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Current literature about interviewer-demographic influences suggests that the interviewer’s gender may promote 

social desirability, which in turn may alter an interviewee’s willingness to answer questions truthfully. The 

gender-of-interview effect has been observed predominantly between interviewers and interviewees of the opposite 

gender and on questions concerning sexually-sensitive material. This study attempted to investigate whether males 

self-report more frequent safe-sex practices when interviewed by a woman than when interviewed by a man. Male 

and female interviewers were randomly assigned to call sexually active undergraduate males and administer a 

safe-sex practice survey. Men interviewed by men and men interviewed by women did not differ significantly on 

survey scores. These results may indicate that the gender-of-interviewer effect is not present in males’ reports of 

safe-sex practices. 
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The “observer’s paradox” was first introduced by 

William Labov as the notion that the means used to gather the 

data interfere with the data to be gathered (Labov, 1972). This 

phrase has since evolved into the term “interviewer effect,” 

used to describe the interviewer-respondent relationship, 

encompassing all of the characteristics that may lead to a bias 

during the interview or observation process, such as race, 

gender, and sexuality (Darrow et al., 1986). Thus far, research 

has revealed that the demographics of an interviewer will 

cultivate an environment of social desirability, where the 

respondents  will perform  in ways  that differ  from  their  true 
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attitudes in order to express opinions that conform with the 

perceived interviewer’s expectations (Davis & Silver, 2003). 

Additionally, differences between the race and gender of the 

interviewer and interviewee has been shown to influence the 

degree to which subjects answer opinion-based questions 

truthfully, which is theorized to be affected by the pressures of 

avoiding social offense (Johnson & Moore, 1993). These 

behavioral patterns have been observed within a wide range of 

demographics studied, including race and gender. Specifically, 

the gender of the interviewer has been shown to have a 

complex range of effects on respondents’ behaviors in real-

world applications, such as surveys, job interviews, and 

interrogations (Huddy, Billig, Bracciodieta, Moynihan, & 

Pugliani, 1997). Accordingly, the interaction between an 

interviewer’s gender and respondents’ truthfulness is a 

critically important phenomenon that cannot go 

underrepresented in the literature. 

 One negative consequence of the gender-of-interviewer 

effect is the potential biases that can arise when such factors are 

not properly accounted for. For example, in the 20th century, 

the primary means of conductance for many surveys was door-

to-door with an interpersonal interview (Huddy et al., 1997). 

These interviews were largely conducted by women who were 

perceived to have a less-threatening presence and the ability to 

obtain higher response rates than men. However, the 

consequences of this single-gendered, face-to-face approach 

were not fully realized until recently by Flores-Macias and 

Lawson (2008). This study investigated the effect of the 
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interviewer’s gender in a face-to-face public policy survey, 

hypothesizing that differential responses would be received 

when interviewed by a man or a woman. Overall, the authors 

concluded that there was only a significant interaction between 

the gender of the respondent and the gender of the interviewer 

if the questions asked were on topics like abortion and women’s 

rights. In this case, men were significantly more likely to offer 

feminist attitudes when respondents were interviewed by a 

woman as opposed to a man. As both of these topics were 

gender-sensitive, this may have caused the respondents to feel 

more pressure to give the answer they perceived as more 

socially desirable when speaking with a woman. These findings 

emphasize how the types of questions being asked, as well as 

the format of such questions, can affect how respondents may 

choose to answer. The study also suggested possible confounds 

inherent to the interviewer during experimentation including 

their physical appearance and personal demeanor. 

 To address the confounding variables present in face-

to-face interviews, numerous national surveys are directed 

through recorded voices via programs such as Audio 

Computer-Assisted Self-Interview (ACASI; Oloo et al., 2012). 

This style of interview has been shown to reduce interviewer 

bias and social desirability related to sensitive questions. For 

example, Oloo and colleagues (2012) conducted a survey 

assessing HIV risk for young adults in Kenya using either a 

female or male recorded voice. The data suggested that there 

was not a significant interaction between gender of the voice 

and gender of the respondent. However, the data did reveal that 

unprotected anal sex with a partner with an unknown HIV 

status was more frequently reported to the female ACASI 

voice. The overall lack of significant relationship brings into 

question how influential the gender-of-interviewer effect is 

when the only cue of an individual’s gender is a computer-

automated voice. Yet, the significant correlation found between 

the HIV question regarding anal sex and the interviewer’s 

gender argues that, even with all other confounds controlled 

for, the gender-of-interviewer effect is still present and heavily 

dependent on the circumstances inherent to the interview such 

as the type of questions asked, and the method used to 

interview respondents. 

