HOW PERCEPTION OF WHITE ADJACENCY AFFECTS COGNITIVE DEPLETION

VIA INTERRACIAL INTERACTIONS

by
JAREN MICHAEL DEAN

Submitted to the Psychology Department
School of Natural and Social Sciences
in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of Bachelor of Arts

Purchase College
State University of New York

May 2023

Sponsor: Dr. Krystal Perkins, Ph.D.
Second Reader: Dr. Alexia Toskos, Ph.D.



Abstract
Rising racial and ethnic diversity has been steadily increasing in the US since its conception,
giving it the label of a “melting pot” nation. Naturally, this diversity is seen in all levels of the
workforce as well. And while diversity is good, there are quantifiable studies to suggest that
interracial interactions especially cause a noticeable drop in executive functioning ability
(Richeson & Trawalter 2005). With this idea being further suggested through data in other
studies (Smith & Wout, 2019; Richeson & Trawalter, 2009; Green & Wout, 2021), and knowing
that drops in executive functioning are not good for workers or their businesses; it is imperative
that social psychologists work to find ways to reduce the mental friction caused by interracial
contact. Within the following study, experimenters sought to examine to what degree
interracially perceived interactions affect cognitive depletion in White participants. It was
hypothesized that participants who had a perceived interracial interaction would show reduced
levels of executive functioning as opposed to participants who had, a perceived same-race
interaction. This hypothesis was tested in the following manner; first, participants would meet
the experimenter and their confederate (a White-passing Biracial Male of Latino heritage).
Second, experimenters would sit with their confederate and complete a short. On this
guestionnaire, the confederate would give fixed responses to prime the participant to believe that
he was more White-identifying or POC-identifying. After the interaction, participants would take
a Stroop Task to measure their levels of cognitive depletion/executive functioning. Consistent
with the hypothesis, participants who had perceived same-race encounters had faster Stroop
times than those in the opposite condition. Results suggest that further research must be done
into interaction manipulation, and that even if it’s artificial, White people experience less

executive functioning loss when interacting within-race than between-race



Effects of interracial interaction on Executive Functioning

Rising ethnic diversity in the United States has encouraged social psychologists to
increase research on interracial interactions. Research on this topic has suggested that there is a
noticeable cognitive decline in individuals following interracial interactions, in comparison to
same-race interactions. Specifically, Black/White interactions have been noted to have a
particularly adverse effect on mostly White participants (Richeson & Trawalter, 2005). In
response to these findings, other studies into the matter have attempted to identify some
explanations of cognitive depletion following an interracial interaction (Smith & Wout, 2019;
Richeson & Trawalter, 2009; Green & Wout, 2021). In a past study (Smith & Wout, 2019), the
lack of personal ingroup identification with individuals of other-races was hypothesized to be a
leading cause of this cognitive decline. Likewise, in a very recent study (Green & Wout, 2021); a
lack of preconceived positive perceptions from both sides when entering interracial encounters
influenced interaction quality negatively. Few studies, however, have examined how White
adjacency (or perception of Whiteness) during an interracial interaction may affect cognitive
depletion. White adjacency is a term used to describe how much a person feels that they
personally identify with White culture. In cases where someone may be mixed race or
multiracial, that person may identify more with certain parts of their racial identity than others.
In summation, by exploring perceptions of White-adjacency, this study will seek to provide some
additional insights into the cognitive depletion depletion effect afterinterracial interactions. The
next sections will review the previous research on this topic followed by the details of the current

study.



Cognitive Depletion

Recent research into interracial interactions has already examined some of the above-
listed factors. For example, a study consisting of 3 experiments conducted by Richeson and
Trawlater (2005) attempted to measure the cognitive depletion that White individuals experience
following interracial interactions, in comparison to same-race interactions. Experiment 1
consisted of 60 White American undergraduate students and specifically examined how
prejudice and performance concerns affect the degree of cognitive depletion generated by
interracial interaction. It was hypothesized that participants would show greater cognitive
impairment on the Stroop Test if it was preceded by an interracial interaction, as opposed to a
same-race interaction. Researchers also hypothesized that participants who had their prejudice
concern primed prior to the interracial interaction would show greater impairment on the Stroop
than those who had their performance concern primed. To begin the experiment, participants
were randomly assigned to interact with a Black or White person. This person escorted the
participant to a room where they completed the Implicit Association Test (IAT). The purpose of
the IAT was to measure implicit bias in participants. After the IAT, participants primed with a
prejudice concern were told that :“several studies have used this task to study racial bias. These
studies show that most people are more prejudiced than they think they are.” Participants in the
performance prime were told: “several studies have used this task to study category associations.
These studies show that most people perform worse than they think they did.” Next, participants
were instructed to interact with a White or Black confederate with whom they would then have a
filmed 8-minute conversation on a variety of issues, including diversity on campus. Participants
were then taken to another room to complete a Stroop Test. The results indicated that impairment

