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Objectives: The present study examined the measurement invariance of the Symbolic Racism Scale (SRS)
and the Modern Sexism Scale (MSS) across racial/ethnic and gender groups. Previous psychometric
evaluations of the SRS and MSS scores have not examined the equivalence across racial/ethnic and gender
groups or have been otherwise statistically inadequate. Therefore, this study sought to fill this gap.Method:
To establish measurement equivalence across racial/ethnic (Black, Latinx, and white) and gender (women
and men) groups, we conducted a measurement invariance analysis of the SRS and the MSS in a large,
diverse sample (N = 719). Results:We found that the SRS and MSS were invariant across gender, and the
SRS was invariant across racial/ethnic groups. However, the MSS was noninvariant across racial/ethnic
groups. Partial invariance testing revealed nonequivalent factor loadings between Black and Latinx
participants compared to white participants on an item of the MSS that referenced “unwarranted” attention
that women receive from the government and media. Conclusions: Researchers should consider
reevaluating the item that reads: “Over the past few years, the government and news media have been
showing more concern about the treatment of women than is warranted by women’s actual experiences.”
Future research is needed to assess how the item is interpreted by Black and Latinx people so it can be
modified for use in these communities. Our findings underscore the importance of assessing the validity of
the scores in commonly used scales across diverse groups.

Public Significance Statement
The Symbolic Racism Scale (SRS) and the Modern Sexism Scale (MSS) are measures used to assess
covert prejudice toward Black people and women, respectively. These scales have been used to
understand groups’ attitudes toward social movements, social issues, and political candidates and have
previously been found to predict attitudes toward race- and gender-related policies. However, to
compare group scores on psychological measures, researchers must know if the measured construct has
the same structure or meaning across groups. We examined this question in the SRS and MSS by
assessing the invariance of these measures across diverse gender and racial/ethnic groups. Measurement
invariance indicates that the same construct was measured in each group, while noninvariance suggests
that there may be measurement error for at least one of the groups we examined. We found that the MSS
is noninvariant between racial/ethnic groups; specifically, an item regarding special favors for women
may not be a reliable indicator of modern sexist beliefs among Black and Latinx individuals. Our
findings highlight the need for more work on howmodern sexismmanifests within diverse communities.
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Psychologists often use measures of group-level prejudice (e.g.,
racism and sexism) to understand political attitudes and motivations.
The Symbolic Racism Scale (SRS; Henry & Sears, 2002) and the
Modern Sexism Scale (MSS; Swim et al., 1995) are two especially
influential measures of group-level prejudice, as both have been
found to predict attitudes toward social issues (e.g., immigration;
Berg, 2013), social movements (e.g., the #MeToo movement;
Archer & Kam, 2020), and stances toward political candidates (e.g.,
Maxwell et al., 2013). In measurement development, it is often
assumed that the constructs being measured translate directly across
groups without consideration of the way that sociopolitical power
and historical contexts shape how a group understands and interprets
terms researchers use in survey research (McClelland, 2011, 2014).
The SRS and MSS were both developed with primarily white1

samples, and the psychometric equivalence of the measure across
race/ethnic and gender groups was not an explicit focus during their
development. The present study used measurement invariance
analysis to assess the equivalence of the SRS and the MSS in a
diverse sample to better understand the extent to which these scales
accurately assess racial and gender attitudes toward Black Americans
and women.

Literature Review

Marginalized groups are rarely at the center of psychological
research in the United States (Goodkind & Deacon, 2004; Henrich
et al., 2010), and as a result, little attention is given to how their
identities may impact their perceptions and experiences, and how
these differences may manifest in scale development (Hall et al.,
2016; Hughes &DuMont, 1993). Critical and feminist scholars have
recognized that overlooking the influence of lived experiences can
be especially harmful to marginalized groups (e.g., ethnic/racial
minorities, women; Boag & Tiliopoulos, 2011; Buchanan et al.,
2020; Fahs & McClelland, 2016), as neglecting the influence of
power and structural forces can lead to inappropriate conclusions
about the group (Teo, 2008).
One way to assess how these kinds of assumptions manifest in

self-report survey research is to establish measurement invariance
(MI). MI determines the psychometric equivalence of a self-report
measure across groups, such as those characterized by racial/ethnic
identities (Mavondo et al., 2003; Putnick & Bornstein, 2016). If a
measure is “invariant,” it means that the measure has the same
statistical properties across groups. This indicates that the measure
effectively assesses the same concept within each group, and that the
scores have the same meaning across the groups (see Burnette et al.,
2020; Goodwill, 2021; King et al., 2011, for more information). In
the present study, we examine the measurement invariance of two
commonly used measures: the Symbolic Racism Scale (SRS) and
the Modern Sexism Scale (MSS). Two primary research questions
guide this study: (a) Is the SRS psychometrically equivalent across
racial/ethnic (Black, Latinx, and white) and gender groups (women
and men)? and (b) Is the MSS psychometrically equivalent across
racial/ethnic (Black, Latinx, and white) and gender groups (women
and men)?

