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Effects of Social Context on Racially Biased Perceptions of Threat
Guadalupe D.S. Gonzalez & David M. Schnyer

The University of Texas at Austin

• Research on the neurocognitive underpinnings of racial bias has found 
that White participants show greater amygdala activity1,2 and early 
attention3,4 for Black than White faces.

• One proposed mechanism is that processing differences primarily 
reflect a threat response resulting from pre-existing stereotypes 
associating Blacks with danger or threat4,5. 

• However, given socio-cognitive research indicating that the context in 
which racial stimuli are presented affects racial attitudes6,7, it is possible 
that perceivers may not associate Black individuals with threat in every 
situation.

• Nonetheless, many neurocognitive studies ignore context effects on 
racial biases by presenting racial stimuli without a social context.

• Thus, the present research sought to re-examine the assumption that 
Black individuals are always perceived as threatening.

• Research Question: Does social context play a role in the perception 
of outgroup threat? 

• Hypotheses: Perceptions of threat associated with racial outgroup 
members depend on the social context.
o Athletic Context: Black faces viewed as more threatening than Asian and 

White faces. 
o Academic Context: Asian faces viewed as more threatening than Black 

and White faces.

METHODS (CONT.) RESULTS (CONT.)

• Racially biased threat perceptions differed based on the social context:
o Basketball Game: Black faces perceived as more threatening than Asian and 

White faces.
o Math Competition: Asian faces perceived as more threatening than Black and 

White faces.
o Rock-Paper-Scissors: Black faces were perceived as slightly more 

threatening than White faces.
• It is likely that factors other than the stereotype associating Black individuals 

with threat, underlie neurocognitive processing differences between Black 
and White faces.
o Results indicate that Black individuals are not always perceived as more 

threatening than other racial groups.
o Results also suggest that individuals may apply the stereotype that Black 

individuals are threatening during ambiguous contexts.
• Asians, a racial group that is not stereotypically associated with threat, may 

be perceived as threatening in certain social contexts.
• We are currently using eye-tracking to examine whether the social context 

affects early and late visual attention biases to racial ingroups and 
outgroups.

• Future research will need to further examine the role of social contexts on 
racially biased neurocognitive processing.

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

METHODS

BACKGROUND

DISCUSSION

1. Hart, A. J., Whalen, P. J., Shin, L. M., McInerney, S. C., Fischer, H., & Rauch, S. L. (2000). Differential response in the human amygdala to racial outgroup 
vs ingroup face stimuli. NeuroReport, 11(11), 2351–2354.

2. Phelps, E. a, O’Connor, K. J., Cunningham, W. a, Funayama, E. S., Gatenby, J. C., Gore, J. C., & Banaji, M. R. (2000). Performance on indirect measures 
of race evaluation predicts amygdala activation. Journal of Cognitive Neuroscience, 12(5), 729–38. 

3. Richeson, J. A., & Trawalter, S. (2008). The Threat of Appearing Prejudiced and Race-Based Attentional Biases. Psychological Science, 19(2), 98–102.
4. Trawalter, S., Todd, A. R., Baird, A. A., & Richeson, J. A. (2008). Attending to threat: Race-based patterns of selective attention. Journal of Experimental 

Social Psychology, 44(5), 1322–1327.
5. Chekroud, A. M., Everett, J. a C., Bridge, H., & Hewstone, M. (2014). A review of neuroimaging studies of race-related prejudice: does amygdala response 

reflect threat? Frontiers in Human Neuroscience, 8(March), 179. 
6. Barden, J., Maddux, W. W., Petty, R. E., & Brewer, M. B. (2004). Contextual moderation of racial bias: The impact of social roles on controlled and 

automatically activated attitudes. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 87(1), 5–22.
7. Wittenbrink, B., Judd, C. M., & Park, B. (2001). Spontaneous prejudice in context: Variability in automatically activated attitudes. Journal of Personality and 

Social Psychology, 81(5), 815–827. 
8. Ma, D. S., Correll, J., & Wittenbrink, B. (2015). The Chicago face database: A free stimulus set of faces and norming data. Behavior Research Methods, 

47(4), 1122–35.
9. Dunton, B. C., & Fazio, R. H. (1997). An individual difference measure of motivation to control prejudiced reactions. Personality and Social Psychology 

Bulletin, 23(3), 316–326.
10. Craig, M. A., & Richeson, J. A. (2014). More Diverse Yet Less Tolerant? How the Increasingly Diverse Racial Landscape Affects White Americans’ Racial

Attitudes. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 40(6), 750–761.

Basketball Game: Black faces rated as more threatening than Asian and 

White faces.

A parametric bootstrap resampling of the data with 1,000 simulations of a likelihood ratio 
test comparing a model with race as a factor and a model without it indicated that race 
was a statistically significant predictor, Χ2(2) = 145.99, p = .001.

A parametric bootstrap resampling of the data with 1,000 simulations of a likelihood ratio 
test comparing a model with race as a factor and a model without it indicated that race 
was a statistically significant predictor, Χ2(2) = 102, p = .001.

Math Competition: Asian faces rated as more threatening than Black and 

White faces.
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Procedure (cont.):

• Motivation to Control Prejudiced Reactions Scale9

• Demographic Questions
• Feeling thermometer10 and Racial attitudes question
Data Analysis:

• Due to a non-Gaussian distribution of threat ratings, a generalized linear model 
(GLM) using a Poisson distribution was used to model threat ratings with race as 
a predictor variable.

RESULTS

Participants:

• 267 participants were recruited through Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk)
o 85 participants were excluded due to problems with data collection, prior 

experience with the faces, and identifying as a race other than White
o Basketball Game: 63 White participants
o Math Competition: 61 White participants
o Rock-Paper-Scissors Competition: 58 White participants

Materials:

• Chicago Face Database8 (CFD)
o 50 Asian male faces, 50 Black male faces, & 50 White male faces  

Procedure:

Rock-Paper-Scissors Competition: Black faces rated as more threatening 

than Asian and White faces.

Least Threatening Most Threatening

Least Threatening Most Threatening

Least Threatening Most Threatening
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Rock-Paper-Scissors Competition
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A parametric bootstrap resampling of the data with 1,000 simulations of a likelihood ratio 
test comparing a model with race as a factor and a model without it indicated that race 
was a statistically significant predictor, Χ2(2) = 21.05, p = .001.***
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