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ABSTRACT

Blacks and Whites draw different interpretations of the blatant racism that they witness,
even when their reactions appear to be identical. Across three studies, we hypothesized that
Blacks would endorse the idea that societal racism is unchangeable and pervasive. Separately,
Whites would believe that individual prejudice is immutable but rare. In Study 1, we constructed
a measure of people’s lay theories of societal racism and established its construct and predictive
validity. Blacks who endorsed an entity theory of societal racism were more likely to estimate a
high prevalence of racism in the US and expect people who enter into hierarchy-maintaining
careers (i.e., police) to become more racist. In Studies 2 and 3, we manipulated the presence of
overt racism by having participants read about discrimination in the workplace. In both studies,
Blacks and Whites differentially endorsed the two types of lay theories of racism (individual and
societal). Differential endorsement of lay theories of racism predicted opposing estimates about
the prevalence of racists and reported self-efficacy with regards to pursuing a current goal. All
three studies lend an account for why witnessing blatant racism may accentuate intergroup

tensions.
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INTRODUCTION

“Slavery defined what it meant to be black (a slave), and Jim Crow defined what it meant to be
black (a second-class citizen). Today mass incarceration defines the meaning of blackness in
America: black people, especially black men, are criminals. That is what it means to be black.”

- Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow, p. 197

As argued in the quote above, prejudice against Blacks can be seen as persisting through
stages of redefining what it means to be Black. Periods of subjugation in American history have
mirrored each other in how Black Americans are treated relative to White Americans and, thus,
appear to betray the trust of those at the bottom of the racial hierarchy in a system that wields
power to make change. As Michelle Alexander states, while change has led to an improvement
in an overall standard of living for Black Americans, the negative descriptions with which
society tags them (e.g., criminal, lazy, suspicious-looking) creates a host of unequal outcomes
that reinforce the belief that they are second-class citizens. From the perspective of many Black
Americans, reflecting on this history of how racism has endured by adapting its expressions to
the norms of different eras, it may seem that an essential racist character is deeply encoded in
America’s cultural DNA and gives rise to these diverse historical manifestations of racial
exclusion.

Black Americans point to societal racism when they protest against the treatment of their
racial group. The level of disfavor that institutions express toward Black Americans has not only
been documented throughout American history (e.g., redlining — the discriminatory practice of

banks and insurance companies refusing to grant loans to people living in certain geographic



areas, historically the result of racial segregation of residential areas) but has evolved over time.
Recognized as a threat to their social identity, Black Americans may endorse beliefs about the
hostility they encounter. From a psychological perspective, the remnants of slavery and Jim
Crow segregation are embedded not only in the knowledge of stereotypes about Black
Americans but also in the expectations of treatment that members of this stigmatized population
may be socialized to adopt. In the book, Between the World and Me, Ta Nehisi Coates speaks
about the socialization of black boys and girls to “be twice as good, which is to say accept half as
much” (2015, pp. 91). The lesson of teaching black children to expect less is reinforced by Black
adults’ learning and sharing of stories that involve prejudice and discrimination. The
consequences of transmitting this perspective, however, may be evident in the responses Black
Americans exhibit when they are the targets of racial bigotry.
The Story Told For Black Americans

Changes in the expression of racial bigotry have led to a change in focus when addressing
its causes and consequences for Black Americans. From the perspective of White Americans, the
change from acceptance to abhorring explicit racial bias has confined the debate about the
prevalence and acceptance of racism to its persistence in subtle and less conspicuous forms.
Underscored in the investigations of social psychologists from the 1980s onward was an interest
in the burgeoning conflict between abiding by (or internally accepting) norms against racial
prejudice and harboring latent racism (Dovidio & Gaertner, 1986; Katz & Haas, 1988;
McConahay, 1986). The study of racial attitudes held by White Americans soon became devoted
to the vestiges of a past era where explicit racial prejudice was condoned.

Concurrent with this development in studying Whites, the study of Black Americans’

responses to racial prejudice has been focused on their dealings with subtly-expressed racism or



environments that could potentially be biased against them (Crocker & Major, 1989; Dovidio,
Kawakami, & Gaertner, 2002; Penner et al., 2010; Purdie-Vaughns, Steele, Davies, Dtilmann, &
Croshy, 2008; Steele, Spencer, & Aronson, 2002). As new research focused on this form of
racial bias, the unspoken implication was that we are no longer in a period of American history
in which eliminating overt racism is the primary objective. Blatant prejudice is not seen as the
primary problem it once was for the psychology of Black Americans because it is assumed to no
longer be a primary form of racism among White Americans. As a result, experimental tests of
the effect that overt racism has on Black Americans’ responses is sorely lacking in the literature.
It is as if, to social psychologists, overt racism is no longer a serious problem in the daily life of
Americans in the 21 century.

Recent events and empirical research, however, suggest this unspoken consensus may be
seriously misguided. Overt racism still pervades the social exchanges between Blacks and the
rest of America. A recent survey of 802 African American US adults revealed that half of them
had personally experienced racial slurs and 42% had encountered racial violence (NPR, 2017).
Pew Research Center conducted a survey about the experiences of African Americans in online
spaces and found that 60% faced race-related harassment in these settings (Pew Research Center,
2017). Whether in person or through anonymous interactions over the Internet, Black Americans
still report that overt racism is expressed (and sometimes welcomed) by others in environments
that are perceived to be unsafe for them. Because of the specificity and frequency of this
treatment, some Black Americans may conclude that societal racism is still a problem and may

never go away.



The Prejudiced Personality

As far back as the work conducted by Allport, theories about the nature of prejudice have
been focused on prejudice in individuals, whether it is studied in its explicit or implicit form
(Allport, 1954; Altemeyer & Hunsberger, 2009; Duckitt & Sibley, 2006; Dunbar, 1995; Schaller,
Boyd, Yohannes, O’Brien, 1995). Even from the targets’ perspective, the effect of prejudice has
been studied as a form of internalized responses to the value that others’ apply to one’s group
(Allport, 1954; Branscombe, Schmitt, & Harvey, 1999; Schmitt, Branscombe, Postmes, &
Garcia, 2014; Shelton, 2000). Whether it is applying psychological constructs such as self-
esteem, self-reported anxiety, perceived belonging, and/or subjective well-being to measuring
physiological states, overt racism is conceived to only have an effect on the stigmatized
individual’s sense of self. Consequently, even studies that investigate the target’s perspective
may limit analysis to those responses that are directed intrapersonally (e.g., feelings) or
interpersonally (e.g., ratings of interracial partner; Shelton, Richeson, & Salvatore, 2005). To our
knowledge, no research has looked at how the individual’s perception of the environment (i.e.,
society) changes when explicit racial prejudice is present.

