By car 
By bicycle 
By train 

 
9. What criminal gang does the law enforcement believe the man affiliates with?  

Independent Soldiers 
Bloods 
La Eme 
Sinaloa 

 
10. What did law enforcement officials believe the alleged criminal was on his way to 

do before he was caught and arrested? 
He was heading to a nearby gas station to meet another gang member 
He was heading to a family member’s house 
He was looking for a safe spot to camp overnight 
He was planning to start a fire 

 
 
Canadian News Target Ethnicity Story Version (control condition): 
 

1. What was the alleged criminal’s name? 
Damien Rodriguez 
Robert Gordon 
Roberto Gonzalez 
Cedric Smith 

 
2. Which police force was the criminal turned over to? 

Arostook County Narcotics Task Force 
Travis County Police Department 
Department of Homeland Security 
Yuma County Narcotics Task Force 

 
3. What was the criminal smuggling into the country? 

Cocaine 
Unlicensed vehicles 
Marijuana 
Heroine 

 
4. What was the alleged criminal’s reason for smuggling the goods? 
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“to keep his family alive” 
“to pay off his debt” 
“to run away from drug dealers” 
“to find opportunity in the U.S.” 

 
5. How much money (in US dollars) was the smuggled goods worth? 

$24,000 
$64,000 
1 million dollars 
$210,000 

 
6. How old is the alleged criminal? 

20 years old 
21 years old 
37 years old 
18 years old 
 

7. What color was the alleged criminal’s bandana? 
Dark green 
Blue 
Yellow 
Red 

 
8. By what means of transportation did the alleged criminal use to cross the border?  

By foot 
By car 
By bicycle 
By train 

 
9. What criminal gang does the law enforcement believe the man affiliates with?  

Independent Soldiers 
Bloods 
La Eme 
Sinaloa 

 
10. What did law enforcement officials believe the alleged criminal was on his way to 

do before he was caught and arrested? 
He was heading to a nearby gas station to meet another gang member 
He was heading to a family member’s house 
He was looking for a safe spot to camp overnight 
He was planning to start a fire 

 



 36 

Table 1 

 
Mean (SD) Rates of Disfluencies and Tentative Language by Participant Race/Ethnicity  
 
                                           News Target Ethnicity                   
            
Dependent Measure      Canadian                Mexican 
Disfluency Rate*   
     
     White     2.38 (1.35)    2.60 (1.58)  
     Latino(a)     2.52 (1.20)    2.75 (1.24)  
 
Tentative Language Rate* 
      
     White     1.53 (1.01)    1.43 (0.74)  
     Latino(a)     2.03 (0.94)    2.48 (1.24)   
      
 
* per 100 words  
 
The table lists the means for rates of verbal disfluency and tentative language among 
participants in both conditions with standard deviations in parentheses.  
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