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ABSTRACT 
Although social sanctions have made it unacceptable to express many forms of prejudice, 

for some, class-based antipathy is still an accepted form of prejudice. The current work 

investigated prejudice against White people from a low socioeconomic (SES) background and 

tested the hypothesis that White peoples’ often negative reactions to low SES ingroup members 

is the result of a perceived threat to the ingroup’s status. Pilot data suggest that White people 

have distinctly negative attitudes toward low SES White people. In Study 1 a racial 

categorization task revealed that White people have difficulty classifying the race of low SES 

White targets. Study 2 suggests the White people link low SES ingroup members with threats to 

the ingroup’s status. In Study 3, among White participants who strongly identified with their 

race, status threat enhanced a desire for interpersonal distance from an ostensibly low SES White 

(but not low SES Black) individual. This research demonstrates one pathway through which 

concerns with status increase class-based prejudice.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Do you know what you look like, with your good bag and your cheap shoes? You look like a 
rube. A well-scrubbed, hustling rube, with a little taste. Good nutrition's given you length of 
bone, but you're not more than one generation from poor white trash, are you? – Hannibal Lecter 
(Silence of the Lambs). 
 

As one of the last socially accepted targets of prejudice, few groups in contemporary 
society elicit the unfettered antipathy of White people of a low socioeconomic status (SES). 
From “White Trash” parties on college campuses to prime-time television shows like “My Big 
Redneck Wedding,” low SES Whites are derogated throughout society. However, unlike most 
forms of prejudice, in which outgroup members exhibit the most negativity (Brigham, 1993; 
Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986; Pratto, Sidanius, & Levin, 2006), many of the strongest reactions to 
low SES Whites seem to come from racial ingroup members (i.e., White people). The current 
work investigates this class-based bias and tests the general hypothesis that prejudice and 
discrimination against low SES White people is a motivated response from Whites to protect the 
status of their ingroup.  

I suggest that Whites perceive low SES White people as a threat to the status and rewards 
offered by the ingroup. As such, White people’s prejudice against low SES ingroup members 
may be uniquely associated with perceived threats to the ingroup’s resources and capacity to 
provide rewards. In response to perceived status threats, I predict White people will derogate and 
distance the self from low SES Whites both psychologically and physically. I also hypothesize 
that when concerns with status are evoked, prejudice against low SES White people will be 
amplified. The current paper reports on three studies exploring the hypothesis that White people 
physically and psychologically distance themselves from low SES ingroup members because of 
perceived threats to the status of their racial ingroup 

 
Ingroup Benefits, Race, and Status 

 
 At a basic psychological level, White people should be motivated to protect the 
considerable psychological, social, and material rewards conferred by group membership. 
Throughout social psychology, there is bountiful evidence that ingroups provide considerable 
benefits to their members, including; self-esteem (Steele, 1988; Tajfel & Turner, 1986), self-
enhancement (Boen, Vanbeselaere, & Feys, 2002; Cialdini & Richardson, 1980), identity (Tajfel 
& Turner, 1986), belief confirmation (Swann, Milton, & Polzer, 2000), coping (Greenberg et al., 
1990; Harmon-Jones, Greenberg, Solomon, & Simpson, 1996), acceptance (Leary & Baumeister, 
2000), affiliation (Correll & Park, 2005), material rewards (Billig & Tajfel, 1973; Hodson, 
Dovidio, & Gaertner, 2002; Sherif, Harvey, White, Hood, & Sherif, 1961), and protection 
(Caporeal, 1997; Caporeal & Baron, 1997). For any and all these reasons, White people may be 
motivated to protect the basic benefits afforded them by being members of a group. 

 Beyond these generic benefits of group membership, White people in the United States 
may also be concerned with protecting the unique privileges associated with being White in 
America. All other things being equal, White people still enjoy a position of high status 
compared to ethnic minorities (Pratto et al., 2006). According to census data (2006), Whites’ 
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median income is still higher than that of Black or Hispanic Americans. Even among those high 
in SES, White home loans are less likely to be rejected than those of minorities (Thomas, 1991). 
Compared to many minority groups, White people live longer lives and are more likely to have 
health insurance to cope with illness and injury (Woolf, et al., 2004). In academic settings, White 
people are more likely to be accepted and graduate college than Black or Hispanic Americans 
(Census, 2006). These findings suggest there is still considerable material privilege associated 
with being White in the United States.  

In addition to material privilege, White people in the United States also enjoy 
considerable social advantages over members of many racial minorities. Although “old 
fashioned” racism has decreased over the past several decades, modern racism is still alive in 
America (Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986; McConahay, 1986; Sears, 1988). When race neutral 
justifications are present, Whites are frequently favored in simulated hiring decisions (Dovidio & 
Gaertner, 2000; Hodson, Dovidio, & Gaertner, 2002), receive lighter sentences in simulated and 
actual criminal trials (Johnson, Whitestone, Jackson, Gatto, 1995; Nelson, 2000; Pratto, Sidanius, 
Levin, 2006), and are less likely to receive the death penalty (Amnesty International, 2003; 
Dovidio, Smith, Donnella, & Gaertner, 1997; Luginbuhl & Burkhead, 1994). By not 
experiencing the negative effects of racial discrimination, White people reap added social 
benefits from their race.  

Again, it is essential to emphasize the importance of the preface, all other things being 
equal, for many of these effects. Status and experiences with prejudice and discrimination are 
ultimately influenced by membership in multiple categories (e.g., age, class, gender, religion, 
sexual orientation). However, all other things being equal, Whites are a dominant, high status 
group in American society. As such, White people may be motivated to maintain the social and 
material privileges afforded their racial ingroup (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999).   

 
Responses to Ingroup Threats 

 
Several theories in social psychology predict that as members of an advantaged group, 

White people should be motivated to protect their ingroup’s status. Social Dominance Theory 
(SDT) and System Justification Theory (SJT) both suggest that individuals in high status groups 
should work to maintain their position atop the social hierarchy (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999; Jost & 
Banaji, 1994; Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004). Indeed, compared to ethnic minorities or low SES 
individuals, White people and those high in SES frequently score high on measures of social 
dominance and favor social policies that maintain their privileged position over programs 
designed to promote social equity (Jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost et al., 2004; Pratto et al., 2006; 
Sidanius, Levin, Liu, & Pratto, 2000). In these high status groups, social dominance also 
frequently predicts prejudice and discrimination against low status groups, including women, and 
various racial, religious, and sexual minorities (Bates & Heaven, 2001; Davies, 2004; Duriez & 
van Hiel, 2002; Esses, Dovidio, Jackson, & Armstrong, 2001; Heaven & Quintin, 2003; Levin, 
2004; Pratto et al., 2006; Whitely, 2001). From this perspective, prejudice, discrimination, and 
support for hierarchy-enhancing social policies are protective strategies White people may use to 
defend their group’s privileged position in society (Pratto et al., 2006; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). 
Yet, although much of this work has illustrated responses to intergroup threats, not all threats 
come from outside the group. Groups can also be threatened from within. 

White people’s negative reactions to low SES ingroup members may stem from 
perceptions of these individuals as intragroup threats. Just like threats from outside the group, 
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intragroup threats have the potential to undermine a group’s status or resource potential (Phelan 
& Rudman, 2010).  Ingroup members who violate important beliefs frequently evoke intense 
negative reaction from other group members. The negative connotation of words like heretic, 
apostate, or traitor all speak to the unique level of negativity reserved for individuals who are 
believed to have broken important ingroup norms. For White people, the very fact that low SES 
ingroup members are low status may be perceived as a kind of norm violation. As such, low SES 
White people may be seen as especially deviant by high status ingroup members.  

