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Abstract 
 

 With more people using social media on a daily basis and the prevalence of racial 

discrimination online, it becomes imperative to understand what factors impact minority 

individuals’ perceptions of these transgressions in an online context. Confrontation to 

discrimination in the form of comments on social media may meaningfully shape perceptions of 

racism online. Across three studies, we examine how confrontation type (aggressive vs. passive) 

and confronter group membership (ingroup vs. outgroup) influence Asian Americans’ 

perceptions of online prejudice and attitudes towards the confronters. In Study 1, we find that 

aggressive confrontations alter perceptions of a racist online post to be more offensive as 

compared to passive confrontations. In Study 2, these findings extend to participants’ likelihood 

to report the content as offensive. Lastly, in Study 3, we find that aggressive confronters are 

evaluated more positively than passive confronters. These findings have important implications 

for understanding racial discrimination in an online context by demonstrating the impact of 

confrontation type on minority individuals’ perceptions and behaviors.  

 
Keywords: confronting discrimination, racism, group membership, social media  
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Aggressive confrontation shapes perceptions and attitudes toward racist content online. 

The increasing popularity of using social networking online has many benefits, including 

connecting people and providing platforms for social justice movements, but unfortunately, 

instances of racial prejudice and discrimination persist on these sites. Ethnic and racial minorities 

experience racial discrimination – the unfair treatment of or bias towards a person due to their 

racial or ethnic group membership – across a variety of online domains, including gaming, 

fandom, news and sport threads and commentaries, social networking sites, and blogs (see 

Daniels, 2012 for a review).  When presented with/encountering online racial discrimination, 

users have several possible reactions: they may choose to ignore the remark completely, defuse 

the comment, or boldly confront the racist transgression. One way in which people may see 

confrontation to racism online is through comments or reactions to social media posts online. 

This type of confrontation is especially important in an online context, as previous research has 

found that even the mere presence of online comments can shift attitudes toward current events 

(Winter et al., 2015), therefore it is possible that online content may also shift perceivers’ 

reactions to racial discrimination.  

While descriptive research conducted in online contexts has examined the frequency and 

forms of discrimination that occur on social networking sites (Cleland, 2014; Jakubowicz et al., 

2017; Johns & McCosker, 2015; Pew Research Center, 2016), research has yet to examine how 

confronting these instances of racial discrimination might shape racial minorities’ perceptions of 

racism online and how this shapes attitudes towards individuals who confront. The aim of the 

present research is to examine how confrontation of racial discrimination through online 

interactions might impact perceptions of online prejudice and attitudes toward those who 

confront. 
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Being the Target of Discrimination 

Increasing attention is being given to the impact that online racial discrimination can 

have on People of Color (POC; Bliuc et al., 2018). Similar to discrimination encountered offline, 

online racial discrimination occurs at comparable rates and is associated with increased feelings 

of depression and anxiety (Tynes, 2007; Tynes, Giang et al., 2008). When viewing racially 

offensive images posted on ostensible social media sites, Black individuals were more bothered 

as compared to their White counterparts. Further, Black individuals were more likely to take 

action against such behavior by “defriending” the original poster of the content, and/or posting 

responses that used language reflecting their negative perceptions of the post (Tynes & Markoe, 

2010). While other research has shown both White individuals and POC to be equally offended 

by racist internet memes, POC who reported experiencing greater discrimination offline rated 

racist memes more negatively (Williams et al., 2016). Accordingly, POC may have unique 

reactions to racially discriminatory content online where their group membership and past 

experiences play an important role in their perceptions. Given the direct consequences of being 

targets of discrimination online, it is important to understand what shapes POC’s perceptions and 

reactions to this type of content. Thus, we also aimed to examine whether past experiences with 

discrimination would influence perceptions of discriminatory content online.  

Confronting Racial Discrimination 
 

Choosing to confront, as opposed to remaining silent, is the volitional process during 

which one expresses disapproval of a person or group of people responsible for discriminating 

against others (Kaiser & Miller, 2004). Confrontation has been recognized as a “universally 

available prejudice reduction tool that does not rely on systematic intervention and that 

emphasizes the power of the individual” (Czopp & Ashburn-Nardo, 2012, pp. 176-177). 
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Participants confronted about their prejudiced attitudes reported lower prejudice in a subsequent 

task (Czopp et al., 2006). Similar findings occur in online contexts; Twitter users who committed 

racial harassment and were then sanctioned by a high-status user tended to reduce their use of 

racist language in future posts (Munger, 2017).  

Type of Confrontation 

Confrontations are often perceived as interactions that are imbued with hostility or anger, 

but in reality, confrontation can also take a passive form. For example, when discrimination 

takes an ambiguous form and/or is difficult to interpret, confrontations often take a passive form, 

such as distraction, to diffuse the situation (Reid & Dundes, 2017). However, passive 

confrontations may lead to less behavioral change of the perpetrator since their transgressions are 

not challenged, and thus may continue to perpetuate this behavior.  

In contrast, direct aggressive confrontations are risky to enact. Aggressive confrontation 

may be perceived as violating social norms of politeness (Czopp et al., 2006) and threatens 

perpetrators’ self-image, which may instigate backlash (Baumeister et al., 1996). However, 

aggressive confrontation is often more effective in prejudice reduction, as transgressions are 

brought to perpetrators’ attention. While research has examined type of confrontation from the 

perpetrator’s perspective (Czopp et al., 2006), we were interested in how type of confrontation 

might moderate perceptions of racism online from the targets’ perspective. While Czopp et al.’s 

(2006) found that both hostile and calm confrontations were equally effective in reducing future 

instances of prejudice, we expect that this may not be the case when it comes to shaping 

perceptions of racist events. Particularly, posts and statements online can be highly ambiguous in 

nature (i.e., is this serious or a joke?) and therefore the reactions of others can serve as an 

extremely valuable cue to what is acceptable. Participants’ response to content online may be 
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largely driven by descriptive norms (Cialdini et al., 1990) that are shaped by the dynamic nature 

of content online (i.e., responses to posts or threads). Thomas et al., (2019) found that when 

others reacted angrily to online clips of disparaging humor, participants then rated the content as 

less enjoyable. This suggests that others’ reactions may shape individuals’ perceptions of online 

content. Thus, we expect that when targets of discrimination see confronters reacting 

aggressively to a racist post, they should rate it as more offensive as compared to when 

confronters react more passively.  

Group Membership of the Confronter 

Despite confrontation being a promising avenue in which to combat racism, research has 

found that people rarely confront when witnessing instances of racism or prejudice (Dickter & 

Newton, 2013; Kawakami et al., 2009). One reason why people might be hesitant to confront 

discrimination is concerns about how they will be perceived by others. On the one hand, those 

who confront may be viewed more positively than those who do not (Kaiser et al., 2009), but it is 

also possible that they may be viewed more negatively (Zou & Dickter, 2013). Previous research 

shows mixed results on attitudes towards confronters. Kaiser et al. (2009) found that targets who 

confronted racism were evaluated more positively, while other research shows a backlash effect 

(Schultz & Maddox, 2013) against target members who chose to confront racism.  

These inconsistent findings may largely be due to the group membership of the 

confronter. Confronters who were not the target of discrimination were perceived as more 

persuasive and favorable as compared to confronters belonging to the targeted group (Czopp & 

Monteith, 2003; Gulker et al. ,2013; Kutlaca et al., 2019; Rasinski & Czopp, 2010). Non-targets 

are often perceived as more persuasive because the action of confronting is not seen as 

advancing one’s own interests (Eagly et al., 1978; Walster et al., 1966). Relatedly, much of this 
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research suggests that high-status or majority groups have the power to define group norms (Aral 

& Walker, 2012; Munger, 2017; Paluck et al., 2016). Group norm theory posits that social norms 

should shape an individuals’ perception and judgment (Sherif & Sherif, 1953). Thus, if majority 

group members define the norm in a context, we might expect that when POC are targets of 

racial discrimination, White individuals have the power to shift perceptions of racist content (i.e., 

if a White individual calls out racism, the transgression may be perceived as highly offensive). A 

confrontation by an outgroup member should shape how offensive a transgression is perceived to 

be (i.e., seen as more offensive if aggressive, and less offensive if passive).  

Conversely, it may also be possible that target’s (i.e., ingroup members) reaction (e.g., 

confrontation) to racist content online set the expectations for how people should react to the 

transgression. Minority group members are often subject to targeted social referencing. When 

the topic of discrimination is made salient, minority group members’ opinions are perceived as 

“expert” and weighed much more heavily than those of majority group members (Crosby, 2015; 

Crosby & Monin, 2013; Crosby et al., 2008). If this is the case, we would expect that ingroup 

confronters and their type of response (aggressive vs. passive) should have more power to shape 

how offensive a transgression appears. However, it is unclear whether minority group members 

would similarly pay more attention to fellow ingroup members who confront in a scenario where 

they are targets of discrimination, as this research has primarily been conducted from the 

majority groups’ perspective. There is some support that ingroup members would attend to other 

ingroup members; targets of discrimination are more likely to support ingroup confronters when 

they believe it calls to attention injustices against the group as a form of collective action (Kahn 

et al., 2016). Additionally, POC who highly identified with the targeted group also favored 

ingroup members who confronted more than their weakly identified counterparts (Kaiser et al., 
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2009). Thus, we were interested in examining how confrontation via the target/ingroup vs. non-

target/outgroup, as well as strength of identity would shape perceptions of racist content online. 

