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This study explores the motivational factors underlying European American individuals’ten-
dency to display more culturally sensitive behavior in the presence of African Americans.
European American male college students (N = 75) individually viewed and evaluated
racially insensitive humor, ostensibly in small groups with two confederates. The confeder-
ates’racial backgrounds were varied so that they consisted of either (a) two European Ameri-
cans, (b) one European American and one African American, or (c) two African Americans.
Half of the participants in each condition reacted to the humor privately, whereas the other
half responded to the humor publicly. It was revealed that the mere perception of the presence
of an African American individual prompted participants to display cultural sensitivity, eval-
uating the anti–African American humor negatively. It was interesting that this tendency was
equally prevalent when participants rated the humor publicly and when they rated it pri-
vately. Implications for understanding the nature of cultural sensitivity and interracial self
disclosure are discussed.

Keywords: cultural sensitivity; ethnic humor; group dynamics; race and ethnic discrimi-
nation; self-disclosure

Researchers have long contended that mundane exposure to
race-related stress can adversely affect the psychological health
and life-satisfaction of African Americans (Broman, 1997; Grier &
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Cobbs, 1968; Utsey, Payne, Jackson, & Jones, 2002). Although
such stress can transpire in a wide variety of contexts, one pervasive
way in which African Americans frequently experience this stress
involves the perception of racial bias in daily interethnic social
interactions (Hughes & Johnson, 2001; Terrel, Terrel, & Miller,
1993). Several scholars have examined the roots of this perception
of bias among African Americans. For instance, Dovidio, Gaertner,
Kawakami, and Hodson (2002) outline that reflecting the changing
social climate in recent decades, it has increasingly become
socially inappropriate to express racial prejudice in the mainstream
U.S. culture (also see Ryan & Kanjorski, 1998). Consequently,
according to these scholars, many European Americans frequently
express their negative racial sentiments subtly, without direct refer-
ence to race; at the same time, many are often motivated to act
exceedingly positively toward people of color, to appear racially
unprejudiced (Crocker & Major, 1994). This makes various social
transactions that African Americans experience with European
Americans—regardless of their valence (i.e., negative or posi-
tive)—attributionally ambiguous.

The long history of racial discrimination in the United States has
fostered among African Americans a sense of cultural mistrust
toward European Americans (Terrel et al., 1993). Researchers have
shown that due largely to the combination of the attributional ambi-
guity discussed above and this pervasive sense of cultural mistrust,
African Americans are often prompted to interpret their negative
experiences with European Americans as expressions of racial
prejudice (Crocker, Voelkl, Testa, & Major, 1991), and their posi-
tive experiences with European Americans as overcompensation,
stemming from the European American individuals’ desire to
appear unprejudiced (Akiba, 2000). In other words, when African
Americans are interpreting attributionally ambiguous social inter-
actions involving European Americans, they have the tendency to
draw race-related attributions (Dovidio et al., 2002).
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Because the perception of racial motives in these attribution-
ally ambiguous interethnic social transactions has been identified
as one of the major stressors in the lives of African Americans
(Phelps, Taylor, & Gerard, 2001), it makes sense that, in discussing
interethnic social transactions and their impact on African Ameri-
cans, most researchers have focused exclusively on the phenomen-
ology of interethnic behavior (or the perceivers’ views; i.e., “Do
African Americans perceive racial bias in European Americans’
behavior toward them?”) rather than on the actors’ motives (e.g.,
“To what extent do racial motives contribute to European American
individuals’ behavior involving African Americans?”; Thompson
et al., 1990). The current study has been designed to address the lat-
ter in a laboratory setting and examines the relevance of race in ana-
lyzing the motivational factors underlying European Americans’
behavior toward African Americans.1

EXPRESSION OF CULTURAL SENSITIVITY
BY EUROPEAN AMERICANS

Undoubtedly, like any attitudinal and behavioral dimensions,
considerable individual differences exist among European Ameri-
cans in racial attitudes, cultural sensitivity, and propensity to adjust
their behavior according to situational demands (e.g., self-monitoring;
Snyder, 1974; also Crocker & Major, 1994. Still, group-level analy-
ses are often informative in understanding social phenomena; for
example, it has been demonstrated that despite varying racial atti-
tudes across individuals, an overwhelming majority of European
Americans reportedly agree that it is socially undesirable to
express racial bias publicly; reflecting this trend, their political
views tend to be more egalitarian when expressed in public than in
private (Krysan, 1998). Therefore, it is perhaps uncontroversial to
state that despite individual differences in racial attitudes, publicly
expressed views concerning racial issues may not necessarily
reflect the “true” racial attitudes held by European American indi-
viduals; indeed, research has shown that European American indi-
viduals may monitor and adjust their race-related behavior closely
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in the presence of others, and this may particularly be true if per-
sons of color are present (e.g., Gilbert, Krull, & Pelham, 1988).

