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ABSTRACT 

Previous research indicates that exposure to the U.S. flag increases the academic performance of 

racial majority group members, but does not influence the performance of racial minority group 

members.  The current work tests the hypothesis that exposure to the U.S. flag increases 

academic performance among White participants because the flag activates inclusion thoughts or 

inhibits death thoughts.  National inclusion, the extent to which people feel included and 

supported by their nation, was examined as a moderator of the effect of flag exposure on 

responses.  In Study 1, racial majority and minority group member participants reported their 

national inclusion on an internet survey and completed measures of activation/inhibition and 

academic performance in the presence or absence of national symbols in the laboratory.  In Study 

2, White participants completed measures of national inclusion and activation/inhibition at an 

initial lab session and completed an academic test in the presence or absence of the U.S. flag 4-7 

days later.  Consistent with predictions, in Study 1 White participants high in national inclusion 

responded to the U.S. flag with marginally greater activation of inclusion thoughts and 

performance than participants low in national inclusion, whereas the flag did not influence racial 

minority group members’ inclusion or performance.  Exposure to the U.S. flag did not inhibit 

death thoughts for majority or minority group members.  In Study 2, White participants 

responded with marginally greater performance in the presence versus the absence of the flag 

regardless of their national inclusion.  Across both studies, the flag’s activation of inclusion 

thoughts or inhibition of death thoughts did not mediate the influence of the flag on White 

participants’ performance.  These findings indicate that national symbols exclusively influence 

majority group members’ academic performance, although the mechanisms through which 

symbols influence performance are unclear.  Other plausible mediating factors and the 

implications of the current findings for understanding the range of factors that influence 

academic performance are discussed.   



1 

INTRODUCTION 

 National symbols pervade most contemporary societies, and people frequently encounter 

these symbols on a daily basis.  Scholars from a variety of disciplines argue that the function of 

national symbols is to activate collective group membership and, as a result, to encourage 

belongingness and identification with one’s nation.  Johnson (1997), for example, draws from 

evolutionary theory and contends that national symbols are modern forms of more rudimentary 

symbols of group membership that primitive social groups (e.g., tribes, clans) employed to 

strengthen loyalty to groups.  Strong cohesion among group members was critical to the survival 

of groups.  Political and social psychologists have taken a more contemporary view and 

suggested that national symbols activate people’s national identity and strengthen national 

belongingness and attachment (Feshbach & Sakano, 1997; Skitka, 2005).  Similar to Johnson 

(1997), they argue that collective identities are particularly important when the safety or security 

of a nation is threatened.  National symbols are displayed more prominently and frequently in 

times of national threat, for example, when a nation is embroiled in international conflict or 

under attack.  Consistent with this view, displays of the U.S. flag were particularly frequent 

during World Wars I and II and more recently after the terrorist attacks on September, 11, 2001 

(e.g., Bar-Tal & Staub, 1997; Skitka, 2005).     

In addition to increasing voluntary displays of the U.S. flag, the terrorist attacks in the 

United States resulted in a resurgence of efforts to mandate the display of national symbols in 

public educational institutions (Bennett, 2004).  In 2004, legislation in the state of Florida titled 

the "Carey-Baker Freedom Flag Act" mandated that all public K-20 classrooms must include one 

2' x 3' U.S. flag (Carey Baker Freedom Flag Act, 2004).  As a result of this legislature, all 

students in Florida attending public elementary, secondary, and post-secondary institutions are 

now exposed to the U.S. flag on a daily basis.  This law served as precedent for the state of 

Arizona, which recently passed a similar bill mandating flag display in all public classrooms (H. 

2583, 2006).  In addition to flags, however, the Arizona law mandated that other national  

symbols such as legible copies of the Constitution and Bill of Rights must accompany the flags 
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in each classroom.  Other states such as Colorado have taken a step further and attempted to 

mandate that all students and teachers in public classrooms pledge allegiance to the U.S. flag on 

a daily basis (Colorado Mandatory Pledge Law, 2003).   

Efforts to mandate displays of U.S. flags in educational institutions indicate that these 

symbols are increasingly common fixtures in classrooms across the United States.  The presence 

of these symbols has been encouraged on the basis of the positive effects argued to result from 

exposure to the U.S. flag (Bennett, 2004), although few empirical studies have examined the 

nature of these effects (Feshbach & Sakano, 1997).  However, several recent studies indicate that 

the flag may influence people’s evaluations and behavior, even outside of their conscious 

awareness (Butz, Plant, & Doerr, 2007; Ferguson & Hassin, 2006).  Because flags are present in 

many academic environments, the current work considers the implications of the flag for 

academic performance.  Evidence from two pilot studies indicates that exposure to the U.S. flag 

increases racial majority group members’ academic performance, but does not influence racial 

minority group members’ academic performance.  The current studies build upon this work by 

examining two potential mediators of the effect of flag exposure on majority group members’ 

academic performance: the activation of inclusion thoughts and the inhibition of death thoughts.   

Implications of Exposure to the U.S. Flag 

National Identification and Belongingness 

 Decades of research support a tie between national symbols and people’s sense of 

national identification (DeLamater, Katz, & Kelman, 1969; Kosterman & Feshbach, 1989; 

Schatz & Lavine, 2007).  Symbols of one's nation may activate people's national group 

membership and subsequently increase identification and emotional attachment to their nation 

(Johnson, 1997).  Such heightened attachment and national devotion may, in turn, lead people to 

feel closely connected to and unified with other residents of their nation (Feshbach & Sakano, 

1997).  In the presence of the U.S. flag, for example, people may be particularly mindful of their 

'American' identity, an identity shared with many other national residents.  Further, practices that 

elicit conforming behavior in the presence of national symbols may lead to even stronger 

activation of national group membership.  When reciting the pledge of allegiance to the U.S. 

flag, people in the United States are expected to remove their headdress (i.e., hats) with their 

right hand and hold it at the left shoulder, placing their hand over the heart.  This synchronous 

response to the flag may lead people to feel closely connected and united, and their frame of 



 3 

 

reference may shift from an individualistic view of “I” to a group-based view of “us” (Bar-Tal & 

Staub, 1997).   

 Feeling closely connected to others as a result of exposure to the flag may have important 

implications for fulfilling belongingness needs.  Extensive evidence indicates that many people 

possess a strong, even fundamental psychological motivation to achieve belongingness and 

esteem (Maslow, 1954) and a strong "need to belong" to social groups (Baumeister & Leary, 

1995).  Feeling that one belongs to social groups is an important source of self-worth (Luhtanen 

& Crocker, 1992), which underscores the importance of symbolic reminders of group 

membership.  Gardner, Pickett, and Knowles (2005) recently argued that people’s belongingness 

needs may be satisfied, at least temporarily, through exposure to symbolic reminders of social 

bonds (e.g., by looking at photographs of loved ones or thinking about social relationships).  

Symbols like the U.S. flag, therefore, may remind people of the social bonds they have formed 

with other national residents (Johnson, 1997).  Moreover, because national symbols activate 

people’s national identity and their sense of “us,” they may remind people of their belongingness 

in their nation, one of the largest social groups to which people can belong (Bar-Tal & Staub, 

1997; Worchel & Coutant, 1997).  Therefore, in the presence of national symbols people may be 

mindful of the social relationships they have formed with others and their inclusion in a large 

social group. 

Management of Existential Terror 

 An additional implication of the proposed tie between national symbols and collective 

identities is that symbols of national group membership may fulfill people's needs to validate and 

symbolically continue their existence (e.g., Castano, Yzerbyt, Paladino, 2004; Solomon, 

Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 2000).  Terror Management Theory (e.g., Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & 

Solomon, 1986) posits that people are constantly faced with existential concerns and anxiety 

regarding the inevitability of their own death.  The ubiquity of these concerns necessitates 

psychological strategies to buffer against thoughts of one's mortality.  For example, studies that 

have experimentally manipulated the salience of people's mortality have found that under 

conditions of mortality salience, people seek to increase their personal self-esteem by affiliating 

and identifying with personally-important social groups (e.g., Castano et al., 2004).  

Identification and affiliation with ingroup members may allow people to communicate their 

values and beliefs to other group members.  The realization that one's beliefs are encompassed 

by larger group entities (such as states or nations) provides assurance that even if people's own 
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existence were to end, their values and beliefs would continue on in like-minded others (e.g., 

Reykowski, 1997; Solomon et al., 2000).  Flags, as a symbol of people's nation, may provide a 

relatively greater sense of symbolic immortality than people would experience when not in the 

presence of symbols of their group membership.  Therefore, exposure to national symbols may 

reduce people’s thoughts about death and mortality.      

 If one function of flags is to provide symbolic immortality, these symbols should appear 

in contexts related to mortality threats or death.  Indeed, as noted previously, one response to the 

terrorist attacks in the United States on September 11, 2001 was a substantial increase in displays 

of the U.S. flag (e.g., Skitka, 2005).  This type of national threat may have led to particularly 

high levels of mortality salience due to the large number of deaths in the initial attacks and the 

prospect of future attacks.  Displaying the U.S. flag when the United States was under attack 

may have activated a common group identity that assuaged people’s thoughts of their mortality.  

Further, flags are often included in rituals to honor deceased individuals.  For example, in the 

United States flags are draped over the coffins of deceased military personnel and then 

ceremoniously folded for family members to keep.  Flags are also employed as grave markers for 

deceased military veterans.  These displays of flags may serve a similar function as those 

displayed in response to the U.S. terrorist attacks.  Flags may remind people that individual 

identities are grounded and preserved in larger collective identities, such as people's nation.  

Although an individual's existence may have ended, his or her values and beliefs are preserved 

and immortalized in the other like-minded national residents.   

Differential Responses to National Symbols 

 Although exposure to national symbols may activate people’s collective national identity, 

there is reason to suspect that people may differ in the degree of activation.  For example, people 

who are strongly identified with and perceive themselves as included in their nation may be 

relatively more influenced by exposure to national symbols than people lower in national 

identification, and therefore, more likely to report positive responses in the presence of such 

symbols.  People who perceive themselves as included and supported by their nation may 

respond to national symbols with increased activation of inclusion thoughts or greater inhibition 

of death thoughts.  Similar to this argument, Boski (1991) proposed that people’s reactions to 

national symbols depend upon the personal importance of these symbols.  The magnitude of 

people’s reactions to national symbols was argued to be proportional to the psychological 

significance of these symbols, suggesting that stronger positive reactions may arise in people for 
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whom national symbols are personally important (i.e., people who feel identified with and 

included in their nation).   

