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Abstract 

Previous research examining decisions to shoot using computer simulations has found 

that people tend to be biased toward shooting Black suspects (i.e., participants tend to be quick to 

shoot Black suspects and to mistakenly shoot unarmed Black suspects). Additionally, research 

has found that White people tend to perceive poor Whites as a threat and respond negatively 

toward poor White people. The present work examines influences of both race and 

socioeconomic status on decisions to shoot during a computer simulation task. The results 

indicate that socioeconomic status level of the suspect influenced participants’ responses to the 

shooter task, while race of the suspect had little impact. Specifically, participants’ were faster to 

shoot armed low socioeconomic status individuals as compared to armed high socioeconomic 

status individuals. These findings suggest that stereotypic associations between low 

socioeconomic status people and criminality may influence decisions to shoot. 
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Shooter Bias: The Implications of Race and Socioeconomic Status 

The human mind is wired to make quick decisions. It uses information as efficiently as 

possible, drawing conclusions with whatever data it has available. However, preconceptions and 

stereotypes can bias the processing of information and lead people to perceive what they 

“expect” to see in their environments. Recent research has focused on how racial stereotypes bias 

decision-making, especially in threatening situations (e.g., Correll, Park, Judd, & Wittenbrink, 

2002; Plant & Peruche, 2005). Take the case of the imperiled police officer who must quickly 

decide whether to shoot a potentially dangerous suspect. If the police officer has stereotypic 

expectations that Black people are associated with violence and criminal activities, he or she may 

be more likely to perceive a Black suspect as a threat even if the suspect is not dangerous. The 

present work takes this analysis of stereotype-based responding to another dimension, exploring 

the role of socioeconomic status (i.e., SES)—and inherent stereotypes and psychological 

reactions based on SES—in split-second decision-making. 

 Previous research reveals a dynamic interplay between stereotypes and a person’s ability 

to distinguish dangerous individuals and objects from nonthreatening ones (e.g., Correll et al., 

2002; Payne, 2001). Stereotypes play a primary role in a person’s judgment and interpretation of 

individuating information in ambiguous situations (Kunda & Sherman-Williams, 1993). 

Specifically, here in the United States there is a strong stereotypic association between Black 

people and violence (e.g., Quillian & Pager, 2001). These stereotypic associations between Black 

people and violence have been shown to bias responses toward Black people (e.g., Payne, 2001; 

Correll et al., 2002; Plant & Peruche, 2005). For example, Payne (2001) found that when 

participants were told to quickly distinguish handguns from hand tools, they were more likely to 

misidentify hand tools as handguns when the picture of the object was preceded by a picture of a 
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Black person as compared to a picture of a White person. These findings suggest that biased 

associations linking Black people to weapons and violence may guide automatic responses 

during weapon recognition. 

 Research has also examined the impact of suspect race for bias in decisions to shoot (e.g., 

Correll et al., 2002; Correll, Park, Judd, & Wittenbrink, 2007). For example, Correll et al. (2002) 

administered a computer simulation task in which participants were told to “shoot” when a 

picture of a Black or White person was paired with a picture of a dangerous item. If the picture 

of a Black or White person was paired with a picture of a nonthreatening item, participants were 

instructed to select “don’t shoot.” Participants were faster to shoot armed Black suspects than 

armed White suspects. Additionally, when participants were forced to make their decisions 

quickly, they were more likely to shoot armed Black suspects as compared to armed White 

suspects and were more likely to incorrectly shoot unarmed Black than White suspects. The 

authors argued that racial stereotypes biased the participant’s decision to shoot. Moreover, both 

Black and White participants demonstrated a similar tendency toward shooting the armed Black 

suspects more quickly than armed White suspects (Correll et al., 2002). This finding implies that 

a strong cultural stereotype in the United States associating criminality with Black people 

influences Black as well as White people’s processing of information.  

Examining split-second decision-making responses to shoot on computer simulation tasks 

has also been used to explore other threat-related responses. Correll and colleagues (2011) 

examined whether the suspect’s race mattered in decisions to shoot when placed in a dangerous 

or nonthreatening environment. They found that participants were more likely to shoot, 

regardless of the race of the suspect, when the situational context was dangerous. In contrast, 

race did influence decisions to shoot in the nondangerous situations (i.e., in nondangerous 



Moore, S.L. 7 

contexts participants were more likely to shoot the Black compared to White suspects). These 

results imply that people are sensitive to factors that indicate danger—both dangerous 

environments and the presence of a person from a group stereotypically associated with danger 

(Correll, Wittenbrink, Park, Judd, & Goyle, 2011). 