For instance, Gilbert and Hixon (1991) experimentally demon-
strated that European American college students consciously sup-
pressed expressions of racial stereotypes in the presence of persons
of color. By contrast, the same individuals expressed racial stereo-
types when they were simultaneously performing cognitively de-
manding tasks, which deprived them of the cognitive resources to
suppress such stereotypic responses. This demonstrates that Euro-
pean American adults, when they can, have the tendency to alter
their behavior and act in a culturally sensitive fashion by suppress-
ing racially insensitive behavior. Although this elegant study dem-
onstrated an interesting phenomenon, its design does not help us
understand the motivational factors: What prompts one to conceal
racially insensitive responses?

THE ETIOLOGY OF CULTURALLY SENSITIVE BEHAVIORS:
FOUR POSSIBLE EXPLANATIONS

There are countless types of behavior that can be considered cul-
turally insensitive, and appreciation of racist jokes is among them.
Studies have consistently shown that Americans typically consider
racist humor to be socially inappropriate because such humor is
frequently designed to degrade people of color and to trivialize the
hardships they experience (Smeltzer & Leap, 1988; also see Swim
& Stangor, 1998). Thus, appreciation of anti–African American
humor would constitute racially insensitive behavior toward Afri-
can Americans, and many European Americans are indeed reluc-
tant to engage in such behavior (see Barker, 1994).

Then, what are the specific reasons for European Americans to
feel reluctant to engage in racist jokes (e.g., making such jokes or
appreciating them)? Although the authors were unable to locate
any empirical research on this topic, this reluctance can potentially
be explained by several perspectives. First, it may be that average
European American persons these days are genuinely culturally
sensitive, and they truly find racist humor dull (the disposition
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explanation); this hypothesis would be supported by, among oth-
ers, the classic research by Campbell (1963), suggesting that social
behavior can be attributed to individuals’ stable dispositions. Be-
cause individuals’ behavior most likely reflects the thoughts and
feelings they hold, contextual factors should have little to do with
their reactions to racist humor. Earlier studies discussed in the
preceding section (e.g., Krysan, 1998; Gilbert & Hixon 1991), how-
ever, appear to refute this possibility.

A second possible explanation suggests that the actual or per-
ceived presence of African Americans may serve as a “reminder” to
undo the effects of depersonalization of African Americans (see
Tajfel, 1969, 1981), prompting European American individuals to
be culturally sensitive (the prompt explanations). It is plausible that
the presence of African Americans makes such a tendency preva-
lent by making the racial issues salient and prompting racially sen-
sitive behavior. How persons react to racist humor, therefore,
should vary depending on whether the target of the humor is physi-
cally present (see Macrae, Bodenhausen, Milne, & Jetten, 1994).

Third, one may speculate that individuals usually do not want to
offend the members of the target group by publicly appreciating
racist humor in the presence of people of color (the politeness
explanation, see Turnbull, 1992). Physical presence of an African
American individual, for example, may discourage a European
American person from disclosing his or her appreciation for anti–
African American humor, out of the desire not to offend the African
American individuals, rather than based on a deeper concern to
be culturally sensitive. This differs from the prompt explanation,
which is more internally driven; the politeness explanation instead
suggests that individuals make a decision to superficially suppress
their insensitive reactions in the presence of African American,
only in public. The desire not to offend the members of stigmatized
social groups, incidentally, parallels one of the common definitions
of being “politically correct” (see Rankin, 2001).

