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ABSTRACT

In this paper, we adopt an indirect questioning methodology to measure attitudes to-

ward the use of race as a criterion for admission in brazilian higher education institutions.

In recent years, brazilian universities have increasingly adopted a quota system by which

a fixed number of places are reserved for Afro and indigenous students. We hypothesize

that attitudes toward such affirmative action policies cannot be measured by conventional

survey questions because non-eligible students—mostly white and Asian students—may

fear to appear prejudiced by showing opposition to them. This survey effect is well-known

as the social desirability effect. Thus we adopt a list experiment to measure students’ atti-

tudes toward the race-based quota admission system. This methodology provides respon-

dents with a certain degree of privacy and thus allows to better measure sincere attitudes

toward that object. As expected, the results show that non-eligible students tend to under-

report their opposition to racial quotas in university admission, but the proportion of those

who under-report is negligeable (6.0%). More interestingly, the findings show that quota

eligible students, Afro and indigenous brazilians, tend, for their part, to overwhelmingly

under-report their approval of the use of race in admission. Specifically, eligible students,

when provided privacy in their responses, strongly approve of the racial quota system

(70.2%), but publicly voice only timid approval of it (26.3%).
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Political scientists are concerned about measuring people’s attitudes or opinions over

a great range of issues.1 Such task, however, is not always easily done given the nature of

some of the issues tapped (Berinsky, 1999, 2002; Krysan, 1998). To be sure, not everyone is

willing to publicly share their political views and this is particularly true of those related

to socially sensitive issues like those involving race and gender. Still, the need to measure

and study these more sensitive opinions remains an important task.

One particularly sensitive issue of interest concerns attitudes toward affirmative action

policies. Although blatant segregation is not tolerated anymore in democratic regimes,

discrimination still exists. Governments in Brazil and in the U.S., as examples of countries

with segregated pasts, have tried to contain such discrimination and correct, at the same

time, for historical violations of rights adopting affirmative action policies. Specifically,

these policies aim at discriminating positively groups that suffered from past injustice, by

making the use of race an important criterion in educational admission and employment

recruitment decisions, for example.

Public support for affirmative action policies is not universal, especially among whites.

There are mainly two distinct perspectives trying to explain this opposition. For some

scholars, opposition to affirmative action policies is best explained by the pertinacious

prejudice of white people (Gaertner and Dovidio, 1986; Sears, 1988). Still, for others, oppo-

sition to affirmative action policies is not related to race, but, instead, to the nature of such

policies (Edsall and Edsall, 1991; Sniderman and Piazza, 1993). Specifically, these scholars

argue that opposition to affirmation action policies comes from the belief that these policies

are unfair.

The two perspectives are not completely right or wrong (Kuklinski et al., 1997). In-

deed, while some whites may oppose affirmative action policies based on racial prejudice

others, otherwise not prejudiced, oppose it because they think these policies are indeed

unfair. But, irrespective of the reasons for this opposition, measuring attitudes toward af-

firmative action policies is not an easy task because people may not be willing to reveal

their true opinion by fear of appearing prejudiced. So, how do we go about measuring

1For the remaining of this paper, we will use attitudes and opinions interchangeably.
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sincere attitudes toward such policies?

Luckily, advances in survey research nowmakes it easier to tap attitudes about some of

these sensitive political issues like affirmative action policies (Sniderman and Grob, 1996).

The most common practice nowadays is the use of the list-experiment, an indirect ques-

tioning technique that provides respondents some privacy (see, for example, Kuklinski et al.

1997; Kuklinski, Cobb and Gilens 1997; Sniderman and Carmines 1997). We apply this

technique to a sample of undergraduate students at a large Brazilian public higher educa-

tion institution where race is considered an admission criterion. Specifically, the university

adopts a quota system where a portion of the entering students are made up of Afro and

indigenous Brazilians.

Adopting the list-experiment, we find that a substantial proportion of students (46.6%)

agree with the use of racial quotas in university admission. This figure contrasts greatly

with that obtained from a more conventional question that asks directly about approval

for university quotas based on race. In that case, approval is a meager 26.5%. The find-

ings indicate that white students tend to under-report their opposition to racial quotas in

university admission, but the percentage of under-reporting is negligeable (6.0%). More

interestingly, the results show that quota eligible students, Afro and indigenous brazil-

ians, tend, for their part, to overwhelmingly under-report their approval of the use of race

in admissions. Specifically, eligible students, when provided privacy in their responses,

strongly approve of the racial quota system (70.2%), but publicly voice only timid approval

of it (26.3%).

