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Abstract

Two experiments assessed the self-protective and undermining effects of attributional ambiguity. Both studies utilized immersive vir-
tual environment technology to achieve otherwise difficult manipulations of stigma. In Experiment 1, White and Latino participants were
either stigmatized (represented as Latino) or not (represented as White) and given negative leadership performance feedback. Afterwards,
stigmatized participants reported higher well-being and attributed negative feedback more to discrimination than nonstigmatized partic-
ipants. In Experiment 2, Latinos represented veridically showed self-protective effects after receiving negative leadership feedback. Addi-
tionally, this experiment revealed undermining effects of attributional ambiguity such that those participants represented as Latino
discounted positive feedback and reported lower well-being. Thus, attributional ambiguity of stigmatized individuals (real or induced)
buffered well-being in the face of negative feedback but undermined the well-being effects of positive feedback.
� 2006 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Keywords: Attributional ambiguity; Well-being; Attributions to discrimination; Discounting; Ethnicity; Leadership; Stigma; Virtual environment;
Self-protective; Undermining
Introduction

Members of ethnic minority groups are considered stig-
matized by virtue of a devalued social identity (Crocker,
Major, & Steele, 1998). Such stigmatized individuals may
experience difficulty making attributions for others’ evalu-
ations of their performance in various situations. For
example, when ethnic minority leaders receive feedback
they may be uncertain as to whether it is an accurate reflec-
tion of their abilities or a reflection based on stereotypes
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and prejudices regarding their social identity. This ‘‘attri-
butional ambiguity’’ (Crocker & Major, 1989) can occur
for either negative or positive feedback and may impact
the psychological well-being of the stigmatized. In the pres-
ent studies, we investigated whether attributing negative
feedback to discrimination provides a buffering effect pro-
tecting well-being. Additionally, we investigated whether
attributions to discrimination undermine positive feedback
received by stigmatized group members.

Attributions and psychological well-being

Attributions have important implications for individu-
als’ psychological well-being. Indeed, much research indi-
cates that psychologically healthy people locate the
causes of positive events within internal, global, and stable
aspects of the self and the causes of negative events in
ve and undermining effects of attributional ambiguity, Journal of
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sources external to the self (Taylor & Brown, 1988). Such
self-serving attributions have been shown to bolster and
protect self-esteem (e.g., Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale,
1978; MacFarland & Ross, 1982).

Self-protective effects of attributions to discrimination

Scholars have argued that self-serving biases are impor-
tant for understanding the predicament of a stigmatized
social identity (see Major, Quinton, & McCoy, 2002, for
a review). Members of stigmatized groups are often in a
state of attributional ambiguity; that is, they are uncertain
of the motives underlying other’s reactions to them. When
members of socially devalued groups receive negative feed-
back, they often ponder whether the supposed failure truly
reflects their ability or results from prejudice. Crocker and
Major (1989) hypothesized that attributional ambiguity
can serve a protective function such that attributing nega-
tive feedback to prejudice can buffer stigmatized individu-
als from negative self-evaluation.

Much research supports Crocker and Major’s notion
(Dion, 1975; Dion & Earn, 1975). For example, Crocker,
Voelkl, Testa, and Major (1991) found that when Afri-
can-American participants received a negative evaluation
from a White evaluator who they thought was aware of
their race, they tended to discount the feedback by attrib-
uting the failure to discrimination, and reported marginally
higher self-esteem than participants who thought the eval-
uator was unaware of their race. Similarly, women report-
ed fewer depressed emotions when they could reasonably
attribute negative feedback to sexism relative to when this
attribution was not plausible (Crocker et al., 1991).
Recently, Major, Kaiser, and McCoy (2003) found that
discounting stigma-based rejection was inversely related
to depressed emotions. There are exceptions to these
effects, for example, there are individual differences in sen-
sitivity to race-based rejection (Mendoza-Denton, Purdie,
Downey, & Davis, 2002), highly identified group members
do not show self-protective effects in attributionally ambig-
uous situations (McCoy and Major, 2003), and these attri-
butions are unlikely to protect the self relative to external
attributions (Major, Kaiser, et al., 2003; Schmitt and
Branscombe, 2002). Despite these qualifications, there is
strong empirical support for the theory that attributing
negative outcomes to prejudice protects the well-being of
members of socially devalued groups.

