
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
Studies show that African American men report more personal experiences with 
discrimination than do African American women. According to the subordinate male 
target hypothesis, this gender difference reflects an underlying reality where African 
American men are the primary targets of anti-Black discrimination. From the perspective 
of intersectionality theory, African American women and men experience racial 
discrimination differently and therefore greater reports of discrimination among African 
American men might be a result of measurement bias that favors the experiences of 
African American men vis-à-vis African American women. In order to assess these 
perspectives, we analyze data from the 1995 Detroit Area Study and the 2001-3 National 
Study of American Life. We use multiple group confirmatory factor analytic models with 
latent means and categorical outcomes to observe the degree to which gender bias in 
measurement accounts for disparities in perceived discrimination among African 
American women and men. We show that gender bias in the measures most often used to 
assess unfair treatment in social surveys is responsible for the gender gap in certain kinds 
of perceived discrimination among African Americans. Measures of everyday 
discrimination are mostly gender balanced, but measurement bias is responsible for a 
large portion of the gap in perceptions of major life discrimination and the entire gap 
when major life discrimination is attributed to race. Our results highlight the importance 
of intersectionality theory for assessing discrimination, and we argue that revisions in the 
measurement of perceived discrimination are required in order to better reflect the 
experiences of African American women. 
 
  



 2 

An Explanation for the Gender Gap in Perceptions of Discrimination among African 
Americans: Considering the role of Gender Bias in Measurement 
 

Social science research shows that perceptions of discrimination remain high in 

the United States, particularly among racial and ethnic minorities (Forman, Williams and 

Jackson 1997; Kessler, Mickelson and Williams 1999; Pérez, Fortuna and Alegria 2008). 

However, relative to the study of prejudice, there is a near absence of sociological 

research on perceived discrimination (Bobo and Fox 2003). Even still, recent studies of 

perceived discrimination among African Americans presents us with an underexplored 

finding. While African American women and men report comparable levels of ‘anti-

Black’ group discrimination in American society (Kane and Kyyro 2001; Sigelman and 

Welch 1991), African American men report more personal experience with 

discrimination than African American women (Broman, Mavaddat and Hsu 2000; 

Forman et al. 1997; Sellers and Shelton 2003; Sigelman et al. 1991). This ‘gender gap’1 

exists when respondents are asked about their experiences with racial discrimination 

(e.g., Sellers et al. 2003) and when asked about discrimination more generally (e.g., 

Forman et al. 1997). However, as African American women are both Black and female, 

and therefore hold two stigmatized social statuses, many would expect that African 

American women would experience and report more discrimination than African 

American men. 

This gender gap is often interpreted using a version of the ‘subordinate male 

target hypothesis’ which attributes the gap to an underlying reality where African 

American men are more often the targets of discrimination than are African American 

women (e.g., Anderson 2008; Ferguson 2001; Gary 1995; Navarrete et al. 2010; Pieterse 

and Carter 2007; Sidanius and Veniegas 2000). ‘Intersectionality theory’ offers an 
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alternative explanation, which centralizes the ways in which systems of inequality 

reinforce and mutually shape one another at all levels of society (Cho, Crenshaw and 

McCall 2013; Collins 2000; Crenshaw 1989; King 1988; May 2015; McCall 2005; 

Weber 2010; Zinn and Dill 1996). Those who favor an intersectional approach are 

therefore inclined to consider how gender might shape the way African American women 

and men experience and perceive mistreatment (Cho et al. 2013; Collins 2000; Crenshaw 

1989; King 1988) and the way these experiences and perceptions are measured in social 

surveys (Harnois 2013; Harnois and Ifatunji 2011). As a result, gender bias in the 

measurement of perceived discrimination in social surveys may be responsible for the 

observed gender differences in perceived discrimination among African Americans. 

In the present study we investigate the relative role of these two perspectives in 

explaining the gender gap in perceived discrimination among African Americans. After 

reviewing the conceptualization and measurement of perceived discrimination in social 

surveys, we review an array of studies, all of which show that African American men 

report more experiences with discrimination than do African American women. We then 

consider two competing explanations for this finding. The subordinate male target 

hypothesis argues that the gender gap in perceived discrimination reflects an underlying 

reality in which African American men are the primary targets of racial discrimination. If 

this view is correct, accounting for gender-related measurement bias will leave the gender 

gap largely intact. Intersectionality theory suggests that the measures social scientists use 

to study perceived discrimination in social surveys may be gendered in such a way as to 

inflate or wholly create the gender gap by more accurately assessing the experiences of 

African American men. To the extent that this view is correct, the gender gap in 
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perceived discrimination will be substantially reduced after accounting for gender-related 

measurement bias. We draw upon data from the 1995 Detroit Area Study and the 2001-3 

National Survey of American Life and use multiple group confirmatory factor analysis 

with latent means (Bollen 1989) and categorical outcomes (Sass, Schmitt and Marsh 

2014) to assess gendered measurement bias (or differences in model fit before and after 

items are allowed to load differently for women and men) in two widely used measures 

of perceived discrimination (i.e., ‘everyday’ and ‘major life’ discrimination; Harnois et 

al. 2011; Williams, Yu and Jackson 1997). We then examine the degree to which this 

measurement bias accounts for the gender gap in perceived discrimination among African 

Americans (by observing reductions in the gender gap that correspond with 

improvements in model fit associated with allowing items to load differently for women 

and men). 

