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Imagine Alex is attending a meeting on her first day of work, 
and a coworker refers to a recently recruited Black manager 
as a “diversity hire.” Just as Alex starts wondering whether 
this workplace is racially biased, another coworker calls out 
the racially biased comment. What will Alex make of this 
exchange? When bias occurs, as it so often does in work-
place and social contexts (Sue & Spanierman, 2020), will 
confronting it signal anti-bias norms to those who observe 
the confrontation? Much research concerning bias confronta-
tion focuses on outcomes at the interpersonal level, such as 
whether confrontation reduces bias for the person who has 
been confronted, and how confrontation affects evaluations 
of the confronter (Chaney & Sanchez, 2018; Hildebrand 
et al., 2023; Parker et al., 2018; Rattan et al., 2023; Wilton 
et  al., 2018). However, the current research takes a more 
expansive perspective to investigate the possible norm-sig-
naling function of bias confrontation. Understanding whether 
bias confrontations signal anti-bias norms is important 
because perceived norms influence behavior (Cialdini et al., 
1990; Crandall et al., 2002; Reno et al., 1993).

We tested whether observing confrontation shapes peo-
ple’s perceptions of anti-bias descriptive and injunctive 
norms, and whether a lone confronter is sufficient or other 
people in the situation must affirm a confrontation for it to 
influence norm perceptions. We also considered the possible 
role of observers’ group membership. If Alex in the 

aforementioned example were Black (i.e., a target group 
member), would the situation be experienced differently than 
if she were White (i.e., a non-target group member)? The 
occurrence of bias threatens target group members’ sense 
that their identity is safe in the environment (Major & 
O’Brien, 2005). Past research revealed that bias confronta-
tion can boost identity-safety among minoritized individuals 
if it is affirmed by others (Hildebrand et  al., 2020). We 
extended this research by investigating whether, following a 
biased incident, confrontation signals anti-bias local norms 
to target group members, and whether stronger norm percep-
tions are associated with increased identity-safety.

People Are Sensitive to Bias-Related 
Norms

Norms are unwritten but understood rules reflecting what 
behaviors are common (i.e., descriptive norms) and 
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appropriate (i.e., injunctive norms) in an environment 
(Cialdini et al., 1990; Reno et al., 1993). Norm perception has 
a powerful influence on social behavior (Miller & Prentice, 
2016; Paluck et al., 2016; Tankard & Paluck, 2016). In the 
context of bias and prejudice anti-bias descriptive norms indi-
cate that bias is uncommon, and injunctive anti-bias injunc-
tive norms indicate that bias is unacceptable.

People adjust their attitudes and behavior according to 
salient norms concerning bias and prejudice. For instance, 
exposure to peers’ opinions about a target group, which con-
veys descriptive norms, causes people to align their opinions 
with those of their peers (Blanchard et al., 1994; Crandall et al., 
2002; Monteith et al., 1996; Stangor et al., 2001). Environmental 
cues can signal norms, as in the research of Murrar et al. (2020) 
using posters and videos to convey inclusiveness. Anti-
prejudice norms may also be detected from non-verbal cues, 
such as when people react to a sexist statement with silence 
(Koudenburg et al., 2021). In other research, when a male ally 
expressed support for gender equality, women perceived that 
the company endorsed gender-equality norms, and they antici-
pated greater workplace support and respect and less isolation 
and hostility (Moser & Branscombe, 2022).

In sum, research indicates that social norms about bias 
and prejudice can be cued and have downstream conse-
quences for curbing bias and encouraging feelings of safety 
and belonging among marginalized groups.

Will Confrontation Convey Anti-Bias 
Norms?

Whether bias confrontation will signal egalitarian norms and 
have downstream consequences is not straightforward. With 
confrontation, although someone speaks out against bias, 
they do so after someone else already felt free to express 
bias. What is an observer to make of such a situation?

A key tenet in social psychology is that people seek causes 
once something has happened (Heider, 1958). As an uncom-
mon response to bias (Ashburn-Nardo et al., 2008; Shelton & 
Stewart, 2004; Swim & Hyers, 1999), third-party observers 
may explain bias confrontation in terms of internal attributes 
of the confronter (Kelley, 1967) (e.g., “This person is overly 
sensitive”). Indeed, prior research shows that confronting 
others comes with social costs, or negative interpersonal 
impressions and evaluations of confronters levied by people 
who have been confronted (e.g., Alt et al., 2019; Czopp et al., 
2006). Although factors moderate the magnitude of social 
costs (e.g., greater when targets of bias than allies confront, 
and when in-group members confront; Drury & Kaiser, 
2014; Kutlaca et al., 2020; Schultz & Maddox, 2013), con-
fronters are consistently evaluated negatively and as com-
plainers compared to when bias is not confronted. If 
confrontation is understood with reference to the confront-
er’s dispositional character only, observers are unlikely to 
perceive anti-bias environmental norms following a 
confrontation.

However, observers also look to situational factors to 
explain behavior (Kelley, 1967), and inferring that anti-bias 
social norms characterize an environment provides a plausi-
ble situational explanation for confrontation (e.g., “This 
place does not tolerate bias”). Why might people infer anti-
bias norms from confrontation? At least in the United States, 
there are strong societal norms against racial bias (Crandall 
et  al., 2002; Glick & Fiske, 1996). When confrontation 
occurs in a local context, and it concerns bias that is norma-
tively inappropriate in broader society, people may conclude 
that the broader societal norms apply in the local 
environment.

In fact, confrontation may be particularly effective at con-
veying injunctive norms that bias is not acceptable in the 
local environment. In a series of studies that examined litter-
ing behavior in natural settings, Cialdini et al. (1990, Study 
4) used swept (versus unswept) litter to signal disapproval of 
littering. Seemingly trivial as the manipulation was, partici-
pants registered the swept litter as an injunctive norm cue 
against littering and littered less than the unswept litter con-
dition. Likewise, confrontation may serve to “clean up” an 
environment that has been tainted by a biased remark by acti-
vating an injunctive social norm against bias. In addition, 
whether people infer a local anti-bias descriptive norm after 
observing a bias confrontation may depend on how other 
people in the situation respond. If other people speak out to 
affirm a confrontation (i.e., high consensus; Kelley, 1967), 
people may be more likely to infer that most people in this 
setting do not engage in biased behavior than seeing only one 
person speak out.

The Current Research

Three studies investigated whether, when a biased statement 
is confronted in a local context, observers conclude that bias 
is neither common (descriptive norms) nor condoned (injunc-
tive norms) in that environment, relative to a no-bias condi-
tion (all studies) and a condition in which bias occurred but 
was not confronted (Studies 2 and 3). Studies 1 and 2 exam-
ined non-Hispanic/Latinx participants’ perceptions of anti-
bias norms in a company setting after they listened to an 
audio recording where an anti-Mexican biased remark was 
confronted by a White male, and other people in the com-
pany either affirmed or did not affirm the confrontation. 
Study 3 replicated Study 2 but concerned anti-Black bias and 
included both Black and White participants.