 This situational pattern of the gender-of-interviewer 

effect is not only found in recorded-voice interviews, but 

telephone interviews as well. A live, gender-specific voice 

creates a focused investigation of the gender-of-interviewer 

effect while still permitting anonymity. A study conducted by 

Lueptow, Moser, and Pendleton (1990) examined the effects of 

gender on telephone interview responses related to questions 

regarding attitudes towards sex roles, which encompasses 

gender related personality traits, interpersonal relations 

between sexes, and women’s roles. The findings suggested that 

female respondents were affected by the interviewer’s gender 

and by the content of the questions more so than male 

respondents—women reported more liberal and non-traditional 

views to women whereas men reported the same views to both 

genders. This result emphasizes the importance of gender-

specific questions and their ability to strengthen or weaken the 

gender-of-interviewer effect. Similarly, Johnson and Moore 

(1993) investigated the gender-of-interviewer effect in a 

telephone survey concerning the gender-sensitive topic of the 

sale and consumption of pornography. At large, there was no 

significant relationship that suggested that the gender of the 

interviewer influenced either men’s or women’s willingness to 

self-report their attitude towards pornography. However, when 

observing trends, female respondents were more likely to self-

report having purchased or read sexually explicit material to 

male interviewers than female interviewers. Interestingly, this 

behavior was observed through numerous questions on the 

survey with both male and female respondents reporting less 

traditional and more progressive opinions regarding 

acceptability and consumption of pornography when 

interviewed by a man. This relationship, although not 

statistically significant, suggests that personal and invasive 

questions may promote more self-disclosure and disinhibition 

when interviewed by a man due to the fact that men express a 

more extroverted and open sexuality. 

  Contradictory to previous studies, Huddy, et al. 

(1997) found a significant effect of interview-gender on 

telephone survey responses. Male and female respondents were 

asked questions regarding women’s rights, women’s roles, and 

gender equality. While a small effect, the results indicate that 

both male and female respondents were more likely to provide 

feminist answers to female interviewers. This finding 

emphasizes the potential for circumstantial results (i.e., 

questions pertaining to a specific gender’s politics) when the 

gender of the interviewer is manipulated. In addition, this 

study’s significant findings provide impetus for further 

investigation into gender bias in interview-based processes.  

The prior research discussed above has investigated 

the gender-of-interviewer effect quite extensively in terms of 

the means of interview conduction, populations studied, and 

types of questions asked. Results appear to be contingent on 

these variables such that each type of study generally agrees 

with the pre-existing literature, but the specifics of the 

relationship between the gender of the interviewer and the 

respondent vary between studies. The gender-of-interviewer 

effect is largely dependent on the topic of the questions and the 

gender of the respondent. This apparent specificity within the 

relationship suggests there are more unique results to be 

discovered.  

A category within the realm of gender-of-interviewer 

bias that has yet to be widely studied is the topic of safe-sex 

practices. Nation-wide surveys of sexual activity in 

heterosexual men report a decline in condom usage from 1995 

to 2010, despite it being the most effective contraceptive 

available to men (Jones, Mosher, & Daniels, 2012). However, 

these types of surveys are typically conducted either via 

mailings or by men’s health organizations, where the majority 

of the interviewers are men affiliated with the organization. 

Based on prior research, men may answer these questions 

differently when placed in a situation promoting social 

desirability, such as being interviewed by a woman. For 

example, numerous studies have focused on sexually sensitive 
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topics pertinent to women, such as abortion and contraceptives, 

and have found that men interviewed by men tended to 

minimize the gender-of-interviewer effect by offering a less 

biased response based on desirability effects perpetuated by the 

interviewer (Flores-Macias & Lawson, 2008). These empirical 

trends may suggest that the national surveys are underreporting 

condom usage due to the same-gendered interview approach, 

thus prompting the question of whether men will respond 

differently to sexually sensitive questions when interviewed by 

a man versus a woman. 