Traditionally, perceptions of the perpetrator have been focused on personality traits
possessed by the person. The notion of a prejudiced personality has been a long-standing topic of
interest in social and personality psychology because it is easier to account for and observe the
behavior of participants in controlled environments where only their racial prejudice can be
expressed. For example, traits such as social dominance orientation, RWA, and need for
structure have been cited as predictors of people’s attitudes toward outgroups in their society
(Kemmelmeier, 2010; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999; Pratto, Sidanius, Stallworth, & Malle, 1994). The

Big 5 personality traits single out those who score low on openness to experience as being



narrow-minded, conservative, and suspicious--facets that are negatively correlated with
appreciation of human diversity (Han & Pistole, 2017). Believing that racism is a part of a
person’s character is a more parsimonious explanation of their behavior when other situational
factors are not easily detected. Once the behavior is witnessed by others, this interpretation is
made to make meaning of the action, the individual is reprimanded severely, and everyday living
is resumed.

The prejudiced personality is further reinforced by the belief that the norms which govern
social relations in America are prescriptively egalitarian. Statements that promote a valuing of
diversity can lead many to believe that prejudice cannot occur, despite incidents that would
suggest the opposite (Dover, Major, & Kaiser, 2016; Kirby, Kaiser, & Major, 2015). When a
person expresses prejudice, people will not only react with anger and dismay but with shock
because they presume that others are acting, in good faith, to maintain the prescriptive norms set
by their place of employment. Believing that these norms are internalized by most people, the
conclusion drawn is that the perpetrator harbors latent prejudices. In this instance, that individual
IS characterized as a “bad apple” (Gilman & Thomas, 2016).

Recent work in social psychology has attempted to understand how people construe
prejudice (Carr, Pauker, & Dweck, 2012). Carr et al. (2012) presented a new measure of a belief
that people hold about prejudice — its changeability. The belief that prejudice is a deeply rooted,
unchangeable character trait is labeled the entity theory of prejudice, and it is captured by
endorsement of items such as “People can learn how to act like they’re not prejudiced, but they
can’t really change their prejudice deep down.” This contrasts with the incremental theory of
prejudice, which construes prejudice as a set of contingent attitudes that someone can change,

especially if they are exposed to corrective information and experiences. The incremental theory



is captured by endorsement of items such as the following: “No matter who somebody is, they
can always become a lot less prejudiced.” In their research, White participants’ theories about the
changeability of prejudice were related to but distinct from other lay theories (Studies 1 a-d) and
were unrelated to their racial attitudes (Studies 1-5). Most interesting, White participants’ entity
theories of prejudice predicted less desire for (and more anxiety during) interactions with a Black
confederate. The message evident in their research was straightforward: Understanding people’s
apparently prejudiced responses requires considering their beliefs about the changeability of
people’s prejudice.

The tendency to define prejudice in individual-dispositional terms, such as by adopting
the entity theory of prejudice, may protect majority-group members from the threat that their
group will be perceived as racist. Even well-intented, egalitarian people who hold a fixed view of
prejudice can appear to behave like those to whom they are attitudinally opposed (i.e., racists).
Both Shapiro and Neuberg (2012) and Wilmot, Eibach, and Spencer (in prep) have shown that
White people’s theories of prejudice shift when they are motivated to appear non-prejudiced and
in response to events that threaten their self-image as non-racist. Wilmot et al. (in prep) showed
that, when White participants viewed a high status White ingroup member express blatantly
racist statements, which threatened to undermine the non-racist self-image of their White
ingroup, they defended their ingroup-image by endorsing an entity theory of prejudice and
decreasing their estimates of the prevalence of such prejudice in the population. Other research
has supported the notion that Whites can flexibly define prejudice to ameliorate self-relevant
threats (Unzueta & Lowery, 2008).

Limitations of the prejudiced personality. As previously mentioned, priority has been

placed on examining and intervening on prejudice that is displayed by individuals with relatively



less attention to how societal prejudice accounts for behavior. It can be argued that this
preference is unintentional because the majority of psychological studies that are about
stereotyping and prejudice recruit samples of White participants and measure their prejudice or
perceptions of it without considering the active role that Blacks play in the intergroup setting
(Shelton & Richeson, 2006). Black Americans’ perceptions of prejudice are important to
consider in light of their experiences with it across levels of assessment (e.g., interpersonal and
societal level). The focus of research on individual prejudice may imply that the maintenance of
prejudice in America is orchestrated by a generation of racists who will eventually be phased out.
Careful consideration of the perspectives that Black Americans bring may yield insights into an
alternative way of interpreting and responding to incidents of racism.
Lay Theories of Societal Racism

Across American history, Blacks have been defined in markedly different ways, but
despite these different definitions, their underlying evaluation has been profoundly negative.
This history can be read to reasonably suggest that the prejudice of society can take on new
forms, but the underlying result is still the same: Black lives are viewed as less valuable to the
system than White lives. Black Americans’ awareness of their societal devaluation may foster a
defensive response in situations that threaten their self-esteem (Crocker, Luhtanen, Broadnax, &
Blaine, 1999). The belief that an entity larger than the self is a primary cause of the hardships
that you and others like you experience can be reinforced whenever any form of threat is
detected. The end result is the shaping of the mind to be vigilant for cues of societal prejudice,
both explicit and implicit.

Reflecting on this history of racially exclusionary practices, many Black intellectuals and

activists have theorized that there is an inherent, and possibly permanent racist essence at the



core of American culture that can be overcome only through truly revolutionary change. For
example, Black legal scholars who formulated critical race theory adopted a position of “racial
realism,” which emphasizes that racism is a core dynamic in American culture which persists
through mostly superficial changes (Delgado & Stefanic, 2001). Derrick Bell (1992), a leading
theorist within this critical race tradition, captured this insight in his “permanence of racism”
thesis, which indicates that America is “a society in which racism has been internalized and
institutionalized to the point of being an essential and inherently functioning component of that
society - a culture from whose inception racial discrimination has been a regulating force for
maintaining stability and growth and for maximizing other cultural values” (LeMelle, quoted in
Bell, 1988, p. 777). Elaborating on these points, Bell writes,

[R]acism is an integral, permanent, and indestructible component of [U.S.] society.

Because this is true, not only will we not overcome in the sense that all of us believed so

fervently in the 1960s, black people will never achieve full equality with whites. At the

best, we can hope for what | have called temporary 'peaks of progress,' short-lived
periods of improved conditions that last a few years until white dominance reasserts

itself. (in Delgado & Stefancic, 2005, p. 309).

As aresult of living in two different Americas, there may lie a disparity between Blacks’
and Whites’ perceptions of societal racism. This disparity may be seen in how they respond
differently to policies related to race. Blacks are acutely sensitive to the context in which racial
policies are implemented, whereas Whites are not. For example, Purdie-Vaughns et al. (2008)
demonstrated that portraying a company as color blind was seen as an indication of the
company’s racism if that portrayal was coupled with a less diverse picture of employees and

predicted Black candidates reporting that they would not feel valued by the company and that



they would likely not apply for a job there. Although there were no explicit (or subtle) mentions
of prejudice, Black candidates inferred that the information about the work environment would
suggest that views that did not align with a “White” perspective will be excluded. Recognizing
the unspoken dominance of a “White” perspective may invite Blacks to believe that societal
racism is unchangeable because less attention will be paid to how this environment can be a
breeding ground for racist behavior.