Symbolic Racism Scale and Modern Sexism Scale

The SRS (Henry & Sears, 2002) and MSS (Swim et al., 1995) are
self-report measures that assess subtle forms of prejudice against

Black people and women, respectively. We examined these two
scales in the present study because of their shared histories,
development, and use in psychological research. They were both
developed to study newer, more subtle forms of prejudice in the eras
of declining acceptability of overt racism and sexism—Swim et al.
(1995), in fact, cited literature on symbolic racism as inspiration for
the MSS.

These measures are essential to psychologists who aim to
understand political attitudes, as both the SRS and MSS assess
prejudice toward groups (i.e., Black people or women), as opposed
to other measures of prejudice that focus on assessing prejudice
toward individuals. Assessing attitudes about minoritized groups is
especially important because they communicate implicit aspects of
prejudice, highlighting ways that individuals evaluate a group’s
characteristics and associated stereotypes. These assessments can be
used to effectively predict behaviors (e.g., voting) and endorsement
for social policy (e.g., resource distribution or resource restrictions;
Albarracín et al., 2018).

Turning to evaluations of racist attitudes, researchers who have
sought to examine policy preferences and political attitudes have
linked their findings to symbolic racism (Berg, 2013; Ilchi & Frank,
2021; Maxwell et al., 2013; Redlawsk et al., 2014). This form of
group prejudice may be so influential because it assesses attitudes
toward Black individualism (i.e., the belief that Black people as a
group violate American values) and antiequality attitudes (white
desire for group-based dominance; Brandt & Reyna, 2012). Thus,
symbolic racism may act as a legitimizing ideology, whereby
support for policy that inhibits Black progress is justified because
Black people are imagined as “less deserving.”

TheMSS has been used in similar ways to predict attitudes toward
social movements (Archer & Kam, 2020), social policy (Martínez
et al., 2010), and support for female candidates (Knuckey, 2019).
Modern sexism is also thought to act as a legitimizing ideology, as
individuals who report high levels of modern sexism tend to deny
the existence of discrimination toward women, resent complaints
about discrimination, and resent favoritism toward women, all while
being against movements and social policy that could disrupt the
status quo and improve women’s social status (Swim & Cohen,
1997). Overall, the SRS and MSS have important implications for
understanding attitudes toward social policy, especially as it relates
to policy geared toward marginalized communities, including
people of color and women. Thus, ensuring that they are being
measured adequately is vital.

Assessing the SRS and MSS

The scales’ widespread usage may suggest that they adequately
measure racism and sexism across groups; however, for the most
part, this has been assumed rather than empirically tested (E.-R.
Hayes & Swim, 2013). During the development of the SRS, the
authors took care to validate the scale scores with a diverse sample
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1 When referring to individuals and samples, we do not capitalize “white”
in order to deemphasize the power and normativity that are associated with
whiteness that can be communicated with a capital letter. This is consistent
with our study’s aim to examine the applicability of measures developed
using primarily white samples to racially/ethnically marginalized groups.
Likewise, when enumerating our groups, we put Black and Latinx before
white and women before men to challenge the grammatical norms of listing
white people and men first.
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so they could ensure that the measure was equivalent across groups
(Henry & Sears, 2002). Specifically, they tested the scale among
college- and non-college-educated adults, and among white, Black,
Latinx, and Asian adults. They found that the measure was internally
consistent for the college- and non-college-educated participants,
but that internal consistency was low across racial/ethnic groups,
particularly for Black and Latinx participants.
Thus, additional work is needed to ensure the validity of SRS

scores. Specifically, SRS scores were not validated across gender, so
it is unclear whether it is equivalent for women andmen. Further, the
original study did find that the measure was less reliable for racial/
ethnic minorities, so it is uncertain whether the measure was ever
conceptually or statistically equivalent for these groups. Second, the
original measure was evaluated by examining Cronbach’s α, a
coefficient that indicates the internal reliability of a measure.
However, a measure being internally reliable for multiple groups
does not mean that it is conceptually equivalent across groups
(Taber, 2018). Additional analyses, such as measurement invariance
testing, are needed to determine equivalency (Mavondo et al., 2003).
The MSS is subject to a similar critique. Swim et al. (1995)

reported that the scale was unidimensional for both women andmen;
however, comparisons in internal reliability were not provided, nor
was equivalence testing conducted. Further, scale scores were not
validated in a diverse group: All 700 of the participants were college
students, and nearly all of them were white. Since then, several
studies have attempted to reevaluate the MSS, but most used
samples that were majority white (Campbell et al., 1997; Morrison
et al., 1999). The few studies that did assess racial differences (e.g.,
E.-R. Hayes & Swim, 2013; Yoder & McDonald, 1997) found
reason to question the validity of MSS scores for racial/ethnic
minorities. E.-R. Hayes and Swim (2013), for instance, found that
the underlying factor structure of the MSS was different in all racial/
ethnic groups tested compared to its original validation (one-factor vs.
two-factor structure), that white participants were more likely than
other groups to endorse the MSS items, and that Black participants
were the least likely to endorse items. Further, Cronbach’s α was also
used in many of these studies as an indicator of conceptual
equivalence.
Readers may question why it is important to measure racism and

