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Attributional Mediation of In-Group Bias
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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 White
We conducted an experiment in which participants were asked to evaluate a Black or White job applicant and to make attributions fo
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
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In-group biases are ubiquitous. Even when people
arbitrarily divided into generic groups based on trivial
teria such as painting preferences, they tend to favor
own group (see Hogg & Abrams, 1993). When groups
based on naturally occurring social category members
such as race, ethnicity, and sex, a variety of implicit
explicit biases emerge that favor in-groups over out-gr
(see Hilton & von Hippel, 1996). One mechanism thro
which this favoritism manifests itself is attributional bi
By attributing positive in-group behaviors and nega
out-group behaviors to dispositional causes, but neg
in-group and positive out-group behaviors to situatio
causes, people can maintain their in-group favoritism
in the face of inconsistent information. Pettigrew (19
labeled this pattern of attributional bias the “ultimate a
bution error” and suggested that it plays an important ro
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the maintenance of stereotyping and prejudice (for a rev
see Hewstone, 1990). Here, we examine the possibility
attributional biases play a mediational role between g
membership and evaluative biases favoring the in-gr
Specifically, we propose that attributional biases lea
different evaluations of the same behavior by in-group
out-group targets, thereby enabling people to expres
group favoritism.

Although there is ample evidence that in-group-favo
attributional biases occur (e.g., Hewstone & Ward, 1
Taylor & Jaggi, 1974; Yarkin, Town, & Wallston, 1982
few studies have examined the mediating role of such b
in evaluations of members of in-groups and out-groups
our knowledge, only one study (Jackson, Sullivan
Hodge, 1993) has directly examined the links among g
membership, attributions for a target’s behavior, and e
uations of that target, and this study did not test for m
ation directly. Consistent with the ultimate attribution er
Jackson et al. (1993) found that white participants m
more dispositional than situational attributions for a h
achieving White and a low-achieving Black target,
more situational than dispositional attributions for a l
achieving White and a high-achieving Black target.,
evidence emerged in this study, however, for in-group bi-
ases in overall evaluations of the target. Thus, although
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participants’ attributions for the target’s level of achie
ment mediated their evaluations, there was no possibilit
the attributions to mediate in-group biases. Moreover
though the attributional biases observed did favor the
group, it is unclear whether the same targets would hav
black participants to show related patterns of attribut
and evaluations.

Thus, there is some evidence that attributions me
in-group biases, but there is no direct support for
hypothesis. Accordingly, the goal of the present rese
was to examine attributional biases among Blacks
Whites and to see if those biases mediate in-group-fav
evaluations. To accomplish this goal, we asked Black
White participants to evaluate a Black or White job ap
cant who was either fired or laid off from a previo
position. We also assessed the extent to which partici
made dispositional or situational attributions for the ap
cant’s job problems.

Given the ubiquity of in-group biases, we predicted
Blacks and Whites would demonstrate in-group-favo
biases in their attributions for the target’s job termina
and in their evaluations of that target. We also predicted
greater intergroup differences would emerge in the ev
tions of and attributions for a target who was fired ra
than laid off. Because being fired is usually more likely
occur as a result of an individual’s work-related transg
sions or deficiencies, it is viewed more negatively tha
being laid off. Thus, there is greater latitude for attributio
biases to improve the interpretation of being fired. Fin
and most importantly, we predicted that in-group biase
evaluations would be mediated by in-group-favoring bi
in the situational versus dispositional nature of the attr
tions.

METHOD

Participants

Participants were 80 Black and 80 White students
males and 40 females of each race) who were approac
the Ohio State University Student Union and aske
participate in the experiment.

Materials

Employment applications were created to represe
female applicant. All applications included identical inf
mation concerning the applicant’s name, birthdate, cu
address and telephone number, previous work experi
citizenship, and current source of income. In addition,
application requested a statement from the applican
plaining her reason for leaving her last job. In respons
this question, the applicant indicated that she had
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either laid off or fired for absenteeism. A photograph of
either a Black or White woman was attached to each appli-
d
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cation. The race of each applicant was orthogonal to
termination status.

Procedure

Two female undergraduates, one Black and one W
served as experimenters for this research. Prospectiv
ticipants were approached in the Student Union and ask
participate in the study by a same-race experimenter.
experimenter explained that she was a student conduc
project to examine the decision-making criteria used
people in personnel management. Participants were
domly assigned to read an application depicting eith
White or Black applicant who lost her last job by being fi
or laid off. The experimenter then read a series of ques
to the participant. The first question asked why the appl
was absent so often and consequently fired or why she
laid off from her job. The experimenter then asked par
pants if they believed the reason that they had just prov
was more due to external circumstances not within
applicant’s personal control or more due to her person
and/or circumstances within her control. Responses to
question were given on a bipolar scale from 1 to 10,
“1” indicating a dispositional attribution and “10” indicati
a situational attribution. The experimenter then asked
ticipants how hardworking they believed the applic
would be and how likely they would be to hire her. R
sponses to these questions were made on 10-point
scales with endpoints labelednot at allandvery much.After
completing the interview, participants were debriefed
thanked for their participation in the study. Although so
participants inquired as to whether the application
really authentic, none indicated any suspicions releva
our specific hypotheses.

