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Abstract 

The projected racial shift in the United States, where ethnic and racial minorities are expected 

to outnumber the White population in 2044, has led to various reactions among White 

Americans. The research in this dissertation examines some of the behavioral responses of 

White people to the expected racial demographic change. These responses include more 

support for conservative parties, increased beliefs that they are victims of anti-White 

discrimination, opposition to the construction of cultural and religious buildings, and increased 

embracement of supposedly more traditional American values such as increased support for 

Christian morals, patriarchal family structure, American exceptionalism, etc. In more extreme 

cases, the expected racial demographic shift has fueled violence against people of color 

including murder. In truth, despite the increased racial and ethnic diversity of the country, 

White individuals maintain privileged status in the socioeconomic hierarchy. Economic 

inequality, institutional segregation, outgroup prejudice, explicit discrimination in the 

workplace, and threat responses to the changing American demographic contribute to the 

underrepresentation of people of color in leadership positions from business to politics. 

Colorism, which involves prejudice and discrimination based on skin tone, further exacerbates 

disparities complicating the experiences of individuals of color. For example, the results of the 

first manuscript included in this dissertation show that, while White Americans favor lighter-

skinned politicians, they do so only when those individuals are African American. As shown in 

the second manuscript, the psychological mechanism explaining such a preference was linked 

to the fact that an African American politician is seen as more American than a Mexican 

American individual with the same skin tone. In other words, when seen in the same skin tone, 
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the African American politician was perceived as more American than the Mexican American. 

That perception of Americanness led White voters to express more positive attitudes and 

increased voting intentions toward the African American candidate. Whether White voters’ 

attitudes and behaviors are a matter of colorism or racial and ethnic bias, it is essential, as a 

matter of more equitable representations, to investigate ways to increase the number of 

people of color in organizations as well as public office. Given the recent political pushback on 

organizational and institutional efforts to increase diversity, equity, and inclusion, the aim of 

the studies presented in the third manuscript was to investigate self-affirmation interventions 

meant to mitigate the adverse reaction of White individuals to such initiatives. Overall, the 

results showed that affirmed White individuals held more positive attitudes toward diversity 

policies and lower levels of symbolic and realistic threats than non-affirmed White people did. 

Additionally, the results discussed in the third manuscript show that affirmed individuals 

expressed a greater inclination to be involved in DEI activities (e.g., voluntarily participate in DEI 

training). These intentions predicted their behavior of signing up for a DEI newsletter. All in all, 

the studies included in this dissertation highlight the importance of understanding White 

individuals' reactions to a diversifying nation, as they impact voting behaviors, attitudes 

towards DEI initiatives, and the representation of people of color in politics and other 

leadership roles. Self-affirmation interventions offer a potential tool to address threat 

responses and promote more positive attitudes towards diversity and inclusion efforts. 

 

 

Introduction 
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According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2015), the United States of America is projected to 

experience a racial shift by 2044 when ethnic and racial minorities are expected to outnumber 

the country’s White population. This anticipated change has prompted negative reactions 

among White individuals particularly in the sphere of politics (e.g., Danbold & Huo, 2015; Craig 

& Richeson, 2018a; Major et al., 2018). For example, research has shown that White voters who 

live closer to Black neighborhoods are more likely to register as Republican (Giles & Hertz, 

1994) and also to vote for Republican candidates (Enos, 2016). What is more, the Republican 

candidates that White people tend to support when feeling threatened by the increasing 

number of people of color are the politicians who identify as more conservative (Craig & 

Richeson, 2014, 2018b), hold more nationalist views, and support more extreme right-wing 

policies (Chirico, 2014).  

In addition to changing voting intentions and behaviors, group threat among White 

individuals has also shown to lead to increased beliefs in anti-White discrimination (Norton & 

Sommers, 2011). The prominence of anti-White discrimination beliefs was also at the root of 

the lawsuit that led to a recent historic U.S. Supreme Court ruling that outlaws the practice of 

affirmative action in higher education: The lawsuit was filed by White and Asian students who 

felt discriminated against at Harvard University and the University of North Carolina at Chapel 

Hill (Totenberg, 2023). The Supreme Court ended race-conscious admissions eliminating the 

possibility for American colleges and universities to consider race as a deciding factor when 

admitting qualified applicants. In the past years, White conservatives have also shown 

increased opposition to the construction of buildings that hold cultural significance such as 

mosques, and increased support for schools that only teach in English (Zou & Cheryan, 2022).  
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A racially diversifying country in which people of color, especially Brown people, are 

perceived as more foreign (e.g., Chirco & Buchanan, 2022, 2023; Zou & Cheryan, 2017) may 

lead White Americans to think that they are losing control over their country and its traditional 

U.S. values (Frey, 2015) sparking more violent reactions. Not coincidentally, in more recent 

years, right-wing extremist groups as well as conservative media outlets such as Fox News have 

also embraced the great replacement theory—the racist ideology proposing that White people 

will soon be supplanted by non-White immigrants (Obaidi et al., 2019). A surge in violence 

against racial minorities is therefore unsurprising. For example, the shooter who entered a 

grocery store and killed 10 Black people in Buffalo, New York in May 2022 did so in the name of 

the great replacement theory (Rose, 2022). The attitudes and behaviors behind this atrocious 

crime are explored by recent scholarly work in which researchers found evidence that the 

perception of White replacement is indeed positively associated with violent intentions, 

islamophobia, and the persecution of Muslims (Obaidi et al., 2021).  

Racial Demographic Shift ¹ Power 

Representation in Leadership, Colorism, Ethnic Bias 

 All these reactions to an increasing non-White population in the U.S., however, do not 

stem from the fact that White individuals are actually losing their power and privileged status in 

the country’s socio-economic hierarchy, because they are not. As a matter of fact, although the 

U.S. is becoming more racially and ethnically diverse (U.S. Census, 2020), eight out of 10 of the 

most powerful leaders are still White (Lu et al., 2020). Depending on the theoretical frames 

used, scholars have posited that economic inequality (Kraus et al., 2019) and institutional 

segregation (Anicich, et al., 2021) are behind the insufficiently diverse population of American 
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leaders. Others have advanced that outgroup prejudice when evaluating personnel (Phillips & 

Jun, 2022), explicit discrimination in the workplace (Quillian et al., 2017), and psychological 

mechanisms that lead people to envision leaders as being White (Petsko & Rosette, 2023) 

prevent individuals of color from enjoying a more just representation in leadership positions.  

Research on colorism—prejudice and discrimination toward people within the same 

racial and ethnic group based on lightness or darkness of their skin tone—suggests that people 

of color with lighter skin tones earn more (Diette et al., 2015), are perceived as more attractive 

(Reece, 2016), and face less confrontations with law enforcement (Finkeldey & Demuth, 2019).  

The association of a lighter skin tone to a higher social status has been prevalent for centuries 

(Hunter, 2005). Indeed, during slavery in the United States, lighter-skinned enslaved individuals 

often worked in the house and were taught to read, whereas individuals with darker skin 

worked in the fields and were not allowed inside. More recently, conservative political 

campaigns have also employed scare tactics such as digitally altering photographs of politicians 

of color to make candidates of color appear darker (LeBlanc, 2020; Sollenberger, 2021). These 

tactics are often effective, and work especially well on White voters. Colorism and its 

consequences also affect prominent politicians. When presented with images of former U.S. 

President Barack Obama, participants in series of studies expressed greater likelihoods to vote 

for him when they saw him in a lighter skin tone and preferred his opponent when Obama was 

shown in a darker skin tone (Kemmelmeier & Chavez, 2014).  

Hierarchies within racial groups (i.e., colorism) are not the only factors that can affect 

prejudice and discrimination against a person of color. In fact, an individual of color can be 

simultaneously privileged and disadvantaged (Zou & Cheryan, 2017). For example, while Latino 



REACTIONS TO A DIVERSIFYING NATION 

 12 

individuals with lighter skin tones may hold more privilege than African American individuals, 

they are also perceived as more foreign and experience discrimination due to perceived lack of 

citizenship (Mosbergen, 2019) or wrongful categorization as undocumented immigrants 

(Chavez, 2013). To complicate things, recent investigations showed that lighter skin tones do 

not necessarily mean “better” and that White individuals’ attitudes and behaviors toward 

people of color are also influenced by the racial/ethnic group the person of color belongs to 

(e.g., Chirco & Buchanan, 2022, 2023).  

Increasing the Representation of People of Color 

Whether it is a matter of colorism, racial and ethnic bias, or the association between 

certain jobs and professions and Whiteness, it is essential, as a matter of social justice and 

equity, to investigate ways to increase the representation of people of color in organizations as 

well as public office. Even though organizational diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives 

have existed for decades (Dobbin & Kalev, 2013), examinations of hiring practices in the 

Western labor market (i.e., Canada, France, Germany, Great Britain, Netherlands, United 

States) between 1969 and 2017 show that discrimination based on race and ethnicity has not 

significantly declined (Quillian & Lee, 2023).  

George Floyd’s Murder and Organizational Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Initiatives 

On May 25, 2020, George Floyd, a 46-years-old African American man, was arrested by 

Minneapolis police after using a counterfeit $20 bill to buy cigarettes. Security cameras and 

bystanders’ videos clearly showed that the arresting officers used unnecessary force—also 

violating engagement policies of the Minneapolis Police Department—during the arrest leading 

to Floyd’s death. George Floyd’s murder had a global impact in the wake of massive protests in 
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the U.S., prompting organizations to engage in  greater DEI (Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion) 

efforts (Corley et al., 2022; Stevens, 2020). As a result, budgets dedicated to organizational DEI 

initiatives skyrocketed and interest in diversity training exploded (Jan et al., 2021). 

Signaling efforts to improve the underrepresentation of members of minority groups, 

DEI initiatives aim to mitigate the effects of systemic discrimination of minority members 

(Dover et al., 2020a) and encourage members of the White majority to support such initiatives 

(Brown & Jacoby-Senghor, 2021). Importantly, research shows that, in addition to trying to 

equitably increase the number of members of underrepresented groups, a more diverse 

workplace has the potential for facilitating innovation, increasing group performance, and 

boosting the economy of communities to which the diverse workforce belongs (e.g., Hofstra et 

al., 2020, Apfelbaum et al., 2014; Levine et al., 2014; Phillips, 2014; Dezsö & Ross, 2012; Eagle 

et al., 2010).  

White People’s Reactions to Organizational Diversity Efforts 

Despite the benefits of increasing diversity, equity, and inclusion, people’s reactions to 

these initiatives can be adverse. In the last two decades, researchers have investigated how 

diversity initiatives tend to affect members belonging to majority groups (e.g., Dover et al. 

2016, 2020a, 2020b, Kaiser et al., 2021) and shown that White individuals generally feel 

threatened, as evidenced by their attitudes toward a multiracial and multicultural society (e.g., 

groups status threat, anti-diversity beliefs, global zero-sum-game beliefs). Additional research 

has also demonstrated that, when confronted with race-based DEI policies, White people 

report higher levels of threat related to loss of resources (Iyer, 2022) and perceived loss of 

economic and political power (Lowery et al. 2006; Mangum & DeHaan, 2019; O’Brien et al., 
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2010; Renfro et al., 2006). However, it is interesting that White individuals keep feeling 

threatened even when diversity initiatives or policies are framed as benefitting their group 

(Brown & Jacoby-Senghor, 2021).  

In recent years, even people who value diversity efforts have expressed diversity 

fatigue—a decline in response to such efforts—which may translate in reduced support for the 

implementation of organizational diversity initiatives and policies (Smith et al., 2021). In other 

words, regardless of the laudable goals of organizational pro-diversity efforts, such efforts have 

unintended effects. For example, despite evidence suggesting that the majority of 

organizational diversity initiatives do not effectively increase racial diversity in a company 

(Leslie, 2019; Edelman et al., 2011; Kalev et al., 2006), White individuals still react physically 

(i.e., experience high cardiovascular threats) and psychologically (i.e., express more worries 

about being discriminated against) when exposed to organizational pro-diversity messages 

(Dover et al., 2016). White individuals’ reactions to DEI initiatives are so visceral that 

organizational DEI initiatives have also been put at the center of conservative states’ public 

discourse (Hendrickson, 2023) and included in right-wing political agendas for presidential 

election campaigns such as signing bills to ban DEI initiatives in public colleges (Diaz, 2023). 

Threat Responses to a Diversifying Nation: Intergroup Threat Theory 

Whether they take the shape of changing voting behaviors, developing more skeptical 

attitudes toward teaching other languages than English in schools, fear of being replaced, or 

opposing organizational DEI initiatives, White people’s reactions to a diversifying population 

and the resulting increased negative attention to diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts are 

important to understand. These reactions not only stand in the way of more equitable 
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representations of people of color in organizations and institutions, but they also fuel 

dangerous drifts toward populism (Berman, 2021) and violence from right-wing extremist 

groups (Obaidi et al., 2019).  

These perceived threats can be understood using the social psychological frame of 

intergroup threat theory (ITT) which analyzes the relationship between prejudice and threat 

(Stephan & Stephan, 2000). According to this theory, prejudice against members of the 

outgroup is caused by the perception of symbolic and realistic threats which then influence 

individuals’ cognitive, emotional, and behavioral responses (Bahns, 2017). Whereas symbolic 

threats pertain to perceptions of threats to a group’s values, norms, worldview, morals, belief 

systems, etc., perceived realistic threats involve more tangible resources such as jobs, housing, 

political power, social status, etc. (Craig & Richeson, 2014; Major et al., 2016; Zou & Cheryan, 

2022). Because symbolic and realistic threats can be powerful predictors of hostility and even 

violence against outgroup members (Obaidi et al., 2019), it is crucial to examine how these 

threats can be reduced and how they might affect attitudes and behaviors toward efforts to 

promote and increase more equitable representations of people of color in organizations and 

institutions. 

Possible Solutions: Self-Affirmation as Threat Reduction Interventions 

 Threat responses (i.e., symbolic and realistic threats) are at the root of White people’s 

reactions to organizational and institutional DEI efforts (e.g., Iyer, 2022; Rios et al., 2018; Dover 

et al., 2016; Wilkins et al., 2015; Scheepers & Ellemers, 2005). In the past, scholars have 

explored strategies to address and consequently reduce threat responses and objections to DEI 

initiatives, for example by emphasizing in-group benefits (vs. non-benefits) or making 
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underrepresented groups unidentifiable in hiring policies to increase support for affirmative 

action (Ellemers et al., 2010; Ritov & Zamir, 2014). However, a recent review of the literature 

about such approaches highlights limited evidence supporting their successful implementation 

(Iyer, 2022). An interventional approach that, to our knowledge, has not been used as a 

strategy to lower threat responses to DEI initiatives is the use of self-affirmations.  

According to self-affirmation theory, which originates from dissonance theory, self-

affirming thoughts may lower the psychological defense mechanisms brought by cognitive 

dissonance reduction (Steele, 1988). Self-affirmation posits that, people try to maintain their 

perception of the Self as good and moral and when their self-integrity is threatened, they 

display physical stress (Keough & Markus, 1998) and tend to defend their self-views by 

maladaptively denying or rationalizing the threat (Sherman & Cohen, 2006). Fortunately, these 

perceived threats can be reduced by self-affirmation interventions that entail encouraging 

people to think about core values such as their relationship with friends and family (Cohen & 

Sherman, 2014).  

When used correctly, self-affirmation interventions have long-lasting positive 

downstream consequences (Cohen et al., 2006), which is why they have successfully been 

implemented in a myriad of domains including research that focused on improving health 

behaviors such as reducing the drive to drink, smoke, and eat (e.g., Logel & Cohen, 2012; Polivy 

& Herman, 2002; Ward & Mann, 2000) and in investigations involving the reduction of threat 

experienced by low-income (Fotuhi et al., 2021) and racial/ethnic minority individuals in 

educational settings (e.g., Sherman et al., 2013). More recently, researchers found that when 

affirmed, White teachers working in schools predominantly serving students belonging to 
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minorized groups reported having better relationships with their students and generally felt 

better than non-affirmed White teachers did (Brady et al., 2023). Self-affirmation functions by 

enabling individuals to manifest the already existing qualities, beliefs, and psychological 

commitments that form the foundation of their self-integrity. Self-affirmation provides an 

opportunity to assert significant values by allowing people to articulate the importance of those 

values expressing commitments to them (Sherman et al., 2021). When affirmed, people feel 

less fear, threat, and pain (Master et al., 2009) as well as reassurance that that despite threats 

and adversities, life is fine (Cohen & Sherman, 2014). In addition to serving as a buffer against 

threat, self-affirmation also reduces defensiveness in, for example, denying responsibility for 

failure or taking credit selectively for their own success (Sherman & Cohen, 2006). 

Purpose and Significance of the Studies 

The main purposes of the research conducted for this dissertation were the following:  

1) examine White individuals’ reactions to an increasingly diversifying nation as they impact 

voting behaviors as well as attitudes toward organizational and institutional DEI efforts aimed 

at a more equitable representation of people of color in the American workforce.  

2) investigate the potential of self-affirmation interventions as threat reduction strategy toward 

DEI initiatives, which we found to offer a promising approach to address such threat responses 

and promote more positive attitudes toward diversity and inclusion efforts. 