Studies 2 and 3 also enriched our understanding of the 
effects of observing a confrontation by assessing other out-
comes that could be expected to co-vary with norm percep-
tions (i.e., expectations that bias would be sanctioned at the 
company, future intentions to monitor biases, social costs 
directed at the confronter, and attributions for the confronta-
tion). Moreover, Study 3 extended previous research show-
ing that affirmed confrontations can boost identity-safety in 
the face of bias among minoritized group members 
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(Hildebrand et al., 2020). Specifically, participants’ sense of 
identity-safety was also assessed following the confrontation 
manipulation, and we tested whether anti-bias norm percep-
tions statistically mediated the effect of confrontation on 
identity-safety.

Participants in earlier studies were excluded from par-
ticipating in later studies. We report how sample sizes were 
determined and all data exclusions, manipulations, and 
measures. Materials, data, and Supplemental Material (SM) 
are available at https://osf.io/a8926/?view_only=47ec5bf9
299947b3988e670157491161. All studies were pre-regis-
tered: Study 1, http://bit.ly/3Qfdf0B; Study 2, https://bit.
ly/3DCSCnw; Study 3, https://bit.ly/45awdK8.

Study 1

We examined the effects of observing an affirmed versus 
non-affirmed bias confrontation in a particular environment 
on peoples’ perceptions of injunctive and descriptive anti-
bias norms in that environment and compared these effects 
with a control condition where no bias was expressed or con-
fronted. We expected confrontation to communicate anti-
bias injunctive norms, predicting that perception of injunctive 
norms would be stronger in confrontation conditions than in 
the no-bias condition. We did not have a prediction for the 
comparison of the affirmed and non-affirmed confrontation 
conditions. As a noticeable critique of biased behavior, any 
confrontation may activate injunctive norms to the same 
extent, although perhaps affirmation would provide a boost. 
In contrast, we predicted that affirmation would boost the 
perception of descriptive norms, relative to a non-affirmed 
confrontation and the no-bias control condition. With others 

speaking up to join the confronter, we expected greater per-
ception that most people avoid biased behavior.

Method

Participants and Design.  We used a single-factor (confronta-
tion condition: no bias, non-affirmed confrontation, affirmed 
confrontation) between-participants design. An a priori 
G*Power (Faul et al., 2009) analysis for a one-way ANOVA 
using a small-medium effect size estimate (f = 0.18), 80% 
power, and α = .05 suggested 303 participants.

Participants were 342 non-Hispanic/Latinx U.S. Amazon 
Mechanical Turk workers (MTurk; paid $1). Table 1 pro-
vides demographic information for all studies. We excluded 
one additional participant who did not give post-session con-
sent and retained two participants who failed attention checks 
because their exclusion did not change results. A sensitivity 
analysis indicated that our sample size provided 80% power 
to detect an effect size of f = 0.17 at α = .05 (equivalent to 
ηp

2 = .03).

Procedure.  After consenting to participate, participants 
learned that the study examined people’s perceptions of new 
environments and were informed that they would listen to an 
audio of four people interacting in a work setting. Before the 
audio started, participants read a short description indicating 
that the setting was a breakroom at a branch office of a 
20-year-old retail e-commerce company, Beier Inc. Partici-
pants read that there are about 200 employees at this branch 
office and that they are at the hiring period of their annual 
recruiting cycle. Participants were shown pictures, names, 
and ages of four coworkers interacting in the audio.

Table 1.  Participant Demographic Information, Studies 1–3.

Study 1 Study 2 Study 3

Demographic Characteristics N = 342 N = 404 N = 562

Racial/ethnic group identification
  African American/Black 10.2% 8.2% 52.1%
  Asian/Asian American 8.5% 6.9%  
  Caucasian/White 76.3% 80.2% 47.9%
  Biracial 1.8% 2.0%  
  Multiracial 1.8% 1.7%  
  Remaining options <1% <1%  
Gender identification White Ps Black Ps
  Man 36.5% 37.6% 36.8% 36.9%
  Woman 62.0% 59.7% 61.7% 62.1%
  Remaining options 1.2% 2.6% 1.5% 1.0%
Age: M (SD) 44.50 (14.43) 43.76 (13.97) 43.35 (12.64) 38.60 (13.24)
Political identification: M (SD) (1 = very liberal; 
4 = neutral; 7 = very conservative)

3.49 (1.80) 3.68 (1.78) 3.65 (1.91) 3.47 (1.54)

Note. Remaining options for racial/ethnic identity were Middle Eastern (Arab or non-Arab), Native American, and “A different identity.” Remaining 
options for gender were transgender woman, transgender man, non-binary, genderfluid, and “I prefer a different term.”

https://osf.io/a8926/?view_only=47ec5bf9299947b3988e670157491161
https://osf.io/a8926/?view_only=47ec5bf9299947b3988e670157491161
http://bit.ly/3Qfdf0B
https://bit.ly/3DCSCnw
https://bit.ly/3DCSCnw
https://bit.ly/45awdK8
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Participants were randomly assigned to one of the three 
confrontation conditions. All participants listened to a 3-min-
ute conversation among the four coworkers that was identi-
cal until the last part when the conversation turned to hiring 
(audio scripts adapted from Hildebrand et al., 2020, Studies 
2 and 3).

In the no-bias confrontation condition, the discussion 
around hiring did not include a biased statement or a 
confrontation.

In the non-affirmed confrontation condition, a White man 
made the following biased statement: “Honestly, I’m just not 
sure if there’d be a qualified candidate who’s Mexican. IT is 
central to the company’s functioning and requires a lot of 
advanced qualifications and brainpower . . ..” Then another 
White male confronter said,

Woah, let’s just backtrack for a moment. If we do have any 
Mexican candidates just know that they are as qualified and 
capable for this job as anyone else! And also, I had said there are 
two Hispanic candidates. Hispanic people are not just Mexican. 
The term Hispanic refers to any people from a Spanish-speaking 
country.

The same biased comment and confrontation occurred in 
the affirmed confrontation condition, but immediately after, 
the two other people involved in the conversation (one White 
and one Asian woman) chimed in: “I agree. Let’s not assume 
that Mexican people make poor directors,” and “Yeah, race 
isn’t an indicator of how qualified a person is.” Data from a 
separate MTurk sample (N = 50) provided evidence that 
these comments were interpreted as strong affirmations of 
the confrontation. Specifically, participants’ ratings on 
seven-point (not at all to very much) scales indicated that 
they thought the women’s comments conveyed that they 
endorsed the confrontation and agreed with it, averaged to 
form composite, r = .75; M = 5.93, SD = 1.31; one-sample 
t-test with 4.0 (scale midpoint) test value: t(49) = 10.43, p < 
.001. Also, participants reported that the women who 
affirmed the confrontation thought the biased comments 
were troublesome and unacceptable, averaged to form com-
posite, r = .58; M = 5.95, SD = 1.35; one-sample t-test with 
4.0 test value: t(49) = 10.22, p < .001.

In all conditions, the audio ended as the conversation 
turned to a different topic and immediately faded out. 
Participants then completed measures in the following order, 
followed by a post-session consent form that disclosed the 
full study purpose and asked for permission to use their data.