In 2010, Plant, Kunstman, and Maner, used a shooting simulation to examine threat-

related reactions in the context of romantic relationships. People who are in committed 

heterosexual relationships engage in a range of behaviors to maintain their relationships 

including avoiding and derogating attractive members of the opposite sex.  Thus, Plant and her 

colleagues argued that people in committed relationships would be more likely to view attractive 

members of the opposite sex as a threat and, as a result, would be biased toward incorrectly 

shooting them. Consistent with their predictions, Plant et al. found that people in committed 

relationships were more likely to shoot when shown pictures of attractive members of the 

opposite sex. Accordingly, when a potential threat is made salient, people may be more likely 

respond in self-protective ways when making split second responses to others. 

SES and Perceptions of Threat 

Although past research has examined the role of race and shooter bias, to my knowledge, 

no work has explored the implications of SES for decisions to shoot. Indeed, there is reason to 

believe that SES could bias decisions to shoot. In particular, recent work indicates that White 

people perceive low SES White people as a threat (Kunstman & Plant, 2013) and, thus, on a 

shooting simulation task they may be biased toward shooting low SES White people compared to 

high SES White people.  

Studies have shown that there are still social and material benefits associated with being 

White in the United States (Pratto, Sidanius, & Levin, 2006; Woolf, Johnson, Fryer, Rust, & 
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Satchner, 2004; Census, 2011). For instance, compared to racial minorities, White people have 

higher college acceptance and graduation rates, are more likely to receive health insurance, and 

have a higher mean income. With these advantages, White people, compared to other racial 

groups, may be especially motivated to protect the status and prestige of their racial ingroup. 

This drive to maintain ingroup status may be one reason why White people often respond 

negatively to low SES Whites (Kunstman & Plant, 2013). For example, Kunstman and Plant 

(2013) found that when White participants were asked to list traits associated with low SES 

White people, White participants listed terms related to concern for status (e.g., dirty, lazy, 

uneducated). 

Further work by Kunstman and Plant (2013) shows that when threats of status are made 

salient, White participants tend to respond negatively toward low SES ingroup members (i.e., 

low SES White people). In particular, they found evidence of a link between strong feelings of 

White ingroup identity and status threat reactions toward low SES White people but not low SES 

Black people. This means that the more a White person identified with his or her own racial 

ingroup, the more likely he or she was to exhibit negative responses toward low SES ingroup 

members (Kunstman & Plant, 2013). Together, these findings indicate that White people tend to 

perceive poor Whites as a threat. As a result, it was expected that White people may exhibit a 

tendency toward shooting low SES White people as compared to high SES White people on a 

shooting simulation task. 

In the present study, we examine the joint implications of race and SES on decisions to 

shoot. To this end, participants were asked to make decisions on whether to shoot criminal 

suspects who appear rapidly on a computer screen. These suspects varied in both their SES (low 

vs. high) and race (Black vs. White). The purpose of this study was twofold. First, we examined 
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whether race and SES both have implications for bias in decisions to shoot. Consistent with the 

previous work on race and decisions to shoot, it was hypothesized that White participants will be 

more likely to shoot Black suspects regardless of the presence of a dangerous or nonthreatening 

item and regardless of the suspect’s SES. In addition, previous research has suggested that White 

people attempt to psychologically distance themselves from low SES White people and perceive 

low SES White people as a threat (Kunstman & Plant, 2013). As a result, it was hypothesized 

that White participants would assess the low SES White suspects as a threat and would be more 

likely to shoot this group regardless of whether or not the suspects were paired with a dangerous 

item, as compared to high SES White suspects.   

 In this study, participants’ racial identification, personal socioeconomic status level, and 

attitudes relevant to derogating the poor (e.g., participant endorsement of the Protestant work 

ethic) were assessed to see whether responses on the shooting simulation were influenced by 

these individual difference measures. Based on the work by Kunstman and Plant (2013), it was 

expected that ingroup identification would play an important role in determining responses to 

low vs. high SES Whites. Therefore, it was expected that White participants who strongly 

identified with their race would be more biased to shoot low SES White suspects as compared to 

high SES White suspects. However, based on Correll et al. 2002, it was expected that 

participants’ attitudes toward poor people might influence their responses on the simulation such 

that the more prejudiced attitudes a participant holds toward the poor, the more aggressive the 

participant’s responses would be toward the low SES suspects.  