BACKGROUND ON PERCIEVED DISCRIMINATION 

Scholars have offered working definitions of racial discrimination (e.g., Jones 

2000; Krieger 1999; Williams et al. 1997). According to the National Research Council 

of the National Academies, racial discrimination occurs when there is “differential 

treatment on the basis of race that disadvantages a racial group” or “treatment on the 

basis of inadequately justified factors other than race that disadvantages a racial group” 

(Blank, Dabady and Citro 2004: 39). That is, racial discrimination is present when there 

is either disparate treatment or disparate impact along particular racial lines. Given this 

definition of racial discrimination, we define two types of perceived discrimination. First, 

we define the general perception of discrimination as the perception or view that one has 

been treated unfairly personally, or the observation of unjust disparate impact for any 
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particular group in a given context. Second, we define the perception of racial 

discrimination as the perception of unfair treatment in one’s personal experiences with 

the attribution of such treatment to one’s (ascribed) racial (or ethnic) identity, or the 

observation of disparate impact along particular racial or ethnic lines. The distinction 

between our terms and the definitions cited is that our terms focus on perception. Our 

first definition concerns discrimination in general (without status attribution) and the 

second focuses on discrimination that individuals attribute to racial or ethnic factors. 

Although there are a wide array of measures for assessing discrimination, 

including a growing literature on microaggressions (Pierce, Pierce-Gonzalez and Willis 

1978; Sue et al. 2007), in this study we assess two widely used measures of perceived 

discrimination, each using multiple indicators: everyday and major life. Everyday 

discrimination is generally thought to assess, “the integration of racism into everyday 

situations through practices that activate underlying power relations” (Essed 1991: 50). 

Different from such ‘daily hassles,’ major life discrimination represents an encounter 

with discrimination at a time and place when it might restrict social mobility (e.g, Kessler 

et al. 1999). Although some conceptualize these major life experiences as isolated and 

event specific traumatic stressors (Williams et al. 1997), given the structural nature of 

race in the US (Bonilla-Silva 1997), we view them as cumulative (Reskin 2012). That is, 

we source anti-Black discrimination in the social structure of society which then 

systematically stigmatizes Black people (albeit in a gendered manner) across 

time/location-separated events. These events then share a common cause such that one 

event is correlated with the likelihood of exposure to another event. Therefore, 

experiencing unfair treatment by teachers in school and being treated unfairly by the 
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police have a shared genesis in white supremacy. 

The Gender Gap in Perceived Discrimination 

African American women and men are equally likely to believe that racial 

inequality in the US is due to anti-Black discrimination (Forman and Ifatunji 2006; Kane 

et al. 2001; Sigelman et al. 1991; Weitzer and Tuch 1999). According to a study which 

used data from the General Social Survey, 65 percent of African American men and 64 

percent of African American women report that racial inequality is the result of 

discrimination against African Americans (Kane et al. 2001). Moreover, African 

American women and men do not differ on questions concerning: discriminatory 

treatment of ‘Black people’ by the criminal justice system and unequal neighborhood 

protection in African American neighborhoods (Weitzer et al. 1999). Findings like these, 

on anti-Black group discrimination, persist even after controlling for other social and 

demographic background factors (Forman et al. 2006; Sigelman et al. 1991). 

Even though African American women and men are equally likely to believe that 

discrimination remains a problem for African Americans, African American men report 

more personal experiences with discrimination than African American women. (Barnes et 

al. 2004; Broman et al. 2000; Brown 2001; Din-Dzietham et al. 2004; Forman et al. 1997; 

Herring et al. 1998; Ifatunji and Forman 2006; Sigelman et al. 1991; Weitzer et al. 1999; 

Welch et al. 2001; Williams and Chung 1996). This pattern holds when African American 

respondents are asked about their personal experiences with racial discrimination in 

particular (i.e., without attribution; Broman et al. 2000; Brown 2001; Din-Dzietham et al. 

2004; Hausmann et al. 2008; Weitzer et al. 1999; Welch et al. 2001; Williams et al. 

1996), and when asked about personal discrimination more generally (Barnes et al. 2004; 
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Forman et al. 1997; Herring et al. 1998; Ifatunji et al. 2006; Sigelman et al. 1991). 

