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Research Article

Although many people consider prejudice to be immoral 
and socially unacceptable, it persists throughout society. 
Rates of prejudice-based harassment, discrimination, bul-
lying, and hate crimes worldwide are alarmingly high 
(Bleich, 2011; Katz-Wise & Hyde, 2012; U.S. Department 
of Justice, 2010). The U.S. media, tracking many recent 
instances of extreme prejudice-based bullying, has 
declared a bullying epidemic (e.g., Cooper, 2011; Couric, 
2012). As noted by Cox, Abramson, Devine, and Hollon 
(2012), this “epidemic” is especially disconcerting because 
prejudice-based violence can cause severe mental-health 
issues, drive the victims to commit suicide (e.g., Tyler 
Clementi, Carl Walker-Hoover), or even escalate to homi-
cide (e.g., James Byrd, Lawrence King, Matthew Shepard). 
The impact of prejudice-based violence extends beyond 
the victims and their families, terrorizing and intimidating 
whole communities. Understanding why and how such 
blatant prejudice continues and how to reduce it has 
been a central concern of social psychologists for 
decades.

Powerful social norms and institutional policies have 
been developed to discourage the expression of preju-
dice (e.g., hate-crime laws, antibullying policies). When 
prejudice is expressed toward someone whose group 
status is publicly known, these external pressures can 
easily be applied. Violence against a Black man, for 
example, is easily attributable to prejudice based on the 
victim’s race, and observers can therefore enforce anti-
prejudice norms against the perpetrator. Many stigma-
tized groups, however, lack visible defining features (e.g., 
gay men, Jewish people). Nevertheless, people often  
use stereotypes to make assumptions about others’ mem-
bership in these groups (e.g., inferring that a fashionable 
man is gay; Matthews & Hill, 2011; Shelp, 2002). These 
assumptions about group membership, whether correct 
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Abstract
In the present study, participants administered painful electric shocks to an unseen male opponent who was either 
explicitly labeled as gay or stereotypically implied to be gay. Identifying the opponent with a gay-stereotypic attribute 
produced a situation in which the target’s group status was privately inferred but plausibly deniable to others. To test 
the plausible deniability hypothesis, we examined aggression levels as a function of internal (personal) and external 
(social) motivation to respond without prejudice. Whether plausible deniability was present or absent, participants 
high in internal motivation aggressed at low levels, and participants low in both internal and external motivation 
aggressed at high levels. The behavior of participants low in internal and high in external motivation, however, 
depended on experimental condition. They aggressed at low levels when observers could plausibly attribute their 
behavior to prejudice and aggressed at high levels when the situation granted plausible deniability. This work has 
implications for both obstacles to and potential avenues for prejudice-reduction efforts.
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or incorrect, may lead a perpetrator to express prejudice. 
Because observers lack access to the perpetrator’s private 
assumption about group membership, they cannot confi-
dently attribute his or her negative behavior to prejudice. 
Such situations, therefore, grant perpetrators “plausible 
deniability” for their prejudicial motives, which frees 
them from external pressures that would normally dis-
courage prejudice. In the present work, we tested this 
plausible deniability hypothesis in the context of preju-
dice-based aggression.

Plausible deniability involves strategically evading 
external pressures from others, in contrast to hiding prej-
udicial behavior from the self (as in aversive prejudice1; 
Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986). Testing the plausible deni-
ability hypothesis, therefore, requires identifying people 
whose personal convictions do not oppose prejudice but 
who are sensitive to social pressures that oppose preju-
dice. Individual differences in sensitivity to personal ver-
sus social standards for responding without prejudice 
have been explored in depth by Plant and Devine (1998, 
2001, 2009) and are key to predicting who will express 
prejudice and when they will do so. Internal motivation 
to respond without prejudice reflects a person’s personal 
values and standards, whereas external motivation to 
respond without prejudice reflects a person’s sensitivity 
to societal pressures and sanctions that oppose prejudice. 
People can be high or low in either or both types of moti-
vation, and the combination of motivations determines 
whether and under what circumstances people will 
express prejudice.