nearly doubled after interacting interracially in comparison to interacting with someone who was



same-race. Suggesting that resource depletion from self- regulation was a likely reason for
participants in the interracial group performing lower on the Stroop Tasks, supporting the initial
hypotheses. It was also found that participants who were in the prejudice concern group; showed
greater Stroop impairment when interacting interracially than participants who were in the
performance concern condition, supporting the second initial hypothesis. These results provide
support for the claim that in a Black/White interaction the White person's main anxiety
producing concern is being perceived as being prejudiced. And by proxy this also suggests that
the more self-regulating an individual does in an interaction, the more cognitive depletion will
occur.

The second experiment sought to add behavioral scripts to the interaction. This was an
attempt to reduce the amount of self-regulation the participant had to do in the interaction by
giving them a script to guide the interaction. It was hypothesized that participants with a script
for the interracial interactions were expected to reveal less Stroop impairment after the
interaction, compared with participants who negotiated the interracial interaction without the
script. The experiment followed the same structure as experiment one, except, prior to the
interracial interaction, participants in the script group were given a small pamphlet discussing
about racial profiling before being instructed to talk about racial profiling with their confederate.
Participants in the control group were not given that pamphlet and were still instructed to discuss
racial profiling with their confederate. After, participants completed the Stroop task. The results
indicated that participants who were in the no-script condition showed more interference on the
Stroop task than those in the script condition. These results support both of the hypotheses

proposed by the experimenters.



The third and final experiment in this study sought to test if the ability to misattribute
participant anxiety over the interracial interaction to a benign source, in this case the testing
environment, would have an effect on the cognitive depletion they experience. Again, this
experiment shared an identical structure to the first (IAT, manipulation, interaction, Stroop), but
the manipulation in this experiment occurred when experimenters told participants in the
misattribution condition that “most people who do this say that the test room can be a little
unnerving”. While participants in the control group were given no prior reassurance before their
interaction. Results from the experiment suggest that participants in the misattribution group
showed less depletion on the Stroop than those in the non-control group. Suggesting that anxiety
misattribution could be a tool for reducing cognitive depletion in interracial interactions.
Condition Priming

Other research has sought to further explore the potential consequences of interracial
interactions (Richeson & Sheldon, 2003). Within this experiment, researchers sought to test if
interracial interactions (as opposed to within-race interactions) could be a cause of cognitive
depletion. Cognitive depletion was measured by the scores that participants would receive via the
Stroop Task that participants would take in the process of the study. The experimenters had one
hypothesis for the study, which was that if interracial contact causes stress, then participants
should do worse on the Stroop if it is taken after an interracial interaction occurs. In a similar
format to previous experiments, White participants completed the IAT (Implicit Association
Test), followed by having either an interracial or same-race interaction which would be
videotaped for 3 minutes. The conversation would consist of one-minute introductions, followed
by short 2 minute discussions on the following topics: “(a) the college's fraternity system and (b)

racial profiling in light of the September 11th attacks”(Richeson & Sheldon, 2003). Once they



had their interaction, participants would take a Stroop Task to measure cognitive depletion.
Results from the experiment suggested that after an interracial interaction, participants performed
worse on the Stroop Task, showing evidence for cognitive depletion and supporting the initial
hypothesis. This experiment furthered the notion that interracial interaction can be a source of
cognitive depletion.
Behavioral Scripting/Role Assignment