Attitudes on Sensitive Issues: the Case of Affirmative Action

Policies

It is now well documented that attitudes toward socially sensitive issues are hard to mea-

sure because people have a tendency to over or under-report their preferences in surveys

to make them more in line with social norms. In this case, we say that the responses
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collected suffer from a social desirability effect. The tendency of respondents to over or

under-report preferences causes concern when one is interested in finding about the “real”

distribution of opinions over such sensitive issues or about some behaviors. For example,

people tend to over-report voting in an election (Katosh and Traugott, 1981) and claim to

have voted for the winning candidate when they did not (Wright, 1990, 1993). Similarly,

there is evidence that respondents provide different answers when the interviewer’s race

(e.g., Schuman and Converse 1971) or gender (e.g., Huddy et al. 1997) is different. In addi-

tion, the presence of social desirability effects in surveysmakes it hard for scholars to study

the sources of attitudes over such issues because they cannot discern with great reliability

who holds what attitude.

The social desirability effect is also likely to occur when one is trying to measure atti-

tudes over affirmative action policies. Such policies, we know, are racialized (Kuklinski et al.,

1997). Consequently, some respondents, by fear of appearing prejudiced, may indicate

support for affirmative action policies when in fact they oppose them. Thus public sup-

port for policies of that nature may be over-estimated by conventional surveys.

One such affirmative action policy is that related to the use of race as a criterion in uni-

versity admissions. Minorities in Brazil, including Afro and indigenous brazilians, have

long been excluded from higher education institutions. In recent times, affirmative action

policies have been put in place to correct for this historical exclusion, by giving preferential

selection to members of these groups. The practice in Brazilian universities has been the

use of quotas, where a specified number of places are reserved for members of the target

groups.2 The Universidade de Brasília was the first public brazilian university to adopt the

quota system in 2004. The policy is valid until 2014, after which point it will be evaluated

before being extended for another period of time. According to the university’s record, a

total of 3,024 students have been admitted in 2009 via the quota system. The quota system

is now found in many other higher education institutions in the country.

Support for the quota system in admissions in brazilian higher education institutions

is not universal (Garlet, Guimarães, and Bellini, 2010). Many approve of the policy on the

2Note that quotas have been judged unconstitutional in the U.S. as an admission criterion.
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grounds that extraordinary efforts must be made to reduce Brazil’s striking racial inequal-

ities. Other people, however, doubt of the ability of the policy to change much of the social

panorama, and argue against the quota system because they believe it violates the demo-

cratic principle of equal treatment. For them, the policy is unfair and governments would

do best investing more heavily in lower public education to improve the odds that Afro

and indigenous brazilians gain access to higher education.

Measuring Attitudes Unobtrusively: the List-Experiment

Public opinion scholars have offered essencially two techniques to measure attitudes on

socially sensitive issues. Both techniques use indirect questioning to provide respondents

with some degree of privacy to make them at ease to report more sincere attitudes and be-

haviors. The first technique affords privacy though randomization and the second through

aggregation. In the first technique, known as the technique of randomized response, re-

spondents randomly choose which question to answer (by flipping a coin or other random-

ization device)without revealing to the interviewerwhich question they answered (Warner,

1965). Without knowing any respondent’s answer to the sensitive item, researchers can

estimate the proportion of them who answered the sensitive question and how they re-

sponded to it.

The aggregation technique, for its part, requires respondents to identify how many

items in a list apply to them without revealing which ones. As long as not all items on

the list apply, respondents can feel confident that researchers cannot identify how they

feel about the sensitive item. Some respondents, randomly chosen, receive a list without

the sensitive item while some other respondents, also randomly chosen, receive the same

list but with the sensitive item added. Comparison of the two groups informs researchers

about the proportion of respondents that selected the sensitive item. This last technique

is commonly known as the list experiment. This technique is generally preferred to the

randomized response technique because it is easier to conduct and believed to inspire
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more trust and acceptance among respondents (Hubbard, Casper, and Lessler, 1989).3