Finally, it is possible that people may be pressured into acting in
a culturally sensitive fashion, because they feel intimidated by the
presence of African Americans and are afraid of the possible conse-
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quences of being culturally insensitive (the pressure explanation;
see Barker, 1994; Quillian, 1996; St. John & Heald-Moore, 1995).
For instance, a European American person may feel intimidated to
disclose his or her appreciation for anti–African American jokes
when there is a group of African American individuals present.
This may appear similar to the politeness explanation above; how-
ever, the motive here is inherently different. Because it strictly
deals with interpersonal pressure, one would expect to see a linear
increase in racial sensitivity as a function of the increase in the
number of African Americans in the context—and this tendency
will only be observed if the reactions are to be made publicly. The
current study examines whether any of these four possible explana-
tions (i.e., the disposition, prompt, politeness, and pressure expla-
nations) addresses the motivational factors underlying European
American individuals’ behavior involving African Americans.

On the current focus on European American behavior. Without a
doubt, interpersonal dynamics across social groups would be best
understood when all relevant groups are considered simultane-
ously, while addressing layers of contextual factors; hence, the
complete picture of these dynamics admittedly cannot effectively
be reduced to a 3 × 2 factorial design experiment. As such, studies
addressing such interpersonal dynamics should ideally consider
the characteristics of a wide variety of groups and a range of con-
textual factors across time and situations.

In the current experiment, however, we chose to focus on the
behavior of European Americans, because the study has directly
been inspired by the attributional perceptions of African Ameri-
cans concerning European American individuals’ behaviors
toward them. Also, the current experiment limits the sample to
males, to reduce potential confounds based on gender, as suggested
in previous studies (e.g., Crocker et al., 1991; Ryan & Kanjorski,
1998), which are crucially relevant yet are beyond the scope of the
current study. The exclusive focus on European American males as
participants in the current experiment, therefore, is strictly based
on these considerations.
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METHOD

OVERVIEW AND DESIGN

European American college students were brought to a labora-
tory individually, and they watched comedy clips, ostensibly with
two other male students. Each participant was then asked to answer
questions concerning the humor. Two between-subject variables
were manipulated: One was the racial configuration of the groups
in which each participant was to watch racist humor. Specifically,
three racial configurations conditions were created by systemati-
cally varying the race of the two “coparticipants” whom the partici-
pants thought were present; they included (a) two European Ameri-
cans, (b) one European American and one African American, and
(c) two African Americans conditions. The other variable was the
privacy of the participants’ reactions to the humor: private or pub-
lic. Each participant was randomly assigned to one of the six condi-
tions in this 3 × 2 factorial design.

PARTICIPANTS

Seventy-eight self-identified U.S.-born European American
male students (mean age = 18.9, SD = 0.92) enrolled in general psy-
chology courses at a private northeastern United States university
participated in partial fulfillment of course requirements. Three
subjects were excluded from analyses, as they did not fill out the
questionnaires completely. Therefore, 75 individuals were included
in further analyses.

MATERIALS

Video materials. Four videotapes were prepared; the first three
were used to manipulate the racial configuration of the
“coparticipants.” Approximately 10 male undergraduate students
attending another university were individually taped, with a white
background, in the experimental room. Of these men, 4 (2 African
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Americans and 2 European Americans) were selected to be pre-
sented as coparticipants. They all had short hair and were wearing
plain white T-shirts, and they were equated for appearance in terms
of such factors as attractiveness through pilot testing. A Sony video
editor, which allows video images to be manipulated, was used to
create three separate sets of split-screen images, each correspond-
ing to one of the three racial configurations in the current study, and
each condition was recorded on a separate tape. Each tape was
edited so that the images of the two coparticipants gradually ap-
peared on the monitor, remained for 10 seconds, and then faded out
into a blank screen.

The fourth videotape contained the humor. It consisted of three
5-minute clips from TV situation comedies. One clip was from the
Dick Van Dyke Show, one was from I Love Lucy, and one was from
All in the Family.2 The first two “filler” clips contained no racial or
politically controversial matters. The All in the Family clip, on the
other hand, included racially derogatory remarks against African
Americans. The lead character, Archie Bunker, expresses frustra-
tion over his wife’s decision to take a job at a store owned by the
Jeffersons, an African American family; he argues that African
Americans are “welfare takers” and it makes no sense for European
Americans to be working for them.

The order of presentation of these clips was counterbalanced.
There was a 1-minute pause between the clips to allow participants
to complete a questionnaire pertaining to each clip. During these
pauses, a sentence, “Please fill out the appropriate portion of your
questionnaire now,” appeared on the monitor. A series of beeps
warned the subjects 5 seconds before the 1-minute time limit was
over. All of these tapes were played on a Sony VCR located in a
separate room.