The Current Research 

 POC increasingly experience online racial discrimination and the majority of research 

examining confrontation has focused on perceptions of confrontation and confronters via the 

majority group perspective. Here we seek to extend the literature by examining how 

confrontation shapes POC’s interpretation of online racism. Thus, the current studies examine 

whether type of confrontation (aggressive vs. passive) and group membership (ingroup vs. 

outgroup) of a confronter impacts how offensive a racist post is interpreted by minority group 

members. All measures (https://osf.io/ceqxd), manipulations, and exclusions are reported here 

and in their pre-registrations. 

 Study 1 

In this study we examined how confrontation to online racial prejudice may alter Asian 

Americans’ perceptions of offensiveness of a racist post, and whether the type of confrontation 

(aggressive vs. passive) or group membership of confronters (ingroup vs. outgroup) impacts 

those perceptions. We pre-registered this study (http://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=3s4is3). In 

line with past research demonstrating that overt confrontations can be effective in reducing 

prejudice (Czopp et al., 2006), we expected that aggressive confrontations would be perceived as 

more “confrontational” as compared to passive confrontations; thus, we hypothesized that racist 

statements would be perceived as more offensive when accompanied by aggressive (vs. passive) 

confrontations.. In accordance with group norm theory, where behavior of others signals social 

norms for that context and shape observers’ individuals’ perceptions (Sherif & Sherif, 1953), we 
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hypothesized that outgroup (i.e., White) confronters (vs. ingroup) would set social norms that 

racism unacceptable and signal that the racist post was more offensive.  

Finally, we examined whether individual differences in racial identification and 

experiences with discrimination would moderate perceived offensiveness. In line with past work 

(e.g., Kaiser et al., 2009) we hypothesized that individuals who were more highly identified with 

their racial group would rate the posts as more offensive, and be more influenced by ingroup 

confronters’ responses. Based on research demonstrating that POC who reported more 

experiences of discrimination offline rated racist internet memes are more offensive (Williams et 

al., 2016), we hypothesized that participants’ experience with discrimination would similarly 

moderate perceptions of offensiveness.  

Methods 

Seventy participants were recruited from the University of Hawai’i’s human subjects 

participant pool, and received extra course credit as compensation for their time and effort. We 

aimed to collect at least 60 participants, based on an a priori power analyses for a repeated 

measures ANOVA with 4 measurements, with anticipated effect size of f = .20 and obtained 

power of 80%. Per our exclusion criteria, we removed the data of 9 participants who did not self-

identify as monoracial East and Southeast Asian and/or took more +/- 2 standard deviations 

amount of time to complete the study from the analyses. Our final sample included 34 East Asian 

and 27 Southeast Asian participants. Of our 61 participants, 44 were female and 17 were male. 

Participants ranged from 17 to 67 years old (Mage = 22.49 years, SD = 7.45). A sensitivity power 

analyses assuming 80% power and alpha criteria of .05 was conducted to detect an effect size of 

.13 with sphericity assumption met at 1.00 and observed mean correlations among repeated 

measures at .62. 
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Procedure 

Participants were asked to complete an online survey measuring perceptions of social 

interactions online. Participants were shown 16 mock Facebook posts, each of which included a 

racist statement accompanied by a confronting comment (see Figure 1). Facebook posts 

accompanied with comments were presented once at a time (randomized), and participants were 

asked to rate how offensive each original racist statement was. Following this, participants 

completed measures of experience with discrimination and ethnic identity (randomized). 

Figure 1. Examples of stimuli. Panel A depicts an aggressive ingroup confronter. Panel B depicts 

a passive outgroup confronter. 

A 

 

B 
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Stimuli 

Each status contained a racist statement made by a White outgroup member paired with a 

passive or aggressive confrontation, made by either an outgroup (White) or ingroup (Asian) 

confronter. Racist statements were pre-tested and matched on ratings to be highly offensive. 

Confrontations were pre-tested for how confrontational they were, such that aggressive 

confrontations were rated as high on confrontation whereas passive confrontations were rated 

low (see Supplemental Materials for additional information).  

We obtained target faces from the Chicago Face Database (Ma et al., 2015). Our study 

included 24 White faces (16 for posts and 8 for confrontations) and 8 Asian faces that were 

matched in attractiveness and high in prototypicality for their respective race. Faces were also 

gender balanced, such that we had an equal amount of male and female faces. These stimuli were 

then input into a Facebook-like template that mimic the appearance of posts and comments seen 

on Facebook (see Figure 1) using Photoshop. In total, our stimuli included 4 posts that were 

accompanied with passive confrontations by Asian confronters, 4 posts that were accompanied 

with aggressive confrontations by Asian confronters, 4 posts that were accompanied with passive 

confrontations by White confronters, and 4 posts that were accompanied with aggressive 
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confrontations by White confronters. All materials used across the studies are available here: 

https://osf.io/k4yg2/ 

Measures. 

Offensiveness. Following each presentation of a post and comment, participants rated 

perceived offensiveness for each post on a 7-point Likert scale, from 1 = not offensive at all to 7 

= extremely offensive.  

Racial identity. To evaluate how strongly each participant identified with their ethnic 

group, we used the Identity Centrality Subscale (Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992). Participants 

responded to items such as: “The ethnic group I belong to is an important reflection of who I 

am.” The 4-item subscale was measured on a 7-point Likert scale, from 1 = strongly disagree to 

7 = strongly agree, with higher scores indicating greater strength in identity (α = .78). 

Past experiences with discrimination. To measure participants’ past experience with 

discrimination, we used the Everyday Discrimination scale (Williams et al., 1997). Participants 

indicated how frequently they experienced discrimination in eight items, such as: “You are 

treated with less courtesy than other people” on a 1=never to 6=almost everyday scale. We 

omitted one item from the scale regarding intelligence, given that Asians are frequently 

associated with intelligence. Higher scores indicated greater past experience with discrimination 

(α = .83).  

Results 

Analysis Strategy 

We used the lme4 (Bates et al., 2015) package on R to run a multilevel model for our 

repeated measures data. In line with current practice in this area of research, our pre-registration 

specifies a repeated measures ANOVA analyses. However, based on recommendations made by 
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blind reviewers, we deviate2 from this plan to report results from multilevel analyses that control 

multiple comparisons and within participant variability (see Gelman et al., 2012). We assumed 

random coefficients were correlated and used an unstructured covariance structure. All predictors 

were grand-mean centered prior to being included in the model. We included random effects for 

participants on Confrontation (Passive vs. Aggressive) and Group (Ingroup vs. Outgroup) as well 

as a random effect for Stimuli (see Judd et al., 2012). Confrontation and Group were both 

dummy coded, respectively, (0 = passive/outgroup, 1 = aggressive/ingroup). We initially ran 

models where each of our moderators (Identity and Discrimination) were entered in separately as 

fixed effects. There were no differences in results and so we report on the model with all 

predictors entered simultaneously in the model. See Table 1 for parameter estimates. 

Perceptions of Offensiveness 

There was a main effect of Confrontation, p < .001, where aggressively confronted 

statements were viewed as more offensive than passively confronted statements. However, this 

was qualified by an interaction between Confrontation and Group, p = .01. Simple effects 

analyses showed that when confronters were outgroup members, there were no differences in 

perceived offensiveness whether they were aggressive or passive, b = .13, SE = .08, 95% CI [-

.04, .29], t(298) = 1.53, p = .13. However, when confronters were ingroup members, there was a 

significant difference in perceived offensiveness, b = .42, SE = .08, 95% CI [.26, .59], t(298) = 

5.08, p < .001. Participants rated the post as significantly more offensive when it was 

accompanied by aggressive ingroup confronters (M = 5.99, SD = 1.35) as compared to when they 

were accompanied by passive ingroup confronters (M = 5.57, SD = 1.50). 

Strength of Identity 

 
2 Analyses in line with our pre-registration are available in supplemental documents. 
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Participants’ strength in their Asian identity did not relate to how offensive they 

perceived the post. Additionally, all interactions were non-significant. 

Experiences with Discrimination 

Similarly, participants’ experiences with discrimination was not related to how offensive 

they perceived the post, nor did any of its interaction terms.  

 

Table 1. 