Evidence for these deviant perceptions of low SES Whites comes from the clash between 
White racial stereotypes and stereotypes of low SES people. Although research is relatively 
silent on the content of White stereotypes, what data does exist suggests that Whites are 
generally perceived as wealthy, educated, and competent (see Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu, 2002). 
Stereotypes of White people focus on holding or achieving high status and imply that material 
characteristics, at least in part, define the racial category. By contrast, stereotypes of low SES 
individuals are some of the most negative in modern culture (Crandall, Eshleman, & O’Brien, 
2002; Fiske et al., 2002). These stereotypes portray the poor as dirty, uneducated, incompetent, 
and lazy (Cozzarelli, Wilkinson, & Tagler, 2001; Fiske et al., 2002; Lott, 2002).  For low SES 
Whites, this strong incongruity between stereotypes of race and class may contribute to the 
perceptions of low SES White people as deviant ingroup members. Moreover, as low status 
deviants, low SES White people may be perceived as a distinct threat to the status and privilege 
of their racial ingroup. 

In response to this perceived intragroup threat, White people may derogate and respond 
with hostility to low SES White people. Consistent with this hypothesis, research on the “black 
sheep effect” finds that individuals are often more hostile to deviant ingroup members than 
similarly deviant outgroup members (Abrams, Marques, Bown, & Henson, 2000; Marques et al., 
1988). For example, a psychologist may evaluate a colleague who makes offensive comments 
more negatively than a chemist who makes the same remarks. To the extent that poor White 
people are perceived as deviant, they are likely to elicit harsh punishments from the racial 
ingroup.  In keeping with the black sheep effect, White people may use derogation or hostility to 
distance themselves from low SES ingroup members.  

Consistent with this prediction, there is evidence that low SES individuals are frequently 
derogated and ostracized by middle and upper class individuals. In a variety of interpersonal 
settings, low SES individuals report being excluded, or “held at arms length” by middle and 
upper class people (Lott, 2002). In stores or service contexts, sales personnel often ignore or 
refuse to serve low SES individuals (Ehrenreich, 2001; Lott, 2002). Moreover, when 
interpersonal contact is unavoidable, middle or upper class people frequently physically distance 
themselves from the poor, standing as far as they can from low SES individuals (Lott, 2002). 
Whether by enhanced physical distance or outright ostracism, upper class individuals exclude 
low SES individuals in a variety of social situations. When it comes to interactions between 
upper and lower class White people, affluent Whites may use distance and exclusion to cope 
with the status threat evoked by low SES ingroup members.     

White people may also psychologically distance the self from low SES Whites through 
category judgments that place low SES individuals outside the racial ingroup.  Such a prediction 
is consistent with research on the ingroup overexclusion effect, or the tendency to be more 
selective in who is categorized as part of the ingroup compared to the outgroup (Castano, 
Paladino, Coull, & Yzerbyt, 2002). The ingroup overexclusion effect is believed to be a 
protective strategy that uses category judgments to maintain the positive image of the ingroup 
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and self-esteem of its members (Castano, Yzerbyt, Bourguignon, & Seron, 2002b, Yzerbyt, 
Coull, & Rocher, 1999). By extension, ingroup categorization may also be a strategy to protect 
the ingroup’s status. Thus, if low SES Whites are perceived as a status threat, they may be 
distanced from their racial category and even potentially categorized outside the racial ingroup. 
 Other evidence for the social and psychological distance Whites put between themselves 
and their low SES peers comes from the terms White people apply to low SES ingroup members 
(Berube & Berube, 1997; Hartigan, 1997; Lott, 2002). Derogative terms like white trash, 
redneck, cracker, or hillbilly, exist to distinguish low SES White people from Whites generally 
(Hartigan, 1997; Lott, 2002).  In some cases, this exclusion and derogation go so far that low 
SES White people even have their race called into question (Berube & Berube, 1997; Phelan & 
Rudman, 2010). As noted by Hartigan (1997), low SES White people are often described by 
Whites generally as “a breed a part.” That is, low SES Whites are frequently seen as inferior, or 
an embarrassment to their racial ingroup. Beyond basic derogation, these terms use class and 
material wealth to define the racial ingroup. By categorizing low SES Whites with the above 
terms, affluent White people use class to categorically exclude low SES individuals from their 
racial ingroup. When it comes to being White, economic differences seem to trump racial 
similarities.  
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THE CURRENT WORK 
 

The current work examines the negativity and impact of perceived status threats on White 
peoples’ prejudice against low SES ingroup members. I contend that low SES White people are 
perceived as a status threat to their racial ingroup. To protect the ingroup from this threat, I 
hypothesize White people will use derogation and psychological distance to exclude low SES 
White people from their racial ingroup. 

As part of a pilot study, I first tested whether low SES Whites are perceived more 
negatively than ingroup members (i.e., White people) and outgroup members (i.e., Black 
people). I predicted that attitudes toward low SES Whites would not only be more negative than 
attitudes toward the ingroup generally, but they would also be more negative than attitudes 
toward outgroup members.  

Study 1 then tested whether low SES Whites are distanced from their racial ingroup on a 
basic psychological level. In response to perceived ingroup threats, low SES individuals may be 
excluded from the racial ingroup on tasks of racial categorization and memory. Specifically, I 
hypothesized that when categorizing targets as White or Black, White participants would be 
significantly slower to classify low SES White targets as ingroup members (i.e., as White) than 
various other ingroup targets (e.g., High SES Whites and White athletes). I also expected White 
participants to recall significantly fewer low SES White targets than targets of other race/SES 
categories on a subsequent measure of recall. Research on the congeniality effect (see Eagly, 
Chen, Chaiken, & Shaw-Barnes, 1999 for review) suggests that people are highly motivated to 
forget and distort information that conflicts with self-defining values and reference groups.  To 
protect important beliefs and group identities, people are motivated to remember positive 
information and forget negative, threatening information. If low SES White targets threaten 
Whites’ perceptions of ingroup status, then White people should be motivated to forget low SES 
White targets. 

In Study 2, I investigated White and Black participants’ associations with low SES White 
people, to test whether Whites uniquely associate low SES ingroup members with status threats. 
As such, I predicted that White participants would associate low SES White people with traits 
associated with low status or subordination (e.g., welfare fraud, lazy, uneducated). By contrast, I 
expected Black participants’ to ascribe low SES White people with traits traditionally associated 
with intergroup concerns like physical threat, prejudice, and discrimination (e.g., violence, 
criminality, angry, mean; Branscombe, Schmitt, & Harvey, 1999; Mendoza-Denton, Downey, 
Purdie, Davis, & Pietrzak, 2002; Monteith & Spicer, 2000; Plant, 2004; Shelton, 2003; Shelton 
& Richeson, 2006; Shelton, et al., 2005). Thus, ingroup and outgroup members should associate 
distinct traits with low SES White people. For ingroup members (i.e., White people), these traits 
should be associated with perceived threats to status, whereas outgroup members (i.e., Black 
people) should be primarily concerned with intergroup threats to safety.   