Of the three scientific articles included in this dissertation, the first two (Manuscripts 1 

& 2) experimentally investigated factors (i.e., skin tone, perceived Americanness) that influence 

White individuals’ interpersonal judgments and voting behaviors toward political candidates of 

color. Given the adverse effects that an increasingly diversifying nation has on White 
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individuals, the third article included in this dissertation examined White people’s attitudes 

toward organizational pro-diversity initiatives, and the potential of self-affirmation 

interventions to improve those attitudes (Manuscript 3). In other words, in addition to 

underscoring the importance of understanding factors that stand in the way of more equitable 

representations of people of color in leadership roles, the present studies examined social 

psychological interventions that aim to effectively improve the negative attitudes and reduce 

threat responses triggered by organizational pro-diversity initiatives and efforts, especially 

those experienced by members of the overrepresented group. A short summary of the three 

manuscripts is provided below. 

Manuscript 1: Dark Faces in White Spaces: The Effects of Skin Tone, Race, Ethnicity, and 

Intergroup Preferences on Interpersonal Judgments and Voting Behavior 

 Taking an intersectional approach, the aim of the three experimental studies in the first 

manuscript was to investigate factors that influence White voters’ perceptions of political 

leaders of color. Informed by literature on the association between lighter skin tones and 

perceived suitability for leadership positions (Petsko & Rosette, 2023; Rosette et al., 2008), 

participants in Study 1 were randomly assigned to see the same African American political 

candidate with either a light or dark skin tone and then asked about their interpersonal 

judgments, feelings, and voting intentions toward the candidate. As hypothesized, the data 

showed that when shown the same African American political candidate, participants (mostly 

White) favored the one they had seen in the lighter skin tone.  

In Study 2, we recruited a more diverse sample of participants in order to be able to 

compare differences in judgments between White and non-White voters. To understand 
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whether the findings would generalize to political candidates belonging to other racial/ethnic 

groups, we included a Mexican American political candidate who was also shown in either a 

light or dark skin tone. More precisely, given the research design—2 (Skin tone: lighter vs. 

darker) x 2 (Ethnicity: Mexican American vs. African American)—participants were randomly 

assigned to one of the four conditions and then, once again, asked about their interpersonal 

judgments, feelings, and voting intentions toward the candidate. In line with expectations, the 

data once again suggested that White participants preferred the relatively lighter-skinned 

political candidate who self-identified as African American.  

Considering the findings of Studies 1 and 2, one of the aims of Study 3 was to better 

understand the nuanced skin tone bias that the participants showed. To do so, participants 

were randomly assigned to see the same candidate in what is considered a Brown skin tone 

(midpoint of continuum of skin tone from the image set) who either identified as African 

American or Mexican American. Partially replicating previous research (Kemmelmeier & 

Chavez, 2014), an additional aim of Study 3 was to examine whether participants would 

experience a skin tone memory bias (i.e., error in how light or dark the candidate’s skin tone is 

remembered to be). Consequently, in addition to their interpersonal judgments, feelings, and 

voting intentions, participants were also presented with an array of the political candidate’s 

images for which the skin tone had been incrementally altered (lighter or darker). As 

hypothesized, the political candidate was remembered as having a lighter skin tone than he 

actually did and, interestingly, the lighter the candidate was remembered to be, the more 

positive were the participants’ interpersonal judgments toward him. 
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Participants’ racial group, however, was not the only demographic variable that affected 

our findings. In fact, the data showed that conservative individuals in our studies generally 

showed less positive attitudes toward the candidates of color. For example, compared to 

liberals, conservatives were less likely to vote for the candidates of color, expressed less 

warmth, and found the candidate to be less trustworthy and less believable.  

This research importantly contributes to the academic literature in that it calls attention 

to the multitude of factors that are at play when White constituents are at the ballot. The 

findings of the present research confirm previous investigations on colorism effects—lighter 

skin tones are perceived more favorably (e.g., Diette et al., 2015; Ben-Zeev et al., 2014; )—but 

also show that interpersonal judgments toward a candidate of color are not only a matter of 

lighter skin = better. Instead, the data points to a more nuanced process. Specifically, 

Manuscript 1 provides evidence that when it comes to assessing a politician of color, White 

voters are influenced by the candidate’s skin tone and the racial/ethnic group the candidate 

belongs to. That is, an African America candidate with a lighter skin tone (i.e., Brown) is 

perceived more positively than a Mexican American with the same skin tone.  

In light of a diversifying nation, the findings of this research may be of interest to scholars as 

well as to political activists and strategists working toward a more racially and ethnically 

representative American political landscape. 

This manuscript was published in 2022 in Analyses of Social Issues and Public Policy. 

Manuscript 2: We the People. Who? The Face of Future American Politics Is Shaped by 

Perceived Foreignness of Candidate of Color 
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 The main findings of Manuscript 1 highlighted that, when asked about their 

interpersonal judgments and voting intensions toward a political candidate of color, White 

voters were influenced by the intersection of the candidate’s skin tone and race/ethnicity. This 

finding was partially attributed to the possibility that the Mexican American candidate might 

have been perceived as foreign (Zou & Cheryan, 2017) and therefore, in the eyes of American 

voters, not eligible to hold office. Given that this hypothesis was not directly tested in the set of 

studies described in Manuscript 1, the main purpose of Manuscript 2 was to replicate the 

findings of Manuscript 1 and build on them by examining if perceived Americanness of the 

political candidate of color would affect the relationship between the political candidate’s 

racial/ethnic group and the participants’ interpersonal judgments. More precisely, we expected 

that White individuals would generally show more positive judgments toward the African 

American than the Mexican American political candidate. Furthermore, we anticipated that 

White participants would perceive an African American candidate as more American than a 

Mexican American candidate and that this psychological process (i.e., perceiving the African 

American candidate as more American) would lead White individuals to express more positive 

interpersonal judgments toward the candidate. While not the main purpose of Manuscript 2, 

we also expected that, like our findings in Manuscript 1, the data would suggest a skin tone 

memory bias. In particular, we hypothesized that even tough participants were shown the 

candidate in the same skin tone (i.e., Brown), they would generally remember the African 

American as having a darker skin tone than the Mexican American candidate. We also 

anticipated that the lighter participants would remember the candidate to be, the more 

positive judgments they would express toward the candidate. 
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To test the hypotheses, we replicated the method in Study 3 of Manuscript 1 in that the 

participants were randomly assigned to see the same political candidate of color (only Brown 

skin tone) who self-identified as either African American or Mexican American. In addition to 

the same interpersonal judgments and voting intention measure used in the first manuscript, 

we also collected the participants’ ratings on the candidates’ perceived Americanness (Devos & 

Banaji, 2005). Specifically, while seeing the image of the political candidate, participants were 

asked how American they perceived the person in the images to be. In line with expectations, 

the data suggested interaction effects of participant racial group and candidate race/ethnicity 

on interpersonal judgments which included voting intentions. In other words, whereas non-

White individuals did not show any preference for an African American vs. a Mexican American 

candidate, White voters clearly favored the African American over the Mexican American 

political candidate. When looking at perceived Americanness, the data supported our 

hypotheses as well in that White voters perceived the African American candidate as more 

American than the Mexican American candidate. To understand whether the perception of 

Americanness could explain the participants’ interpersonal judgments, we conducted a simple 

mediation which showed that, indeed, the perception of Americanness partially influenced the 

relationship between candidate race/ethnicity and interpersonal judgments. 

 In the matter of the participants’ skin tone bias, we found partial support for our 

hypotheses. Again, the political candidate who self-identified as African American was 

remembered as having a darker skin tone than the Mexican American candidate. However, skin 

tone memory bias (how light or dark the candidate’s skin tone was remembered to be) did not 

influence the participants’ interpersonal judgments. While in Manuscript 1 the data showed 
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that skin tone memory bias predicted interpersonal judgments toward the candidate, the 

findings presented in Manuscript 2 did not. It is important to note that we did not use the same 

tool to measure skin tone bias in the experiments reported in Manuscript 1 and the experiment 

presented in Manuscript 2. Whereas participants’ skin tone memory bias in the first set of 

studies (Manuscript 1) was measured more objectively in that we showed participants an array 

of images of the same candidate whose skin tone had been altered incrementally (from light to 

dark) and asked to pick the candidate they thought they had seen at the beginning of the 

experiment, participants in the more recent experiment (Manuscript 2) were asked to rate the 

lightness or darkness of the candidate’s skin tone more subjectively using a thermometer that 

ranged from 0 (very light) to 100 (very dark).  

 Confirming the influence of people’s demographic variables on their attitudes (e.g., 

Gerber et al., 2010, 2011) and in line with the findings presented in Manuscript 1, we also 

found that the participants’ political affiliation affected our outcomes of interest. Compared to 

liberals, conservatives viewed the candidates of color as less American, less patriotic, and also 

expressed less positive interpersonal judgments about them.  

The findings reported in Manuscript 2 replicate and validate those presented in 

Manuscript 1. Once more, the data showed that, when it comes to evaluating politicians of 

color, White conservative voters are influenced by the candidate’s perceived foreignness as 

well as relative skin tone. As the nation is becoming more diverse and in light of the findings of 

the studies reported in Manuscript 1 and 2, it is crucial to investigate and understand factors 

that create more barriers to equitable representations of people of color in leadership roles—

political and otherwise.  
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This manuscript was published in 2023 in Analyses of Social Issues and Public Policy. 
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Manuscript 3: Reflecting on Values – A brief Online Self-Affirmation Intervention Reduces 

Threat and Improves White Americans’ Attitudes Toward Organizational Diversity Efforts 

 The objective of the studies described in Manuscripts 1 & 2 was to investigate factors 

such as colorism and ethnonationalism that stand in the way of fair representativeness of 

people of color in politics. Because White people’s threat responses to organizational pro-

diversity initiatives (e.g., Dover et al., 2016, 2020a) might impede efforts to increase more 

equitable representations of people of color in the workforce, the purpose of the studies 

reported in Manuscript 3 was to examine ways to reduce such threats and improve attitudes 

toward diversity efforts using brief social psychological interventions. Across two experiments, 

we investigated the impact of brief online self-affirmation interventions on White individuals’ 

perceived symbolic and realistic threats, their attitudes toward diversity policies, as well as their 

intentions of being more involved in diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) activities. 

 Specifically, participants in Study 1 were randomly assigned to one of two self-

affirmation conditions: affirmed vs. non-affirmed. After the intervention, all participants were 

shown an organizational pro-diversity message (Dover et al., 2016) and then asked about their 

attitudes toward diversity policies and perceptions of symbolic and realistic threats. In line with 

our hypotheses, the data suggested that compared to non-affirmed individuals, White affirmed 

people held more positive attitudes toward diversity policies and also reported lower levels of 

symbolic and realistic threats. Would affirmed individuals show more intentions of being 

involved in organizational DEI activities such as participating in DEI training as well? Would the 

affirmed participants’ improved attitudes toward diversity policies and the decreased 

perception of symbolic and realistic threats affect their involvement in organizational DEI 
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activities (e.g., voluntarily participate in DEI training)? These were the questions that we 

wanted to answer in Study 2. 

 As in Study 1, participants were randomly assigned to one of two self-affirmation 

conditions: affirmed vs. non-affirmed. Participants were then shown the organizational pro-

diversity message and asked about their attitudes toward diversity policies and their 

perceptions of symbolic and realistic threats. Additionally, we measured the participants’ 

intended involvement in DEI activities (i.e., likelihood to voluntarily participate in DEI training, 

likelihood to sign petitions to increase DEI efforts, likelihood of encouraging co-workers to 

participate in DEI training). The participants’ actual involvement in DEI activities was measured 

by asking them whether or not they wanted to sign up to receive a newsletter with information 

about diversity, equity, and inclusion.  

 In line with our expectations, our findings confirmed those of Study 1 in that affirmed 

White individuals reported lower perceptions of symbolic and realistic threats and expressed 

more positive attitudes toward diversity policies than non-affirmed White individuals did. Our 

data also suggested that, compared to non-affirmed participants, affirmed individuals showed 

more intended involvement in DEI activities. Contrary to our expectations, however, affirmed 

participants did not show more actual involvement in DEI activities in that they were not more 

likely to sign up to receive a newsletter than were non-affirmed individuals. As a matter of fact, 

81% of all participants in Study 2 did not express any interest in signing up for the diversity 

newsletter. Nevertheless, our data showed that, compared to the other dependent variables in 

the study (i.e., symbolic and realistic threats, positive attitudes toward diversity policies), only 
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intended involvement in DEI activities uniquely predicted the participants’ likelihood to sign up 

for a diversity newsletter.  

Lastly, through mediation analyses, we also found evidence that the relationship 

between self-affirmation and intended involvement in DEI activities was fully mediated by 

positive attitudes toward diversity policies. In other words, affirmed participants reported more 

positive attitudes toward diversity policies, and more positive attitudes toward diversity 

policies were related to more intended involvement in DEI activities. 

 All in all, the findings of Studies 1 and 2 provide evidence that brief online self-

affirmation interventions effectively improve people’s attitudes toward organizational pro-

diversity efforts. In other words, when affirmed, people experience less symbolic and realistic 

threats as well as show more positive attitudes toward diversity policies and intended DEI 

activities. The results of Studies 1 and 2 were both intriguing and encouraging. However, the 

fact that in the research reported in Manuscript 3, self-affirmation did not influence people’s 

behavior makes it crucial to keep investigating ways to shape positive behavior toward 

organizational DEI efforts.  

This manuscript was submitted for publication.  
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Discussion 

White Americans are reacting in several ways to the demographic growth of ethnic and 

racial minorities in the country. These reactions range from questioning the eligibility of 

politicians of color (Rizzo, 2020; Kessler, 2011), embracing more extreme right-wing policies 

(Chirico, 2014), and believing in anti-White discrimination (Norton & Sommers, 2011) to 

increasing opposition to culturally significant buildings, support for schools to only teach in 

English (Zou & Cheryan, 2022), and citing racist ideologies to justify violence against people of 

color (Rose, 2022). More recently, conservative legislators in the United States have also taken 

steps to actively undermine organizational DEI efforts by, for example, introducing legislature 

that would prohibit universities from hiring DEI officers and cutting the universities’ budgets 

allocated for DEI initiatives (Varn, 2023). In this historical context, the findings of the studies 

included in this dissertation have several implications. Firstly, they inform scholars and 

professionals about the multitude of factors that influence White individuals’ attitudes and 

behaviors toward people of color in leadership positions. Secondly, they provide novel evidence 

of the effects of self-affirmation interventions meant to lower symbolic and realistic threats 

experienced by White people when they are exposed to organizational pro-diversity efforts as 

well as improve their attitudes toward diversity policies and increase their involvement in DEI 

activities. 

Manuscript 1 provides evidence of the multitude of factors that influence White voters 

when they evaluate political candidates of color. When shown different candidates of color, 

White constituents were affected by both the candidate’s skin tone and the racial/ethnic group 

the candidate belonged to. These findings are in line with recent research (Zou & Cheryan, 
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2017) on the re-organization of the racial stratification in the U.S. due to an increasingly 

diversifying demographic. More precisely, the findings conveyed in Manuscript 1 support the 

notion that the hierarchical positioning of members belonging to minorized groups in the 

United States occurs along two distinct dimensions: perceived inferiority and perceived cultural 

foreignness. For example, based on this research, one might expect that, although African 

American individuals might be perceived as inferior to Mexican American people because of 

their darker skin tones, the former may be viewed more positively than the latter who may be 

regarded as both inferior in societal hierarchy and more foreign than members of other groups. 

The dimension of foreignness was of particular interest in the studies reported in Manuscript 1 

because the biased categorization of people of color as not American likely influenced the 

White participants’ voting intentions as well as their interpersonal judgments.  

In fact, the results presented in Manuscript 2 confirm that White voters prefer a 

relatively lighter-skinned African American to a Mexican American political candidate and that 

the perception of a candidate’s Americanness influenced their attitudes which included voting 

intentions. In other words, the Mexican American politician was perceived as less American and 

that perception explained, in part, White voters’ interpersonal judgments toward that 

candidate. Further, the findings of Manuscript 2 about the effects of skin tone memory bias 

(how light or dark the skin tone of the candidate was remembered to be) align with previous 

investigations (e.g., Kemmelmeier & Chavez, 2014; Chirco & Buchanan, 2022) such that the 

African American individual was remembered as having a darker skin tone than he actually had 

in the image participants saw. In addition to informing scholars and political strategists working 

toward a more representative political landscape, the results presented in Manuscripts 1 and 2 
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highlight the intricate aspects involved in voters’ attitudes emphasizing the need to better 

understand the various factors (e.g., effects of symbolic and realistic threats) that shape 

attitudes and behaviors (including voting behaviors) in an increasingly diversifying nation.  

White people’s reactions to a diversifying population and the resulting increased 

negative attention to diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts are important to understand and 

counteract because they stand in the way of more equitable representations of people of color 

in organizations and institutions. Manuscript 3 provides initial evidence of the effectiveness of 

self-affirmation interventions to mitigate White people’s negative attitudes toward efforts to 

diversify the American workforce more equitably. Results of the studies reported in Manuscript 

3 confirmed our expectations and showed that affirmed White individuals reported lower levels 

of symbolic and realistic threats and also expressed more positive attitudes toward diversity 

policies and more intended involvement in DEI activities when confronted with organizational 

pro-diversity messages. On the whole, our findings align with previous work (e.g., Lannin et al., 

2019; Sherman & Hartson, 2011; Sherman & Cohen, 2006; Steele, 1988) and extend it by 

showing that self-affirmation interventions are effective even when it comes to lowering threat 

responses and improving attitudes toward organizational DEI initiatives.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

The research discussed in this dissertation is not without limitations. However, these 

limitations uncover potential areas of investigation for future research. While, originally, we 

were mostly interested in studying White voters’ behaviors, a more diverse sample would have 

allowed us to examine potential voting patterns of members belonging to underrepresented 

groups, which could help with shedding more light on current and future political trends. In 
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fact, media report that, during the 2020 U.S. presidential election, Latino voters played a key 

role in several battleground states such as Arizona (Mendez, 2021). It might also be worthwhile 

to investigate whether group dynamics and potential intragroup conflicts between Asian and 

Black individuals (Demsas & Ramirez, 2021; Huang, 2021; Kim 1998) may influence Asian voting 

behaviors toward a Black political candidate and vice versa. Further, given that in the studies 

presented in Manuscripts 1 and 2, the political candidates identified as either Mexican 

American or African American, follow-up research could also examine whether putting on the 

ballot a political candidate who identifies as Asian American or, for example, Puerto Rican (the 

second-largest group of Hispanic origin in the U.S.) might yield different results.  