Measures
Perceptions of Descriptive Norms.  Consistent with the defi-

nition of descriptive norms and how they are typically con-
veyed (Blanton et al., 2008; Reno et al., 1993), we assessed 
descriptive norm perceptions by asking participants what 
percentage of people at Beier Inc. engaged in certain behav-
iors on 0% to 100% sliding scales. Three of 10 items assessed 

perceptions of anti-bias descriptive norms: “What percent-
age of employees at this workplace never say negative things 
about Mexican people while at work?,” “What percentage of 
employees at this workplace feel free to question the intel-
ligence of Mexican people while at work?” (reverse-scored), 
and “What percentage of employees at this workplace are 
comfortable using negative stereotypes of Mexican people 
while at work?” (reverse-scored). Composite scores of per-
ceptions of descriptive norms were calculated by averaging 
participants’ responses to the three critical items (M = 73.69, 
SD = 19.26; α = .651).

Perceptions of Injunctive Norms.  Injunctive norms were 
measured with items assessing approval/disapproval of rel-
evant behavior (e.g., Baer, 1994). Accordingly, participants 
completed 10 items, rating each on a 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 9 (strongly agree) scale, to indicate the extent to which 
certain behaviors in this workplace were approved or disap-
proved. Three critical items assessed perceptions of anti-bias 
injunctive norms: “Saying anything negative about Mexi-
can people at this workplace is strongly disapproved,” “At 
this workplace, it is completely unacceptable to put down 
the intelligence of Mexican people in any way,” and “At this 
workplace, employees should never use any negative stereo-
types about Mexican people.” Due to a programming error in 
Study 1 only, the third item could not be used, and composite 
scores were calculated by averaging participants’ responses 
to the first two critical items, M = 7.08, SD = 2.00; r(340) 
= .69, p < .001.2

Results

One-way between-participant analyses of variance (ANOVAs) 
were performed on each measure. Given a priori hypotheses 
for most cell comparisons, Fisher’s least significant difference 
tests were used for pairwise comparisons. For all studies, we 
report effect size ds for significant pairwise comparisons, fol-
lowed by 95% confidence intervals around these effect sizes in 
brackets.

Perceptions of Descriptive Norms.  The main effect for con-
frontation condition on perceptions of descriptive norms was 
significant, F(2, 339) = 7.11, p < .001, ηp

2 = .04. As shown 
in Figure 1 (Panel A), when no bias was expressed in the first 
place, participants assumed most people do not engage in 
bias at this workplace. Once bias occurred, participants per-
ceived fewer people in this environment never do biased 
things. Specifically, compared to the no-bias condition, par-
ticipants perceived weaker anti-bias descriptive norms in 
both the non-affirmed, p < .001, d = 0.47 [0.21, 0.73], and 
affirmed, p = .008, d = 0.36 [0.09, 0.62], confrontations. 
The two confrontation conditions did not differ significantly, 
p = .382. What we do not know from these data is whether 
confrontation may increase anti-bias descriptive norms com-
pared to a situation in which bias occurs but is not confronted. 
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The finding that anti-bias descriptive norm ratings were well 
above the midpoint in the confrontation conditions is consis-
tent with this possibility.

Perceptions of Injunctive Norms.  Contrary to hypotheses, the 
effect of confrontation condition on perceptions of injunctive 
norms was not significant, F (2, 339) = 0.56, p = .573, ηp

2 
= .003 (Figure 1 [Panel B]). Remarkably, participants per-
ceived equally strong anti-bias injunctive norms whether 
bias did not occur in the first place or bias occurred and then 
was confronted and either affirmed or not. One interpretation 
of these findings is that confrontation restores an anti-bias 
injunctive norm to a level when no bias occurs in the first 
place. However, a condition in which bias occurs but is not 
confronted is needed to test whether this is the case.

Discussion

Study 1 results were intriguing: Although they did not con-
form to our hypotheses that bias confrontation would gener-
ate stronger anti-bias norm perceptions relative to a condition 
free of bias, the patterns of results may suggest a restorative 
function of confrontation. That is, if people generally pre-
sume strong norms against bias when no bias occurs, can 
confrontation undo the damage caused by the bias incident 
and re-establish the default perceptions that bias is neither 
common nor condoned? We tested this question in Study 2.

Study 2

Study 2 tested the same hypotheses as in Study 1. In addition, 
we added a condition in which bias was expressed but not 
confronted to test how much confrontation strengthens the 
perception of anti-bias norms in the face of bias. We pre-
dicted that anti-bias descriptive and injunctive norm percep-
tions would be weakest when bias was not confronted and 
significantly stronger when bias was confronted.

Study 2 also assessed whether participants expected sanc-
tions for bias in the local environment, and whether they 

would monitor their own biases in the environment. We pre-
dicted that expected sanctions and monitoring intentions 
would be stronger when bias was confronted than not, con-
sistent with the ideas that injunctive norm-violating behavior 
comes with sanctions (Cialdini & Trost, 1998) and that con-
frontations can encourage people to self-regulate their own 
biases (Monteith et al., 2022).

Other measures concerned how observers perceived the 
confronter and the confrontation. Specifically, social costs 
directed at the confronter were assessed (e.g., complainer). 
We predicted that greater social costs would be directed at a 
person when they confronted than when they did not, consis-
tent with prior research (e.g., Chaney & Sanchez, 2018; 
Hildebrand et  al., 2023). We also predicted greater social 
costs in the non-affirmed than affirmed confrontation condi-
tion, reasoning that the support for the confrontation pro-
vided through consensus would discourage negative 
judgments about the confronter. Finally, we assessed disposi-
tional and situational attributions for the confronter’s behav-
ior in the confrontation conditions. Because affirmation 
conveys consensus information, which encourages situa-
tional attributions (Kelley, 1967), we predicted weaker dis-
positional than situational attributions in the affirmed 
confrontation condition. In contrast, we anticipated stronger 
dispositional than situational attributions in the non-affirmed 
confrontation condition.

Method

Participants and Design

We used a single-factor (confrontation condition: no bias, 
bias not confronted, non-affirmed confrontation, affirmed 
confrontation) between-participants design. An a priori 
G*Power analysis for a one-way ANOVA with an effect size 
of f = 0.18 indicated 344 participants would provide 80% 
power at α = .05. We recruited 404 non-Hispanic/Latinx 
U.S. participants from MTurk (paid $1). Two additional par-
ticipants were excluded because they did not give 

Figure 1.  Descriptive (Panel A) and Injunctive (Panel B) Norm Perceptions as a Function of Confrontation Condition, Study 1.
Note. Error bars represent ±1 standard error. Means not sharing a lowercase letter differ significantly from each other.



6	 Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 00(0)

post-session consent. A sensitivity analysis indicated that our 
final sample size had 80% power to detect an effect size of f 
= .17 at α = .05 (equivalent to ηp

2 = .03).

Procedure.  The procedure replicated Study 1 but added a condi-
tion where a biased remark was not confronted and included 
additional measures. In the bias-not-confronted condition, the 
biased remark was followed by a 2-second pause and then the 
conversation shifted to a different topic and faded out. Partici-
pants completed measures in the same order as they are pre-
sented in the following sections, except that the measures of 
descriptive and injunctive norms were counterbalanced.

Measures
Descriptive and Injunctive Norms.  The measures of percep-

tions of descriptive (M = 73.31, SD = 19.19, α = .64) and 
injunctive (M = 6.80, SD = 2.23, α = .92) norms were iden-
tical to those of Study 1.