A situation’s plausible deniability should be immaterial 
to people who are high in internal motivation to respond 
without prejudice, because being nonprejudiced is per-
sonally important to them. People with low levels of 
internal motivation to respond without prejudice, how-
ever, are generally more likely to express prejudice 
because doing so does not violate their personal values 
(Plant & Devine, 1998, 2001, 2009). Among people who 
lack internal motivation to respond without prejudice, 
whether and when they express prejudice depends on 
their level of external motivation to respond without prej-
udice and the situational relevance of social pressures 
(e.g., whether plausible deniability is present or absent). 
If people are low in both internal and external motiva-
tion to respond without prejudice, they are likely to 
express prejudice whether plausible deniability exists or 
not, because they disregard what others think. In con-
trast, if people are low in internal but high in external 
motivation, and therefore want to appear nonprejudiced 
to others, they will refrain from expressing prejudice  
when external standards are relevant. These low- 
internal, high-external people strategically hide preju-
dice from others, but freely express prejudice when there 
are no chances of “being caught.” It is these low-internal, 
high-external people, therefore, who should express 

prejudice in situations that grant plausible deniability, 
because they can evade external pressures and negative 
judgment from others.

The Present Experiment

We tested the plausible deniability hypothesis in a labo-
ratory aggression experiment. We measured people’s 
internal and external motivations to respond without 
prejudice and provided an opportunity for aggression. 
Participants believed they were giving painful electric 
shocks to another person. In the plausible deniability 
absent condition, the target’s stigmatized group status 
was publicly known, thus making external standards rel-
evant to behavior toward the target. In the plausible deni-
ability present condition, however, the target’s stigmatized 
group status was implied by a stereotypic trait, thus 
granting plausible deniability. Two control conditions 
addressed possible alternate explanations.

The plausible deniability hypothesis involves a three-
way interaction among plausible deniability (absent vs. 
present), internal motivation, and external motivation. 
We expected that across plausible deniability conditions, 
people high in internal motivation would aggress at low 
levels, and people low in both internal and external moti-
vation would aggress at high levels. We expected that 
aggression levels would vary by plausible deniability 
condition only for the people who are low in internal 
motivation and high in external motivation. When plau-
sible deniability was absent, these people would hide 
their prejudice and aggress at low levels, but when plau-
sible deniability was present, they would aggress at high 
levels because they could express their personally held 
prejudice without fear of social sanction.

Method

Participants and design

Heterosexual undergraduates (N = 166; 102 men, 64 
women2) participated in exchange for course credit. 
Participants’ levels of internal and external motivation to 
respond without prejudice were assessed several weeks 
before the experimental session. In the experimental ses-
sion, participants were randomly assigned to one of four 
conditions (plausible deniability present or absent, or 
one of two control conditions) and were given the oppor-
tunity to aggress toward an opponent in an aggression 
paradigm.

Internal and external motivations to 
respond without prejudice

In an online mass prescreening survey, among a large set 
of other questionnaires, participants completed measures 
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of internal motivation to respond without prejudice (IMS) 
and external motivation to respond without prejudice 
(EMS), modified for prejudice against gay men (Plant & 
Devine, 1998). The IMS items measure motivation to 
respond without prejudice for internal, personal reasons 
(e.g., “I am personally motivated by my beliefs to be non-
prejudiced toward gay men”), whereas the EMS items 
measure motivation to respond without prejudice for 
external, social reasons (e.g., “I try to hide any negative 
thoughts about gay men in order to avoid negative reac-
tions from others”). There are 5 IMS items (α = .9) and 5 
EMS items (α = .8), each scored on a Likert scale from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 9 (strongly agree). Participants were 
sampled to ensure that we obtained the full conceptual 
range of IMS and EMS (IMS range = 1–9; EMS range = 
1–8.2).