 Recent evidence suggests that people's race or ethnicity may also determine their 

responses to national symbols.  Indeed, minority group members tend to report lower levels of 

national identification than majority group members (Sinclair, Sidanius, & Levin, 1998).  

Further, some racial/ethnic groups may be perceived, and in some cases perceive themselves, as 

less 'American' than others.  For example, Devos and Banaji (2005) demonstrated that people in 

the United States differentially and preferentially associate particular racial or ethnic groups with 

being ’American’.  In their studies, White perceivers explicitly rated Blacks and Asian-

Americans as less 'American' than Whites.  The responses of the Asian-American participants 

mirrored the ratings of the White participants; they perceived themselves as less 'American' than 

Whites.  Black participants, on the other hand, did not perceive themselves as less 'American' 

than Whites even though they were perceived as such by the White participants.  This "American 

= White effect," as it was termed, may contribute to some non-White people feeling excluded 

from their nation (i.e., reporting that they are not well-represented by the national government) 

as compared to White people.  Consistent with this proposition, Butz and Plant (2007) recently 

demonstrated that African American, Asian, and Hispanic/Latino participants all reported lower 

levels of national inclusion than White participants.    

Based on these previous findings, there is reason to suspect that racial majority and 

minority group member perceivers may react differently to national symbols because of 

perceptions of inclusion in their nation.  Symbols of the United States may activate inclusion 

thoughts or inhibit death thoughts in White people because these participants are likely to 

perceive the flag as a symbol of their group membership.  Minority group member perceivers 

tend to report less national inclusion and the U.S. flag may not be perceived as a particularly 

strong indicator of their group membership.  Hence, national symbols may activate inclusion 

thoughts or inhibit death thoughts to a lesser degree among racial minority group members.    

 

Implications for Performance 

The proposition that national symbols activates inclusion thoughts or inhibit death 

thoughts for majority but not minority group members raises the question of the practical 

implications of these reactions.  What results from the activation of inclusion thoughts or the 

inhibition of death thoughts?  There is some evidence that greater social inclusion and greater 
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inhibition of death thoughts results in increased performance on academic tasks (e.g., 

Baumeister, Twenge, & Nuss, 2002; Gailliot, Schmeichel, & Baumeister, 2006).  Based on this 

previous work, national symbols may have implications for racial majority and minority group 

members’ success at academic tasks requiring intelligent thought.  Examination of this issue is of 

particular import because people are frequently exposed to the U.S. flag in classrooms, a context 

in which performance on academic tasks is frequently assessed.  Moreover, research on 

performance gaps in academic achievement has almost exclusively focused on the factors that 

activate racial minority group members’ identity and lead racial minority group members to 

respond with decreased performance on academic tests (e.g., Massey & Fischer, 2006; Steele & 

Aronson, 1995).  The one notable exception that has examined the factors that increase racial 

majority group members’ performance proposed that performance increases arise from majority 

group members’ awareness of negative stereotypes about minority group members (e.g., 

stereotype lift, Walton & Cohen, 2003).  The current work, however, proposes that performance 

enhancements among racial majority group members may occur not as a result of the awareness 

of stereotypes affecting others, but as a direct result of exposure to national symbols activating 

inclusion thoughts or inhibiting death thoughts.   

Activation of Inclusion Thoughts 

 Several studies have demonstrated that social exclusion results in performance 

impairment due to decreases in motivation and less access to intelligent thought.  Baumeister et 

al. (2002), for example, showed that prospects of social exclusion led to decreases in intelligent 

thought (i.e., logic and reasoning ability) and, as a result, decreased performance on intelligence 

tests and difficult GRE problems.  Similarly, related research has shown that social exclusion 

leads to a state of cognitive deconstruction that gives rise to lethargy and lack of motivation (e.g., 

Twenge, Catanese, & Baumeister, 2003).  As a result of social rejection, participants put forth 

less effort to generate definitions for a series of proverbs.  In a subsequent experiment, 

participants who were socially rejected were slower to respond on a reaction time game.  In 

examining the relationship between social exclusion and underperformance, Baumeister et al. 

posited that the aforementioned negative effects due to social exclusion stem from a linear 

association between social inclusion and intelligent thought.  This linear relationship predicts 

that people who feel included will have relatively greater motivation and more access to 

intelligent thought than people who feel less socially included.  Based on this reasoning, the U.S. 

flag may activate White participants’ inclusion thoughts.  The activation of inclusion thoughts 
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may be strongest among the participants who feel supported by and included in national 

government.  White participants in the presence of the flag, potentially particularly those higher 

compared to lower in national inclusion, may perform at higher levels than White participants 

not exposed to the U.S. flag due to the flag’s activation of inclusion. 

Inhibition of Death Thoughts 

 Recent research has linked people's ability to manage death-related anxiety to their ability 

to perform in a variety of domains (e.g., Gailliot et al., 2006; Peters, Greenberg, Williams, & 

Schneider, 2005).  For example, Gailliot et al. found that coping with thoughts of death led to 

self-regulatory failure, and concomitantly, poorer performance on tasks requiring intellectual 

capacity (e.g., analytical reasoning problems), controlled processing (e.g., Stroop task), and 

persistence (e.g., solving word fragments and Anagrams).  That is, compared to participants who 

wrote about an aversive control topic (e.g., dental pain), participants who wrote about their own 

death solved fewer analytical problems correctly, performed poorer on trials of the Stroop task 

requiring executive control, solved fewer Anagrams, and gave up more quickly on a difficult 

word fragment completion task.  Thus, participants performed at higher levels when death 

thoughts were not activated compared to when they were.  These findings suggest that national 

symbols may differentially affect majority and minority group members' performance due to 

differential influences on buffering death-related anxiety.  As previously argued, symbols such as 

the U.S. flag may activate identification with an important ingroup – one’s nation for White 

people, which may effectively regulate their death-related anxiety.  The successful regulation of 

death anxiety may lead to higher levels of performance compared to when such anxiety is 

ineffectively regulated.  For racial/ethnic minority group members, however, symbols of the U.S. 

may activate their national identity to a lesser degree than for minority group members.  As a 

result, the U.S. flag may not effectively inhibit minority group members’ death thoughts, and the 

flag should not increase performance.    

 Preliminary evidence from two pilot studies presented below supports the contention that 

the U.S. flag exclusively enhances racial majority group members’ performance.  However, 

because these data were extrapolated from larger studies in which the effect of the flag on 

academic performance was not the primary focus, these studies did not include measures to fully 

test the proposed mediators of the flag’s influence on performance. 
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Pilot Study 1a 

 As a first step in examining whether exposure to the U.S. flag influences performance, 35 

White and 17 racial/ethnic minority group member participants completed a measure of 

intellectual performance as part of a study examining the influence of the U.S. flag on intergroup 

attitudes (e.g., Butz et al., 2007).  Specifically, participants arrived at the laboratory individually 

and were either seated at a desk facing a large 3’ x 5’ U.S. flag or at a desk facing a blank wall.  

After completing a questionnaire packet that contained the measures of intergroup attitudes, 

participants were instructed that they would have 7 minutes to successfully solve as many 

Anagrams as possible.  In previous research, the number of Anagrams participants completed in 

a particular time frame has served as a measure of intellectual performance (e.g., Gailliot et al., 

2006).  After the seven minutes had expired, the experimenter instructed the participant to stop 

working, after which participants were fully debriefed, given credit, and excused.  

 Because I predicted that racial/ethnic majority and minority group members would 

respond to the flag differently, participants’ racial/ethnic majority or minority group status was 

treated as a factor in the analyses.  Specifically, the number of Anagrams that participants 

successfully solved was submitted to a 2 (flag condition: present vs. absent) X 2 (group status: 

majority vs. minority) between-participants Analysis of Variance (ANOVA). Consistent with the 

proposition that majority and minority group members’ performance differed as a function of 

flag condition, this analysis revealed a marginal interaction involving flag condition and 

participants’ group status, F(1, 48) = 2.97, p = .09.   Examining the simple effects revealed that 

majority group members solved a significantly higher number of Anagrams in the flag condition 

(M = 14.60, SD = 5.52) compared to the no flag condition (M = 10.60, SD = 5.30), p < .04, d = 

.74.  The number of anagrams that minority group members solved in the flag condition (M = 

10.86, SD = 5.76) did not differ from the no flag condition (M = 12.50, SD = 5.38), p = .56.  

These results provide preliminary support for the argument that majority and minority group 

members’ performance differs as a function of exposure to the U.S. flag.  Exposure to the U.S. 

flag only enhanced the performance of the White participants.  Pilot Study 1b examines this 

effect using a different measure of intellectual performance.    

 

Pilot Study 1b 

 To replicate the findings from the first study and examine the potential causes of majority 

and minority group members’ differential performance, 29 White and 20 racial/ethnic minority 
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group member participants completed a different measure of intellectual performance in the 

presence or absence of a U.S. flag.  As in the previous study, participants arrived at the lab 

individually and completed a questionnaire packet containing measures of intergroup attitudes 

and demographic information either in front of a large 3' x 5' U.S. flag or in front of a blank wall.  

Also included in this questionnaire packet were self-report measures of participants' 

mathematical ability and a recently developed scale assessing their feelings of national inclusion.  

The eleven-item national inclusion scale was highly reliable (α = .89) and scored in such a 

manner that higher numbers represent greater national inclusion (see Appendix A for a list of 

items on this scale).  After completing the questionnaire packet, participants were given a series 

of multiple-choice math problems that were adapted from the Graduate Record Examination 

(GRE).  Similar problems have been used in previous studies as a measure of intellectual 

performance (e.g., Baumeister et al., 2002).  Specifically, participants were given 20 minutes to 

complete the 15 math problems.  Participants were encouraged to try and solve every problem 

and were instructed to write down their best guess if time was running out.  After 15 minutes, 

participants were warned that they had 5 minutes remaining.  At the end of the 20 minutes, 

participants were told to stop working, after which they were debriefed, given credit, and 

excused. 