Adjusting these estimates for relevant social background factors does not account for the 

pattern (Forman et al. 1997; Herring et al. 1998; Sigelman et al. 1991). 

With respect to the measures of discrimination considered in this study, African 

American men report more perceived discrimination than do African American women 

on a range of indicators associated with major life discrimination. For instance, African 

American men are six times as likely as African American women to report racial 

discrimination by the police, even after controlling for social background characteristics 

(Broman et al. 2000; Weitzer et al. 1999). After considering the effects of education, age 

and family income, African American men are more than twice as likely to report job 

discrimination (Broman 1996). In addition to their encounters with police and in seeking 

employment, African American men report more racial discrimination than African 

American women in attaining fair wages, getting a quality education (Welch et al. 2001) 

and by the health care system (Hausmann et al. 2008). These findings also persist after 

adjusting for the effects of racial composition in several social contexts (Welch et al. 

2001). 

It appears that gender differences in everyday discrimination are not as stark as 

they are for major life discrimination. This is likely associated with the fact that these 

measures were inspired by the book Everyday Racism, which was a qualitative inquiry 

into the ways in which Black women in Canada experience racial discrimination in daily 

life (Essed 1991). Nevertheless, a study focusing on Detroit found scores that are about 9 

percent greater for African American men than for African American women (Forman et 

al. 1997). Another study fielded in Miami puts the gap at about 16 percent (Taylor and 
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Turner 2002). However, results from factor analytic methods show that everyday 

discrimination is composed of two dimensions: ‘unfair treatment’ and ‘personal rejection’ 

(Barnes et al. 2004; Stucky et al. 2011). When the larger scale is subdivided in this way, 

African American women and men report similar levels of unfair treatment, but African 

American men report more personal rejection (Barnes et al. 2004). 

EXPLANATIONS FOR THE GENDER GAP 
 
Subordinate Male Target Hypothesis 

Much of the research that documents the gender gap in perceived discrimination 

interprets this gap as reflecting the underlying experiences of African Americans – i.e., 

men are the primary targets of anti-Black discrimination (e.g., Ferguson 2001; Gary 

1995; Navarrete et al. 2010; Pieterse et al. 2007; Veenstra 2013). Social psychologists 

argue that prejudice and discrimination are largely driven by the perception of ‘group 

threat,’ as opposed to intergroup animosity or negative affect (Blumer 1958; Bobo and 

Tuan 2006). By extension, members of the dominant group are more likely to target 

males in the subordinate group because males are viewed as more threatening than 

females (Sidanius and Pratto 1999). From this perspective, the gender gap in perceived 

discrimination stems from the fact that whites perceive African American men as posing 

a greater threat to their group position than African American women (Navarrete et al. 

2010; Sidanius et al. 2000). The ‘subordinate male target hypothesis’ therefore expects 

the disproportionate targeting of African American men vis-à-vis women and is 

unsurprised by the greater rates of perceived discrimination found among African 

American men in social surveys. According to this perspective, since African American 

men are targeted at greater rates than African American women, no amount of 
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measurement bias in the scales used to assess perceived discrimination can account for 

the underlying reality that African American men experience more discrimination than 

African American women. For our analysis of the gender gap in perceived 

discrimination, this perspective yields our first hypothesis:  

H1: Group mean differences between African American women and men remain 
intact after accounting for gender related-measurement bias in scales that assess 
perceived discrimination. 

 
The Intersection of Race and Gender 

Intersectionality theory is a perspective that centralizes the intersections of 

multiple inequalities, as they occur within and across multiple levels of society (Cole 

2009; Collins 2000; Crenshaw 1989; King 1988; May 2015; Weber 2010). Early 

articulations of intersectionality argued that, due to their experiences with both racism 

and sexism, African American women faced ‘double disadvantage’ or ‘double jeopardy’ 

because they are both Black and female (e.g., Beale 1970). In decades since, 

intersectional scholars have revised these ‘additive models,’ arguing that it is not possible 

to disentangle and then add up the separate contributions of race and gender, as they are 

mutually constitutive – i.e., notions of race are gendered and notions of gender are shaped 

by race (Bowleg 2008; Crenshaw 1989; Hancock 2007; King 1988; Zinn et al. 1996). 

Therefore, while African American women and men may share experiences and 

perspectives as a result of being in the same racial group, intersectionality asserts that the 

ways in which they experience and perceive unfair- and/or mistreatment are likely to be 

different (Bowleg 2008; Collins 2000; Crenshaw 1989; Harnois et al. 2011; Wingfield 

2007). 