 The present study attempted to answer this question by 

analyzing the interviewer-respondent dynamic with female and 

male interviewers posing questions concerning safe-sex practice 

to male college students. This demographic has in the past 

reported infrequent condom use and frequent sexual activity 

occurring post-consumption of alcoholic beverages, suggesting 

poor safe-sex practices (Jones et al., 2012). The respondents 

were contacted via a telephone survey in order to emphasize 

the gender-of-interviewer effect and eliminate confounds 

characteristic of face-to-face interviews (Huddy et al., 1997). 

The survey focused primarily on the frequency of condom use 

and other safe-sex measures practiced by the subjects such as 

abstaining from alcohol and obtaining consent. The respondents 

were presented with a rating scale ranging from “never” to 

“always” on questions pertaining to the frequency of safe-sex 

measures, where each rating was coded with a numerical value. 

We hypothesized that male respondents would be more likely to 

overestimate the frequency of their safe-sex practices (receive a 

higher score on the scale) when interviewed by a woman as 

opposed to a man. This hypothesis is supported by prior 

research through staged interviews as well as national surveys, 

where same-gendered interviews tended to cultivate a more 

facilitative environment, whereas opposite-gendered interviews 

tended to be more tense and formal (Latu, Schmid Mast, & 

Steward, 2015).  

 

METHOD 

 

Participants 

 We obtained a purposive sample of seven sexually 

active, undergraduate males from the University of Minnesota. 

The participants ranged in age from 19-22 (M =19.86, SD = 

1.069). Six of the participants identified as Caucasian and one 

identified as Asian and Caucasian. The participants did not 

receive compensation. 

 

Materials 

 A self-crafted sign-up sheet, asking for a first name, 

phone number, email, and availability, was used for participant 

recruitment. A single, 3-question survey was administered via 

telephone to the recruited participants. The questions, which 

measured an individual’s safe-sex practices, were adapted from 

Oloo et al.’s (2012) Audio Computer-Assisted Self-Interview 

(ACASI) questionnaire (see Appendix). This survey was 

originally designed to assess HIV risk, which inherently 

measured the use of contraceptives and safe-sex practices. 

Participants’ responses were measured on a Likert scale 

ranging from “never” to “always,” where each rating was 

coded with a numerical value [i.e., never (0), rarely (1), 

sometimes (2), frequently (3), always (4)]. 

 

Procedure 

 The communal sign-up sheet was distributed in a 

psychology research methods course, neurobiology course, and 

to acquaintances. The information given was broad and spoke 

generally of the sexually-sensitive nature of the questions that 

would be asked. Interviewers were then randomly assigned to 

each participant via a random-number generator to create a 

relatively equal sample number in the female-interviewer 

(n=4) and male-interviewer (n=3) experimental groups. 

Participants were called between 5:00 PM and 9:00 PM CT 

within a week of their sign-up date. This time frame was 

chosen based on the assumption that evening hours would have 

the least amount of conflict for undergraduate students. In 

order to control for inherent differences within conversational 

speaking, the interviewers followed a self-crafted script when 

conducting the adapted survey, which included verbal informed 

consent at the beginning of the telephone call (see Appendix). 

During the telephone interview, the interviewer recorded the 

participant’s responses to the survey on a Google spreadsheet. 

To score the safe-sex survey, numerical values were associated 

with specific survey ratings on the Likert scale, as identified in 

the survey script (see Appendix). All three questions on the 

survey were scaled so that high scores on the survey indicated 

high frequency of safe-sex practices. At the end of the 

telephone call, the participant was informed that they would be 

debriefed within the next hour with an email entailing the true 

purpose of the study. The participant was asked if they had any 

further questions before the interview was concluded.  

 

RESULTS 

 

The scores on each of the three questions were totaled 

to a sum score, which was a representation of the frequency of 

each individual participant’s safe-sex practices. The sum score 

was used to conduct a one-tailed independent-groups t-test. 

Analyses showed that those interviewed by men (M = 11.33, 

SD = 1.16) did not report significantly greater frequencies of 

safe-sex practices than those interviewed by women (M = 

9.25, SD = 2.36; t(5) = 1.38, p = 0.113). 

Additionally, an independent-groups t-test was 

conducted for each question of the survey. Analysis for 

question 1 (condom use) showed that participants interviewed 

by men (M = 4.00, SD = 0.00) did not score significantly 

lower in their frequency of condom use than those interviewed 

by women (M = 3.25, SD = 0.50; t(5) = 2.535, p = 0.974). 