Parameter estimates for Study 1        
Effect Variance SD Estimate SE 95% CI T df p 

Random effects         
 Participants         
  Intercept 1.78 1.33       
  Confrontation .01 .10       
  Group .005 .07       
 Stimuli         
  Intercept .004 .06       
 Residual .82 .91       
Fixed effects         
 Intercept   5.78 .18 5.44, 6.13 32.90 57.80 <.001 
 Confrontation (C)   .27 .06 .06, .16 4.61 89.60 <.001 
 Group (G)   -.02 .06 -.13, .10 -.28 354.80 .78 
 Identity (I)   .14 .13 -.12, .40 1.04 58 .30 
 Discrimination (D)  .03 .04 -.05, .10 0.68 58 .50 
 C X G   .30 .12 .07, .52 2.55 849 .01 
 C X I   -.04 .05 -.13, .05 -.77 89.6 .44 
 G X I   .01 .05 -.08, .10 .24 354.8 .81 
 C X D   .01 .01 -.02, .04 .69 89.6 .49 
 G X D   -.01 .01 -.03, .02 -.64 354.8 .52 
 C X G X I   .00 .09 -.17, .18 .02 845.00 .99 
  C X G X D     -.02 .03 -.07, .04 -.59 845.00 .56 

 

Discussion 
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 These results partially support our hypotheses, providing evidence that the type of 

confrontation matters for perceptions of online racism. Posts that were aggressively confronted 

were viewed as more offensive by our Asian American participants as compared to posts that 

were passively confronted. However, these results do not fully conform to our initial predictions 

regarding group membership of the confronter. Counter to our expectations, group norm theory 

(Sherif & Sherif, 1953) did not explain our results as there is no evidence that aggressive 

outgroup confronters influenced participants’ perception of the initial racist post. Instead, 

participants viewed the racist post as most offensive when exposed to aggressive (vs. passive) 

ingroup confronters. These results suggest that Asian participants were referencing their fellow 

ingroup members to decide what was deemed offensive vs. not. Because this is not what we 

originally hypothesized, we aimed to replicate this in our next study. Lastly, we did not find any 

support for our moderations. Both strength of identity and experiences with discrimination did 

not significantly influence perceptions of racist statements.  

Study 2 

Given the unexpected results of Study 1, we aimed to replicate these findings in a second 

study. To improve ecological validity, we slightly altered the dependent variables in Study 2 to 

more closely mirror what an individual would experience on Facebook. This was done by 

offering participants the opportunity to report and respond to the post in addition to rating the 

perceived offensiveness of the post. Since experience with discrimination was not a significant 

predictor in ratings of offensiveness, we chose to omit this measure in all future studies3. We pre-

registered this study (http://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=jk575h) with hypotheses based on our 

findings from Study 1. We anticipated an interaction between confrontation type and group 

 
3 This decision was made based on the original pre-registered analyses (reported in the supplementary materials). 



AGGRESSIVE CONFRONTATIONS ONLINE 16 

membership on offensiveness ratings, following a similar pattern in Study 1, such that ratings of 

offensiveness will significantly differ by confrontation type when confronters are ingroup 

members (i.e., when ingroup confronters are aggressive, ratings of offensiveness will be higher 

as compared to when ingroup confronters are passive). We also hypothesized a similar 

interaction for our new dependent variable, likelihood to report the statement to Facebook. For 

exploratory purposes, we also examined the likelihood of participants to respond to the post, as 

well as the content of the response (see Supplemental Materials for results on this measure). 

Methods 

Sixty-two participants were recruited from the University of Hawai’i’s human subjects 

participant pool, and received extra course credit as compensation for their time and effort. We 

aimed to collect at least 60 participants, based on an a priori power analyses for a repeated 

measures ANOVA with 4 measures, with anticipated effect size of .20 and obtained power of 

80%. Per our exclusion criteria, we dropped 2 participants who did not self-identify as 

monoracial East and Southeast Asian and/or took more +/- 2 standard deviations amount of time 

to complete the study. Our final sample included 35 East Asian and 25 Southeast Asian 

participants. Of our 60 participants, 38 were female and 22 were male. Participants ranged from 

18 to 64 years old (Mage = 19.80 years, SD = 6.52). A sensitivity power analyses assuming 80% 

power and alpha criteria of .05 was conducted to detect an effect size of .15 with sphericity 

assumption met at 1.00 and observed mean correlations among repeated measures at .52. 

Procedure 

Participants followed the same procedure as Study 1, where they were shown 16 mock 

Facebook posts, each accompanied by a confronting comment (see Figure 1) identical to those in 

Study 1. Participants were presented a single Facebook post and comment, asked whether they 



AGGRESSIVE CONFRONTATIONS ONLINE 17 

would report the post to Facebook, were given the opportunity to respond to the post, then asked 

to rate the post’s offensiveness, before being presented with the next stimuli. Lastly, participants 

completed a questionnaire on strength of racial identity.  

Measures 

Offensiveness ratings. See Study 1.  

Likelihood to report. Mimicking Facebook’s options to report content, participants were 

asked “Would you report the status to Facebook?” and were able to respond either “Yes” or 

“No”. Responses were coded as 1 = Yes or 0 = No.  

Racial identity subscale. We used the same identity centrality subscale as reported in 

Study 1 (α = .79). 

 Results 

Perceptions of Offensiveness 

Using the same analytic approach as in Study 1, we found that both Confrontation and 

Group membership shaped perceived offensiveness of the racist post, ps < .003. Participants 

perceived the racist post as more offensive when accompanied with aggressive confrontations (M 

= 5.45, SD = 1.18) as opposed to passive confrontations (M = 5.12, SD = 1.33). Contrary to what 

we found in Study 1, this time participants perceived the racist post as more offensive when 

accompanied by outgroup confronters (M = 5.37, SD = 1.33) as compared to ingroup confronters 

(M = 5.21, SD = 1.31). Unlike Study 1, we found no interaction between Confrontation and 

Group, p = .50. Strength of identity was not related to perceived offensiveness, p = .09. See 

Table 2 for parameter estimates.  

Likelihood to Report  
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Participants were more likely to report the racist post when accompanied by aggressive 

confrontations (M = 59%, SD = 40%) than when with a passive confrontation (M = 45%, SD = 

40%). In other words, participants were approximately 3.29 times more likely to report a post 

when seeing an aggressive (vs. passive) confrontation. Participants’ likelihood to report did not 

differ by confronter group membership, p = .17. Additionally, there was no interaction, p = .49. 

Strength of identity was not related to participants’ likelihood to report the post, p = .15. See 

Table 3 for parameter estimates. 

Table 2.  

Parameter estimates for perceived offensiveness in Study 2      
Effect Variance SD Estimate SE 95% CI t df p 

Random effects         
 Participants         
  Intercept 144.00 1.2       
  Confrontation .10 .31       
  Group .04 .20       
 Stimuli         
  Intercept .00 .00       
 Residual .91 .96       

Fixed effects         
 Intercept   5.22 .17 4.89, 5.55 31.34 62.50 <.001 
 Confrontation (C)   .29 .10 .10, .48 3.04 173.40 .003 
 Group (G)   -.20 .09 -.38, -.02 -2.19 264.80 .03 
 Identity (I)   .27 .16 -.04, .58 1.72 62.50 .09 
 C X G   .08 .12 -.16, .33 0.68 838 .50 
 C X I   -.008 .09 -.19, .17 -.08 173.40 .93 
 G X I   .04 .09 -.12, .21 .52 260.90 .60 

  C X G X I     .10 .12 -.13, .33 .86 836.00 .39 
  

Table 3.  

Parameter estimates for likelihood to report in Study 2      
Effect Variance SD Estimate SE 95% CI exp(B) z p 

Random effects         
 Participants         



AGGRESSIVE CONFRONTATIONS ONLINE 19 

  Intercept 11.99 3.46       
  Confrontation .04 .20       
  Group .03 .17       
 Stimuli         
  Intercept .12 .35       
 Residual 1.00 1.00       
Fixed effects         
 Intercept   -.33 .53 -1.39, .70 .72 -.63 .53 
 Confrontation (C)   1.19 .29 .63, 1.76 3.29 4.13 <.001 
 Group (G)   -.39 .28 -.94, .16 .68 -1.38 .17 
 Identity (I)   .67 .47 -.24, 1.59 1.96 1.44 .15 
 C X G   -.28 .41 -1.08, .52 .76 -.69 .49 
 C X I   .06 .26 -.44, .57 1.06 0.24 .81 
 G X I   .12 .25 -.37, .61 1.13 0.48 .63 
  C X G X I     -.06 .35 -.74, .63 .95 -0.16 .87 

 

  

Discussion  

The aim of Study 2 was to replicate our results on perceived offensiveness as well as 

extend our dependent variables to a behavioral response mirroring what would be encountered 

on Facebook – reporting and responding to posts. Again, we found partial support for our 

hypotheses. Replicating Study 1, confrontation type influenced perceived offensiveness; when 

posts were aggressively confronted, they were seen as more offensive and were more likely to be 

reported as compared to posts with passive confrontations. However, contrary to Study 1, we 

observed a reversal in the pattern of results for group membership. Supporting group norm 

theory, majority outgroup members’ responses to racist posts shaped participants’ perception of 

the post. In other words, our Asian American participants viewed posts confronted by outgroup 

members as more offensive, compared to posts confronted by ingroup members. This finding did 

not extend to our new dependent variable of likelihood to report the post, which was only 

modulated by type of confrontation.  
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One possible explanation for the observed pattern of results is that the procedure for this 

study created a more tangible context for interpreting and responding to posts. According to 

Construal Level Theory (CLT; Trope & Liberman, 2010), people’s reactions differ depending on 

whether the context is hypothetical or actual. It is possible that in Study 1, evaluations of the post 

were on a hypothetical level, given that the task simply asked participants to view and rate posts. 