The studies outlined in Manuscript 3 were concerned with examining self-affirmation 

interventions to lower White individuals’ threat responses and improve their attitudes toward 

organizational DEI initiatives and efforts. Also mindful of the limitation acknowledged above 

about the conflicts that can arise between minoritized groups, future studies should investigate 

whether organizational and institutional DEI initiatives might fuel intragroup competition 

exacerbating possible discord (e.g., Georgeac & Rattan, 2023). For instance, in light of the 

recent decision of the U.S. Supreme Court ending race-conscious admission programs at 

colleges and universities—which was the culmination of a lawsuit filed by White and Asian 

students against Harvard and the University of Carolina at Chapel Hill (Totenberg, 2023)—we 

might see a future increase in intragroup conflict and competition between Asian individuals 

and members of other marginalized racial and ethnic groups.  

In regards to the design of the studies presented in Manuscript 3, it is important to note 

that our decision not to manipulate the presence (vs. the absence) of the pro-diversity 
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organizational message was informed by findings from previous research (Dover et al., 2016), 

which showed that White participants who read a neutral message (vs. pro-diversity message) 

did not show any threat responses. However, regardless of previous and present findings, it 

might be worthwhile to explore whether including a company’s neutral message, or experiment 

with different framings of diversity (e.g., business vs. fairness), may yield different results. In 

fact, given that organizational pro-diversity efforts have become more prominent and used 

more frequently in political propaganda since 2020, including a company’s neutral message 

may return different results recorded by Dover and colleagues in 2016. 

To boost the theoretical contribution of the studies reported in Manuscript 3, future 

investigations could, for example, add experimental conditions to compare the effects of self-

affirmation vs. group-affirmation on the outcomes of interest. While in recent studies (Jun et 

al., 2021), scholars have found that participants in the self-affirmation (bolstering or affirming 

the Self) condition showed more positive attitudes toward health-related outcomes on college 

campuses than those in the group-affirmation (bolstering or affirming important group values) 

did, investigating different approaches to lower White individuals’ threat responses to DEI 

efforts might prove helpful. 

In terms of outcomes, while the self-affirmation intervention was efficacious in reducing 

perceived symbolic and realistic threats, the fact that symbolic and realistic threats did not 

mediate the relationship between self-affirmation and the participants’ intended involvement 

in DEI activities as expected warrants further examination. Indeed, initial evidence of an 

exploratory survey revealed that the mere presence of the term diversity elicited the 

association between the word diversity and racial/ethnic minority but not other 
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underrepresented groups (e.g., LGBTQ+ groups, religious minorities, people with disabilities, 

etc.). In other words, when White people read an organizational pro-diversity message, they 

more often believe that the company is favoring racial and ethnic minorities even when there is 

no clear reference to racial and ethnic groups (Chirco & Sczesny, 2022). Interestingly, recent 

studies have provided evidence that, when companies and institutions use the term diversity 

broadly (i.e., without clearly including demographic information about the groups most 

discriminated against), attempts of diversifying their workforce backfire (Kirby et al., 2023). 

Keeping these findings in mind, it might be interesting to analyze whether the implicit 

association between the presence of term diversity in organizational statements and the group 

that is perceived to most likely benefit from such efforts might mediate or moderate White 

individuals’ attitudes and behaviors toward organizational DEI efforts.  

It can be argued that self-affirmation, which works to reduce threats perceived by the 

Self and not the ingroup (Steele, 1988; Sherman et al., 2007), might not be effective in lowering 

symbolic and realistic threats which are usually attributed to group threats (Stephan et al., 

2009). However, research has also shown that self-affirmation fosters more positive attitudes 

toward outgroups (Lindsay & Creswell, 2014) affecting group-based responses (Jun et al., 2021; 

Derks et al., 2009) effectively reducing perceived threats and endorsement of discriminatory 

policies (Badea et al., 2018). While our findings warrant further investigations, the fact that the 

self-affirmation intervention in the present set of studies effectively reduced group-based 

threat responses (i.e., symbolic and realistic threats) makes these findings valuable to the 

contribution to the current literature. In any case, understanding how to lower more stable 

threats from organizational pro-diversity initiatives is fundamental especially given the 
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increasing resentment of White Americans who feel discriminated against by such efforts 

(Norton & Summers, 2011; Wilkins & Kaiser 2014; Rasmussen et al., 2022). To boost the 

theoretical contribution of the studies reported in the present set of studies, future 

investigations could, for example, add experimental conditions to compare the effects of self-

affirmation vs. group-affirmation on the outcomes of interest. While in recent studies (Jun et 

al., 2021), scholars have found that participants in the self-affirmation (bolstering or affirming 

the Self) condition showed more positive attitudes toward health-related outcomes on college 

campuses than those in the group-affirmation (bolstering or affirming important group values) 

did, investigating different approaches to lower White individuals’ threat responses to DEI 

efforts might prove helpful. 

In addition to White individuals’ attitudes, it was also important to us to investigate 

whether self-affirmation would also impact individuals’ behavior such as actually signing up for 

a DEI newsletter. Given that 80% of all participants, no matter whether affirmed or not, did not 

express any interest of signing up for such a newsletter, study replications should consider 

adopting different behavioral measures. We assumed that not signing up for the newsletter 

might have been due to the behavioral measure itself in that signing up for a newsletter entails 

receiving regular emails in possibly already full inboxes and unsubscribing from it to stop 

receiving them. Hence, replications of our studies could employ behavioral measures that 

require participants to make a less troublesome commitment (Moreau et al. 2021) such as 

asking participants to sign a petition or show their support by using a Like button.  

Lastly, the question of whether the effects of self-affirmation interventions in regards to 

organizational DEI efforts endure over time remains unanswered and further research is 
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needed to ascertain this additional limitation. A more thorough explanation of the limitations of 

the studies presented in this dissertation can be found at the end of each manuscript.   

Final Thoughts 

 In light of the many ways White Americans are reacting to the diversification of their 

country, the studies included in this dissertation provide novel evidence of the dynamics and 

psychological mechanisms that might influence such adverse reactions. 

The first two manuscripts importantly contribute to the literature and discipline underscoring 

the complexity of factors (i.e., skin tone, racial/ethnic group, perceived foreignness) that 

influence White individuals’ voting behavior when politicians of color are on the ballot. The 

third manuscript presents an innovative approach to the well-established social psychological 

intervention of self-affirmation to mitigate those reactions. All three manuscripts have 

important theoretical and practical implications in that they inform scholars, political 

strategists, and DEI professionals about ways to lower, and possibly remove, barriers that stand 

in the way of a more equitable representation of people of color in leadership roles of 

American business and political life. 
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Abstract 

Across three experimental studies, we explored how a political candidate’s intersections 

of skin tone, race, and ethnicity affect voting preferences and interpersonal judgments (e.g., 

warmth, trustworthiness, expertise). Study 1 assessed whether White participants would favor 

a light-skinned (vs dark-skinned) African American candidate. Study 2 investigated participant 

(White vs non-White) voting preferences based on the interaction between candidate 

race/ethnicity and relative skin tone (lighter vs darker). In Study 3, we examined the influence 

of candidate race/ethnicity on voters’ preferences as well as the accuracy and impact of 

memory for candidate skin tone. Supporting our hypotheses, White participants generally held 

more negative attitudes (e.g., expressed less warmth, perceived candidates as less trustworthy) 

and were less likely to vote for underrepresented candidates with darker skin tones than non-

White participants were. Additionally, voters remembered politicians as having a lighter skin 

tone, and the extent of such bias predicted warmth, perceived trustworthiness, and expertise 

of the candidate. While candidate race/ethnicity on its own did not affect voting preferences 

and attitudes, it significantly influenced voters when race/ethnicity was associated with certain 

skin tones (i.e., Brown skin tone). Theoretical, practical, and political implications for judgments 

influenced by skin tone and race/ethnicity of candidates are discussed. 

 
Keywords: skin tone bias, diversity, political candidates 
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During his 2020 reelection campaign to the U.S. Senate against the current chairman of 

the Democratic National Committee, Jamie Harrison, Sen. Lindsey Graham’s campaign included 

a digitally altered photograph of Harrison that portrayed him with a skin tone notably darker 

than that of his actual complexion (LeBlanc, 2020). The same skin-tone-darkening tactic was 

also used by then appointed Republican Georgia Senator Kelly Loeffler during her campaign to 

the Senate against Rev. Raphael Warnock in 2020 (Sollenberger, 2021). These tactics are often 

effective and work especially well on White voters. For example, Caruso and colleagues (2009) 

found that White voters who believed that former President Barak Obama had a darker 

complexion than he actually did were less likely to vote for him. In addition to the potential 

impact on voting behavior, research suggests that an individual’s skin color and tone also 

influence the perception of their citizenship status (Chirco & Buchanan, 2021; Zou & Cheryan, 

2017). When then Senator Obama ran for office in 2008, birtherism conspiracy theories were 

circulated in order to call into question his eligibility for the presidency of the U.S. (Server, 

2020). Similar conspiracies were spread in 2020 by the Trump Administration regarding Vice 

President Kamala Harris when she was running for office (Wright, 2020).  

Nevertheless, Obama became the first African American President in the history of the 

United States and Harris was elected Vice President. At the same time, conservatives have been 

focused on appealing more and more to the White constituency (Gramlich, 2020). Therefore, 

while White voters still make up the largest proportion of the American electorate, the rapid 

growth of the non-White population and the expected racial shift in the U.S. (Krogstad, 2019) 

make it essential for scholars to understand the factors that impact the appeal of 
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underrepresented political candidates to an increasingly diverse electorate, for which the 

intersections between skin tone, and race/ethnicity may be differently relevant. 

 Our social identities (e.g., race, gender, roles) not only determine how we see ourselves, 

but also influence how we make judgments and view those who are categorized as in/outgroup 

members (Hogg & Terry, 2000). According to social identity theory (SIT), leaders are thought of 

as representing a group’s properties (Hogg, 2001) because they are part of a social system that 

shares group membership and group characteristics (Barreto & Hogg, 2017; Hogg et al., 2012)., 

Further, the sociofunctional approach to prejudice (Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005) suggests that 

affective and behavioral responses elicited by groups reflect the types of threat they elicit, 

resulting in different forms of discrimination, including but not limited to impacts on voting 

behavior (Franks & Sherr, 2014). Because skin tone is an important phenotypic group 

characteristic (e.g., Maddox, 2004; Stepanova & Strube, 2009, Chirco & Buchanan, 2021), 

people may often use this information when making interpersonal judgments. In fact, research 

suggests that voters use this visible characteristic as a heuristic to evaluate political candidates 

(Anderson et al., 2020) and choose the leaders that most likely represent them (Hogg, 2001). 

Colorism and Racial Reorganization 

Whereas racism relies on the belief that some races are superior to others, colorism, 

which is the idea that there are hierarchies within the races, takes the discourse even further 

and uniquely shapes people’s social environments (Golash-Boza, 2016b). In the context of 

colorism, such hierarchies (i.e., skin color stratification) depend on skin tone: the darker a 

person’s skin, the lower their position in society and the more difficult their access to resources 

(Hall, 2018; Golash-Boza, 2016a). The association between social status and skin tone has been 
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prevalent for centuries (Hunter, 2005). During slavery in the United States, for example, 

enslaved people with lighter skin tones worked in the house and were often taught to read, 

whereas individuals with darker skin worked in the fields and were not allowed inside.  

The effects of colorism are ubiquitous. For example, lighter skin tones are more often 

associated with higher levels of perceived competence. In a series of studies, participants who 

were primed to associate the word educated with the photograph of a Black man (Ben-Zeev et 

al., 2014) exhibited a skin tone memory bias, remembering him as having a much lighter skin 

tone. These findings suggest the existence of a need to achieve cognitive consistency after a 

counter-stereotypical portrayal (Sherman et al., 2012) of a Black man—dark skin = educated. 

Not coincidentally, people of color with lighter skin tones have higher salaries (Diette et al., 

2015) and are viewed as more attractive than Black Americans with darker complexions (Reece, 

2016). Research on leadership categorization (Lord et al., 1982; Lord & Maher, 1991) further 

demonstrates the impact of colorism. In the United States, one of the perceived central 

characteristics of leadership is being White (Rosette et al., 2008), which leads White leaders to 

be evaluated more favorably than their lighter-skinned counterparts (Eagly & Karau 2002; 

Ensary & Murphy, 2003). Given vast research linking positive perceptions to Whiteness, it is not 

surprising that, within the same racial groups, individuals with lighter skin tones are punished 

less harshly in academic settings (Hannon et al., 2013), have fewer negative confrontations with 

the criminal justice system (e.g., Monk, 2019; Finkeldey & Demuth, 2019), and feel better 

physically and psychologically (e.g., Laidley et al., 2019; Louie, 2020). 
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Skin Tone, Racial, and Ethnic Bias in Politics 

Skin tone bias does not spare prominent political figures. Kemmelmeier and Chavez 

(2014) found that participants expressed greater likelihood to vote for former President Obama 

when he was seen in a lighter skin tone, but favored his opponent when Obama was presented 

in a darker skin tone. Recent research has shown that media outlets such as newspapers 

portray politicians of color (i.e., former President Obama, and former Secretary of Housing and 

Urban Development Dr. Ben Carson) differently depending on their readership. For example, it 

seems that, no matter the candidates’ political party (Republican or Democrat), newspapers on 

the left of the political spectrum tend to favor images in which candidates of color appear 

lighter, while conservative newspapers find photographs in which the candidates’ skin tone is 

portrayed as darker more appealing for publication (Kemmelmeier et al., 2021).  

Skin tone, however, is not the only characteristic that affects an individual’s placement 

in society’s hierarchy. Because racial and ethnic minorities are disadvantaged along more than 

one dimension (Zou & Cheryan, 2017), a person of color may be privileged and disadvantaged 

at the same time. For example, whereas Latino individuals with lighter skin tones may face less 

prejudice than African American individuals with dark skin do as a function of skin tone bias, 

Latino people are generally seen as more foreign and, therefore, are more likely to experience 

specific types of discrimination due to perceived lack of citizenship (Chirco & Buchanan, 2021). 

As a consequence, ethnicity, in addition to skin tone, may affect voters’ preferences for a 

political candidate (Anderson et al., 2020). This may help to explain why, whereas the Latino 

population is the largest ethnic group in the U.S. (United States Census Bureau, 2021), its 

members are still underrepresented in public office. 
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Current Research: Aims and Hypotheses 

While research on perceptions of political candidates based on independent effects of 

skin tone, race, or ethnicity continues to grow, scholarly work on preferences for candidates of 

color based on the combined or interactive effects of voter demographics, candidate skin tone, 

and race/ethnicity remains limited. Therefore, the present set of studies extends prior work on 

the effects of constituents’ demographic variables on voting preferences for candidates of color 

by taking an intersectional approach. We experimentally investigated the impact of candidates’ 

skin tone and race/ethnicity on the voting preferences and interpersonal judgments (e.g., 

trustworthiness, expertise, ideologies) of White and non-White constituents. We also explored 

the relationship between these attitudes and judgments with voters’ skin tone memory 

biases—that is, how light or dark the candidate is remembered to be. By understanding how a 

political candidate’s skin tone and race/ethnicity affect White and non-White voters’ 

perceptions of what, for example, a trustworthy candidate looks like, we can advance 

psychological research, inform political strategists about the impact of such factors on 

evaluations of diverse voter populations, and add to our knowledge about the increasingly 

diverse pool of political candidates and constituents that shape our democracy.  

Broadly, we expected that skin tone memory bias would predict participants’ attitudes, 

and that participant identity factors would affect the endorsement of a racially 

underrepresented candidate. Specifically, we expected that White participants would generally 

show more support for candidates with a lighter complexion. In line with research on the 

effects of comparison groups and reference groups on interpersonal judgments (e.g., Boyce et 

al., 2010; Richins, 1991), we also anticipated that candidates who identify as African American 
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would be received more positively than Mexican American candidates of the same skin tone, 

who may be seen as darker in relative skin tone for their group and higher in cultural 

foreignness. Conversely, we expected non-White participants, whose racial and ethnic identity 

may have been made salient by the most recent social justice movements (e.g., Black Lives 

Matter), to express more positive attitudes toward the more dark-skinned candidates and favor 

ingroup members (Jiang et al., 2019).2 

Study 1 

Method 

Considering that light-skinned candidates are perceived as better leaders (Rosette et al., 

2008) and dark-skinned leaders are judged less favorably (Lyness & Heilman, 2006), the goal of 

the first study was to understand whether participants would generally feel warmer toward, 

show more positive judgments, and be more inclined to vote for the African American 

candidate with lighter skin tone than the same candidate shown with a darker skin tone.  