According to this perspective, the ‘racial experience’ of African Americans might 

be quantitatively similar (in terms of prevalence) and yet qualitatively different (in terms 
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of the nature of any given experience) for women and men. In fact, several studies show 

that African American women and men are stereotyped in qualitatively different ways 

(Collins 2004; Dill 1988; Shih 2002; Slatton and Spates 2014; Timberlake and Estes 

2007) and are often subjected to different types of mistreatment. For instance, Patricia 

Hill Collins (2000; Collins 2004) has argued that the dominant cultural stereotypes of 

African American women and men are not only based on race, but also on gender, class 

and sexuality. These ‘controlling images’ result in portrayals of African American men in 

the media that range from the lower class, “authentically” Black, hypersexual “thug” or 

“pimp” to the de-sexualized, “white-washed” (i.e., inauthentic) upper-middle class 

“Black Buddy” or “sidekick.” In short, many equate male “Blackness” with poverty, 

criminality, violence, and hyper-sexuality. Racial stereotypes for African American 

women are somewhat different and include the de-sexualized lower-class mammy, the 

lower-class “Welfare-Queen,” the hyper-sexualized (and frequently animalistic) jezebel, 

and the “white-washed,” upper-middle class “Black Lady” (e.g., Claire Huxtable or 

Oprah Winfrey). 

Given the gendered nature of racial stereotypes, it comes as little surprise that the 

measures social scientists use to study perceived discrimination are also gendered 

(Harnois 2013; Harnois et al. 2011). However, these measures are not evenly gendered. 

At least one study shows that the measures often used to assess the perception of 

discrimination in social surveys are gendered in ways that favor the experiences of 

African American men (Harnois et al. 2011). The present study builds upon this by 

analyzing the extent to which this measurement bias explains the gender gap in perceived 

discrimination. Given the perspective offered by intersectionality theory, we develop our 
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second hypothesis: 

H2: Accounting for gender-related measurement bias in scales that assess perceived 
discrimination results in meaningful reductions in mean differences between African 
American women and men. 
 

To test these hypotheses, we analyze data from two social surveys that include the 

measures of everyday and major life discrimination. Our analysis begins by assessing 

gendered measurement bias in these measures. We then examine the degree to which this 

measurement bias accounts for the gender gap in perceived discrimination among African 

Americans. 

DATA AND METHODS 

The data for this study come from two social surveys: the Detroit Area Study 

(Jackson and Williams 1995: DAS) and the National Survey of American Life (Jackson 

et al. 2004: NSAL). The DAS is representative of the Detroit metropolitan area2 and the 

NSAL contains a nationally representative sample of African Americans.3 The DAS was 

the first study to include measures of major life and everyday discrimination and 

therefore provides an important ‘baseline’ sample (Williams et al. 1997). Each assessed 

perceived discrimination with multiple questions and both use a similar set of questions. 

The analytic samples for the DAS are 180 men and 393 women for both everyday and 

major life discrimination; and 152 men and 347 women for the assessment of major life 

discrimination attributed to race. The analytic sample for the NSAL includes 1120 men 

and 2073 women (for all three operationalizations of perceived discrimination).4 All 

analytic samples only include those respondents who self-identified as Black or African 

American and who answered all of the questions regarding perceived discrimination. 
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In this study we employ retrospective accounts of respondents’ perceptions to 

assess their experiences with both everyday and major life discrimination (Forman et al. 

1997; Harnois et al. 2011; Ifatunji et al. 2006; Kessler et al. 1999; Taylor et al. 2002; 

Williams et al. 1997). Although retrospective accounts are less than ideal (Hardt and 

Rutter 2004; Maughan and Rutter 1997) as it is often difficult to assess the intent or 

impetus of discrimination (Blank et al. 2004; Phinney, Madden and Santos 1998), there is 

an established body of research that connects retrospective reports of the perception of 

discrimination to various life outcomes, including mental and physical health (Amaro, 

Russo and Johnson 1987; Brown 2001; Kessler et al. 1999; Krieger and Sidney 1996; 

Krieger et al. 2005; Lewis et al. 2009; Lewis, Cogburn and Williams 2015; Pager and 

Shepherd 2008; Paradies 2006; Pascoe and Richman 2009; Schulz et al. 2006; Williams 

et al. 1997). Therefore while retrospective reports of perceived discrimination are not 

ideal, they remain an important tool for estimating trends in the national population. 

The three measures of discrimination examined in this study are increasingly 

becoming the standard for measuring perceived discrimination in social survey research 

(Forman et al. 1997; Harnois et al. 2011; Ifatunji et al. 2006; Kessler et al. 1999; Taylor 

et al. 2002; Williams et al. 1997). These are: everyday, major life and ‘major life 

attributed to race.’ Following others, we parse everyday discrimination into two 

dimensions but retain it as a single kind of discrimination (Barnes et al. 2004; Stucky et 

al. 2011). 