In Study 2, participants were given the opportunity to report and/or respond, which places them 

context where they are actively involved in the interaction. Thus, the threshold for determining 

whether a post is offensive enough to report may differ from than purely offering personal 

judgements, and such, people may look to majority outgroup members for cues on how to 

respond. These findings provide some evidence that perceptions of discriminatory statements 

online may be related to behaviors online (e.g., reporting and responding). However, it is unclear 

how the group membership of confronters influences these factors.  

Study 3 

Thus far, our findings have indicated that there is a robust main effect for confrontation 

type. When a racist post is confronted aggressively, it is seen as more offensive (Studies 1 and 2) 

and is more likely to be reported as offensive (Study 2). What remains unclear is the role of 

group membership in shaping targets’ perception of racist statements. In Study 1, where 

participants were asked only to rate how offensive the post appears, we find that ingroup 

confronters shaped perceptions. However, in Study 2 when participants were asked to think less 

abstractly and decide whether to report the post or not before rating offensiveness, it was 

outgroup confronters who seemed to drive participants’ perceptions. In an attempt to clarify this 

pattern of results, we again manipulated both confrontation type and group membership of 

confronters to examine the effects on offensiveness ratings of the original statement, replicating 



AGGRESSIVE CONFRONTATIONS ONLINE 21 

Study 1 and 2.  To extend this research, we examine the potential social cost of confronting by 

measuring participants’ attitudes towards the confronter with an attitudes scale and warmth 

thermometer. We again provided participants with the opportunity to respond to the racist 

comments, similar to Study 2 (see Supplemental Materials for results on this exploratory 

measure).  

We pre-registered this study (http://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=7zz7ev) with hypotheses 

based upon our findings based on initial analyses in both Study 1 and 2. Given Study 2’s results, 

we hypothesized that racist statements would be perceived as more offensive when confronted 

aggressively (vs. passively) and by an outgroup (vs. ingroup) member. But we anticipated this 

would come with little social cost. In line with previous research, we anticipated main effects 

would emerge such that aggressive (vs. passive) and ingroup (vs. outgroup) confronters would be 

viewed more favorably. However, we expected that these two would interact, such that outgroup 

members would be perceived just as favorably as ingroup members, but only when confronting 

in an aggressive manner.  

Methods 

Seventy-four participants were recruited from the University of Hawai’i’s human subjects 

participant pool, and received extra course credit as compensation for their time and effort. We 

aimed to collect at least 60 participants, based on an a priori power analyses for a repeated 

measures ANOVA with 4 measures, with anticipated effect size of .20 and obtained power of 

80%. Per our exclusion criteria, we dropped 13 participants who did not self-identify as 

monoracial East and/or Southeast Asian and/or took more +/- 2 standard deviations amount of 

time to complete the study. Our final sample included 30 East Asian and 27 Southeast Asian, and 

4 biracial Southeast Asian/East Asian participants. Of our 61 participants, 33 were female and 28 
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were male. Participants ranged from 18 to 44 years old (Mage = 20.5 years, SD = 4.78). A 

sensitivity power analyses assuming 80% power and alpha criteria of .05 was conducted to detect 

an effect size of .12 with sphericity assumption met at 1.00 and observed mean correlations 

among repeated measures at .69. 

Procedure 

Participants followed a similar procedure to Study 2, where they were shown 16 mock 

Facebook posts, each of which was accompanied by a confronting comment (see Figure 1). 

Participants were given an opportunity to respond to the post, rate how offensive the post 

appeared, and asked about their attitudes and feelings towards the confronter4. Lastly, 

participants were asked to complete a questionnaire on strength of racial identity.  

Measures 

Offensiveness ratings. See Study 1.  

Attitudes towards the confronter.  To evaluate participants’ attitudes towards each 

confronter, we used 4 items from Kaiser et al. (2009), and asked participants to indicate how 

they felt about the confronter.  Participants responded to items, such as ‘‘I would want the 

individual as a very close friend”, on a 7-point scale, from 0 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly 

agree (α = .98).   

Racial identity subscale. We used the same identity centrality subscale as reported in 

Study 1 (α = .85). 

Results 

Perceptions of Offensiveness 

 
4 Our measures of attitudes towards the confronter and feeling thermometers were highly correlated, r  = .90, p < 
.001, and demonstrate similar results. Analyses for feeling thermometers are reported in the supplemental materials. 
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We again found that both Confrontation and Group membership shaped perceived 

offensiveness of the racist post, ps < .03. Participants perceived the racist post as more offensive 

when accompanied with aggressive confrontations (M = 5.88, SD = 1.34) as opposed to passive 

confrontations (M = 5.58, SD = 1.36). Replicating Study 2, participants perceived the racist post 

as more offensive when accompanied by outgroup confronters (M = 5.78, SD = 1.37) as 

compared to ingroup confronters (M = 5.68, SD = 1.33). Again, we found no interaction between 

Confrontation and Group, p = .12. However, this time strength of identity was related to 

perceived offensiveness, p = .004, such that those who held stronger Asian identities perceived 

the post as more offensive. See Table 4 for parameter estimates.  

Attitudes Towards the Confronter 

As hypothesized, there was a main effect for Confrontation, p < .001, such that attitudes 

towards the confronter was more positive when the confronter was aggressive (vs. passive). As 

expected, we also found a main effect for Group on attitudes towards the confronter, p < .001, 

such that participants felt more positive towards ingroup confronters as compared to outgroup 

confronters. Lastly, as anticipated, we found a Confrontation X Group interaction for attitudes 

towards the confronter, p = .001. Simple effects analyses found that when confrontations were 

aggressive, both ingroup and outgroup confronters were perceived positively, b = -.06, SE = .09, 

95% CI [-.25, .13], t(202) = -.64, p = .53. However, when confrontations were passive, 

participants viewed passive ingroup members more favorably as compared to passive outgroup 

members, b = .35, SE = .09, 95% CI [.17, .54], t(202) = 3.74, p <.001. We also found an 

interaction between Group X Identity, p = .02. Simple effects analyses show that for participants 

who were weak (-1 SD) in Asian identification did not differ in their attitudes towards ingroup 

vs. outgroup confronters, b = .0007, SE = .10, 95% CI [-.19, .19], t(60) = .008, p = .99. However, 
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participants who had strong Asian identities (+1 SD) viewed ingroup confronters more favorably 

than outgroup confronters, b = .29, SE = .10, 95% CI [.10, .48], t(60) = 3.01, p = .004. See Table 

5 for parameter estimates. 

 

Table 4. 

Parameter estimates for perceived offensiveness in Study 3      
Effect Variance SD Estimate SE 95% CI t df p 

Random effects         
 Participants         
  Intercept 1.55 1.24       
  Confrontation .02 .14       
  Group .02 .14       
 Stimuli         
  Intercept .003 .06       
 Residual .82 .91       
Fixed effects         
 Intercept   5.66 .17 5.33, 5.99 33.18 63.10 <.001 
 Confrontation (C)   .22 .08 .06, .39 2.66 356.80 .008 
 Group (G)   -.18 .08 -.34, -.02 -2.18 413.20 .03 
 Identity (I)   .39 .13 .14, .65 3.01 64.00 .004 
 C X G   .18 .12 -.05, .40 1.54 861.00 .12 
 C X I   -.05 .06 -.18, .07 -.82 356.80 .41 
 G X I   .05 .06 -.07, .18 .82 413.20 .41 

  C X G X I     .0007 .09 -.17, .18 .008 861.00 .99 
 

Table 5. 

Parameter estimates for attitudes towards confronter in Study 3 
Effect Variance SD Estimate SE 95% CI t df p 

Random effects         
 Participants         
  Intercept 1.60 1.27       
  Confrontation 1.06 1.03       
  Group .03 .18       
 Stimuli         
  Intercept .006 .08       
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 Residual 1.02 1.01       
Fixed effects         
 Intercept   3.40 .18 3.06, 3.75 19.19 61.60 <.001 
 Confrontation (C)   .91 .16 .60, 1.22 5.7 85.40 <.001 
 Group (G)   .35 .09 .17, .53 3.74 201.60 <.001 
 Identity (I)   -.17 .13 -.43, .09 -1.25 64.30 .21 
 C X G   -.41 .13 -.66, -.16 -3.19 801.00 .001 
 C X I   .19 .12 -.05, .43 1.53 85.40 .13 
 G X I   .17 .07 .02, .31 2.30 201.60 .02 
  C X G X I     -.11 .10 -.30, .09 -1.10 801.00 .27 

 

 

Discussion 

We replicated our findings from Study 2, such that racist posts accompanied with 

aggressive confrontations and outgroup confronters were rated as more offensive as compared to 

statements with passive confrontations and ingroup confronters. Additionally, we found a main 

effect for strength of identity, such that participants who had a strong Asian identity found the 

posts overall more offensive.   