In Study 3, I directly threatened the status of White participants to test whether 
subordination enhanced prejudice and discrimination against low SES Whites. I expected that 
when status threats were evoked (compared to safety threats or neutral control), prejudice against 
low SES White people would be at its highest. Under these conditions, I predicted that White 
people would expect interactions with low SES White individuals to be especially unpleasant. I 
also expected status threat to increase the physical and psychological distance Whites placed 
between themselves and low SES ingroup members.  
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PILOT STUDY 

 
I first tested whether White people’s attitudes toward low SES Whites were in fact more 

negative than attitudes toward the ingroup generally and potentially even more negative than 
attitudes toward a racial outgroup. To test this hypothesis, participants were asked to evaluate 
each group on a series of positive and negative traits.  I anticipated that attitudes toward low SES 
White people would be far more negative than the evaluation of White people generally and even 
evaluations of Black people.  

  

Method 
 

  Fifty-eight White introductory psychology students (85% female) completed the present 
study in exchange for course credit (M age = 18.57, SD = 1.20). 

Participants completed a brief questionnaire about their beliefs about the characteristics 
of different groups. The questionnaire instructed participants to evaluate the personality traits of 
White people generally, low SES Whites people specifically, and Black people.  Participants 
rated 14 traits (reverse scored where necessary) on a 1 to 7 scale (e.g., aggressive, intelligent, 
lazy, dirty, irresponsible). The 14 items where then combined to form an index of positivity for 
White (α = .82), Black (α = .86), and low SES White people (α = .88). High scores indicate 
positivity for target groups.     

 
Results and Discussion 

 
 The purpose of the current Study was to test whether White people evaluate low SES 
ingroup members less favorably than ingroup members generally and outgroup members. 
Participants’ ratings on the positivity index for the low SES White people, Black people, and 
White people generally were compared using a repeated measures analysis of variance 
(ANOVA). The analysis revealed a large effect of group, F(2, 56) = 112.48, p < .001. Post hoc 
LSD tests revealed that the participants rated Whites generally far more positively (M = 5.16, SD 
= .62) than either the Black (M = 3.36, SD = .71) or low SES Whites (M = 2.96, SD = .71), p’s < 
.001 (d = 2.71 and d = 3.31 respectively).  In addition, participants rated the low SES White 
people more negatively than Black people, p = .001 (d = .60).  Thus, consistent with predictions, 
participants evaluated low SES White people more negatively than they did White people 
generally or Black people. Low SES Whites are perceived as more negative than even racial 
outgroup members.   
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STUDY 1 

 
The goal of Study 1 was to test the hypothesis that on a basic psychological level, Whites 

would distance low SES White people from their racial ingroup. To test this hypothesis, 
participants completed a task in which they categorized the race of White and Black targets in 
high (e.g., doctor, lawyer) and low (e.g., janitor, garbage man) SES roles. Following a five 
minute delay, participants then completed a test of recall.  I expected that Whites’ psychological 
distancing would manifest itself through slower categorization latencies and impaired memory 
for low SES White targets compared to other target groups (e.g., low SES Black, high SES 
White targets). If low SES Whites threaten the status of the ingroup, it should be difficult to 
classify them as ingroup members. Further, with regard to memory, in keeping with research on 
the congeniality effect (Eagly et al., 1999), threats to important groups, like the status of one’s 
race, should be distorted and difficult to recall. As a result, low SES White targets should be 
recalled significantly less than targets from other groups. Thus, low SES White targets would not 
readily be identified as ingroup members and would be strategically forgotten to protect the 
status of the racial ingroup.  

As part of the categorization task, participants also classified White and Black basketball 
players. Including athletes in a stereotypically “Black” sport was important for two related 
reasons. First, White athletes provide a counterstereotypic control to rule out stereotypicality as 
the only explanation for categorization differences between low and high SES White targets. 
Second, comparisons between White athletes and low SES White targets provide an initial test of 
the hypothesis that status concerns add to the psychological distancing White people direct at 
low SES ingroup members. That is, if status concerns contribute to White’s negative reactions to 
low SES White people, deficits in categorization should be greater for low SES White targets 
than White athletes who, though counterstereotypic, should not be associated with threats to the 
ingroup’s status.  

 
Method 

 
 Sixty-eight White-identified introductory psychology students (64.0% female) completed 
the present study in exchange for course credit. On average, participants were 19.38 years of age 
(SD = 1.40). Four participants were excluded from analyses for failing to follow instructions on 
the categorization task.   
 Participants entered the lab alone and were told they would complete a categorization 
task and a brief questionnaire about their attitudes. Participants completed the racial 
categorization task on a desktop PC, during which they were instructed to classify targets as 
quickly and accurately as possible as either Black or White. Participants completed 96 trials 
(approximately 16 trials per target group). A separate sample of 18 participants rated the 
attractiveness of all targets to ensure they were equivalent across race and class categories. 
Although there were no significant differences in the attractiveness of White targets (p > .20), 
there was a tendency for the Black basketball players to be rated as more attractive than the other 
groups (p < .05).    

Following the categorization task, participants completed a brief questionnaire. In the 
middle of the questionnaire, participants were asked to recall what percentage of the pictures in 
the categorization task featured; Black people, White people, low SES White targets, low SES 
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Black targets, high SES White targets, and high SES Black targets. The athletes were not 
included in these questions to prevent participants from reporting percentages that could easily 
be added to 100. 

 
Results 

 
 To test whether SES influenced the basic racial categorization of low SES White people, 
a repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted on the log-transformed 
categorization latencies with target race (Black, White) and target group (low SES, high SES, 
athlete) entered as within subjects factors. There was a significant main effect of target race, F(2, 
62) = 6.05, p < .05. This main effect was qualified by the predicted significant interaction 
between target race and category, F(2, 62) = 11.30, p < .001 (Figure 1.1; for ease of 
interpretation untransformed latencies are presented).  
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Figure 1.1: The effect of target race and class on categorization latency. 

 
Follow-up paired t-tests revealed that low SES White targets where categorized as White 

significantly slower than either high SES White targets, t(63) = 4.50, p < .001 (d = .28), or White 
athletes, t(63) = 2.15, p < .05 (d = .14). Low SES White targets were also categorized 
significantly slower than low SES Black targets, t(63) = 3.95, p < .001 (d = .34) and marginally 
slower than high SES Black targets, t(63) = 1.92, p = .06 (d = .14). These results suggest that 
SES has a significant impact on racial categorization and that low SES White targets are seen as 
less “White” than their high SES counterparts or even counterstereotypic White athletes.  

A comparison of effect sizes for the differences between high and low SES targets for 
Black and White targets lends additional support for importance of class to categorizations of 
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“Whiteness,” i.e., the effect of class was greater for White targets (d = .28), than for Black 
targets (d =- .18).    
 I was next interested to test whether recall from the categorization task was impaired 
more for low SES White targets than other race and class combinations. As shown in Figure 2.1 
and consistent with hypotheses, low SES White targets were remembered significantly less than 
high SES White targets, t(63) = -3.67, p < .001 (d =- .60), low SES Black targets, t(63) = -2.23, 
p < .05 (d =- .35), or high SES Black targets t(63) = -3.78, p < .001 (d = -.51).  The percentage 
recall for the other groups did not significantly differ from each other, p’s > .40. 
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Figure 2.1: The effect of target race and class on target recall. 

