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The goal of this research was to examine the mediational role of attributional processes in in-group biases among Blacks and Whites.
We conducted an experiment in which participants were asked to evaluate a Black or White job applicant and to make attributions for
the fact that the applicant was fired or laid off from a previous job. Both Blacks and Whites demonstrated in-group-favoring biases in
attributions and evaluations. Importantly, attributional biases mediated in-group-favoring evaluations of the applicant. These results
highlight the importance of focusing on mechanisms other than out-group prejudice and hostility to explain people’s consistent
preferential treatment of in-group members 2001 Academic Press

In-group biases are ubiquitous. Even when people aréhe maintenance of stereotyping and prejudice (for a reviev
arbitrarily divided into generic groups based on trivial cri- see Hewstone, 1990). Here, we examine the possibility th;
teria such as painting preferences, they tend to favor theiattributional biases play a mediational role between grou
own group (see Hogg & Abrams, 1993). When groups aranembership and evaluative biases favoring the in-grou
based on naturally occurring social category membership$pecifically, we propose that attributional biases lead t
such as race, ethnicity, and sex, a variety of implicit anddifferent evaluations of the same behavior by in-group an

explicit biases emerge that favor in-groups over out-groupgut-group targets, thereby enabling people to express i
(see Hilton & von Hippel, 1996). One mechanism throughgroup favoritism.
which this favoritism manifests itself is attributional bias. A|though there is amp|e evidence that in-group-favoring

By attributing positive in-group behaviors and negativeattributional biases occur (e.g., Hewstone & Ward, 1985
out-group behaviors to dispositional causes, but negativgaylor & Jaggi, 1974; Yarkin, Town, & Wallston, 1982),
in-group and positive out-group behaviors to situationalfeyy studies have examined the mediating role of such bias
causes, people can maintain their in-group favoritism every, eyajuations of members of in-groups and out-groups. T
in the face of inconsistent information. Pettigrew (1979)q,,r knowledge, only one study (Jackson, Sullivan, &
labeled this pattern of attributional bias the “ultimate attri- Hodge, 1993) has directly examined the links among grou
bution error” and suggested that it plays an important role inempership, attributions for a target's behavior, and eva
uations of that target, and this study did not test for medi
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participants’ attributions for the target’s level of achieve- cation. The race of each applicant was orthogonal to he
ment mediated their evaluations, there was no possibility fotermination status.

the attributions to mediate in-group biases. Moreover, al-

though the attributional biases observed did favor the inProcedure

group, it is unclear whether the same targets would have led Two female undergraduates, one Black and one White

black participants to show related patterns of attributiongsgreq 4 experimenters for this research. Prospective p
and evaluations. ticipants were approached in the Student Union and asked

) Thus, th_ere IS some ewd_ence thf_it attributions med'a_‘tf)articipate in the study by a same-race experimenter. Tt
In-group _b|ases, bgt there is no direct support for thISexperimenter explained that she was a student conducting
hypothesis. Accordingly, the goal of the present researcly yio ot 1o examine the decision-making criteria used b
was to examine attributional biases among Blacks an eople in personnel management. Participants were ra
Whites and to see if those biases mediate in-group-favorin omly assigned to read an application depicting either
evaluations. To accomplish this goal, we asked Black an

. - N . White or Black applicant who lost her last job by being fired
White participants to evaluate a Black or White job appli- 5 14iq off. The experimenter then read a series of questior
cant who was either fired or laid off from a previous

. . ..~ to the participant. The first question asked why the applicar
position. We also assessed the extent to which participants, < Jhsent so often and consequently fired or why she w
made dispositional or situational attributions for the appli-|.:q off from her job. The experimenter then asked partici

cant's job problems. pants if they believed the reason that they had just provide

Given the ubiquity of in-group biases, we predicted thatwas more due to external circumstances not within th
Blacks and Whites would demonstrate In'grou|O'favor""'gapplicant’s personal control or more due to her personalit

biases in their attributions for the target’s job terminationand/Or circumstances within her control. Responses to th
and in their evaluations of that target. We also predicted tha{]uestion were given on a bipolar scale.from 1 to 10. witt

greater intergroup differences would emerge in the evaluarl,, indicating a dispositional attribution and “10” indicating

tions OT and attributions f_or a target who was flrec_i rathery siryational attribution. The experimenter then asked pa
than laid off. Because being fired is usually more likely to

2 ticipants how hardworking they believed the applican
occur as a result of an individual's work-related transgres P g y PP