Although Black Americans’ perceptions of societal racism has been an unexplored topic
in social psychology, other fields like sociology and legal studies have paid more attention to
societal racism. Critical race studies have proposed that the largest situational factor (i.e., social
institutions) can explain why racism at an interpersonal level persists (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004;
Soldrzano, Ceja, & Y0sso, 2000). DeCuir and Dixon (2004) argue that racism is the foundation
of the United States of America and the social structure on which the country stands. Because of
how America was built, racism is viewed as a permanent part of American civic life.

The idea that racism is not an aberration but rather is an inherent, possibly permanent
fixture of the American sociopolitical system may resonate with the lived experience of many
members of the Black community who have witnessed up close how the legacy of racial
exclusion that began with slavery, later persisted in the form of Jim Crow segregation, and
extends into the present in the form of mass incarceration of Black citizens. Indeed, the
continuity of the lived experience of racial exclusion through successive eras of American
history is something that many in the Black community can likely trace in their own family
heritage. As Alexander (2012) writes,

An extraordinary percentage of black men in the United States are legally barred from

voting today, just as they have been throughout most of American history. They are also



subject to legalized discrimination in employment, housing, education, public benefits,

and jury service, just as their parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents once were

(pp. 1-2).

Under the lens of critical-race theory, instances of racial micro-aggression (i.e.,
encounters that involve subtle and/or blatant racial prejudice) are interpreted to be symptomatic
of a fundamental systemic problem. Racist attitudes and behavior that are rampant in an
organization can be representative of this problem. Furthermore, Bonilla-Silva (2015) argues that
America treats Whiteness as a property, which places value on the views of Whites over those of
other racial groups. Consequently, racism is usually dealt with on a case-by-case basis rather
than via a social system overhaul, which can prevent sustainable change. Only when under crises
that place the system at the forefront of public viewing can real change be expected.

In contrast to what is proposed by critical race theorists, we typically witness what could
be called the “bad apple” accounts of racism in the mainstream media. Rather than address the
societal problems that may underlie prejudice, an individual, usually a leader, who makes
bigoted comments is scapegoated (Gilman & Thomas, 2012). This response may quell the
public’s fears that racist behavior may be a system problem (Wilmot, Eibach, & Spencer, in
prep). Instead, blame may be placed on the individual and reinforced by questions about their
mental health. These beliefs can lead people to support the idea that prejudice is a personal
problem that cannot be changed (Wilmot, Eibach, & Spencer, in prep).

Although the racist behavior of a select person is reported through the media, the chronic
display of messages that say Blacks are not valued in America continue to fly under the radar.
Whether this hostility comes in the form of others’ perceptions that Blacks are not beautiful

(Clark & Clark, 1939), are comparable to apes (Goff, Eberhardt, Williams, & Jackson, 2008),
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and are less innocent than Whites (Goff, Jackson, Di Leone, Culotta, & DiTomasso, 2014;
Rattan, Levine, Dweck, & Eberhardt, 2012), the racist messages in society are rarely considered
in the analysis of behavior of a single individual. Consequently, when focus is directed toward
the individual, Black Americans may conclude that societal racism has not been affected and
may become pessimistic about improvements in the culture. They may perceive that this person
is an example of numerous others who express racist views because the setting allows for
prejudice to persist. To our knowledge, no work has been done to investigate beliefs about the
changeability of societal racism and the relationship it has with other conclusions that Black
Americans make (e.g. such as their perceptions of the prevalence of racism in the US).
Overview of Studies

We address this question by conducting a series of three studies investigating lay beliefs
about the changeability of societal racism and the consequences it poses for the emotions and
perceptions that Black Americans report when faced with blatant racism. In our studies, societal
racism is referred to as the bias exhibited through informal interactions between members of
various groups within a racial hierarchy as well as racially biased impacts of formal structures in
the society. It encompasses, but is not limited to, individual expressions of racism. We make this
distinction between beliefs about societal racism and individual racism in our first study by
testing the psychometric properties of a new scale that measures lay people’s beliefs about the
changeability of societal racism. We expect that this measure will be established as a distinct and
meaningful construct for the analysis of Black Americans in the stereotyping and prejudice
literature. In this study and across the other two, responses by Black Americans will be

compared to White Americans to determine if there are race-related differences in their beliefs
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about the changeability of societal (versus individual) racism in response to witnessing acts of
blatant racism.

Our second study will be an experimental test of the effect that reading about racial
discrimination will have on Black Americans’ beliefs about the changeability of societal racism
and the residual effect of that belief on perceptions about the prevalence of racism. We expect
that this event will not only lead to Black Americans believing that societal racism is less
changeable but also lead them to increase their estimates of the frequency with which racism
occurs where they live. Next, this study will test the emotional expressiveness towards the racial
event by gauging how angry Black Americans report feeling after reading about blatant racism.
We expect that Black Americans will report higher levels of anger than if they read about an
egregious event unrelated to racism. Finally, we will examine Blacks’ self-efficacy for the goals
they are currently pursuing after reading about blatant racism. We expect that if reading about
blatant racism leads to the belief that prejudice in society is less changeable, this belief may
undermine Blacks’ self-efficacy for the goals they are currently pursuing.

For our third study, we conduct a replication of the primary aforementioned hypotheses
with a more representative sample. Testing these hypotheses with a representative sample will
not only aim to establish the internal validity of the results but also the generalizability of the
results to the explanation of why publicized individual instances of racism can potentially create
rifts between Whites and Blacks. We believe that these studies will provide insight into the
problems of misunderstanding and disbelief that racism creates when it is interpreted differently
between racial groups. It is through this elucidation of explanations for the behavior we witness

during these events, however, that more effective solutions can be generated.
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CHAPTER 1: SCALE VALIDATION STUDY

We developed a measure of people’s lay beliefs about the changeability of societal
racism for three reasons. First, the rhetoric surrounding systemic racism is becoming increasingly
common in public circles and, thus, raises the question as to the meaning of these beliefs in
conversation. Endorsing an entity theory of societal racism would suggest that a person doesn’t
believe racism can be removed from society. That individual may expect society to maintain a
level of bias — large or small — that keeps certain racial groups at the bottom of the social
hierarchy. Endorsing an incremental theory of societal racism would suggest that a person
believes that the level of racism in society is changeable (for better or for worse).

Second, this measure may capture variability in the responses that Black Americans
endorse when addressing direct or indirect forms of discrimination. For example, a Black male
who is asked for identification by a police officer may show a variety of behaviors (i.e.,
vigilance, confrontation) that are not solely determined by feelings of stereotype threat. His
belief may be that societal racism cannot change even if he’s an executive of a Fortune 500
company. This conviction is informed not only by his previous experiences with law
enforcement but also a culturally specific understanding of how Black men are treated by the
police (Plaut, 2010). To the extent that this reality is derived, in part, by the belief that societal
racism cannot be changed, this measure will be instrumental in capturing this racial narrative.

Finally, the construction of this measure will allow for future investigators to capture the
distinct experiences of societal racism that Black Americans report and how these events can
govern their behavior. Lay theories of societal racism will offer predictions specific to this
population that have not been investigated in previous research. This work reinforces the

increasing need to focus on the perspectives and understandings shared by targets of oppression
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instead of assuming that they are passive recipients of psychological events (Shelton &
Richeson, 2006). The following hypotheses (reported below) are specific to Black Americans.