 Performance scores were calculated by summing the number of problems completed 

correctly and dividing by the total number of problems attempted.  This statistical approach 

provided an estimate of participants' success on the math test relative to the number of problems 

attempted with higher numbers indicating greater success.  It should be noted that majority and 

minority group members attempted an equal number of problems in the flag condition and in the 

control condition (Fs < .05, ps > .85).  Participants' performance scores were then submitted to 

an ANOVA that included flag condition, racial majority/minority group status and the interaction 

between flag condition and racial group status.  Because participants' self-reported ability at 

math was significantly correlated with performance scores, r(53) = .48, p < .001, the analysis of 

performance scores included self-reported ability as a covariate.  This analysis revealed a 

marginal interaction involving flag condition and participants’ group status, F(1, 48) = 3.07, p = 

.10.  Consistent with the results of the first pilot study, White participants scored higher on the 

math test in the flag condition (M = .52, SD = .60) than in the no flag condition (M = .40, SD = 

.47), F(1, 26) = 6.26, p < .02, d = .22.  The percentage of math problems that racial/ethnic 

minority group members solved correctly in the flag condition (M = .40, SD =.59) did not 
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significantly differ from the no flag condition (M = .45, SD = .65), p = .59.  These results closely 

parallel those obtained in the first pilot study using a different measure of intellectual 

performance.  Further, the current findings provide further evidence that exposure to symbols of 

the U.S. only enhances the performance of White majority group members.   

 I next examined participants' mean levels of national inclusion using an ANOVA that 

contained the same factors as in the analysis above.  This analysis revealed a large effect of 

group status, such that minority group members reported lower levels of national inclusion than 

majority group members, F(1, 46) = 19.38, p < .001, d = 1.31.  The interaction involving flag 

condition and group status was not significant (F = .20, p = .66).  This finding indicates that 

exposure to the U.S. flag did not increase perceptions of national inclusion (or exclusion) among 

majority and minority group members.  It is possible that instead the flag may have automatically 

activated such concepts.  If so, participants' level of national inclusion should be related to their 

performance when in the presence of the flag.     

To examine whether the degree of national inclusion was related to the participants' 

performance, I conducted a hierarchical regression analysis in which participants' performance 

scores were regressed on flag condition, group status, national inclusion and all two-way and 

three-way interactions while controlling for participants' self-reported math ability as in the 

ANOVA for performance scores described above.  The three-way interaction involving flag 

condition, group status, and national inclusion did not reach a conventional level of significance, 

t(1, 40) = -1.80, ß = .57, p = .08, pr = .27, which may have been due to an underpowered 

analysis.  The flag condition by national inclusion interaction was significant for the White 

participants t(1, 21) = -2.10, ß = .39, p < .05, pr = .41, but not for the minority group members (ß  

= -.15, p = .71).  For White participants in the flag condition, greater national inclusion was 

related to higher performance on the math test, t(1, 15) = 2.24, ß = .34, p < .03, pr = .41, which 

was not the case in the no flag condition, ß = -.10, p = .50.  These data suggest that the U.S. flag 

may have activated White participants’ national inclusion, which in turn, was predictive of their 

performance.   

 Across the two pilot studies, White participants consistently performed better in the flag 

condition than in the no flag condition.  Further, pilot study 1b provided evidence that the White 

participants' increased performance in the flag condition was related to their national inclusion, 

although the White participants’ mean level of national inclusion was not significantly higher in 
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the flag condition.  These results suggest that exposure to the U.S. flag activated rather than 

enhanced White participants’ national inclusion.   

 

The Current Work 

The current studies expanded upon the pilot studies by directly testing the mechanisms 

through which exposure to the U.S. flag influences academic performance.  Consistent with the 

results of the pilot studies, I anticipated that the U.S. flag would increase the academic 

performance of White participants, but not influence the performance of racial minority group 

member participants.  Across two studies I examined the activation of inclusion thoughts and 

inhibition of death thoughts as mediators of the effect of the U.S. flag on academic performance.  

Because it was possible that participants’ responses to the U.S. flag depended upon their pre-

existing levels of inclusion in their nation, both studies measured participants’ national inclusion 

prior to flag exposure.  National inclusion may be a particularly important predictor of 

participants’ responses in the presence compared to the absence of the U.S. flag.  For example, in 

the presence of the U.S. flag, White participants with higher levels of national inclusion were 

expected to respond with greater activation of inclusion thoughts and greater academic 

performance.  

Study 1 manipulated flag exposure among racial majority (i.e., White) and racial minority 

group members and then measured the activation of inclusion thoughts, inhibition of death 

thoughts, and academic performance.  This study also exposed participants to a symbol that was 

expected to activate inclusion thoughts, inhibit death thoughts, and increase performance for all 

participants (a flag containing the students’ school emblem).  Study 2 assessed the degree of 

White participants’ activation of inclusion thoughts and inhibition of death thoughts following 

subliminal exposure to the U.S. flag and then assessed performance in the presence or absence of 

the U.S. flag approximately one week later.  In both studies, the strength of activation of 

inclusion thoughts and inhibition of death thoughts in the presence of the symbols were tested as 

mediators of the influence of the symbols on participants’ academic performance.   
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STUDY 1 

Study 1 manipulated racial majority and minority group members’ exposure to symbols 

of group membership and assessed the accessibility of inclusion thoughts, death thoughts, and 

academic performance in the presence of the U.S. flag, a school symbol, or no symbol.  Because 

majority group members tend to perceive themselves as more ‘American’ and feel more included 

in their nation than do racial minority group members, I anticipated that the U.S. flag would 

activate inclusion thoughts for the majority group member participants to a greater extent than 

for the minority group member participants.  The activation of inclusion thoughts was expected 

to be particularly strong among the White participants who were higher in national inclusion.  As 

a result of the flag activating inclusion thoughts, White participants, potentially those higher 

compared to lower in national inclusion, were expected to respond with greater performance in 

the U.S. flag condition relative to the no symbol condition.  The U.S. flag was not expected to 

activate inclusion thoughts for the minority group member participants regardless of their level 

of national inclusion, and the flag was not expected to increase the performance of racial 

minority group member participants.  Therefore, I anticipated that inclusion thought activation 

would mediate the influence of the U.S. flag on the White participants’ performance. 

An alternative possibility was that the flag’s influence on academic performance was due 

to the flag’s inhibition of death thoughts.  Based on Terror Management Theory, death thoughts 

may be particularly accessible to participants when they are not in the presence of symbols of 

their group membership.  Symbols of group membership may buffer against thoughts of death by 

providing a sense of symbolic immortality.  Because Whites tend to feel more included in the 

United States than racial minority group members, the U.S. flag may be particularly likely to 

activate White participants’ group membership.  Therefore, I predicted that White participants 

would inhibit death thoughts (show evidence of less activation of death thoughts) when exposed 

to the U.S. flag compared to when not exposed to a symbol of their group membership.  

Consistent with the predictions for inclusion thought activation, I anticipated that death thought 

inhibition would mediate the influence of the U.S. flag on White participants’ performance.  For 

minority group member participants, however, the U.S. flag is less likely to be symbolic of group 

membership, and may therefore not inhibit thoughts related to death.  As a result, racial minority 

group members’ performance may not be influenced by exposure to the U.S. flag.   

In contrast to the differential responses predicted in the U.S. flag condition, majority and 

minority group members were expected to respond similarly when exposed to a school symbol.  
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The symbol of Florida State University (i.e., a flag containing an image of the school mascot) 

was expected to activate thoughts related to inclusion and inhibit death thoughts for both 

majority and minority group members.  Both racial majority and minority group members 

exposed to the school symbol were expected to perform at higher levels compared to participants 

exposed to no symbol.  Therefore, it was possible that the effect of exposure to the school 

symbol on both majority and minority group members’ academic performance would be 

mediated by the activation of inclusion thoughts or inhibition of death thoughts. 

 

Method 

Design and Participants 

 The study had a 3 (Symbol Condition: Flag vs. No Symbol vs. School) X 2 (Group 

Status: Majority vs. Minority) X National Inclusion (continuous) between-participants design.  A 

total of 123 students drawn from the General Psychology research pool at Florida State 

University participated in exchange for course credit.  Data from 8 participants who expressed 

suspicion about the study’s true purpose (i.e., reported that the symbol’s presence was part of the 

study) were excluded from analyses.  The final sample of participants consisted of 115 

participants (68 women).  Approximately half of the participants (n = 55) were racial majority 

group members (i.e., White) and approximately half (n = 60) were racial minority group 

members (57% Black, 7% Asian, 32% Hispanic/Latino, 5% Other).   

Procedure 

 Prior to arrival at the laboratory, participants completed an internet web survey that 

assessed basic demographics information, math and verbal ability, and national inclusion (i.e., 

the extent to which one feels included in and represented by the U.S. government).  Although 

participants were notified of the requirement to complete the online web survey at the moment 

they signed up for the study, most participants completed the online survey within 24 hours of 

their lab session after receiving an email reminder.  

Because there is some evidence that interracial interactions result in depletion of 

cognitive resources (Richeson & Shelton, 2003), which could impair performance on academic 

tests, the majority/minority group status of the participant was matched to that of the 

experimenter.  Upon arrival at the laboratory, participants were randomly assigned to a U.S. flag, 

no symbol, or school symbol condition.  For participants in the flag and school symbol 

conditions, the corresponding symbol was displayed on the wall of the lab room above the 
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participant’s desk.  Both the U.S. flag and the FSU flag measured 3’ X 5’ (91cm X 152 cm).  The 

particular FSU flag used in the current study was selected on the basis that it contained the image 

of the school mascot, an image that many Florida State students identify with.  As a result of the 

manipulation’s presence upon entry into the lab room, written informed consent was obtained in 

the entry area of our laboratory where no symbol was apparent.  After signing the informed 

consent, participants were invited into the lab room and invited to have a seat at a desk.  For 

participants in the symbol conditions, this desk faced the corresponding symbol (either the U.S. 

or FSU flag).  Participants in the control condition were seated at this same desk, however there 

was no symbol present and the desk faced the blank wall.  Participants were then told that the 

purpose of the study was to relate people’s verbal ability to their mathematical and analytical 

ability.  They were presented with a word completion task described as a measure of their 

baseline verbal dexterity and knowledge.  Participants were instructed to complete the series of 

word fragments with the first word that comes to mind and were given 15 minutes to fill in as 

many of the word fragments as possible.   

