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Race for Attention: Competing Racial Stimuli and Working Memory
Guadalupe D.S. Gonzalez, B.A., David M. Schnyer, Ph.D.

The University of Texas at Austin

• Socio-cognitive research aims to better understand the mechanisms 
underlying racial bias 

Attention:
• Emotional attention may rapidly adapt to motivational shifts (Brosch & 

Bavel, 2012)
• Attention to race can be influenced by top-down processes (Correll, 

Guillermo, & Vogt, 2014)
Memory:
• Own-Race Bias (ORB) – better recognition/memory for own-race than 

cross-race faces (Meissner & Brigham, 2011)
• Individuals with higher prejudice (indicated by IAT scores) encode Black 

faces with lower precision than individuals with lower prejudice (Sessa
et al., 2012)

• Never examined competition for attention between races – during the task 
participants attended to a single race (Black or White)

Present Research:
• Implicit racial bias affects basic neurocognitive processes but few 

studies focus on the effects of competition for attention on working 
memory (WM)

• The present research examined how racially biased attention and 
memory are expressed and maintained using a novel task

• Research Question: In the context of competition for attention, 
how does race affect visual working memory?

METHODS (CONT.) RESULTS (CONT.)

• White participants showed an own-race WM bias when encoding the 
location of multiple racial stimuli
• Explicit racial attitudes were not associated with accuracy on the WM task

• Consistent with previous research (Taylor et al., 1978), participants made 
more within-race than between-race errors, suggesting that they were 
automatically encoding racial category information and these patterns were 
associated with explicit racial attitudes
• Greater negative views towards African Americans (indicated by higher 

SR2KS scores) were associated with more within-race than between-race 
errors

• Greater colorblind racial attitudes (indicated by higher CoBRAS scores) were 
associated with more within-race than between-race errors

• We are currently investigating whether these WM effects generalize to other 
races

For more information on this project, please contact 
Guadalupe D.S. Gonzalez at lupitagon@utexas.edu

METHODS
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Participants remembered White (own-race) faces better than Black (cross-race) 
faces.

Participants had better accuracy for the location of White (own-race) (M = .39, SD = .06) than 
Black (cross-race) (M = .43, SD = .06) faces (F(1,48) = 14.95, p < .001, η"# = .24).

Participants made more within-race (M = .41, SD = .07) than between-race (M = .09, SD = .07) 
errors (F(1,48) = 476.67, p < .001, η"# = .91).

Participants made more within-race than between-race errors.

Accuracy was not associated with explicit racial attitudes.

Error rates were associated with explicit racial attitudes.

Greater error rate differences (within – between) were associated with greater symbolic racism 
scores (r = .30, t(47) = 2.14, p = .04).  Likewise, greater error rate differences (within –
between) were associated with greater colorblind racial attitudes scores (r = .35, t(47) = 2.54, 
p = .01).

The accuracy difference score (Black – White) was not associated with symbolic racism 
scores (p > .05).  Likewise, the accuracy difference score (Black – White) was not associated 
with colorblind racial attitudes scores (p > .05).
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• 12 practice trials
• 4 blocks - 60 trials/block

• Trial: 3 Black faces & 3 White faces
• 2 blocks of female faces
• 2 blocks of male faces

Image Cue Working Memory Task

RESULTS
Participants:
• 49 White undergraduate students from UT Austin

• 20 Hispanic/Latino

Materials:
• Chicago Face Database (CFD) (Ma et al., 2015)

• 40 White faces (20 M & 20 F) & 40 Black faces (20 M & 20 F) 

Procedure:
1. Image Cue Working Memory Task (Wilken & Ma, 2004): Participants 

indicated the location of a face in a previous array
2. Square Cue Working Memory Task (Wilken & Ma, 2004): Participants 

indicated the race of a face presented in cued location
3. Health & Demographic Information Questionnaire
4. Symbolic Racism 2000 Scale (SR2KS) (Henry et al., 2002)

5. Colorblind Racial Attitudes Scale (CoBRAS) (Neville et al., 2000)

Data Preprocessing
• Excluded:

1. Incorrect trials
2. Trials with false starts (Reaction Times (RTs) < 300 ms)
3. Trials with long RTs (RTs > 2.5 SDs from mean)
4. Trials with no responses

**

***