Convergent Validity. People’s lay theories of societal racism can be viewed as similar to
other measures used in prior investigations: belief in conspiracy theories of race (BCR; Crocker,
Luhtanen, Broadnax, & Blaine, 2002), attribution styles questionnaire (ASQ; Peterson, Semmel,
von Baeyer, Abramson, Metalsky, & Seligman, 1982), and Carr et al.’s (2012) lay theories of
individual prejudice measure. Crocker et al. (1999) constructed a measure that assessed the
tendency for Black Americans to believe in conspiracy theories regarding the US government’s
treatment of their group (e.g. “The government deliberately makes sure that drugs are available
in poor neighborhoods to harm racial minorities.”). The authors found that the more that Black
Americans endorsed these beliefs, the greater their reported self-esteem. By providing a
situational attribution for the problems one faces, Black Americans were able to protect their
positive view of self. Expecting societal racism to not change may require, in part, the agentic
role of government in maintaining the racial hierarchy. The disparities between Black Americans
and other racial groups on life outcomes results from the need to maintain social order in the
United States. In the scale-validation study of this investigation, it is hypothesized that the more
that Black Americans endorse an entity theory of societal racism, the more likely they will also
endorse conspiracy theories that center on intentional efforts made by the US government to
oppress them.

People’s lay theories of societal racism may align with how they typically reason about
the causes of negative life events. Abramson, Seligman, and Teasdale (1978) posited that
people’s reasoning of events could be systematically decoded into three basic dimensions: locus

of causation (internal vs. external), breadth of impact of the event (local vs. global impact), and
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changeability of the event (temporary vs. stable impact). The ASQ was constructed on the basis
of this model and has been applied towards predicting health outcomes (Jowsey, Yen, &
Matthews, 2012). In our measure, the focus of participants’ beliefs will be on the existence of a
social order involving relations between racial groups and the American social institution at
large. These are reflected in statements that acknowledge the existence of something other than
the person (i.e., race) that controls how they are treated (external) and that convey doubt that
these relations will improve (stable). Considering the structure of these statements, we expect
that those participants who endorse an entity theory of societal racism will be more likely to
make external and stable causal attributions about negative life events.

We will examine the relation between participants’ lay theories of societal racism and
their lay theories of individual prejudice for two reasons. First, our lay theories of societal racism
measure uses a format similar to Carr et al.’s (2012) lay theories of individual prejudice. Both
measures are about the changeability of prejudice, although on a different level, so we expect
that they will be correlated.

Our second reason for assessing the relation between these two measures is because the
Carr et al. (2012) measure was originally validated on a sample of predominantly White
participants. This poses a limitation in the generalizability of their predictions because Black
Americans’ lay theories of prejudice may be worth considering alongside our hypotheses about
the impact of their lay theories of societal racism. We expect that Black Americans’ lay theories
of individual prejudice will be more distinct from their lay theories of societal racism than
Whites’ because of their direct experiences with racism at multiple levels.

Discriminant Validity. Our scale-validation study seeks to establish the uniqueness of

people’s lay theories of societal racism from alternative explanations. This step helps to
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distinguish the measure from other scales that could potentially account for its variance in scores.
We selected scales that were believed to be conceptually related to this measure insofar as they
operationalize attitudes related to the social hierarchy: Social dominance orientation scale (SDO-
16; Ho et al., 2015), general system justification scale (SJS-G; Kay & Jost, 2003), and the
modern racism scale (MRS; McConahay, 1986). We expect our measure will be distinct from
each of these scales.

Lay theories of societal racism, the SJS-G, and the SDO-16 measure have notable
distinctions in the objectives that they were constructed for despite their focus on the system.
Kay and Jost (2003) constructed the general system justification scale to analyze the level of
trust that people held toward the system and the legitimacy that was attached to it. Their theory
suggests that trusting the system satisfies the need for control, notably under circumstances
where personal control is threatened (Landau, Kay, & Whitson, 2015). Built upon this
foundation, people who score high on the general system justification scale are more likely to
ascribe legitimacy to government actions (Laurin, Shepherd, & Kay, 2010; Shepherd & Kay,
2012). We surmise, however, that this variability in system justification tendency may not
overlap much with our lay theories of societal racism for Whites. Among Whites the beliefs that
society is fair for them and just can easily be a separate issue from whether it is racist for others.
For Blacks, however, who are much more likely to face the implications of societal racism, the
belief that racism is systematic is likely to be related to their belief that systems in society are
illegitimate and unfair.

Social dominance orientation (SDO) and lay theories of societal racism are constructs
that acknowledge a hierarchy existing within capitalist societies. For Blacks, racial hierarchies

define the set of opportunities they can expect, and those who see hierarchies as changeable and
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strive to change them should see racism as changeable as well. In contrast, Whites’ views of
hierarchies are less likely to be driven by their views of race as they see hierarchies reflecting
many factors including social class, education, and gender, as well as race. We expect, for
Whites, that SDO and lay theories of societal racism will show at most a modest correlation.

Finally, for the relation between level of racism and lay theories of societal racism,
although we obviously expect Black Americans to express less anti-Black racism than White
Americans, when we examine just Black Americans, we expect those who are higher in pro-
White racism to more strongly justify a racist system and to believe more strongly in a racial
hierarchy within society, so we expect them to believe in an entity theory of societal racism.
Black Americans who completely reject racist beliefs are more likely to challenge the legitimacy
of the racist systems within society, reject and fight against racial hierarchies, and believe in a
changeable theory of societal racism. In contrast, for White Americans, because their view of
hierarchies and their views of the legitimacy of the system are determined by a combination of
race, class, gender and other factors, we expect that their level of racism will be much less tied to
their beliefs in whether systematic racism is changeable.

Predictive validity. Seeing societal racism as stable may explain some of the markers of
vigilance that Black Americans report through measures of their perception of the intergroup
environment. As noted in Steele et al. (2002), blatant racism is associated with heightened
vigilance against future threats, especially those related to imminent threats. In the past,
researchers have associated this vigilance with personality or social identity constructs (e.g.,
stigma consciousness, level of identification, rejection-sensitivity; Mendoza-Denton, Downey,
Purdie, & Davis, 2002; Operario & Fiske, 2001; Pinel, 1999) with only one study analyzing it as

a measure of people’s estimates (Stangor, Sechrist, & Swim, 1999).
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Germane to our investigation, we believe that we can measure this type of sensitivity to
threats through how commonplace Black Americans think racism is. We would expect that
believing racism to be systematic and unchangeable reinforces the expectation that one will be
treated negatively because one is Black. Sentiments of that nature would reflect this vigilance
because assuming the worst (i.e., racism) would leave a person on guard for events that confirm
their suspicion.

If Black Americans who endorse an entity view of societal racism explain the racism in
America as systemic, then they will be more likely to make situational attributions of racist
behavior displayed by people. Black Americans will conclude that a racist system will exert a
greater influence on how people working within the system treat them. More specifically, careers
that have been stereotyped to treat Black Americans as second-class citizens (e.g., law
enforcement, mortgage loan officer) will be the target of focus. This supposition is developed
based on social dominance theory, which has asserted that people self-select into and are molded
by institutions that are high (or low) in hierarchy maintenance (Fischer, Hanke, & Sibley, 2012).
The authors of this meta-analysis attempted to shift the focus from dispositional variation in
SDO to contextual differences in the expression of SDO which, they showed, altered people’s
attitudes about social hierarchy.