sexism within the groups targeted by such discrimination. Indeed,
this belief is likely why there has been limited research assessing the
efficacy of the SRS and MSS across race and gender groups. To this
end, we note that individuals with marginalized identities are not
immune to the social narratives and anti-Black affect that are
embedded within U.S. society (Shockley et al., 2016; Smith, 2014).
It is possible that Black people hold prejudices and negative
attitudes toward their ingroup (Brown et al., 2002), and it is
important to assess and explore the prejudices that Black people may
have toward their ingroup so that we may address these biases and
work toward reducing them.

The Present Study

Given the gaps evidenced in prior validation work, paired with the
need to effectively measure racist and sexist attitudes in diverse
samples, the present study assessed the equivalence of the SRS and
the MSS across race/ethnic and gender groups and identified items
that may drive noninvariance. To our knowledge, this is the first
study to examine the validity of SRS and MSS scores across both

race and gender and using a measurement invariance analysis. As
this is the first foray into measurement invariance testing for these
measures, we chose the three largest racial/ethnic groups (Black,
Latinx, and white) and two largest gender groups (women and men).

Method

Survey Procedures

In order to examine our research questions by racial/ethnic and
gender groups, we used a purposive sample design that targeted
potential participants based on their demographics. Participants
were recruited via Prolific, an online platform for individuals to find
and complete surveys for compensation. Eligibility was contingent
upon their answer to two prescreening questions administered.
Prolific: their race/ethnicity (“Please indicate your ethnicity [i.e.,
peoples’ ethnicity describes their feeling of belonging and
attachment to a distinct group of a larger population that shares
their ancestry, color, language, or religion]?”) and their gender identity
(woman= “female” or “trans female/transwoman” andman= “male”
or “trans male/trans man”). Informed consent procedures were
completed with participants prior to the start of the survey, and the
study was conducted in compliance with the university’s internal
review board.

Previous research indicated that for an accurate confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA), we needed at least 300 participants for each
analysis (Putnick & Bornstein, 2016; Worthington & Whittaker,
2006). As a result, we sought to recruit 720 participants using a
sampling frame split by participants’ racial/ethnic and gender
identity, as reported in Prolific’s prescreening. We aimed to recruit
Black, Latinx, and white participants in equal numbers (n = 240),
and women andmenwere sought to comprise equal numbers of each
group (n = 120).2 Participants were compensated $2 (∼$15/hr) for
completing a survey that took approximately 7 min to complete.
Study protocols and analysis plans were not preregistered. Data are
available via email request from the authors.

Participants

The initial sample included 751 participants. Given our research
questions, we removed participants from the data set if they did not
identify as a woman or man (n = 1, 0.001%), or as Black, Latinx, or
white (n = 7, 0.009%). Given concerns about the high prevalence of
low-quality data collected from online samples (Brühlmann et al.,
2020; Chandler et al., 2020; Chmielewski & Kucker, 2020), we
implemented many data quality checks to screen out low-quality
responses. As a result, we removed four participants (0.005%) for
having more than 10% missing data on key variables and 20
participants (0.03%) for failing attention and data checks (see
Supplemental Material for more detail).

The final sample was 719 individuals between the ages of 18–75
(M= 33.6; SD= 11.6). Due to our purposive sampling design, women
comprised approximately half of the sample (50.6%; n= 364) and the
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2 In addition to gender and racial/ethnic diversity, we also recruited for
diversity in self-identified political ideology.We recruited for an equal-thirds
sample of conservatives, moderates, and liberals and stratified by gender and
race/ethnicity, as determined in the Prolific prescreening. However, we did
not measure political ideology in our survey, so we do not include a
breakdown of participant political ideology in the Participants section.
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Black (34.2%; n = 246), Latinx (31.0%; n = 223), and white (34.8%;
n = 250) samples were similarly sized. Participants who selected
multiple racial and/or ethnic identities including Black were coded as
Black, and participants who checked Latinx and other non-Black
racial and/or ethnic identities were coded as Latinx. Participants
identified as heterosexual (82.8%; n= 595), bisexual (11.0%; n= 79),
lesbian or gay (3.2%; n = 23), or another identity (e.g., pansexual,
asexual; 2.1%; n = 15). Four participants (0.6%) said they did not
know how to answer. Three quarters of the sample (75.0%, n = 539)
reported that they were able to frequently afford essential expenses
(e.g., mortgage or rent payment, utility bills, important medical care)
in the past 12 months, while 22.5% (n = 162) were sometimes able to
afford essential expenses, and 2.5% (n= 18) were never able to afford
essential expenses.