Following up on their previous research done on behavioral scripts (Richeson &
Trawalter, 2005), which is when people are given directions before interactions. Avery and
Richeson (2009) ran another study consisting of two experiments to delve further into the matter
of anxiety manipulation during interracial interactions. Experiment 1 was a pilot experiment
designed to test how role assignment (ex. Job Interviewer v Job Interviewee) would affect
interactions. Researchers hypothesized that before role assignment occurs, White participants
will exhibit greater discomfort during Black—White interactions than in same-race interactions
(Avery & Richeson; 2009). It was also hypothesized that after role assignment, the level of
scripting would lessen discomfort level, meaning that those in the scripted condition would
experience less anxiety than those in the non-scripted condition. To begin, White female
participants in the scripted role condition were instructed to watch a 2 minute video of a Black
or White confederate talking about their favorite movie. Those in the non-scripted condition did
not watch this video. All participants were then instructed to give their own 2 minute talk before
having a 7 minute over the phone call with their confederate which was recorded on video.
Participants then rated how they thought the interaction went on a 1-7 scale (7 being best).
Behavioral analysts examined the tapes looking for nonverbal signs of discomfort and rated each

on a 1-7 scale (7 being most uncomfortable). Results from the experiment show support for both



hypotheses. Prior to role assignment, White participants showed more discomfort when talking
to a different race confederate than those talking to a same race confederate. Results also showed
participants exhibiting less discomfort when they were shown their participant talking before
actually interacting with them. This suggests that a certain level of scripting may help reduce
stress generated by interracial interactions.

In order to address limitations of the first experiment, Avery and Richeson (2009)
conducted a second experiment. This second experiment aimed to further test the influence of
behavioral scripting in interracial and same-race interactions by slightly altered method than the
first study. Paramount among these changes was that both the participant and the confederate
were kept naive as to the nature of the study. Secondly, all participants were matched with same-
gender confederates in order to control for any gender effects. Lastly, instead of scripting by
showing the participant a video, the participants were either placed in “roles” like interviewer or
applicant for a travel agency and provided a script or were instructed to simply converse on the
type of person that would fit the role of an applicant (conversation condition). Finally,
participants were made aware that the other person they would talk to had the role opposite to
theirs (ex. interviewer for an applicant). Each of these roles were primed with certain didactic
cues to consider within their conversation. For example, interviewers were instructed about the
imaginary travel agency they work for and were told to ask good questions to their partner.
Participants in the non-scripted (conversation) condition were also instructed on the travel
agency, but were only asked to discuss what kind of people would be a good fit for the job.
Prior to the experiment, the two hypotheses from study 1 were reused (See previous section) and
a third was produced. The last hypothesis stated that the level of scripting will moderate the

effect of partner race, by proxy predicting that Black/White interracial interactions will induce



more discomfort for White individuals than same-race interactions when roles are unscripted
(Avery & Richeson, 2009). To begin the experiment, participants would be assigned a role and a
partner to talk to. Like study one, they could be the same or different race as the White
participants. Then, participants in the scripting (roles) condition were assigned their roles, while
participants in the conversation (non-scripted) were assigned none. Then, the participants had a
filmed 5 minute phone call with their conversation partner. After which, the footage was
examined by analysts who recorded signs of nonverbal discomfort. Results showed that
participants in the interracial group generally showed greater discomfort than those who
interacted within-race, supporting hypothesis 1. White participants who were assigned a role also
showed less discomfort when they were acting interracially, which shows support for hypothesis
2. Finally, when White participants were assigned roles but placed with a same-race partner there
was actually an increase in the levels of discomfort observed.
Goal Priming

In further examination of how interracial interactions have an effect on individuals, a
recent study by experimenters Green and Wout (2021) sought to examine how different
interaction conditions could have an effect on interracial encounters by applying
learning/performance goals (i.e. “Your goal in this interaction is to learn as much as possible™).
The experiment also tested to see if a participant's perception of the confederate’s racial
homogeneity affects the quality of the interaction. Interaction conditions were “goals” given to
participants prior to the interaction, such as “don’t look dumb”’(performance condition) or “try
to learn from this”(learning condition). It was hypothesized that Black participants will have less
stressful/cognitively draining interactions with White confederates that have racially

heterogenous friend groups, as opposed to those who do not. It was also hypothesized that