Selection of the stereotypic attribute

Testing our central hypothesis required that IMS and EMS 
be related to the expression of prejudice but unrelated  
to relying on a stereotype to infer group membership. 
Therefore, we needed to be highly confident a priori that 
participants, regardless of their levels of IMS and EMS, 
would reliably infer that a man possessing the stereotypic 
attribute was gay.

In a separate online study, 50 undergraduate students, 
none of whom were in the main experiment, were asked 
to list the first thoughts that “popped to mind” about “a 
man who likes shopping.” Thirty-six (72%) stated that the 
man was gay (e.g., they wrote “gay” or “homosexual”). 
Five of the 14 remaining participants supplied responses 
that we coded as implying that the man was gay (e.g., 
“feminine,” flamboyant”). Therefore 82% of participants 
stated or implied that the man was gay. As in the main 
experiment, these participants represented a full range of 
IMS scores (1.40–9, M = 6.65, SD = 1.973; α = .9) and EMS 
scores (1–9, M = 4.73, SD = 1.885; α = .8). IMS, EMS, and 
their interaction were unrelated to whether participants 
stated that the man was gay, and were unrelated to 
whether participants stated or implied that the man was 
gay (|pairwise rs| ≤ .03, ps ≥ .832; |βs| ≤ 0.05, ps ≥ 
.770). We concluded, therefore, that this phrase would 
reliably lead participants in the experiment to infer that a 
man who likes shopping is gay, regardless of their levels 
of IMS and EMS.

Manipulation and procedure

Participants were led to believe that they were competing 
with an unseen male opponent. They received two extra-
credit points in their introductory psychology class in 
exchange for participating and believed they were com-
peting with the opponent to win a third point (however, 

all participants received three points after debriefing). 
Participants learned that the opponent was male, and 
they received one “identity statement” that he purport-
edly provided, which created the opportunity to intro-
duce the manipulation. In the plausible deniability absent 
condition, the information explicitly stated that the oppo-
nent was gay (“I am gay”; n = 40). In the plausible deni-
ability present condition, it expressed a gay-stereotypic 
attribute that reliably leads people to infer that a man is 
gay (“I like shopping”; n = 42).

As noted previously, the plausible deniability hypoth-
esis states that aggression will vary as a function of the 
presence or absence of plausible deniability and internal 
and external motivations to respond without prejudice. 
As measured variables, however, the motivations to 
respond without prejudice may correlate with third vari-
ables (e.g., general aggressiveness), which would under-
mine the conclusions that can be drawn. To address such 
alternatives, we included two control conditions in which 
participants believed that the opponent was straight. In 
the first control condition, the opponent declared he was 
straight (“I am straight”; n = 41). This straight control 
condition allowed us to test whether internal and exter-
nal motivations were related to aggression generally 
rather than to prejudice-based aggression specifically. In 
the second control condition, the opponent liked shop-
ping but was known to be straight (“I like shopping with 
my girlfriend”; n = 43). This shopping control condition 
allowed us to test whether something specific about lik-
ing shopping (e.g., gender deviance, consumerism) 
would create a relationship between aggression and the 
motivations to respond without prejudice that was inde-
pendent of an inference that the opponent was gay. If the 
aggression observed in the plausible deniability condi-
tions reflected antigay prejudice, rather than a third vari-
able, internal and external motivations to respond without 
prejudice would be unrelated to aggression in either con-
trol condition.

We selected experimenters that we judged would be 
seen as White and heterosexual. Experimenters wore 
professional, business-casual clothing and white lab 
coats. Two experimenters conducted each experimental 
session, and the experimenters’ gender always matched 
the participant’s gender.

Experimenter 1 explained the procedure and told the 
participant that we were studying how “isolated pieces of 
personal information” influence impression formation. To 
that end, participants generated 20 self-descriptive identity 
statements. We required a large number of statements to 
make it plausible that mundane information would be 
among the opponent’s statements (e.g., “I like shopping”).