Similar to previous work, we theorize two dimensions of everyday discrimination: 

implicit and explicit (Barnes et al. 2004). Implicit discrimination reflects the daily hassles 

that people experience in more subtle ways. We create this latent factor using five 
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variables: “…treated with less courtesy than other people?” “… you are treated with less 

respect than other people?” “... receive poor service compared with other people at 

restaurants or stores?” “… people act as if they think you are not smart?” and “…people 

act as if they're better than you are”). Explicit discrimination refers to the less than subtle 

or slightly more overt ways in which people encounter daily hassles. We create this latent 

factor using four variables: “…people act as if they are afraid of you?” “…people act as if 

they think you are dishonest?” “… you are called names or insulted?” and “…you are 

threatened or harassed?” We then correlate these two latent factors to compose a single 

measurement model. There are five response options for all of the above questions: less 

than once a year, a few times a year, a few times a month, at least once a week and 

almost every day. The more frequent the experience the greater the level of everyday 

discrimination. The DAS and NSAL measure this construct in about the same way, 

except that the NSAL uses one additional question, which we include in the explicit 

dimension: “You are followed around in stores” (see Table 1 to compare questions in the 

DAS and NSAL). The single group confirmatory factor analytic model (see Figure 1) fits 

the data well in both the DAS (RMSEA = .052; CFI = .994) and the NSAL (RMSEA = 

.062; CFI = .992).5 

Major life discrimination refers to encountering discrimination that could 

potentially result in blocks to social mobility. We assess this form of discrimination with 

six questions in the DAS and nine questions in the NSAL (see Table 2 to compare 

questions in the DAS and NSAL). In the DAS, we used: “Do you think you have ever 

been unfairly fired or denied a promotion?” “For unfair reasons, do you think you have 

ever not been hired for a job?” “Have you been unfairly stopped … or abused by the 
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police?” “Do you think you have ever been unfairly discouraged by a teacher or advisor 

from continuing your education?” “Do you think you have ever been unfairly prevented 

from moving into a neighborhood?” and “Do you think that neighbors have made life 

difficult for you and your family?” Respondents answer each of these questions with a 

“yes” or “no.” The more experiences a respondent has had, the greater their experiences 

with major life discrimination. The single group confirmatory factor analytic model (see 

Figure 2) fits the data in both the DAS (RMSEA = .019; CFI = .993) and the NSAL 

(RMSEA = .024; CFI = .983).6 

To capture major life discrimination attributed to race, we developed a second 

operationalization of major life discrimination from respondents who attributed their 

treatment to race or ethnicity (following, Brown 2001). That is, after answering each of 

the above questions (for major life discrimination), interviewers then asked respondents a 

follow-up question: “What was the main reason [for this mistreatment]?” For this second 

operationalization of major life discrimination (i.e., ‘major life discrimination attributed 

to race’) if a respondent reported no experience with a particular instance of 

discrimination or if they did not attribute the cause of that experience to race or 

ethnicity,7 we coded them as not having experienced major life discrimination attributed 

to race. If they reported experiencing discrimination and attributed it to their race or 

ethnicity, we coded them as having experienced major life discrimination attributed to 

race. The single group confirmatory factor analytic model (see Figure 2) fits the data in 

both the DAS (RMSEA = .000; CFI = 1.000) and the NSAL (RMSEA = .024; CFI = 

.980).8  
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An implicit assumption in nearly all of the studies that use these scales is that the 

indicators relate to the latent variables in the same way for African American women and 

men (Harnois et al. 2011; Stucky et al. 2011). That is, the same increase in the underlying 

latent variable of perceived discrimination leads to identical changes in any given item 

for African American women and men. If this is not true, any comparison of these 

measures is flawed because the items respond differently for African American women 

and men. Therefore, we use multiple group confirmatory factor analysis with latent 

means (Bollen 1989) and categorical outcomes (Sass et al. 2014) to test for measurement 

invariance (Cheung and Rensvold 2002) in perceived discrimination between African 

American women and men (Harnois et al. 2011). If African American women and men 

experience discrimination differently, items that are designed to assess discrimination 

will indicate the underlying factor differently for women and men (Molenaar and 

Nesselroade 2012). For example, the factor loading for discrimination by the police might 

be larger for African American men if this more accurately reflects the way in which 

African American men experience major life discrimination. We determine this 

differential factor loading by allowing women and men having different factor loadings 

and assessing whether or not this allowance results in improved model fit. Our index 

variables were selected because they loaded least differently between genders. In order to 

account for the dichotomous and ordinal nature of the response options, we estimate our 

models using threshold cut points instead of estimating intercepts (Bollen 1989; Muthén 

and Muthén 2012; Sass et al. 2014).9 

After assessing model fit, we then test for the extent to which gender differences 

in the underlying factor means (or the means for the unobserved latent variables) are due 
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to variance between African American women and men in the association between the 

observed items and the unobserved latent factors. For example, let us assume that 

mistreatment by the police better reflects the experience of major life discrimination for 

African American men (i.e., allowing different factor loadings results in improved model 

fit). In a standard regression model, women and men are forced to have the same ‘factor 

loading’ or beta coefficient for this item. If we relax this assumption of sameness, and 

allow women and men to have different factor loadings for this item, we are able to 

observe any corresponding reductions in the underlying factor mean difference between 

women and men, because women and men would be allowed to have their own 

covariance structures (i.e., adjusting for measurement error), thus allowing for a more 

accurate assessment of the underlying means and the associated gender gap (Molenaar et 

al. 2012).  