participants who were in the learning condition prime will rate their interaction more positively
than those in the performance condition prime. Black participants were matched with a White
confederate. They were instructed to read an exchange pamphlet which detailed the others' race,
gender, age, and friend group homogeneity (confederate had either 5 White friends or 3 White
and 2 Black friends) and then proceed to have a conversation on “whether racism is no longer a
major problem in America”.. Prior to the conversation, participants were also given a pamphlet
which had a condition to adopt written on it, either “try learn from this interaction” for the
learning condition or “try to appear competent” for the performance condition. The conversation
covered a variety of topics, one of which was racialized. After this question and discussion, the
participant was asked to rate their overall positivity and interest in the interaction they just had.
Results from the study show that Black participants rated their interactions more interesting and
positive when the White confederate has a racially heterogeneous friend group. Participants also
rated their interaction more positively and interesting when the condition was one of learning and
not performance. These results suggest that learning conditions could be a future mechanism for
manipulating interracial interactions in a positive way.

The second and third experiment sought to replicate the first, except that the focus was
mainly on the previously mentioned interaction conditions (learning and performance) in
experiment 2. And in experiment 3, the racial homogeneity was the center of focus for the
experimenters. The results from experiments 2 and 3 mirrored experiment 1. This suggests that
learning conditions are potentially a beneficial way to increase interaction quality, particularly in
interracial interactions. Likewise, perceived racial heterogeneity can have both positive impact

on interracial interaction.



Biracial Interaction

In a recent set (2) of experiments conducted in 2019; experimenters Smith and Wout
sought to examine the effect that perceived ingroup identification had on a Black participant's
perception of their confederate. Specifically, they tested whether a Black participant would more
likely attribute rejection feedback as racism when the confederate was within their perceived
racial ingroup. Across 3 studies Black, White, and Biracial confederates were used to ensure a
sufficient spectrum of racial diversity was present. In experiment 1, Black participants received
rejection feedback from either a Black, White, or Biracial confederate. The participant was then
asked how much they identified the confederate as being in their ingroup and subsequently, how
much they perceived this rejection feedback as racial discrimination. Results suggested that
Black participants identified Black and Biracial confederates as members of their ingroup with
the most frequency and as a result, were also least likely to attribute rejection feedback from
them as racial discrimination. In contrast, when paired with a White confederate, Black
participants were less likely to identify them as in their ingroup and were also more likely to
identify rejection feedback from a White confederate as racism. These results suggest that
ingroup identification may have an effect on the quality of statements in an interracial
interaction.

Experiment 2 sought to build on experiment 1s’ ideas of ingroup identification. In
particular, Biracial confederates were used instead of White/Black ones. These new confederates
informed the Black participants that they identified either as: Black, White, or Biracial. The
results from this study showed that when the Biracial confederate identified more as Black or

Biracial, participants were more likely to identify them as a member of their ingroup, as opposed
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to biracial confederates who identified as White. Additionally, when confederates identified as
black or Biracial; their rejection feedback was less likely to be perceived as racism by
participants than when identifying as White. The penultimate study (3) was completed using
similar procedures to the first two. The final results showed that when a confederate identified
mainly as Black or Biracial, participants were less likely to attribute their feedback to racism. In
contrast, when the Biracial confederate identified as White, participants were more likely to
attribute this feedback to racism.

In summation, previous research has found that conversing interracially/out of your
ingroup can have negative effects on levels of executive functioning and stress. Richeson and
Sheldon (2003) began by showing that following interracial interactions, White participants
showed slower Stroop Task performance, in comparison to same-race interaction. This suggests
that a certain level of cognitive depletion can occur from interacting interracially. Following up
on this study, Richeson and Trawalter ran another study examining executive functioning and its
relationship to interracial interaction, this time using Black participants as well as White. Results
from this study mirrored the first, with Black participants showing slower Stroop Task reaction
times, in comparison to same-race interactions. Results from other studies suggest that when a
Black and White participant is provided a script, levels of anxiety in body language decreased.
Finally, previous research has noted that when a Black participant is led to believe a Biracial
confederate identifies as Black, they are more likely to see the Biracial person as a member of
their ingroup and were also less likely to attribute their rejection feedback as racism. The
opposite occurs however, when the Black participant was led to believe that the Biracial

confederate was White-identifying (Green & Wout, 2020). Results also suggest that Black
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participants are more comfortable when they know that the White participant has a racially

diverse friend network as opposed to a racially non-diverse friendship network.