To provide a difficult test of multiple high-level academic abilities, participants were then 

presented with a series of multiple-choice mathematical problems and a test of multiple-choice 

reading comprehension problems modeled after problems found on the GRE.  The order that 

participants received these questions was counterbalanced such that some participants received 

the set of math questions first, whereas others received the verbal questions first.  Participants 

were given 30 minutes to complete the test and encouraged to put down final guesses after a 

five-minute warning.  After completing this test, participants were probed for suspicion about the 

true purpose of the study, fully debriefed, given credit, and excused. 

Measures 

 Pre-Measures.  Prior to reporting to the laboratory, participants completed a web survey 

that assessed basic demographic information such as their gender and race/ethnicity.  As an 

assessment of participants’ baseline math and verbal abilities, participants reported their math 

and verbal SAT scores or, when applicable, their ACT scores.  All ACT scores were converted 

into SAT scores using the mathematical procedures outlined by Dorans (1999) and the math and 

verbal scores were summed to form an index of SAT scores.  Participants also reported their 

national inclusion by indicating their agreement or disagreement with 11 items including "I feel 

like the U.S. government cares about me and people from my group." and "When I think about 

politics and government in the U.S., I consider myself an outsider. (Reverse coded)."  The 
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inclusion scales were anchored by the endpoints of 1 (strongly disagree) and 7 (strongly agree).  

Removing one item from the scale improved the scale’s overall reliability, and the final 10-item 

national inclusion scale was highly reliable (α = .92).  Items were reverse-coded when necessary 

and averaged to form an index of national inclusion where higher scores reflect greater national 

inclusion.  See Appendix A for a complete list of items on this scale. 

 Activation of Inclusion and Death Thoughts.  The extent to which the U.S. flag and 

school symbol automatically activated inclusion thoughts or inhibited death thoughts was 

assessed using a word fragment completion task (e.g., Gilbert & Hixon, 1991; Plant, Peruche, & 

Butz, 2005).  In this task, participants completed word fragments with either construct relevant 

or irrelevant words.  The number of construct-relevant word completions provided a measure of 

the relative accessibility of that construct.  For example, the word fragment (cof---) could be 

completed with either the word “coffin” which is relevant to death and reflective of increased 

mortality salience, or the word “coffee” which is not relevant to death and not reflective of 

mortality salience.  Of the 30 word fragments, 10 critical word fragments could be completed 

with inclusion words and 11 fragments could be completed with death words.  The remaining 

fragments could only be completed with words irrelevant to inclusion and death.   

 Similar to Gilbert & Hixon (1991), the criteria for selecting critical inclusion word 

fragments included that words were spontaneously generated by at least 30% of the White 

participants exposed to symbols (i.e., were generated by participants who were most likely to 

report inclusion), and the inclusion-relevant completions were not significantly more or less 

frequently used in the English language than the alternative word completions (t = 1.54, p = .21).  

These four fragments and their inclusion-relevant completions were G _ OU _ (GROUP), T _ _ 

M (TEAM), IN _ L _ _ ED (INCLUDED), O _ E (ONE).  Similarly, critical death word 

fragments were selected based upon whether they fit the criteria that 30% or more of the 

participants spontaneously generated death-relevant word completions and their frequency did 

not differ significantly from the alternative word completions (t < 1, p = .74).  These three death-

relevant fragments included C _ FF _ _ (COFFIN), E _ _ _ GY (EULOGY), and B _ D _ 

(BODY).   The number of inclusion and death-relevant word completions were summed to form 

indices of the activation of inclusion thoughts and death thoughts.   

 Performance.  Performance scores were calculated by summing the number of math and 

reading comprehension problems participants answered correctly.  The test included 15 math 

problems and 7 reading comprehension problems (α = .85). 
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Results 

Correlation Analyses 

Correlations among the independent and dependent variables are presented in Table 1.  

Examination of the zero-order correlations revealed only that SAT scores were associated with 

greater academic performance (r = .48, p < .001).  In addition, higher SAT scores were 

marginally associated with greater national inclusion (r = .18, p = .06).  Collapsing across race of 

participant and symbol conditions, national inclusion was not significantly associated with the 

inclusion words, death words, or performance.  In addition, the inclusion words, and death words 

were not significantly associated with each other or the measures of national inclusion and 

performance. 

 
Table 1.  Intercorrelations between measures: Study 1. 
 
Measures          1            2    3         4 
 
1. National Inclusion       
2. Inclusion Thought Activation .03      
3. Death Thought Inhibition .09  .01    
4. Academic Performance .14             -.02 .15    
5. Math and Verbal SAT      .18            .03   .01       .48** 
 
Note: N = 115.  **p < .001, *p < .05.  
 
 

National Inclusion  

To examine whether racial majority and minority group members differed in their level 

of national inclusion, an analysis of variance (ANOVA) examined participants’ level of national 

inclusion as a function of symbol condition, group status (majority vs. minority), and gender.  

This analysis revealed a large effect of group status on national inclusion, F(1, 103) = 21.89, p < 

.001, d = .94, such that consistent with the findings of Pilot Study 1b, Whites (M = 5.09, SD = 

1.20) reported higher levels of national inclusion than racial/ethnic minority group members (M 

= 3.99, SD = 1.15).  There were no effects involving participant gender (Fs < 1.9, ps > .16).  

Because participants were randomly assigned to symbol condition after their national inclusion 

was measured, national inclusion should be similar across experimental conditions.  Consistent 

with successful random assignment, there were no significant effects involving symbol condition 

on national inclusion (Fs < 1, ps > .52).   
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Regression Analyses 

A series of parallel multiple regression analyses examined the effects of symbol 

condition, group status, and national inclusion on the outcome measures.  The three symbol 

conditions were dummy-coded using two condition codes with the U.S. flag condition as the 

reference group.  The first code compared the no symbol condition to the U.S. flag condition (1 = 

no symbol condition) and the second code compared the school symbol to the U.S. flag condition 

(1= school symbol).  Therefore, for main effects involving these symbol condition codes, 

negative betas reflect higher values due to flag exposure.  Participants’ group status (1=majority) 

was dummy-coded to compare majority and minority group members’ responses.   Symbol 

condition, group status, national inclusion, and the centered interactions involving these variables 

were predictors of the activation of inclusion thoughts, inhibition of death thoughts, and 

academic performance scores.  All analyses included participant gender (1= male) to test for 

gender differences.  Effects not explicitly mentioned did not reach significance.   

 Activation of Inclusion Thoughts and Inhibition of Death Thoughts 

The analysis of the activation of inclusion thoughts revealed no significant main effects 

of the symbol condition codes, national inclusion, or participant gender (ps > .21).  There were 

no significant interactions among group status and the symbol condition codes (ps > .26).  These 

findings are inconsistent with the hypothesis that exposure to symbols of group membership led 

to differential levels of inclusion thought activation for White and racial minority group member 

participants.  However, the analysis revealed a marginally significant 3-way interaction among 

the flag vs. no symbol condition code, group status, and national inclusion, t(1, 102) = -1.90, β = 

-.41, p =.06, pr = -.18.  Follow-up tests revealed that the national inclusion by flag exposure 

interaction was not significant among majority or minority group members (ps > .21).  However, 

the national inclusion by group status interaction was significant in the U.S. flag condition, t(1, 

26) = 2.26, β = .52, p = .03, pr = .40, but not in the no symbol condition (p =.47).  Among White 

participants, greater national inclusion was marginally associated with greater activation of 

inclusion thoughts in the presence of the U.S. flag, t(1, 13) = 1.87, β = .40, p =.08.  National 

inclusion was not associated with the activation of inclusion thoughts for minority group member 

participants in the presence of the U.S. flag (p = .54).  These results are consistent with the 

prediction that the activation of inclusion thoughts was particularly strong when White 

participants high in national inclusion were exposed to the U.S. flag.     
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 The analysis of inhibition of death thoughts revealed an unanticipated national inclusion 

by group status interaction, t(1, 104) = 2.01, β = .29, p =.05, pr = .19.  Higher levels of national 

inclusion were associated with more death thoughts for majority group members, t(1, 52) = 2.54, 

β = .34, p =.01, pr = .33.  National inclusion was not related to death thoughts among racial 

minority group members (p = .80).  Inconsistent with exposure to the U.S. flag or the school 

symbol inhibiting death thoughts, there were no significant interactions involving symbol 

condition, group status, and national inclusion (ps > .30). 

Academic Performance 

The key regression analysis examining the influence of the symbols, group status, and 

national inclusion on academic performance also included SAT scores as a covariate.  A 

preliminary analysis examined effects of the order of test questions (math first versus verbal 

first) on participants’ performance scores.  The lack of main effects or interactions with symbol 

condition (ps > .36) indicates that participants’ performance scores were not influenced by the 

order in which they received the test questions.  To conserve degrees of freedom, order of test 

questions was removed from subsequent analyses 

The analysis of performance scores revealed an effect of the SAT score covariate, such 

that higher SAT scores were associated with higher academic test performance t(1, 114) = 4.82, 

β = .43, p < .001, pr = .15.  Directly counter to predictions, group status did not interact with the 

symbol condition codes (ps > .80), see Table 2 means.  However, consistent with Pilot Study 1b, 

there was a marginally significant interaction among flag condition, group status, and national 

inclusion, t(1, 101) = -1.81, β = -.35, p =.07, pr = -.17, see Figure 1.   

 

Table 2. Adjusted academic performance means as a function of symbol condition and group 
status: Study 1 

No Symbol       U.S. Flag  School 
 

 Majority      9.64 (3.05)      10.14 (3.02)  9.59 (2.96) 
 Minority      8.74 (3.11)               8.79 (3.02)          8.92 (2.94) 

 
Note: N = 115.  Means control for SAT scores.   
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Figure 1.  Predicted academic performance as a function of symbol condition, group status, and   
                 national inclusion: Study 1 
 

Examination of the significance of the flag exposure by national inclusion interaction 

among majority and minority group members revealed that neither interaction was significant (ps 

> .11).  It was also possible to examine the significance of the national inclusion by group status 

interaction in the U.S. flag and no symbol conditions.  This interaction was significant in U.S. 

flag condition, t(1, 25) = 2.04, β = .47, p = .05, pr = .38, but was not significant in the no symbol 

condition (p =.37).  Examination of the simple slopes in the U.S. flag condition revealed that, 
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consistent with the findings in Pilot Study 1b, among White participants national inclusion was 

significantly associated with increased performance in the U.S. flag condition t(1, 12) = 2.70, β = 

.44, p = .02, pr = .61.  Among minority group member participants national inclusion was not 

associated with performance in the U.S. flag condition (p = .71).  National inclusion, therefore, 

was a predictor of racial majority but not racial minority group members’ performance in the 

presence of the U.S. flag.   