Questionnaires. Two sets of questionnaires were constructed.
The first measured participants’ evaluation of each comedy clip
(described in detail in later sections), and the second included a
series of manipulation checks.
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PROCEDURE

Upon arrival, each participant was greeted by a European Amer-
ican female experimenter and was seated in a 3 meters by 3 meters
room with a TV monitor, which was connected to a VCR located in
a separate room; a closed-circuit camera; and a chair with an
attached table. Each participant was led to believe that he was one
of the three participants simultaneously completing the study,
which involved watching and evaluating various aspects of three
TV comedy clips. He was told that although the three participants
were to watch the clips concurrently, they were to do so indepen-
dently in separate rooms. He was also told that the three partici-
pants were to be introduced by viewing each other’s faces via the
closed-circuit TV first, watch the comedy clips, then meet his co-
participants after watching and evaluating the humor. There were
no coparticipants in reality, and the faces shown on the TV monitor
had previously been recorded, as described earlier.

To justify the necessity of having the participants watch the vid-
eos independently, the following explanation was given: Ongoing
renovations in the large experimental room in the building pre-
vented three participants from being placed in the same room that
week, but it was necessary to maintain the three-participant design
to be consistent with past and future sessions of the project.
Phenomenologically, thus, participants thought that two other indi-
viduals participated in the same experimental session with them.

After this brief description of the procedures, each participant
was shown a split-screen image of the faces of two men (i.e., their
imaginary coparticipants discussed earlier) on the video monitor,
and they were led to believe that their own faces were being shown
to their coparticipants. Participants were randomly assigned to
view either two European Americans (EE), one African American
and one European American (AE), or two African American (AA)
coparticipants. Then, the closed-circuit TV camera was turned off
and was placed in its storage box.

Half of the participants in each of the three racial configuration
conditions were told that they were to discuss their reactions to the
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humor with their coparticipants later on; these, thus, represented
the public-response conditions. The other half of the participants
was told that they would meet their coparticipants later on, but they
were not to discuss their responses to the clips with them. This,
therefore, constituted the private-response condition. Then, partic-
ipants watched the videotape containing the comedy clips. After
each clip, they answered questions concerning various aspects of
the clip (described in later sections in detail). They then completed
the final questionnaire (i.e., manipulation check). They were then
thanked, debriefed, and asked not to discuss the study with others.

HYPOTHESES AND PREDICTIONS

As discussed earlier, two variables were manipulated in the
study. The first was the perceived number of African Americans in
the group, ranging from none to two. Because the participants were
all European American males, the EE condition constituted an all–
European American situation, the EA condition represented a one-
African-American-present situation, and the AA condition entailed
an African American–majority condition. The second variable in-
volved the privacy of the reaction to the humor. Four explanations
(i.e., disposition, prompt, politeness, and pressure), each with a
unique pattern of predictions, were identified in a previous section,
and they resulted in the following set of hypotheses.

The disposition hypothesis would predict that cultural insen-
sitivity (i.e., participants’ expressed appreciation for the racist
humor) does not vary across conditions, as explained earlier. The
prompt hypothesis, on the other hand, would predict that there
should be a difference between conditions involving no African
Americans and conditions that included them. Specifically, partici-
pants’reactions should be more sensitive in the presence of African
American coparticipants (AE or AA) than in the absence of them
(EE). Because the mere presence of African Americans primes
such cultural sensitivity, however, there should be no differences
between AE and AA conditions. Also, there is no compelling rea-
son to believe that such prompting would have systematically
different effects in private- and public-response conditions.
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The politeness hypothesis, like the prompt hypothesis, makes
the prediction that cultural sensitivity would be more pronounced
in the AE and AA conditions than in the EE condition, because the
mere presence of an African American individual would induce
cultural sensitivity. This is because the participants are motivated to
avoid insulting the African American person. Nevertheless, this
hypothesis, unlike the prompt hypothesis, predicts that this ten-
dency to suppress racial insensitivity should be prevalent only if
responses are to be made publicly, because there is no potential for
insulting anyone if their reactions are to be made privately.