Measures

Symbolic Racism Scale

The eight-item Symbolic Racism 2000 Scale (SRS; Henry &
Sears, 2002) was developed to represent the four underlying themes
that constitute symbolic racism: (a) the belief that Black people do
not work hard enough (e.g., “It’s really a matter of some people not
trying hard enough; if Black people3 would only try harder they
could be just as well off as white people.”); (b) the belief that Black
people are demanding too much (e.g., “How much of the racial
tension that exists in the United States today do you think Black
people are responsible for creating?”); (c) the belief that Black
people no longer experience discrimination (e.g., “How much
discrimination against Black people do you feel there is in the
United States today, limiting their chances to get ahead?”); and (d)
the belief that Black people receive an unfair advantage (e.g., “Over
the past few years, Black people have gotten more economically
than they deserve.”). See Supplemental Appendix A for the
full scale.
Items were scored on a 4-point Likert scale4 such that higher

mean scores on the scale indicated higher levels of symbolic racist
beliefs (after reverse scoring five items). In prior research, the scale
demonstrated good internal consistency among white and Asian
people (α > .70) and poor consistency for Black and Latinx people
(α < .55; Henry & Sears, 2002). Although Cronbach’s α is often
used to establish reliability, it is not appropriate for categorical data
(Green & Yang, 2009; McNeish, 2018). We instead calculated
McDonald’s omega (ω), a more general version of α, using A. F.
Hayes and Coutts (2020) OMEGAmacro for Statistical Package for
Social Sciences. McDonald’s omega values indicated very good
reliability for Black (ω = .88), Latinx (ω = .91), white (ω = .92),
women (ω = .93), and men participants (ω = .90).

Modern Sexism Scale

The Modern Sexism Scale (MSS; Swim et al., 1995) is an eight-
item scale that taps three underlying dimensions of modern sexism:
(a) denial of continuing discrimination (e.g., “It is rare to see women
treated in a sexist manner on television.”), (b) antagonism toward
women’s demands (e.g., “It is easy to understand the anger of
women’s groups in America.”), and (c) resentment about special
favors for women (“Over the past few years, the government and
news media have been showing more concern about the treatment of

women than is warranted by women’s actual experiences.”). See
Supplemental Appendix B for the full scale.

Items were scored on a 4-point Likert scale, with higher mean
scores on the scale indicating higher levels of modern sexist beliefs
(after reverse scoring five items). Internal consistency of the MSS
was good (α > .70) in a previous study among Black, Latinx, and
white college students (E.-R. Hayes & Swim, 2013). In the present
study, McDonald’s omega indicated very good reliability for Black
(ω = .85), Latinx (ω = .89), white (ω = .93), women (ω = .88), and
men participants (ω = .88).

Analysis Plan

Measurement invariance indicates that the same construct was
measured in each group, while noninvariance suggests that there
may be measurement error for at least one of the groups we
examined. We conducted invariance testing using a novel procedure
specifically designed for ordered categorical data (Svetina et al.,
2020), such as the 4-point Likert-type response options used in this
study. Multigroup CFA models were compared on their fit as they
became increasingly more constrained. Importantly, this procedure
prescribes a revised order for model testing steps that is more
appropriate for ordered categorical data (Wu & Estabrook, 2016);
these steps are further described in the Results section. We fit four
models: SRS across racial/ethnic groups, SRS across gender groups,
MSS across racial/ethnic groups, and MSS across gender groups.
We used the weighted least square mean and variance adjusted
(WLSMV) estimator, which is recommended for ordered categori-
cal data (Garrido et al., 2016). All analyses were completed inMplus
8.2 (see Supplemental Material for detailed code). Because this
altered-order measurement invariance procedure for categorical data
is relatively new, psychometricians have not determined ideal
incremental fit criteria to our knowledge (D. Svetina, personal
communication, February 16, 2022). We thus adopted stringent
criteria from the most similar procedures.

We assessed good overall model fit using an RMSEA value ≤
.055 per Rutkowski and Svetina’s (2017) guidelines for ordered
categorical data. Though Rutkowski and Svetina (2017) recom-
mended using a chi-square test of overall fit and not using CFI and
TLI for overall fit, we did not adopt this recommendation because
the overall sample size was large (n > 700), and chi-square tests are
overly sensitive in large samples (Putnick & Bornstein, 2016). We
did not rely on a chi-square overall fitness test to determine fit
(though we report it). Thus, to have multiple fit criteria (as it is
recommended to not rely a singular criterion), we also relied on CFI
and TLI values greater than .95 per Hu and Bentler (1999) to judge
overall fit. We assessed comparative model fit by a chi-square
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3 Language in the original scale (Henry & Sears, 2002) referred to
“blacks” and “whites” as a group. We changed each instance of “blacks” to
“Black people” and “whites” to “white people” per the American
Psychological Association’s 7th edition language standards. Although
item consistency is important, researchers should avoid biased and outdated
terminology. As such, we updated the language in an effort to reduce harm to
participants. Further, it is not unusual to adjust outdated item phrasing in
ways that enhance the clarity of items without affecting the measure’s
established reliability. See Stevenor and Zickar (2022) for examples and
further discussion.