 
 Finally, to test whether categorization latencies for low SES White targets predicted 

memory deficits, a regression analysis was conducted with log-transformed categorization 
latencies for White athletes, low and high SES White targets, and their resultant interaction as 
predictors of memory for low SES targets. Categorization latencies for low SES White targets 
were the only significant predictor of memory for low SES White targets, t(62) = -2.09, p < .05. 
Slower latencies for low SES White targets predicted subsequent deficits in recall.  
 To test whether the relationship between categorization and memory was unique to 
reactions to low SES Whites, an equivalent set of analyses using the same predictors were 
conducted on memory for high SES White targets. No effects reached significance (ps > .38). 
Thus, for White targets, the relationship between categorization latencies and memory appears to 
be unique to low SES targets.  
  

Discussion 
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 The results from the current Study suggest that at a basic psychological level, Whites 
distance themselves from low SES ingroup members. As hypothesized, participants categorized 
the race of low SES White targets significantly slower than low SES Black targets, high SES 
White targets, or even counterstereotypic White athletes. This final comparison is particularly 
important as it suggests that differences in categorization are not merely the product of 
stereotypicality. These results are also consistent with the idea that status threats contribute to the 
psychological distancing White people direct at low SES ingroup members. Although both 
White athletes and low SES White people are counterstereotypic for their racial group, White 
participants showed the greatest impairment categorizing low status ingroup members. 

Moreover, on a subsequent memory test, participants recalled significantly fewer low 
SES White targets than other race and class pairings. In keeping with past memory research, 
which finds individuals forget or distort information that threatens important self-defining 
groups, White participants showed a distinct impairment for recalling low SES White targets. 
These findings are consistent with the hypothesis that White people perceive low SES ingroup 
members as threats to the status of their race and respond by psychologically distancing 
themselves from low SES ingroup members.  By distorting and forgetting low SES White 
targets, White participants were able to maintain their high-status perception of their race. These 
findings suggest that the invisibility reported by low SES people (Lott, 2002) may well be based 
on an actual tendency to be forgotten by other White people.  Moreover, these memory deficits 
were directly related to categorization latencies. The more difficult it was for participants to 
classify low SES Whites as ingroup members, the worse their recall on the memory task. These 
results suggest the same process is at play in both responses, which is particularly intriguing 
given that the longer it took participants to categorize the low SES Whites, the longer they had 
been looking at those targets.  Thus, they were forgetting most the people they had objectively 
looked at the longest. When it comes to ingroup reactions, Studies 1 and 2 suggest that low SES 
Whites are derogated, distanced, and forgotten.  
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STUDY 2 

 
 The goal of Study 2 was to test whether Whites perceive low SES White people as 
distinct threats to their ingroup’s status. To test this hypothesis, I compared the traits ingroup 
(White people) and outgroup (Black people) members associate with low SES White and low 
SES Black targets. Although the low SES White stereotype is comprised of traits associated with 
threats to status (e.g., uneducated) and safety (e.g., violent), I expected that White people, as 
ingroup members would uniquely focus on traits associated with status and resources. Moreover, 
the traits White people associate with low SES ingroup members are predicted to be distinct 
from the types of traits they associate with low SES outgroup members (e.g., low SES Black 
people). Again, if the derogation and psychological distancing White people direct at low SES 
ingroup members is the product of perceived status threats, concerns with status should be 
unique to ingroup members and not generalize to outgroup members (i.e., low SES Black 
people).  

Additionally, if the psychological distance directed at low SES White people is 
associated with ingroup concerns with status, those concerns should not be shared by outgroup 
members. Rather, Black participants should have distinct associations with low SES White 
people. As such, Black participants are predicted to associate low SES White people with traits 
related to intergroup forms of threat, like being the victim of violence, prejudice, and 
discrimination (Mendoza-Denton et al., 2002; Plant, 2004; Shelton, 2003; Shelton & Richeson, 
2006). In other words, whereas White participants are predicted to ascribe low SES White people 
with traits associated with status threats, Black participants are expected to associate them with 
safety concerns.  
 

Method 
 

 34 Black and 30 White introductory psychology students completed the present study in 
exchange for course credit (74 % female; M age = 18.7, SD = 1.61). 

Participants completed the current study in groups of up to 8. Participants completed a 
questionnaire that assessed their attitudes toward low SES White and Black people. Participants 
filled in up to 7 free-recall blanks with the thoughts or ideas they associate with each group. 
When finished with the questionnaire, participants placed their packet in a drop box and left the 
lab. Participants’ responses were then coded by raters for the presence or absence of traits 
associated with status and safety (r = 1.00). The status threat category was composed of five 
components. Status components included references to welfare/welfare fraud and descriptions of 
the group as, lazy, uneducated, dirty, and irresponsible. Five components also comprised the 
safety threat category, including; angry/mean, criminality, violence, racist, and crazy.   

  
Results  

 
  To test the hypothesis that White people would have distinct perceptions of low SES 
Whites as status threats, status and safety threats were compared for low SES White and low 
SES Black targets with participant race (Black, White) included as a between-subjects factor. 
The analysis revealed a significant main effect of target group, F(1, 63) = 25.67, p < .001, and 
interactions between target group and threat type, F(1, 61) = 7.49, p < .001, and threat type and 
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participant race, F(1, 61) = 3.81, p = .01. These lower order effects were qualified by the 
predicted three way interaction between target group, threat type, and participant race, F(1, 61) = 
4.90, p = .004. As seen in Figure 3, follow up t-tests revealed that White participants listed more 
status threat traits when describing low SES White targets than Black participants, t(63) = 2.17, p 
< .05 (see Figure 3.1). Among White participants, low SES White targets were regarded as 
greater status threats than safety threats, t(29) = -4.48, p < .001. Moreover, White participants 
listed more traits related to status threat when describing low SES White than low SES Black 
people, t(29) = -3.62, p < .001. Thus, White people’s perceptions of low SES ingroup members 
appear to be uniquely related to perceptions of status threats. By contrast, Black participants 
listed more traits associated with safety threats than White participants when describing low SES 
White people t(63) = 2.80, p < .05.  
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Figure 3.1: The effect of participant and target race and class on perceptions of status threat. 
 
 

Discussion 
 

 The current Study tested whether Whites uniquely ascribe low SES ingroup members 
with traits associated with status threats. Consistent with this hypothesis, when asked to think 
about low SES White people, White participants recalled more traits related to status-based 
concerns than Black participants. Among White participants, low SES Whites were associated 
with status threat to a greater extent than low SES Black people. Moreover, White participants 
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perceptions of low SES ingroup members focused on status concerns and not concerns with 
safety or self-protection. By contrast, Black participants perceived low SES Whites as a greater 
safety threat than White people. However, in terms of specific threats, Black people saw low 
SES Whites as equally threatening to status and safety. These distinct patterns of results for 
White and Black participants imply that ingroup and outgroup membership have distinct 
perceptions of low SES White people. White people’s perceptions of low SES ingroup members 
centers on threats to status and prestige.  
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STUDY 3 
 

 The primary goal of the present study was to directly test the hypothesis that status threat 
enhances White people’s negative reactions to low SES ingroup members. To test this 
hypothesis, I manipulated threat and then measured psychological and social responses to low 
SES ingroup and outgroup members. Specifically, White participants were placed in one of three 
conditions, a status threat condition, a safety threat condition, or a neutral control condition and 
then told they would interact with either a low SES White or Black person. I then measured 
expectations for the interaction, perceptions of similarity between participants and their partners, 
and physical distance in the anticipated interaction. Expecting to interact with a low SES White 
partner under conditions of status threat was predicted to elicit the highest levels of negativity 
and psychological and physical distance from the interaction partner. Again, if negative reactions 
toward low SES White people are fueled by status threat, concerns with subordination and low 
status should uniquely heighten derogation of and distancing from low SES ingroup (but not 
outgroup) members. Thus, the effect of the status threat manipulation should not generalize to 
people who expect to interact with a low SES Black partner. 