Current Study
The current study seeks to analyze the executive functioning effects of White participants'
interactions with a Biracial individual based on how White-Identifying they believe a
confederate they’re talking with to be. This will be done by manipulating participants into
believing that they’re interaction partner (confederate) is more or less white identifying. Thus,
theoretically placing the confederate further within or outside the participants ingroup. Studying
this is important, as findings show the number of ethnically and culturally diverse individuals
within the workforce continues to increase yearly in the U.S (Monthly Labor Review, November
2006). It’s reasonable to state that due to this phenomenon, interracial interaction especially
within workplaces will be increasing as well.

The primary goal of this study was to test if manipulating a White participant to believe a
Biracial confederate is more White-leaning or POC-leaning will affect their executive
functioning. The independent variable of this study was perception manipulation. While the
dependent variable was cognitive depletion on the Stroop. Prior research suggests that
interacting interracially produces more cognitive depletion than when interacting within your
own race (Richeson & Trawalter, 2005). Furthermore, it has been suggested through data in
previous studies that when a Biracial confederate primarily identifies as Biracial or Black, they
were more accepted by Black participants as ingroup members as opposed to Biracial
confederates who primarily identified as White (Smith & Wout, 2021). Using this information as

a base for assumption, it was hypothesized that White participants who are led to believe that the
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confederate is more White-identifying will show less Stroop interference than those who are led

to believe the confederate is more POC-identifying.

Methods

Participants

The experiment was completed using 4 White, Male-identifying students sourced from
the psychology major student pool as participants. Participants were either contacted via email or
in person by the experimenter. Participants received 1 class credit for their participation in the

study.

Materials

During this experiment, two tasks were administered to participants. The first was a consent/
demographics form which asked basic questions such as Race, Gender, and Age. This form also
confirmed the participants willingness to participate in the study. Then the second, which was the
Stroop task (Stoet,2017) that was used to measure executive functioning ability. After the study
was concluded, they were given a debriefing form which followed the script seen in Appendix G.
Procedure

Once participants had agreed to participate in the study, which was framed as a “Conversation
Workshop”, they received a time and date to have a conversation with the confederate (A White-
Passing Latino Male) of whom they knew next to nothing about. The study was framed this way
to prevent participants discovering the racial aspect of the study as much as possible. Once they
arrived at the conversation site, they were greeted by the experimenter, who walked with them

to meet the confederate. Once they met each other, the participant and the confederate were
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asked to write three things down that they think the other person should know before they talk.
Once written, the two exchanged their pieces of paper and briefly read them. The confederate
used % of the same statements (See Appendix C & D)on every form, but the third statement was
changed depending on if the participant is in Group 1 (White Priming) or Group 2 (POC
Priming). For participants in Group 1, the third statement said that he was mainly raised by his
family from Western Europe. While participants in Group 2 were given a third statement that
states that he was mainly raised by his family from Puerto Rico (Confederates choice). These
varied statements were strategically placed to prime the participants to identify the confederate
as more or less White identifying. After reading the pamphlet, the participant and the confederate
engaged in a roughly 3-5 minute conversation. The confederate was aware of their role in the
study, and had a script of non-threatening questions to ask the confederate such as “ What is your
major?* & “Dream job?” (See Appendix F) in an interview-like fashion. The questions were
scripted in an attempt to keep all interactions roughly the same in subject matter. Post-
interaction, the participant completed a Stroop Task (Stoet, 2017) to test cognitive depletion.

After which, the participants' role in the experiment was be completed.

Results

It was hypothesized that participants interacting in the POC Priming Group would show
lower Stroop Task performance than those in the White Priming Group. An Independent Sample
T-test was conducted comparing the type of interaction (POC vs White priming group) on the
Stroop Task. Raw data from the study suggests that participants in the POC Priming Group had
an average Stroop effect of M=0.097 seconds, while the average Stroop effect for those in the
White Priming Group shows a M=0.014. However, these data were not statistically significant,

with a p=.621.
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Discussion

This study sought to examine to what degree interracially perceived interactions affect
cognitive depletion in White participants. Results from the study were consistent with the
experimenters hypothesis, suggesting that participants who were having a perceived same-race
interaction were able to perform better on the Stroop task than those who had a perceived
interracial interaction. This implies that perceived interracial contact causes a certain level of
cognitive depletion that does not occur (or occurs to a lesser degree) during same-race
interactions. This result is also similar with results found in other studies examining interracial
interaction and their effects on people ( Smith & Wout, 2019; Richeson & Trawalter, 2009;
Green & Wout, 2021)