Participants 

Assumptions underlying the a priori power analyses were based on the results of 

previous research (Chirco & Buchanan, 2021), medium to large effects (d = 0.65), a = .05, and 

power (1 – β) set at .80. The projected sample size needed with this effect size (G*Power 3.1) 

was N = 60 for a between groups comparison (Faul et al., 2007). For each of our studies, we 

report all measures, conditions, data exclusions, and sample size determinations.  

 
2 The data set and full materials will be made available upon request. This work was not a part of a preregistered 
project. 
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We sampled 90 MTurk workers (Mage = 40.37, SD = 11.15) who mostly identified as male 

(58%), White/Caucasian (83%), and conservative (45%).3 The study included participants over 

the age of 18 who received $0.75 for their participation. 

Materials 

 Participants saw images originally created using Poster 6TM to manipulate skin tone and 

facial physiognomy (Stepanova & Strube, 2012)4. These images were used in previous research 

on the impact of skin tone on immigration status (Chirco & Buchanan, 2021) and the role of skin 

color and facial features on racial categorization (Stepanova & Strube, 2009, 2012). The images 

selected for use in the present study differed only in skin tone: one image (lighter skin tone 

condition) was chosen from the middle point of the skin tone continuum and the other (darker 

skin tone condition) from the far end of the continuum.  

Participants were asked a series of questions designed to assess voting intentions and 

interpersonal judgments. Specifically, participants were asked how warm they felt toward the 

candidate using a feeling thermometer that ranged from 0 (very negative) to 100 (very positive) 

in 10-point increments, and how likely they were to vote for the candidate. Additionally, 

participants rated their agreement with a series of statements designed to assess their views of 

the candidates’ attributes and values (i.e., “This candidate seems trustworthy,“ “This candidate 

is an expert in his field”, “This candidate will represent my group well”, “This candidate has 

similar ideologies to mine,” “I am confident that this candidate will fight for my rights”) which 

they could rate using a Likert-type scale that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 

 
3 Participants also identified as African American (7%), Asian (6%), Latino/Hispanic (2%), American Indian or Alaska 
Native (1%), and multiracial (1%). 
4 Approval for all three studies was granted by the local Human Subjects Review Committee. 
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agree).5 Finally and in addition to demographic questions (e.g., gender, age, race), the 

participants’ political orientation was collected using a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 

(Extremely Conservative) to 7 (Extremely Liberal).  

Procedure 

Participants completed the study electronically on a personal device, and after providing 

informed consent, were randomly assigned to see one of two facial stimuli (between-subjects 

design). The facial stimuli were presented with a political statement not aligned with any 

particular political party; in it, the candidate informed voters that, “I am running to be your next 

District County Commissioner. As an African American of this district, the wellbeing of the 

entire community is very important to me and, if elected, I will listen to you and I will defend 

your rights." Participants rated how positive or negative they felt about the candidate using a 

feeling thermometer that ranged from 0 (Very negative) to 100 (Very positive) with 10-point 

increments. Additionally, participants expressed the likelihood they would vote for the 

candidate using a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (Extremely unlikely) to 5 (Extremely likely). Before 

the attention6 and manipulation check, demographic questions, and debriefing, we measured 

the participants’ interpersonal judgments via statements such as, “The candidate seems 

trustworthy” and “The candidate is an expert in his field” using a 5-point Likert scale that 

ranged from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree). 

Results 

 
5 The complete set of measures can be found in the supplemental materials. 
6 For all three studies, participants were told to select a particular response to reflect that they were indeed 
reading and responding thoughtfully. 
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Prior to statistical analysis, the data were screened for missing entries, skewness, 

kurtosis, and violation of assumptions. Out of the 90 entries, no missing values were found and 

only two participants failed to correctly answer the attention check question. Their inclusions, 

however, did not influence our findings; they were therefore included in the reported analyses. 

The values for skew and kurtosis showed that all measures were within the cutoff ranges 

recommended (Hair et al., 2010; Bryne, 2010); therefore, normal distribution was assumed. The 

participants’ political ideologies were coded into categories representing Conservative, 

Moderate, and Liberal according to their responses. More precisely, participants who identified 

as extremely conservative, conservative, and slightly conservative were grouped into a newly 

created Conservative category and participants who self-identified as extremely liberal, liberal, 

and slightly liberal were placed into a new Liberal group. Finally, all participants who identified 

as moderate were left in that category. 

We examined the effect of skin tone across our entire sample of participant judgments 

before moving on to test our more specific hypotheses about White respondents. Although the 

candidate’s skin tone (light vs dark) did not appear to have a significant impact on the likelihood 

to vote for or warmth expressed toward the candidate (all ps > .098), an independent samples 

t-test showed that participants placed significantly more trust in the candidate with light skin 

(M = 4.29, SD = .70) than the candidate with dark skin (M = 3.87, SD = .97), t(88) = 2.38, p = 

.020, d = 0.50. We found that for our White participants, the candidate’s skin tone also had a 

significant effect on judgments of expertise, t(73) = 2.02, p = .047, d = 0.47. That is, White 

participants perceived the candidate with lighter skin as having more expertise in his field (M = 

3.84, SD = 1.03) than the candidate in the darker skin tone condition (M = 3.41, SD = .83).  
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A multiple regression analysis predicting voting intentions from warmth toward the 

candidate, perceived trust, expertise, perception of group representativeness, shared ideology, 

and perception that the candidate would fight for their interests was significant (see Table 1), 

F(6, 83) = 43.08, p < .001, R2 = .76. Specifically, we found that more positive feelings toward a 

candidate (β = .28, p = .001) uniquely predicted greater likelihood to vote for that candidate, as 

did trust (β = .22 p = .013), and the perception that the candidate would represent the 

participant’s group (β = .34 p < .001). Contrary to findings from previous research (Caruso et al., 

2009; Kemmelmeier & Chavez, 2014; Anderson et al., 2020), there were no significant 

differences between conservatives and liberals on our outcomes of interest (all ps > .220). 

Table 1 
 
Summary of significant independent predictors of voting intentions from regression analysis. 
 

Interpersonal Judgments β p sr 
    
Trust .219 .013 .138 
Represents my group .335 <.001 .222 
Feeling Thermometer .276 .001 .184 

 
Discussion 

 Study 1 provided initial evidence that African American political candidates with lighter 

skin tones are perceived as more suitable for office than those with darker skin. Participants 

seemed to perceive the candidate with darker skin as less trustworthy (see Figure 1), and White 

participants additionally perceived him as having less expertise than the lighter-skinned 

candidate. However, because most of our participants identified as White, we were not able to 

adequately explore possible group differences between White and non-White participants. 
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Therefore, we collected data from a more diverse and representative pool of participants for 

Studies 2 and 3. 

Figure 1 

Perceptions of trustworthiness toward the lighter vs darker-skinned candidate (White 

Participants) 

 

Study 2 

Method 

Although we found evidence of skin tone bias, both candidates of color in Study 1 were 

African American. Therefore, to examine the extent to which these effects generalize to other 

types of candidates and the possible unique influences of the addition of candidate 

race/ethnicity, we conducted Study 2. As is the case for judgments of wealth, (e.g., Boyce et al., 

2010), and attractiveness (e.g., Richins, 1991), reference/comparison groups and relative 

judgments likely play a role in colorism as well. An African American person may be categorized 

as having light skin, while a Mexican American individual with the same skin tone may be 
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viewed as having medium/dark skin. These relative (vs absolute) skin tone differences may 

create a more nuanced skin tone bias for evaluations of candidates of color. Further 

demonstrating the importance of exploring the impact of race/ethnicity in tandem with skin 

tone on the daily lives of people of color, recent research has shown that perceptions of people 

belonging to racial and ethnic minorities happen along two dimensions: perceived inferiority 

and perceived cultural foreignness (Zou & Cheryan, 2017). Specifically, whereas African 

American people are regarded as more American than Latino and Asian individuals, they are 

perceived as inferior when compared to people who are White or Asian. Latino individuals, on 

the other hand, are generally seen as inferior and more foreign when compared to members of 

other groups. Therefore, the objective of Study 2 was to explore how skin tone (lighter vs 

darker), race/ethnicity (Mexican American vs African American), and their interaction influence 

participants’ voting preferences and attitudes amongst White vs non-White participants. 

Participants 

 As in Study 1 we calculated a projected sample size (G*Power 3.1) of N = 128 for a 

between groups comparison based on medium to large effects (d = 0.65), a = .05, and power (1 

– β) set at .80 (Faul et al., 2007). After removing the entry of one participant who did not agree 

to the informed consent, the present study included 156 MTurk workers (Mage = 35.26, SD = 

9.80) over the age of 18 who received $0.75 for their participation. Unlike in Study 1, non-White 

participants in Study 2 represented about a third of the entire sample. Specifically, 67% of the 

participants identified as White, 28% identified as African American, 3% as Asian, 1% as 

Hispanic/Latino, and the remaining 1% as multiracial. Most of the participants (51%) self-
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identified as conservative, 41% reported being liberal, and the remaining 8% identified as 

moderate.  

Materials 

This study used a 2 (Skin tone: Lighter vs Darker) x 2 (Ethnicity: Mexican American vs 

African American) experimental between-subjects design. In addition to the conditions included 

in Study 1, we added conditions to Study 2 in which participants were shown images of the 

same candidate who self-identified as a Mexican American and whose skin tone was either light 

(far left of the continuum) or medium (middle of the continuum). To examine the impact of 

relative skin tone and in order to avoid effects of counter-stereotypical images (Power et al., 

1996), participants were randomly assigned to see images with skin tones representing 

relatively lighter or darker skin tones for the described ethnic group (see Figure 2).  

In addition to warmth felt toward the candidate measured using a feeling thermometer 

that ranged from 0 (Very negative) to 100 (Very positive), participants also expressed their 

voting intention by rating the question, “What is the likelihood that you would vote for him?” 

using a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (Extremely unlikely) to 5 (Extremely likely). 

Procedure 

In all of the four conditions, participants were informed that the candidate in the image 

was running as the next District County Commissioner and were provided with a neutral 

candidate statement (same as in Study 1, but with the words “Mexican American” replacing 

“African American” in the relevant conditions). Next, participants were asked to rate how they 

felt about the candidate and how likely they were to vote for him. All participants answered 
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attention and manipulation check questions before moving on to demographic questions (e.g., 

gender, age, race). 

Figure 2 

Stimuli used in Study 2 

   Lighter Skin tone Darker Skin Tone 

Mexican American    

African American    
 
Note: The rows represent the Race/Ethnicity conditions, and the columns represent the relative 

skin tone conditions.  

Results 

Prior to conducting a MANOVA to examine differences in voting likelihood and warmth 

felt, the assumption that the dependent variables were moderately correlated (Tabachnik & 

Fidell, 2013) was tested. A Pearson product-moment correlation showed that the relationship 

between the two dependent variables (i.e., Likelihood Vote and Feeling Thermometer) was 

indeed moderate; r = 0.62, p < .001. Additionally, the computation of a non-significant Box’s M 

test (p = .299) indicated homogeneity of covariance matrices of the dependent variables.  

Results of the MANOVA to examine the overall effect of participants’ racial group on the 

dependent variables suggested that the effect of participant racial group was significant, F(2, 

153) = 7.72, p < .001, ηp
2 = .09, such that White participants generally exhibited less positive 
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views of the candidates of color than non-White participants did. Follow-up 2(Candidate 

relative skin tone: light vs. dark) x 2(Participant racial group: White vs non-White) ANOVAs with 

warmth and voting intentions as dependent variables revealed a significant interaction 

between the participants’ racial group (White vs non-White) and the candidates’ skin tone 

(lighter vs darker) on the likelihood to vote for, F(1, 156) = 7.73, p = .006, ηp
2 = .05, and warmth 

felt toward the candidates, F(1, 156) = 5.53, p = .020, ηp
2 = .04. Specifically, White participants 

felt warmer toward and were more likely to vote for the candidates in the lighter (vs darker) 

skin tone conditions, and non-White participants felt warmer toward and were more likely to 

vote for the candidates in the darker (vs lighter) skin tone conditions (see Figure 3). This effect 

was driven primarily by the darker skin tone conditions. Specifically, White participants were 

less likely to vote, t(77) = -4.36, p < .001, and expressed less warmth, t(77) = -3.38, p = .001, for 

the dark-skinned candidate than non-White participants were. We did not find the same 

differences when looking at the lighter-skinned candidate (all ps > .420).  

We controlled for candidates’ skin tone (i.e., medium skin tone images only) and ran a 

two-way ANOVA to examine differences in voting intentions as a function of participants’ racial 

group and the candidate’s race/ethnicity. The data showed that interaction between 

participant racial group and candidate race/ethnicity was significant, F(1, 78) = 4.63, p = .035, 

ηp
2 = .06. Specifically, when presented with the identical image of a candidate, White 

participants expressed higher likelihoods to vote for the candidate identified as African 

American, while non-White participants favored the Mexican American candidate. We did not 

find the same interaction effects on warmth toward the candidates.  
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As in Study 1, participants’ political orientations were coded into categories representing 

Conservatives, Moderates, and Liberals according to their responses. Once again, there were no 

significant differences between conservatives and liberals on our outcomes of interest (all ps > 

.256). 

Figure 3 

Interaction effect between participants’ race and candidates’ skin tones on likelihood to vote  

 
Note: Participant racial group (White vs non-White) x political candidates skin tone (lighter vs 

darker skin tone) interaction on likelihood to vote. 

Discussion 

Study 2 included a more diverse sample which allowed us to compare voting 

preferences between White and non-White participants and investigate the interaction effects 

of participants’ racial groups, candidates’ race/ethnicity, and skin tone. In line with findings in 

Study 1, the participants’ political orientation did not influence their voting behavior, nor did it 

affect how warm they felt toward either of the candidates. Overall, however, and in line with 
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results from Study 1, we found that White voters generally preferred and were more likely to 

vote for candidates with lighter skin tones. Conversely, non-White participants were more likely 

to vote for and felt warmer toward the politicians presented in the darker skin tones. 

Importantly, our data suggested that while the candidates’ race/ethnicity on its own did not 

affect warmth toward and likelihood to vote for them overall, it significantly influenced voters 

when race/ethnicity was associated with specific skin tones (i.e., medium/Brown) most 

prominently associated with Mexican Americans (Chirco & Buchanan, 2021; Chavez, 2013). In 

addition to liking candidates in lighter skin tones, when presented with the same image of a 

candidate with the same skin tone, White participants were more likely to vote for the 

candidate identified as African American (vs. Mexican American). This preference highlights the 

idea that, similarly to previously documented interpersonal judgments (e.g., Boyce et al., 2010 , 

Richins, 1991), skin tone bias is relative and often dependent on reference categories. An 

African American person may be categorized as having light skin while a Mexican American 

individual with the same skin tone may be viewed as having medium/dark skin. These relative 

(vs. absolute) skin tone differences may contribute to a more nuanced skin tone bias for 

evaluations of candidates of color such that when the same skin tone is perceived as relatively 

lighter per the reference group, more favorable judgments may result.  

Study 3 

Method 

One of the main findings of Study 2 suggested that, when evaluating candidates who 

belong to racially underrepresented groups and presented with the same candidate image, 

White voters prefer an African American candidate for whom the skin tone may be perceived as 
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relatively lighter, whereas participants who identified as non-White prefer the Mexican 

American candidate portrayed in a relatively darker skin tone (Chavez, 2013). The results of 

Study 2 indicated that judging political candidates with darker skin tones is not only a matter of 

“lighter = better.” Instead, they suggested that relative judgments matter. Therefore, one of the 

aims of Study 3 was to replicate these interesting findings in another participant pool, focusing 

on the combined impact of participants’ racial group (White vs non-White) and candidate 

race/ethnicity (African vs Mexican American) on voting behavior and interpersonal judgments 

when the candidate is presented in the Brown skin tone (midpoint of continuum of skin tone 

from the image set). We expanded upon our previous studies by investigating whether 

interpersonal judgments and likelihood to vote would be predicted by the participants’ skin 

tone memory bias (i.e., errors in how light or dark they remembered the candidate’s skin tone 

to be). Finally, and partially replicating Kemmelmeier and Chavez’s (2014) research, we 

explored a possible alternative explanation of our results, examining whether the participants’ 

ratings on the Symbolic Racism Scale (Henry & Sears, 2002), which measures a subtler kind of 

racism with statements such as, “Over the past few years, Blacks have gotten more 

economically than they deserve,” could account for our findings. 

Participants 

Given the impact of Gen Z voters on the 2020 presidential election (Johnson Hess, 2020) 

and the importance of exploring the impact of skin tone on different demographics of voters, 

the data for Study 3 was collected from a pool of younger potential voters. According to a priori 

power analyses based on the results of previous research (Chirco & Buchanan, 2021), for 

medium to large effects (d = 0.65), a = .05, and power (1 – β) set at .80, the projected sample 
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size needed (G*Power 3.1) was N = 128 for a between groups comparison (Faul et al., 2007). 

We sampled 190 (Mage = 22.43, SD = 6.15) undergraduate students enrolled in psychology 

courses at a university in the Pacific Northwest who received extra credit for their participation. 

We did not find any missing values in the collected data and only one participant failed to 

correctly answer the attention check question. Because the inclusion of their data did not 

influence the findings, we included them in the reported analyses. 

The participants identified as female (68%), male (28%), non-binary/third gender (3%), 

and 1% identified as other or preferred not to say. Fifty-one percent of participants were White, 

20% identified as Latino/Hispanic, 12% as Asian, 9% as multiracial, 4% as African American, 2% 

as American Indian or Alaska Native, and 1% as Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander. Most of the 

participants were liberal 45%; the rest identified as moderate (33%) and conservative (22%). 