By contrast, threats to physical safety may enhance negative reactions toward low SES 
outgroup members. Recent research suggests outgroups tend to be associated with concerns with 
safety and self-protection (Maner et al., 2005; Miller, Maner, & Becker, 2010; Schaller, 
Faulkner, Park, Neuberg, & Kenrick, 2004). In keeping with this work, activating safety 
concerns may enhance negative expectations for interactions with outgroup members.  
 The second major goal of the current study was to test potential moderators of status 
threat’s effect on reactions toward low SES White people. These moderators were selected to 
provide additional insight into the psychological processes that link status concerns with negative 
responses to low SES individuals. Status threats might evoke negative reactions to low SES 
Whites because of several distinct internal factors, ranging from desires for group dominance, to 
cultural beliefs about wealth, to threats to ingroup identity.  To test whether these distinct 
processes moderate status threat’s effect on responses to low SES ingroup members, I measured 
individual differences in social dominance orientation (SDO), protestant work ethic (PWE), and 
racial ingroup identification (Collective Self-Esteem CSE).  

As considerable research has shown (see Pratto et al., 2006 for review), individuals high 
in social dominance value status over others and endorse hierarchy-enhancing beliefs and social 
policies to protect their privileged position in society. As such, if processes associated with group 
dominance guide status threats’ effect on reactions to low SES White people, threats to status 
may have a greater impact on individuals high in SDO compared to those low in SDO.  

Conversely, if status threat’s effects are driven by cultural beliefs about wealth, 
endorsement of beliefs like the Protestant Work Ethic (PWE) may moderate responses toward 
low SES Whites. PWE reflects an individual difference in beliefs about the moral basis for the 
accumulation of wealth. Initially rooted in religious terms, individuals high in PWE believe that 
hard work is universally rewarded and a sign of grace or divine favor (Feather, 1984; Katz & 
Hass, 1988). By extension, people high in PWE also tend to believe that those who are not 
successful are not working hard and thus, do not deserve success.  Hence, if beliefs about wealth 
influence status threat’s effect on reactions to low SES Whites, those high in PWE may derogate 
and distance themselves from low SES Whites more than those low in PWE.  
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Finally, it could be that status threat has the largest effect on Whites who strongly 
identify with their race. That is, White people who are highly identified with their race may be 
most threatened by status concerns and have the greatest motivation to protect the prestige of 
their group. In keeping with this hypothesis, research on the “black sheep effect” and ingroup 
over-exclusion frequently find that highly identified ingroup members respond with greater 
negativity toward deviant ingroup members than unidentified group members (Castano et al., 
2002).  Thus, if status concerns also threaten ingroup identity, White people who highly identify 
with their race may exhibit greater negativity toward low SES ingroup members than less 
identified Whites.   

 
Method 

 
 One hundred and two White undergraduate students (74% female) who were middle or 
upper-class (Hollingshead, 1965) completed the present study in exchange for course credit. On 
average, participants were 19.35 years of age (SD = 1.06). Of this original sample, 18 
participants were excluded from analyses for failing the study’s manipulation check regarding 
the race, gender, or SES of their partner (n = 9) or expressing suspicion about their ostensible 
partner (n = 9).  

The current study had a 3 (threat: status threat, safety threat, neutral control) by 2 
(anticipated partner race: White, Black) between-subjects design. Participants arrived in the lab 
expecting to take part in two unrelated experiments about emotions and first impressions. As part 
of the first study, participants first completed one of three essays depending on experimental 
condition. 
 Adapted from previous work on power and status (Galinsky, Magee, Gruenfeld, Whitson, 
& Liljenquist, 2008), in the status threat condition participants wrote about a time they were 
placed in a subordinate or low status position. That is, they vividly described a time in which 
they held very little prestige or respect or another person had control over important or desired 
resources. In the safety threat condition, participants wrote about a time they were afraid for their 
physical safety.  In the control condition, participants wrote about the events of the previous day. 
In each of the conditions, participants were asked to recall what they thought and how the 
situation made them feel. After writing their essay, participants completed the Brief Mood 
Introspection Scale (BMIS) in order to bolster the cover story that the study was about emotions. 
This questionnaire presumably ended the first experiment.  
 Participants were next informed that they would complete the second, ostensibly 
unrelated experiment investigating first impressions of others. Participants were told they were 
going to have a brief interaction with another student after forming a first impression of that 
individual. In keeping with the first impressions cover story, participants completed a brief 
“getting to know you” questionnaire, which presumably would serve as the basis for their and 
their partners’ evaluations. The questionnaire featured demographic information (e.g., age, race, 
home town, SES) and questions associated with life on campus (e.g., “what is your favorite 
class,” “have you had many positive experiences on campus,”). Participants then exchanged 
information with their presumed partner and depending on condition.  Participants learned that 
their partner was White (Black) and from a low SES background. On the demographic form, the 
ostensible partner reported being from a single parent home where his (her) mother had a high 
school education and worked part time as a janitor. These education and occupational ratings 
place the presumed partner in a low SES category (Hollingshead, 1965).  

http://csaweb112v.csa.com/ids70/p_search_form.php?field=au&query=liljenquist+katie+a&log=literal&SID=lbvkrvpasehab6g846l850mlg0�
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 Participants next completed a questionnaire that assessed psychological distance from the 
partner and their expectations for the upcoming interaction. To measure psychological distance, 
participants indicated how similar they felt to their partner on a line below a series of 
overlapping circles (ranging from completely separate to completely overlapping; Aron Aron, & 
Smollan, 1992; Fiske, 2004; Phills, Kawakami, Tabi, Nadolny, & Inzlicht, 2011). Participants 
then completed a number of items evaluating their expectations for their partner and upcoming 
interaction (e.g., “I expect this interaction will be awkward,” “I believe my partner is a nice 
person,”; (Doerr, Plant, Kunstman, & Buck, 2010; Plant, Butz, & Tartakovsky, 2008; Plant & 
Devine, 2009).  
 Then, to measure physical distance, the experimenter brought participants into a room 
where they were told they would interact with their partner. The experimenter asked participants 
to set up two chairs around a large conference table for their ostensible interaction with their 
partner. Participants were told one chair would be for them, the other for their partner. Marks 
were placed on the back of both chairs to serve as points for subsequent distance measurements. 
The space between these chairs was then surreptitiously measured (in inches) to serve as an 
index of physical distance (e.g., Maner & Mead, 2010). Participants then completed a 
questionnaire containing individual difference moderators (e.g., SDO, PWE, CSE). Following 
this questionnaire, participants were debriefed and exited the lab. 