Methods 

Participants and design. Eighty-six introductory psychology students who received 

partial credit toward a course requirement for their participation completed the procedure (81% 
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female; 73% White, 12% Hispanic, 6% Black, 4% multiracial, 5% other; Mage = 19.23). The 

principal focus of the study was on White participants, therefore, the analyses only included the 

62 White participants. The study had a 2 (suspect race: Black vs. White) × 2 (suspect 

socioeconomic status: low vs. high) × 2 (object: gun vs. neutral) repeated measures design. 

Materials and Procedure. Participants completed a shoot/don’t shoot computer 

simulation similar to the computer task used in Plant, Goplen, Kunstman (2011; see also Peruche 

& Plant, 2006; Plant Kunstman, & Maner, 2010; Plant & Peruche, 2005). Participants were told 

to pretend that they were police officers chasing dangerous suspects, and it was their task to 

determine if the suspect who appeared on the screen is armed and dangerous or is not. The 

participants were told that pictures of different people would flash on the screen and these 

pictures would be either paired with a gun or a nonthreatening item (e.g., wallet, cell phone). If 

the person who appeared on the screen was paired with a gun, the suspect was dangerous, and 

participants were told to press the “shoot” button (the A key on the keyboard). If the person on 

the screen was not paired with a dangerous item, participants were instructed to press the “don’t 

shoot” button (the L key on the keyboard).  

Participants were shown pictures of four different categories of people: Black low SES 

men, Black high SES men, White low SES men, and White high SES men. There were a total of 

20 faces used (5 of each type; see Appendix A). Since the focus of this study is to examine the 

effects of race and socioeconomic status on decisions to shoot, we limited the photographs to 

only male photos to reduce any potential influences gender may have on decision-making. 

Pictures for these categories were selected from the Center for Longevity’s Face Database 

(Minear & Park, 2004) and through web searches.  
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The selected pictures were chosen from a larger sample of pictures after careful pre-

testing with a sample of 26 participants who were asked to rate each photo based on perceived 

socioeconomic status level, emotional expression, attractiveness, age, and race. Pilot participants 

all agreed in their evaluations that the Black selected faces were Black and the White selected 

faces were White. The faces were also selected to be as similar as possible and relatively average 

on attractiveness and neutral in their emotional expression.  In addition, pictures were selected so 

that the high SES (M = 5.16, SD = .64) and the low SES (M = 3.18, SD = .60) images were rated 

significantly different on perceived SES, t(27) = -13.15, p < .001. There was a slight but 

statistically significant tendency for participants to rate the high SES Black faces as slightly 

higher in SES (M = 5.28, SD = .67) than the high SES White faces (M = 5.04, SD = .68), t(27) = 

2.71, p = .01. However, the low SES Black faces (M = 3.21, SD = .73) and the low SES White 

faces (M = 3.14, SD = .59) were rated similarly on SES, t(27) = -.76, p = .45.   

Each picture was paired with a picture of a dangerous item (e.g., a gun) and separately 

with a picture of a nonthreatening item (e.g., a wallet), and these items were superimposed on the 

pictures of the people. The computer simulation was designed so that the pictures quickly flashed 

on the screen and participants were asked to press the buttons labeled “shoot” or “don’t shoot” 

within an 630-millisecond time frame based on whether the person in the picture was paired with 

a dangerous or nonthreatening item. The 630-millisecond time frame was selected in order to 

ensure that implicit responses (e.g., knee-jerk reactions) were tested and that participant response 

accuracy was over 50%. Each participant completed 6 practice trials and 240 test trials (6 blocks 

with 40 trials in each). 

In this study, we only focused on the first half of the trials. Previous studies indicate that 

training on this type of computer simulation task can reduce existing biases (Plant & Peruche, 
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2005; Plant, Peruche, & Butz, 2005). Although a large number of trials were included for 

exploratory purposes, the focus of the present work was upon the first half of the trial blocks 

(blocks 1 through 3).  

After finishing the computer task, participants completed a series of questionnaires. The 

questionnaire packet included the Protestant Work Ethic Scale (Katz & Hass, 1988), Collective 

Self Esteem Scale (Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992), and a demographic questionnaire including 

questions about their SES (Hollingstead, 2011).   