As Experimenter 1 connected the shock apparatus to 
the participant’s ankle, Experimenter 2 arrived and 
announced that the opponent was ready. During this 
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interaction, Experimenter 2 mentioned twice that the 
opponent was male, gave Experimenter 1 a bowl con-
taining the opponent’s 20 identity statements, and then 
left the room. The bowl contained a mix of the 4 state-
ments that represented the four conditions. The partici-
pant was instructed to select one statement from the 
bowl, without looking, and to then pin it on a corkboard 
in front of him or her. The rigged identity statements 
were all written by the same research assistant, in neat, 
legible handwriting that we judged to be not especially 
gay, straight, masculine, or feminine.

While completing a filler questionnaire, participants 
heard Experimenter 1 using a paper cutter to separate 
their statements in the adjacent desk area and then saw 
Experimenter 1 put the statements into a bowl identical 
to the one that contained their opponent’s statements. 
Participants then saw Experimenter 1 leave the room 
with the bowl and heard him or her knock on a door 
across the hall. Experimenter 1 gave the bowl to 
Experimenter 2, and then the two experimenters had a 
short discussion, in which they arranged to connect their 
computer systems for the interaction. Participants could 
readily hear this conversation.

Participants then completed the shock task. Throughout 
the shock task, Experimenter 1 was in contact with the 
participant. Experimenter 1 indicated that he or she was 
monitoring the session and was ready to respond to 
either questions or any signs of distress as the shocks 
were being delivered. Therefore, the participant was 
aware that Experimenter 1 was monitoring the exchange 
of shocks, which made him or her a salient audience to 
the participant’s behavior. After the shock task, partici-
pants completed a debriefing questionnaire, were 
awarded extra credit, and left the room.

Shock task

Because people’s sensitivity to electric shocks is highly 
variable, the appropriate intensity levels were established 
separately for each participant. Participants received 
shocks of increasing intensity and were asked to rate 
each shock on a scale from 0 to 20 (0 = can’t feel it, 1 = 
tangible, 5 = uncomfortable, 10 = unpleasant, 15 = dis-
agreeable, 20 = most you can tolerate). The goal was to 
identify the level of shock that was “uncomfortable” and 
the level that was “the most they could tolerate,” which 
were subsequently used as the endpoints (converted to 1 
and 9) on a continuum of shock intensity received during 
the task. This also established that the shock apparatus 
was real and enhanced the cover story.

The task was adapted from the Taylor (1967) aggres-
sion paradigm (see also Berkowitz, 1989; Donnerstein, 
Donnerstein, Simon, & Ditrichs, 1972; Giancola & Parrott, 
2008; Zeichner, Frey, Parrott, & Butryn, 1999). On each trial, 

participants watched a yellow circle on their computer 
monitor until, after a random interval, it turned red. When 
the circle became red, the participants’ goal was to turn the 
knob on their response apparatus more quickly than their 
opponent did. They completed two practice trials (one win 
and one loss) to become familiar with the task.

After the practice trials, the task had 21 trials, rigged so 
that participants won 11 trials. On each winning trial, 
they shocked their opponent. They selected the intensity 
of the shocks on a 9-point Likert scale (1 = uncomfort-
able, 9 = the most pain they can tolerate) and the duration 
of the shocks (50, 100, 200, 250, or 500 ms). On losing 
trials, participants received shocks of the intensity and 
duration they had selected previously (e.g., on their first 
loss, they received the shock they sent out from their first 
win, and so on). To accomplish this, we constructed a 
pattern of wins and losses that always gave the partici-
pants some wins before losses (e.g., win, loss, win, win, 
loss, win, loss, loss). All participants experienced the 
same win/loss pattern. Rigging the win/loss pattern in 
this way standardized the reciprocation of aggression 
(e.g., if participants gave a low shock, the “opponent” 
never responded with a disproportionately high shock, 
as could happen if the shocks’ intensity and duration 
were random). Participants were not told the exact inten-
sity and duration of the shocks they received.3