Finally, the pressure hypothesis predicts that the expressed
appreciation of racist humor should change as a function of the rel-
ative size of each group when their reactions are given publicly;
therefore, an interaction effect is expected. In the current study,
the EE and AE conditions represented the European American–
majority situations, whereas African Americans were the majority
in the AA conditions. It may thus be reasonable to hypothesize that
culturally sensitive reactions will be more pronounced when Euro-
pean Americans are outnumbered by African Americans (the AA
condition), compared with the conditions in which European Amer-
icans are the majority (EE or AE). Furthermore, there is no reason
to be pressured into acting culturally sensitively, if their reactions
are to remain private. In the private conditions, therefore, there
should be no variations in participants’ reactions as a function of
the number of African Americans in the environment.

RESULTS

MANIPULATIONS CHECKS

To determine whether the participants accurately perceived the
racial composition and the response-style conditions in which they
were placed, a series of questions was asked after clips had been
evaluated. All of the 75 participants correctly identified both the
race condition (i.e., EE, AE, or AA condition) and the response
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condition (i.e., private- or public-response condition) in which they
were placed.

ANALYTICAL STRATEGY

The current experiment requires an unconventional series of
analyses, because it involves four competing hypotheses. A con-
ventional approach to examining the differences between several
mean scores involving a set of variables would be a multiple analy-
sis of variance (MANOVA). However, in this particular research
design, MANOVA was judged to be inadequate; instead, the
Bonferroni t procedure based on a series of planned comparisons
appears to be an efficient and stringent means of analyzing the four
hypotheses, as outlined below.3

On the Bonferroni t procedure. There are several reasons to
avoid using a MANOVA in the current context. First, a MANOVA
would fail to address the current hypotheses in a systematic fash-
ion. Specifically, the mere presence or absence of main or inter-
action effects (or any combination of them) would not necessarily
provide definitive support for a particular hypothesis. For example,
as discussed in an earlier section, the politeness and pressure
hypotheses would predict similar patterns of reactions, character-
ized primarily by an interaction effect between the two indepen-
dent variables (i.e., race configuration and privacy) and perhaps a
main effect for the race configuration. Even if these effects were to
be obtained, however, the only way to validate each of these two
hypotheses would be to run a separate analysis, examining the dif-
ferences between the three levels of the race configuration variable
within the public-response condition; this raises a concern.

In a 3 × 2 MANOVA, the variance is split three ways (i.e., two
main effects and an interaction effect), dissipating the predictions
in question across two one-degree-of-freedom and one two-
degrees-of-freedom dimensions; thus, the statistical power will be
compromised. Planned comparisons using the Bonferroni t proce-
dure, by contrast, represent “a more precise and powerful” method
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of testing the hypotheses without compromising the statistical
integrity (Neuberg & Fiske, 1987, p. 437). Because this study had
equally distributed numbers of participants across conditions, as
well as normally distributed populations that are homogeneous in
variance, the current procedure based on t statistics is judged to be
reasonably robust (see Dunn, 1961). It is not surprising that experi-
ments with similar designs (e.g., Neuberg & Fiske, 1987) have used
this analytical strategy successfully.

EVALUATION OF THE CLIPS

The evaluation forms included several questions on the clips.
For each show, participants were asked to answer a series of ques-
tions; among them, there were questions asking (a) how funny they
thought it was, (b) how they felt about the lead character (e.g.,
Archie Bunker), and (c) how prejudiced they thought the humor
was. All questions were answered on 7-point Likert-type scales.

The first dimension, the overall evaluation of humor, consisted
of three questions: general affective valence, pleasantness of the
humor, and how funny it was (α = .84). The second dimension con-
sisted of three questions regarding the character in the clip: how
good the general “set-up” of the character was, his or her like-
ability, and potential for success as a current sitcom character (α =
.79). Finally, the third dimension involved two questions concern-
ing perceived prejudice: how prejudiced and how offensive the
humor was (α = .88). Table 1 presents the contrast coefficients for
the Bonferroni procedures as well as means and standard devia-
tions for all six conditions.