Finally, we are interested in how differences in beliefs about the changeability of societal
racism can predict goal-directed behavioral intentions for Black Americans. Both the existence
of societal racism and the indication that it is not removable can be a detriment to Black
Americans’ expectations of goal success while living in America. What undercuts this
motivation is the belief that no matter how hard one tries to optimize one’s potential, racial

projects carried out by governing officials and lay persons alike may derail the journey towards
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that reality. Previous research has demonstrated that the more unfair people perceive the system
to be, the less willing they are to invest in long-term goals (Laurin, Fitzsimons, & Kay, 2011).
Related to this work, lay theories of societal racism would suggest that people not only see the
system as unfair in treating subordinated racial groups but also expect it to continue. If this is
true, then Blacks who hold an entity theory of societal racism will be less inclined to invest in
long-term goal pursuit. We do not expect this correlation to be present in White Americans
because the advantages they accrue from the system would help to facilitate goal pursuit.

Applying their reasoning to the current work, we expect that Blacks who endorse and
entity theory of systemic prejudice to be more attuned to the culture that shapes people’s support
of the hierarchy than members of high-status social groups. We expect that Blacks who have
entity theories of systemic racism will think that people who engage in hierarchy-maintaining
professions will become more racist. In addition, we expect that Blacks who have entity theories
of systemic racism will perceive dimmer prospects to attain the goals which they are pursuing.

In conclusion, Whites who hold entity theories of systemic racism will have less reason
to focus on hierarchy-maintaining occupations and will expect these occupations to change
people’s racism less, and because racism will not impede their goal pursuit (and may even aid it)
there is unlikely to be an association between their theories of systemic racism and their beliefs
in their ability to pursue their goals.*

Method

Participants

We recruited 437 people (267 women, 170 men; 233 White, 204 Black; Mage = 27.6, SD
= 8.3, range 15-84 years) from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) crowd-sourcing website to

participate in our scale-validation study. To be eligible to participate, an MTurk worker had to
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report their race/ethnicity as being either White/European American or Black/African American,
even though workers were provided the option of self-identifying as bi-racial, multi-racial, and
other (please specify). Workers who did not meet that criteria were excluded from participating
in the study. Further exclusions from the final sample were based upon either participants failing
to complete our pivotal measure — lay theories of societal racism — or at least 5 of the 10
measures (n = 13).2 Taking into account these criteria, we obtained a final sample of 424
participants (260 women, 164 men; 227 White, 197 Black; Mage = 29.6, SD = 8.3). For
participation, participants received $1.25 for completing a ~ 45-minute survey.
Measures

Lay theories of societal racism. Participants completed our new measure of people’s lay
theories, an 8-item assessment of their beliefs about the changeability of societal racism (See
Appendix A). Items such as “Racism cannot be removed from society” and “When people think
they are removing racism from society, they really are just hiding it” were developed to assess
the level of agreement with racism being a core feature of America’s past and present culture.
Responses on these items were scored on a Likert scale from 1 (very strongly disagree) to 6
(very strongly agree).

Lay theories of individual prejudice. Participants completed the Carr et al.’s lay
theories of individual prejudice measure (Appendix B). The lay theories of individual prejudice
IS a 5-item measure (o = .82) gauging the extent to which people believe that a person’s level of

prejudice is malleable (e.g. “People have a certain level of prejudice and there’s not much they
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were calculated by subtracting seriousness scores from distraction scores, resulting in final
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can do to change that”). Participants’ responses were scored on a Likert scale ranging from 1
(very strongly disagree) to 6 (very strongly agree).

Social dominance orientation. Participants completed the 14-item Social Dominance
Orientation scale (SDO-14; Ho et al., 2015; see Appendix C). The SDO-14 scale (a = .95)
gauges the extent to which people prefer hierarchy and inequality among social groups.
Responses were scored on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly oppose) to 7 (strongly favor)
so that, with the exception of items that needed to be reverse coded, higher scores represented a
strong preference for social hierarchy and inequality.

System justification. Participants completed the 8-item General System Justification
Scale (SJS-8; Kay & Jost, 2003; see Appendix D). The SJS-8 scale (a = .84) constitutes a
measure of people’s tendency to attribute legitimacy to the US sociopolitical system. Responses
on this measure were scored on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 9 (strongly
disagree). All responses (except items #3 and #7) were reverse scored so that higher scores
indicate greater system justification.

Modern racism. Participants completed the 7-item Modern Racism scale (MRS;
McConahay, 1986; see Appendix E). The MRS scale (o = .91) gauges the extent to which people
hold negative attitudes toward Black Americans based on the belief that they violate values of
meritocracy. Responses were scored on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree).

Belief in race-related conspiracy theories. Participants completed a measure assessing
their belief in government conspiracy theories against Black Americans (Crocker et al., 1999; see
Appendix F). For our validation study, we replaced statements containing “Black Americans”

with the term “racial minorities”. The original measure was designed to only assess the beliefs
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held by Black Americans and our desire was to use a term that included other racial groups
thought to be intentionally disenfranchised by the US government (e.g., Hispanic and Native
Americans). Participants indicated their level of agreement with statements regarding
government conspiracies to harm racial minorities (e.g. ““The government deliberately makes
sure that drugs are available in poor neighborhoods to harm racial minorities.”). All eight items
were scored on a Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree).

Perceived prevalence of racism. All participants were instructed to complete a
histogram measuring the prevalence of racism in the US (see Appendix G). Participants adjusted
four bars to indicate the perceived percentage of people in the US who could be categorized
under each level of prejudice. Levels of prejudice ranged from 1 (very unbiased) to 4 (very
biased).

Perceived impact of careers on prejudice. Participants were assigned to complete an
evaluation of 10 careers we pre-selected. In previous research, occupants of these careers have
been shown to vary in their preference for maintaining social hierarchical structures (Fischer et
al., 2012; see Appendix H). For example, public defenders were shown to score low in social
dominance orientation while police officers scored high on the same measure. Unique to this
study, participants rated the degree to which engagement in each careers would result in a
decrease, increase, or no change in prejudice at the level of the person. Responses were scored
on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (much less prejudiced) to 7 (much more prejudiced).

Attribution style. We included the Attribution Styles Questionnaire (ASQ); Peterson et
al., 1982; see Appendix I), a qualitative assessment of people’s causal attribution of 12 life
events. We selected four negative life events (e.g. “You lost your job.”) and asked participants to

imagine the event happening to them. After reading each event, participants were instructed to
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write down what they believed to be the cause of the event (internal vs. external), how pervasive
of an impact this event would have on their life (local vs. global), and how long will the impact
of this event be (stable vs. temporary). Responses were coded by two trained research assistants.