The Protestant Work Ethic Scale (Katz & Hass, 1988) was used to measure participants 

support of the Protestant work ethic and contains ten items (e.g., “Anyone who is willing and 

able to work hard has a good chance of succeeding.”) rated on a strongly disagree to strongly 

agree scale (α = .60). The Importance to Identity subscale of the Collective Self Esteem Scale 

was used to determine the importance participants placed on their racial identity. The subscale is 

composed of four items (e.g., “My racial group is an important reflection of who I am.”) rated on 

a 1 strongly disagree to 7 strongly agree scale (α = .83).  

The demographic questionnaire consisted of items assessing participant race, gender, 

parent/guardian highest degree attained and parent/guardian occupation. Participant’s 

socioeconomic status was coded based on parent/guardian occupation and highest degree 

attained (Hollingstead, 2011). Parent/guardian occupation was given a rank from one to nine 

based on the type of job held using the suggestions provided by Hollingstead (2011). For 

instance, a value of one includes jobs such as farm laborers and menial service workers and a 

value of nine consists of jobs such as higher executives, proprietors of large businesses, and 

major professionals. Parent/guardian highest degree attained was also given a numerical value 

(e.g., less than seventh grade education equals a score of one and graduate professional training 
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equals a score of seven). Both scores for parent/guardian occupation and highest degree attained 

were combined to determine participant SES. For participant’s who did not report their parents’ 

occupation or education, their socioeconomic status was not computed.  

Additionally, there were some instances where the parent/guardian occupation was 

unclear. If the occupation was unclear, an occupation was selected from the list in the 

Hollingstead (2011) paper that closely resembled the occupation the participant reported. For 

participant’s who listed a parent/guardian as a homemaker, stay at home dad, stay at home mom, 

or as unemployed, the parent/guardian was given a score of a 0. The value of 0 was selected 

since these parents did not hold a job. 

Results 

 In order to examine participants’ responses to the simulation, two sets of analyses were 

conducted.  One set of analyses examined participants’ speed to respond to the different types of 

trials (i.e., latency scores). The second set examined the error rates on the simulation to measure 

the accuracy in participants’ responses. Initial examination of the responses revealed that two 

participants had error scores on the simulation that were more than three standard deviations 

above the mean number of errors; therefore, these participants’ responses were not included in 

the analysis.  

Latency analyses. I examined participants’ latency scores on the simulation (e.g., the 

speed of participants’ responses) with a 2 (suspect race: Black vs. White) × 2 (suspect 

socioeconomic status: low vs. high) × 2 (object: gun vs. neutral) repeated measures Analysis of 

Variance (ANOVA). The analysis revealed a main effect of object, meaning that participants 

were faster to respond when a gun was present (M = 473, SD = 30) as compared to when a 

neutral object was present (M = 489, SD  = 33), F(1, 59) = 39.87, p < .001.  
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The analysis also revealed a main effect for SES level of the suspect, signifying that 

participants were faster to respond to the low SES suspects (M = 480, SD = 30) than the high 

SES suspects (M = 483, SD = 33), F(1, 59) = 5.26, p = .03. However, these main effects were 

qualified by an interaction between suspect SES level × object, F(1, 59) = 4.60, p = .04.  

In order to understand this interaction, paired samples t-tests were conducted on the 

latency to respond to the gun and no gun trials separately as a function of suspect SES.  

Participants were faster to shoot low SES suspects with a gun (M = 469, SD = 28) than they were 

to shoot high SES suspects with a gun (M = 477, SD = 26), t(59) = -3.35, p < .001. However, 

when the suspect was unarmed the results indicate that participants responded with similar speed 

whether they were responding to low SES suspects (M = 489, SD = 27) or high SES suspects (M 

= 489, SD = 32), t(59) = .12 , p = .90 (see Figure 1).   

Error Analyses. In order to examine whether participants’ errors on the simulation 

varied as a function of the race and socioeconomic status of the suspects, repeated measures 

ANOVA was conducted. Results did not reveal any significant main effects or interactions.  

Individual Difference Analyses. In order to examine whether any of the collected 

individual difference measures influenced participant responses to the simulation, a series of 

ANOVAs were conducted on the latency and error scores with participant SES, Protestant work 

ethic endorsement, and collective self-esteem scores as potential moderators. None of these 

analyses revealed interactions involving the individual difference measures.   