Materials 

In Study 3 we used a between-subjects design incorporating the same facial stimuli and 

materials used in the previous two studies. Specifically, participants were shown a candidate 

with Brown skin (midpoint in continuum) and were randomly assigned to one of two conditions 

in which the candidate’s statement identified them as either a Mexican American or African 

American candidate (as in Study 2).  

All participants expressed interpersonal judgments using the same measures used in 

Study 1 and Study 2 (presented in randomized order). To measure the participants’ skin tone 

memory bias, we partially replicated Kemmelmeier and Chavez’s study (2014) and drew from a 

pool of seven images displaying the same individual whose skin tone was manipulated in 

increments or decrements of 10% from the original. Before demographic questions and 
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debriefing, all participants were also presented with the 8-item Symbolic Racism Scale (Henry & 

Sears, 2002) which measures a more subtle type of racism (Kemmelmeier & Chavez, 2014).  

Procedure 

 After electronically agreeing to the content of the informed consent, participants were 

asked to imagine that they were about to vote in an upcoming election and then randomly 

assigned to see the same candidate with Brown skin tone who either identified as a Mexican 

American or an African American candidate. After that, participants were asked how positive or 

negative they felt (i.e., feeling thermometer), how likely they were to vote for the candidate 

they saw, and rated statements such as, “The candidate represents my group well” using a 5-

point Likert scale from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree). Then, we randomly assigned 

participants to either see an array of the slightly lighter six images (with image number four 

being the original/correct image) or an array of the slightly darker six images (with image 

number three being the original/correct image) and asked them to choose the image they 

believed they had seen at the beginning of the study. Before answering demographic questions 

and being debriefed, participants were asked to complete the 8-item Symbolic Racism Scale 

(Henry & Sears, 2002). 

Results 

An initial MANOVA7 examined the effects of participant racial group (White vs non-White) 

on the dependent variables of warmth, voting intention, perceived expertise, and perceptions 

of representing the participants’ group and fighting for their rights. In line with findings from 

 
7 All assumptions for this analysis were met with the exception of the Box’s M test of equality of variance. 
However, because this test is overly sensitive, it can produce a significant result even when the sample sizes are 
equal (Tabachnik & Fidell, 2013). 
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Study 2, the data suggested that the effect of participant racial group was significant, F(2, 184) 

= 4.02, p = .002, ηp
2 = .10, in that White participants generally expressed less positive judgments 

of the candidate of color than did non-White participants. Although the results of our two-way 

ANOVA examining differences in intentions to vote as a function of both participants’ racial 

group and the candidate’s race/ethnicity suggested that there was not a significant 

independent effect of ethnicity (p = .481), the interaction between participant racial groups and 

candidate race/ethnicity was, once more, significant, F(1, 190) = 3.75, p = .054, ηp
2 = .02. In line 

with results of Study 2, White participants were more likely to vote for the African American 

candidate (M = 3.50, SD = 0.96) than for the Mexican American candidate (M = 3.11, SD = 1.17), 

and non-White voters expressed more support for the Mexican American candidate (M = 3.72, 

SD = 0.90) than for the African American candidate (M = 3.54, SD = 1.05). 8 

Next, we ran a one-sample t-test which showed that, overall, skin tone memory bias was 

statistically significant, in that the candidate was remembered having a lighter skin tone than 

the one the participants had seen at the beginning of the experiment, t(189) = -2.17, p =.031, d 

= -0.16. Further, the data showed that the extent of the participants’ skin tone memory bias 

predicted judgments of the candidate. Specifically, a Pearson product-moment correlation 

showed that lighter skin tone memory judgments were related to perceptions of more 

trustworthiness, r(188) = -.15, p = .027, and expertise, r(188) = -.15, p = .034.  

As in Studies 1 and 2, the participants’ political orientation was collected and coded into 

categories representing Conservatives, Moderates, and Liberals. The data showed a significant 

 
8 The interaction is not attributable simply to racism, as the effect remains significant when controlling for the 
effect of symbolic racism, F(1, 190) = 3.71, p = .056, ηp

2 = .02 
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difference between conservatives and liberals for most of our outcomes of interest (See Table 2 

for results). Specifically, independent samples t-tests showed that, generally, conservative 

participants viewed the candidates more negatively and were less likely than liberal participants 

to vote for the candidates of color. Further, we found that conservatives felt warmer toward 

the African American than the Mexican American candidate, t(40) = 2.12, p = .040, d = 0.66, and 

also rated the African American candidate to be more likely to fight for their interests, t(40) = 

3.36, p = .002, d = 1.05. Although differences emerged from evaluations based on the 

candidate’s ethnicity for conservative participants, this was not the case for our liberal 

participants (ps > .207).  

Table 2 
 
T-test results comparing Liberal and Conservative participants on candidate judgments and 
outcomes 

 Mean 
Conservative 

Mean 
Liberal 

Statistic df p d 

Warmth felt toward candidate 57.38 72.82 -4.59 125 <0.001* -0.87 
Likely to vote for candidate 3.00 3.80 -4.37 125 <0.001* -0.83 
Candidate is likeable 3.55 3.91 -2.38 125 0.019 -0.45 
Candidate is expert 2.60 2.96 -2.43 125 0.016 -0.46 
Candidate shares my ideology 3.10 3.78 -3.65 125 <0.001* -0.69 
Candidate is trustworthy 3.21 3.75 -3.35 125 0.001* -0.63 
Candidate is believable 3.38 3.75 -2.61 125 0.010* -0.49 
Candidate represents my group 2.88 3.48 -3.26 125 0.001* -0.62 
Candidate fights for my interests 3.17 3.81 -3.81 125 <0.001* -0.72 
Skin tone memory bias 3.83 3.87 -0.15 125 0.880 -0.03 

* Outcomes that remain significant using Bonferroni adjusted alpha levels.  

Discussion 

 In line with the findings of Studies 1 and 2, results of Study 3 suggested that when White 

voters are given the option to vote for political candidates of color, they generally prefer 

politicians portrayed as having lighter skin tones. However, we also found that the processes 

that lead White constituents to differentially evaluate candidates of color is not simply a matter 
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of lighter skin being viewed as better. Instead, our findings suggest that relative judgments play 

a major role. An African American candidate may be more appealing to White voters than a 

Mexican American of the same skin tone, because the African American individual is perceived 

as having a relatively lighter skin tone for their racial/ethnic group and may be seen as more 

American. Given that we did not measure perceived cultural foreignness, we can only speculate 

based on previous research that the African American political candidate may have benefitted 

from being seen as lower in cultural foreignness and therefore higher in both the racial and skin 

tone hierarchy—the former being a product of race/ethnicity, and the latter being a product of 

the relative lightness of skin tone (Zou & Cheryan, 2017). In agreement with Kemmelmeier and 

Chavez’s (2014) findings, participants tended to remember the political candidate as having 

lighter skin tone than the candidate they saw at the beginning of the study. Additionally, we 

found that the warmer participants felt toward the candidate, the more they trusted him, and 

the more they perceived him as expert, the lighter they remembered his skin tone to be. While 

in Study 1 and 2 we did not find any evidence of partisanship influencing voter behavior and 

interpersonal judgments, the findings of Study 3 were in line with previous research in which 

partisanship influenced voting behavior (e.g., Caruso et al., 2009, Kemmelmeier & Chavez, 

2014; Anderson et al., 2020). More precisely, our data suggested that the candidate’s ethnicity 

significantly influenced conservative (but not liberal) constituents. Specifically, we found that 

conservatives felt warmer toward the African American than the Mexican American candidate, 

and also rated the African American candidate to be more likely to fight for their interests. 

Although differences emerged for evaluations based on the candidate’s ethnicity for 
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conservative participants, this was not the case for our liberal participants. However, 

partisanship did not influence skin tone memory bias. 

General Discussion 

Taken together, the present series of studies provide evidence that White voters tend to 

prefer political candidates of color with relatively lighter skin tones whereas non-White voters 

are more inclined to support candidates with a relatively darker skin tone. In line with previous 

scholarly work (Martin & Blinder, 2020), our research demonstrates that while political 

candidates’ race/ethnicity on its own does not affect their success at the ballot box, the 

interaction between the candidates’ skin tone and their ethnicity may. When it comes to voting 

for politicians of color, White voters prefer light-skinned African American candidates whereas 

non-White constituents show more positive attitudes and voting behaviors toward darker-

skinned candidates of color. We found mixed support for previous research in which 

participants’ political orientation predicted skin tone bias (e.g., Kemmelmeier & Chavez, 2014; 

Anderson et al., 2020). Specifically, only data from Study 3 showed that political orientation 

significantly affected voting behavior; this finding should therefore be interpreted with caution. 

In contrast to the liberal participants, whose judgments did not differ based on candidate 

race/ethnicity, conservative voters expressed more positive attitudes toward the African 

American (vs Mexican American) candidate. 

Overall, these findings can be explained by potential colorism effects that lead voters, 

White and non-White, to make judgments based not only on the lightness or darkness of a 

political candidate’s skin tone, but possibly on the intersection between their skin tone and 

their ethnicity or race as well. It seems that, in line with research on interpersonal judgments 
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such as attractiveness (e.g., Richins, 1991), and wealth (e.g., Boyce et al., 2010), reference 

groups and relative judgments impact colorism and voting behavior as well. In line with 

previous research on skin tone memory bias (e.g., Ben-Zeev et al., 2014), findings from Study 3 

show that, generally, the political candidates were remembered as having a lighter skin tone, 

and that more positive judgments (e.g., warmth felt, perceived expertise, trustworthiness) 

predicted such a recollection.  

Important to note is that, contrary to the existing literature on ingroup colorism (e.g., 

Golash-Boza, 2016a, 2016b; Hall, 2018; Uzogara, 2019), our data suggests that non-White 

participants favored candidates with darker skin tones. Although an empirical question that is 

not yet answered, it is possible that when racial identity is made salient through, for example, 

contemporary social movements (e.g., Black Lives Matter), people of color may further 

embrace and celebrate their race and ethnicity and support prototypical candidates of color to 

a greater extent, including those with darker skin tones. In fact, studies suggest that when racial 

and ethnic identities are made salient, certain cognitive processes are activated (e.g., Benjamin 

et al., 2010; Vecci et al., 2019) which then may lead people to show more ingroup preferences 

(Jiang et al., 2019). Additionally, social identity theory suggests that in the eye of the evaluators, 

the perception of a prototypical leader changes depending on the group the evaluators belong 

to (Hogg, 2001; Hogg et al., 2006). In the instance of candidate preferences, this could mean 

that White voters may prefer more prototypical White candidates and non-White voters show 

more support for prototypical non-White exemplars. 

Limitations and Future Directions 
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Our findings further highlight the intersections between electorate identity factors and 

political candidates’ skin tone and race/ethnicity on interpersonal judgments and voting 

behavior. However, our sample only allowed us to investigate differences between broad 

categories (i.e., White and non-White participants). In fact, the size of key demographic groups 

in the sample from Study 1 prevented us from analyzing important participant characteristics 

(e.g., race, political orientation). Replicating these studies using a larger, more representative 

sample would allow us to explore voting preferences among racial minorities who may be more 

likely to endorse political candidates that they see as more likely to represent their group 

(Boudreau et al., 2019). In addition, presenting participants with computerized images of a 

potential, unknown District County Commissioner may have created an emotional distance 

(Gaither et al., 2019) which may have enabled participants to distance themselves from the 

political candidate portrayed. However, these same images have been successfully used in 

published research demonstrating that skin tone does, in fact, importantly influence social 

judgments (e.g., Stepanova & Strube, 2009). Furthermore, considering that digitized human 

images are used in many areas of psychology to control for potential confounding factors (e.g., 

Hugenberg & Bodenhausen, 2003; Strom et al., 2012) and that we were able to reproduce the 

pattern results of across three studies, we are more confident about the generalizability of our 

findings. However, it may be worthwhile to replicate the current set of studies by looking at real 

local elections using images of candidates of color whose names are on the ballot. We also 

purposefully chose not to explicitly mention the candidate’s political party because 1) we 

wanted to solely focus on the effects of the candidate’s skin tone on the variables that we 

measured and 2) at the local election level, not every candidate includes their political 
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affiliation in the voting information materials. Because of this omission, it is possible that 

participants may have answered in a socially desirable manner in order to avoid appearing 

biased. However, the fact that we found significant results even in the absence of a specific 

political party affiliation makes the findings of this study even more striking given the possibility 

that they may underreport the effect that skin tone has on voting intentions especially given 

the political polarization surrounding voters’ attitudes on racial disparities (“Voters’ attitudes,” 

2020). In addition to exploring skin tone effects on interpersonal judgments and voting 

behavior while highlighting additional intersecting identities (e.g., a woman of color, a LGBTQ+ 

candidate of color), future research should investigate whether the political affiliation of a 

candidate of color may influence or moderate voters’ support along party lines. 

Supported by previous research (Chirco & Buchanan, 2021; Zou & Cheryan, 2017), these 

findings may potentially suggest, that for some, a Mexican American political candidate might 

not be perceived as American enough and, therefore, might not be viewed as fit to represent 

the constituents’ interests in public office. Future research that directly measures both 

prototypicality and cultural foreignness is essential for elucidating the role of these factors in 

the current work. We also would like to highlight the variability in skin tone that exist among 

those individuals who share a common racial/ethnic background, and the fact that the full 

range of variability in skin tone was not represented in the current research. For example, while 

our skin tone manipulations for the Mexican American candidate focused primarily on the skin 

tone Brown because it is perceived as most closely associated with people from Mexico (e.g., 

Chavez, 2013; Chirco & Buchanan, 2021), we acknowledge the importance of the experiences of 

Afro-Latinos and those with darker skin tones whose identities highlight the complexities and 
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multiple dimensions of the intersections of skin tone, colorism, and racial/ethnic identities. 

Because of these multiple dimensions, future studies should explore whether associations of 

darker skin tones with Latino or Hispanic ethnicities may yield different and interesting results. 

Finally, given that the candidates in our studies were identified as either African 

American or Mexican American individuals, future studies could investigate whether 

emphasizing the candidates’ racial/ethnic identities compared to highlighting their American 

identity may yield different results. Would candidates of color be perceived differently by White 

voters if they highlighted their ethnic identity by, for example, identifying as Asian American or 

Cuban American? Would White voters think that by identifying as, for example, Cuban 

American, a candidate does not show interest in being simply American? 

Conclusion 

The present studies underscore the complexity of factors that come into play when 

voters choose the politicians they think best represent them. Overall, our studies reaffirm the 

impact that skin tone, political ideology, and voter identity have on interpersonal judgments 

(e.g., Kemmelmeier & Chavez, 2014; Jardina 2019; Stephens-Dougan, 2021) and expand 

previous work on the importance of race/ethnicity as a heuristic used to judge political 

candidates (e.g., Anderson et al., 2020; Martin & Blinder, 2020). The results from our set of 

studies have important theoretical and practical implications, calling attention to the relevance 

of understanding the multitude of factors that influence voting behavior in an increasingly 

diverse nation, and informing scholars and political strategists who seek to work toward a more 

diverse and representative political landscape.  
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Abstract 

Pursuing a more equitable political representation of a country’s demographics is essential both 

as a matter of principle and pragmatism (i.e., realpolitik). As such, the goal of the present study 

was to replicate and expand on research on the impact of voter race/ethnicity and ideology on 

voting behaviors and interpersonal judgments of political candidates of color from different 

racial and ethnic groups. After participants (N = 282) saw the same political candidate of color 

(randomly assigned to identify as Mexican American vs. African American), we assessed 

interpersonal judgments and behaviors (e.g., expertise, voting intentions), perceived 

Americanness, and memory for skin tone of the candidate. In support of hypotheses and 

previous research/theory, White voters expressed more positive interpersonal judgments 

toward the African American political candidate and rated him to be more American than the 

Mexican American political candidate. We expanded upon previous research by directly testing 

the role of perceived Americanness in the differential judgments of political candidates’ 

race/ethnicity by White voters, with evidence supporting partial mediation. Our findings further 

showed that judgments toward a political candidate of color were also predicted by voters’ 

political affiliation. Specifically, conservative (vs. liberal) voters generally expressed less positive 

interpersonal judgments toward the candidates of color and perceived them to be less 

American and patriotic. Ramifications related to these findings are discussed. 
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Introduction 

We the People of the United States. These are the first words of the Constitution of the 

United States that officials swear to protect and defend when they take their Oath of Office. 

But who exactly is meant by We? One of the clauses in the Naturalization Act of 1790, which 

the Unites States Congress passed as one of the first pieces of legislation that defined 

citizenship as something only accessible to a particular group, states that only free White 

people who had been in the United States for at least two years were legally eligible for 

citizenship (Golash-Boza, 2016). Although criteria for citizenship have since expanded, research 

has shown that in terms of cognitive associations, even after centuries, to be American still 

means to be White (Devos & Banaji, 2005). 

Although the melting pot metaphor as a symbol of the belief that the nation was 

created out of many has been central to American identity since the nation’s founding (Citrin & 

Sears, 2014; Schildkraut, 2010), the United States has also had a long history of nativist feelings 

toward immigrants (Higham, 1955). While considered a nation of immigrants, anti-immigrant 

sentiment and policy has often been driven by fears that the newcomers would not assimilate 

into the American culture and change the country’s core (Brimelow,1996; Portes & Rumbaut, 

2014; Tichenor, 2002). Consequently, a diversifying demographic of the United States (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2020) may impact the perceived national identity fueling the re-organization of 

racial stratification in the U.S (Bonilla-Silva, 2004). Recent investigations into subordination of 

minority groups in the Unites States suggest that their hierarchical positioning occurs along two 

distinct dimensions: perceived inferiority and perceived cultural foreignness (Zou & Cheryan, 

2017). In other words, research suggests that although an African American individual might be 
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perceived as inferior to an Asian person, they may be viewed more positively than a Latino 

individual who may be regarded as both inferior and more foreign than members of other 

groups.  