Attitudes on University Admission Race-Based Quotas

For the purpose of this study, we adopt the list experiment technique to measure under-

graduate students’ attitudes toward the quota system now adopted by several brazilian

universities, including the one under study. The experimental design adopted is quite

simple and consists in a list experiment embedded in a conventional online survey ques-

tionnaire, with respondents randomly assigned to a control or treatment group. Control

group respondents were asked the following question (in portugues, of course, and with

the items randomly ordered each time):

Let’s now talk about the various means by which students can
be admitted to the Universidade de Brasília. With how many
of the following items do you agree? We are not interested
in knowing which items, but merely the number of items in that
list you agree with.

1. The Universidade de Brasília should adopt the ENEM, making
more democratic the access to higher education.
2. The vestibular/PAS allows low-qualified students to be
admitted to the Universidade de Brasília.
3. The recent increase in admissions has allowed low-qualified
students to be admitted.
4. The Universidade de Brasília should admit students without
requiring an entry exam.

Treatment group respondents were also asked this same question but with the addition of

the sensitive item:

5. The quota system for Afro and indigenous students in university
admissions should be preserved.

The first item refers to a natinal exam called ENEM. This admission exam allows stu-

dents anywhere in Brazil to compete for admission in federal higher education institutions.

For some, the ENEM makes it fairer for students to compete in a system where admission

3This aggregation technique is also known as the item count technique or the unmatched count technique.
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is limited and traditionaly requires students to travel to the desired university to take that

university home-made exam. The second item, for its part, tap attitudes on that tradi-

tional home-made exam known as the vestibular, or a close version of it: the PAS. The

third item concerns the recent increase in university admissions. This past decade, the

Lula government expanded by nearly one third the size of federal universities to increas

admissions. Some believe this expansion allowed low-qualified students to enter higher

education institutions. The fourth item, similar to the first and second, deals directly with

the admission process. The item suggests that federal universities should abandon entry

exams and use other criteria to select their students. Fifth, and finally, the sensitive item

measures students’ attitude toward the use of the race-based quota system for university

admissions. As explained above, the quota system reserves a number of places in every

program for Afro and indigenous student candidates.

The list of items was elaborated following recent recommendations to how best con-

struct such a list (Glynn, 2010). First, note that all items are related to university admis-

sions. This makes it less suspicious, and therefore less likely that participants figure out

what the study is about, then when the items are not closely related. Second, the list has

been created to avoid that all items would apply to any respondent thus circumventing

the possibility of a ceiling effect. Such effect is undesirable because it produces under-

reporting of the sensitive item by limiting the ability of the list experiment to provide

privacy.

Students recruited to participate in this study were randomly selected from a list of

students enrolled in a study program at the university’s main campus. A sample of 1,100

students were selected from that list and invited by email to answer a survey about the uni-

versity. Students answered a possible total of 17 questions, including the list experiment

question embedded in the middle of the survey after questions related to the respondents’

socio-demographic characteristics like gender, race and household income and questions

related to the students’ field of study and how they were admitted to the university. The

response rate is about 35%, with a total of 381 participating students, of which 190 were
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randomly assigned to the control group and 191 to the treatment group.4

Results

Table 1 presents the mean number of items respondents agree with for both control and

treatment groups. The difference (multiplied by 100) indicates the estimated proportion of

students (46.6%) who agree with the sensitive item about university admission race-based

quotas. This figure can be compared to that obtained from a more conventional question,

asked only of control group respondents, about support for the current quota admission

system. To that direct question, only 26.5% of the students indicated approval of the use

of race in admissions. Thus at least about 20% of the students do not respond sincerely to

the race-based quota question. What we find is overall under-reporting of real preferences.

[Table 1 about here.]

To understand better the differences at hand, it is needed to compare the preferences

of students for the quota system by their declared race. This comparison is fundamental

because the quota system benefits some racial groups over others. In particular, Afro and

Indigenous brazilians form the group that benefits from the current race-base quota sys-

tem. Table 2 presents approval for the quota system by respondents’ socio-demographic

characteristics, including race. Not surprisingly, the difference between white and Afro

and indigenous brazilians is very high (nearly 50%). As expected, support among the

quota eligible group is substantial at 70.2%, but rather low among white non-eligible stu-

dents (21.4%).