4 One item on the SRS originally had only three response options. We
added a fourth response option to ensure that any differences in variance were
not due to scoring differences.
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likelihood ratio test for WLSMV paired with a change greater than
or equal to .01 in RMSEA and −.004 in CFI, which are
recommended for ordered categorical data (Rutkowski &
Svetina, 2017).

Results

Configural Invariance

First, we conducted a configural invariance (CI) test to determine
the equivalence of the factor structure of the SRS and MSS. To do
this, we established a baseline model and tested whether all items
had nonzero loadings on the latent factor across all groups. Said
another way, configural invariance testing assessed if the factor
structure of the scales was the same for each group.
Configural invariance testing showed that a unidimensional factor

structure was a good fit for the Modern Sexism Scale across racial/
ethnic groups and gender groups, as indicated by RMSEA and CFI
(see Table 1). Per modification indices, two pairs of item error
covariances that shared themes were allowed to correlate (6 with 7
and 4 with 5) in all groups to improve fit, and we carried forward
these covariances in future MI steps.
However, during configural testing of the SRS, we encountered

issues with the scale’s factor structure. Although the original authors
recommend using the Symbolic Racism Scale as a unidimensional
scale (Henry& Sears, 2002), we could not establish a unidimensional
factor structure for the scale among racial/ethnic or gender groups.
The scale authors found that a two-factor structure, in which items
were grouped based on whether they were reverse- or forward-
scored, better fit the data than a unidimensional factor; the
authors interpreted the two-factor structure as a possible artifact of
measurement (Henry & Sears, 2002, p. 265). Other researchers
testing scales with a mix of reverse- or forward-scoring items have
similarly suggested that the item wording can introduce a
substantively irrelevant method effect (Marsh, 1996). To investigate
this issue further, we mirrored Marsh’s (1996) approach and
attempted to fit a one-factor model of the SRS across the entire
sample (i.e., not divided by race/ethnicity or gender groups) and
improve fit by covarying errors between pairs of items that shared the
same direction of scoring (either reverse- or forward-scored). We
achieved good fit for a one-factor model after four pairs of items’
errors were covaried (1 with 2, 1 with 8, 2 with 8, and 6 with 7;

χ2(16)= 32.94, p< .001,RMSEA= .04, 95%CI [.02, .06]; CFI= .999;
TLI = .998), which indicated that the SRS items constituted a
unidimensional construct with method effects.

However, the one-factor, covaried-errorsmodel structure on the SRS
suffered from a lack of degrees of freedom and was underidentified
when specified for configural invariance testing. As a solution, we
ultimately tested an alternative two-factor model as suggested by
the scale authors (Henry & Sears, 2002; Tarman & Sears, 2005).
This approach is further supported by the authors’ follow-up study
that examined the factor structure of the SRS (Tarman & Sears,
2005). They found that the two factors were highly correlated and
that they had near-identical correlations with other relevant constructs
(such as support for affirmative action policies and equal opportunity
hiring). Moreover, hierarchical regressions revealed little unique
predictive power of each factor, that is, the two factors “explain mainly
overlapping variance in policy preferences” (p. 747). The authors
favored interpreting symbolic racism as one coherent and unified belief
system. Future researchers might consider rewriting the SRS to be
scored in one direction, as suggested by more recent research (Choi et
al., 2022; van Sonderen et al., 2013). Recent research suggests that
reverse-scored items do not reduce acquiescent answering or prevent
inattentiveness as intended, and they can contaminate participants’
scores due to confusion over itemmeaning. Thus, rewording negatively
phrased questions may increase the precision and clarity of the
measure. Given that the SRS is a widely used measure and items from
the scale will continue to be used in national surveys for the foreseeable
future (e.g., the American National Election Studies), we proceeded
with the measurement invariance analyses despite the limitations of
the scale.

For our analyses, our final configural model grouped forward-
scored items (Items 1, 2, and 8) in one factor and the reverse-scored
items in a separate, correlated factor (Items 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7). For
both the racial/ethnic and gender group models, we allowed the
residuals to covary between two items tapping the “excessive
demands” theme (6 and 7) in all groups per modification indices,
which was theoretically and empirically appropriate. These
covariances were freely estimated across groups because we did
not pursue strict invariance in this study (Putnick & Bornstein,
2016), and covariances were carried forward in all steps of
invariance testing. SRS models in both groups met fit criteria for
RMSEA and CFI when modeled this way (see Table 2). We thus
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Table 1
Modern Sexism Scale Fit Statistics

Sample and model

Fit statistic

χ2(df) ΔSig. χ2 RMSEA [95% CI] ΔRMSEA CFI ΔCFI TLI Decision

Women versus men
Configural invariance χ2(36) = 67.45, p = .001 — 0.049 [0.031, 0.067] — 0.997 — 0.995 Accept
Threshold invariance χ2(44) = 92.59, p < .001 p = .002 0.055 [0.040, 0.071] 0.006 0.995 −0.002 0.994 Accept
T + loading invariance χ2(51) = 101.23, p < .001 p = .041 0.052 [0.037, 0.067] −0.003 0.995 0.000 0.994 Accept