RESULTS

Preliminary analyses revealed that participants’ be
about how hardworking the applicant was and their lik
hood of hiring her were strongly correlated (r 5 .63, p ,
.001).Accordingly, these two variables were collapsed
a single index that represented participants’ evaluatio
the target. Preliminary analyses also failed to reveal
effects for sex of the participant on the dependent meas
so this factor was dropped from the analyses. Finally
though a 2 (participant race)3 2 (applicant race)3 2
termination status) ANOVA revealed an unexpected m
ffect for race, with White participants evaluating the
licants more favorably (M 5 5.69) than Black partici
ants (M 5 4.94), F(1, 152) 5 7.38, p , .01 (h 2 5

.05), there were no significant differences in the in-gr
biases exhibited by Blacks and Whites. The participant
by applicant race interaction was thus collapsed into

ON HIPPEL
in-group vs out-group main effect, facilitating the media-
tional analyses.
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Manipulation Checks

A 2 (in-group vs out-group)3 2 (fired vs laid off)
analysis of variance (ANOVA) for evaluations of the tar
revealed a main effect for termination status, indicating
participants evaluated the applicant who was laid off m
favorably (M 5 6.07) than the applicant who was fir
(M 5 4.56), F(1, 152)5 30.77,p , .001 (h 2 5 .17).

oreover, a one-samplet test indicated that the mean
he applicant who was fired was significantly lower than
idpoint (5.5) of the rating scale,t(79) 5 24.23, p ,

001,whereas the mean for the applicant who was laid
as significantly higher than the scale’s midpoint,t(79) 5
.20, p , .01.
A main effect also emerged for participants’ attributi

or the applicant’s job termination, with participants p
iding more situational attributions for the applicant w
as laid off (M 5 6.91) than the applicant who was fir

M 5 4.89), F(1, 152)5 31.41,p , .001 (h 2 5 .17).
t Tests indicated that the mean for the applicant who
fired was significantly lower than the midpoint of the rat
scale,t(79) 5 22.19, p , .05 (suggesting that partic
pants provided dispositional attributions for being fire
and the mean for the applicant who was laid off
significantly higher than the scale’s midpoint,t(79) 5
5.92, p , .001 (suggesting that participants provid
situational attributions for being laid off). These res
support the use of job termination status as a manipul
of negative behavior, thereby facilitating a test of our
dictions regarding the greater impact of in-group bia
under such conditions.

In-Group Bias in Attributions and Evaluations

We predicted that in-group biases would emerge in
ticipants’ attributions for the applicant being termina
from a previous job and in their overall evaluations of
applicant. In support of these hypotheses, an ANOVA
vealed a main effect of in-group status for both attributi
F(1, 152)5 6.91, p , .01 (h 2 5 .04) andevaluations
F(1, 152)5 5.75,p , .02 (h 2 5 .04).Participants mad
more situational attributions for the in-group applica
termination (M 5 6.38) than for the out-group applican
ermination (M 5 5.43) andevaluated the in-group app
ant more positively (M 5 5.64) than the out-group app
ant (M 5 4.99). t Tests revealed that attributions

n-group applicants were significantly different from
ating scale’s midpoint,t(79) 5 2.99, p , .01, aswere
valuations of out-group members,t(79) 5 22.16, p ,
05; but attributions for out-group applicants and eva
ions of the in-group member did not differ significan
rom the rating scale’s midpoint (ts , |1.0|,ns). Attribu-
ions and evaluations were correlated,r 5 .47, p , .001.

ATTRIBUTIONAL
We also predicted that in-group biases would be en-
anced for the applicant who was fired because that behavt
or provides greater latitude for the impact of such bia
or participants’ attributions, however, the in-group st
y termination status interaction did not reach significa
(1, 152) 5 1.38, p . .10 (h 2 5 .01). Thetwo-way

interaction for participants’ evaluations of the applic
however, did reach marginal significance,F(1, 152) 5
3.42, p 5 .07 (h 2 5 .02). As can beseen in Table 1
evaluations of an in-group member who was fired w
more favorable than those of an out-group member who
fired, but no differences emerged in the evaluation
in-group and out-group members who were laid off.