Aggression metric

Because shock intensity and duration constitute two sep-
arate ways participants might aggress on each trial, we 
combined the two measures into a single metric. We stan-
dardized the duration and intensity responses, recoding 
them as percentages of the greatest possible shock (500 
ms or 9, “the most you can possibly handle,” was coded 
as 100%; 50 ms or 1, “uncomfortable,” was coded as 0%). 
Our metric, the average of these intensity and duration 
responses across all 11 winning trials (α = .95), reflected 
the percentage of the maximum amount of shock it was 
possible to give the opponent. Selecting the highest 
intensity and longest duration for every shock (the maxi-
mum amount of aggression possible) would yield a score 
of 100%. Selecting the lowest intensity and shortest dura-
tion for every shock (the minimum amount of aggression 
possible) would produce a score of 0%. When analyzed 
separately, duration and intensity yield patterns and 
effect magnitudes that match those reported in the Results 
section using the composite metric.

Results

IMS, EMS, and aggression scores are reported in Table 1. 
IMS and EMS were mean-centered in all regression 
analyses.
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Plausible deniability hypothesis

We conducted a regression analysis to determine whether 
plausible deniability (absent = 0, present = 1), IMS, EMS, 
and their two- and three-way interactions predicted aggres-
sion.4 The main effect of IMS (β = −0.387, p = .023) and the 
IMS × EMS interaction (β = 0.374, p = .020) were qualified 
by the predicted Plausible Deniability × IMS × EMS inter-
action (β = −0.420, p = .011). There were no other main 
effects or interactions, |βs| ≤ 0.217, ps ≥ .144. We explored 
the three-way interaction by conducting separate regres-
sion analyses within each plausible deniability condition.

In the plausible deniability absent (“gay”) condition, 
when others could readily attribute negative behavior to 
prejudice, there was no main effect of EMS (β = −0.139, 
p = .322), and the main effect of IMS (β = −0.362, p = 
.023) was qualified by an IMS × EMS interaction  
(β = 0.373, p = .011). This interaction revealed that only 
participants who were low in both IMS and EMS 
aggressed at high levels (Fig. 1a). This pattern matches 
the findings of previous work (e.g., Plant & Devine, 
2001) that has explored IMS and EMS and a target whose 
group status was publicly known and unambiguous 
(e.g., race). Although their rates of aggression are 

Table 1.  Means and Standard Deviations in Each Condition

Measure

   Plausible deniability conditions Control conditions

Absent (opponent  
was gay)

Present (opponent  
liked shopping)

Straight (opponent  
was straight)

Shopping (opponent  
liked shopping  

with his girlfriend)

IMS 6.24 (1.873) 6.37 (2.441) 6.77 (2.009) 6.38 (1.856)
EMS 4.41 (1.764) 4.16 (1.837) 4.04 (1.660) 4.33 (1.774)
Aggression 20.3 (20.83) 18.0 (24.41) 18.5 (21.65) 14.4 (18.89)

Note: Standard deviations are given in parentheses. IMS and EMS reflect levels of internal and external motivation to 
respond without prejudice, respectively, described in Plant and Devine (1998). Aggression reflects the percentage of the 
maximum amount of shock it was possible to administer to the opponent.
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Fig. 1.  Results for the plausible deniability conditions. The percentage of the maximum possible aggression, a composite of intensity and 
duration of electric shock administered, is shown as a function of internal and external motivation to respond without prejudice. Results are 
shown separately for conditions in which plausible deniability was absent (a) and in which it was present (b). High and low internal and 
external motivation were plotted at 1 standard deviation above and below their respective means. Error bars represent the standard errors 
of the mean level of aggression within condition.
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similar, the underlying motivations of high-IMS people 
and low-IMS, high-EMS people are different. Whereas 
high-IMS people personally renounce prejudice, low-
IMS, high-EMS people strategically refrain from aggress-
ing because others could attribute such behavior to 
prejudice.