In fact, the difference for question 1 was in the opposite 

direction to what we predicted. Investigation of question 2 

(alcohol consumption) showed that those interviewed by men 

(M = 3.67, SD = 0.58) did not report significantly greater 

frequency of engaging in sexual activity post-consumption of 

alcohol than those interviewed by women (M = 3.50, SD = 
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1.00; t(5) = 0.255, p = 0.405). Lastly, analysis for question 3 

(verbal consent) showed that those interviewed by men (M = 

3.67, SD = 0.58) did not report significantly greater frequency 

of obtaining verbal consent prior to engaging in sexual activity 

than those interviewed by women (M = 2.50, SD = 1.92; t(5) 

= 1.000, p = 0.182).  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

The results did not support our hypothesis that male 

respondents would be more likely to overestimate the frequency 

of their safe-sex practices (receive a higher score on the scale) 

when interviewed by a woman as opposed to a man; no 

significant difference was found for the total score on the 

survey, and only one question of the survey yielded a 

significant difference, but in the opposite direction of our 

hypothesis. This significant finding on question 1 was deemed 

to have occurred by chance as a result of our small sample size. 

These results, at large, are inconsistent with the findings of past 

research, such as the study conducted by Flores-Macias and 

Lawson (2008), which found the gender-of-interviewer effect to 

be less susceptible to bias and desirability effects when the 

interviewer was of the same gender as the interviewee. The 

disagreement with past literature may be attributed to a small 

sample size, a lack of additional experimental groups, and an 

underdeveloped survey. However, although not addressed in 

our hypothesis, the results also demonstrate small consistencies 

with some prior research, such as the study conducted by 

Johnson and Moore (1993) that found both male and female 

respondents to be more open and expressive concerning 

sexually sensitive topics when interviewed by a man. This past 

finding may help explain our finding of a higher mean score for 

the male-interviewer group. This study, in general, fails to 

corroborate the findings of previous literature to questions 

regarding safe-sex practices. 

 Methodological errors were present throughout the 

duration of the study that may have explained the lack of 

significant results. At the forefront was the sample size; seven 

individuals are a non-generalizable sample and cannot be a 

representation of all sexually active, undergraduate men, 

meaning that our study has insufficient power. Of the nine 

participants recruited, seven were interviewed, so the restricted 

sample size was not attributed to response rate as much as it 

was attributed to lack of interest or hesitancy to participate, 

presumed to be due to the sensitivity of the questions on the 

survey and the lack of an incentive to participate. The majority 

of prior research on the gender-of-interviewer effect had 

sample sizes well over 100 respondents. For example, Flores-

Macias and Lawson (2008) had a sample size of 1,600 

respondents, which allowed for a greater degree of external 

validity. Furthermore, the mechanisms for participant 

recruitment did not allow for large anonymity by utilizing a 

communal sign-up sheet, which may explain the low 

participation. Past studies have used more anonymous 

recruitment methods such as mailings, flyers, and online ads 

with more successful response rates and larger participant 

recruitments (Latu et al., 2015). 

 Another flaw in the study design was the lack of 

additional experimental groups. Previous studies, such as those 

by Lueptow et al. (1990) and Huddy et al. (1997), examined 

the gender-of-interviewer effect among both male and female 

respondents, creating a quasi-control group to observe 

differences across respondents. Our study attempted to focus 

the gender-of-interviewer effect on men due to a lack of 

previous literature on male-sensitive items. The implementation 

of this simplified model creates hurdles in the ability to 

generalize the results to the population without having a 

comparison group, such as female respondents. 

 Additionally, the safe-sex practice survey may have 

been too limited with respect to the questions asked and the 

scale utilized to elucidate the gender-of-interviewer effect. A 3-

question survey is not comprehensive in terms of safe-sex 

practices and may not have addressed all areas that provoke 

social desirability. For example, the ACASI questionnaire 

developed by Oloo and colleagues (2012) included 12 sexually 

sensitive questions to statistically analyze differences between 

genders. In addition, the Likert rating scale was finite and non-

exhaustive, which may have limited the respondents’ ability to 

choose an answer that was most true for them. For example, 

there was no response option if the male respondent wanted to 

report they used a condom more often than frequently, but less 

than always. 