) deficiencies. it is viewed vely th >would be and how likely they would be to hire her. Re-
ts)lo_ns Ior'd efflc;?rr]mlesr,] Itis viewe ”I"'O_re ;e?anve ybt an 'T’sponses to these questions were made on 10-point rati
eing laid oft. Thus, there Is greater latitude for attributionalg ., e yith endpoints labeledt at allandvery muchAfter

biases to i_mprove the interpret_ation of b(_eing fired. _Fina”Y'completing the interview, participants were debriefed an
and most importantly, we predicted that in-group biases "Mhanked for their participation in the study. Although some

evaluations would be mediated by in-group-favoring biase?)articipants inquired as to whether the application wa
in the situational versus dispositional nature of the attribu-really authentic, none indicated any suspicions relevant 1

tions. our specific hypotheses.
METHOD RESULTS
Participants Preliminary analyses revealed that participants’ belief

Participants were 80 Black and 80 White students (4Oabout how hardworking the applicant was and their likeli-

males and 40 females of each race) who were approached {0 of hiring her were strongly correlated € .63, p <
the Ohio State University Student Union and asked to 001).Accordingly, these two variables were collapsed intc
participate in the experiment. a single index that represented participants’ evaluations ¢

the target. Preliminary analyses also failed to reveal an
effects for sex of the participant on the dependent measure
so this factor was dropped from the analyses. Finally, al

Employment applications were created to represent ghouch a 2 (participant race)X 2 (applicant race)X 2
female applicant. All applications included identical infor- (termination status) ANOVA revealed an unexpected mai
mation concerning the applicant's name, birthdate, curreneffect for race, with White participants evaluating the ap-
address and telephone number, previous work experiencplicants more favorablyNMl = 5.69) than Black partici-
citizenship, and current source of income. In addition, thepants M = 4.94), F(1, 152)= 7.38,p < .01 (n° =
application requested a statement from the applicant ex05), there were no significant differences in the in-grour
plaining her reason for leaving her last job. In response tdiases exhibited by Blacks and Whites. The participant rac
this question, the applicant indicated that she had beehy applicant race interaction was thus collapsed into a
either laid off or fired for absenteeism. A photograph ofin-group vs out-group main effect, facilitating the media-
either a Black or White woman was attached to each applitional analyses.

Materials
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Manipulation Checks TABLE 1
Participants’ Evaluations of the Applicant as a Function of

A 2 (in-group vs out-group)x 2 (fired vs laid off) the Applicant's Group Membership and Termination Status

analysis of variance (ANOVA) for evaluations of the target
revealed a main effect for termination status, indicating that Applicant’s termination status

participants evaluated the applicant \_/vho was laid off_more groﬁs ?:Z?nné;ship Fired Laid off
favorably M = 6.07) than the applicant who was fired

(M = 4.56),F(1, 152)= 30.77,p < .001 (n* = .17). In-group 5.14 6.1%
Moreover, a one-sampletest indicated that the mean for Out-group 3.98 6.00

the applicant who was fired was significantly lower thanthe  note, N= 160. Higher numbers correspond to more favorable
midpoint (5.5) of the rating scalé¢(79) = —4.23,p < evaluations. Values with different subscripts are significantly different

.001,whereas the mean for the applicant who was laid off atp <.05.
was significantly higher than the scale’s midpoi7,9) =
3.20,p < .01.

A main effect also emerged for participants’ attributionsior provides greater latitude for the impact of such biases
for the applicant’s job termination, with participants pro- For participants’ attributions, however, the in-group statu:
viding more situational attributions for the applicant who by termination status interaction did not reach significance
was laid off M = 6.91) than the applicant who was fired F(1, 152) = 1.38,p > .10 (> = .01). Thetwo-way
(M = 4.89),F(1, 152)= 31.41,p < .001 (n* = .17). interaction for participants’ evaluations of the applicant
t Tests indicated that the mean for the applicant who wa$owever, did reach marginal significande(l, 152) =
fired was significantly lower than the midpoint of the rating 3.42,p = .07 (n°> = .02). As can beseen in Table 1,
scale,t(79) = —2.19, p < .05 (suggesting that partici- evaluations of an in-group member who was fired wert
pants provided dispositional attributions for being fired), more favorable than those of an out-group member who we
and the mean for the applicant who was laid off wasfired, but no differences emerged in the evaluations o
significantly higher than the scale’s midpoirt(;79) = in-group and out-group members who were laid off.
5.92, p < .001 (suggesting that participants provided
situational attributions for being laid off). These results attributional Mediation of Bias
support the use of job termination status as a manipulation
of negative behavior, thereby facilitating a test of our pre- In order to assess whether participants’ attributions fo

dictions regarding the greater impact of in-group biaseghe applicant’s job termination mediated their evaluations o
under such conditions. the applicant, we conducted a series of regression analys