It was also possible to examine the simple effects of group status among participants high 

and low in national inclusion in the U.S. flag and no symbol conditions.  Although majority and 

minority group members high in national inclusion were performing at similar levels in the no 

symbol condition, (p = .84), majority group members high in national inclusion were performing 

at higher levels than minority group members high in national inclusion in the presence of the 

U.S. flag t(1, 25) = 2.19, β = .42, p = .04, pr = .40.  Majority and minority group members low in 

national inclusion were performing at similar levels both in the presence and absence of the U.S. 

flag (ps > .24).   

 Mediation Analyses 

 The goal of the current studies was to test whether inclusion thought activation or death 

thought inhibition mediated the effects of the symbols on participants’ performance.  Baron and 

Kenny's (1986) criteria for simple mediation stipulate that the independent variable must 

significantly influence the dependent variable, and potential mediators must be associated with 

both the independent and dependent variables.  Because exposure to symbols did not 

significantly influence the level of activation of inclusion thoughts, inhibition of death thoughts, 

or academic performance (either overall, or differentially for majority and minority group 

members) it was not possible to test for simple mediation effects involving the influence of 

symbols on academic performance. 

 However, the effects of flag exposure on academic performance were moderated by 

group status and national inclusion, indicating that it was possible to examine the mediators of 

the moderated effect of flag exposure (i.e., a mediated moderation analysis).  Muller, Judd, and 

Yzerbyt (2005) recently clarified procedures for examining mediation when effects are 

moderated by other variables.  Applying their recommendations to the current findings, the 

following pattern of effects would be necessary to demonstrate mediation:  a) the effect of the 3-

way interaction involving group status, flag exposure, and national inclusion was reduced after 

including the inclusion thought activation measure and its potential interactions with group status 
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or flag exposure in the analysis of academic performance, and b) inclusion thought activation or 

the interaction between inclusion thought activation and the moderators independently predicts 

academic performance (i.e., predicts academic performance after accounting for the 3-way 

interaction involving group status, flag exposure, and national inclusion).   

Consistent with these recommendations, I conducted a regression analysis of academic 

performance that paralleled the main analysis of academic performance previously described.  

However, this analysis also included the inclusion thought activation variable and the 

interactions between the proposed mediator (inclusion thought activation) and the moderators 

(group status, national inclusion and U.S. flag condition code).  The interaction involving group 

status, national inclusion and the U.S. flag condition code that was marginally significant in the 

previous analysis of academic performance was virtually unchanged in this analysis (β = -.34, p 

= .11).  Of particular importance, neither the main effect nor moderated effect of inclusion 

thought activation independently predicted academic performance after accounting for the group 

status by flag exposure by national inclusion interaction predicting performance (ps for the 

effects involving inclusion thought activation > .63).   These results are inconsistent with the 

possibility that inclusion thought activation mediates the moderated effect of flag exposure on 

academic performance.    

Discussion 

 The current study extended the pilot studies by examining the potential mechanisms 

through which symbols of group membership effect majority and minority group members’ 

academic performance.  The focus of the current study was on the concepts that are 

automatically activated or inhibited in the presence of symbols of group membership.  The 

results were inconsistent with the hypothesis that exposure to the U.S flag increased the 

automatic activation of inclusion thoughts or inhibited the activation of death thoughts for White 

participants to a greater degree than for the racial minority group member participants.  

However, the results support the idea that some White participants were responding with 

increased activation of inclusion thoughts in the presence of the U.S. flag.  White participants 

who were high compared to low in national inclusion tended to respond with increased activation 

of inclusion thoughts in the presence of the flag, whereas national inclusion was unrelated to 

inclusion thought activation in the absence of the U.S. flag or in the presence of the school 

symbol.  National inclusion did not predict racial minority group members’ inclusion thought 

activation in either the presence or absence of the symbols.  These findings indicate that the 
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effects of national inclusion are limited to majority group members’ responses in the presence of 

national symbols.  That national inclusion did not predict inclusion thought activation in the 

presence of the school symbol is evidence that the current findings were not due to general 

effects of feeling included, but were specific to contexts in which the domain of inclusion 

matched the nature of the symbol.  

Consistent with the findings for inclusion thought activation, the analysis of academic 

performance revealed that White participants high compared to low in national inclusion were 

responding with greater academic performance in the presence of the U.S. flag.  Mirroring the 

results of inclusion thought activation, national inclusion did not predict performance in the other 

symbol conditions for either majority or minority group members.  Therefore, consistent with 

Pilot Study 1b, the performance enhancing effects of the U.S. flag occurred among the White 

participants who were high compared to low in national inclusion.  Although there was a similar 

pattern of results for inclusion thought activation and academic performance, tests of both simple 

mediation and mediated moderation failed to indicate that the White participants high in national 

inclusion were responding with increased performance in the presence of the flag due to the 

flag’s activation of inclusion thoughts or inhibition of death thoughts.  It is possible, however, 

that the measure of inclusion thought activation in the current study was weak and had limited 

variability due to the restricted range in participants’ scores (i.e., responses could only range 

from 0 – 4).  Study 2 utilizes a measure of inclusion thought activation in the presence of the 

U.S. flag that has a larger range in responding, which may help to identify mediation if present. 
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STUDY 2 

 The purpose of Study 2 was to further explore the implications of national inclusion, 

inclusion thought activation, and death thought inhibition for performance in the presence of the 

U.S. flag.  Because the results of the first study indicated that the U.S. flag had a particularly 

strong influence on White participants’ inclusion thought activation and performance in the 

presence of the flag, the current study included White participants only.  

At an initial laboratory session, participants completed measures of the automatic 

activation of inclusion thoughts and inhibition of death thoughts.  Consistent with previous 

studies that have used similar measures (e.g., Butz et al., 2007), inclusion thought activation and 

death thought inhibition were assessed using a computerized primed lexical decision task.  The 

primed lexical decision task compared the activation of inclusion words and inhibition of death 

words on baseline no prime trials to trials preceded by subliminal U.S. flag primes.  At the end of 

this session, national inclusion was assessed using the same scale as in Study 1.  Approximately 

one week (4-7 days) after the initial session, participants returned to the laboratory and 

completed the same test of academic performance used in Study 1 either in the presence or 

absence of a U.S. flag.  Drawing from the results of Study 1, national inclusion was expected to 

moderate the influence of flag exposure on academic performance.  Specifically, national 

inclusion was expected to predict participants’ performance in the presence but not in the 

absence of the U.S. flag.  Moreover, consistent with the first study, it was possible that 

participants high in national inclusion would exhibit stronger activation of inclusion thoughts in 

the presence of the U.S. flag.   

 Although the results of Study 1 did not support the idea that inclusion thought activation 

or death thought inhibition mediate the effects of the U.S. flag on academic performance, the 

current study included improved measures to further test this possibility.  Because the range of 

participants’ responses on the measures of activation and inhibition in Study 1 were limited, the 

current study included reaction time measures with larger ranges and more potential for 

variability.  If participants were responding with increased performance in the presence of the 

U.S. flag because the flag activated inclusion thoughts or inhibited death thoughts, then greater 

activation of inclusion or inhibition of death thoughts should be associated with increased 

performance, and accounting for the degree of inclusion thought activation or death thought 

inhibition in the presence of the flag should significantly reduce the effect of flag exposure on 

performance.   
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Method 

Design and Participants 

 The study employed a 2 (Flag Condition: Flag vs. No Flag) X National Inclusion 

(continuous) between-subjects design.  Sixty-three White/Caucasian participants (35 women) 

were drawn from the General Psychology research pool at Florida State University and 

participated in exchange for credit towards their course requirement.  Due to computer problems, 

reaction time data are missing from two participants, and these participants are therefore not 

included in analyses.   

Procedure 

Time 1.  Participants arrived at the lab and were invited to have a seat in front of a 

computer.  As in Study 1, the participants’ and experimenter’s race were matched to control for 

effects of resource depletion due to interracial interactions.  Participants were presented with a 

written informed consent, and after signing the form, were told that the purpose of the study was 

to examine how responses on a split-second reaction time task relate to performance on more 

difficult to control paper and pencil measures.  In actuality, the computer task was a primed 

lexical decision task used to measure the activation of thoughts following subliminal exposure to 

the U.S. flag.  Participants were informed that they would be completing the computer task and 

some basic questionnaires at the first session and that they would return the following week to 

complete the remaining measures.  Following these basic instructions, participants were given 

more detailed instructions about the nature of the lexical decision task.  Specifically, they were 

told: 

 

First, you will complete the computer task. On the computer screen, you will see a string 

of letters.  Some of the groups of letters you see will be words. Some of the groups of 

letters will be meaningless non-words.  Your job is to decide as quickly as possible 

whether the letters you see on the screen are a WORD or a NON-WORD. Press A for 

WORD.  Press L for NON-WORD.  For example, if you saw “J-O-Y” on the screen, you 

would press “A” for WORD.  If you saw “D-Y-W,” you would press “L” for NON-

WORD.  
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Following the completion of this task, participants were presented with a questionnaire 

packet containing the same pre-measures used in Study 1.  Participants reported their math and 

verbal SAT scores (or ACT scores) and then completed the same national inclusion scale used in 

Study 1.   The final portion of the questionnaire contained basic demographics questions (e.g., 

age, race).  After completing this questionnaire, participants selected a time for their second 

session the following week.  Finally, participants were thanked, given credit for completing the 

first session, and excused. 

Time 2.  Participants were randomly assigned to a flag exposure or no flag exposure 

condition.  To eliminate effects due to familiarity with the experimenter or the testing 

environment, participants completed all measures with a different experimenter and in a different 

lab room.  As in Study 1, participants were first presented with informed consent in another lab 

room and then invited into the lab room.  Participants in the flag exposure condition were invited 

to have a seat at a desk facing a large U.S. flag, whereas participants in the no flag exposure 

condition were seated at the same desk facing a blank wall.  Consistent with Study 1, participants 

were told that they would be completing a series of math and verbal questions and that they 

would have 30 minutes to complete the problems.  They were encouraged to place their best 

guess if time ran out.  As in Study 1, participants were given a verbal warning when five minutes 

remained.  After 30 minutes, the experimenter instructed the participant to stop working, after 

which the participant was fully debriefed, given credit, and excused.  