Personal project engagement. We adapted questions about people’s level of investment
in current personal projects from research by Laurin et al. (2011) to measure participants’ level
of motivation towards goal pursuit. Participants were asked to think about a goal and then answer
four questions that assessed their self-reported number of committed hours toward the goal
(“How much time do you expect to spend next week pursuing that goal?”), interest in working
towards this goal (“How interested are you in working towards this goal?”), ability to resist
temptation (“How interested are you in resisting these temptations?”’), and efficacy of goal
pursuit (“How effective do you perceive this strategy to be?”’). Responses to questions about
their interest in the goal, ability to resist temptation, and efficacy of goal pursuit were scored on a
5-point Likert scale ranging from 1(not at all) to 5(extremely).
Procedure

After consenting, participants were instructed to complete an eligibility form. Within that
form, participants provided their race identity, which was our key criteria for inclusion in the
survey. Only Black or White participants were permitted to continue onto the questionnaires.
After the eligibility survey, participants completed the aforementioned measures in a randomized
order. With the exception of our key measures (i.e., lay theories of societal racism, lay theories
of individual prejudice, perceived impact of careers on prejudice, perceived prevalence of racism
in the US, and personal project engagement), participants were randomly assigned to complete
half of the measures included in the study. This resulted in some analyses being conducted on

smaller subsamples than others (i.e., modern racism and belief in conspiracy theories of race).
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After completing the measures, participants were debriefed, probed for level of engagement, and
then thanked for their time.

Results
Reliability and Factor Analyses: Lay Theories of Societal Racism

Across all participants, we analyzed the reliability of our lay theories of societal racism
measure. We computed the relations between the items (i.e., inter-item correlation) and the
overall consistency of the measure (i.e., Cronbach’s alpha). Of the eight items used in our
measure, four required reverse coding (R) prior to analysis so that higher scores on this measure
indicated that a person held an entity theory of societal racism.

The overall reliability of our lay theories of societal racism measure was quite good (o =
.84; Tavakol & Dennick, 2011). Positive item-total correlations were evidenced across all items,
ranging from moderate (Item #1; r = .40) to strong (Item #8; r =.72), showing that each item was
reliably predicting variation on the latent construct. The inter-item correlations showed a large
range of magnitude, from weak (r = .16) to strong (r = .73). No item correlations had a
magnitude lower than r = .10 or had a negative correlation, so we retained all of the items. The
lay theories of societal racism construct thus showed adequate reliability.

We also considered whether our measure of lay theories of societal racism was a unitary
construct. All eight items significantly loaded onto one factor in a factor analysis that allowed
correlated factors (i.e., principal component analysis with an oblique rotation), which accounted
for 47% of the variance. The one-factor solution explained more variance than would be
expected by chance (i.e., eigenvalue greater than 3), but the two-factor solution did not (i.e., the

eigenvalue for the second factor was 1.2).
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Convergent Validity

Attribution style. What people consider to be the causes and effects of a given event
(i.e., their attributional style) may be a reflection of their lay beliefs about the changeability of
salient phenomena. In this study, people who endorse an entity theory about societal racism may
have drawn upon external and stable factors (i.e., institutional racism) to justify why they
experience certain hardships (i.e., unemployment). With this in mind, the responses participants
gave to the Attribution Styles Questionnaire scenarios were coded and compared to their scores
on the lay theories of societal racism measure.

Four coders rated the answers that participants provided to the scenarios on three
dimensions: locus of causality (internal vs. external), duration of effect (temporary vs. stable),
and scope of effect (local vs. global). For each response, coders gave either a score of 1 (internal,
temporary, local) or 2 (external, stable, global) for responses that fit into one of the dimensions.
Responses that could not be classified were assigned a score of -1 and not included in the
analyses. Across ratings, coders had a very good inter-rater agreement of 89% (Hallgren, 2012).
All coders were blind to the race or lay theory of prejudice associated with the participant in
order to offset potential systematic bias in scores.

For the analyses, scores on each dimension were combined and qualitatively classified as
a single attribution style (e.g. external, stable, and global attribution), then recoded into a binary
variable of Os or 1s. Responses that fit with an external, stable, and local (or global) attribution
style were recoded as a 1 to detect the presence of a reasoning hypothesized to be related to an
entity theory of societal racism. Other styles were scored as 0. In order to test the correlation
between participants’ theories of societal racism and their attribution style, scores on both

measures were run in a ANOVA with theories of societal racism being the dependent variable.
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Lending support to the hypothesis, the results revealed that participants who made attributions
that fit with believing in external and stable attributions of negative events (vs. other attributions)
also believed in an entity theory of societal racism, t(338) = -2.3, p = .023. When adding in
participants’ theories of individual prejudice into the equation, the relation between theories of
societal racism and attribution style remained, b = 0.22, SE = 0.08, t(337) = 2.6, p = .011. The
findings suggest that making external, stable, and local/global attributions of negative events
may be a tendency that correlates with a general belief that societal racism is less changeable.

Racial differences. Comparisons by racial group were made to observe for potential
differences in the relationship between an entity theory of societal racism and attribution style.
Upon conducting a regression analysis, we did not find a significant difference in relations
between attribution style and theories of societal racism for each racial group (t < 1). White
participants’ scores on the theories of societal racism measure were marginally related to their
attribution styles while Black participants’ scores were not. In particular, Whites who held an
entity theory of societal racism were more likely to infer that external and stable factors
explained negative life events, b = 0.24, SE = 0.12, {(183) = 2.0, p = .047. Blacks did not reliably
show this tendency as a function of their lay theories, b = 0.22, SE = 0.15, t(153) = 1.4, p = .152,
but it followed the same pattern.
Discriminant Validity

As a first test of our measure’s distinctiveness, we considered items from both the lay
theories of individual prejudice and the lay theories of societal racism measure and examined
whether these two scales were a unitary construct. When constraining the bank of items to a one-
factor solution, the single factor explained 40% of the variance (i.e., eigenvalue greater than 5).

A principal components analysis with oblique rotation that constrained items into a two-factor
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solution explained an additional 15% of the variance (i.e., eigenvalue for second factor was 2.1).
A three-factor solution explained 11% of the variance (eigenvalue for third factor was 1.5). As a
preliminary test, items in our lay theories of societal racism measure appeared to measure a
construct that is distinct from Carr et al.’s (2012) lay theories of individual prejudice.

The final measure of lay theories of societal racism comprised the following items:

1. When it comes to race relations, society can easily change. (R)

2. Although over time the form of race relations can change, racial biases in society will
always continue.

3. Society can appear unbiased, but if you look deeper you can always see racial bias.

4. The level of racism within society has changed a great deal. (R)

5. Racism cannot be removed from society.

6. When people think they are removing racism from society, they really are just hiding it.
7. Itis possible for racial bias within society to be eliminated. (R)

8. With enough effort even the deep-seated racism in society can be changed. (R)

Next, we computed descriptive statistics and correlations to test how distinct participants’
lay theories of societal racism were from their lay theories of individual prejudice and other
politically-relevant measures (See Tables 1 & 2). Participants who held an entity theory of
societal racism were likely to believe in an entity theory of individual prejudice, r(417) = .48, p <
.001. For the SJS-8, participants’ scores on the lay theories of societal racism showed a weak, but
significant negative correlation with their level of endorsement of the system’s legitimacy,

r(417) =-.12, p = .011. The same pattern emerged when we analyzed the relation between
participants’ theories of societal racism and their level of social dominance orientation, r(417) =
.11, p =.028. Finally, participants’ entity theory of societal racism showed a weak, non-

significant negative correlation with their level of prejudice, r(207) = -.01, p = .853, and a weak,
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non-significant positive correlation with their level of endorsement of government conspiracies
against racial minorities, r(207) = .08, p = .283.2 The modest magnitude of the correlations
between our lay theories of societal racism measure and the aforementioned scales lends support
to the distinctiveness of participants’ beliefs in the changeability of societal racism.