This measurement strategy has several advantages relative to the use of other 

strategies to assess measurement, including Cronbach alpha scores and summed or 

averaged indexes. First, it provides for a more accurate assessment of construct validity, 

as Cronbach alpha scores do not account for the dichotomous nature of the response 

options. This limitation might lead to underestimation of the shared variance of items 

used to measure a given construct. Second, unlike summed or averaged index scores, it 

allows for a targeted assessment of the relative contribution that each item makes to 

measurement error between groups. Third, it allows for an assessment of whether or not 

observed differences in validity are statistically different between groups. Finally, it 

allows the investigator to observe mean differences between groups (i.e., differences in 
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the unobserved latent factor mean) before and after accounting for between group 

specific errors in measurement. 

RESULTS 

Tables 1 and 2 replicate findings from pervious studies, which also show that 

African American men report more personal experiences with discrimination than do 

African American women (Broman et al. 2000; Forman et al. 1997; Ifatunji et al. 2006; 

Sellers et al. 2003; Sigelman et al. 1991). In all cases where gender differences are 

statistically significant, men report more discrimination than women. This is true for 

everyday, major life and major life discrimination attributed to race. According to t-

scores, the largest differences between women and men for everyday discrimination are 

within the explicit dimension. The two items with the biggest gender differences are, 

“people act as if they are afraid of you” and “people act as if you are dishonest.” The 

largest differences for items assessing major life discrimination and major life 

discrimination attributed to race involved experiences with the police and in the labor 

market. 

[ Tables 1 and 2 ] 

Do measures of perceived discrimination contain gender bias? 

Tables 3a and 3b present findings from a series of multiple group confirmatory 

factor analytic models of everyday discrimination, for women and men, using the DAS 

and NSAL. Allowing women and men to have different factor loadings does not improve 

overall model fit in the DAS but substantially improves model fit in the NSAL (Δχ2 = 

168.18, p = .000). Findings from the DAS show that women and men have different 

factor loadings for the question assessing “poor service” (Δχ2 = 8.44, p = .004). Findings 
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from the NSAL show that women and men have different factor loadings for three types 

of mistreatment: people acting as if they are afraid of you (Δχ2 = 114.87, p =.000), being 

called names or insulted (Δχ2 = 132.55, p = .000), and being threatened or harassed (Δχ2 = 

97.43, p = .000). Since Chi-Square tests rely heavily on sample size, the difference in 

significance levels across samples may stem, in part, from different sample sizes. 

[ Tables 3a and 3b ] 

Tables 4a and 4b show that model fit is significantly improved when women and 

men are allowed to have different factor loadings for major life discrimination (without 

attribution to race) in both the DAS (Δχ2 = 19.66, p = .000) and NSAL (Δχ2 = 36.93, p = 

.000). The specific items associated with improved model fit in the DAS are “unfairly 

fired” (Δχ2 = 3.92, p = .048), “not been hired” (Δχ2 = 8.64, p = .003) and being “stopped 

… or abused by the police” (Δχ2 = 17.45, p = .000). The items associated with improved 

model fit for the NSAL are “not been hired” (Δχ2 = 23.64, p = .000) and “stopped … or 

abused by the police” (Δχ2 = 31.71, p = .000). In both cases, questions assessing the 

perception of discrimination in employment and with the police are primarily responsible 

for improved model fit, suggesting that these experiences are the most gendered. 

[ Table 4a and 4b ] 

Tables 5a and 5b, assess improvements in model fit for major life discrimination 

attributed to race. Results show that allowing select items to have different factor 

loadings for women and men improves the overall model fit for both the DAS (Δχ2 = 

7.81, p = .020) and the NSAL (Δχ2 = 45.72, p = .000). Specifically, findings from the 

DAS show that allowing the factor loading to differ between women and men for 

“unfairly fired” (Δχ2 = 3.62, p = .057) and being “stopped … or abused by the police” 
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(Δχ2 = 7.49, p = .006) significantly improved model fit. Findings from the NSAL show 

that more than half of the questions suffer from gender-related measurement error, 

including “not been hired” (Δχ2 = 28.23, p = .000), “stopped … or abused by the police” 

(Δχ2 = 27.54, p = .000), “prevented from moving into a neighborhood” (Δχ2 = 10.21, p = 

.001), “denied a bank loan” (Δχ2 = 3.34, p = .068) and “worse repair service” (Δχ2 = 7.00, 

p = .008). These findings suggest that the experience of discrimination is more gendered 

when it is attributed to race, as model improvements are associated with a wider range of 

questions than when compared to major life discrimination without the race attribution. 