Undermining effects of attributions to discrimination
Most attributional ambiguity research has focused on

the consequences of attributing negative events to discrim-
ination while generally ignoring responses to positive
events. Understanding how stigmatized individuals con-
strue positive events is important because these attributions
are necessary in shaping mastery beliefs as well as perceived
control, and are associated with better psychological well-
being (MacFarland & Ross, 1982; Weiner, 1985). During
attributional ambiguity, individuals may suspect that any
positive treatment is due to their ethnicity, race, etc. and
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may also be likely to attribute their success to their ethnic-
ity, rather than their own personal deservingness thus
undermining their well-being.

Minorities have reason to question motives underlying
other’s positive responses towards them, as people have
been shown to evaluate members of stigmatized groups
more favorably than members of non-stigmatized groups
(e.g., Blascovich, Mendes, & Seery, 2002; Carver, Glass,
Snyder, & Katz, 1977; Crandall & Eshleman, 2003; Harber,
1998). Potential explanations include political correctness
and norms to be kind or to express sympathy for their sit-
uation (Hastorf, Northcraft, & Piccciotto, 1979; Jones
et al., 1984). Alternatively, members of privileged groups
may evaluate minorities more positively to overcome their
own discomfort or threat during interactions with them, or
they might lower their evaluation standards because of
expectancy effects (see Harber, 1998, for a review). In short,
ethnic minorities have valid reasons to suspect positive bias
when receiving positive feedback, which might have nega-
tive implications for well-being.

Research shows that stigmatized individuals attribute
positive feedback to their social identity (Britt & Crandall,
2000). Crocker et al. (1991) found that when Black partic-
ipants received positive feedback from a White evaluator,
those who thought the evaluator was aware of their race
reported that the feedback was more likely due to discrim-
ination than did participants who believed the evaluator
was unaware of their race. Additionally, the former exhib-
ited decreased self-esteem compared to those who thought
the evaluator was unaware of their race. Furthermore,
other scholars have found that members of stigmatized
groups experience negative affect and negative self-percep-
tions when they are aware that others know of their special
treatment (Heilman, Simon, & Repper, 1987; Heilman &
Alcott, 2001; Major, Feinstein, & Crocker, 1994).

The present research

Hypotheses
We hypothesized that, compared to visibly White leaders,

visibly Latino leaders of small groups will be unsure whether
the leadership performance feedback they receive stems from
their abilities or their stigmatized social identity. Further, we
hypothesize that Latino leaders will attribute both positive
and negative feedback to discrimination with the former
undermining and the latter buffering their self-esteem.
Lastly, we hypothesize that these effects will occur whether
the visible ethnic appearance of the leaders represents their
actual identity or merely their virtual visible identity.

Experimental context

The experimental leadership task took place in an
immersive virtual conference room. Research shows that
immersive virtual environment technology (IVET) induces
users to experience a compelling sense of presence within
an environment which can be created digitally (Blascovich
et al., 2002). Our IVET system consisted of three
ve and undermining effects of attributional ambiguity, Journal of
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Fig. 1. The immersive virtual display system.
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subsystems: (a) a body location and head tracker, (b) a
graphics rendering computer, and (c) an audiovisual ste-
reoscopic head-mounted display (HMD). Translation and
orientation information regarding the user’s body and head
are sensed and recorded by trackers, which inform the ren-
dering computer, which then generates and projects visual
and auditory stimuli to the HMD1 (see Fig. 1). We
employed IVET here for the methodological advantages
it offers including allowing exact control over digital con-
federates’ behaviors. Additionally, IVET provides tools
that allow us to perform extremely difficult experimental
manipulations of organismic variables such as ethnicity
as was done here (Blascovich et al., 2002; Hoyt, Blascovich,
& Swinth, 2003).