The categorization of people of color as not American might be influenced by the 

perception that Brown skin tones are more often associated with certain geographical regions 

(e.g., Ngai, 2004; Chavez, 2013) and lack of citizenship (Chirco & Buchanan, 2021). The biased 

association between Brown skin tones and an individual’s perceived foreignness can have 

negative, and even deadly consequences. For example, news reports documented Brown U.S. 

citizens being arrested and facing deportation by ICE (U.S. Immigration and Customs 

Enforcement) because they were misidentified as undocumented immigrants (Mosbergen, 

2019). In an even more tragic event, several shoppers perceived as undocumented immigrants 

because of their skin tone were shot and killed at a Walmart store in El Paso Texas (Bogel-

Burroughs, 2019).  

This biased processing—associating skin tone and perception of citizenship—not only 

affects immigrants and ordinary citizens but can have profound implications for the experience 

of prominent persons of color as well. “I heard it today that [Harris] doesn’t meet the 

requirements…” said former President Trump, referring to Vice President Kamala Harris when 

she announced her run for the position (Rizzo, 2020). In another instance, he raised questions 

about former President Barack Obama’s place of birth and, therefore, his eligibility to hold 

office in the United States (Kessler, 2011). The pattern of equating darker skin tone with 

foreignness continued when the former President asked, “Why don’t they go back and help fix 

the totally broken and crime infested places from which they came?” referring to four U.S. 
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congresswomen of color (i.e., representatives Ocasio-Cortez, Omar, Tlaib, and Pressley) 

implying their lack of American citizenship (Quilantan & Cohen, 2019). In short, immigrants, 

citizens, and even leaders/politicians of color face discrimination based on the association 

between their skin color/tone and perceived lack of citizenship.  

Choosing a Leader: Social Identity Theory 

Leaders/politicians of color face additional hurdles to having their citizenship 

questioned because of their phenotypical traits. Recent investigations on the relationship 

between skin tone and interpersonal judgments (e.g., perceived trustworthiness, voting 

behavior) found that voters’ evaluations are influenced by a political candidate’s skin tone 

(Chirco & Buchanan, 2022; Anderson et al., 2020). According to Social Identity Theory (SIT), 

people define their place and role in society and, by acknowledging a social group (e.g., family, 

political party) to which they belong (Tajfel, 1972), become emotionally attached to that 

(in)group, developing prejudice toward other (out)groups (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). It is therefore 

unsurprising that, when choosing a leader, people select the leader (or politician) they think 

best represents them and their group (Hogg, 2001). This mechanism can help to explain why 

White voters express more positive interpersonal judgments about, and are more likely to vote 

for, a relatively lighter-skinned political candidate (Chirco & Buchanan, 2022). 

Choosing a Leader: Leadership Categorization Theory 

Even as the U.S. becomes more diverse—according to the U.S. Census (2020), 61.1% of 

the U.S. population is White—80% of the most powerful leaders are still White (Lu et al., 2020). 

Extensive research suggests that these disproportionate racial representations in places of 

power may be explained by structural factors such as economic inequality (e.g., Kraus et al., 
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2019) and institutional segregation (e.g., Anicich et al., 2021), interpersonal influences such as 

outgroup prejudice when evaluating personnel (e.g., Philips & Jun, 2021), and explicit 

discrimination in the workplace (e.g., Quillian et al., 2017). Leadership categorization theory 

provides yet another explanation for the lack of proportional representation in positions of 

power. This theory argues that when people think of a leader, they envision a prototype and 

hold a mental image of what a leader looks like to them (Lord et al., 1984). That image is usually 

associated with Whiteness (Rosette et al., 2008; Petsko & Rosette, 2021).  

Current Research: Aims and Hypotheses 

While social identity and leadership categorization theory both explain certain 

mechanisms involved in categorizing and choosing a leader, recent empirical investigations 

show that the process may be more nuanced and that relative skin tone and perceived 

foreignness of political candidate, in tandem, may influence interpersonal judgments and voting 

intentions (Chirco & Buchanan, 2022). A set of studies suggested that, when political candidates 

who belong to racially underrepresented groups were presented to constituents with the same 

skin tone (i.e., Brown), White voters expressed more positive judgments toward the candidate 

who identified as African American than Mexican American (Chirco & Buchanan, 2022). 

Although not directly tested, given prior research, this finding was attributed to a potential 

perception of cultural foreignness (Zou & Cheryan, 2017), in that White voters may have 

perceived the Mexican American candidate as less likely to be a citizen of the United States 

(Chirco & Buchanan, 2021) and, therefore, not eligible to hold office. Scholarship surrounding 

colorism and race/ethnicity (e.g., Chirco & Buchanan, 2021, 2022; Zou & Cheryan, 2017; Devos 

& Banaji, 2005) has repeatedly shown that relatively lighter-skinned African Americans are 
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perceived more positively than individuals with darker skin tones and that Latinos struggle to 

be recognized as fully American. However, even as past scholarship highlights the independent 

effects of colorism and race/ethnicity on people’s interpersonal attitudes and behaviors, 

experimental scholarship on the joint impact of voter demographics and the intersection of 

political candidates’ skin tones and their race/ethnicity remains insufficient. Additionally, 

considering that the racial and ethnic composition of the United States is changing (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2020), it becomes increasingly critical to understand attitudes and behaviors that 

represent barriers to achieving more equitable representations in powerful spaces traditionally 

occupied primarily by White people. Hence, the goal of the present study was to replicate 

previous findings (Chirco & Buchanan, 2022) in which people’s racial/ethnic group was found to 

correlate with the perception of their cultural foreignness (e.g., Zou & Cheryan, 2017). That is, 

researchers proposed that Latinos are often considered as more foreign than, for example, 

African Americans and that that process might influence attitudes toward that person (e.g., 

Chirco & Buchanan, 2022). To our knowledge, however, perceived Americanness of an 

individual has not yet been examined as a possible psychological mechanism that might explain 

White voters’ interpersonal judgments toward the political candidates of color. Consequently, 

we tested a mediation model positing that perceived Americanness would mediate the 

relationship between the political candidate’s racial/ethnic group and the participants’ 

interpersonal judgments. Specifically, we hypothesized that White participants would perceive 

the African American (vs. Mexican American) candidate as more American and consequently 

show more positive judgments toward him.  
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Although not the primary focus of the current research, we also sought to replicate 

relevant findings from prior studies (e.g., Chirco & Buchanan, 2022; Kemmelmeier & Chavez, 

2014) by examining whether skin tone memory bias (i.e., how light or dark the candidate’s skin 

tone was remembered to be) would predict evaluations of the candidates. We expected that, to 

the extent that participants remembered the skin tone of the candidate as being relatively 

lighter, they would rate the candidate more positively. Supported by a previous body of 

research (e.g., Chirco & Buchanan, 2022; Anderson et al., 2020; Kemmelmeier & Chavez, 2014), 

we also expected that the voters’ political affiliation would relate to our outcomes of interest. 

In particular, we anticipated that, compared to liberal participants, conservative voters would 

generally show less positive judgments toward the candidates of color.10 

All in all, our hypotheses were as follows: 

Primary Analyses 

 Hypothesis 1a: White participants will show more positive judgments toward the African  

American than toward the Mexican American political candidate. 

Hypothesis 1b: White participants will perceive the African American as more American 

than the Mexican American political candidate. 

Hypothesis 1c: Perceptions of candidate Americanness will mediate the effect of 

candidate race/ethnicity on interpersonal judgments for White 

participants. 

 

 
10 The data set and full materials will be made available upon request. This work was not a part of a preregistered 
project. 
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Secondary Analyses 

Hypothesis 2a: Participants will remember the African American political candidate as 

having a darker skin tone than the Mexican American candidate. 

Hypothesis 2b: The lighter the skin tone of the candidate is remembered to be, the 

more positive judgments the participants show. 

Hypothesis 3:  Conservative participants will reveal less positive judgments toward 

candidate of color. 

Method 

Participants 

Assumptions underlying the a priori power analyses were based on the results of 

previous research (Chirco & Buchanan, 2022), medium effects (d = .25), a = .05, and power (1 – 

β) set at .95. The projected sample size needed with this effect size (G*Power 3.1) was N = 268 

for a between groups comparison and simple mediation analyses (Faul et al., 2007).11 We 

sampled 282 undergraduate students (Mage = 20.63, SD = 4.50) enrolled in psychology courses 

at a University in the Pacific Northwest. 12 Most of the participants identified as White (63%)13, 

female (67%), and held liberal political views (42%). For detailed demographic information, see 

Table 1. None of the participants failed to respond accurately to the attention check question 

and no participant’s data point was excluded.  

  

 
11 A power sensitivity analysis run through the shiny package on R resulted in an observed power of .97 
(Schoemann et al., 2017). 
12 We report all measures, conditions, data exclusions, and sample size determinations. 
13 Other participants identified as Latino/Hispanic (15%), African American (6%), Asian (5%), other (5%), American 
Indian or Alaska native (3%), and Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander (3%). 
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Table 1 

Demographic information for participants 

Characteristic N % M SD 
Age - - 20.63 4.50 

Gender 
Female 
Male 
Other 

 

 
188 
80 
14 

 
67 
28 
5 
 

 
- 
- 
 

 
- 
- 
 
 

Political Orientation 
Liberal 
Moderate 
Conservative 

 
117 
107 
57 

 
42 
38 
20 

 
- 
- 
- 

 
- 
- 
- 

 

Materials 

Facial Stimuli 

Based on previous research (Chirco & Buchanan, 2021, 2022), we employed facial 

stimuli created by Stepanova & Strube (2009, 2012) who used software to manipulate both the 

facial physiognomy and the skin tone of the individual portrayed in the picture: from left of 

continuum (very light) to right of continuum (very dark). In line with earlier investigations, we 

presented participants in both conditions with an image of the same man pictured with what is 

considered a Brown skin tone (midpoint of skin tone continuum). When it comes to decision-

making processes, people tend to evaluate the choices at their disposal and ultimately settle for 

the option perceived to be more advantageous to them (Von Neumann & Morgenstern, 1944). 

Importantly, however, the choice people ultimately make is influenced by how the options at 

their disposal are perceived (e.g., Slovic, 1995; Thaler & Sunstein, 2008; Tversky & Kahneman, 

1981). The perception of these options can be influenced by labels which individuals use when 

they need to make a judgment between the options at hand (French & Smith, 2013) and 
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previous associations—positive or negative—with a given label (e.g., Breneiser & Allen, 2011; 

Kühn & Galliant, 2013; Lee et al., 2006). Accordingly, we used the labels Mexican American and 

African American to manipulate the candidates’ race/ethnicity as part of a short political 

campaign statement (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1 

The same image was presented to participants in both conditions. In one condition, the 

candidate self-identified as African American and in the other condition as Mexican American.  

 

Measures 

In line with previous research (Chirco & Buchanan, 2022), while the image and 

statement of the political candidate was displayed, participants were asked to evaluate the 

candidate across several interpersonal and behavioral dimensions. Specifically, participants 

were asked to rate how they felt about the candidate using a feeling thermometer ranging from 

0 (very negative) to 100 (very positive) in 10-point increments, and to express their voting 

intentions using a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (extremely unlikely) to 5 (extremely 

likely). To assess their views regarding the candidates’ attributes and values, participants rated 

statements such as “This candidate will represent my group well” and “The candidate is an 
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expert in his field” using 5-point Likert-type scales that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 

(strongly agree).14 

To directly measure perceived foreignness, we asked participants to rate how American 

they perceived the candidate in the image to be (Devos & Banaji, 2005). The 7-point Likert-type 

scale ranged from 1 (not at all American) to 7 (absolutely American). We also asked participants 

to rate how patriotic they perceived the candidate to be (Zou & Cheryan, 2017): 1 (unpatriotic) 

to 7 (patriotic). In line with prior studies (Kemmelmeier & Chavez, 2014; Chirco & Buchanan, 

2022), participants were asked to rate how light they remembered the candidate’s skin tone to 

be by using a thermometer that ranged from 0 (very light) to 100 (very dark) in 10-point 

increments. 

We measured participants’ political orientation using a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging 

from 1 (extremely conservative) to 7 (extremely liberal) and used these scores to categorize 

participants as either conservative, moderate, or liberal. 

Procedure 

We utilized a 2 (Candidate race/ethnicity: Mexican American vs. African American) x 2 

(Participant racial group: White vs. non-White) between-subjects design. Participants 

completed the study electronically on a device at a location of their choosing and, after 

providing informed consent, were informed about upcoming local elections to fill the spot of 

District County Commissioner. They were then randomly assigned to see an image of the same 

man in a Brown skin tone (Chirco & Buchanan, 2021, 2022) who was labeled as either Mexican 

American (n = 144) or African American (n = 138). While the image and a brief politically neutral 

 
14 The complete set of measures can be viewed in the additional materials. 
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statement was displayed, participants were asked to rate how they felt about the candidate 

and how likely they were to vote for him. Next, we assessed the participants’ attitudes, their 

perception of the candidates’ Americanness and patriotism, followed by the skin tone gradient 

measure to assess the participants’ skin tone memory bias. Before being debriefed, participants 

answered demographic questions. All in all, the experimental procedure lasted between 10 and 

15 minutes. 

Results 

Before moving to our primary data analysis, we conducted a principal component factor 

analysis of the interpersonal judgment items used by Chirco and Buchanan (Study 3; 2022). 

Results supported a one-factor solution, with the first eigenvalue of 4.02 and all subsequent λs 

< .81. Consequently, we standardized and combined the measures to assess the participants’ 

views about the candidates’ attributes and values (i.e., warmth, voting intention, perceived 

expertise, perceptions of representing the participants’ group and fighting for their rights) into 

a single index, with higher values signaling more positive interpersonal judgments toward the 

political candidate (α = .80). 

In line with prior investigations, we conducted a two-way ANOVA15, to examine the 

interaction effects of participant racial group and candidate race/ethnicity on interpersonal 

judgments toward the candidate. Replicating prior findings (Chirco & Buchanan, 2022) and 

supporting hypothesis 1a, the data pointed to an interaction between participant racial group 

and candidate race/ethnicity, F(1, 282) = 3.92, p = .049, ηp
2 = .014. As can be seen in Figure 2, 

 
15 All assumptions for this analysis were met (Tabachnik & Fidell, 2013). 
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White voters indicated more positive interpersonal judgments toward the African American (M 

= 0.15, SD = 0.80) than the Mexican American candidate (M = -0.27, SD = 0.70), while non-

White participants exhibited no such preference (p = .321). 

Figure 2 

Interaction effect between participant racial group (White vs. non-White) and candidate 

race/ethnicity (Mexican American vs. African American) on interpersonal judgments. 

 

In line with prior theorizing (e.g., Chirco & Buchanan, 2022) suggesting that White voters 

may perceive a Mexican American political candidate as more foreign and consequently not 

eligible to hold office, we also found support for hypothesis 1b. Indeed, our data showed that 

White voters perceived the African American candidate (M = 6.23, SD = 1.08) as more American 

than the Mexican American candidate (M = 5.52, SD = 1.39), t(175) = -3.81, p < .001, d = -0.57. 

To explore whether these differences in perceived Americanness help explain White voters’ 

preferences for different candidates of color, we conducted a simple mediation analysis using 
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the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013) to examine if perceptions of Americanness mediated the 

effect of participant race/ethnicity on White voters’ interpersonal judgments. In line with our 

hypotheses, results revealed a positive association between candidate race/ethnicity and 

perceived Americanness, and a positive association between perceptions of Americanness and 

interpersonal judgments, as well as a significant direct link between candidate race/ethnicity 

and interpersonal judgments (see Figure 3). A 95% bias-corrected confidence interval based on 

10,000 bootstrap samples indicated that the indirect effect through perceived Americanness 

(a*b= 0.120, 95% CI [0.0476 to 0.2115]) was significant. In other words, the pattern of results 

suggested that perceptions of Americanness partially mediated the relationship between 

candidate race/ethnicity and interpersonal judgments. Hence, our data supported hypothesis 

1c as well. 

Figure 3 

Mediating effect of perceived Americanness between the candidate race/ethnicity condition and 

interpersonal judgments. 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Notes: Candidate race/ethnicity condition was coded Mexican American = 1, African American = 
2 **p < .001 

 

Candidate 
Race/Ethnicity 

Perceived 
Americanness 

(M) 

Interpersonal 
Judgments 

a = 0.716** 

 

(c’ = 0.295)** 
 

b = 0.168** 

 

(c = 0.415)** 
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Next, we explored whether participants would exhibit skin tone memory bias. In line with 

expectations (Hypothesis 2a) and as can be seen in Figure 4, while seen in the exact same skin 

tone, the African American candidate (M = 57.17, SD = 14.40) was generally remembered as 

having a darker skin tone than the Mexican American candidate (M = 51.96, SD = 15.30) , t(279) 

= -2.94, p = .002, d = -0.35. While we found a significant effect of skin tone memory bias, our 

data showed that how light or dark the candidate was remembered to be did not significantly 

affect interpersonal judgments (all ps > .07). Hence, we did not find support for Hypothesis 2b. 