Discussion 

The aim of this study was to investigate decisions to shoot Black and White, low and 

high socioeconomic status suspects in a computer simulation task. In this study, I provide 

evidence that SES affects decisions to shoot criminal suspects. To examine these issues I 
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developed a computerized shooter simulation task. In this task, participants were told to imagine 

that they are police officers chasing a dangerous suspect in the field. When a picture of a suspect 

appeared on screen, participants were told to either “shoot” or “don’t shoot” depending on if the 

suspect who appeared on the screen was armed and dangerous or was not (e.g., had a picture of a 

gun superimposed on the picture of the suspect vs. had a neutral object superimposed). Suspects 

varied by race (Black vs. White) and by socioeconomic status level (low vs. high). 

  Examination of the results revealed that participants took less time to shoot armed low 

SES suspects as compared to the armed high SES suspects. There was no difference in how 

quickly participants decided to shoot the unarmed suspects based on SES. Surprisingly, the 

analyses revealed that race did not affect latency and error scores, and no effects or interactions 

were revealed from the error analyses. 

 These findings add to the literature by highlighting the importance of socioeconomic 

status on decisions to shoot. Previous work has demonstrated how White individuals attempt to 

distinguish themselves from White, low SES individuals (Kunstman & Plant, 2013) in order to 

maintain positive feelings toward their ingroup. In the present work, when both race and SES 

were manipulated, only SES seemed to influence the responses to the simulation—participants 

were faster to shoot both Black and White armed low SES suspects than they are to shoot Black 

and White armed high SES suspects. 

 The analyses revealed that the object paired with the suspect influenced the latency 

scores. Only in instances where the suspect was paired with a picture of a gun did participants 

respond faster to low SES individuals as compared to high SES individuals. Consistent with 

previous literature, this finding suggests that associations between low SES individuals and 

crime (e.g., Hoffman, 1981) may cause participants to shoot low SES individuals faster than high 
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SES individuals. This indicates that low SES individuals are more likely to be discriminated 

against in situations when life and death decisions must be made. These findings could have 

tragic implications. For example, if an armed, low SES suspect’s behavior seems ambiguously 

threatening, a police officer may be more likely to shoot the suspect before assessing whether the 

suspect is truly dangerous. The opposite may occur as well. If a suspect is a threat but also a high 

SES individual, a police officer may put himself/herself at risk by not shooting quickly enough. 

This slower response time could result in the officer being shot rather than the threatening 

suspect.  

It was originally hypothesized that participants would respond differently to the Black 

and White suspects, consistent with the previous research. However, only the SES of the 

suspects and not their race impacted responding. It is possible that the setup of the current 

computer simulation could have influenced responding. Perhaps including both low SES White 

suspects and high SES Black suspects reminded participants that racial groups are not 

homogeneous. This reminder may have reduced racial biases typically seen in responses to 

simulations. Past research using computer simulations has held the attire of the Black and White 

suspects constant and neutral. In these contexts, participants may have assumed that the Black 

suspects were low in SES and the White suspects where high in SES, consistent with stereotypic 

assumptions in our culture. Therefore, some of the racial bias in past work may have been 

tapping into SES bias.  

I had also predicted that participant endorsement of the Protestant work ethic and racial 

identification would influence their responding; however, these factors did not impact 

responding. This finding suggests that participants’ personal endorsement of the Protestant work 

ethic and identification with their race did not influence their decision-making. It is possible that 
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personal endorsement of stereotypes linking the poor with criminality would instead play an 

important role in these responses. For example, Correll and colleagues (2007) demonstrated that 

stereotypes about Black people’s criminality play a crucial role in racial bias in decisions to 

shoot. Future research should examine participants’ endorsement of stereotypes relating low SES 

people to criminality and aggression to see if these variables influence decisions to shoot.  In 

addition, future work should also assess stereotypes about race and criminality to see whether 

they influence responses as well.  

 A limitation of the present work is that participants were all introductory psychology 

undergraduate students. In future studies, it will be important to examine decisions to shoot 

based on SES on a broader sample and on personnel who are faced with these decisions (e.g., 

police officers). Relatedly, I examined influences of race and socioeconomic status using a 

computerized simulation. Although this task did require participants to make split second 

decisions while imagining him or herself in the field chasing a dangerous suspect, the video 

game setting did not reflect a real life and death situation. Future work should utilize virtual 

reality technology to simulate chasing a suspect in the field. 

Concluding Comments  

 In conclusion, by examining both suspect socioeconomic status and race, the present 

work provides insight into the relative impact of these two important factors in decision-making 

in threatening situations.  The current work lays the groundwork for future examinations into 

these important life and death decisions.  
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Appendix A: Example Photos Used for Shooter Computer Task 
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White Low SES Suspect    Black Low SES Suspect 
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