Overall evaluation of the humor. The grand mean for the average
of the three evaluative questions on the humor in All in the Family
was 3.32 (SD = 1.44, where 1 indicates negative and 7 corresponds
to positive reactions). A culturally sensitive response would be
to rate the humor more negatively. Bonferroni t procedures re-
vealed that participants in the EE conditions had reliably more pos-
itive reactions to the humor than did participants in the African

Akiba, Miller / EXPRESSION OF CULTURAL SENSITIVITY 635

 © 2004 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on July 19, 2007 http://sgr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://sgr.sagepub.com


American–present (AE and AA) conditions, Ms = 3.8 and 3.0,
respectively; t(57) = 2.03; p < .05. However, there was no reliable
difference between AE and AA conditions, Ms = 3.3 and 2.7,
respectively; t(57) = –1.223; ns.

Furthermore, there was no reliable difference as a function of
response privacy. That is, participants’ reactions did not differ in
the private and public conditions, Ms = 3.27 in both cases, t(57) =
.02, ns. Taken together, this part of the results provides strong sup-
port for the prompt hypothesis.

Evaluation of the character. Participants’ ratings on the lead
character, Archie Bunker, averaged at 4.61 (SD = 1.53; 1 = nega-
tive, 7 = positive). They did not vary as a function of either race con-
figurations, Ms = 4.83, 4.51, and 4.52 for EE, AE, and AA condi-
tions; t(57) = .04; ns, or response styles, Ms = 4.65 for the private
conditions and 4.59 for the public conditions, t (57) = 1.04, ns. This
suggests that whereas participants’ evaluation of the humor varied
across contexts, their evaluation of the character being portrayed
did not.

636 SMALL GROUP RESEARCH / December 2004

TABLE 1: Contrast Coefficients and Means for the Multiple Comparisons Test

Private Public

EE EA AA EE EA AA

Contrasts
A (African Americans majority vs. minority) 0 –1

2
1

2 0 –1
2

1
2

B (African Americans present vs. absent) 1 –1
2 –1

2 1 –1
2 –1

2

C (public vs. private) 1
3

1
3

1
3 –1

3 –1
3 –1

3

A × C interaction 0 –1
2

1
2 0 1

2 –1
2

B × C interaction 1 –1
2 –1

2 –1 1
2

1
2

Obtained means and standard deviations
Overall evaluation (1= unfavorable; 3.64 3.47 2.71 3.97 3.13 2.70

7 = favorable) (1.73) (1.12) (1.52) (1.67) (1.54) (1.05)
Reaction to the character (1= unfavorable; 5.06 4.23 4.66 4.60 4.79 4.39

7 = favorable) (1.97) (1.44) (1.48) (1.46) (1.20) (1.67)
Perceived prejudice (1= prejudice perceived; 1.68 1.88 1.46 1.82 2.08 1.46

7 = prejudice not perceived) (.94) (1.29) (.73) (1.86) (1.47) (.66)

NOTE: EE = two European American coparticipants; EA = a European American and an
African American coparticipants; and AA = two African American coparticipants.
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Perception of prejudice. The next set of analyses dealt with how
much prejudice participants reported to have noticed. The cultur-
ally sensitive response would be to report having perceived much
prejudice. Overall, participants perceived Archie Bunker to be
highly prejudiced, M = 1.73, SD = 1.16, where 1 = prejudiced and 7
= unprejudiced. Even with this strong trend to cite prejudice, par-
ticipants in African American–present (AE or AA) conditions
rated the humor to be reliably more prejudiced than did those in EE
conditions, Ms = 1.46 and 1.87, respectively; t(65) = 1.89; p < .05.
However, there was no difference between AE and AA conditions,
Ms = 1.72 and 1.75, respectively, or between public and private
response conditions, Ms = 1.67 and 1.79, respectively; both ts(65)
< 1.0; ns. These results resemble those for the participants’ overall
reactions to the humor, providing further support for the prompt
hypothesis.

DISCUSSION

The current results offer several key answers concerning the
motivational issues of interracial behavior. This study has shown
that the perceived presence of at least one African American indi-
vidual in a small group appears to prompt European American
males to show cultural sensitivity, and this tendency was equally
prevalent when their responses were made publicly and privately.
The current results therefore provide evidence to refute the com-
mon beliefs discussed earlier, that average European Americans
have a tendency to act in a culturally sensitive manner only in pub-
lic, due to social desirability—that they want to appear politically
correct or that they are threatened by the potential consequences of
acting insensitively.