Measures 

Pre-Measures.  At the end of the first session, participants reported their math and verbal 

SAT scores.  When necessary, ACT scores were converted to SAT scores using the procedures 

employed in Study 1.  These scores were summed to create a composite score of SAT scores.  

Participants also responded to the national inclusion scale used in Study 1.  The items were 

identical to those used in the previous study, however the scale was a 5-point instead of 7-point 

scale anchored by the same endpoints as in Study 1.  As in Study 1, removing one item from this 

scale improved the scale’s reliability.  The 10 items were reverse-coded when necessary and 

averaged to form a scale of national inclusion such that higher scores reflected greater national 

inclusion (α = .87). 

 Activation of Inclusion and Inhibition of Death Thoughts.  Participants’ responses on the 

lexical decision task at Time 1 served as a measure of the relative activation of inclusion 

thoughts and death thoughts following subliminal presentation of the U.S. flag.  On each trial 
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participants decided as quickly as possible (by pressing one of two keys) whether the stimulus 

word on the screen was a “word” or “nonword.” Stimulus words included words related to death 

and mortality (e.g., death, grave, corpse), words related to inclusion (e.g., included, connected, 

belong), positive words that were carefully selected to be of similar length and commonality as 

the stimulus words (e.g., attractive, charming, delicious) and neutral words (e.g., coffee, table, 

chair).  The task began with a series of 200 baseline no-prime trials on which the lexical decision 

was preceded by masking images that did not include a prime.  Responses on the lexical decision 

task during this baseline period indicated the extent to which words are activated when 

participants are not exposed to the U.S. flag.  Following this baseline period, the task 

immediately cycled into a series of 200 primed trials in which participants’ lexical decision task 

was preceded by the subliminal presentation of the U.S. flag inserted between the masking 

images.  The picture of the U.S. flag was presented subliminally and remained on screen for 16 

ms.  Of interest was the response speed (i.e., latency) to critical word trials on primed trials 

relative to their responses on baseline no-prime trials. The prime and no prime trials were not 

mixed because there is evidence that once a construct has been activated by a prime, it remains 

activated until participants consciously express that thought (e.g., Wegner & Sparrow, 2005).  

Hence, mixing baseline and primed trials may not provide the best estimate of baseline construct 

activation when not under the influence of a prime. 

  Performance.  Consistent with Study 1, performance scores were calculated by summing 

the number of math and reading comprehension problems participants answered correctly (α = 

.78). 

Results 

Correlation Analyses 

 Correlations among the independent and dependent variables are presented in Table 3.  

Consistent with Study 1, higher SAT scores were associated with greater academic performance 

(r = .30, p = .02).  Latencies on inclusion word trials were positively associated with latencies on 

the death word and positive word trials (rs >.66, ps < .001).  Neither national inclusion nor the 

latencies were associated with academic performance (rs < .04, ps > .71). 
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Table 3.  Intercorrelations between measures: Study 2 

   Measures          1             2        3              4     5 

1. National Inclusion       
2. Inclusion Thought Activation              -.13      
3. Death Thought Inhibition                    -.05  .66**    
4. Positive Word Activation                    -.04  .78**         .80**  
5. Academic Performance                       -.05            .04   -.04           .04   
6. Math and Verbal SAT                         -.20           -.13     -.16         -.05 .30* 
 
Note: N = 61.  **p < .001, *p < .05.  
 

Activation of Inclusion and Inhibition of Death Thoughts 

Preliminary inspection of the data revealed that two participants consistently provided 

outlier responses on the reaction time task (i.e., their responses were more than three standard 

deviations above or below the mean latencies).  Due to the possibility that these outlier responses 

artificially influenced the findings, all analyses were conducted with and without the inclusion of 

these participants’ responses.  Because inclusion of these participants’ data did not significantly 

impact the magnitude or significance of the findings, these data were included in the final 

analyses. 

As a first step in examining the activation of inclusion thoughts and inhibition of death 

thoughts, the relative activation of the different word types using a repeated measures analysis 

was compared.  Because it was possible that participants high in national inclusion would show 

greater activation of inclusion-related words, participants were categorized as high or low in 

national inclusion based upon a median split (Mdn = 3.55).  Therefore, participants’ latencies on 

the inclusion, death, positive, and neutral word trials were submitted to a 2 (Prime: No prime vs. 

Prime) X 4 (Type: Inclusion vs. Death vs. Positive vs. Neutral) X 2 (National Inclusion: High vs. 

Low) repeated-measures ANOVA in which activation of inclusion words and inhibition of death 

words was compared to the activation of positive words and neutral words on no-prime and 

primed trials.  Greater activation of these constructs in the presence of the flag would be 

indicated by a significant interaction involving prime and word type.  For example, if exposure 

to the U.S. flag activates thoughts of inclusion to a greater degree than positive or neutral 

concepts, then participants should be responding faster to inclusion words on trials preceded by a 

U.S. flag prime compared to no-prime trials, and the facilitation should be greater for inclusion 

words than for the other word types. 



 28 

 

This analysis of latencies revealed an effect of prime, F(1, 59) = 17.89, p < .001, such 

that participants were responding significantly faster on the primed trials than on the baseline 

trials.  This overall facilitation effect likely represents increased familiarity with the computer 

task.  The analysis also revealed an en effect of word type, F(3, 57) = 20.84, p < .001.  Post-hoc 

Bonferroni tests correcting for multiple comparisons indicated that participants were slower to 

respond to death words than they were to all other word types, ps < .01.  Participants also 

responded to inclusion words faster than they responded to generally positive words (p = .02).   

The prime by word type interaction that would indicate facilitation effects were significantly 

different for particular word types was not significant (F = 1.55, p = .21), see Table 4 means.  

There were also no main effects or interactions involving national inclusion, (Fs < 1, ps > .68), 

indicating that the strength of activation of inclusion thoughts or inhibition of death thoughts in 

the presence of the U.S. flag did not depend upon participants’ level of national inclusion.  The 

findings did not indicate that participants were faster to respond to inclusion words following the 

U.S. flag prime relative to their responses at baseline compared to the other word types, 

indicating that the flag did not activate inclusion concepts to a greater extent than other concepts.  

Further, participants were not slower to respond to death words following the U.S. flag prime 

relative to their responses at baseline compared to the other word types.  Therefore, flag 

exposure did not inhibit death concepts to a greater degree than other concepts. 

 

Table 4.  Mean latencies as a function of prime and word type: Study 2 
 
  Word Type Mean (SD) 
 
Baseline No Prime  

Inclusion 508.64 (96.30) 
Death  534.64 (105.59) 
Positive 523.30 (94.89) 
Neutral513.91 (91.76) 

 
U.S. Flag Prime   

Inclusion 482.57 (78.72) 
Death  498.59 (73.96) 
Positive 486.50 (79.11) 
Neutral481.82 (72.24)  

 
Note: N = 61.    
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Academic Performance 

Consistent with Study 1, academic performance scores were analyzed using a regression 

approach.  To ease in interpretation of significant effects, flag condition and participant gender 

were dummy-coded using the same values as in Study 1 (1= no symbol condition, 1=male).  The 

first step of the analysis included the flag condition code, participant gender, and SAT score 

covariate, and the second step included the flag condition by national inclusion interaction. 

Effects not explicitly mentioned did not reach significance.   

The analysis of performance scores revealed a significant effect of SAT scores t(1, 56) = 2.37, β 

= .38, p = .02, pr = .30, such that higher scores were related to increased academic performance.  

There was also a marginal effect of flag exposure, t(1, 56) = 1.86, β = -.23, p = .07, pr = .24, 

such that participants in the flag condition (M = 10.16, SD = 2.88) tended to perform at higher 

levels than in the no flag condition (M = 8.75, SD = 2.90).  Inconsistent with the results of Study 

1, national inclusion did not interact with flag exposure to predict academic performance (p = 

.47).  

Mediation Analyses 

For the mediation analyses, activation of inclusion thought, inhibition of death thought, 

and activation of positive concept scores were created by computing standardized residual 

latencies that controlled for baseline responding.   For example, the residual latency of inclusion 

words represents latencies on U.S. flag prime trials after controlling for speed of response to 

these words at baseline.  To examine whether the marginal effect of flag exposure on 

performance scores was mediated by the activation of inclusion thoughts or inhibition of death 

thoughts, a regression analysis that included the same predictors as in the main analysis of 

academic performance was conducted.  This analysis additionally contained the inclusion 

thought activation score and the centered interactions among the key predictors (i.e., national 

inclusion, flag condition, and inclusion thought activation).  To provide a particularly stringent 

test of the effect of inclusion-related thoughts on academic performance, the analysis controlled 

for the extent to which the flag activated generally positive concepts by including the positive 

word activation score and its interaction with explicit national inclusion and flag condition as 

predictors in the analysis.  A parallel regression analysis examined the potentially mediating 

effect of death thought inhibition by substituting the death inhibition score for the inclusion 

thought activation score.   
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This marginal effect of flag exposure on participants’ performance remained virtually 

unchanged upon addition of the inclusion and positive word residual scores (β = -.23, p = .10).  

Neither the activation of inclusion thoughts nor the activation of positive words in the presence 

of the flag was significantly associated with performance scores (ps > .93).  However, there was 

a significant interaction between positive activation and flag condition, t(1, 48) = 2.46, β = -.98, 

p = .02, pr = -.29, and a marginal interaction between inclusion thought activation, and flag 

condition t(1, 48) = -1.80, β = .60, p = .08, pr = -.24.   

To explore the nature of these interactions, the influence of inclusion thought and positive 

activation was examined separately in the no flag and U.S. flag conditions.  Negative 

relationships between the residual latency and academic performance indicate that greater 

activation of that construct, as evidenced by shorter residual latencies, is associated with 

increased performance.  In the no flag condition, greater activation of positive concepts was 

associated with a marginal increase in performance, t(1, 26) = -1.97, β = -.45, p = .06, pr = -.36, 

however this relationship reversed direction in the flag condition t(1, 25) = 1.65, β = .57, p = .11, 

pr = .31.  Although not significant in either condition, the relationship between the latency score 

for inclusion words and performance was also different in the no flag and flag conditions.  