Racial differences. Although we established the unitary construct of people’s theories
about the changeability societal racism, there remain questions as to the distinctiveness of this
construct from people’s theories about the changeability of individual prejudice because of the
absence of two constructs appearing in our factor analysis of items from both scales. We
theorized that Black and White participants differ in their distinguishing between racism that is
changeable/unchangeable at both the individual and the societal level. Specifically, Blacks (more
than Whites) would hold beliefs about the changeability of societal racism that are related but
independent from their beliefs about the changeability of individual prejudice. To test this
hypothesis, we ran factor analyses separately for both racial groups. Our results revealed that, for
Black Americans, both a one-factor (eigenvalue greater than 3) and two-factor solution
(eigenvalue was 2.4) were sufficient in explaining the variability in scores across the two
measures. For White Americans, only a one-factor solution explained the variability (eigenvalue
greater than 3).

In accordance with our theorizing about racial differences in sensitivity towards societal
racism, however, we compute additional tests of discriminant validity between Blacks and
Whites. As can be seen in Table 2, Blacks (M = 3.75, SD = 0.85) were more likely to endorse an
entity theory of societal racism compared to Whites (M = 3.53, SD =0.75), F(1, 420) =7.92,p =
.005, 1% =.019. We performed analyses that compared the two races on the relation between

their theories of societal racism and other attitude measures.
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Using correlation and multiple-regression analyses, we found that both Black and White
participants showed a strong, positive correlation between their entity theory of societal racism
and their entity theory of individual prejudice, with Whites, r(221) = .57, p < .001, showing a
stronger relation between the two constructs than Blacks, r(194) = .37, p <.001, b =0.14, SE =
0.05, t(415) = 2.8, p = .006. For the remaining comparisons, we sought to partial out the effect of
participants’ lay theories of individual prejudice so that the unique relation between lay theories
of societal racism and other attitude measures could be determined. The following correlations
computed were partial correlations.

White participants’ entity theory of societal racism measure showed small, non-
significant positive correlations with both their level of prejudice, r(104) = .07, p = .487, system
justification, r(210) = .06, p = .401, and social dominance orientation, r(210) = .07, p =.333. The
relation between entity theories of societal racism and beliefs in conspiracy theories of race
relations was also non-significant, albeit a negative correlation, r(103) = .006, p = .951. In
contrast, Black participants showed a different pattern of relationships between their lay beliefs
about societal racism and their other attitudes. More specifically, their entity theory of societal
racism showed a strong, negative correlation with their level of prejudice, r(92) = -.40, p < .001,
and their social dominance orientation, r(182) = -.26, p < .001. Blacks showed a moderate,
negative correlation between their entity theory of societal racism and endorsement of system-
justifying beliefs, r(182) = -.24, p = .001. Through multiple regression, we found these racial
differences in correlations were found to be statistically reliable, |b|s > 0.20, SEs < 0.11, ts > 2.9,
ps < .004. Similar to Whites, however, Blacks showed a near-zero, negative correlation between

an entity theory of societal racism and their belief in conspiracy theories of race, r(88) =-.03, p =
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.760. In total, these correlations suggest that Blacks’ lay theories of societal racism have a unique
set of relationships with their other attitudes that is not shown in Whites’.
Predictive Validity

As our first test of the predictive validity of the lay theories of societal racism measure,
we observe the relationship between participants’ beliefs about the changeability of societal
racism and their perceptions of how prevalent they believed racism to be in the US. We created a
weighted-percentage total that would be indicative of what percentage of people in the US were
believed to be prejudiced. Because the anchors on the histogram ranged from 1 to 4, percentages
given to the higher anchor were assigned a numerical weight of 1, those given to the second
highest a score of 2/3, third highest a score of 1/3, and the lowest anchor a score of 0. This
approach ensured that higher scores on the prevalence measure would represent a larger estimate
of the prevalence of racists in the US. Our aim was to test the hypothesis that holding an entity
theory of societal racism would be associated with an estimated higher percentage of prejudiced
people in the US, even after controlling for other measures.

Perceived prevalence of racism. For this analysis, we measured the correlation between
our lay theories of societal racism measure and participants’ weighted scores on the histogram,
controlling for the attitude measures mentioned previously (i.e., SDO-14, SJS-8, MRS, and lay
theories of individual prejudice). The relation found between the two measures supported our
hypothesis in that participants who endorsed an entity theory of societal racism predicted a large
estimate of the prevalence of racists in America, even after controlling for participants’ theories
of individual prejudice, r(413) = .18, p < .001, social dominance orientation, r(413) = .26, p <
.001, level of system justification, r(414) = .24, p <.001, and modern racism, r(204) = .32, p <

.001.
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Racial differences. Quite unexpectedly, when we controlled for participants’ lay theories
of individual prejudice, system justification tendency, and social dominance orientation, only
White participants still showed a positive correlation between their entity of societal racism and
their perceptions as to how prevalent racism is in the US, r(204) = .19, p = .005. Black
participants did not show a significant partial correlation between the two measures, r(177) =
.09, p =.23. The preliminary evidence suggests that Whites’ entity theories of societal racism
may uniquely predict their beliefs about how common racism is in the US while Blacks’ theories
of societal racism and attitudes toward the system and social hierarchies may greatly influence
their perceptions.

Perceived impact of careers on prejudice. Our second test of the predictive validity
involved observing the correlations between our lay theories of societal racism measure and
people’s beliefs about the degree to which others’ change their level of prejudice upon going into
certain careers. We predicted that participants who endorsed an entity theory of prejudice would
believe that people going into hierarchy-maintaining careers (e.g., police, urban developer)
would become more racist because of their belief in the prejudicial nature of the institution.
Controlling for other measures, participants who held an entity theory of societal racism were
more likely to perceive that people will show an elevation in their level of prejudice when they
become a police officer (r = .15), attorney (r = .11), mortgage loan officer (r = .12), news pundit
(r =.13), politician (r = .13), high-school teacher (r = .13) and urban developer (r = .14). All of
these correlations were significant at either the .05 or .01 alpha level. There were no significant
correlations between lay theories of societal racism and the other careers (rs < .01).

We also conducted a test of discriminant validity by noting the correlations between Carr

et al.’s lay theories of individual prejudice and the same careers to see if a different pattern
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would emerge. Aside from forecasting an elevation in an individual’s level of prejudice upon

becoming a high-school teacher, r(378) = .12, p = .02, participants’ entity theory of individual
prejudice did not significantly correlate with the other careers (rs <.1). Taken together, these

results suggest that people’s lay theories of societal racism and their lay theories of individual
prejudice predict different hypotheses about the trajectory of others’ racial prejudice when in

certain occupations.