In the plausible deniability present (“shopping”)  
condition, in which orientation was implied by a stereo-
type, a different pattern emerged. Specifically, only IMS  
predicted the level of aggression (β = −0.570, p = .001): 
Low-IMS participants aggressed at much higher levels 
than high-IMS participants. Neither EMS nor IMS × EMS 
(|βs| ≤ 0.173, ps ≥ .259) predicted aggression (Fig. 1b). 
Concerns about social opposition to prejudice (i.e., exter-
nal motivation) were irrelevant in this condition, and 
only personal values (i.e., internal motivation) related to 
aggression. 

In short, only low-IMS, high-EMS people behaved dif-
ferently across the plausible deniability conditions. They 
aggressed at low levels when their behavior could be 
plausibly attributed to prejudice and at high levels when 
the situation granted plausible deniability. Stereotyping 
to infer group membership grants plausible deniability, 
and plausible deniability undermines external, but not 
internal, motivation to respond without prejudice.

Control conditions

The straight control condition allowed us to assess whether 
IMS and EMS, as measured individual differences vari-
ables, correlated with aggression generally rather than 
prejudice-based aggression specifically. Eliminating this 
alternate explanation, we found that rates of aggression in 
the straight control condition were unrelated to IMS, EMS, 
or the IMS × EMS interaction (|βs| ≤ 0.182, ps ≥ .302), as 
shown in Figure 2a.

The shopping control condition allowed us to assess 
whether the opponent’s liking shopping, rather than an 
inference about his being gay, created a relationship 
between aggression and IMS in the plausible deniability 
present condition. Opposing this possibility, we found 
that rates of aggression in the shopping control condition 
were unrelated to IMS, EMS, or their interaction (|βs| ≤ 
0.227, ps ≥ .149), as shown in Figure 2b.

The results from these control conditions assure us that 
the patterns of aggression related to IMS and EMS in the 
plausible deniability conditions reflected antigay aggres-
sion specifically, rather than being an artifact of third vari-
ables related to our individual differences measures or the 
specific attribute we used to imply the opponent’s group 
membership.
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Fig. 2.  Results for the control conditions. The percentage of the maximum possible aggression, a composite of intensity and duration of 
electric shock administered, is shown as a function of internal and external motivation to respond without prejudice. Results are shown 
separately for conditions in which the opponent was straight (a) and in which the opponent displayed a gay-stereotypic attribute (i.e., he 
liked shopping) but was straight (b). High and low internal and external motivation were plotted at 1 standard deviation above and below 
their respective means. Error bars represent the standard errors of the mean level of aggression within condition.
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General Discussion

In support of the plausible deniability hypothesis, identi-
fying an opponent with a gay-stereotypic attribute pro-
duced a situation in which the target’s stigmatized group 
status was privately inferred but plausibly deniable to 
others. Whether or not the situation granted plausible 
deniability, participants high in internal motivation to 
respond without prejudice aggressed at low levels and 
participants low in both internal and external motivation 
aggressed at high levels. The behavior of participants low 
in internal but high in external motivation, however, 
depended on whether the situation granted plausible 
deniability. Although they aggressed at low levels when 
the opponent’s group membership was explicitly stated, 
they aggressed at much higher levels when he was 
described with a gay-stereotypic attribute. Stereotyping 
to infer group membership grants plausible deniability 
for prejudice-based aggression, which undermines exter-
nal—but not internal—motivation to respond without 
prejudice.