Finally, this research provides a number of unique con-
tributions to the literature. Not only are we looking to rep-
licate the self-protective effects of attributions to
discrimination in a highly understudied ethnic group,
Latino Americans, in the important domain of leadership,
but we are also directly testing the undermining effects of
attributional ambiguity. Additionally, we are examining
the extent to which attributional ambiguity is situationally
determined by giving White participants induced stigmas
1 Technology specifications. The head-mounted display was a Virtual
Research V8 HMD (a stereoscopic display with dual 680 horizontal by 480
vertical resolution LCD panels that refresh at 72 Hz). The optics of this
display presented a visual stimulus subtending approximately 50�
horizontally by 38� vertically. Perspectively correct stereoscopic images
were rendered by a 450 MHz Pentium III dual processor computer with an
Evans & Sutherland Tornado 3000 dual pipe graphics card, and these
images were updated at an average frame rate of 36 Hz. The simulated
viewpoint was continually updated by the participants’ head movements.
The orientation of the participant’s head was tracked by a three-axis
orientation sensing system (Intersense IS300, update rate of 150 Hz). The
system latency, or the amount of delay between a participant’s head
motion and the resulting concomitant update in the HMD’s visual display
was 65 ms maximum.
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and Latino participants non-stigmatized identities. Also,
unlike previous attributional ambiguity studies in which
interactions took place with evaluators in ‘another room,’
IVET allowed us to manipulate ethnicity and study ‘face-
to-face’ interactions.

Experiment 1

In this study, Latino and White participants performed
as leaders in an employee-hiring task. Half were portrayed
as Latino and half the participants were portrayed as
White in the virtual world. This experiment tested the
hypotheses that attributional ambiguity would buffer
well-being in the face of negative feedback for those por-
trayed as Latino, and that this effect would be driven by
attributions to discrimination. We hypothesized no effects
for actual identity and no interactions between actual
and virtual identities.

Method

Participants and design

Forty-two introductory psychology students at a major
research university received $10 for participation. Two
were excluded from analyses (one was neither White nor
Latino, the condition assignment for the other was not
recorded). The final sample included 20 Latino and 20
White participants (26 female, 14 male; mean
age = 18.90, range 18–21). The experiment employed a 2
(Portrayal: Latino or White) · 2 (Ethnicity: Latino or
White) between-subjects design.

Procedure

Participants were run individually and brought into a
room assuming that two other participants would occupy
two other experimental rooms. This experiment was con-
ve and undermining effects of attributional ambiguity, Journal of
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ducted in a laboratory that contained three rooms in which
ostensibly three people, each located in a separate room,
interacted together within a single virtual conference room.
Participants were ostensibly randomly assigned to the role
of leader in the ‘group’ experiment. Participants were told
that as leaders they were asked to arrive 10 min before the
two other group members in order to complete additional
questionnaires and they were informed that all interactions
would occur in an immersive virtual conference room.

The experimenter explained that the study was aimed at
understanding leadership within virtual environments and
that we were interested in work group performance and
the mental processes underlying leadership ability. Partici-
pants were informed that we were particularly interested in
examining differences in leadership performance between
demographic groups as there are ethnic inequalities in lead-
ership roles within our society. Thus, ethnicity and perfor-
mance were made salient as in previous paradigms (for
example, Major, Gramzow, et al., 2002).
Fig. 2. The leader’s view of the two followers during
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Participants were then briefed on their upcoming leader-
ship task and told that they would receive feedback from
the group members. Participants were informed that they
would assume the fictitious role of President of the Human
Resources Department of a corporation. Together with the
two Vice Presidents in the HR Department, the ‘other
group members,’ they would hire a new Junior Associate.
Participants were told that it was their responsibility to
look over application materials and a memo from the
CEO and to prepare for a 3-min meeting with the Vice
Presidents in an IVE. At this point the leader was given
7 min to privately prepare for the meeting. After the prep-
aration period, participants were shown how they would be
portrayed in the virtual world before they were immersed
in the VE for the task.