Future Intentions to Monitor Biases.  Participants imagined 
they started a position at the company and completed eight 
items concerning whether they would monitor certain behav-
iors at work, using a 1 (very unlikely) to 9 (very likely) scale. 
Composite scores of future intentions to monitor biases 
against Mexican people were calculated by averaging partic-
ipants’ responses to three critical items (e.g., “I would be on 
guard so that stereotypes about Mexican people never affect 
what I say or do,” M = 7.00, SD = 1.83, α = .65).

Attributions.  Only participants in the confrontation condi-
tions completed attribution items. They were reminded of 
what the confronter, Dan, said in the audio and rated two 
items on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale: 
“The kind of person Dan is (such as his character, his atti-
tudes, or temperament) influenced his behavior” (dispo-
sitional attribution) and “The kind of situation Dan was in 
(such as the atmosphere, social norms, or other contextual 
factors) influenced his behavior” (situational attribution).3

Social Costs.  Participants rated Dan, who confronted bias 
in the confrontation conditions only, on 12 traits (1 = does 
not apply at all, 7 = applies very much), including six critical 

traits that were averaged (Czopp et al., 2006; α = .89; e.g., 
“hypersensitive,” “hostile”) (M = 2.52, SD = 1.22). Partici-
pants also evaluated Dan on five items (1 = strongly disagree, 
7 = strongly agree) (Mallett & Wagner, 2011; α = .95; e.g., 
“I feel negatively toward Dan,” “I would like to hang out 
with Dan” [reverse-scored]) (M = 3.07, SD = 1.54). As pre-
registered and consistent with the study by Hildebrand et al. 
(2023), the measures were standardized within their respective 
distributions, and scores were averaged to create a social costs 
index (reliability of the composite = .95; Nunnally, 1978). 
Higher scores indicate greater social costs.

Expected Sanctions for Bias.  Participants rated the likeli-
hood of eight outcomes happening at the workplace using a 1 
(very unlikely) to 7 (very likely) scale. Ratings for three criti-
cal items (e.g., “An employee who tells racist jokes about 
Mexican people at this company will receive disciplinary 
action from the Human Resources department”) were aver-
aged (M = 5.19, SD = 1.41, α = .80).

Results

One-way between-participants ANOVAs were performed on 
all dependent variables unless noted otherwise. See Table 2 
for measure intercorrelations.

Perceptions of Descriptive Norms.  The main effect of con-
frontation condition was significant, F(3, 400) = 11.78, p 
< .001, ηp

2 = .08, see Figure 2 (Panel A). As expected, 
participants perceived significantly weaker anti-bias 
descriptive norms when bias occurred but was not con-
fronted, relative to the no-bias condition, p < .001, d = 
0.75 [0.46, 1.04]. Compared to leaving bias unconfronted, 
the perception of anti-bias descriptive norms was stronger 
for both non-affirmed, p < .001, d = 0.46 [0.18, 0.74], and 
affirmed, p = .031, d = 0.29 [0.01, 0.56], confrontations. 
As in Study 1, the non-affirmed and affirmed confrontation 
conditions did not differ, p = .227. Descriptive norm per-
ceptions were still weaker in the non-affirmed, p = .012, d 
= 0.38 [0.10, 0.66], and affirmed, p < .001, d = 0.53 [0.25, 
0.81], confrontation conditions than when bias did not 
occur in the first place.

Table 2.  Inter-Measure Correlations, Study 2.

Measure 1 2 3 4 5 6

Descriptive norm perceptions – – – – – –
Injunctive norm perceptions .47** – – – – –
Expected sanctions for bias .48** .66** – – – –
Future intentions to monitor biases .03 .10 .14** – – –
Social costs −.20** −.22** −.28** −.16** – –
Dispositional attributiona .17* .09 .28** .29** −.45** –
Situational attributiona −.19** −.01 .00 .02 .07 .14*

aAttribution items were completed in the confrontation conditions only.
*p < .05. **p < .01.



Li et al.	 7

Perceptions of Injunctive Norms.  The confrontation condition 
main effect was significant, F(3, 400) = 44.02, p < .001, ηp

2 
= .25, see Figure 2 (Panel B). Consistent with our hypothe-
sis, the perception of anti-bias injunctive norms was much 
weaker in the bias-not-confronted condition than in the no-
bias condition, p < .001, d = 1.16 [0.86, 1.46]. However, 
when bias was confronted, with or without affirmation, par-
ticipants perceived anti-bias injunctive norms to be just as 
strong as in the no-bias condition, ps > .70. The non-affirmed 
and affirmed conditions did not differ, p = .963.

Expected Sanctions for Bias.  A significant confrontation con-
dition main effect, F(3, 400) = 25.42, p < .001, ηp

2 = .16, 
had the same pattern as injunctive norm perceptions (see 
Table 3). Participants expected significantly weaker work-
place sanctions for bias when bias was not confronted than 
for the no-bias condition, p < .001, d = 0.94 [0.65, 1.23]. 
Furthermore, affirmed and non-affirmed bias confrontations 
produced expected sanctions that were greater than those in 
the bias-not-confronted condition, p < .001, d = 0.95 [0.66, 
1.24], p < .001, d = 0.99 [0.69, 1.28], respectively, and that 
were similar to the level of expected sanctions in the no-bias 
condition, ps > .96

Future Intentions to Monitor Biases.  The confrontation condi-
tion main effect was trending, F(3, 400) = 2.54, p = .056, 
ηp

2 = .02. Post hoc analyses did not support our predictions. 

As shown in Table 3, intentions to monitor bias were some-
what (p = .069) stronger after observing bias that was not 
confronted than for the no-bias condition. Monitoring inten-
tions were also somewhat stronger after observing a lone 
confronter than the no-bias condition, p = .050, d = 0.27 
[0.01, 0.55], and the affirmed confrontation condition, p = 
.039, d = 0.29 [0.02, 0.57]. Before making too much of these 
unexpected patterns, we tested for replication in Study 3.

Social Costs.  The confrontation condition main effect was 
significant, F(3, 400) = 7.54, p < .001, ηp

2 = .05 (see Table 
3). Contrary to predictions, participants levied greater social 
costs toward Dan when he failed to confront bias, relative to 
the no-bias condition, p = .004, d = 0.43 [0.15, 0.71]. In 
other words, having just witnessed bias, observers disliked a 
person who did not stand up to the bias. Also contrary to 
predictions, social costs were greater in the affirmed than the 
non-affirmed confrontation condition, p < .001, d = 0.34 
[0.07, 0.62]. Together, these results suggest that observers of 
a bias incident evaluated a person who did not speak out 
against the bias negatively, whereas they rendered more 
favorable evaluations toward a person who confronted with-
out the support of others.

Attributions.  A mixed model, 2 (affirmed vs. non-affirmed 
confrontation) × 2 (dispositional vs. situational attribution; 
within-participants variable) ANOVA revealed a large main 

Figure 2  Descriptive (Panel A) and Injunctive (Panel B) Norm Perception as a Function of Confrontation Condition, Study 2
Note. Error bars represent ±1 standard error. Means not sharing a lowercase letter differ significantly from each other.