Black versus Latinx versus White
Configural invariance χ2(54) = 90.21, p = .002 — 0.053 [0.033, 0.072] — 0.997 — 0.996 Accept
Threshold invariance χ2(70) = 96.24, p = .021 p = .923 0.040 [0.016, 0.058] −0.013 0.998 0.001 0.998 Accept
T + loading invariance χ2(84) = 135.50, p < .001 p = .004 0.051 [0.034, 0.066] 0.011 0.996 −0.002 0.996 Reject
Partial loading invariance −1 Item χ2(83) = 105.23, p = .050 p = .304 0.033 [0.000, 0.051] −0.007 0.998 0.000 0.998 Accept

Note. Bold indicates worsened fit statistic. — = not applicable; df = degrees of freedom; Sig. = significant; RMSEA = root-mean-square error of
approximation; CI = confidence interval; CFI = comparative fit index; TLI = Tucker–Lewis index; T = threshold.
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established configural invariance among Black, Latinx, and white
participants, as well as women and men on the SRS.

Threshold Invariance

The second step to testing measurement invariance with
categorical data is to examine the equivalence of item thresholds
across groups (Svetina et al., 2020; Wu& Estabrook, 2016). Testing
the equivalence of item thresholds is usually tested third (not
second), but this order is recommended for ordered categorical data.
Item thresholds estimate the values of the latent construct (which is
theoretically continuous), where individuals cross over from one
ordinal Likert-type response category to the next; item thresholds
are conceptually similar to item means when data are continuous.
Threshold equivalence testing restricts the levels of item endorse-
ment (i.e., the threshold values) for each item to be the same across
groups and compares that fit to the baseline CI model, in which
thresholds were allowed to be different across groups. Establishing
threshold invariance means that individual differences in the levels
of the latent construct accounted for all the differences in the levels
of item endorsement. Said another way, individuals with the same
latent construct score were more likely to provide similar responses
to the items, if the factor loadings were found to be equal across the
groups in the third step. The SRS threshold invariance models had
good overall fit to the data based on RMSEA and CFI values; the
chi-square difference tests were nonsignificant, suggesting that the
models’ fit was not statistically worse than their respective baseline
models; and incremental changes in RMSEA and CFI were within
the acceptable limits (see Table 2). The MSS threshold invariance
models for racial/ethnic and gender groups similarly did not show
worsened fit, as the statistically significant chi-square test in the
gender model was not paired with a corresponding RMSEA of CFI
fit decrement (see Table 1). As a result, we determined the SRS and
MSS to have threshold invariance among Black, Latinx, and white
participants, as well as women and men.

Threshold and Loading Invariance

The third step of measurement invariance testing is to determine
whether item thresholds and factor loadings are equivalent across
groups. Similar to the previous step, the restrictions from the prior
step are carried forward (thresholds), and restrictions to factor
loadings are added to the model and then compared to the prior
model fit (in which the values of the loadings were estimated freely

across groups). When item loadings are invariant across groups, it
means that the items reflect the latent construct in a similar way
across the groups. Again, this is a revision to the traditional MI
order, which constrains loadings, then thresholds.

The threshold and loadingmodels for both race/ethnicity and gender
on the SRS and the model for gender groups on the MSS did not have
worse fit than their respective threshold models (see Tables 1 and 2).
This meant we established threshold and loading invariance for the
SRS across racial/ethnic and gender groups, as well as for the MSS
across gender groups. However, the MSS threshold and loading
model among racial/ethnic groups had worse fit than the previous
threshold model. Although overall fit indices were acceptable, the
chi-square difference test was significant, indicating the model’s
incremental fit was significantly worse than the prior model, and the
ΔRMSEA increase was greater than .01. These results indicated that
at least one item’s factor loading was not equivalent across racial/
ethnic groups on the MSS.

Partial Loading Invariance on the MSS

To further isolate where there was noninvariance across the racial/
ethnic groups in the MSS, we conducted analyses to achieve partial
loading invariance. Partial invariance in this case means that one or
more factor loadings should be freely estimated while the rest are
equivalent (i.e., constrained) across groups. Though there is a lack of
consensus about best practices for achieving partial invariance
(Putnick & Bornstein, 2016), we tested for partial invariance to
provide researchers with clarity as to which items may be problematic
and to suggest future research directions, a benefit that outweighed the
lack of established best practices. We followed the protocol provided
by Svetina et al. (2020), wherein modification indices are used to
identify problematic items in the threshold and loading model.
Modification indices indicated that Item 8 on the MSS (“Over the past
few years, the government and news media have been showing more
concern about the treatment of women than is warranted by women’s
actual experiences”) was a potential driver of misfit. We freed the
loading for this item across groups, and based on the item loadings
within each group, we tested amodel inwhich the loading for this item
was freely estimated for white participants but restricted to be equal
for Black and Latinx participants. This model had good overall fit to
the data, the chi-square test was not significant, and incremental
changes in RMSEA and CFI were negligible, indicating that the
partial threshold and loading model did not have statistically worse fit
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Table 2
Symbolic Racism Scale Fit Statistics