Attributional Mediation of Bias

In order to assess whether participants’ attributions
the applicant’s job termination mediated their evaluation
the applicant, we conducted a series of regression ana
According to Baron and Kenny (1986), the following th
conditions must occur for mediation to be evident: (1)
independent variable must significantly affect the medi
(2) the mediator must significantly affect the depen
variable, and (3) the significant relation between the i
pendent variable and the dependent variable must disa
or be significantly weakened when the mediator is inclu
in the equation. Because the ANOVA revealed a main e
of in-group status on attributions, the first criterion was m
In order to assess the second and third criteria, we com
two regression models—one including the mediator (a
butions) as a predictor variable and one not including
with in-group status, participant race, and termination s
serving as predictors and evaluations as the outcome
Table 2).

As can be seen in Table 2, the in-group attributional
appears to have mediated in-group biases in evalua
When attributions are not included in the model (Mode
in-group status has an effect on evaluations. But w
attributions are included in the model (Model 2), in-gro
status no longer predicts evaluations. Moreover, cons
with the ANOVA results, in-group status predicted

TABLE 1
Participants’ Evaluations of the Applicant as a Function of
the Applicant’s Group Membership and Termination Status

Applicant’s
group membership

Applicant’s termination status

Fired Laid off

In-group 5.14a 6.15c

Out-group 3.98b 6.00c

Note. N 5 160. Higher numbers correspond to more favorable
evaluations. Values with different subscripts are significantly differen
at p , .05.

269IATION OF BIAS
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ibutional bias (b 5 .26, p 5 .01), and at test revealed
t the pathway from in-group status, through attributions,
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to evaluations was significant (p , .05). Theregressio
nalyses also revealed that attributions partially med

he effect of termination status on evaluations becaus
athway from termination status through attributions
valuations was also significant (p , .05).

DISCUSSION

The findings reported here provide empirical suppor
the mediating role of attributional biases in evaluation
in-group and out-group members. Participants gave
favorable evaluations to in-group than out-group mem
and made more situational attributions for an in-gr
member’s termination from a previous job than that o
out-group member. In addition, the degree to which pe
showed an in-group bias in their evaluations was med
by the degree to which they showed an in-group bias in
attributions for the target’s job termination. The implicat
of these findings is that because people generate diff
explanations for the same behavior when it is exhibite
an in-group rather than an out-group member, biased
uations are not only likely to follow, but may also se
justified to the perceiver. That is, if someone was fired
laid off) for situational reasons, then it is perfectly app
priate to give her a second chance at another job. B
someone was released from a job for dispositional rea
then it is inappropriate to give her a second chance.

The research on in-group bias is marked by a lac
consensus regarding its nature. For example, there has
continual debate as to whether in-group biases are due
to enhancement of the in-group or derogation of the
group. The results of our research support the former
tion. For example, mean attributions for the in-group ap
cant’s termination, but not for the out-group applicant, w
significantly different from the midpoint of the situation

TA
Regression Analyses Testing for

Variable

Model 1
(mediator not in)

B t

Termination status 1.52 5.48***
Participant race .74 2.68**
In-group statusa .66 2.37*
Attributions — —

Note. N5 160. Change inR2 for Model 2 5 .09, F c
a In-group5 1; Out-group5 0.
* p , .05.

** p , .01.
*** p , .001.
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versus dispositional scale. This suggests that biases favorin
the in-group, rather than against the out-group, were respon
e
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f
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sible for the observed differences in attributions for
in-group and out-group applicants. Thus, as Brewer (1
has noted, inequities are likely to emerge in evaluation
treatment of group members, even in the absence o
prejudicial attitudes held toward out-groups.

Given that positive differentiation from out-groups
contingent on appraisals of in-group members, negat
characterized in-group members may pose a threat t
maintenance of a positive social identity (Brewer, 19
Tajfel, 1978). Marques (1990; Marques & Yzerbyt, 19
Marques, Yzerbyt, & Leyens, 1988) has postulated tha
order to protect social identity in such instances, individ
judge negative in-group members as extreme cases. In
words, negative in-group members are seen as outliers
are atypical from the in-group as a whole. Conseque
negative in-group members are often evaluated even
favorably than similar out-group members. Such a pat
which is referred to as the “black sheep effect,” would y
outcomes in direct contrast to the findings in our resea