The VE consisted of three people (representations) sit-
ting around a table. The two group members, Chris and
Michelle, both portrayed as White (see Fig. 2), were pro-
grammed to generate realistic but random nonverbal body
the meeting in the immersive virtual environment.

ve and undermining effects of attributional ambiguity, Journal of
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movements, including eye blinks, head movements, and
small facial expressions. Participants were shown pictures
of how they would be represented in the virtual world.
Portrayals matched the participant’s gender and were
manipulated to either be Latino or White. There was only
one Latino and one White representation for each gender.2

To strengthen the manipulation, a virtual portrait of each
participant’s representation was displayed in the confer-
ence room.

The procedures were carefully designed to reduce partic-
ipant suspicion and potential demand characteristics.
Throughout the experiment, the experimenter checked on
the ‘other participants’ by audibly opening and shutting
the laboratory doors. The experimenter also ostensibly
enabled the network connecting the three rooms such that
all participants would be in the same virtual world by
switching on a video monitor for the leader which dis-
played a White male in one room and a White female in
another putting on their HMDs. Unknown to the partici-
pants, these displays were pre-recorded.

Following the task, participants waited several minutes
for the other participants to ostensibly complete their rat-
ing sheets, which conveyed bogus negative feedback on
their leadership performance. Specifically, participants
were given two hand-written rating sheets on which the
‘other participants’ ‘rated’ the leader’s performance on a
scale from �3 to 3 on items such as ‘Oral communication,’
‘Planning and Organization,’ and ‘Overall leadership abili-
ty.’ The negative feedback ratings ranged from �3 to 0.

Finally, participants completed their final question-
naires. Afterwards, the experimenter probed for suspicion
by asking what they thought the experiment was about, if
they found anything strange about the experiment, if they
believed there were other participants in the experiment,
and if their feedback was authentic. The post-experimental
probing questions revealed that participants believed the
paradigm’s pretext. Participants were paid, debriefed, and
thanked for their participation.

Measures

Participants responded to all measures on a seven-point
Likert-type scale ranging from �3 (strongly disagree) to 3
(strongly agree).

Well-being. The well-being scale consisted of 10 items typ-
ical of those used in attributional ambiguity research. Items
were adapted from depressed affect and self-esteem scales
(e.g., the MAACL, Heatherton & Polivy, 1991; Lubin,
Zuckerman, & Woodward, 1985). Sample items include:
‘At this moment I feel worthless’ (reverse), ‘Right now I
feel I have less leadership ability than others’ (reverse),
‘At this moment I feel fine’ (a = .87).
2 Before running Experiment 2 we conducted a pilot study to select
portrayals that were rated similar in their perceived attractiveness,
likeability, intelligence, and leadership effectiveness.
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Attributions to discrimination. Attributions to discrimina-
tion were assessed with the following five items: ‘‘The
group’s ratings of my performance were fair (reverse)’’,
‘‘It is the group’s fault that I received such ratings’’,
‘‘The group’s ratings were justified (reverse)’’, ‘‘The group
is to blame for my feedback’’, and ‘‘The group’s ratings
were discriminatory’’(a = .82).

Results

Self-protective hypothesis

Well-being, the dependent variable relevant to this
hypothesis, was analyzed with a 2 (Portrayal) · 2 (Ethnicity)
between-subjects ANOVA. There was a main effect such that
those portrayed as Latino had significantly higher levels of
well-being (M = 1.53, SD = 1.11) in the face of negative
feedback than those represented as White (M = .81,
SD = .91), F(1,35) = 4.94, p = .03, g2 = .12. There was no
main effect for participant ethnicity on well-being and no
interaction between ethnicity and portrayal.

Attribution hypothesis

Next, we conducted a 2 (Portrayal) · 2 (Ethnicity)
between-subjects ANOVA on attributions to discrimina-
tion. There was a main effect of ethnicity such that White par-
ticipants attributed the feedback to discrimination
significantly more (M = �.88, SD = 1.17) than Latino par-
ticipants (M = �1.52, SD = .93; F(1,36) = 4.05, p = .05,
g2 = .10). There was also a marginal main effect of portrayal
such that those represented as Latino made attributions to
discrimination more (M = � .88, SD = 1.05) than those
represented as White (M = �1.46, SD = 1.07; F(1,36) =
3.19, p = .08, g2 = .08). Again there was no interaction
between portrayal and ethnicity, although the power to
detect an interaction was low due to the small sample size.
Finally, we found a significant positive correlation r

(38) = .43, p < .01 between attributions to discrimination
and well-being, such that the more the participants attribut-
ed the feedback to discrimination the better their well-being.