Sample and model

Fit statistic

χ2(df) ΔSig. χ2 RMSEA [95% CI] ΔRMSEA CFI ΔCFI TLI Decision

Women versus men
Configural invariance χ2(36) = 56.94, p = .015 — 0.040 [0.018, 0.059] — 0.998 — 0.997 Accept
Threshold invariance χ2(44) = 66.54, p = .016 p = .230 0.038 [0.017, 0.055] −0.002 0.998 0.000 0.998 Accept
T + loading invariance χ2(50) = 70.91, p = .028 p = .269 0.034 [0.012, 0.051] −0.004 0.998 0.000 0.998 Accept

Black versus Latinx versus white
Configural invariance χ2(54) = 86.93, p = .003 — 0.050 [0.03, 0.069] — 0.997 — 0.996 Accept
Threshold invariance χ2(70) = 104.93, p = .004 p = .218 0.046 [0.026, 0.063] −0.004 0.997 0.000 0.996 Accept
T + loading invariance χ2(82) = 117.71, p = .006 p = .144 0.043 [0.023, 0.059] −0.003 0.997 0.000 0.997 Accept

Note. — = not applicable; df = degrees of freedom; Sig. = significant; RMSEA = root-mean-square error of approximation; CI = confidence interval;
CFI = comparative fit index; TLI = Tucker–Lewis index; T = threshold.
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than the threshold model (see Table 1). We therefore concluded that
the aforementioned MSS item assessing special favors for women is
not invariant among Black, Latinx, and white participants. Figure 1
illustrates the final partial invariance model.

Discussion

In the present study, we sought to understand whether the SRS
and the MSS were invariant across racial/ethnic (Black, Latinx, and

white) and gender groups (women and men). With regard to the
SRS, we were able to establish measurement invariance for all SRS
items across race/ethnicity and gender. Our results indicate that
researchers may compare SRS scores and their relationship with
other constructs between these groups.

Next, we examined the psychometric equivalence of the MSS.
We established measurement invariance between women and men
on the MSS. We also established configural (i.e., equivalent factor
structure) and threshold invariance (i.e., equivalent item thresholds)
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Figure 1
Partial Invariance Model of the MSS Across Racial/Ethnic Groups

Note. Values next to arrow lines are standardized factor loadings for easy interpretation, standard errors
in parentheses. Values in bold (MSS8) were allowed to vary in the white sample versus the Black and
Latinx samples during partial threshold and loading invariance testing. Mplus will not provide
standardized factor loadings during MI testing; to obtain standardized loadings, we conducted a CFA in
Black participants (the referent group for our racial/ethnic groupMI analyses). Displayed are standardized
loading values from the Black sample in the Latinx and white figures, except for Item 8 (the noninvariant
item) in the white figure, whose standardized loading value was obtained from a CFA in the white sample.
Thus, this figure is not strictly statistically accurate and is only here to help visualize the findings.
Threshold values were omitted for easy presentation, but they were invariant across the three groups for all
items. MSS=Modern Sexism Scale; CFA= confirmatory factor analysis; MI =measurement invariance.
a Reverse scored items.
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across racial/ethnic groups. However, we could not establish
threshold and loading invariance for the complete MSS across
racial/ethnic groups. In other words, the item loadings were not
equivalent.
Consequently, we established partial invariance, which required

that the loading of the item, which read, “Over the past few years, the
government and news media have been showing more concern
about the treatment of women than is warranted by women’s actual
experiences,” be constrained to be equal among Black and Latinx
participants but freely estimated for white participants. The MSS is
organized around three themes (Swim et al., 1995), and this item
represents the theme “resentment about special favors for women.”
In group-specific CFAs, this item’s standardized loading was lower
among Black (.35) and Latinx (.38) participants compared to white
participants (.62). Further, this item’s loading failed to meet both the
minimum acceptable value of .40 in exploratory factor analysis for
inclusion on a scale and the minimum value of .60 advised for use in
CFA. Our findings suggest that the item may not be a meaningful
indicator of modern sexism among Black and Latinx people because
these groups interpret the item differently than white people.
Researchers seeking to use the MSS in diverse racial groups should
either reevaluate their use of the problematic item or develop and test
alternative ways to equivalently assess the theme the item represents
across diverse groups.
When people respond to survey questions, they draw on their own