[Table 2 about here.]

Again, these estimated proportions can be compared to those measured with the con-

ventional question. Support among white students for the conventional question is 27.4%

4Students who did not answer the survey after the first invitation email were sent a second, and possibly
third, invitation email to encourage their participation. Note too that of the 1,100 students selected from the
list, xx had an invalid email address and could not participate in the study.
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and that for Afro and indigenous brazilians is a mere 26.3%. These findings suggest that,

as hypothesized, whites, by fear of appearing prejudiced, tend to slightly over-report their

approval of the quota admission system when asked directly (27.4% vs. 21.4%). But, more

interestingly, Afro and indigenous students tend to substantially under-report their ap-

proval of the race-based quota system when ask directly (26.3% vs. 70.2%). This last

finding indicates that the latter group of students, although unquestionably supportive

of racial quotas, do not wish to express their approval openly.

The results from Table 2 point to other interesting differences. First, low and high in-

come students both significantly show strong support for the quota system. Support from

the former group is not surprising since a large majority of low-income students (67.2%)

are Afro and indigenous students. Support from the high-income students, who aremostly

whites (60.9%), could arguably be explained by the fact that this group of students is not

opposed to the quota system because they do not feel much threatened by it. Most of these

students probably attended good private schools before being admitted to the university

and their fate was not much dependent on the number of places reserved for Afro and

indigenous students. Middle-income students, however, do not show strong support for

the quota system. This group of students, composed by 48.8% of white students, probably

feels most threatened by racial quotas because they too (most likely) have had access to

low quality education prior to entering the university. The middle-income whites fight

a tougher battle and racial quotas work against them. Finally, note that male students

(54.8%) show greater approval of the quota system than female students (38.8%). Do male

students alse feel less threatened than their female counterparts? At this point, I have no

clear answer to offer for this discrepancy.

Discussion

This paper has demonstrated, like many others before it, that attitudes about sensitive

issues cannot be measured conventionally by asking respondents directly about them. By

adopting an indirect questioning methodology to measure attitudes toward the use of race
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as a criterion for admission in brazilian higher education institutions, we find, as expected,

that white students tend indeed to under-report their opposition to racial quotas, but the

size of the effect is negligeable (6.0%). More interestingly, we find that Afro and indigenous

brazilians tend, for their part, to overwhelmingly under-report their approval of the use

of race in university admissions. In this case, we have a situation where quota eligible

students approve of the system in large proportions (70.2%), but publicly voice only timid

approval of it (26.3%).

This last finding is quite interesting and deserves closer examination to understand

why quota eligible students prefer not to voice publicly approval for the race-based quota

system. Is this an indication that they themselves believe the quota system is unfair and

prefer, consequently, not to sincerely express their aproval of it? Or, is it because they

believe the system is appropriate, but that they do not wish to be perceived as favoring a

policy that benefits them more directly? Unfortunately, this present study does not allow

to untangle these two possible scenarios. What is clear, however, is that some attitudes

cannot be measured directly and expecting respondents to give sincere answers.
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Control group Treatment group Difference-in-means Estimate
1.047 1.513 .466***
(.074) (.073) (.103)

n 190 191

Numbers in parentheses are standard errors. ***<.001

Table 1: Estimated Mean Level of Approval Over University Admission Race-Based Quo-
tas
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Demographic Control group Treatment group Difference-in-means Estimate
White 1.056 1.270 .214

(.100) (.105) (.145)
n 107 89

Afro and Indigenous† 1.039 1.742 .702***
(.116) (.104) (.082)

n 76 89

Female 1.031 1.418 .388**
(.104) (.107) (.149)

n 98 98

Male 1.065 1.63 .548***
(.105) (.098) (.143)

n 92 93

Low-income 1.355 1.938 .583*
(.194) (.195) (.276)

n 31 32

Middle-income 1.154 1.325 .171
(.121) (.095) (.154)

n 78 80

High-income .827 1.532 .704***
(.099) (.119) (.155)

n 81 79

Numbers in parentheses are standard errors. ***<.001; **<.01; *<.05.
†Afro brazilians include students who declared themselves as mulatos or pardos.

Table 2: Estimated Mean Level of Approval Over University Admission Race-Based Quo-
tas, by Various Demographics
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