When examining how these factors impacted attitudes towards the confronter, we found 

that participants felt more positively towards confronters who were aggressive (vs. passive) and 

ingroup (vs. outgroup) members. A confrontation type x group membership interaction also 

emerged. When confronters were aggressive, they were viewed positively regardless of their 

racial group membership. However, when confronters were passive, outgroup confronters were 

viewed more negatively than ingroup confronters. Despite outgroup confronters’ power to shape 

perceptions of the racist post, they were only seen positively if they confronted in an aggressive 

manner. 

Somewhat surprising given the pattern of results from the previous studies, in Study 3 

participants’ own identity levels impacted their evaluations of racist posts. Here, participants 
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who identified strongly with their group viewed posts as more offensive, regardless of input 

related to confrontation. This maps onto previous work demonstrating that highly identified 

individuals react negatively towards events that reflect poorly on their group and (Abrams et al., 

2000; Branscombe et al., 1993). Seeing any racist post towards their group would be threatening 

to a highly identified individual, and such, these individuals would find the post more offensive 

regardless of how others responded. As anticipated, we also observed an influence of racial 

identity on evaluations of confronters. Highly identified Asian participants favored ingroup 

confronters more than outgroup confronters, regardless of the manner in which they confronted 

the transgression. However, unlike other work in this area (e.g., Vaccarino & Kawakami, in 

press), backlash against the target for passive behavior was not found. Rather, highly identified 

participants only evaluated the outgroup confronter negatively for responding passively. These 

results are in line with previous research investigating the moderating role racial identification on 

attitudes towards confronters of discrimination (Kaiser et al., 2009) where highly identified 

targets favored ingroup confronters. The current findings illustrate the importance of identity 

when examining evaluations of confronters. 

 

General Discussion 

Across three studies we demonstrate that aggressive confrontations shift perceptions of 

racists statements online. When racial discrimination was aggressively confronted, participants 

were more likely to perceive the perpetrating statement as significantly more offensive. Contrary 

to our expectations, our findings were mixed for group membership. While we initially found 

that ingroup confronters had more power to shape perceptions of racists posts (Study 1), we 

found the opposite was true for Studies 2 and 3. One possible explanation for these discrepancies 
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is the context in which these studies were situated. According CTL (Trope & Liberman, 2010), 

Study 1 could be characterized as a more abstract context in which participants were asked to 

make judgments about posts. By contrast, Studies 2 and 3 asked participants to report and/or 

respond to Facebook posts before judging the offensiveness of the content. By asking 

participants to participate in the Facebook thread, the context in which they made evaluations 

about the post were less psychologically distant. Given the higher ecological validity of Studies 2 

and 3, it is most likely that outgroups, and not ingroups set the social norms in relation to what is 

deemed offensive online.   

Aggressive confrontation not only shifted perceptions, but increased the likelihood of the 

racist post being reported. These findings illustrate the importance of how POC perceptions of 

online content may be related to subsequent behavior that reduces the presence of online 

discrimination. Banning offensive content, such as racist and discriminatory remarks, is an 

important step in communicating that these behaviors are not acceptable, even in an online 

platform. Given that research has found that people experience similar psychological health 

consequences from both off- and on-line content (Tynes, 2007; Tynes et al., 2008), reducing the 

instances of discrimination online is imperative. Seeing others’ outrage in response to a post may 

motivate one to report or ban the behavior and reduce the likelihood of others seeing this type of 

harmful content online.   

Importantly, the benefits of aggressive confrontation do not come at social cost to the 

confronter. In Study 3, aggressive confronters were perceived more favorably as compared to 

passive confronters, regardless of group membership.  It was only when outgroup members were 

passive in their confrontation that they received backlash, and were evaluated significantly more 

negatively than their passive ingroup counterparts. Since the outgroup members and perpetrator 



AGGRESSIVE CONFRONTATIONS ONLINE 28 

of the racist statement were both White individuals, it brings to question whether White people 

are expected to “police” or moderate their fellow ingroup members. Other research in this area 

has shown that targets are expected to speak out against discrimination towards their group, yet 

they suffer the greatest consequences as a result of doing so (Vaccarino & Kawakami, in press). 

Furthermore, there is evidence to suggest that majority group members are less likely to speak 

out against discrimination unless they receive reassurance (typically from the targets of 

discrimination) that an event is offensive or warrants response (Crosby, 2015). However, much 

of this research has been primarily conducted from the majority groups’ perspective, whereas in 

the current study we examine minority group perceivers, who are the targets of discrimination in 

this context. Here we find initial evidence that POC support White individuals who aggressively 

(but not passively) confront online racial discrimination.  

Lastly, we found that strength of identity moderated evaluations of the confronter, such 

that strongly identified individuals demonstrated stronger ingroup favoritism as compared to 

weakly identified individuals, regardless of the confrontation type. It is possible that ingroup 

confronters, regardless of their confrontation are seen as fellow targets of discrimination, and 

therefore viewed positively for those who are highly identified with their group. 

Overall, the present research has important implications for how confrontation shapes 

POC perceptions of online discrimination. Confronting discrimination has been touted as a clear 

way to combat prejudice (Czopp & Ashburn-Nardo, 2012), but there may be costs and benefits 

to the manner in which people choose to confront. Particularly, within social media online, we 

may be exposed to more instances of blatant prejudice. Yet these do not occur within a vacuum, 

the dynamic nature of social media includes dialogue from varied individuals and with distinct 

opinions. It is important to understand how perceptions of discrimination and prejudice are 
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impacted by these dynamic factors. The present research suggests that when people react to 

racists content online by aggressively reprimanding them, it may signal to others that this 

behavior is not acceptable. Similar to findings by Thomas et al., (2019), evaluations of content 

viewed online are largely shaped by the reactions of others. Reactions, in the form of 

confrontation, may set norms for what is perceived as acceptable vs. unacceptable, which may be 

especially important online.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

Although the findings across three studies offer consistent evidence that confrontation 

type predicts how offensive racist statements are perceived to be, this effect may be limited to 

online conversations between White and Asian individuals, specifically where Whites are the 

perpetrators of discriminatory comments directed towards Asian individuals.  Additional 

research should also be conducted to evaluate the role of perpetrator group membership in 

greater depth (for example, do the same effects exist if the perpetrators are other minority group 

members). Furthermore, given the mixed results regarding group membership across our studies, 

more work is needed to disentangle whether targets of discrimination are more likely to socially 

tune to their ingroup (i.e., targeted social referencing; Crosby, 2015) or adhere to majority group 

norms (i.e., group norm theory; Sherif & Sherif, 1953). 

Past research has shown that more aggressive forms of confrontation (as opposed to 

passive confrontation) is more likely to lead to prejudice reduction (Czopp et al., 2006), and thus 

we chose to specifically look at aggressive vs. passive confrontation, as opposed to confrontation 

vs. no confrontation like past studies have done (Ashburn‐Nardo et al., 2014; Good et al., 2012; 

Kaiser et al., 2009; Rattan & Dweck, 2010). While we focused on the type of confrontation, it 

remains unclear from our findings if passive confrontation is any worse than no confrontation at 
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all. Future research should examine whether passive confrontation is any more beneficial than no 

confrontation. Moreover, there may be instances in which passive confrontation could actually 

be beneficial (e.g., a situation where the transgression is ambiguous or dangerous). Future 

research should examine how contextual factors might dictate the best approach to confronting 

prejudice. The type of confrontation has the potential to meaningfully impact the direction of a 

conversation, whether it derails the conversation away from prejudice, or if it helps to condone 

prejudiced attitudes. Understanding what type of confrontation leads to shifts in perceptions, 

attitudes, and behaviors may help us figure out what makes a good ally. Allies can confront 

discriminatory comments in a way that is aggressive, and reprimands discriminatory behavior, 

and help set the norms in conversations online.  

Conclusion 

This research extends our understanding of how confrontation may operate in online 

contexts, and its impact on perceptions and attitudes. Specifically, we find that aggressive 

confrontation, as opposed to passive, make original transgressions online appear more offensive. 

Furthermore, we find that aggressive confronters are perceived more favorably by targets of 

discrimination. Importantly, this highlights the importance of how confrontation is performed. 

While passive confrontations may still be considered a form of confrontation, if it distracts from 

directly condemning racist attitudes, may still signal acceptability. Confrontation can signal 

social norms on whether expression of prejudice is acceptable or not (Nelson et al., 2011). 

Together this research suggests that confronting discrimination in a more direct manner may 

reduce the expression of bias in the future, have positive outcomes for confronters and targets 

alike, and signal norms in society of what is acceptable behavior. 
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Supplementary Material 

Stimuli Pre-testing 

Racist Posts 

Participants (N = 20) were individually presented with each post and asked to rate “How 

offensive do you find this statement?” on a scale of 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely). The selected statements 

(16 total) were selected because they were rated as being extremely offensive, with each participant 

responding with 5 or above (M = 6.38, SD = .42). Statements were then randomly assigned to 

confrontation type and group conditions. A 2 (Confrontation Type: aggressive vs. passive) X 2 (Group 

Membership: ingroup vs outgroup) ANOVA pre-testing scores revealed no significant differences in 

perceived offensiveness of racist posts, ps > .30. See Table 1 for means and standard deviations across all 

factors. 