Table 3.  Means (SDs) as a Function of Confrontation Condition, Study 2.

Measure
No bias
(n = 99)

Bias not confronted
(n = 98)

Non-affirmed confrontation
(n = 101)

Affirmed confrontation
(n = 106)

Expected sanctions for bias 5.51b (1.29) 4.20a (1.49) 5.51b (1.14) 5.50b (1.24)
Future intentions to monitor biases 6.76ab (1.99) 7.23ab (1.71) 7.26b (1.73) 6.74a (1.84)
Social costs −0.12a (0.73) 0.25b (0.94) −0.29a (0.87) 0.15b (1.01)

Note. Within each row, means without a common subscript differ significantly (p < .05).
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effect for attribution type, F(1, 205) = 105.23, p < .001, ηp
2 

= .34. Unexpectedly, participants overwhelmingly made 
stronger dispositional (M = 5.91, SD = 1.36) than situational 
(M = 4.29, SD = 2.06) attributions. A much smaller interac-
tion effect also emerged, F(1, 205) = 4.70, p = .03, ηp

2 = 
.02. Participants made stronger dispositional than situational 
attributions in the affirmed (Mdispositional = 5.59, SD = 1.36; 
Msituational = 4.31, SD = 2.00) and non-affirmed (Mdispositional 
= 6.24, SD = 1.20; Msituational = 4.27, SD = 2.13) confronta-
tion conditions; however, the difference was attenuated in 
the affirmed, F(1, 205) = 33.54, p < .001, ηp

2 = .14, com-
pared to the non-affirmed, F(1, 205) = 75.37, p < .001, ηp

2 
= .27, condition. This attenuation is consistent with the 
expectation that consensus would weaken dispositional attri-
butions, although we had predicted a full reversal (i.e., stron-
ger situational than dispositional attributions with 
affirmation).

Discussion

Study 2 sheds light on Study 1 findings based on the inclu-
sion of a condition in which bias was not confronted. Across 
the studies, we can conclude that bias confrontation signals 
both anti-bias descriptive and injunctive norms. The null 
effect for affirmation is interesting: Just one person confront-
ing bias has the power to influence norm perceptions among 
non-target group members.

Other findings were also consistent with a shift in norm 
perceptions. First, as predicted, participants expected greater 
sanctions for expressing bias when bias had been confronted 
versus not confronted. Indeed, expected sanctions were just 
as strong with confrontation as when bias had not occurred in 
the first place. This pattern aligns with our injunctive norm 
results and the broader literature, suggesting that injunctive 
norms discourage counter-normative behavior by promising 
social sanctions (e.g., Cialdini et al., 1990). Second, partici-
pants’ intentions to monitor their own bias in the environ-
ment were greater with the non-affirmed confrontation than 
with the no-bias condition, although oddly this was not the 
case in the affirmed confrontation condition.

Study 2 also examined participants’ perceptions of the 
confronter, Dan. Contrary to our hypotheses, observers eval-
uated Dan more negatively when he did not confront bias 
than when no bias was expressed and when he alone con-
fronted bias. Although researchers frequently find that con-
fronters are evaluated negatively by people who are 
confronted (e.g., Czopp et al., 2006), perhaps confronters of 
others’ bias are regarded positively.

Finally, participants made stronger dispositional than situ-
ational attributions for Dan’s confronting behavior whether 
the confrontation was affirmed or not, which was unex-
pected, although the finding that dispositional attributions 
were attenuated when confrontation was affirmed (i.e., with 
consensus) is consistent with Kelley’s (1967) covariation 
model. Given the attribution results do not make a critical 

contribution to this research program, we decided not to 
assess attributions in Study 3.

Study 3

Study 3 investigated bias confrontation as a norm-signaling 
cue for anti-Black bias among both Black and White partici-
pants. Members of historically disadvantaged groups are 
vigilant for bias-relevant cues (Cheryan et al., 2009; Major 
et  al., 2003). The threat of being judged through negative 
stereotypes creates unsafe situations for targets of bias, 
thereby generating distrust of the setting and disinterest in 
joining it (e.g., Murphy et al., 2007; Purdie-Vaughns et al., 
2008). After a biased comment, will confrontation repair the 
harm? We expected confrontation to increase Black partici-
pants’ perceptions of anti-bias norms and to boost identity-
safety and that the effect of confrontation on identity-safety 
would be statistically mediated by the perceptions of anti-
bias norms. Given previous findings that identity-safety 
among targets of bias was boosted only if confrontation was 
affirmed by others (Hildebrand et  al., 2020), we expected 
these effects to be observed primarily in the affirmed con-
frontation condition.

Our hypotheses regarding White participants’ norm per-
ceptions remained the same as Study 2. Although not of criti-
cal interest, we hypothesized that Black participants overall 
would perceive weaker anti-bias social norms than White 
participants. Because we were mainly interested in how bias 
confrontations affect Black participants’ identity-safety, we 
had no a priori hypotheses for White participants on this 
dependent variable.

As in Study 2, we also assessed expected sanctions for 
bias, intentions to monitor bias (White participants only), 
and social costs. We had the same hypotheses for these mea-
sures as in Study 2 but additionally expected that, overall, 
Black participants would expect less severe sanctions than 
White participants, and the affirmed confrontation would 
increase expected sanctions more than the non-affirmed con-
frontation among Black participants.

Method

Participants and Design.  We used a 2 (participant race: White 
vs. Black) × 4 (confrontation condition: no bias, bias not con-
fronted, non-affirmed confrontation, affirmed confrontation) 
between-participants design. G*Power revealed that 341 par-
ticipants would provide 80% power at α = .05 with a small-
medium effect size estimate, f = .18. However, given 
interaction effects are often difficult to detect and require more 
participants than suggested by G*Power (Giner-Sorolla, 
2018), data were collected from 640 U.S. participants from 
MTurk (paid $1) and Prime Panels (variable cost, M = $5.03).4 
After pre-registered exclusions (34 did not identify with being 
either Black or White; 44 failed attention checks and results 
differed slightly with their exclusion), 562 participants 
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remained. A sensitivity analysis indicated that our final sam-
ple size had 80% power to detect an effect size of f = .14 at α 
= .05 (equivalent to ηp

2 = .02, or a small effect).

Procedure.  We replicated Study 2, except (a) participants 
read rather than listened to the workplace exchange; (b) can-
didates were being considered for a software developer posi-
tion; (c) the biased comment made by a White man was, “I 
don’t understand how this Black guy made it on the shortlist 
. . . I mean, I’ve never thought of Black people as good at 
software development. Would this be a diversity hire to make 
us look good or what?”; (d) in the confrontation conditions, 
another White man then said, “C’mon, what are you suggest-
ing here? Deshawn’s application is pretty strong! Being a 
great software developer has nothing to do with being Black. 
You’re not being fair”; and (e) the affirmations referred to 
Black people.

Measures.  We used the same measures as in Study 2, altered 
to refer to Black people. Only White participants rated inten-
tions to monitor biases toward Black people. The identity-
safety measure was new to this study.