Figure 4 

Skin tone memory bias displayed by candidate race/ethnicity (Mexican American vs. African 

American). 

 
Note. The higher the numbers on the skin tone gradient scale, the darker the skin tone of the 

candidate was remembered to be. 
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 Finally, in line with previous findings (Chirco & Buchanan, 2022) and supporting 

hypothesis 3, our data showed that there was a significant difference between liberals and 

conservatives for most of our outcomes (see Table 2).16 Concretely, independent samples t-

tests showed that, compared to liberals, conservative participants generally viewed the 

candidates of color as less American, t(94.82) = -2.85, p = .003, d = -0.49, less patriotic, t(117.83) 

= -3.29, p < .001, d = -0.52, and also expressed less positive interpersonal judgments, t(90.78) = 

-3.20, p < .001, d = -0.56.8 

Table 2 
 
T-test results comparing Liberal and Conservative participants on candidate judgments and 
outcomes 

 Mean 
Conservative 

Mean 
Liberal 

Statistic df p d 

Perceived Americanness 5.23 5.90 -2.85 94.82 0.03 -0.49 
Interpersonal judgments -0.23 0.18 -3.20 0.85 <.001 -0.56 
Perceived patriotism 4.67 5.34 -3.29 117.83 <.001 -0.52 

 
Discussion 

With the intention of replicating results of previous studies (Chirco & Buchanan, 2022), 

we hypothesized that, when shown the same political candidate of color in the same skin tone 

(i.e., Brown), White voters would generally express more positive interpersonal judgments 

toward a candidate described as African American than toward one labeled as Mexican 

American. In line with previous investigations, the results of the present study showed that, 

unlike non-White voters, White constituents presented with a candidate of color prefer an 

African American over a Mexican American politician. It is important to note that the sample 

 
16 Additional moderation analyses by political ideology for all models reported in the present study were not 
significant (ps ranged from .07 to .89). 
8 Given that our sample contained more liberal (n=117) than conservative (n=57) participants, equal variance was 
not assumed 
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size at our disposal only allowed us to compare White and non-White participants. A larger 

sample size might have allowed us to explore potential differences within the non-White group, 

as this is a diverse group and is not homogenous in its political attitudes. For example, reports 

show that Latinos in certain states predominantly support conservative parties and are likely to 

play crucial roles in upcoming elections (Dominguez-Villegas, 2022). Recruiting from a more 

diverse pool of participants would also allow scholars to start exploring voting intentions of a 

changing American demographics (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). Important to note is also that the 

participants in the present study were undergraduate students from the Pacific Northwest and 

while Gen Z voters greatly impacted the 2020 presidential election (Johnson Hess, 2020), 

collecting data from older, and possibly more politically engaged individuals, might have yielded 

different results. However, support for our findings is bolstered by their ability to replicate 

previous research in which a more age diverse pool of candidates was used (Chirco & 

Buchanan, 2022).  

Previous research has highlighted that Latinos in the U.S. are perceived as more 

culturally foreign than most other minorities (Zou & Cheryan, 2017). However, empirical 

investigations on how that perception may influence voting behaviors and political candidates’ 

evaluations remain scarce. To address this gap in the literature, another aim of the present 

study was to test whether White voters’ preferences toward an African American political 

candidate (vs. Mexican American) might be mediated by the perceived Americanness of the 

candidate. As anticipated, our data confirmed that White constituents considered the African 

American candidate as more American, and that that psychological process partially explained 

the relationship between the political candidate’s race/ethnicity and those (White) voters’ 
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evaluations of the political candidate. Because we used computerized images of politicians of 

color who were not known by our participants, it is possible that the participants might have 

distanced themselves from the candidate when expressing their voting behaviors and 

interpersonal judgments; research does in fact suggest that type of image (i.e., real vs. digitized) 

may affect categorization processes (e.g., Gaither et al., 2019). However, with the objective of 

reducing confounding factors (e.g., differences in facial features, attractiveness, familiarity), 

digitized images have been reliably used in psychological research in the past (e.g., Stepanova & 

Strube, 2009; Hugenberg & Bodenhausen, 2003; Strom et al., 2012). Regardless, future 

investigations should address this limitation by increasing the saliency for the participants by 

presenting them with images of real political candidates of color who are on the ballot in the 

participants’ districts. We would also like to note that using a single image might have 

influenced the findings in that the idiosyncratic features of a specific image could produce 

unique results. Although using an array of different images might have increased external and 

construct validity (Wells & Windshitl, 1999), we remain confident about our results because 

they, once more, replicate previous empirical work (Chirco & Buchanan, 2021, 2022). 

Nevertheless, future explorations should consider using different sets of stimuli and consider 

increasing the number of stimuli by, for example, manipulating the physiognomy of the 

individual portrayed.  

In line with existing research (e.g., Chirco & Buchanan, 2021; Anderson et al., 2020; 

Kemmelmeier & Chavez, 2014), we also found support for our hypothesis involving voting 

intentions toward candidates of color and political partisanship. In fact, our data suggested 

once more that, compared to liberal voters, conservative participants expressed less positive 
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interpersonal judgments and viewed the candidates of color (no matter their racial/ethnic 

group) as less American and less patriotic.  

We also explored whether participants would display the skin tone memory bias 

observed in previous studies (e.g., Chirco & Buchanan, 2022; Kemmelmeier & Chavez, 2014, 

Ben-Zeev et al., 2014). Interestingly, while the African American and Mexican American political 

candidates were shown in the same skin tone, participants tended to remember the African (vs. 

Mexican) American candidate as having a darker skin tone. While existing work on skin tone 

memory bias demonstrates that how light or dark a political candidate is remembered to be has 

an effect on evaluations of that individual (e.g., Chirco & Buchanan, 2022; Kemmelmeier & 

Chavez, 2014), the data collected in the present study did not suggest such an effect for our 

aggregate measure of interpersonal candidate judgments. This partial replication might be due 

to the fact that we did not measure the participants’ skin tone memory bias using the same tool 

used in previous studies (e.g., Chirco & Buchanan, 2022; Kemmelmeier & Chavez, 2014). 

Instead of using an objective measure such as a pool of images showing the same individual 

whose skin tone was manipulated, we opted for a more subjective measure and asked 

participants to utilize a skin tone gradient thermometer to rate how light or dark they 

remembered the candidate to be. Had we adopted the same skin tone memory bias measure 

used in previous investigations, we might have had findings consistent with previous research. 

Consequently, we recommend that researchers further consider differences that emerge 

between various measures of memory for skin tone.  
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Conclusion 

Altogether, our findings replicate and validate previous scholarly work: Firstly, we found 

confirmation that the racial group to which voters belong (in this instance, White vs. non-

White) significantly affects voting intentions toward political candidates of color. Secondly, we 

found additional evidence that participants’ political affiliation significantly influences attitudes 

and behaviors when they choose a political candidate of color who should represent them. In 

short, our data suggests that White conservative voters are simultaneously affected by the 

relative skin tone and the perceived foreignness of political candidates and that these processes 

may influence the voters’ evaluations and candidate choice at the ballot box.  

These findings are worthy of note because pursuing a more equitable political 

representation of a country’s demographics is important both as a matter of principle and 

pragmatism (i.e., realpolitik). On the one hand, the pursuit of equity in government is a matter 

of social justice. On the other, it is key to ensuring the survival of liberal democracies. While the 

demographic shift underway in the U.S. (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020) has been fueling a 

dangerous drift toward populism (Berman, 2021; Craig & Richeson, 2014), a similar 

phenomenon can also be triggered by a lack of action to realign the makeup of the ruling class 

with that of the electorate. A country which, in the face of a change in the proportions of its 

racial and ethnic groups, perpetuates government structures representing a historically 

privileged minority is more likely to suffer from increasingly violent social conflicts and see the 

proliferation of radicalized movements (Williams, 1993). In light of the findings of the present 

study and of the scholarship it reinforces, it remains imperative to explore and understand 
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factors that create more barriers to equitable representations of people of color in leadership 

roles—political and otherwise. 
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Abstract 

Promoting organizational diversity, equity, and inclusion might feel threatening to White 

individuals. We examined the effects of an online self-affirmation intervention to reduce White 

individuals’ threat responses to such initiatives. Self-affirmed White individuals showed more 

positive attitudes toward diversity policies and lower levels of symbolic and realistic threats 

(Study 1). In Study 2 we also discovered that affirmed individuals expressed a greater inclination 

to be involved in DEI activities (e.g., voluntarily participate in DEI training). These intentions 

predicted their behavior of signing up for a DEI newsletter. Mediation analyses showed that 

self-affirmation led to more positive attitudes toward diversity policies which were related to 

more intended involvement in DEI activities. Our results highlight that self-affirmation 

interventions are effective and can lower threat responses to organizational DEI efforts. These 

findings are relevant to scholars and DEI specialists striving to work toward a more diverse and 

equitable work force.  

Keywords: self-affirmation interventions, organizational diversity, realistic and symbolic threats, 

intergroup relations, DEI 

Public Significance 

Brief online self-affirmation interventions have the potential to improve attitudes toward 

organizational DEI efforts. Our findings are especially important given the recent political 

efforts to reverse and eliminate institutional DEI initiatives. All in all, the present research 

informs scholars and DEI professionals who strive for a more diverse and equitable work force 

and underscore the effectiveness of self-affirmation interventions positively influencing 

attitudes toward DEI efforts.  



REACTIONS TO A DIVERSIFYING NATION 

 123 

Reflecting on values – A brief online self-affirmation intervention reduces threat and 

improves White Americans’ attitudes toward organizational diversity efforts 

While organizational diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives and trainings have 

existed for decades (Dobbin & Kalev, 2013), since the murder of George Floyd in 2020, 

antiracist movements have heightened the sense of urgency among American companies to 

introduce and promote initiatives aimed at increasing the diversity of their workforce (Stevens, 

2020). In addition to being a matter of social justice and equity, more diverse workplaces have 

the potential for facilitating innovation, increasing group performance, and boosting the 

economy of communities to which the diverse workforce belongs (e.g., Levine et al., 2014; 

Phillips, 2014; Dezsö & Ross, 2012).  

Attitudes Toward Organizational Diversity Efforts: Responses to Perceived Threat 

Despite the benefits of DEI, organizational pro-diversity messages may be perceived as 

threatening by White job applicants, who react to them physiologically and emotionally (Dover 

et al., 2016). In essence, when confronted with race-based DEI policies, White people reported 

higher levels of threat related to loss of resources (Iyer, 2022) and perceived loss of economic 

and political power (Mangum & DeHaan, 2019; O’Brien et al., 2010; Renfro et al., 2006). 

Interestingly, White individuals keep feeling threatened even when diversity initiatives or 

policies are framed as benefitting their group (Brown & Jacoby-Senghor, 2021). In recent years, 

even people who value diversity efforts have expressed diversity fatigue—a decline in response 

to DEI pushes—which may translate in reduced support for the implementation of 

organizational diversity initiatives and policies (Smith et al., 2021). One likely factor explaining 

such reactions is demography. The United States of America is projected to experience a racial 
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shift by 2044 when ethnic and racial minorities are expected to outnumber the country’s White 

population, which has prompted negative reactions among White individuals (e.g., Danbold & 

Huo, 2015; Craig & Richeson, 2014). For example, White voters who live closer to Black 

neighborhoods are more likely to register as Republican and to vote for Republican candidates, 

especially those holding more nationalist ideologies, and support more extreme right-wing 

policies (Enos, 2016; Craig et al., 2018). Perceived threat has also led to increased beliefs in 

anti-White discrimination (Norton & Sommers, 2011; Wilkins & Kaiser 2014; Rasmussen et al., 

2022). Beliefs in favoritism toward minorities of color also was at the root of the lawsuit that 

led to the legal demise of affirmative action in higher education in 2023 (Totenberg, 2023).  

Reactions to Organizational Diversity Efforts: Realistic and Symbolic Threats 

In the framework of Intergroup Threat Theory (ITT), threats are grouped as either 

realistic (e.g., threats to tangible resources such as fear of loss of economic resources, political 

power, general welfare, etc.) or symbolic (e.g., threats to values, morals, etc.). These perceived 

threats predict White individuals’ prejudice toward members of racial and ethnic groups (e.g., 

Maddux et al., 2008; Obaidi et al., 2019) possibly affecting those individuals’ attitudes (e.g., 

anti-diversity policy beliefs) and behaviors such as refraining from applying for a position at a 

company that promotes pro-diversity initiatives (e.g., Brown & Jacoby-Senghor, 2021; Dover et 

al., 2016). Given the impact that symbolic and realistic threats can have on individuals’ attitudes 

and behaviors toward pro-diversity initiatives, it becomes crucial to try to understand how 

those threats might be reduced.  

Possible Solutions: Self-Affirmation as Threat Reduction Interventions 
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Scholars have used self-affirmation interventions to prompt a psychological process 

meant to reduce perceived threats (e.g., Hanel et al., 2023; Fotuhi et al., 2021; Cohen & 

Sherman, 2014). Encouraging people to think about core values such as their relationship with 

friends and family provides people with more psychological resources to focus on the positive 

aspects of the Self (Sherman & Cohen, 2006), thereby reducing threat perception and 

defensiveness (Schumann, 2014) as well as lowering insecurity (Stinson et al., 2011). Self-

affirmation interventions have successfully been applied to a myriad of domains including in 

research on how to improvie unhealthy behaviors like drinking, smoking, and eating (Logel & 

Cohen, 2012; Polivy & Herman, 2002; Ward & Mann, 2000) and studies on how to reduce 

threat experienced by low-income individuals (Fotuhi et al., 2021) and people who belong to 

racial/ethnic minorities in educational settings (e.g., Steele, 1997; Sherman et al., 2013). 

Scholars have also investigated how White people’s self-image—also influenced by self-

affirmation—impacts how they perceive and interact with diversity policies and racism (e.g., 

Lowery et al., 2012; Unzueta & Lowery, 2008; Phillips & Lowery, 2015). More recently, 

researchers found that when affirmed, White teachers working in schools predominantly 

serving students belonging to minorized groups—a situation likely to elicit psychological 

threat—reported having better relationships with their students and generally felt better than 

non-affirmed White teachers did (Brady et al., 2023).  

To our knowledge, while the negative effects that organizational pro-diversity initiatives 

have on people (both White and non-White) have been researched extensively (e.g., Dover et 

al. 2020a, 2020b; Kaiser et al., 2021; Georgeac & Rattan, 2023), the potential of self-affirmation 

for mitigating perceived threats and improving attitudes of White individuals toward 
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organizational DEI efforts remains relatively unexplored. Consequently, addressing this gap in 

the literature is both relevant and timely because it may provide a valuable tool to increase the 

success of organizational pro-diversity efforts and initiatives.  

The Present Research: Aims and Hypotheses 

The present set of studies extends prior work on the effects of self-affirmation by 

testing the general hypothesis that self-affirmation interventions might be an effective tool to 

lower threat responses, improve attitudes toward diversity policies, and increase people’s 

intentions to be more involved in DEI initiatives. All in all, we expected that, when exposed to 

pro-diversity messages, affirmed White individuals17 would show more positive attitudes 

toward diversity policies, express lower levels of symbolic and realistic threats than would non-

affirmed White individuals. We also expected that affirmed White individuals would show more 

intended as well as more actual involvement in DEI activities than would non-affirmed White 

individuals. Further, we hypothesized that White individuals’ ratings of intended involvement in 

DEI activities (attitude) would predict their actual involvement in DEI activities (behavior) and 

that the relationship between self-affirmation intervention and intended involvement in DEI 

activities would be mediated by symbolic and realistic threats as well as positive attitudes 

toward diversity policies. Importantly, for the present set of studies we chose not to include a 

control condition (i.e., presence vs. absence of pro-diversity message) because previous 

investigations (Dover et al., 2016) found that only participants exposed to a pro-diversity 

message showed threat responses. 

 
17 We focused on White Americans because, when confronted with DEI initiatives, they perceive more threat than 
individuals belonging to other groups do (e.g., Dover et al., 2016). 
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Study 1 

We examined whether a self-affirmation intervention would lower symbolic (e.g., 

perceived threats to values) and realistic threats (e.g., perceived threats to welfare) as well as 

improve White people’s attitudes toward diversity policies. Specifically, we tested whether 

affirmed (vs. non-affirmed) White individuals would report lower levels of symbolic and realistic 

threats and show more positive attitudes toward diversity policies. 

Method 

Participants and Design 

The sample size was determined through a priori power analysis (G*Power 3.1; Faul et 

al., 2007) to detect effects with sufficient power, d = .50, α = .05, 1- β = 0.80 and based on the 

smallest effect size of interest (Lakens, 2022). To account for attrition and potential data 

exclusion, we preregistered for N = 250.18 With approval from the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB), we sampled 250 participants (Mage = 38.49, SD = 10.81) of whom 53% identified as male 

and 54% as liberal. All were over the age of 18, accessed the survey using their participants’ 

accounts, and received $1.20 for their participation. We used a simple between-subjects 

experimental design. Participants were randomly assigned to one of two self-affirmation 

conditions: affirmed vs. non-affirmed, shown a company’s diversity statement, and asked 

questions about perceived symbolic threats, realistic threats, and their attitudes toward 

 
18 All materials, data, research designs, preregistered hypotheses, planned statistical analyses of both studies, and 
syntax needed to reproduce analyses are openly accessible on the Open Science Framework (OSF; 
https://osf.io/79jf5/).  
 

https://osf.io/79jf5/?view_only=88a3601d766f4bad896abd34bd6f1959
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diversity policies. The entire experiment lasted approximately 10 minutes. To ensure data 

quality, we used CloudResearch’s approved participant pool (Hauser et al., 2022). 