Confrontations 

The same group of participants individually rated each comment with its related post on “How 

confrontational is this response?” from 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely). Comments receiving a rating of 5 or 

above were considered to be highly confrontational and were categorized as aggressive confrontations (M 

= 5.64, SD = .28). Comments receiving a rating of 2 or below were deemed as low in confrontation were 

categorized as passive confrontations (M = 1.38, SD = .32). A 2 (Confrontation Type: aggressive vs. 

passive) X 2 (Group Membership: ingroup vs outgroup) ANOVA pre-testing scores revealed that there 

was a significant difference in how confrontational comments were across confrontation type, F(1, 12) = 

710.45, p < .001. Importantly, comments did not differ in how confrontational they were across group 

membership, F(1, 12) = .06, p = .82. Similarly, there was no interaction, F(1, 12) = .12, p = .74. See Table 

2 for means and standard deviations across all factors. 

 

Table 1. 

Mean ratings of offensiveness of posts by confrontation and group 
Type of comment Ingroup Outgroup 
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Aggressive 6.39 (.56) 6.59 (.18) 
Passive 6.35 (.44) 6.17 (.45) 

Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses. 

Table 2. 

Mean ratings of offensiveness of comments by confrontation and group 
Type of comment Ingroup Outgroup 
Aggressive 5.65 (.25) 5.63 (.35) 
Passive 1.33 (.40) 1.43 (.27) 

Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses.  
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Study 1: Pre-registered analyses 
 

In this study we examined how confrontation to online racial prejudice may alter perceptions of 

offensiveness of the racist post, and whether the type of confrontation (aggressive vs. passive) or group 

membership of confronters (ingroup vs. outgroup) impacts those perceptions. We pre-registered this study 

(http://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=3s4is3) with the following hypotheses. H1: We anticipated racist 

statements would be perceived as more offensive when presented with an aggressive (vs. passive) 

confronting comment,  H2: racist statements will be perceived as more offensive when presented with an 

outgroup (vs. ingroup) confronter, and H3: racist statements confronted with an aggressive confrontation 

(vs. passive) will be perceived as more offensive when the confronter is an outgroup (vs. ingroup) 

member.  H4: Additionally, we hypothesized strength of racial identification will moderate this 

relationship, such that those with stronger racial identification will view racist statements aggressively 

confronted by an outgroup member as more offensive, and lastly, H5: experience with discrimination will 

moderate this relationship, such that those experiencing more racial discrimination offline will view racist 

statements aggressively confronted by an outgroup member as more offensive. 

Results 

Perceptions of Offensiveness 

In order to examine the impact of confrontation type and group membership on how offensive 

online racist posts were perceived (H1-H3), we conducted a 2 (Confrontation: Passive vs. Aggressive) X 

2 (Group: Ingroup vs. Outgroup) repeated measures ANOVA on ratings of offensiveness. There was a 

main effect for confrontation, F(1, 60) = 24.27, p < .001, ηp² = .29, where statements were reported as 

more offensive when accompanied with an aggressive (M = 5.92, SD = 1.36) confrontation as compared 

to a passive (M = 5.65, SD = 1.38) confrontation. There was no main effect for group, F(1, 60) = .13, p = 

.72. This interaction was not significant, F(1, 60) = 4.18, p = .05, ηp² = .07.  

Strength of Identity 
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In order to test whether identity moderated the above effect (H4) we conducted a hierarchical 

linear regression on our dependent variable of offensiveness with the following predictors and their 

interaction terms: group (effect coded as 1 = outgroup vs. -1 = ingroup), confrontation (effect coded as 1 

= aggressive vs. -1 = passive) and strength of identity (grand-mean-centered). In the first model of our 

regression, we included all predictors. In the second model of our regression, we included all two-way 

interactions. In the last model of our regression, we included the three-way interaction. Our first model 

accounted for 3.19% of variance, and the only predictor found to be significantly related to ratings of 

offensiveness was strength of identity, such that those who reported greater strength of identity, rated 

statements as more offensive, 𝛽= .15, p = .02. Our second and third model did not significantly account 

for any more variance, as compared to the first model, ps > .87, and none of our additional predictors 

significantly related to offensiveness ratings.  

Experience with Discrimination 

In order to test whether experience with discrimination offline moderated the above effect (H5) 

we conducted a hierarchical linear regression on our dependent variable of offensiveness with the 

following predictors and their interaction terms: group (effect coded as 1 = outgroup vs. -1 = ingroup), 

confrontation (effect coded as 1 = aggressive vs. -1 = passive) and experience with discrimination (grand-

mean-centered). In the first model of our regression, we included all predictors. In the second model of 

our regression, we included all two-way interactions. In the last model of our regression, we included the 

three-way interaction. Our first model accounted for 2.25% of variance, and none of our predictors 

significantly related to ratings of offensiveness. Our second and third model did not significantly account 

for any more variance, as compared to the first model, ps > .85. 

Discussion 

 Our pre-registered analyses and multilevel analyses differ in a few important ways. While our 

main effect for confrontation type is consistent, we fail to find a significant interaction in our pre-

registered analyses. Furthermore, we do see a relationship emerge for strength of identity and perceptions 

of offensiveness in our pre-registered analyses. This finding led us to include our identity measurement in 
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future studies. Replicating our multilevel analyses, we do not find any relationship between experience 

with discrimination and perceived offensiveness.  

Study 2: Pre-registered analyses 
 

We pre-registered this study (http://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=jk575h) with the following 

hypotheses, based on our findings in Study 1.  H1: Replicating Study 1, we predicted racist statements 

will be perceived as more offensive when presented with an aggressive confrontation.  H2: We 

anticipated an interaction between group membership and confrontation type (aggressive vs. passive) on 

offensiveness ratings, following a similar pattern in Study 1, such that ratings of offensiveness will 

significantly differ by confrontation type when confronters are ingroup members (i.e., when ingroup 

confronters are aggressive, ratings of offensiveness will be higher as compared to when ingroup 

confronters are passive).  H3: Additionally, replicating Study 1, strength of racial identification will be 

related to ratings of offensiveness, such that those with stronger racial identification will rate all 

statements as more offensive, and lastly, H4: we hypothesized a similar interaction as in H2, for our new 

dependent variable, likelihood to report the statement to Facebook. 

Results 

Perceptions of Offensiveness 

To test H1 and H2, we conducted a 2 (Confrontation: Aggressive vs. Passive) X 2 (Group: 

Ingroup vs. Outgroup) repeated measures ANOVA on ratings of offensiveness. As hypothesized, we 

found a main effect for confrontation type, F(1, 59) = 21.06, p < .001, ηp² = .26, such that statements 

accompanied by aggressive confrontations (M = 5.45, SD = 1.18) were rated as more offensive than those 

with passive confrontations (M = 5.12, SD = 1.33). Unexpectedly, we found a main effect for group 

membership, F(1, 59) = 5.63, p = .02, ηp² = .09. Statements accompanied with outgroup confronters (M = 

5.37, SD = 1.19) were rated as more offensive compared to those with ingroup confronters (M = 5.21, SD 

= 1.31). There was no significant interaction between confrontation type and group membership, F(1, 59) 

= .62, p = .43.  
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Likelihood to Report 

Following H4, we expected similar effects for likelihood to report as we found for ratings of 

offensiveness. We conducted a 2 (Confrontation: Aggressive vs. Passive) X 2 (Group: Ingroup vs. 

Outgroup) repeated measures ANOVA on participants’ likelihood to report the status to Facebook. As 

expected, we found a main effect for confrontation type, F(1, 59) = 21.74, p < .001, ηp² = .27. Participants 

were more likely to report statements that were accompanied by aggressive confrontations (M = .59, SD = 

.40) as compared to those with passive confrontations (M = .45, SD = .40). Similar to our findings for 

offensiveness, we also found a main effect for group membership, F(1, 59) = 5.99, p = .02, ηp² = .09. 

Statements accompanied with outgroup confronters (M = .53, SD = .39) were more likely to be reported 

than those with ingroup confronters (M = .48, SD = .40). There was no significant interaction between 

confrontation type and group membership, F(1, 59) = .57, p = .45. 

Strength of Identity 

To test H3 we conducted a hierarchical linear regression on our dependent variable of 

offensiveness with the same procedure as in Study 1. Our first model accounted for 8.56% of variance, 

and we found that confrontation type was significantly related to ratings of offensiveness, 𝛽= .33, p = .04, 

such that aggressive confrontations were related to higher ratings of offensiveness. Replicating Study 1, 

strength of identity was also related to offensiveness ratings, such that those who reported greater strength 

of identity, rated statements as more offensive, 𝛽= .32, p < .001. Our second and third model did not 

significantly account for any more variance, as compared to the first model, ps > .74, and none of our 

additional predictors significantly related to offensiveness ratings. 