In addition, overall model fit is best when perceived discrimination is operationalized as 

major life discrimination attributed to race. 

[ Table 5a and 5b ] 

Does gendered measurement bias account for the gender gap?  

We now focus on our primary and previously unexplored research question: the 

degree to which gendered differences in model fit – or gender bias in measurement – is 

responsible for the gender gap in perceived discrimination. We find mixed evidence 

depending upon the dataset analyzed, and the type of discrimination considered. In the 

DAS, adjusting the model for gender-related measurement error results in a complete 

reduction of the gender gap in implicit discrimination (from mΔ = -2.04, p. < .100 in 

model 1, to mΔ = -1.57, p. = ns in model 9). Measurement error is also responsible for 25 

percent of the gap in explicit discrimination in the DAS (from mΔ = -.862, p. < .001 in 

model 1, to mΔ = -.644, p. < .010 in Model 9). These reductions in the factor mean 

difference are supported by five of eight items, excluding “treated with less courtesy” and 

“treated with less respect.” For the NSAL, there are no reductions in either implicit or 
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explicit discrimination when the base model and full models are compared. There is, 

however, a 5 percent reduction associated with allowing women and men to have 

different factor loadings for “people act as if they are afraid of you.” Since reductions 

found in the DAS are not replicated in the NSAL, the role that gender-related 

measurement error plays in the gender gap in perceived everyday discrimination is not 

clear. Since findings are weaker in the national sample, our results suggest that 

measurement differences likely do not explain gender differences in perceived everyday 

discrimination. Although this observation is not strictly in line with the subordinate male 

target hypothesis, on its face, it is more in line with this hypothesis than it is with 

intersectionality theory. We reflect more on this finding below. 

In line with expectations set forth in intersectionality theory, gender-related 

measurement error is responsible for a significant portion of the gap in major life 

discrimination (Tables 4a and 4b). For major life discrimination without attribution to 

race, gender-related measurement error fully accounts for the gender gap in the DAS, and 

accounts for 53 percent of the gender gap in the NSAL. In both cases, reductions in the 

gender gap – or factor mean difference – are driven by measurement error associated with 

the question that references unfair treatment by the police. Allowing for women and men 

to have different factor loadings for this item alone is associated with a 67 percent 

reduction in the gender gap in both the DAS and the NSAL. Intersectionality theory and 

the expectation that measurement error is largely responsible for gender differences in 

perceived discrimination is most strongly supported by our operationalization of major 

life discrimination attributed to race (Tables 5a and 5b). Measurement error associated 
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with the indicator for being “stopped … or abused by the police” fully accounts for the 

gender gap in major life discrimination attributed to race in the NSAL. 

Taken together, these findings suggests that while differences in everyday 

discrimination are generally not due to gender-related measurement error, the way we 

measure major life discrimination (particularly when attributed to race) has important 

implications for our understanding of differential rates between women and men.  

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Previous research shows that, while African American women and men perceive 

similar levels of group discrimination, African American men report having more 

experiences with discrimination than do African American women. In this study we 

tested for the role of gender-related measurement bias in explaining some or all gender 

differences in reports of perceived discrimination among African Americans. This study 

provides mixed and domain specific support for our expectations regarding the gendered 

nature of perceived (racial) discrimination. Findings for major life discrimination are 

most consistent with the view provided by intersectionality theory (Cho et al. 2013; 

Collins 2000; Collins 2004; Crenshaw 1989; King 1988; Weber 2010; Zinn et al. 1996). 

However, findings for everyday discrimination are somewhat mixed but appear to lean 

toward ideas found in the targeted male hypothesis, particularly in the national sample 

(e.g., Ferguson 2001; Navarrete et al. 2010). 

Adjusting for gender-related measurement error provides for a partial explanation 

of the gender gap in major life discrimination and a full explanation for the gender gap in 

major life discrimination attributed to race. In both cases, discrimination in employment 

and unfair or mistreatment by the police played a central role in the production of gender-
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related measurement error. That is, discrimination in employment and mistreatment by 

the police better reflect the ways in which African American men perceive their 

experiences with (racial) discrimination. Adjusting measures of everyday discrimination 

for gender-related measurement error did not result in an improved model fit or any 

appreciable reduction in the gender gap. This suggests that, as currently measured, the 

ways in which scholars currently conceptualize the experience of discrimination in the 

form of daily-hassles appears to be more “gender balanced.” This is likely associated 

with the fact that this scale was informed by a study which focused on the experiences of 

Black women (Essed 1991). 