Consistent with the idea that greater activation of inclusion thoughts is associated with increased 

performance in the presence of the U.S. flag, the association between inclusion latencies and 

performance was negative in the U.S. flag condition, t(1, 25) = -1.31, β = -.45, p = .20, pr = -.25, 

and positive in the no flag condition t(1, 26) = 1.18, β = .27, p = .25, pr = .23.  There was no 

evidence that national inclusion interacted with the automatic activation of inclusion thoughts (ps 

> .15). 

The analysis of performance scores that examined death thought inhibition as a mediator 

revealed no significant effects beyond the effect of SAT scores and the marginal effect of flag 

exposure reported in the previous analysis (all ps for predictors involving death thought 

inhibition > .31).  As in the previous analysis, death thought inhibition was unrelated to 

academic performance and the marginal effect of flag exposure was not significantly affected by 

the addition of the death word residual (β = .22, p = .09).  Therefore, the inhibition of death 

thoughts did not mediate the effect of flag exposure on performance. 
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Discussion 

The goal of the current study was to provide further insight into the mechanisms through 

which exposure to the U.S. flag enhances White participants’ performance.  Consistent with the 

results of the pilot studies, there was a marginal effect of flag exposure on White participants’ 

performance such that White participants’ performance tended to be higher in the presence 

versus the absence of the U.S. flag.  As in the previous study, inclusion thought activation and 

death thought inhibition were examined as mediators of the U.S. flag’s influence on 

performance.  Although inclusion thought activation was more strongly associated with 

increased performance in the U.S. flag condition than in the no symbol condition, neither this 

difference nor the individual associations between inclusion thoughts and performance were 

statistically significant.  Consistent with Study 1, death thought inhibition was also unrelated to 

academic performance.  Because inclusion thought activation and death thought inhibition were 

not significantly associated with academic performance and did not influence the strength of the 

flag’s effect on performance, they did not mediate the flag’s influence on performance.  

Therefore, across the two studies there was no evidence that inclusion thought activation or death 

thought inhibition mediated the influence of the U.S. flag on White participants’ performance. 

The current study also revealed an unanticipated interaction involving positive activation 

and flag exposure.  Stronger activation of positive concepts was marginally associated with 

increased performance when participants were not exposed to the flag.  In the presence of the 

U.S. flag, stronger activation of positive concepts tended to be associated with decreased 

academic performance, however this association was not significant.  It is difficult to interpret 

why the activation of positive thoughts was associated with marginally greater performance in 

the absence of the U.S flag.   

Inconsistent with Study 1, the current study did not reveal an association between 

national inclusion and performance.  One explanation for this discrepancy may be differences in 

measurement of national inclusion across the two studies.  In Study 1, participants reported their 

national inclusion on a web survey prior to reporting to the lab.  Many of these participants 

completed the web survey after receiving an email reminder the day before their lab session.  In 

the current study, participants responded to items on a questionnaire at their first lab session, and 

then returned to complete the academic test approximately 4-7 days later.  Although participants 

were encouraged to be open and honest in their responses and given privacy when filling out the 

questionnaire in the laboratory, it is possible that participants completing the web survey in 
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complete privacy were more honest in their responses.  Recent research has shown, for example, 

that participants are less likely to distort their racial attitudes when these attitudes are assessed 

via the internet compared to at a lab session, (Evans, Garcia, Garcia, & Baron, 2003).  Moreover, 

for participants in Study 1, the short span of time between completion of the national inclusion 

scale and the performance measures at the lab session may have led participants to be 

particularly mindful of inclusion when they were completing the academic test in the laboratory.  

As a result of reflecting upon their inclusion shortly before reporting to the laboratory, inclusion-

related thoughts may have been activated more easily for these participants and influenced their 

responses.  Participants in the current study completed the measure of national inclusion 

approximately 4-7 days prior to reporting to the laboratory to complete the academic test.  It is 

possible that these participants’ perceptions of their inclusion may have changed during the 

longer period of time between the assessments, or that these participants were relatively less 

mindful of their inclusion when they reported to the laboratory.   
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COMBINED RESULTS 

The identical manipulations of flag exposure and assessments of academic performance 

across Studies 1 and 2 made it possible to pool the data from these studies and examine the 

effects of flag exposure on majority and minority group members’ performance.  Because there 

were no significant effects involving the school symbol, and this symbol was only included in 

the first study, the composite data set includes data from the White (n = 106) and racial minority 

group member participants (n = 40) in the no symbol and flag conditions.  A regression analysis 

was conducted on participants’ performance scores that included group status, national inclusion, 

flag condition, and all centered interactions between these variables.  The analysis revealed a 

marginal group status by flag exposure interaction, t(1, 137) = 1.67, β = .27, p = .10, pr = .14.  

Flag exposure led to a marginal increase in performance among the White participants, t(1, 101) 

= 1.90, β = .17, p = .06, pr = .19, but did not influence the performance of the racial minority 

group member participants, ( p = .38).  There were no significant effects involving national 

inclusion (ps > .74).  These data are consistent with the results of the pilot studies, which 

indicated that the flag tends to have positive effects on White participants’ performance, but no 

significant effects on racial minority group members’ performance.      
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GENERAL DISCUSSION 

National symbols pervade many contemporary societies and people are exposed to these 

symbols on a daily basis.  Moreover, the presence of these symbols is often encouraged, and in 

some cases mandated, on the basis of the positive effects argued to result from exposure to 

national symbols.  For example, scholars have suggested that national flags activate people’s 

national identities, which may increase their psychological identification with their nation and 

foster a sense of national pride (Feshbach & Sakano, 1997).  Others have argued that national 

symbols help people manage concerns about their own mortality by reminding them of their 

inclusion in a large social group (Reykowski, 1997).  Despite these intuitions about the 

psychological effects of national symbols, little research has directly examined the effects of 

exposure to symbols such as the U.S. flag.  Therefore, the primary goal of the present research 

was to explore the concepts that become activated or inhibited in the presence of national 

symbols and examine the implications of these responses for academic performance.   

Of particular interest in the current work was the prediction that responses to the U.S. 

flag depend upon participants’ racial majority or minority group status.  Based upon previous 

research indicating that racial majority group members in the United States (i.e., Whites) report 

higher levels of national inclusion than racial minority group members and are perceived to be 

more ‘American’ than minority group members, I predicted that White participants would be 

particularly likely to perceive the U.S. flag as a symbol of their group membership.  As a result, 

exposure to the U.S. flag was argued to result in the activation of inclusion-related thoughts or 

the inhibition of death-related thoughts, particularly among White participants who perceive 

themselves as highly supported by and included in U.S. politics and government (high national 

inclusion). The extent of activation of these constructs in the presence of the U.S. flag, in turn, 

was expected to predict White participants’ academic performance.  Because many racial 

minority group members tend to perceive themselves as less ‘American’ than Whites, I 

anticipated that these participants would be relatively less likely to perceive the U.S. flag as a 

symbol of their group membership.  Therefore, it was possible that racial minority group 

members would respond to the U.S. flag with less activation of inclusion thoughts or inhibition 

of death thoughts, and concomitantly, lower academic performance in the presence of the U.S. 

flag.  Two studies directly examined the activation of inclusion thoughts and inhibition of death 

thoughts as mediators of the effect of flag exposure on performance.   
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Across the studies, there was mixed support for the prediction that exposure to the U.S. 

flag activates inclusion thoughts for White participants in particular.  In Study 1 White 

participants higher in national inclusion responded with marginally greater inclusion thought 

activation in the presence of the U.S. flag than White participants who were lower in national 

inclusion.  For racial minority group members, national inclusion was unrelated to the activation 

of inclusion thoughts in either the presence or absence of the U.S. flag.  These results support the 

idea that racial majority and minority group members perceive the U.S. flag differently such that 

the flag is evocative of inclusion thoughts only among White participants who perceive 

themselves as included in United States politics and government.  Study 2 compared the degree 

to which the flag activates inclusion thoughts to the degree of activation of other types of 

concepts (positive, neutral, death) and found no evidence that subliminal exposure to the U.S. 

flag activates inclusion thoughts to a greater (or lesser) extent than other types of concepts.  

Thus, although inclusion thoughts may be activated in the presence of the flag, particularly 

among White participants high in national inclusion, the strength of activation does not differ 

from the activation of other types of concepts.  Further, the examination of death thought 

inhibition across the studies provided no evidence that flag exposure inhibits death thoughts, 

either overall or differentially for racial majority and minority group members as predicted.   

The current studies provided modest support for the hypothesis that flag exposure elicits 

positive effects on White participants’ performance relative to the effects on racial minority 

group members’ performance.  In Study 1 White participants high in national inclusion 

performed at higher levels in the presence of the U.S. flag than White participants low in national 

inclusion, whereas this was not the case for racial minority group members.  In Study 2, the U.S. 

flag had a marginally significant effect on White participants’ performance in the same 

performance-enhancing direction as in the pilot studies, however this effect was not qualified by 

participants’ level of national inclusion as it was in the previous study.  A final analysis of data 

from participants in the no symbol and flag conditions in Studies 1 and 2 revealed a marginally 

significant group status by flag exposure interaction which was driven by a marginal effect of 

flag exposure on the White participants’ performance.  In considering the results of this 

combined analysis in tandem with the results of the two pilot studies, it is evident that flag 

exposure exclusively influences White participants’ performance in a positive direction.  In the 

three studies that included participants who identified as racial minority group members, there 
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was no evidence that the flag significantly influenced their performance in such a positive 

direction.    

Mediating Factors  

Although the evidence suggests that the U.S. flag increases White participants’ 

performance, and in certain cases does so for some White participants more so than others, the 

current studies were unable to identify the mechanisms through which the flag influences 

performance.  Inconsistent with mediation, after statistically controlling for inclusion thought 

activation and death thought inhibition in both studies, the effects involving flag exposure 

remained unchanged.  It is important to note that the measures of inclusion thought activation 

and death thought inhibition employed in the current work have yielded reliable effects in 

examinations of the automatic activation of other constructs.  One major benefit of using this 

type of measure instead of an explicit measure is that the implicit assessment would be less likely 

to prime the construct of interest, which may then unwittingly influence the outcome measures.  