Discussion 

 We find consistency in our two main effects of confrontation and group membership on perceived 

offensiveness across both of our analyses. Aggressive and outgroup confronters was related to greater 

perceived offensiveness. Additionally, in both analyses we find that confrontation type was also 

significantly related to likelihood to report, such that aggressive confrontations led to more reporting of 

the post. However, only in our pre-registered analyses did group membership relate to likelihood to 
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report. Similar to Study 1, we find that strength of identity did relate to perceived offensiveness, but this 

was not replicated in our multilevel analyses that was reported in the main text. 

Study 3: Pre-registered analyses 
 

We pre-registered this study (http://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=7zz7ev) with hypotheses based 

upon our findings in both Study 1 and 2. H1& H2: Replicating Study 1 and 2, we anticipated that racist 

statements will be perceived as more offensive when presented with an aggressive confrontation. Given 

Study 2’s results, we hypothesized that racist statements would be perceived as more offensive when 

presented with an outgroup confronter. Conversely, we hypothesized that attitudes towards the confronter 

would be more favorable to the ingroup vs. outgroup (H3). We hypothesized attitudes towards the 

confronter would be more positive when presented with an aggressive confrontation (H4). However, we 

expect that these two would interact, such that outgroup members would be perceived more favorably 

when presenting an aggressive confrontation (H5).  H6 & H7: We hypothesized that those with a stronger 

sense of identity would rate statements as more offensive and have more positive attitudes towards 

ingroup confronters. 

Results 

Perceptions of Offensiveness 

To test H1 and H2, we conducted a 2 (Confrontation: Aggressive vs. Passive) X 2 (Group: 

Ingroup vs. Outgroup) repeated measures ANOVA on ratings of offensiveness. As hypothesized, we 

found a main effect for confrontation type, F(1, 60) = 29.71, p < .001, ηp² = .33, such that statements 

accompanied by aggressive confrontations (M = 5.88, SD = 1.34) were rated as more offensive than those 

with passive confrontations (M = 5.58, SD = 1.36). We did not replicate our main effect for group 

membership seen in Study 2? Or MLM?, F(1, 60) = 2.84, p = .10. Additionally, there was no significant 

interaction between confrontation type and group membership, F(1, 60) = .62, p = .43.  

Attitudes Towards the Confronter 
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To test H3-H5, we conducted a 2 (Confrontation: Aggressive vs. Passive) X 2 (Group: Ingroup 

vs. Outgroup) repeated measures ANOVA on attitudes towards the confronter. As hypothesized, there 

was a main effect for confrontation type, F(1, 60) = 23.51, p < .001, ηp² = .28, such that attitudes towards 

the confronter was more positive when the confronter was aggressive (M = 4.29, SD = 1.37), as compared 

to when they were passive (M = 3.57, SD = 1.27). As expected, we also found a main effect for group 

membership on attitudes towards the confronter, F(1, 60) = 4.28, p = .04, ηp² = .07, such that participants 

felt more positive towards ingroup confronters (M = 4.01, SD = 1.19) as compared to outgroup 

confronters (M = 3.86, SD = 1.25).  

Lastly, as we anticipated, we found a confrontation type by group membership interaction for 

attitudes towards the confronter, F(1, 60) = 9.40, p = .003, ηp² = .14. Post-hoc comparisons using Tukey’s 

correction were conducted (see Table 3). Confirming H5, when confrontations were aggressive, both 

ingroup and outgroup confronters were perceived positively. However, when confrontations were passive, 

participants viewed passive ingroup members more favorably as compared to passive outgroup members. 

Table 3. 

Mean ratings of attitudes towards the confronter by group and type of 
comment 
Type of comment Ingroup Outgroup 
Aggressive 4.26 (1.32)c 4.32 (1.46)ab 

Passive 3.75 (1.32)bcd 3.40 (1.39)acd 

Note: Standard deviations are in parentheses.  
Paired subscripts indicate significant comparisons, ps < .01 

 

Feeling Thermometers Towards the Confronter 

To further examine positive or negative feelings towards the confronter, participants rated how 

warmly or coldly they felt toward the confronter with a Feeling Thermometer that ranged from 

0=extremely cold to 10=extremely warm. This measure highly correlated with scale responses and 

therefore analyses not presented in main text.  
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We find similar results when looking at feeling thermometers towards the confronter, F(1, 60) = 

22.60, p < .001, ηp² = .27. Participants felt warmer towards confronters who were aggressive (M = 7.26, 

SD = 2.12), as compared to passive (M = 6.02, SD = 2.17). However, the main effect for group 

membership was not significant, F(1, 60) = 3.50, p = .07.  

We found an interaction between confrontation type and group membership on feeling 

thermometers, F(1, 60) = 6.15, p = .02, ηp² = .09. Post-hoc comparisons using Tukey’s correction revealed 

the same pattern of results as the scale measure presented above: when confrontations were aggressive, 

both ingroup (M = 7.22, SD = 2.06) and outgroup (M = 7.30, SD = 2.31) confronters were perceived 

positively. However, when confrontations were passive, participants viewed ingroup members who were 

passive (M = 6.28, SD = 2.31; p = .01) significantly more favorably as compared to outgroup members 

who were passive (M = 5.76, SD = 2.27).  

Strength of Identity 

To test H6, we conducted a hierarchical linear regression on our dependent variable of 

offensiveness with the same procedures as outlined in Study 1. In the first model of our regression, we 

included all predictors: group, confrontation, and strength of identity. In the second model of our 

regression, we included all two-way interactions. In the last model of our regression, we included all 

three-way interactions. Our first model accounted for 15.00% of variance, and we found that 

confrontation type did not significantly relate to ratings of offensiveness, 𝛽= .31, p = .06. Replicating 

Study 1 and 2, strength of identity was also related to offensiveness ratings, such that those who reported 

greater strength of identity, rated statements as more offensive, 𝛽= .39, p < .001. Our second and third 

model did not significantly account for any more variance, as compared to the first model, ps > .86, and 

none of our additional predictors significantly related to offensiveness ratings. 

 To test H7, we conducted the same hierarchical linear regression on our dependent variable of 

attitudes towards the confronter. For our dependent variable of attitudes towards the confronter, our first 

model accounted for 6.55% of variance, and we found that confrontation type was significantly related to 

attitudes towards the confronter, 𝛽= .70, p < .001, such that aggressive confrontations were related to 
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more positive attitudes towards the confronter. Interestingly, we did not find the relationship between 

strength of identity and attitudes towards the confronter, 𝛽= -.02, p = .79. Similarly, group membership 

was not related to attitudes towards the confronter, 𝛽= -.15, p = .40. Our second and third model did not 

significantly account for any more variance, as compared to the first model, ps > .38.  

Discussion 

 Again, we find some discrepancies with our pre-registered analyses and multilevel analyses. Both 

analyses show a main effect of confrontation type, such that aggressive confrontations related to greater 

perceived offensiveness. Similarly, we see that more highly identified participants also perceived the post 

as more offensive. However, we do not replicate the effect of group membership in our pre-registered 

analyses. We do replicate our findings in both analyses for our dependent variable of attitudes towards the 

confronter. In both analyses, we find main effects for confrontation type and group membership, as well 

as a significant interaction, suggesting that when confrontations were aggressive, all confronters were 

seen positively, yet, when confrontations were passive outgroup members were seen less positively. We 

did not find any relationships between strength of identity and attitudes towards confronters in our pre-

registered analyses. 

Overall Summary 

 Overall, we find general consistencies across our pre-registered analyses and our multilevel 

analyses strategy. Our findings concerning confrontation type are robust across three studies and two 

analysis strategies. Aggressive confrontations relate to greater perceived offensiveness, increased 

likelihood to report a racist post, and more positive evaluations of the confronter. What is less certain is 

the role that group membership plays in Asian American participants’ perceptions. While in Study 2, both 

analysis strategies revealed a main effect for group membership, we do not find consistency across 

Studies 1 and 3. Similarly, we find discrepancies in the relationship between strength of identity and 

perceptions of offensiveness. In our pre-registered analyses, these effects were consistent across studies, 

however, in our multilevel analyses these effects largely disappear until Study 3. Overall, our most robust 
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findings across these two analytic strategies are confrontation type on all measured dependent variables 

and the interaction between confrontation type and group members on attitudes towards confronters.  

One reason we may be observing slightly different pattern of results for group membership across 

the two analysis strategies is how multilevel analyses is better able to capture individual differences and 

variability across stimuli trials. By not aggregating participants’ responses across all 16 stimuli we may 

be more likely to control for random variability across each stimuli. Within the field, it is conventional to 

analyze repeated measures designs with a repeated ANOVA, which is why we pre-registered this as our 

analysis strategies. However, there are clear advantages to using a multilevel analytic approach, such as 

reduced Type I error, issues with multiple comparisons, and controlling for random effects within stimuli 

(see Gelman et al., 2012; Judd et al., 2012). For these reasons we report multilevel analyses in main text, 

but  for transparency we have included our full pre-registered analyses. 
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Study 2: Exploratory Analyses 

Methods 

Likelihood to Respond 

Below the statement stimuli, participants were provided an empty text box with the prompt 

“Write a comment…” similar to the one that is seen on Facebook’s comment box. Participants had the 

option of not responding, simply by proceeding to the next page.  