Identity-Safety.  Identity-safety was assessed with 12 items 
assessing belonging (adapted from Johnson & Pietri, 2023; 
eight items; e.g., “I would feel respected at this company”) 
and comfort (adapted from Purdie-Vaughns et  al., 2008; 
four items; e.g., “I think that I could trust my colleagues to 
treat me fairly at this company”). Ratings were made on a 1 
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale (M = 4.00, SD 
= 1.23, α = .94).

Results

Each dependent variable was predicted using a 2 (participant 
race) × 4 (confrontation condition) between-participant 
ANOVA, with one exception noted in the following section. 
Intercorrelations among study measures are shown in Table 4.

Perceptions of Descriptive Norms.  As expected, Black partici-
pants (M = 55.21, SD = 23.72) perceived weaker anti-bias 

descriptive norms than White participants (M = 67.15, SD = 
21.78), F(1, 554) = 48.11, p < .001, ηp

2 = .08. A significant 
main effect of confrontation condition, F(3, 554) = 24.92, p 
< .001, ηp

2 = .12, was qualified by an interaction, F(3, 554) 
= 5.84, p < .001, ηp

2 = .03. As shown in Figure 3 (Panel A), 
the interaction emerged due to confrontation (non-affirmed 
and affirmed) creating stronger perceptions of anti-bias 
descriptive norms, relative to the bias-not-confronted condi-
tion, to a greater extent among Black participants than among 
White participants.

Specifically, anti-bias descriptive norms were perceived 
as significantly weaker when bias was not confronted, rela-
tive to the no-bias condition, among both Black, p < .001, d 
= 0.88 [0.53, 1.21], and White, p < .001, d = 0.95 [0.59, 
1.30], participants. Anti-bias descriptive norms were per-
ceived to be stronger with confrontation than when bias was 
not confronted: The difference was relatively large for Black 
participants in both the non-affirmed, p < .001, d = 0.59 
[0.25, 0.93], and affirmed, p < .001, d = 1.14 [0.79, 1.48], 
conditions. The difference was less pronounced for White 
participants, unexpectedly not significant for the non-
affirmed confrontation, p = .492, d = 0.11 [−0.22, 0.44], but 
significant for the affirmed confrontation, p = .037, d = 0.36 
[0.02, 0.70]. In addition, as predicted, the affirmed confron-
tation produced stronger descriptive norm perceptions than 
the non-affirmed confrontation among Black participants, p 
< .001, d = 0.61 [0.28, 0.94], whereas this difference was 
not significant for White participants, p = .155, d = 0.25 
[−0.09, 0.59]. Finally, note that Black participants reported 
that anti-bias descriptive norms were just as strong when bias 
was confronted as when no bias occurred in the first place, 
with neither the non-affirmed nor affirmed conditions differ-
ing from the no-bias condition, ps > .05. In contrast, com-
pared to the no-bias condition, White participants perceived 
weaker anti-bias descriptive norms for both non-affirmed, p 
< .001, d = 0.84 [0.48, 1.19], and affirmed, p = .002, d = 
0.62 [0.26, 0.96], confrontations.

Perceptions of Injunctive Norms.  A trending race main effect, 
F(1, 554) = 3.60, p = .058, ηp

2 = .01 (Black participants, M 
= 6.62, SD = 2.53; White participants, M = 6.21, SD = 

Table 4.  Inter-Measure Correlations, Study 3.

Measure α 1 2 3 4 5 6

Descriptive norm perception .69 – – – – – –
Injunctive norm perception .90 .34** – – – – –
Identity-safety .91 .40** .42** – – – –
Expected sanctions for bias .66 .45** .54** .56** – – –
Future intentions to monitor biases .54 .02 .09 −.11 .06 – –
Social costs – −.33** −.15** −.42** −.21** −.01 –

Note. Reliability for expected sanctions and intentions to monitor biases increased when the reverse-scored items in each index are removed (α = .81 
and .66, respectively), but analyses of the two-item indexes yielded results very similar to those reported in the text.
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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2.41), and a significant main effect of confrontation condi-
tion, F(3, 554) = 27.74, p < .001, ηp

2 = .13, were qualified 
by a significant interaction between race and confrontation 
condition, F(3, 554) = 4.00, p = .008, ηp

2 = .02 (see Figure 
3 [Panel B]). The pattern of the interaction was nearly identi-
cal to descriptive norms and driven by the greater impact of 
confrontation among Black than among White participants.

Specifically, weaker anti-bias injunctive norms were per-
ceived when bias was not confronted than in the no-bias con-
dition among Black, p < .001, d = 0.80 [0.46, 1.14], and 
White, p < .001, d = 1.35 [0.96, 1.71], participants. Among 
Black participants, both non-affirmed, p < .001, d = 0.53 
[0.19, 0.86], and affirmed, p < .001, d = 0.66 [0.33, 0.98], 
confrontation caused participants to perceive stronger anti-
bias injunctive norms than when bias was not confronted. 
Among White participants, the non-affirmed confrontation 
condition unexpectedly did not differ from the bias-not-con-
fronted condition, p = .357, whereas participants in the 
affirmed confrontation condition perceived stronger anti-
bias injunctive norms than those in the bias-not-confronted 
condition, p = .002, d = 0.51 [0.17, 0.86]. The non-affirmed 
and affirmed conditions were comparable among Black par-
ticipants, p = .497, whereas White participants reported 
stronger injunctive norm perceptions in the affirmed than 
non-affirmed condition, p = .031, d = 0.38 [0.04, 0.72]. 
Finally, Black participants’ perceptions of anti-bias injunc-
tive norms were just as strong when bias was confronted, 
whether affirmed or not, as when no bias occurred in the first 
place, ps > .11. However, compared to the no-bias condition, 
White participants’ perceptions were weaker for both non-
affirmed, p < .001, d = 1.26 [0.88, 1.62], and affirmed, p < 
.001, d = 0.91 [0.54, 1.26], confrontations.

Identity-Safety.  Identity-safety was lower among Black (M = 
3.77, SD = 1.31) than among White (M = 4.28, SD = 1.09) 
participants, F(1, 554) = 30.59, p < .001, ηp

2 = .05. A sig-
nificant main effect of confrontation condition also emerged, 

F(3, 554) = 30.61, p < .001, ηp
2 = .14, but no interaction, 

F(3, 554) = 1.83, p = .14, ηp
2 = .01. As shown in Figure 4, 

identity-safety was substantially lower when bias occurred 
but was not confronted, relative to the no-bias condition, p < 
.001, d = 1.02 [0.76, 1.26]. Compared to leaving bias uncon-
fronted, identity-safety was somewhat stronger with a non-
affirmed confrontation, p = .045, d = 0.22 [−0.01, 0.46], 
and especially stronger with the affirmed confrontation, p < 
.001, d = 0.70 [0.46, 0.93]. Indeed, identity-safety was 
stronger in the affirmed than non-affirmed confrontation 
condition, p < .001, d = 0.47 [0.23, 0.70]. Nonetheless, 
identity-safety was still weaker in the affirmed, p = .016, d 
= 0.29 [0.06, 0.53], and non-affirmed, p < .001, d = 0.78 
[0.53, 1.02], confrontation conditions than when bias did not 
occur in the first place.