These results instead are consistent with the notion that the mere
presence of a person of color prompts European American individ-
uals not only to publicly act in a culturally sensitive manner but
also to privately feel that way. Two seemingly opposing obser-
vations can subsequently be made. First, the observed cultural sen-
sitivity is not entirely reflective of the dispositionally based or
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internalized cultural sensitivity among our participants, because
the participants acted in a less culturally sensitive manner in the
absence of African Americans. Second, although the observed sen-
sitivity may not have fully stemmed from internalized dispositional
elements, it was clearly motivated by factors beyond superficial
social desirability, because cultural sensitivity was apparent even
when their reactions were to remain anonymous and be concealed
from others. These patterns of reactions also point to the reality that
dialogues across racial groups may not necessarily elicit candid
discussions on issues involving culturally sensitive matters. What
are the implications of these findings for African Americans’ attri-
butional perception in interethnic situations?

Given the current results, the distrustful attributional tendencies
frequently held by African Americans discussed in the opening
sections seems warranted—that European Americans’ behavior
toward them may not be reflective of European Americans’ “dis-
positional sensitivity” toward them but instead indicative of other,
less stable situational factors. Some researchers have characterized
the distrusting attributional characteristics among African Ameri-
cans as a healthy form of paranoia (see Thompson et al., 1990). By
labeling it “healthy,” these researchers intended to explicitly note
that it is not a psychological disorder; however, this term still con-
notes psychological tendencies that are nonnormative and unwar-
ranted. Yet, as demonstrated in the current study, this attribution
may actually be warranted at least in some contexts.

What are the real-life implications of these findings? It is reason-
able to speculate that such programs as affirmative action, which
typically result in increased cultural diversity in various social set-
tings such as schools and offices, may induce cultural sensitivity
among European Americans, not only in public but also in private.
The potential implications of the current results, therefore, may
be extensive. However, there are some crucial questions yet to be
addressed.

First, the generality of this phenomenon in other types of inter-
racial contexts is unclear. For one, the current findings must be
approached with caution, as the laboratory behavior of European
American male college students in the northeastern United States
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may not reflect the everyday behavior of an average European
American person. In addition, one may ask whether the current
results may be replicated in situations involving other stigmatized
groups, such as Latinos, women, and gays. The findings from this
study seemingly do not apply to all stigmatized groups. Women,
for example, hold less social power than men and are thus consid-
ered to be stigmatized in the United States. However, women are
physically present in most settings, yet their presence does not nec-
essarily appear to reduce insensitive behavior by men (see Glick &
Fiske, 2001), which contradicts the current findings dealing with
African Americans. A closer and more extensive examination of
the current phenomenon, therefore, is necessary.

Second, it is unclear what types of stimuli can serve to prompt
culturally sensitive behavior. Would more subtle forms of manipu-
lation, such as having European Americans simply think about
African Americans, serve to prompt European American men and
affect the way they react to racist jokes? Tajfel’s (1969) work dis-
cussed earlier would suggest that even such a subtle manipulation
may serve to personalize the target group, which may induce cul-
turally sensitive behavior.

Third, how long would the observed effects of prompting last?
Macrae et al. (1994) found that inhibiting a culturally insensitive
thought can actually magnify the likelihood of that thought’s being
expressed later on, suggesting that the current effects may not nec-
essarily last very long. Because this question was not tested in the
current research, it would be premature to speculate on the path-
ways this phenomenon may take over time.

Finally, individual differences in cultural sensitivity and other
psychological dimensions, as stated earlier, are crucially relevant
in understanding the interracial dynamics between African Ameri-
cans and European Americans in real life. Nevertheless, the robust-
ness of the current findings in spite of these individual differences
may be indicative of the power of prompting in eliciting culturally
sensitive behavior in some contexts. All in all, this experiment has
provided important clues concerning the factors contributing to
culturally sensitive behavior and cross-racial self disclosure, and it
may be a solid foundation on which to build further inquiries on
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interpersonal dynamics across racial groups. Future research
should extend its focus beyond the laboratory and examine these
issues in specific contexts within such settings as the classroom,
psychological services, and places of work.

NOTES

1. Naturally, interethnic transactions for African Americans involve not only European
Americans but also others such as Latinos and Asian Americans. However, inclusion of these
groups was judged to be beyond the scope of the current research.

2. These outdated clips, rather than current television shows, were chosen, because it was
judged that college students were less likely to hold strong preexisting attitudes toward older
television shows.

3. The authors would like to thank Dr. Cynthia Thomsen for her statistical support.
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