 Physical distance was the measured distance (in inches) between participants’ chair and 
the chair of their ostensible partner. Psychological distance was measured on a single item, in 
which participants marked a line below a series of overlapping circles (Aron et al., 1992). The 
circles varied from completely separate to completely overlapping. These lines were then 
measured in centimeters, such that large values indicated greater closeness and less distance from 
the ostensible partner. To measure negative expectancies for the interaction, 5 items were 
averaged to form an expectancy index (α = .84). Participants responded to these items on 1 
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) Likert scales (e.g., “I expect this interaction will not go 
well.” “I think this interaction will be uncomfortable.” “I worry my partner will not like me.”).  

Social dominance was measured with the SDO (α = .88; Pratto & Sidanius, Stallworth, 
Malle, 1994), a 16 item scale that asks participants to respond from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 
(Strongly Agree) to items assessing attitudes toward social dominance (e.g., “Some groups of 
people are simply inferior to other groups,” “If certain groups stayed in their place, we would 
have fewer problems”). High scores on the SDO indicate a preference for social dominance.  

PWE was measured with Katz & Hass (1988) Protestant Ethic (PE), Humanitarian-
Egalitarianism (HE) scale (α = .82). The PE-HE is a 21 item measure on which participants 
indicate their agreement with statements on a 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree) Likert 
scale. Items were reverse scored where necessary so that high scores indicated a strong belief in 
the PWE (e.g., “Most people who don’t succeed in life are just plain lazy,” “People who fail at a 
job have usually not tried hard enough,”; Katz & Hass, 1988; Misrels & Garret, 1971).  

To assess explicit racial identity participants completed the CSE (Luhtanen & Crocker, 
1992). The identity subscale of the CSE is a 4 item measure on which participants responded to 
items on a 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree) scale (e.g., “My racial group is an 
important reflection of who I am.” “In general, belonging to my racial group is an important part 
of my self image.” α = .79).   

 
Results 
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  The first goal of the current study was to test the hypothesis that concerns with status 
increase physical distance and negativity directed at low SES White people. The second goal of 
the present work was to test conceptually relevant individual difference moderators related to 
group dominance, cultural beliefs, and ingroup identity to better understand the potential 
relationship between status threat and negative responses toward low SES individuals. Condition 
was dummy coded to reflect comparisons between each of the threat conditions and the neutral 
control condition. I then conducted regression analyses with condition dummy codes (status 
threat, safety threat, control), anticipated partner race (Black, White), ingroup identity, SDO, and 
their resultant two-, three-, and four-way interactions as predictors of the dependent measures. It 
is worth noting that analyses that also included the PWE did not reveal any main effects or 
interactions involving PWE, so it was not included in the reported analyses.  
 The analysis of physical distance using the chair measure revealed that although no lower 
order effects reached significance, there were two significant three-way interactions. The first 
significant interaction was particularly relevant to the main hypotheses and involved the 
condition code comparing the status threat and control condition, partner race, and ingroup 
identity, t(83) = 2.64, p =.01, β = .58.  
 Tests of simple effects revealed a significant effect of condition among participants who 
were highly identified with their race and expected to interact with a White partner, t(83) = 2.08, 
p =.04, β = 1.21, partial r = .26, such that, consistent with predictions, participants in the status 
threat condition sat farther away from their partner than did participants in the control condition. 
There was also a significant effect of condition among participants who did not identify with 
their race who expected to interact with a White partner, t(83) = -2.40, p =.02, β = -1.34, partial 
r = -.30, indicating that participants in the status threat condition sat closer to their partner than 
participants in the control condition. There were no significant effects for participants who 
expected to interact with a Black partner (ps > .20).  
 The second significant three-way interaction involved the condition code comparing the 
safety threat condition and control, partner race, and SDO, t(83) = 3.31, p <.001, β = .56. Tests 
of simple slopes revealed a marginal effect of condition among individuals high in SDO who 
expected to interact with a White partner t(83) = 1.77, p =.08, β = .55, such that those in the 
safety threat condition sat further away from their partner than participants in the control 
condition. There was also a significant effect of condition among individuals low in SDO who 
expected to interact with a White partner t(83) = -1.98, p =.05, β = -.72, such that participants in 
the safety threat condition sat closer to their partners than participants in the control condition.  
Among participants who expected to interact with a Black partner, there was also a significant 
effect of condition among participants high in SDO t(83) = -1.95, p =.05, β = -.72, such that 
participants in the safety threat condition sat closer to their partner than participants in the 
control condition. There was also a significant effect of condition among participants low in 
SDO who expected to interact with a Black partner t(83) = 2.44, p =.02, β = 1.18, indicating that 
participants in the safety threat condition sat further away from their partner than participants in 
the control condition.  
 To directly compare responses in the status threat and safety threat conditions, I next 
computed codes with the safety threat condition as the reference group. I then replicated the 
above analyses with these new codes and their resultant interactions predicting physical distance. 
Again, there was a significant three-way interaction between the code reflecting a comparison 
between the status and safety threat condition, partner race, and ingroup identification, t(83) = 
2.97, p =.004, β = .57. Among highly identified White participants expecting to interact with a 



18 
 

White partner, there was a trending effect of condition, t(83) = 1.60, p =.11, β = .69, such that 
participants in the status threat condition sat further from their partners than participants in the 
safety threat condition. Conversely, less identified White participants expecting to interact with 
an ingroup member sat marginally closer to their partner in the safety threat condition compared 
to the status threat condition, t(83) = -1.40, p =.17, β = -.68.  Among participants who expected 
to interact with a Black partner, there was a significant effect of condition among highly 
identified Whites, t(83) = -2.43, p =.02, β = -1.25, such that participants in the safety threat 
condition sat further from their partners than participants in the status threat condition. Finally, 
among participants who expected to interact with a Black partner who were less identified with 
their race, there was a significant effect of condition, t(83) = 2.04, p =.05, β = .81, suggesting 
that participants in the status threat condition sat further away from their partner than participants 
in the safety threat condition.  
 Equivalent regression analyses were conducted using the above model to predict negative 
expectancies for the interaction with the partner and psychological distance. There were no 
significant effects on negative interaction expectancies (ps > .30). On tests of psychological 
distance from participants’ ostensible partner, there was only a trending effect of partner race, 
t(83) = 1.51, p =.14, β = .34, such that participants saw themselves as more similar to a White 
partner than a Black partner. 
 