Limitations 

Our analysis is limited and caution should be taken when interpreting these 

results. As noted previously, we have relied on retrospective accounts of perceived 

discrimination, and there is a potential discrepancy between subjective self-reports of 

perceived discrimination and objective experiences with discrimination. Importantly, 

research shows that this relationship is itself influenced by gender (Essed 1991; King 

2003). Our study is also restricted to African Americans so our findings may or may not 

apply to other racial or ethnic groups. Finally, while we think considering the intersection 

of race and gender is a key contribution of the current study, we also recognize that 

sexuality, social class, age, (dis)ability and other social inequalities are likely to also 

influence experiences with discrimination. 

Despite these limitations, the current study clearly demonstrates the value of 

analyzing discrimination within an intersectional framework. Although our 

conceptualization and measurement of everyday discrimination appears to be less 
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affected by gender-related measurement bias than are measures of major life 

discrimination, these measures may still be incomplete in ways that marginalize the 

experiences of (African American) women. Future studies should consider the social and 

institutional contexts in which (African American) women may be more likely to 

experience discrimination than (African American) men. For instance, given that women 

often function as primary caregivers, the potential for discrimination in social services 

and healthcare might uniquely shape the lives of (African American) women. Future 

research might also consider the inclusion of additional items that concern sexual 

harassment. For instance, “cat calling,” or unwanted sexual comments and/or advances 

made by men toward women represents a potential source of gendered discrimination. 

Finally, we note that measures of discrimination tend to emphasize active forms of 

discrimination – such as being called names or insulted or being fired from a job. 

Experiences with more passive forms of discrimination, such as being ignored, 

overlooked, dismissed, or not taken seriously, are generally not included in measures of 

discrimination. These omissions likely produce downward bias in the prevalence of 

discrimination among women. 

Intersectionality theorizes the interplay between race, gender and other social 

statuses, and our analysis shows that African American women and men may experience 

or at least perceive discrimination at levels that are more similar to one another than 

previous studies suggest. Therefore, studies which neglect to account for gendered 

measurement bias risk presenting an inaccurate view, where the gender gap in perceived 

discrimination is appreciably inflated – if not wholly created – by the gendered nature of 

survey questions.  
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NOTES 

1 We use the term ‘gender gap’ to refer to greater reports of perceived discrimination 

among African American men than among African American women. 

2 For a complete description of the Detroit Area Study visit: 

http://www.tcaup.umich.edu/workfolio/DAS2001/stdescript.html. 

3 We did not include the sample of Afro Caribbeans also available in the study because 

African Americans and Afro Caribbeans are different Black populations with known 

differences in their thinking about and experiences with discrimination (see, Waters 

1999, Rogers 2001). These differences would confound our assessment of the relative 

construct validity of perceived discrimination among African Americans and make the 

two survey samples less comparable. 

4 The reason why there are two analytic samples for the DAS and only one for the NSAL 

is because the two surveys use different skip patterns for major life discrimination 

attributed to race. 

5 When considered separately in single group confirmatory factor analytic models, our 

conceptualization of everyday discrimination (see Figure 1) fit the data reasonably well 

for men (RMSEA = .109; CFI = .978) and good for women (RMSEA = .053; CFI = .995) 

in the DAS and; well for men (RMSEA = .071; CFI = .990) and good for women 

(RMSEA = .058; CFI = .992) in the NSAL. 

6 We find that separate single group confirmatory factor analytic models for major life 

discrimination fit near perfectly for both men (RMSEA = .000; CFI = 1.000) and women 

(RMSEA = .000; CFI = 1.000) in the DAS; and very well for men (RMSEA = .019; CFI 

= .993) and women (RMSEA = .026; CFI = .974). 

 



 25 

 
7 After each question concerning major life discrimination, the respondent was asked to 

attribute their experience with unfair treatment to one of nine different reasons, presented 

in the following order: ethnicity, gender, race, age, religion, physical appearance, sexual 

orientation, your income level/social class or a combination of two or more reasons. We 

did not include physical appearance because it captures all aspects of the appearance 

including non-phenotypic features. In analysis not shown, we explored the frequency of 

respondents attributing their unfair treatment to gender. In no case did more than 3 

percent of respondents attribute their unfair treatment to gender. The DAS allows for 

multiple mentions. In no case did more than 3 percent of respondents attribute multiple 

causes. Race was the modal attributional category for all questions in both surveys. 

8 The model fits the data well for men (RMSEA = .039; CFI = .978) and near perfectly 

for women (RMSEA = .000; CFI = 1.000) in the DAS and well for men (RMSEA = .023; 

CFI = .989) and women (RMSEA = .023; CFI = .970) in the NSAL. 

9 This technique is equivalent to tests of Differential Item Functioning within the Item 

Response Theory framework (see equation 9; Sass et al. 2014). However, the Categorical 

Confirmatory Factor Analytic method is more flexible and allows for a more nuanced test 

of measurement invariance (Cheung and Rensvold 2002). 
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