According to Baron and Kenny (1986), the following three
conditions must occur for mediation to be evident: (1) The
independent variable must significantly affect the mediatol
We predicted that in-group biases would emerge in par{2) the mediator must significantly affect the dependen
ticipants’ attributions for the applicant being terminatedvariable, and (3) the significant relation between the inde
from a previous job and in their overall evaluations of thependent variable and the dependent variable must disappt
applicant. In support of these hypotheses, an ANOVA re-or be significantly weakened when the mediator is include
vealed a main effect of in-group status for both attributionsjn the equation. Because the ANOVA revealed a main effec
F(1, 152)= 6.91,p < .01 (n* = .04) andevaluations, of in-group status on attributions, the first criterion was met
F(1, 152)= 5.75,p < .02 (n* = .04). Participants made In order to assess the second and third criteria, we compar
more situational attributions for the in-group applicant’s two regression models—one including the mediator (attri
termination M = 6.38) than for the out-group applicant’s butions) as a predictor variable and one not including it—
termination M = 5.43) andevaluated the in-group appli- with in-group status, participant race, and termination statt
cant more positivelyNl = 5.64)than the out-group appli- serving as predictors and evaluations as the outcome (s
cant M = 4.99).t Tests revealed that attributions for Table 2).
in-group applicants were significantly different from the As can be seen in Table 2, the in-group attributional bia
rating scale’s midpointt(79) = 2.99,p < .01, aswere appears to have mediated in-group biases in evaluatior
evaluations of out-group membelig/79) = —2.16,p < When attributions are not included in the model (Model 1)
.05; butattributions for out-group applicants and evalua-in-group status has an effect on evaluations. But whe
tions of the in-group member did not differ significantly attributions are included in the model (Model 2), in-group
from the rating scale’s midpointg < |1.0],ns). Attribu-  status no longer predicts evaluations. Moreover, consiste
tions and evaluations were correlateds .47,p < .001.  with the ANOVA results, in-group status predicted the
We also predicted that in-group biases would be enattributional bias 8 = .26,p = .01), and & test revealed
hanced for the applicant who was fired because that behavhat the pathway from in-group status, through attributions

In-Group Bias in Attributions and Evaluations
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TABLE 2
Regression Analyses Testing for Evaluative Bias and Attributional Mediation

Model 1 Model 2
(mediator not in) (with mediator in)

Variable B t B t R? F
Termination status 1.52 5.48*** .99 3.45%** — —
Participant race .74 2.68** .70 2.67* — —
In-group status .66 2.37* 41 1.53 .22 14.28***
Attributions — — .26 4,54 31 17.21%*

Note. N= 160. Change inR* for Model 2 = .09, F ;ang{1, 155)= 20.62***,
*In-group = 1; Out-group= 0.
*p < .05.

** p < .01

**% < .001.

to evaluations was significanp(< .05). Theregression sible for the observed differences in attributions for the
analyses also revealed that attributions partially mediateth-group and out-group applicants. Thus, as Brewer (199¢
the effect of termination status on evaluations because thieas noted, inequities are likely to emerge in evaluation an
pathway from termination status through attributions totreatment of group members, even in the absence of ai
evaluations was also significanp (< .05). prejudicial attitudes held toward out-groups.

Given that positive differentiation from out-groups is
contingent on appraisals of in-group members, negativel
characterized in-group members may pose a threat to tl
The findings reported here provide empirical support formqlntenance of a positive social identity (Brewer, 1979

- L . . ) Tajfel, 1978). Marques (1990; Marques & Yzerbyt, 1988;
the mediating role of attributional biases in evaluations of ;
. - Marques, Yzerbyt, & Leyens, 1988) has postulated that, i
in-group and out-group members. Participants gave more

. . order to protect social identity in such instances, individual:
favorable evaluations to in-group than out-group members

and made more situational attributions for an in—groupIUdge negative in-group members as extreme cases. In ott

) . . . words, n ive in-gr members ar n liers wi
member’s termination from a previous job than that of an ords, negative in-group members are seen as outliers

out-group member. In addition, the degree to which peoplé'@1re at.yplgal from the in-group as a whole. Consequently
showed an in-group bias in their evaluations was mediate?eg""t've in-group members are often evaluated even le
by the degree to which they showed an in-group bias in theif2vorably than similar out-group members. SL,',Ch a patten
attributions for the target's job termination. The implication Which is referred to as the "black sheep effect,” would yielc
of these findings is that because people generate differequitcomes in direct contrast to the findings in our researct
explanations for the same behavior when it is exhibited by _1he black sheep effect, however, occurs only under cor
an in-group rather than an out-group member, biased evaflitions in Whlch the evaluative dimension is a defining
uations are not only likely to follow, but may also seem féature of in-group norms (Marques, 1990; Marques
justified to the perceiver. That is, if someone was fired (ofR0Palo, & Rocha, 1992; Marques et al., 1988; Marques ¢
laid off) for situational reasons, then it is perfectly aploro_Yzerbyt, 1988) and thus relevant to social identity. This wa
priate to give her a second chance at another job. But ifiOt the case in our research. Given the ubiquity of researc
someone was released from a job for dispositional reason8N racial stereotypes (e.g., Devine, 1989; Devine & Elliot
then it is inappropriate to give her a second chance. 1995; Katz & Braly, 1933) and, to a much lesser degree, 0