Materials and Procedure 

For the selected intervention, individuals were asked to look at an 11-item list of values 

(e.g., creativity, religious values, relationship to friends and family), think about them, select the 

top two or three values, complete a short written assignment reflecting on when those values 

were most important to them, and then list and rank them by importance (e.g., Cohen & 

Sherman, 2014; McQueen & Klein, 2006). In the non-affirmed condition, participants were 

asked to think about values least important to them and write about why these values might be 

important to someone else. The diversity statement, previously employed in research 

concerned with understanding threat responses to diversity messages (Dover et al., 2016), was 

shown to all participants (see supplemental materials for prompt).  

To assess their attitudes toward diversity policies, participants were asked to rate items 

such as “Policies meant to benefit racial minorities do more harm than good” (Brown & Jacoby-

Senghor, 2021) using a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 

(disagree). The scores for this scale were recoded such that higher scores indicated more 

positive attitudes toward diversity policies. The participants’ answers to the four statements 

were averaged to form the scale Positive Attitudes toward Diversity Policies (α = .90).  

To measure levels of symbolic threats, all participants responded to items such as “The 

identity of American companies is threatened because the workforce is diversifying too much” 

(adapted from Obaidi et al., 2019) using a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (totally 

disagree) to 7 (totally agree) with higher numbers signaling higher ratings of symbolic threats. 
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Participants’ answers to the three statements were averaged and computed into the scale 

Symbolic Threat (α = .95).  

Realistic threats were assessed by asking participants to respond to items such as 

“Because of the diversifying workforce, White Americans have more difficulties in finding a job” 

(adapted from Obaidi et al., 2019) using an adapted 7-point-Likert-type scale ranging from 1 

(totally disagree) to 7 (totally agree) with higher ratings signaling higher perceptions of realistic 

threat. Participants’ answers to the three statements were averaged to form the scale Realistic 

Threat (α = .95). 

Results 

All assumptions for analyses were met (Tabachnik & Fidell, 2013) and no missing values 

were found.19 Pearson’s correlations showed that the relationships between the dependent 

variables (i.e., positive attitudes toward diversity policies, symbolic and realistic threats) were 

strongly correlated with coefficients ranging between -.79 and -.84.20 Supporting our 

expectations, independent samples t-tests (see Figure 1) showed a significant difference 

between conditions21, t(248) = -1.95, p = .026, d = -.25, such that affirmed participants (M = 

4.98, SD = 1.59) held more positive attitudes toward diversity policies than did non-affirmed 

individuals (M = 4.56, SD = 1.77). Similarly, our data supported our hypothesis that self-

affirmation condition would affect White people’s ratings of symbolic threat, t(248) = -1.69, p = 

 
19 Throughout this article, we interpret p-values > .05 based on context and practical implications and not based on 
the conventional approach (Wasserstein et al., 2019). 
20 A table displaying means and standard deviations for all variables can be found in the supplemental materials. 
21 We ran exploratory analyses controlling for political affiliation and found that there was no interaction between 
self-affirmation (affirmed vs. non-affirmed) and political orientation (conservative vs. liberal) on our outcomes of 
interest (all ps > .427). These findings suggest that the intervention was effective for affirmed conservative 
individuals as much as it was for affirmed liberal individuals. 
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.047, d = -.22. Specifically, we found that affirmed participants (M = 2.48, SD = 1.58) reported 

lower levels of symbolic threat than did non-affirmed participants (M = 2.85, SD = 1.86). The 

results also showed that participants in the affirmed condition (M = 2.94, SD = 1.74) reported 

lower ratings of realistic threat than did those in the non-affirmed condition (M = 3.32 , SD = 

1.92); t(248) = -1.59, p = .05722, d = -.20).  

Figure 1 

Outcomes of interest for each condition (Study 1) 

 
Note. Participants’ ratings for positive attitudes toward diversity policies and symbolic and 

realistic threats are shown for affirmed and non-affirmed conditions. Scales ranged from 1 to 7 

with higher values signaling more positive attitudes or higher perceptions of threat. 

Study 2 

The results of Study 1 were intriguing. However, the question of whether affirmed 

people would also show more intended and actual behaviors toward organizational DEI efforts 

 
22 Considering the smallest effect size of interest (d = 0.5), we performed equivalence tests for the realistic threat 
variable. Given equivalence bounds of -.500 and .500 (raw scale), we concluded that the observed effect between 
the groups affirmed vs. non-affirmed, t(242.98) = 0.54, p = .294, was not equivalent suggesting a significant finding. 



REACTIONS TO A DIVERSIFYING NATION 

 131 

was still unanswered. To answer this question, the aims of Study 2 were to replicate results 

from Study 1 and expand on them by investigating whether affirmed individuals would also 

show more active involvement in DEI activities. Further, Study 2 examined whether symbolic 

and realistic threats as well as positive attitudes toward diversity policies would function as 

underlying psychological mechanisms for people’s intended involvement in DEI activities. 

Consequently, we tested a mediation model positing that symbolic and realistic threats as well 

as positive attitudes toward diversity policies would mediate the relationship between self-

affirmation and intended involvement in DEI activities.  

Method 

Participants and Design 

A priori power analyses for Study 2 were preregistered based on effects d = .50, α = .05, 

1- β = 0.80. However, the observed effect sizes of Study 1 ranged from d =.20 to .25. Hence, we 

used the obtained effect sizes from Study 1 to run a sensitivity analysis (Bartlett & Charles, 

2022) using the jpower module in Jamovi which resulted in an observed power of 0.76. Our 

sample for Study 2 consisted of 252 individuals (Mage = 42.62, SD = 13.01) of whom 52% 

identified as female and 45% as liberal. All participants identified as White, were recruited via 

CloudResearch’s approved participant pool (Hauser et al., 2022), and received $1.50 for their 

participation. The experiment was a between-subjects design with two self-affirmation 

conditions (affirmed vs. non-affirmed).  

Materials and Procedure 

Again, the study was administered online, and participants accessed the survey link by 

accessing their accounts. The prompts for the self-affirmation conditions and the company’s 
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pro-diversity statement were the same we used in Study 1. We also used the same measures as 

in Study 1 to assess the participants’ positive attitudes toward diversity policies (four items; α = 

.87), symbolic threat (three items; α = .94), and realistic threat (three items; α = .95). In 

addition, we measured their intended involvement in DEI activities with self-developed 

questions such as “Think about your workplace, how likely are you to voluntarily participate in 

diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) training?”. The questions were answered using a 7-point 

Likert-scale ranging from 1 (extremely unlikely) to 7 (extremely likely). 

Prior to data analysis, we conducted a principal component factor analysis which 

indicated that all five items loaded substantially on one factor (all r > 0.89). Thus, we combined 

the items into the scale intended involvement in DEI activities, with higher values signaling more 

intended involvement in DEI activities (α = .95). We measured the participants’ actual 

involvement in DEI activities by asking, “Would you like to sign up to receive more information 

about diversity, equity, and inclusion in a regular newsletter?” The participants answered with 

either yes or no and were provided with a space in which they could enter their email address if 

they were interested in receiving such information.  

The procedure was identical to Study 1 except for the additional measures (i.e., 

intended and actual involvement in DEI activities). During the debriefing process, participants 

were informed that asking them about their intention to sign up to receive more information 

about DEI (actual involvement) was an outcome of interest of the study and that they would 

not receive such information. However, we provided participants with websites they could visit 

in case they were interested in accessing information and resources about DEI. All in all, the 

experiment lasted approximately 15 minutes. 
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Results 

Once more, all assumptions for analyses were met (Tabachnik & Fidell, 2013) and no 

missing values were found. Pearson’s correlations showed that the relationships between the 

dependent variables (i.e., positive attitudes toward diversity policies, symbolic and realistic 

threats) were strongly correlated with coefficients ranging between -.79 and -.78.23 In line with 

our hypotheses (see supplemental materials for Figure 2), the analyses revealed significant 

effects of self-affirmation on White people’s attitudes toward diversity policies, t(250) = 2.78, p 

= .003, d = 0.35, symbolic threat, t(250) = -2.37, p = .009, d = -0.30, realistic threat, t(250) = -

2.35, p = .010, d = -0.30, and intended involvement in DEI activities, t(250) = 1.65, p = .051, d = 

0.21. Specifically, our findings replicated those of Study 1 and confirmed that affirmed White 

participants reported lower levels of symbolic and realistic threats and expressed more positive 

attitudes toward diversity policies than did non-affirmed White participants (See Table 1). 

Further, compared to non-affirmed participants, affirmed participants expressed higher rates of 

intended involvement in DEI activities.  

Table 1 

Means, Standard Deviations (SDs) From Study 2 Variables Across Conditions 
       Affirmed  Non-Affirmed 

 M SD M SD 
Positive Attitudes toward Diversity Policies  5.02 1.47 4.49 1.56 

Symbolic Threat 2.40 1.57 2.87 1.59 
Realistic Threat 2.96 1.63 3.45 1.71 
Intended Involvement in DEI activities 4.39 1.87 4.00 1.91 
Note. N = 252 

 
23 A figure displaying the results for all variables can be found in the supplemental materials. 
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A Chi-square test of independence showed that, in contrast to our expectations, 

affirmed participants were not more likely to sign up for a diversity newsletter, X2 (1, N = 252) = 

1.24, p = .265, φc = 0.07.24 Interestingly, the data showed that most of the participants in the 

study (81%) did not express any interest in signing up for the diversity newsletter. In line with 

hypotheses, a logistic regression showed that the overall model was significant; X2 (1, N = 252) 

= 34.93, p < .001, and explained 21% (R2
N) of the variance. That is, the data suggested that 

intended involvement in DEI activities significantly predicted participants’ likelihood to sign up 

for a DEI newsletter, X2 (1, N = 252) = 25.63, p < .001 (OR = 95% CI [0.4, 0.7]).25 We further 

predicted that the relationship between the affirmation intervention and intended involvement 

in DEI activities was mediated by symbolic and realistic threats as well as positive attitudes 

toward diversity policies. Specifically, we predicted that self-affirmation indirectly influenced 

involvement intentions in DEI activities via symbolic threats, realistic threats, and attitudes 

toward diversity policies (see Figure 2).  

 

 

 

 

 

 
24 Because this result was related to a core hypothesis, we ran Bayesian analyses (Gunel & Dickey, 1974) which 
provided support in favor of an absence of effect of self-affirmation on actual involvement in DEI activities (BF01 = 
2.763, 95% CI [-0.277, 0.978]). 
25 For explorative purposes, we also investigated whether the other dependent variables in the study (i.e., symbolic 
and realistic threats and positive attitudes toward diversity policies) predicted the participants’ intention to sign up 
for the newsletter. However, none of these outcomes reached the conventional threshold of significance (all ps > 
.064).  
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Figure 2 

Mediation analyses predicting White participants’ intentions of active involvement in DEI 

activities.  

 

 
 
Note. Self-Affirmation condition was coded non-affirmed = 0, affirmed = 1; *p < .05, **p < .001 

A parallel mediation analysis (PROCESS macro; Hayes, 2013) with 10,000 bootstrap resamples 

showed that, while symbolic threat, a1b1 = -0.13, 95% CI [-0.028, 0.01] and realistic threat, a2b2 

= -0.03, 95% CI [-0.14, 0.07] did not mediate the relationship between self-affirmation and 

intended involvement in DEI activities, self-affirmation was indirectly related to intended 

involvement in DEI activities through its relationship with positive attitudes toward diversity 

policies, a3b3 = 0.52, 95% CI [0.14, 0.90]. That is, affirmed participants reported more positive 

attitudes toward diversity policies than non-affirmed participants (a3 = 0.53, p = .005) and more 

positive attitudes toward diversity policies were related to more intended involvement in DEI 

activities (b3 = 0.97, p < .001). The direct path indicated that positive attitudes toward diversity 

policies fully mediated the effect between self-affirmation and intended involvement in DEI 

activities (c’ = .004, p = .837). 
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General Discussion 

Our research adds to the literature on the effects of organizational diversity efforts on 

White individuals’ attitudes and behaviors in several ways. First, we provide evidence of the 

effectiveness of self-affirmation in lowering perceptions of symbolic and realistic threats 

experienced by White people when exposed to organizational pro-diversity messages as well as 

improving their attitudes toward diversity policies. Second, in Study 2 we also find evidence 

that, when affirmed, White individuals report more intentions of being involved in DEI 

activities. Interestingly, our results further show that the extent to which affirmed people 

report higher levels of intent to be involved in DEI influences their actual involvement in such 

efforts. These findings are especially encouraging given that additional exploratory analyses 

showed that the intervention was effective in improving the attitudes even of conservative 

individuals who are more resistant to and more threated by diversity efforts (Brown et al. 

2022). 

Contrary to our expectations, however, self-affirmation did not influence people’s 

behavior (i.e., actual involvement in DEI activities) as 80% of all participants expressed no 

intention of signing up for the newsletter. While this might be due to a floor effect, it is possible 

that the current public attention that organizational pro-diversity initiatives are receiving 

(e.g.,Hendrickson, 2023; Diaz, 2023) may have led participants to respond to the attitudinal 

measures in ways they believed to be positive and desired by society (An, 2015; Lanz et al., 

2022). Yet, if social desirability bias was at play, it was not powerful enough to influence the 

participants’ behavior. While past research on whether and how attitudes shape behavior 

suggests that this relationship is linear (e.g., Kraus et al., 1995; Clarkson et al., 2008), more 
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recent work has underlined that it is more complex (Bechler et al., 2021) and possibly 

influenced by moderating variables (Fazio & Roskos-Ewoldsen, 2005). Hence, it is plausible that 

the relationship between the participants’ improved attitudes toward organizational diversity 

efforts and their behavior (signing up for the newsletter) was affected by factors such as 

perceived scarcity (Krosch & Amodio, 2019; Park et al., 2022) over resources (increasing 

diversity = fewer job opportunities for members of majority group). It is also possible that the 

deterrent was the behavioral measure we chose itself. That is, participants might have 

perceived agreeing to receive a regular newsletter as entailing too long a commitment and 

additional work such as unsubscribing. Further, given the prominence and pervasiveness of the 

topic of organizational DEI efforts, it is reasonable to assume that participants might have 

experienced saturation of requests about such initiatives (Smith et al., 2021). All in all, our 

findings are consistent with previous work (e.g., Lannin et al., 2019; Sherman & Hartson, 2011; 

Sherman & Cohen, 2006) and extend it by showing that self-affirmation interventions are 

effective even when it comes to lowering threat responses and improving attitudes toward 

organizational DEI initiatives.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

Our sample only allowed us to make inferences about White individuals. While they are 

the ones who report the highest levels of threat from pro-diversity efforts (e.g., Dover et al., 

2016; Brown & Jacoby-Senghor, 2021; Kaiser et al., 2021), organizational pro-diversity 

messages can have negative effects (i.e., undermining anticipated sense of belonging and wish 

to join a company) on people belonging to underrepresented groups as well (Georgeac & 

Rattan, 2023). Therefore, future research should test self-affirmation interventions and DEI 
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using a demographically diverse sample. Given that participants’ attitudes did not align with 

their behavior, and that symbolic and realistic threats did not mediate the relationship between 

self-affirmation and intended involvement in DEI activities, it might be worthwhile to replicate 

our study using a different behavioral measure that does not involve a long-term commitment 

such as signing a petition (Yuksel et al., 2020; Morales et al., 2017) and implementing 

behavioral measures that carry clear benefits for fostering diversity (e.g., Moreau et al. 2021). 

Examining perceived scarcity (e.g., Krosch & Amodio, 2019; Park et al., 2022) and diversity 

fatigue (Smith et al., 2021) as additional mediators or moderators might yield additional insight. 

The role of political orientation (Simpson et al., 2017), social dominance orientation (Duckitt & 

Sibley, 2010), or right-wing authoritarianism (Kauff et al., 2015), which have shown to function 

as moderators of symbolic and realistic threats, should also be looked into. It can be argued 

that self-affirmation, which works to reduce threats perceived by the Self and not the ingroup 

(Steele, 1988; Cohen & Sherman, 2014), might not be effective in lowering symbolic and 

realistic threats which are usually attributed to group threats (Stephan et al., 2009). However, 

self-affirmation appears to foster more positive attitudes toward outgroups (Lindsay & 

Creswell, 2014) affecting group-based responses (Jun et al., 2021; Derks et al., 2009) effectively 

reducing perceived threats and endorsement of discriminatory policies (Badea et al., 2018). The 

fact that the self-affirmation intervention in the present set of studies effectively reduced 

group-based threat responses (i.e., symbolic and realistic threats) makes these findings a 

valuable contribution to the current literature. To boost the theoretical contribution of the 

findings of the present set of studies, future research could, for example, compare the effects 

of self-affirmation vs. group-affirmation on the outcomes of interest. Lastly, because 
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organizational pro-diversity efforts have become more prominent and also used more 

frequently in political propaganda since 2020, it might be worthwhile to explore whether 

including a company’s neutral message may now return different results than the lack of threat 

responses to a neutral (non-pro-diversity) message recorded by Dover and colleagues (2016).  

Conclusion 

This research highlights the powerful and beneficial impact that self-affirmation 

interventions have on lowering threat responses experienced by White individuals when 

exposed to companies’ pro-diversity initiatives. Such threats can constitute barriers to the 

successful pursuit and implementation of organizational DEI efforts. Given that self-affirmation 

interventions are easy to implement and have positive and long-lasting effects, it might be 

advantageous to make them part of a company’s culture.  
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