Mediational analysis. The total effect of portrayal on well-
being was .72 (see Table 1). As can be seen in Fig. 3, the
paths from portrayal (dummy coded as 0 = White,
1 = Latino) to discrimination (.55) and from discrimina-
tion to well-being (.36) are both positive, thus they are con-
sistent with the interpretation that being portrayed as
Latino leads to greater attributions to discrimination,
which in turn lead to greater levels of well-being. The indi-
rect effect of portrayal and well-being through attributions
to discrimination is the product of the two unstandardized
path coefficients, .55 * .36 = .19.

Because the traditional Sobel test is known to have low
power and is especially problematic when used with small
samples, we used the bootstrapping approach to testing
mediation as advocated by Shrout and Bolger (2002) for
such cases. We conducted these analyses using Preacher
and Hayes’ (2006) macro to implement the bootstrapping
ve and undermining effects of attributional ambiguity, Journal of
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Table 1
Bootstrap analysis of direction, magnitude, and statistical significance of the indirect effects of portrayal on well-being through attributions to
discrimination

Analysis Total/direct effects Indirect effect:
Product of path coefficients

5% cutoff value in the lowera or
upperb tail of the distribution of
indirect effects

Experiment 1 .72/.53 .546 * .357 = .19 .0174a

Experiment 2:
Negative
Feedback

.53/.44 .436 * .203 = .09 .0053a

Experiment 2:
Positive
Feedback

�.51/�.34 .635 * �.265 = �.17 �.0110b

Combined:
All Exp1
Negative Exp2

.71/.55 .516 * .319 = .16 .0542a

Combined:
Latinos Exp1
Negative Exp2

.70/.50 .478 * .399 = .19 .0408a

Note. Direct, indirect, and total effects are quantified with unstandardized regression weights.

Experiment 1: 

Experiment 2, Negative Feedback Condition:

Experiment 2, Positive Feedback Condition:

B = .55 B = .36 

Total Effect=.72

Attributions to 
Discrimination

Indirect Effect=.19 Direct Effect=.53

Well-Being Stigma 

B = .44 B = .20 

Total Effect=.53

Indirect Effect=.09 Direct Effect=.44

Well-Being Stigma 

Attributions to 
Discrimination
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approach in SPSS. In this procedure, we took 1000 samples
from the original data set (using sampling with replace-
ment) thus yielding 1000 estimates of each path coefficient.
These estimates were used to calculate estimates of the indi-
rect effect of portrayal on well-being through the mediation
of attributions to discrimination.

In our bootstrapping analyses we used a one-sided
(directional) test, which requires that the 5% cutoff value
in the lower tail of the bootstrap distribution of indirect
effects be above zero to obtain significance. We found that
this cutoff of the indirect effect of attributions to discrimi-
nation was, in fact, above zero (.02; see Table 1). We there-
fore concluded that attributions to discrimination mediated
the relationship between portrayal and well-being.
Combined Data, Experiment 1 and 2, Negative Feedback:

B = .63 B = -.27 

Total Effect= -.51

Indirect Effect=.17 Direct Effect=.34

Well-Being Stigma 

B = .52 B = .32 

Total Effect=.71

Indirect Effect=.16 Direct Effect=.55

Well-Being Stigma 

Attributions to 
Discrimination

Attributions to 
Discrimination

Note: Direct, indirect, and total effects are quantified with unstandardized regression 
weights.  