Discussion 
 

 The current study found support for the hypothesis that among some White people, status 
concerns fuel negative reactions to low SES ingroup members. Consistent with predictions, 
under conditions of status threat, individual differences in racial identity moderated the physical 
distance that White participants desired between themselves and a low SES ingroup member. 
When status was threatened, highly identified Whites sat further away from their expected low 
SES ingroup partner than participants in the control condition and marginally further from 
participants in the safety threat condition. Thus, among highly identified Whites, status threat 
increased physical distance from a low SES ingroup member. By contrast, compared to controls, 
Whites who did not strongly identify with their race actually sat closer to a low SES White 
partner when status was threatened. When it comes to reactions to social interactions, these 
results suggest that status threat and group identification jointly influence Whites responses to 
low SES ingroup members.  Moreover, they imply that psychological processes related to group 
identification play a role in determining responses to low SES ingroup members. Status threat 
seems to have a more negative influence on the behavior of highly identified Whites than on 
those less identified with their race.  
 However, status threat’s effect on behavior did not appear to extend to perceptions of 
psychological distance or negative expectations for their ostensible interaction with a low SES 
ingroup member. That is, concerns with low status and subordination did not increase negative 
expectations for an interaction with a low SES ingroup member or heightened perceived 
differences between participants and their partner as compared to a low SES outgroup member.  
 The current study also found that individual differences in social dominance moderated 
responses to ingroup and outgroup members in the safety threat condition. Compared to controls, 
when concerns with safety were activated, individuals high in social dominance distanced 
themselves from an ingroup partner and approached an outgroup partner. Although somewhat 
unexpected, this pattern of results may reflect a challenge response among individuals high in 
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social dominance.  When concerns with safety are aroused in the presence of an outgroup 
member, individuals high in social dominance might respond to threat by trying to intimidate or 
exert dominance over members of a different group.  From this perspective, sitting close to an 
outgroup partner may be an attempt to display dominance or high status in the face of a 
perceived threat.    
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GENERAL DISCUSSION 
 

 Social class influences the way people are perceived and treated. Low SES individuals 
are frequently the target of derogation and avoidance, even from racial ingroup members. The 
current work investigated just such an intragroup bias among White people and tested the 
hypothesis that Whites’ often negative reactions to low SES ingroup members are partly a 
product of the perception that these people threaten the ingroup’s status. Findings across a series 
of studies provided evidence consistent with this hypothesis.  Pilot data revealed that White 
people had more negative attitudes toward low SES ingroup members than racial outgroups. In 
addition, White people showed significant impairments in their ability to categorize low SES 
White targets as racial ingroup members (Study 1). Moreover, this difficulty in classifying the 
race of low SES Whites predicted deficits in memory for remembering low SES White targets. 
The longer it took for participants to classify a low SES target as White in the categorization 
task, the more they underestimated the number of low SES White targets they had seen. These 
results are consistent with the idea that Whites exclude low SES individuals from the racial 
ingroup to protect the ingroup’s status. From this perspective, low SES White people threaten 
high status conceptions of the racial ingroup. Categorizing and ignoring low SES targets are two 
psychological ways White people can distance themselves from these threatening ingroup 
members.  

There is also evidence that White people directly associate low SES White people with 
threats to group status. When asked to list traits associated with low SES ingroup members, 
White participants uniquely linked low SES Whites with concerns with status (Study 2). 
Compared to low SES Black people, low SES Whites were more likely to be ascribed traits 
associated with status threat (e.g., lazy, uneducated). Moreover, this pattern of results was unique 
to White participants. By comparison, Black participants were more likely to attribute traits to 
low SES White people typically associated with intergroup concerns like physical safety, 
prejudice, and discrimination. Together, these results suggest that White people’s negative 
reactions toward low SES Whites are centered on concerns with group status and are distinct 
from outgroup members’ reactions to low SES Whites. White people seem to perceive low SES 
Whites as a threat to the status of their racial ingroup. Indeed, compared to controls, when 
concerns with status were directly enhanced, White people highly identified with their race 
physically distanced themselves further from a low SES White (but not low SES Black) person 
in an expected social interaction (Study 3). These results imply that for White people, racial 
identity and concerns with status jointly determine responses to low SES ingroup members. For 
Whites highly identified with their racial ingroup, the experience of low status heightens 
negative social responses to low SES ingroup members.   
 Collectively, the results from these studies provide evidence consistent with the 
hypotheses that Whites’ respond with negative reactions to low SES ingroup members in 
response to perceived threats to ingroup status. Attitudes toward low SES Whites were more 
negative than attitudes toward racial outgroup members and appeared to focus on perceptions 
that low SES ingroup members threaten the status of the racial ingroup. On indices of racial 
categorization and memory, Whites also appear to psychologically distance themselves from low 
SES ingroup members. Moreover, in anticipated social interactions, among Whites highly 
identified with their race, status threat uniquely heightened physical distance from low SES 
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ingroup partners. Taken together, this research suggests that Whites associate low SES ingroup 
members with threats to ingroup status and respond to those threats with psychological and 
physical distance.  
 

Implications 
 

The current work extends research on inter and intragroup processes by enhancing our 
understanding of how SES influences prejudice and discrimination. Social class influences 
personal and professional outcomes that range from issues of physical health and longevity to 
educational and professional advancement (Ehrenreich, 2001; Lott, 2002). Yet, despite these 
various social effects, little empirical research has investigated how SES influences how people 
are perceived and treated by others. The current work addresses this gap in the research literature 
and suggests that social class has implications for a range of psychological (e.g., attitudes, racial 
categorization, memory) and social (e.g., physical distance) processes. Even among members of 
the same race, SES shapes the way that people think about and respond to others. Despite sharing 
a common racial ingroup, low SES Whites were derogated and distanced both physically and 
psychologically by other White people. These studies expand researchers’ understanding of the 
psychological and social consequences of perceptions of SES.  

 The current work also enhances knowledge of how multiple group membership shapes 
racial categorization. Research suggests people can nearly instantaneously categorize targets 
based on race (Ito & Urland, 2003; Zarate & Smith, 1990). Some have taken these findings to 
suggest that racial categorization relies on rather rigid criteria. People perceive certain features 
(e.g., skin tone) and categorize a target.  Considerably less research has investigated how 
membership in multiple groups interacts to influence racial categorization. The current studies 
add to this work and suggest that SES has an effect on racial categorization. In Study 1, low SES 
White targets were categorized significantly slower than high SES or counterstereotypic White 
targets. These results imply that social roles, like SES, impact racial categorization. Moreover, 
these effects also suggest that racial category judgments may be more malleable than previously 
believed. If individuals apply constant, rigid criteria to judgments of race, there should not have 
been significant differences in how low and high SES Whites were categorized. Rather, in the 
current work, among White targets racial categorization varied as a direct function of SES. This 
research extends our understanding of how membership in multiple groups influences racial 
categorization.  

This research on White people’s distinct and often negative responses to low SES 
ingroup members also contributes to work on intra-racial bias. Given the historic inequities 
associated with racial bias, it is not surprising that the majority of research in the realm of 
stereotypes and prejudice focused on interracial conflict. However, there are also instances where 
individuals may develop negative attitudes and responses toward members of their own race. The 
current work suggests that concerns with group status and identity both determine when 
individuals will stigmatize ingroup members. White people distinctly linked low SES ingroup 
members with concerns with group status and distanced themselves from those individuals 
psychologically. When status was directly threatened, this psychological distance translated into 
physical distance as White people highly identified with their race tried to avoid a low SES 
ingroup partner. This work extends research on racial bias by suggesting the conditions and 
individual differences most likely to result in negative responses to fellow ingroup members.   
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These studies also contribute to psychologists’ understanding of dominant or majority-
group identity. Although research on stereotypes and prejudice has frequently cited the important 
role of group identification for intergroup processes (e.g., Tajfel & Turner, 1986), most of this 
work has focused on how minority or stigmatized group members identify with their ingroups 
(e.g., Crock & Major, 1989; Mendoza-Denton et al., 2002; see Knowles & Peng, 2005 for 
exception). The current research suggests that group identity also plays a role in directing the 
social responses of majority-group members.  In keeping with research on the “black sheep 
effect” and ingroup overexclusion (Castano et al., 2002; 2002b; Yzerbyt et al., 1995), highly 
identified White people displayed the most negative responses toward deviant ingroup members. 
The more important race was to the identities of these individuals, the greater their desire to 
physically distance themselves from a low SES ingroup partner. Just as ingroup identification 
has an important effect on the thoughts and behavior of minority group members, so too does it 
influence the responses of majority group members. This work builds upon research that 
emphasizes the role of group identity for intra and intergroup processes and suggests that 
dominant group identification influences social responses to ingroup and outgroup members.  