To provide our workforce and society with the tools to combat this strain, society needs
to engage people with other races and ethnicities more frequently to help reduce this. Whether it
be through community engagement, or workplace programs, it is critical that we continue to
address this phenomenon in purposeful ways. Especially since data suggests that Non-White,
Latino people in the workforce are expected to exponentially increase by 2050 (Monthly Labor
Review, 2006)

Although this study provided important stepping stones in the field of interracial contact
theory, there were certain limitations that reduced the potential effectiveness of it. Firstly, the
sample size was only 4 which certainly influenced the reliability of the results. Second, the
interactions that were examined were exclusively examining a White-Latino interaction. This
could be remedied in future studies by including more racial diversity in the confederate pool, or
participant pool. Finally, all participants and the confederate come from racially diverse areas,

so this prior experience may have primed them for this study. Testing in racially homogenous
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areas is, as well as getting a measure of the diversity of people’s home neighborhoods, could give

us insight on the degree that prior experience affects the results.
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Appendix A: Introduction Script for Experimenter

E (Experimenter): Hello X, thank you for volunteering to participate in this study. It’s
much appreciated. Can | have you please read & sign this consent form before we continue
further? After which, you will be automatically directed to complete a demographics
survey.

-Consent Form-

-Demographics Form-

E: Now please have a seat at the table, a research assistant will be in shortly to speak with
you.

-Confederate enters & Experimenter leaves-

Confederate: Hello, my name's Tobias. Are you ready?

-Conversation occurs following script-

E: Thank you both, Tobias, you can head out for a minute. X I’ll have you stay with me
while he’s out. I’m going to have you complete the final step of the experiment, which is a
cognitive task on the computer then you’re free to head out.

P: X
E: Alright then, sit here and we’ll get started.

-Stroop task occurs-

E: That concludes the experiment, thank you
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(Begin Debriefing)

Appendix B: Participant/Research Assistant Pamphlet for Writing (Blank)

What are 3 things the person across from you should know before you talk? Once finished,

exchange papers.
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Appendix C: Pamphlet Group 1 Participants Will Receive From Confederate

1. I’m a journalism major with a passion for sports media, my dream job actually is being a

sports journalist

2. | love fictional media, Star Wars, Star Trek, Lord of the Rings, and Dune are some of my
favorites
3. | really would like to go to the Denmark sometime, since both people who raised me

were born there
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Appendix D: Pamphlet Group 2 Participants Will Receive From Confederate

1. I’m a journalism major with a passion for sports media, my dream job actually is a sports
journalist

2. | love fictional media, Star Wars, Star Trek, Lord of the Rings, and Dune are some of my
favorites

3. | really would like to go to the Puerto Rico sometime, since my father who helped raise

me was born there
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Appendix F: Question Script

Q: What's your major

A: X

Q: What got you into that area?

A X

Q: Dream job?

A X

Q: Rift/ if not related to major why?

A: X

Q: What was your favorite subject in school growing up?
A: X

Q: Favorite place you’ve ever been/would want to visit?
A: X

Q: And why specifically there?

A: X

Q: Could you see yourself living in either of the places for over a year?
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Appendix G: Debriefing

E: Thank you again for participating in our experiment. May | ask what you believed this
experiment was about?
-Wait for answer-
(1f wrong)

E: Close, within this experiment we were actually examining how interactions between
White and Biracial individuals affects executive functioning for White individuals. Certain
participants in this study however, would be primed to believe that the Biracial individual

identified mainly as white or mainly as POC; which would place him further within or

outside your ingroup theoretically. We hypothesized that ingroup identification would
increase executive functioning ability when participants took the Stroop.
P: -Answer-

-END-
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Link to Stroop: https://us.psytoolkit.org/c/3.4.2/survey?s=ANB7v

23


https://us.psytoolkit.org/c/3.4.2/survey?s=ANB7v