Is the Effect of Confrontation on Identity-Safety Mediated by 
Norm Perception?  We used Hayes’ (2018) PROCESS macro 

Figure 3.  Descriptive (Panel A) and Injunctive (Panel B) Norm Perception as a Function of Confrontation Condition, Study 3.
Note. Error bars represent ±1 standard error. Within race, means not sharing a lowercase letter differ significantly from each other.

Figure 4.  Identity-Safety as a Function of Confrontation 
Condition, Study 3.
Note. Error bars represent ±1 standard error. Means not sharing a 
lowercase letter differ significantly from each other.
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(Model 4; 5,000 bootstrapped samples) to test whether shifts 
in norms perceptions explained the differences in partici-
pants’ identity-safety as a function of confrontation condi-
tions. We excluded the no-bias condition. In a first analysis, 
the three conditions were coded to allow comparisons 
between (a) affirmed confrontation vs. bias not confronted 
and (b) non-affirmed confrontation vs. bias not confronted. 
We then modified the coding scheme to allow comparison 
between (c) the affirmed confrontation vs. non-affirmed 

confrontation. As shown in Figure 5, participants perceived 
stronger anti-bias descriptive and injunctive norms with con-
frontation than with bias not confronted, both when affirmed 
(Panel A) and not affirmed (Panel B), which in turn were 
associated with stronger identity-safety. Participants also 
perceived stronger descriptive and injunctive norms with the 
affirmed than non-affirmed confrontation, which in turn pre-
dicted identity-safety (Panel C). All three indirect effects 
were significant, as detailed in Figure 5.

Figure 5  Effects of Confrontation on Identity-Safety, Simultaneously Mediated by Anti-Bias Descriptive and Injunctive Norm 
Perception, Study 3
Note. Path values are standardized coefficients.
†p = .058. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Expected Sanctions for Bias.  As predicted, Black participants 
expected lower sanctions for being biased in the environ-
ment (M = 4.05, SD = 1.49) than White participants (M = 
4.32, SD = 1.64), F(1, 554) = 5.10, p = .011, ηp

2 = .01. A 
significant confrontation condition main effect, F(3, 554) = 
39.53, p < .001, ηp

2 = .18, was qualified by the interaction, 
F(3, 554) = 4.20, p = .006, ηp

2 = .02. As shown in Figure 6, 
Black and White participants showed the same patterns 
across confrontation conditions, but one unanticipated 
exception appeared responsible for the interaction.

Specifically, compared to the no-bias condition, both 
Black, p < .001, d = 0.98 [0.63, 1.32], and White, p < 
.001, d = 1.48 [1.09, 1.86], participants expected lower 
sanction when bias was not confronted. Among Black par-
ticipants, both the non-affirmed, p = .003, d = 0.49 [0.15, 
0.82], and affirmed, p < .001, d = 0.70 [0.37, 1.03], con-
frontations resulted in greater expected sanctions than when 
bias was not confronted. In contrast, we unexpectedly 
found that White participants rated sanctions equivalently 
in the non-affirmed confrontation and bias-not-confronted 
conditions, p = 1.00, although they reported greater sanc-
tions when confrontation was affirmed than when bias was 
not confronted, p = .003, d = 0.47 [0.13, 0.81]. Given 
these patterns, we also observed that the non-affirmed and 
affirmed conditions were comparable among Black partici-
pants, p = .233, whereas White participants reported stron-
ger expected sanctions in the affirmed than non-affirmed 
condition, p = .003, d = 0.48 [0.14, 0.82]. Finally, con-
frontation was associated with lower expected sanctions 
relative to the no-bias condition among both Black and 
White participants whether it was non-affirmed (Black: p < 
.001, d = 0.57 [0.23, 0.90]; White: p < .001, d = 1.52 
[1.13, 1.90]) or affirmed (Black: p = .025, d = 0.38 [0.05, 
0.69]; White: p < .001, d = 0.91 [0.54, 1.27]).

Future Intentions to Monitor Biases

A one-way ANOVA among White participants (i.e., those 
who completed this measure) indicated the confrontation 
condition main effect was not significant, F(3, 259) = .20, p 
= .899, ηp

2 = .002.

Social Costs.  As in Study 2, the social costs index was formed 
by averaging the standardized scores on trait ratings of the 
confronter (α = .84; M = 3.00, SD = 1.30) and evaluation/
desire for future contact with the confronter (α = .92; M = 
3.48, SD = 1.60), reliability of the composite = .92. A sig-
nificant race main effect, F(1, 554) = 5.10, p = .024, ηp

2 = 
.01, revealed that Black participants (M = .05, SD = 0.93) 
rated Dan more negatively than White participants (M = 
−.11, SD = 0.79), d = 0.19 [0.02, 0.35]. Replicating Study 2, 
the anticipated confrontation main effect was significant, 
F(3, 554) = 11.34, p < .001, ηp

2 = .06. The interaction 
between race and confrontation condition was not signifi-
cant, F(3, 554) = 0.81, p = .487, ηp

2 = .004.
Examination of the confrontation main effect indicated 

that participants levied greater social costs toward Dan when 
he failed to confront bias (M = 0.29, SD = 0.80), relative to 
the no-bias condition (M = 0.00, SD = 0.82), p = .004, d = 
0.36 [0.13, 0.60]. Participants also levied greater social costs 
toward Dan when he failed to confront bias relative to the 
non-affirmed (M = −0.26, SD = 0.91), p < .001, d = 0.65 
[0.40, .88], and affirmed (M = −0.16, SD = 0.85), p < .001, 
d = 0.54 [0.31, 0.78], confrontations. In addition, partici-
pants levied fewer social costs toward Dan when he was a 
lone confronter than when no bias was expressed, p = .012, 
d = 0.30 [0.06, 0.53]. Finally, the no bias and non-affirmed 
confrontation conditions did not differ, p = .116, nor did the 
non-affirmed and affirmed confrontation conditions, p = 
.341. Overall, these results indicate that observers especially 
dislike a person who does not speak out against bias.

Discussion

Study 3 demonstrated the norm-signaling function of bias 
confrontation among Black as well as White participants. 
Extending research by Hildebrand et  al. (2020), we found 
that these anti-bias norm perceptions, in turn, were associ-
ated with enhanced identity-safety compared to when bias 
went unconfronted. Similarly, confrontation especially 
boosted Black participants’ belief that the company would 
sanction bias. Furthermore, replicating Study 2, observers 
levied social costs against a person who did not (vs. did) con-
front—an interesting result that we address in the General 
Discussion section.

A couple of unexpected effects also emerged. First, among 
White participants, the impact of non-affirmed confrontation 
on norm perceptions was weaker than that in our other studies, 
although patterns conformed to predictions. Nonetheless, an 
integrative data analysis (Curran & Hussong, 2009) across 
Studies 2 and 3 indicated that, compared to when bias not 

Figure 6  Expected Sanctions for Bias as a Function of 
Confrontation Condition, Study 3
Note. Error bars represent ±1 standard error. Within race, means not 
sharing a lowercase letter differ significantly from each other.
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confronted, both the affirmed and non-affirmed confrontations 
significantly strengthened norm perceptions (for descriptive 
norms, ps ≤ .002; for injunctive norms, ps ≤ .001), and the 
non-affirmed vs. affirmed confrontation conditions did not 
differ from each other (for descriptive norms, p = .848; for 
injunctive norms, p = .100). Second, White participants’ 
intentions to monitor their racial biases were unaffected by 
confrontation. We may have encountered a ceiling effect given 
strong social norms against bias toward Black people (e.g., 
Crandall et al., 2002) and the explicit nature of this measure.