Fig. 3. Attributions to discrimination as a mediator of the effects of
stigma on well-being.
Discussion

Compared to those portrayed as White, participants
portrayed as Latino reported higher well-being and were
more likely to attribute the negative feedback to the group
members’ prejudice. Additionally, results demonstrated
that the more the participants blamed negative feedback
on discrimination, the greater their well-being. In other
words, the results are consistent with the hypothesis that
discrimination attributions mediate the relationship
between experimental condition and well-being.

Unexpectedly, ethnically White participants attributed
negative feedback more to discrimination than Latino par-
ticipants. Perhaps this effect was driven by the Latino par-
ticipants curtailing their attributions because they
understand the potential costs to making an attribution
to discrimination whereas the White participants do not
understand the costs as well. Indeed, Stangor, Swim, Van
Allen, and Sechrist (2002) demonstrated that Black Amer-
icans curtail attributions to discrimination in the presence
of outgroup members (presumably because this is an inter-
Please cite this article in press as: Hoyt, C. L. et al., The self-protecti
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personally costly judgment), but White Americans do not
(presumably because they are less worried about others
reactions to their claims).

Our results provide the first empirical demonstration
that Whites make attributions to discrimination when pre-
ve and undermining effects of attributional ambiguity, Journal of
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sented as Latino. This suggests that making an attribution
to discrimination may not require experience being a mem-
ber of a stigmatized group but rather it may be a coping
skill that can be employed by anyone who is portrayed as
stigmatized. Finally, the results of this experiment provide
support for the efficacy of using IVET for concealing and
inducing an ethnic stigma.

Experiment 2

The second experiment attempted to replicate these
effects and to test our hypotheses about the undermining
effects of attributional ambiguity on positive feedback. In
this experiment, we restricted our focus to Latino Ameri-
cans because minorities are those who are most likely to
face discrimination-related obstacles in the real world and
we were most interested in understanding responses of those
who are chronically potential targets of discrimination.

Method

Participants and design

Sixty-three Latinos enrolled in introductory psychology
at a major research university participated for either course
credit or 10 dollars. Four were excluded due to procedural
errors, resulting in a sample of 59 (48 female; mean
age = 18.71, range 18–21). The experiment was a 2 (Por-
trayal: Latino or White) · 2 (Feedback: Positive or Nega-
tive) between-subjects design.

Measures
The 10-item well-being measure employed in Experi-

ment 1 was used in this experiment (a = .79). The attribu-
tion to discrimination measure was slightly changed in
Experiment 2. The scale consisted of four items: ‘‘The
group’s ratings of my performance were fair (reverse)’’,
‘‘The group’s ratings were justified (reverse)’’, ‘‘The group’s
ratings were discriminatory’’, and ‘‘The group’s ratings
were influenced by my race’’ (a = .55).

Procedures

The procedures for this experiment were essentially
identical to Experiment 1 with the exception that partici-
pants either received negative or positive feedback. The
feedback was given in the same manner as in Experiment
1; half of the participants received negative feedback (rat-
ings ranged from �3 to 0) and the other half received posi-
tive ratings (ranging from 0 to 3).

Results

Self-protective and undermining hypotheses

Well-being was analyzed with a 2 (Portrayal) · 2 (Feed-
back) between-subjects ANOVA. There was a significant
interaction (F(1, 55) = 7.22, p = .01, g2 = .12; see Fig. 4).
Simple effects tests revealed that with positive feedback
those represented as Latino reported marginally lower lev-
Please cite this article in press as: Hoyt, C. L. et al., The self-protecti
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els of well-being than those represented as White (simple
F(1, 55) = 3.40, p = .07, g2 = .06). Additionally, in the neg-
ative feedback condition those represented as Latino
reported higher levels of well-being than those represented
as White (simple F(1, 55) = 3.83, p = .06, g2 = .07). There
was no main effect for portrayal but there was a main effect
of feedback such that those receiving positive feedback had
higher levels of well-being (M = 1.70, SD = .81) than those
who received negative feedback (M = 1.29, SD = .69),
F(1, 55) = 5.12, p = .03, g2 = .09.