The research on in-group bias is marked by a lack ofutostereotypes (e.g., Clark, 1985; Ryan, 1996), we ce
consensus regarding its nature. For example, there has bee@nfidently declare that being fired as opposed to laid of
continual debate as to whether in-group biases are due moféom a job is benign to in-group/out-group differentiations
to enhancement of the in-group or derogation of the outfor Blacks and Whites. Further, research showing evidenc
group. The results of our research support the former posior the black sheep effect (Marques, 1990; Marques et al
tion. For example, mean attributions for the in-group appli-1992; Marques et al., 1988; Marques & Yzerbyt, 1988) ha
cant’s termination, but not for the out-group applicant, weretended to emphasize likable and unlikable personality trait
significantly different from the midpoint of the situational for which, by definition, situational attributions cannot be
versus dispositional scale. This suggests that biases favorimgade. This is an important point in reconciling the contras
the in-group, rather than against the out-group, were resporetween our findings and those providing evidence for th

DISCUSSION
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black sheep effect, as we argue that attributions are in pawhether the target's behavior wastter explained by dis-
responsible for observed biases in evaluations. Thus, in theositional vs situational factors.
absence of attributional biases, evaluative biases are lessLikewise, there may be alternative explanations for why
likely to occur. attributions and evaluations were so strongly related. Th

We also recognize yet another potential explanation fomost likely contenders involve the methodology of our
our findings. Given that we used only female targets in ouresearch. First, having participants (and not more objectiv
research, gender biases may have played a role in thjadges) rate their own explanations may have introduce
observed results. Clearly, gender as a category is just amibjective biases in attributions. We presume, however, th
accessible as race or ethnicity (Abrams, Thomas, & Hoggmanagers faced with decisions about job applicants in res
1990; Brewer, 1988; McCall & Simmons, 1966; McGuire, world situations are likely to take into consideration
McGuire, & Winton, 1979), particularly in the context of whether an applicant’s behavior was due more to person
workplace inequities (Trentham & Larwood, 1998). We or situational factors. Thus, it seemed more realistic to hav
found no differences, however, in evaluations or attributiongarticipants make such decisions themselves in our r
as a function of participants’ gender. This lack of an effectsearch. Asking participants to evaluate the applicant ju
should not be given too much weight, however, because wafter making attributions for her behavior also may have le
used only female experimenters. Consequently, male pathem to base their evaluations on their attributions. How
ticipants were always in the out-group relative to the experever, we conducted a preliminary study with similar mate:
imenter, and so the research design did not allow for a fullials, participants, and procedures in which attributions wer
test of gender-based biases. The goal of our study, of coursggt assessed (Chatman & von Hippel, 1993). This stud
was to examine racial biases in attributions and evaluationgevealed in-group biases similar to those reported her
suggesting that the attributional measure did not influenc
the evaluations.

In conclusion, we have shown that Blacks and Whites ar

Although the findings were consistent with our predic- subject to in-group biases in their attributions for the be
tions, there are several limitations to our research. First, oupavior of other Blacks and Whites and these attributions
conclusions are based on the findings from a single studyeast partially account for biased evaluations of in-grou
and so different findings might emerge with other groups o@2nd out-group members. These findings contribute to 3
different scenarios. Likewise, we used only female jobunderstanding of why people consistently favor members
applicants, so it is possible that different patterns of bias (o€ in-group over the out-group by providing an explanatior
no bias at all) might emerge for male applicants. In supporfther than out-group prejudice or hostility. Rather, ou
of the generalizability of this research, however, it should befindings provide another piece of evidence for the argumer
noted that our findings are consistent with previous researcHat in-group enhancement, as opposed to out-group der
(Hewstone, 1990; Pettigrew, 1979). For example, the Jacl{gatlo_n, is responsible for the persistence of _m-group-favor
son et al. (1993) studies revealed a similar pattern of iniNd biases (Brewer, 1979, 1999). At an applied level, thes
group-favoring biases in White participants’ attributionsf'nd'”g_s suggest that providing explicit explanatl_onS for the
concerning in-group and out-group achievement. behavior qf in-group a_n_d out-group members might reduc

Another potential limitation of our research is the use ofthe potential for inequities to emerge.

a single bipolar scale to assess internal and external attri-
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