social position and contexts when responding (Davis et al., 2022;
McClelland, 2014). One explanation for why the MSS item’s
loading was noninvariant among racial groups may be due to the
lack of concern shown for the treatment of Black women and Latinas
by the media and government. Cooky et al. (2010) argued that
“media frames are both constructed within raced, classed, and
gendered hierarchical relations of power and are read within those
very same systems of domination” (p. 144; Slakoff & Fradella,
2019). Slakoff and Brennan (2019) analyzed front-page crime
stories about victimized Black, Latina, and white girls and women,
and they found that white victims received more sympathetic
coverage, whereas coverage of Black and Latina victims invoked
racist stereotypes that normalized violence against them. Further,
the government has neglected to acknowledge that the treatment of
women of color may be both racialized and gendered. For example,
women of color must meet a higher standard to pursue redress for
racialized sexual discrimination because race and sex discrimination
have different legal standards (Brassel et al., 2020; Crenshaw, 1990;
Leung, 2017). Black, Latinx, and white participants thus may
experience media and government concern toward women’s issues
differently, which could be reflected in the item’s contribution to the
latent score within each group.
Our results are in line with previous research that has similarly

found issues with the MSS as a measure of sexism in people of color
(E.-R. Hayes & Swim, 2013) and research finding issues with the
item assessing the special favors for women in particular (i.e., “Over
the past few years, the government and news media have been
showing more concern about the treatment of women than is
warranted by women’s actual experiences”; Case, 2007). We were
able to establish partial invariance in our study; however, the impact
of this finding is difficult to assess because we have used a still-
developing analytic method. We encourage additional research on

establishing partial invariance and on exploring how issues with
single items may or may not affect the implications of the scale. Our
findings do not deem the MSS unusable in diverse racial/ethnic
groups; however, our results do suggest the need for future
researchers examining the factor structure of the MSS to consider
how trust in government and media may differ across marginalized
groups and how this may impact the interpretation of the
problematic item in different populations. It may be beneficial
for future researchers to either remove this item or test whether
rewording the item may better reflect modern sexist attitudes.

Limitations and Future Directions

This study is important to consider within the context of its
limitations. For instance, while we have established noninvariance
on the MSS for Black and Latinx participants compared to white
participants, we do not know the origins or explanations for that
invariance. How are Black and Latinx participants reading and
understanding the items compared to white participants?We suggest
that researchers gain insight into noninvariance among racial/ethnic
groups on the MSS through the use of critical frameworks and
methods (e.g., qualitative methods; see Bowleg, 2017, 2021). We
specifically recommend employing cognitive debriefing, a method
that interrogates how participants understand and respond to in order
to gain insight into relations between participants’ evaluation of item
content, their experience, and their responses (e.g., Rosenbaum &
Valsiner, 2011). This method would aid in researchers understand-
ing more about how participants interact with and interpret items
that tap difficult to assess constructs, such as racism and sexism.
Additionally, we echo the call from others who caution that, given
the statistical ambiguity of noninvariance and partial invariance,
researchers should attempt to replicate the current findings in
independent samples (Putnick & Bornstein, 2016).

For Black and Latinx people, racism plays a role in their
understanding of sexism and shapes how they perceive, for example,
benevolent forms of sexism (Davis et al., 2022). E.-R. Hayes and
Swim (2013) also found that measures of subtle forms of sexism,
including the MSS, are not as internally reliable for people of color.
The authors suggest that there may be race-based differences in
gender-role differentiation and experiences of paternalism. We pose
a similar argument: the noninvariance of the item in the MSS
regarding media and government concern may stem from Black
and Latinx sociohistorical experiences. This important empirical
question should be pursued with further research, as it is outside the
scope of our analysis of measurement invariance.

Last, we urge readers to refrain from assuming that psychometric
equivalence means that anti-Black racism and sexism are
conceptualized similarly by ingroup and outgroup members.
Kam and Burge (2018) conducted an online, cognitive debrief
study of the SRS items and found evidence that the symbolic does,
in fact, look different for different racial/ethnic groups. They
argued that while conceptualizing the SRS as a manifestation of
anti-Black racial resentment among white people is accurate, the
measure is actually assessing attributions for inequality (i.e.,
structural vs. individual) in Black people. Future scholarship
should continue to interrogate the meaning of symbolic racism and
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modern sexism in diverse groups, including explicitly within
groups affected by such attitudes.

Conclusion

This study adds to the growing body of scholarship that seeks to
validate in racial/ethnic minority groups the scores of psychological
measures originally developed using predominantly white samples
(e.g., Burnette et al., 2020; Goodwill, 2021; Granek & Peleg-Sagy,
2017). This work is novel in its examination of the efficacy of the
SRS and the MSS across Black, Latinx, and white participants and
across women and men. Our findings demonstrate measurement
invariance on the SRS (across racial/ethnic and across gender
groups) and MSS (across gender groups), providing empirical
support for researchers who are interested in the extent to which
racist and sexist ideologies are adopted across groups. However, we
also found that the problematic item within the MSS, “Over the past
few years, the government and newsmedia have been showingmore
concern about the treatment of women than is warranted by
women’s actual experiences,”was noninvariant among racial/ethnic
groups, prompting the need for the item to be reevaluated to improve
its statistical contribution to the latent modern sexism score among
Black and Latinx participants. We invite continued research into the
equivalence of the SRS and MSS across racial/ethnic and gender
groups, as refining these measures will provide more precise insight
into the endorsement of anti-Black racism and sexism.
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