For example, it is possible that pointedly asking participants how included they felt in either the 

presence or absence of the U.S. flag would have primed the construct of inclusion for all 

participants.  In that case, the measure rather than the symbol could have influenced performance 

and the effects of the flag would be obscured by the baseline activation of inclusion.    

In identifying the mediators of the effect of flag exposure, however, it may be justifiable 

to use more explicit assessments of different constructs in the future.  For example, there is now 

a substantial body of evidence that positive affect increases executive functioning, cognitive 

flexibility, mental efficiency in problem solving, and intrinsic motivation (Isen & Labroo, 2003; 

Isen & Reeve, 2005), all of which are critical to successfully solving difficult problems like those 

administered in the current studies.  It is possible that exposure to the U.S. flag increases positive 

affect among the White participants because it is perceived as a symbol of their group 

membership.  Further, specific types of positive affect related to national identification (e.g., 

pride) may result from flag exposure, and it may be these specific types of positive affective 

responses that lead to White participants’ increased performance in the presence of the U.S. flag.  

Therefore, assessments of participants’ affective states in the presence of national symbols may 

provide insight into the reasons why White participants’ performance tends to be greater in the 

presence of the U.S. flag.  

Another possible mediator of the flag’s influence on performance is the automatic 

activation of racial categories in the presence of the flag.  This prediction is based upon Devos 
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and Banaji’s work on the “American = White effect,” which indicates that for many people the 

category ‘American’ is closely connected to the racial/ethnic category ‘White’.  Their findings 

imply that the presence of ‘American’ symbols may activate certain racial/ethnic categories more 

so than others.  In particular, the U.S. flag may activate the racial category ‘White,’ which may, 

in turn, activate information associated with that category.  The content of the racial category 

'White' includes several characteristics relevant to achievement including, “intelligent,” 

“ambitious,” and “hard-working” (Katz & Braly, 1933; McCabe & Brannon, 2004).  Therefore, 

among White participants the presence of the flag may activate their racial category and the 

performance-relevant information associated with that category.  The activation of positive 

stereotypic information related to achievement may result in greater performance in the presence 

of the U.S. flag.  Consistent with this possibility, Shih, Pittinsky, and Ambady (1999) 

demonstrated that Asian women performed better on a math test when their Asian identity was 

implicitly activated compared to when their female identity was activated.  They argued that 

stereotypes associated with the racial/ethnic category ‘Asian’ imply superior quantitative 

performance, and activating the category ‘Asian’ made the positive stereotype accessible and 

influential for quantitative performance.  In a similar vein, the flag’s automatic activation of the 

positive stereotypic information included in the racial/ethnic category ‘White’ may have 

increased the White participants’ performance.   

 One interpretation of the current findings is that racial majority group members were 

relatively more influenced by flag exposure than racial minority group members, potentially 

because the flag is more closely associated with the racial category ‘White” than it is with other 

racial/ethnic categories.  Non-White participants, therefore, may be less influenced by the flag 

because it is not a symbol of their racial/ethnic category.  An intriguing alternative possibility is 

that racial minority group members were not immune to the effects of the flag, but experienced 

very different reactions than racial majority group members.  It is possible, for example, that 

racial minority group members became all the more mindful of their racial group membership in 

the presence of the flag because their racial identity deviates from the category that is activated 

by the flag.  In other words, the flag’s connection to “Whiteness” reminds non-White participants 

of their racial outgroup status.  Because the content of the stereotype of many racial/ethnic 

groups includes characteristics that are either unrelated to or directly opposite of intelligence and 

achievement, (for example, the content of the stereotypes of Blacks includes characteristics such 

as lazy and unintelligent, Devine & Elliot, 1995), it is possible that the activation of this negative 
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rather than positive stereotypic information in the presence of the U.S. flag is what underlies 

racial minority group members’ different response to the flag (i.e., lack of performance boost).   

Limitations and Future Directions 

 The current studies examined the influence of flag exposure on academic performance by 

conducting experiments in a laboratory setting.  The benefit of this approach is that the large 

amount of experimental control and random assignment to flag conditions allows for an 

unambiguous and direct test of the implications of flag exposure.  It is possible, however, that 

participants would respond differently when tested in classrooms where the presence of the U.S. 

flag is either more or less apparent than it was in the current studies.  Effects of flag exposure 

may be particularly strong in schools that directly draw students’ attention to these symbols 

through practices such as the pledge of allegiance.  Although laws that mandate flag exposure in 

all classrooms would make it difficult to experimentally examine this effect at the level of the 

classroom in some states (i.e., randomly assign some classrooms to contain a U.S. flag), 

examining students’ academic performance in classrooms that contain U.S. flags compared to 

performance in classrooms that do not contain flags (or comparing responses between classes 

that observe the pledge of allegiance to those that do not) would be an important addition to the 

current work. 

 In future work it will also be important to examine in more detail to what extent the 

current findings are specific to the U.S. flag or would occur upon exposure to other types of 

symbols of group membership – either national or non-national symbols.  The current work 

compared participants’ responses to the U.S. flag to a school symbol, which was argued to 

activate an important group identity for both racial majority and minority group members.  

However, the findings were inconclusive as to how participants perceived this symbol, and 

participants’ responses in the school symbol condition did not differ from their responses in the 

no symbol or flag conditions.  It would seem, therefore, that the effects observed in the current 

work were specific to symbols of national group membership, although more evidence is needed 

to support this contention.  An important question that remains, however, is whether racial 

majority and minority group members would respond differently in the presence of other 

national symbols.  Although the U.S. flag is one of the more prominently displayed ‘American’ 

symbols, there are other symbols associated with the category ‘American,’ such as Uncle Sam, 

the Statue of Liberty, and the bald eagle.  To clarify whether the current studies reflect effects of 

flag exposure or exposure to national symbols, it will be important to compare racial majority 
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and minority group members’ performance in the presence of the U.S. flag to these other 

national symbols.   

 A final question that may be addressed through future research concerns the generality of 

the current findings beyond the United States.  Extending the current work beyond participants 

from the United States may clarify whether the mechanisms through which national symbols 

influence performance involve participants’ racial majority/minority group status or the 

activation of specific attributes associated with group status.  In the United States, for example, 

the dominant racial majority group (Whites) happens to be one in which the stereotype of that 

group is associated with superior performance.  Without a measure of stereotype activation in the 

presence of the U.S. flag, it is difficult to ascertain whether the current findings reflect the White 

participants’ dominant group status or the activation of the positive stereotype associated with 

their group.  Including measures of stereotype activation in future studies will provide insight 

into this issue.  It will also be informative to examine the responses of participants in nations 

where the stereotype of the dominant racial/ethnic group does not imply superior performance.  

The most current (2006) estimate of the racial demography of South Africa, for example, 

indicates that the majority and minority groups are the inverse of that of the United States.  Black 

Africans comprise the racial majority (79.5 %) and White Africans are in the racial minority (9.2 

%, Statistics South Africa, 2007).  If the Black Africans in South Africa responded with 

increased performance in the presence of the South African flag, whereas the White Africans did 

not, then the mechanism through which the flag influences performance would likely involve 

participants’ dominant group status rather than the activation of positive stereotypes associated 

with that group. 

Implications and Conclusions 

The current work was focused on the U.S. flag because this symbol is pervasively 

displayed in the United States, particularly in contexts where academic performance is frequently 

assessed.  The finding that the U.S. flag increases academic performance exclusively for racial 

majority group members raises important questions about the range of environmental factors that 

may create or enhance performance gaps.  The current work suggests that racial inequality in 

academic performance may not just be rooted in the effects of negative stereotypes on racial 

minority group members’ performance, as the influential work on stereotype threat indicates, but 

may also be affected by performance advantages exclusively given to racial majority group 

members.  Theories of White privilege, that majority group members unknowingly have access 
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to privileges that minority group members do not, have largely focused on the social benefits 

afforded to racial majority group members.  The current work indicates that it may be important 

to expand the scope of White privilege to consider domains such as academic performance.    

The U.S. flag is, however, but one of many symbols of group membership, and academic 

performance is just one of many outcomes that could be influenced by this symbol.  The 

mechanisms through which the flag influences responses may not be specific to this symbol or to 

Whites and racial minority group members, but may instead reflect a more general pattern of 

how members of particular groups respond to symbols of group membership.  Although symbols 

are important markers of group membership, the responses to these symbols may not always be 

positive.  Indeed, recent controversy over the display of the Confederate battle flag in the 

southern United States indicates that some symbols and the meaning attached to the symbol may 

generate conflict between groups.  Symbols, therefore, may influence how people respond, as the 

current work indicates, but also how they respond to each other.  These possibilities open the 

door for future research examining both the intrapersonal and interpersonal implications of 

symbols 
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APPENDIX A 
IRB APPROVAL FORM (ALL STUDIES) 
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APPENDIX B 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM (PILOT STUDIES) 
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APPENDIX C 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM (STUDY 1)  
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APPENDIX D 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM (STUDY 2) 
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APPENDIX E 

NATIONAL INCLUSION SCALE 

 
Using the following scale, please indicate whether you agree or disagree with each item. 
 
  

1  2   3   4   5            
     Strongly                    Neither Agree                        Strongly  
     Disagree                                nor Disagree             Agree 
 
_______ 1.  I feel like the U.S. government sees people from my social group as important  
         contributors to society.   
 
_______ 2. When I think about politics and government in the U.S., I consider myself an    
                    outsider. 
 
_______ 3. I feel like the U.S. government looks out for people from my social group. 
 
_______ 4. When I see the U.S. flag, I feel like I am part of something great.   
 
_______ 5. I tend to feel like I am well represented in U.S. politics and government. 
 
_______ 6. When I hear or read about the politics and governmental system in the United States,  
                   I feel that I am a part of the system. 
 
_______ 7. My values are different from the values exhibited in the policies and processes of  

       American politics. 
 

_______ 8.  I feel like the U.S. government cares about me and people from my group.  
 

_______ 9. The way things are going in the US government, my friends and I aren’t really  
        represented. 
 
_______ 10. When I see the U.S. flag, I feel like an outsider. 
 
_______ 11.  I feel like I am a valued citizen of the U.S. 
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