Attribution hypotheses

Next, we conducted a 2 (Portrayal) · 2 (Feedback)
between-subjects ANOVA on attributions to discrimina-
tion. There was a main effect such that those portrayed
as Latino made greater attributions to discrimination
(M = �1.45, SD = .77) than those portrayed as White
(M = �1.96, SD = .81; F(1,55) = 5.91, p = .02, g2 = .10;
see Fig. 4). There was no main effect of feedback and no
interaction between portrayal and feedback.
ve and undermining effects of attributional ambiguity, Journal of
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In the negative feedback condition there was a signifi-
cant positive correlation, r(28) = .35, p < .05, such that
the more the participants made attributions to discrimina-
tion the better their psychological well-being. However, in
the positive feedback condition the predicted negative cor-
relation was not quite significant, r(28) = �.22, p = .13.

Mediational analyses. Using bootstrapping techniques
identical to those used in Experiment 1, we conducted
two analyses, one for each feedback condition (see Table
1 and Fig. 3). In the negative feedback condition, the 5%
cutoff value in the lower tail of the bootstrap distribution
of indirect effects was above zero and in the positive feed-
back condition the 5% cutoff value in the upper tail of
the distribution of indirect effects was below zero; thus,
the indirect effect was statistically significant in both condi-
tions. In the negative feedback condition the direction of
the paths indicate that participants represented as Latino
were more likely to make attributions to discrimination
resulting in greater levels of well-being. In the positive feed-
back condition participants represented as Latino were
also more likely to make attributions to discrimination
but these attributions were associated with lower levels of
well-being. In sum, attributions to discrimination mediated
the relationship between portrayal and well-being in both
feedback conditions.3

Finally, we conducted mediational analyses on the stan-
dardized and combined data from Experiment 1 (using all
participants and also just Latinos) and the negative feed-
back condition of Experiment 2. Results from the com-
bined data again confirm that attributions to
discrimination mediated the relationship between portrayal
and well-being.
Discussion

This experiment examined the buffering and undermin-
ing effects of attributional ambiguity. Replicating the find-
ings of Experiment 1, participants portrayed as Latino
3 We assessed two internal attributions in these studies: attributions to
their leadership performance and to the effort they put forth. No
significant results were found for attributions to leadership performance.
In Experiment 1, participants portrayed as Latino were marginally less
likely to attribute the feedback to effort than those portrayed as White,
F(1,36) = 2.48, p = .12, g2 = .06. The same effect was statistically signif-
icant in Experiment 2, F(1,55) = 5.92, p = .02, g2 = .10. In Experiment 1
and the negative condition of Experiment 2 attributions to effort were
negatively correlated with well-being (S1: r(38) = �.33, p < .05; S2:
r(28) = �.32, p < .05) and the relationship was positive in the positive
feedback condition (r(28) = .35, p < .05). Using a bootstrap approach to
mediation, we found that attribution to effort was not a statistically
significant mediator between portrayal and well-being in either
study.Finally, an alternative approach to examining the discounting of
feedback to discrimination is to compute a discounting variable by
standardizing scores on the attribution scales and subtracting participants’
internal (effort) attributions from their attributions to discrimination
(Major, Kaiser, et al., 2003; Major, Quinton, & Schmader, 2003). Across
both studies this discounting variable successfully mediated the relation-
ship between portrayal and well-being.
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were more likely to attribute negative feedback to discrim-
ination than those portrayed as White, resulting in greater
well-being. Analyses from the combined study data
revealed a robust self-protective effect of attributional
ambiguity. This experiment also examined the undermin-
ing effects of attributional ambiguity to positive feedback.
Participants portrayed as Latino were more likely to dis-
count positive feedback than those represented as White
and these attributions resulted in lower levels of well-
being.

General discussion

It is difficult for ethnic minorities to accurately deter-
mine the causes of others’ behavior toward them (Crocker
& Major, 2003). This research tested and supported the
predictions that ethnically stigmatized individuals would
experience attributional ambiguity when given feedback
regarding their leadership performance and this ambiguity
would buffer them from deleterious effects of negative feed-
back but prevent them from feeling good when they
received positive feedback.