Content of Responses 

We coded responses in two ways. First, for the presence of a comment (coded as 0 for no 

response, and 1 for typed response). Second the content of the responses were coded for confrontation 

valence (passive-aggressive). Two research assistants were trained to rate all the open responses on these 

two dimensions. To capture confrontation valence, we had responses rated for how passive-aggressive 

they were on a scale of 1 = very passive to 7 = very aggressive. The ratings from the two coders were 

averaged into a final score for each comment (α =.70).  

Results 

We used a multilevel analytic strategic, as outlined in Study 1. 

Exploratory Analyses: Likelihood to Respond 

We examined whether Confrontation, Group, and Identity had an impact on participants’ 

likelihood to respond. We found no main effects for confrontation type, b = -2.18, SE = 2.54, 95% CI [-

7.16, 2.81], exp(B) = .11, z = -.86, p = .39. There was also no main effect for group membership, b = -.66, 

SE = 2.11, 95% CI [-4.79, 3.47], exp(B) = .52, z = -.31, p = .75. There was no interaction between 

confrontation type and group membership, b = -.73, SE = .77, 95% CI [-2.24, .78], exp(B) = .48, z = -.95, 

p = .34. Strength of identity and its interaction terms were not significant, ps > .32. 

Exploratory Analyses: Content of Responses 
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We also examined whether the content of responses were influenced by Confrontation, Group, 

and Identity5. We found no main effect for confrontation type, b = -.18, SE = 16, 95% CI [-.50, .14], t = -

1.11, p = .27. However, we did find a main effect for group membership, b = -.62, SE = .17, 95% CI [-.94, 

-.29], t = -3.74, p < .001. Participants’ responses were more aggressive when shown an outgroup 

confronter (M = 3.86, SD = .79), as compared to an ingroup confronter (M = 3.36, SD = .90). There was 

no significant interaction, b = .35, SE = .23, 95% CI [-.09, .80], t = 1.56, p = .12. Strength of identity, and 

all 2-way and 3-way interactions were not significant, ps > .51.  

Study 3: Exploratory Analyses 

Methods 

Likelihood to Respond 

Same procedure as Study 2.   

Content of Responses 

As outlined in Study 2 above, responses were coded for how passive-aggressive they were on a 

scale of 1 = very passive to 7 = very aggressive. The two ratings were averaged into a final score for each 

comment (α = .75).  

Results 

We used a multilevel analytic strategic, as outlined in Study 1. 

Exploratory Analyses: Likelihood to Respond 

We examined whether Confrontation, Group, and Identity had an impact on participants’ 

likelihood to respond. We found no main effects for confrontation type, b = 1.25, SE = .71, 95% CI [-.13, 

2.63], exp(B) = 3.49, z = 1.77, p = .08. We did however, find a main effect for group membership, b = 

2.75, SE = 1.06, 95% CI [.68, 4.82], exp(B) = 15.61, z = 2.60, p = .009. Statements that were 

accompanied with ingroup confronters were more likely to elicit responses (M = 73%, SD = 41%) than 

those with outgroup confronters (M = 70%, SD = 41%). In other words, participants were approximately 

 
5 Only 27 participants responded to posts, thus these analyses were conducted on n = 27. 
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15.61 times more likely to respond when the post included an Asian confronter as compared to a White 

confronter. There was no interaction between confrontation type and group membership, b = -.49, SE = 

.70, 95% CI [-1.87, .88], exp(B) = .61, z = -.70, p = .48. Strength of identity and its interaction terms were 

not significant, ps > .25. 

Exploratory Analyses: Content of Responses 

We also examined whether the content of participants’ responses was influenced by 

Confrontation, Group, and Identity6. We found no effect for confrontation type, b = .06, SE = .12, 95% CI 

[-.17, .30], t = .52, p = .60. Similar to Study 2, we found a main effect for group membership, b = -.25, SE 

= .12, 95% CI [-.50, -.01], t = -2.05, p = .04. Statements accompanied with an outgroup confronter 

elicited more aggressive responses (M = 3.37, SD = 1.00) as compared to those with ingroup confronters 

(M = 2.97, SD = 1.06). However, unlike Study 2, this was qualified by a significant interaction, b = .64, 

SE = .17, 95% CI [.30, .97], t = 3.74, p < .001. Simple effects analyses with group membership as a 

moderator showed that for regardless whether confrontation was aggressive or passive, posts with 

outgroup confronters elicited similar responses from participants, b = .06, SE = .12, 95% CI [-.18, .30], 

t(459) = .52, p = .60. However, posts that included aggressive ingroup confronters elicited more 

aggressive responses as compared to passive ingroup, b = .70, SE = .12, 95% CI [.46, .94], t(459) = 5.81, 

p < .001. We also analyzed simple effects with confrontation type as the moderator. We found that when 

confrontation was passive there was a significant difference across group membership, such that outgroup 

confronters elicited more aggressive responses than ingroup confronters, b = -.25, SE = .12, 95% CI [-.50, 

-.009], t(174) = -2.05, p = .04. On the contrary, when confrontations were aggressive: ingroup confronters 

elicited significantly more aggressive responses than outgroup confronters, b = .38, SE = .12, 95% CI 

[.14, .63], t(179) = 3.08, p = .002. Tentatively, we suggest that our Asian Participants were more likely to 

mirror the responses made by ingroup members; if an ingroup confronter was aggressive, the responded 

aggressively as well and vice versa. However, if a confronter was an outgroup member, confrontation 

 
6 Only 45 participants responded to posts, thus these analyses were conducted on n = 45. 
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type did not impact participants’ responses. Strength of identity and its interaction terms was not 

significantly related to content of responses, ps > .16. 

Overall Summary 

 Overall, we find in our exploratory measures that group membership of confronter matters, 

however, our preliminary results are not consistent. Asian American participants are more likely to 

respond to outgroup confrontations, which falls into line with group norm theory. This suggest that if the 

majority group responds to a racist post, others will follow this behavior and respond similarly. In Study 

3, while we find that participants are still more likely to respond when seeing outgroup members confront, 

they are more likely to tune the valence of their response with ingroup confronters, which suggest that 

they may be social referencing other ingroup members for the appropriate type of response to make. This 

might suggest that there are different mechanisms to explain the different stages of intergroup interactions 

online. From interpreting a racist event, motivation to react and respond to the event, and strategy in those 

confrontations. Online interactions are dynamic and perceptions are influenced by other’s in this space, 

however more research needed into how intergroup dynamic come into play in this process.  
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Study 3: Feeling Thermometers 

 
Results 

Similar to our findings with our attitude measure there was a main effect for Confrontation, p < 

.001, such that attitudes towards the confronter was more positive when the confronter was aggressive 

(vs. passive). As expected, we also found a main effect for Group on attitudes towards the confronter, p < 

.001, such that participants felt more positive towards ingroup confronters as compared to outgroup 

confronters. Lastly, as anticipated, we found a Confrontation X Group interaction for attitudes towards 

the confronter, p = .006. Simple effects analyses found that when confrontations were aggressive, both 

ingroup and outgroup confronters were perceived positively, b = -.06, SE = .15, 95% CI [-.36, .24], t(203) 

= -.40, p = .69. However, when confrontations were passive, participants viewed ingroup members who 

were passive significantly more favorably as compared to outgroup members who were passive, b = .52, 

SE = .15, 95% CI [.22, .82], t(203) = 3.38, p <.001. In addition, we found an interaction between Group X 

Identity, p = .02. Simple effects analyses show that for participants who were weak (-1 SD) in Asian 

identification did not differ their attitudes towards ingroup vs. outgroup confronters, b = -.07, SE = .16, 

95% CI [-.38, .25], t(60) = -.44, p = .66. However, participants who had strong Asian identities (+1 SD) 

viewed ingroup confronters more favorably than outgroup confronters, b = .53, SE = .16, 95% CI [.21, 

.84], t(60) = 3.34, p = .001. See Table 4 for parameter estimates. 

 

Table 4.  

Parameter estimates for feeling thermometers in Study 3 
Effect Variance SD Estimate SE 95% CI t df p 

Random effects         
 Participants         
  Intercept 4.64 2.16       
  Confrontation 3.31 1.82       
  Group .08 .29       
 Stimuli         
  Intercept .020 .14       
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 Residual 2.73 1.65       
Fixed effects         
 Intercept   5.77 .30 5.17, 6.36 19.16 61.40 <.001 

 Confrontation (C)   1.51 .28 .97, 2.05 5.51 82.10 <.001 

 Group (G)   .52 .15 .22, .82 3.38 202.90 <.001 

 Identity (I)   -.26 .23 -.71, .18 -1.16 64.00 .25 

 C X G   -.58 .21 -.99, -.16 -2.75 801.00 .006 

 C X I   .35 .21 -.07, .77 1.64 82.10 .10 

 G X I   .28 .12 .05, .51 2.37 202.90 .02 
  C X G X I     -.10 .16 -.42, .22 -.62 801.00 .53 

 

 

 