Racial differences. For both racial groups, we separately tested the relation between
participants’ entity theory of societal racism and their expectations of the degree of change in
prejudice that a person undergoes when in a hierarchy-maintaining career. A positive correlation
between participants’ entity theory of societal racism and their belief that people become more
prejudiced in hierarchy-maintaining careers was present in Blacks, r(184) = .23, p = .002, but not
in Whites, r(211) = .02, p = .743, when it came to an urban developer. Figure 1 shows that this
pattern replicated with police officer (Blacks’ r = .18; Whites’ r = .08), mortgage loan officer
(Blacks’ r =.15; Whites’ r = .08), and high-school teacher (Blacks’ r =.17; Whites’ r = .03).
Only the relation between participants’ entity theory of societal racism and perceived change in
prejudice for people becoming urban developers was significantly different across races, b = -
0.18, SE = 0.09, t(395) = -2.1, p = .034.

Regardless of implementing control variables (i.e., lay theories of individual prejudice,
SDO, and SJT), the results maintained within the range of marginal to statistical significance in
the patterns hypothesized. The results attest to the idea that the function of seeing societal racism
as an entity that cannot change may relate to Blacks’ beliefs about how working in hierarchy-
enhancing roles within the system makes people racist. For Whites, however, seeing societal

racism as unchangeable does not relate to this belief.
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Personal project engagement. Previous work by Laurin et al. (2012) on the positive
relation between commitment to personal goal pursuit and perceptions of system legitimacy
inspired our analysis of a relationship between goal pursuit and beliefs about the changeability of
societal racism. Unique to our study, we tested the overall relationship between the two measures
and whether it differed by participant race.

Correlations between the four questions that measured commitment to goal pursuit found
that scores on one were positively associated with scores on another, with correlations ranging
from r = .29 to r = .54. When we tested the relationship between these questions and our lay
theories measure, there were no significant results (p-values > .30). Subsequent to this analysis,
we examined the correlations for Blacks and Whites separately.

Racial differences. Blacks and Whites did not differ in the relation between an entity
theory of societal racism and level of personal project engagement across the four types of
project investments, F(3, 1128) = 1.3, p = .258, n% = .004. When we examined each type of
personal-project engagement separately, however, as shown in Figure 2, Black’ self-efficacy was
found to vary in accordance with their belief in the changeability of societal racism more so than
Whites’ reports, b = 0.14, SE = 0.07, t(376) = 2.1, p = .038. The more that Black participants
believed that societal racism was unchangeable, the lower they rated their efficacy for
accomplishing personal goals, b =-0.16, SE = 0.08, t(174) = -1.9, p = .063. White participants
did not show this same relation between their lay beliefs about the changeability of societal
racism and their level of engagement in current projects, b = 0.12, SE = 0.10, t(202) =-1.2,p =
.245. We did not observe any significant interactions between the participant’s race and their lay

theories of societal racism in predicting scores on each of the remaining three items (ps > .26).
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So, there is modest evidence to suggest that, for Black Americans, holding an entity theory of
societal racism may hamper the belief that one’s goal pursuit will return dividends.
Discussion

The first study measured the psychometric features of a scale we developed that captures
people’s lay theories about the changeability of societal racism. We established these properties
through analyzing the distinctiveness and convergence of this scale with people’s attributional
styles, tendency to endorse an entity/incremental theory of individual prejudice, prefer social
inequality, to justify the current system of government, their beliefs in conspiracies related to
race, and their level of racism. Our results revealed that participants’ lay theories of societal
racism was conceptually distinct from these attitude measures in that the correlations were not
strong enough to suggest multi-collinearity with one or more pre-existing attitudes. In general,
the findings were consistent with our preregistered predictions.

Furthermore, we tested how well lay people’s theories of societal racism predicts their
perceptions about the prevalence of racism in America, and their beliefs about the changeability
of individual racism in hierarchy-maintaining careers. Only Black participants who held an entity
theory of societal racism were more likely to estimate a greater prevalence of racism in the US,
expect people who select hierarchy-maintaining careers to become more racist over time, and to
make external attributions for outcomes. Our lay theories of societal racism measure’s ability to
account for the variance in these outcomes, while controlling for other measures, elevates its
consideration to be used in future research because it may inform our understanding of the

impact that racist events have on views of the system.
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CHAPTER 3: CONCURRENT THREATS AND THEORIES PT 1
Study 2

In our early work (Wilmot et al., in prep), we tested the hypothesis that Whites responded
to seeing a White-male CEO who was racist defensively. Despite seeing the CEO’s blatant
racism, Whites reported that racism in society was less prevalent and they responded by seeing
individual racism as more entity based, in effect characterizing the CEO as a bad apple. The
defensiveness of these beliefs was demonstrated when Whites were randomly assigned to be
self-affirmed before seeing the White CEO. When self-affirmed, Whites did not report racism as
being less prevalent in society or individual racism and more entity based.

Similar to Whites, we believe that Blacks are motivated to respond to an identity threat
by using lay theories as a tool for constructing their reality. We expect that Blacks, however,
will be more likely to endorse an entity theory of societal racism after having read about a
White-male CEO who made blatantly racist remarks. Unique to this study, we used a new
measure for the prevalence of racism by asking participants to indicate how often these news
events (e.g. blatant prejudice vs. embezzlement) happen in their city so that we could test the
generality of our results on a related measure. In addition, we added a measure assessing
participants’ level of emotion in order to test the range of responses to this news event. It is our
hypothesis that, after reading about discrimination, Blacks will be more likely to perceive this
problem to be prevalent where they live and, consequently, will express more anger. We
hypothesized the effect of our manipulation on Blacks’ reported levels of anger will be mediated
by both their lay theories of societal racism and their perceptions of the frequency of racism.
Finally, we tested the effect of witnessing overt racism on Blacks’ reported level of engagement

in personal projects via their level of endorsement of an entity theory of societal racism because
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of the relation found between this potential mediator and dependent measure in the validation
study.

Method
Participants

For Study 2, we recruited 328 people (218 women, 110 men, 188 White, 140 Black, Mage
=29.52 years, SD = 3.19) from Mechanical Turk (MTurk) to participate in a study similar in
layout to Study 1. Participants were provided the same purpose as that mentioned in Study 1.
Additional MTurk workers (n = 15) were excluded if they did not identify themselves as Black
or White in our demographics questionnaire, even though workers were provided the option of
self-identifying as bi-racial, multi-racial, and other (please specify). For their participation in the
study, eligible participants received $1.25 for their time.

Exclusion criteria. Prior to analysis, we excluded any cases in which participants failed
all our attention-check questions (n = 37), did not reach the manipulation phase or those that met
three or more of the following criteria: failed attention-check questions (i.e., “What was the title
of the article you read?”’; “What was the name of the newspaper that the article is sourced
from?”’; “What comments did the CEO make in the article?” ), short (below the 10" percentile)
or long (above the 90" percentile) completion time (n = 1; 2%), or reported low engagement
(subtracted seriousness scores from distraction scores; n = 5; 13%). Scores for engagement were
calculated using the same p