Experiment 1 extended our understanding of attribu-
tional ambiguity by demonstrating that White participants
with an induced ethnic stigma also show this effect. These
data point to the efficacy of inducing a stigma using IVET
and are consistent with research showing that individuals
with induced stigmas are acutely aware that others may
be responding to them based on their stigma. For example,
in Kleck and Strenta’s (1980) research participants who
believed that they had a stigma (facial scar or epilepsy)
believed that their conditions had an impact on the behav-
ior of the confederate with whom they interacted.

Although evidence is amassing regarding responses from
members of socially devalued groups to negative feedback,
it has been less clear what happens in the face of positive
feedback. Positive feedback may not have positive conse-
quences for the well-being of members of stigmatized
groups who are unsure if the feedback reflects their deserv-
ingness or their social identity. For example, research on
assumptive help and preferential selection demonstrated
that members of stigmatized groups were more likely to
report lower well-being when receiving ostensibly positive
treatment (Major et al., 1994; Schneider, Major, Luhtanen,
& Crocker, 1996).

Our data support the notion that ethnic minorities are
particularly sensitive to the motives underlying positive
feedback. This sensitivity appears to undermine their
acceptance of the positive feedback. In Experiment 2 virtu-
ally Latino participants not only discounted the feedback
more but they reported lower levels of well-being after
receiving positive feedback than those whose stigma was
concealed.

Importantly, unlike recent research, these studies found
the self-protective effects of attributions to discrimination
in a rather ambiguous situation. Major, Quinton, et al.
(2003) found that women were more likely to discount
ve and undermining effects of attributional ambiguity, Journal of
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feedback because of perceived prejudice and thus protect
self-esteem when there were overt, as opposed to ambigu-
ous, prejudice cues available. While it was made clear that
ethnicity was an important factor here, it was not made
explicit that the evaluative others were prejudiced; the
situation was designed to be ambiguous. One potential
explanation for the discrepancy is that Major, Kaiser,
et al.’s (2003) work examined women while this research
examined ethnicity. As ethnic minorities have a better
developed sense of the group as illegitimately devalued
than do women, this might make group membership more
salient for ethnic minorities in ambiguous situations. Our
ambiguous situation might also explain why attributions
to discrimination were fairly low across all experimental
conditions.

Finally, although IVET provides significant methodo-
logical advances that are extremely difficult to otherwise
achieve, it does have some limitations. For instance, partic-
ipants likely had limited experience interacting in an IVE,
which could have caused them to construe this experience
as fairly circumscribed and unlikely to occur in other con-
texts. If so, this might have prevented attributions to dis-
crimination from having psychologically harmful effects
that might occur in an environment where discrimination
is more pervasive (Schmitt, Branscombe, & Postmes,
2003). Additionally, participants’ responses to feedback
that stems from a group identity that is different than their
own may or may not differ from responses based on one’s
true group identity. IVET can help us start to investigate
this question which is important in this day of increasingly
fewer face-to-face interactions where people who belong to
stigmatized groups have more opportunities to pass as
nonstigmatized.

Conclusions

This research examined both the self-protective and the
undermining consequences of attributing feedback to dis-
crimination. Use of IVET provided a means for concealing
an ethnic stigma, and allowed us to examine these process-
es in White Americans with a virtual stigma. It also allowed
for an examination of attributional ambiguity processes in
real-time interactions. Results indicate that individuals
portrayed as Latino in the experimental setting discounted
both the negative and the positive feedback more than
those portrayed as White. Supporting Crocker and Major’s
discounting hypothesis (1989), attributing the feedback to
discrimination allowed those who received negative feed-
back to protect their well-being. Additionally, we experi-
mentally determined that attributing positive feedback to
discrimination undermined well-being. This research sug-
gests that members of socially devalued groups whether
portrayed veridically (Latinos revealed as Latinos) or non-
veridically (Whites revealed as Latinos) become acutely
aware that others might be responding on the basis of
group membership. Attributing feedback to one’s group
membership can buffer them against negative feedback
Please cite this article in press as: Hoyt, C. L. et al., The self-protecti
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but can undermine their ability to take credit for positive
feedback.
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