 Future studies would benefit from sampling a larger 

population of sexually active, undergraduate men, and may 

achieve this goal via a more anonymous recruitment tool such 

as an email or flyer. One could also increase the sample size by 

incorporating an additional experimental group of female 

respondents to analyze trends between genders, observing all 

possible outcomes of interviewer and respondent dynamics with 

questions pertaining to safe-sex practices. Additionally, a more 

sensitive survey scale could allow for more subtle effects of the 

gender-of-interviewer to be perceived in the data. Finally, 

expanding the survey as a whole to encompass all behaviors 

that qualify as safe-sex practices, such as birth control and 

nonverbal consent, would be more conducive to teasing out the 

relationship between the gender of the interviewer and 

responses to sexually sensitive questions. 

Although methodologically flawed, this study 

concluded that there was no difference between men’s 

responses on their frequency of safe-sex practices when 

interviewed by a man and when interviewed by a woman. This 

may indicate that men are comfortable and open about their 

sexual behaviors so that whom they report these behaviors to 

does not create a socially desirable environment. If, after 

further empirical research, this remains the case, it could 

reflect positively on men and their willingness to be truthful 

about safe-sex practices, which creates implications for 

themselves and their sexual partners. In a world where sexual 

abuse, rape, and teen pregnancy are contemporary issues, the 

ability to have  honest discussions between sexual  partners and 
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health care providers is integral to maintaining good health, 

practicing safe-sex measures, respecting sexual partners, and 

avoiding legal issues. 

 

APPENDIX 

 
Safe-Sex Practice Survey Script 

 

Between the time of 5 PM to 9 PM: 

Send text 5 minutes before: “Hello, you signed up to participate in a short safe-

sex survey for a research methods course at the University of Minnesota. I will 

be calling you in about 5 minutes to conduct the survey. Thank you” 

 

* Dial participant’s number. * 

 

“Hello, my name is ____________ and I am calling on behalf of the safe-sex 

practice survey you volunteered to participate in through the University of 

Minnesota.” 

 

“Do you have five minutes to answer our three question survey concerning 

your safe-sex practices?” 

If yes: read Informed Consent 

If no: “Is there another time that I can call back where you would be able 

to answer the survey?” 

 Jot down the better time to call and thank them for their time 

 If no longer care to participate, thank them for their time 

 

Informed Consent: “You are being asked to participate in a study as part of a 

class project in a research methods course in the Department of Psychology at 

the University of Minnesota. If you choose to participate, no identifying 

information will be gathered from you, so it will be impossible to identify you 

as a participant. If you choose to participate, you may stop participating at any 

time. You may withdraw your data at any time, including after you have 

completed the study. You may ask me questions before or after you complete 

the experiment. I also can tell you how to contact the course instructor if you 

have questions for him.” 

[If participants ask, tell them they can contact, Dr. Mark Stellmack, at 

stell006@umn.edu.] 

 

“Do you have any questions?” 

 

“The questions you will be asked will concern your safe sex measure you have 

or currently put to practice. The question contains two parts. The first part will 

require a yes or no response. If you respond with a ‘yes’, I will follow up 

asking you how frequently you practice this safe sex measure on a scale from 

Never to Always. This means you can respond with, never, rarely, sometimes, 

frequently, and always.” 

 

“Do you have any questions?” 

 

“Question 1. Do you use a condom when you engage in sexual activity?” 

If yes: “How frequently do you use a condom?” 

Record score on spreadsheet: 

Never (0) Rarely (1) Sometimes (2) Frequently (3) Always (4) 

If no: record score of 0 

 

“Question 2. When you engage in sexual activity, is it ever after the 

consumption of alcohol?” 

If yes: “How frequently do you engage in sexually activity after alcohol 

consumption?” 

Record score on spreadsheet: 

Never (4) Rarely (3) Sometimes (2) Frequently (1) Always (0) 

If no: record score of 4 

 

 

 

 

 

“Question 3. When you engage in sexual activity, do you verbally ask for 

consent beforehand?” 

If yes: “How frequently do you ask for consent before engaging in sexual 

activity?” 

Record score on spreadsheet: 

Never (0) Rarely (1) Sometimes (2) Frequently (3) Always (4) 

If no: record score of 0 

 

“The following two questions are for demographic purposes:” 

“What is your age?” 

“What is your ethnicity?” 

 

“That concludes our survey on safe-sex practice. Thank you for taking the time 

to participate in our study. We will be sending you an email debriefing you and 

explaining your importance in participating within 24 hours. After which, we 

will be removing all personally identifying information including your phone 

number and email to ensure your privacy.” 

 

“Do you have any further questions?” 

 

“Thank you again, have a nice evening.” 
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