General Discussion

Across three studies concerning two types of bias and for 
target- and non-target group members, bias confrontation 
communicated to observers that bias is neither common 
(anti-bias descriptive norms) nor accepted (anti-bias injunc-
tive norms) in the local environment. Studies 1 and 2 sug-
gested a restorative function of confrontation after bias 
occurs: Among non-target observers, bias confrontation 
strengthened the perception of anti-bias descriptive norms 
compared to leaving bias unconfronted and restored the per-
ception of anti-bias injunctive norms to the baseline (i.e., 
when no bias had occurred). Study 3 demonstrated that the 
norm-signaling function of confrontation is applicable to 
anti-Black bias among both Black and White participants. 
Furthermore, replicating the work of Hildebrand et  al. 
(2020), Black participants who observed a confrontation 
reported stronger identity-safety in the environment than 
when bias was not confronted, and especially when the con-
frontation was affirmed. We also observed this pattern; 
moreover, the positive effects of confrontation were statisti-
cally mediated by perceptions of anti-bias descriptive and 
injunctive norms. Together, these findings indicate that con-
frontation effectively signals anti-bias norms to observers 
and contributes to identity-safety in the face of bias.

The current research extends past research that has 
focused on confrontation outcomes for the person con-
fronted and confronter (see Monteith et  al., 2022) to con-
sider confrontation’s broader influence on perceptions of 
social norms. Past research has shown that anti-bias norms 
can be signaled in various ways (Moser & Branscombe, 
2022; Murrar et  al., 2020) but did not involve situations 
where bias had just occurred. Our research also extends 
prior work by distinguishing between descriptive and 
injunctive norms, rather than assessing norm perceptions 
without this distinction (c.f., Koudenburg et al., 2021). The 
norm literature suggests that injunctive norms have advan-
tages over descriptive norms by increasing prosocial action 
even in settings characterized by antisocial action and by 
enhancing norm-congruent behavior in environments both 
similar to and different from those in which the norms are 
made salient (Cialdini et al., 1990). This paints a promising 
picture on the potential social control effects of bias 

confrontation on constraining bystanders’ bias expressions 
(Kalkstein et al., 2023).

Our findings suggest that observers explain confrontation 
with dispositional more than situational attributions (Kelley, 
1967). Contrary to the possibility of explaining confrontation 
in terms of negative confronter evaluations (e.g., com-
plainer), Studies 2 and 3 revealed that confronting produced 
lower social costs than not confronting. Interestingly, we did 
not find that consensus information—conveyed with con-
frontation affirmations—boosted perceptions of anti-bias 
norms beyond levels observed with a lone confronter. This 
result runs contrary to Kelley’s (1967) covariation model. 
Perhaps consensus information would need to be more 
extensive, reflecting the views of more people (see Wells & 
Harvey, 1977). Our materials communicated consensus 
information among a few people involved in a workplace 
conversation, whereas our norm measures referenced the 
entire company.

We found it interesting that participants evaluated the con-
fronter more positively than a counterpart who did not con-
front, considering the robust literature indicating that 
confrontation has social costs (for a review, see Monteith 
et al., 2022). However, unlike past research, observers of con-
frontation were the focus in the current work, rather than peo-
ple who were confronted themselves. According to recent 
theorizing about social costs (Monteith et  al., 2022), they 
increase to the extent that the perceiver believes the confronter 
is trying to impugn their nonprejudiced self-image. Perhaps 
observers do not sense perceived impugnment, and this 
accounts for relatively positive evaluations of confronters.

The present research has clear practical implications. If 
people realize that confronting bias serves as a powerful tool 
to signal and encourage egalitarian normative climates, and 
that it fosters identity-safety for target group members, they 
may be more likely to engage in confrontation.

Limitations and Future Directions

Aspects of our methodology may have maximized confron-
tation’s effects on social norm perceptions, and future 
research is critical for addressing possible boundary condi-
tions. First, the confronter was a dominant group ally (i.e., 
White male), which may have minimized negative impres-
sions (e.g., complainer, overly sensitive) that are commonly 
found to be greater when target group members confront 
(Gervais & Hillard, 2014; Schultz & Maddox, 2013). 
Whether observers make weaker social norm inferences with 
target group confronters is important to investigate. Studying 
how the group targeted by the bias perceives confrontations 
made by their ingroup is also important. On one hand, targets 
may understand their ingroup’s influence as less powerful 
than the majority group (Droogendyk et al., 2016). On the 
other hand, ally confronters may raise targets’ suspicion of 
the motives behind the confrontation (e.g., self-serving vs. 
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sincere motives; Burns & Granz, 2023; Chu, Ashburn-Nardo, 
2022), and this suspicion may reduce targets’ perceptions of 
anti-bias norms in the environment.

Second, the current research involved a blatant act of bias. 
Would confrontation of a subtly biased remark or stereotypic 
response likewise shape observers’ perceptions of anti-bias 
social norms or result in confronter derogation instead? 
Might reactions to observing subtle bias confrontations be 
especially negative with a target group confronter?

Third, the confrontation language used in the current 
research captured key components of confrontations that are 
valued by Black people, including directly communicating 
disapproval and labeling the comment as prejudiced (Bak 
et  al., 2023). These components may convey genuine and 
intrinsic concerns about the treatment of target group mem-
bers, rather than the desire to accrue personal benefits (Chu 
& Ashburn-Nardo, 2022; Kutlaca & Radke, 2023; Radke 
et al., 2020). Future research is needed to understand how 
confrontation style affects the perception of social norms.

Finally, future research is needed to move beyond the cur-
rent scenario-based method to determine whether results 
generalize to situations in which confrontation is actually 
observed.

Conclusion

People’s behaviors are governed by norms (Kalkstein et al., 
2023). Social norms are not fixed features of environments, 
nor are they beyond the influence of individual action. People 
have the capacity to construct norms and to influence others 
to encourage egalitarianism. Our research shows that bias 
confrontations offer this opportunity for individuals to reset 
ground rules in the face of prejudice. Additional research is 
needed to better understand the potential power and limita-
tions of confrontation for shaping anti-bias norms. However, 
the current research offers an optimistic start by suggesting 
that interpersonal confrontations influence norm perceptions 
and help to foster identity-safety among individuals in situa-
tions where bias occurs.
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Notes

1.	 In all studies, α increases up to .90 if the first critical item is 
dropped. Results do not differ with the two-item index.

2.	 Our pre-registration also specified internal and external motiva-
tions to respond without prejudice (Plant & Devine, 1998) for 
exploratory purposes. No results involving motivation were sig-
nificant, see SM.

3.	 Two additional attribution items were, in retrospect, oddly 
worded and did not correlate with the face-valid counterparts. 
These items were excluded.

4.	 Data collection for Black participants on MTurk moved much 
slower than for White participants. We therefore supplemented 
recruitment of Black participants (58%) with Prime Panels 
candidates.
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