The black sheep effect, however, occurs only under
ditions in which the evaluative dimension is a defin
feature of in-group norms (Marques, 1990; Marq
Robalo, & Rocha, 1992; Marques et al., 1988; Marque
Yzerbyt, 1988) and thus relevant to social identity. This
not the case in our research. Given the ubiquity of rese
on racial stereotypes (e.g., Devine, 1989; Devine & El
1995; Katz & Braly, 1933) and, to a much lesser degree
autostereotypes (e.g., Clark, 1985; Ryan, 1996), we
confidently declare that being fired as opposed to laid
from a job is benign to in-group/out-group differentiatio
for Blacks and Whites. Further, research showing evid
for the black sheep effect (Marques, 1990; Marques e
1992; Marques et al., 1988; Marques & Yzerbyt, 1988)
tended to emphasize likable and unlikable personality
for which, by definition, situational attributions cannot

2
ative Bias and Attributional Mediation

Model 2
(with mediator in)

R2 FB t

.99 3.45*** — —

.70 2.67** — —
.41 1.53 .22 14.28***
.26 4.54*** .31 17.21***

, 155)5 20.62***.
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made. This is an important point in reconciling the contrast
between our findings and those providing evidence for the
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black sheep effect, as we argue that attributions are in
responsible for observed biases in evaluations. Thus, i
absence of attributional biases, evaluative biases are
likely to occur.

We also recognize yet another potential explanation
our findings. Given that we used only female targets in
research, gender biases may have played a role i
observed results. Clearly, gender as a category is ju
accessible as race or ethnicity (Abrams, Thomas, & H
1990; Brewer, 1988; McCall & Simmons, 1966; McGu
McGuire, & Winton, 1979), particularly in the context
workplace inequities (Trentham & Larwood, 1998).
found no differences, however, in evaluations or attribut
as a function of participants’ gender. This lack of an ef
should not be given too much weight, however, becaus
used only female experimenters. Consequently, male
ticipants were always in the out-group relative to the ex
imenter, and so the research design did not allow for a
test of gender-based biases. The goal of our study, of co
was to examine racial biases in attributions and evaluat

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Although the findings were consistent with our pre
tions, there are several limitations to our research. Firs
conclusions are based on the findings from a single s
and so different findings might emerge with other group
different scenarios. Likewise, we used only female
applicants, so it is possible that different patterns of bia
no bias at all) might emerge for male applicants. In sup
of the generalizability of this research, however, it shoul
noted that our findings are consistent with previous rese
(Hewstone, 1990; Pettigrew, 1979). For example, the J
son et al. (1993) studies revealed a similar pattern o
group-favoring biases in White participants’ attributi
concerning in-group and out-group achievement.

Another potential limitation of our research is the us
a single bipolar scale to assess internal and external
butions. It has been argued (and indeed demonstrated
the two are not necessarily opposing extremes of a s
continuum (Solomon, 1978). For example, people c
generate explanations for being laid off from a job
include both external (e.g., declining economy) and inte
(e.g., less productivity relative to coworkers) compone
We allowed for this possibility in our research by fi
asking participants to explain the applicant’s terminat
Thus, we did not preclude the generation of bidimensi
attributions, which presumably would have led to a ra
near the midpoint of the dispositional/situational scale
Cacioppo & Berntson, 1994). Because attributions for b
fired vs laid off were significantly different from that m
point, participants seem to have given more weight to

ATTRIBUTIONAL
type of explanation than the other. Perhaps they considere
both situational and dispositional causes, but then indicate
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whether the target’s behavior wasbetterexplained by dis
positional vs situational factors.

Likewise, there may be alternative explanations for
attributions and evaluations were so strongly related.
most likely contenders involve the methodology of
research. First, having participants (and not more obje
judges) rate their own explanations may have introd
subjective biases in attributions. We presume, however
managers faced with decisions about job applicants in
world situations are likely to take into considerat
whether an applicant’s behavior was due more to pers
or situational factors. Thus, it seemed more realistic to
participants make such decisions themselves in ou
search. Asking participants to evaluate the applicant
after making attributions for her behavior also may have
them to base their evaluations on their attributions. H
ever, we conducted a preliminary study with similar m
rials, participants, and procedures in which attributions w
not assessed (Chatman & von Hippel, 1993). This s
revealed in-group biases similar to those reported
suggesting that the attributional measure did not influ
the evaluations.

In conclusion, we have shown that Blacks and Whites
subject to in-group biases in their attributions for the
havior of other Blacks and Whites and these attribution
least partially account for biased evaluations of in-gr
and out-group members. These findings contribute t
understanding of why people consistently favor membe
the in-group over the out-group by providing an explana
other than out-group prejudice or hostility. Rather,
findings provide another piece of evidence for the argum
that in-group enhancement, as opposed to out-group
gation, is responsible for the persistence of in-group-fa
ing biases (Brewer, 1979, 1999). At an applied level, t
findings suggest that providing explicit explanations for
behavior of in-group and out-group members might red
the potential for inequities to emerge.
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