The current work also extends research on the intersection of power and stereotypes and 
prejudice. Whereas past work on power’s effect on intergroup dynamics has primarily focused 
on the actions of those in power (Fiske, 1993; Richeson & Ambady, 2003), Study 3 suggests the 
experience of low power or feelings of powerlessness may also impact processes associated with 
stereotyping and prejudice. Contemporary theories of power suggest subordination and the 
experience of low power enhances vigilance and attention to potential threats from others 
(Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003). In social interactions, this heightened vigilance may 
make individuals more attentive to threat cues or interpersonal differences among ingroup 
members. For instance, highly identified Whites may have distanced themselves from a low SES 
ingroup partner in part, because the experience of status threat and low power heightened the 
perceived deviance of a low SES ingroup member. That is, among White people who strongly 
identify with their high status racial group, low power might increase the perceived discrepancy 
between a high SES group norm and a low SES ingroup member. If the above is true, this 
research suggests that the experience of low power also has important effects on inter and 
intragroup dynamics.   

 
Limitations & Future Directions 

 
 Limitations of the current work provide useful avenues for future research. Although the 
current work provides evidence that White people respond to low SES ingroup members with 
high levels of negativity and physical and psychological distance, the present investigation 
primarily focused on the responses of White people. Future work would benefit from testing 
whether these effects are unique to White people’s responses to low SES ingroup members, or 
whether they generalize to other racial groups. Although it appears that Black participants do not 
respond to low SES Black people the same way as Whites respond to low SES White people 
(Study 2), it could be that other high status minorities (e.g., Asians) evince a similar status-
centric bias toward low status group members.  For example, prescriptive stereotypes of Asians 
share many of the high status traits associated with Whites (e.g., educated, hard-working), thus it 
could be that Asians would evince a similar form of status-based bias against low SES Asians as 
the present work finds among Whites.  Additional research might test the effect of status threat 
and status concerns among other racial groups.  
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 Future research would also benefit by testing the effect of individual differences in SES 
on Whites’ responses to low SES ingroup members. Participants in the current work were all 
university students and data from Study 3 suggest the sample was from a predominantly upper-
class background. Thus, it could be that low SES Whites respond to other low SES individuals in 
a much different fashion than do people from a middle or high SES background. Recent research 
on social class implies that low SES individuals tend to value and pursue social relationships 
much more than high SES individuals (Piff et al., 2010; Stephens, Markus, &Townsend, 2003). 
In keeping with this research, affiliative motives may outweigh concerns with status among low 
SES Whites and lead them to seek social closeness with other low SES Whites where high SES 
Whites seek social distance. Individual differences in SES may have an important effect on 
individuals’ responses to low SES ingroup members and should be investigated in future 
research. 
 Although the current work focused on the effect of status on responses to low SES racial 
ingroup members, status may also have important implications for categorization and perception 
in other intergroup contexts. Study 1 found that low SES impaired the racial categorization of 
White targets. That is, low social status interfered with the categorization of targets into a high 
status racial group. Future research might test whether similar status conflicts interfere with other 
category judgments. For instance, a major component of sexual prejudice is gender role 
violation. For some, anti-gay attitudes stem from beliefs that gay men are feminine or fail to act 
“like real men” (Buck, Plant, & Zielaskowski, 2011). For these people, high status conceptions 
of masculinity are in conflict with low status stereotypes of sexual orientation. Hence, among 
individuals high in this component of sexual prejudice, cues to sexual orientation may inhibit the 
ability to categorize targets as male or female. Just as the low SES of White janitors impaired 
participants’ ability to categorize them as White, so too might homosexual cues (e.g., two men 
holding hands, pride rainbow) impair prejudiced participants’ capacity to categorize gay men as 
male. Future research would benefit from testing how status influences other social cognitive 
processes and dual category judgments.  
 

Concluding Remarks 
 

SES influences a vast array of social and psychological outcomes that range from 
treatment in stores, schools, and society to physical health and mental well-being. For low SES 
Whites, much the negativity and prejudice they experience comes at the hands of fellow ingroup 
members. The current work tested whether concerns with ingroup status motivates White 
people’s negative responses to low SES White people. These studies suggest that White people 
associate low SES ingroup members with threats to ingroup status and respond to these 
individuals with physical and psychological distance. In a sense, for some White people, social 
class seems to define the racial ingroup. For these individuals, White people are wealthy. White 
people are not poor.  For those who strongly identify with being White, concerns with status lead 
people to physically distance themselves from low SES White people. Beyond advancing an 
understanding of how class influences prejudice and discrimination, these results also have rather 
dour implications for helping alleviate issues of poverty in the United States. Whereas in many 
interpersonal contexts, people can count on help and assistance from fellow ingroup members 
(Gaertner & Dovidio, 1977; Kunstman & Plant, 2008; Saucier, Miller, & Doucet, 2005; Wegner 
& Crano, 1975), the current studies suggest that when it comes to SES, class differences seem to 
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trump racial similarities and wealthy Whites who are in a position to help low SES ingroup 
members are the least likely to do so.  
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APPENDIX A 

IRB APPROVAL PILOT STUDY, STUDY 1 & 2 
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APPENDIX B 
 

IRB APPROVAL STUDY 3 



27 
 

 
APPENDIX C 

 
IRB APPROVAL MEMORADIUM STUDIES 1-3 

 
 
Office of the Vice President For Research 
Human Subjects Committee 
Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742 
(850) 644-8673 · FAX (850) 644-4392 
 
RE-APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 
 
Date: 7/16/2010 
 
To: Jonathan Kunstman 
 
Address:  
Dept.: PSYCHOLOGY DEPARTMENT 
 
From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 
 
Re: Re-approval of Use of Human subjects in Research 
Reflexes and Achievement 
 
Your request to continue the research project listed above involving human 
subjects has been approved by the Human Subjects Committee. If your project 
has not been completed by 7/13/2011, you must request a renewal of approval 
for continuation of the project. As a courtesy, a renewal notice will be sent 
to you prior to your expiration date; however, it is your responsibility as 
the Principal Investigator to timely request renewal of your approval from 
the committee. 
 
If you submitted a proposed consent form with your renewal request, the 
approved stamped consent form is attached to this re-approval notice.  Only 
the stamped version of the consent form may be used in recruiting of research 
subjects. You are reminded that any change in protocol for this project must 
be reviewed and approved by the Committee prior to implementation of the 
proposed change in the protocol.  A protocol change/amendment form is 
required to be submitted for approval by the Committee. In addition, federal 
regulations require that the Principal Investigator promptly report in 
writing, any unanticipated problems or adverse events involving risks to 
research subjects or others. 
 
By copy of this memorandum, the Chair of your department and/or your major 
professor are reminded of their responsibility for being informed concerning 
research projects involving human subjects in their department.  They are 
advised to review the protocols as often as necessary to insure that the 
project is being conducted in compliance with our institution and with DHHS 
regulations. 
 
Cc: Elizabeth Plant, Advisor 
HSC No. 2010.4705 
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