Plausible deniability involves strategically maintaining 
a nonprejudiced image in the eyes of others, which dis-
tinguishes the present work from other work that has 
emphasized hiding prejudicial responses primarily from 
the self (e.g., aversive prejudice; Gaertner & Dovidio, 
1986). In the current experiment, if plausible deniability 
made participants themselves unaware of their prejudi-
cial behavior, the participants with high internal  
motivation, who were personally invested in being non-
prejudiced, would have aggressed more when plausible 
deniability was present than when it was absent. That 
pattern failed to arise. As such, our findings indicate that 
plausible deniability neither challenges nor overlaps with 
theories that emphasize prejudicial behavior that arises in 
opposition to earnestly held personal values. Rather than 
being unaware of their bias, people who are low in inter-
nal motivation and high in external motivation to respond 
without prejudice are aware of situational constraints and 
strategically take advantage of opportunities to express 
prejudice with impunity (see also Plant & Devine, 1998, 
2001, 2009).

These findings have implications for both theory and 
application, including insights about how we as scientists 
conceptualize prejudice and how we as a society attempt 
to reduce prejudice. The present work demonstrates that 
a publicly known group status is unnecessary to elicit 
prejudicial responses (see also Blair, Judd, Sadler, & 
Jenkins, 2002). Moreover, although traditional notions 
hold that labeling someone as gay may lead to negative 
outcomes, that label may, counterintuitively, have a pro-
tective effect in some instances. Gay or straight people 
who possess gay-stereotypic characteristics may face 
higher levels of bullying and violence than gay people 
who “come out” and are somewhat protected by social 

condemnations against antigay prejudice (although 
straight people with gay-stereotypic traits may be unable 
to reap the benefits of these normative forces). The pat-
terns demonstrated in the present work could play out in 
many different domains (e.g., hate crimes, bullying in 
schools, discrimination in the military) and for prejudice 
against many different groups without visible defining 
features (e.g., lesbians, Jews, political groups). Similar 
patterns may also arise for members of groups that do 
have visible defining features (e.g., racial groups) in situ-
ations that allow perpetrators to infer but plausibly deny 
knowing that the target is a member of a stigmatized 
group.

When social perceivers use a stereotype to jump to a 
conclusion about group membership, they are often 
incorrect, which makes people vulnerable to discrimina-
tion or violence on the basis of prejudice against a group 
to which they do not belong. Indeed, many victims of 
antigay hate crimes are straight men who were mistak-
enly assumed to be gay (e.g., Ethington, 2011; Goldstein, 
2011; McFadden, 2008; “3 Men Are Charged,” 1993; U.S. 
Department of Justice, 2010). Some policies and laws 
take these stereotypic inferences into account by con-
demning discrimination or violence that is based on 
“actual or perceived” group status (e.g., the Matthew 
Shepard and James Byrd, Jr., Hate Crimes Prevention Act, 
2009). These policies may be difficult to implement, how-
ever, because it is challenging or even impossible to 
demonstrate to an authority (e.g., a court) that someone 
has made a private stereotypic inference about group 
membership. Even the prejudice victims themselves may 
be unsure whether negative behavior toward them is 
based on group membership, and that attributional ambi-
guity compounds the negative emotional consequences 
experienced by the victims (Crocker, Voelkl, Testa, & 
Major, 1991; Sue et al., 2007).

Institutional antiprejudice policies (i.e., appeals to 
external motivations) may be effective sometimes for 
some people, but plausible deniability highlights one 
way in which normative mandates and policies proscrib-
ing prejudice may be insufficient to restrict prejudicial 
behavior. When responding without prejudice is person-
ally important to people, however, they behave consis-
tently with that value even when they can evade social 
sanctions against prejudice. To truly reduce prejudice, it 
is important to make responding without prejudice a per-
sonal goal rather than merely a normative mandate (Cox 
et al., 2012; Devine, 1989; Devine, Forscher, Austin, & 
Cox, 2012; Plant & Devine, 1998, 2001, 2009).

Conclusion

These findings are both disheartening and encouraging. It 
is disheartening that despite decades of progress toward 
eliminating prejudice, merely possessing a stereotypic trait 
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can make people vulnerable to such high levels of aggres-
sion. Nevertheless, it is encouraging that people with per-
sonal egalitarian convictions refrain from expressing 
prejudice even when they have plausible deniability. 
Contrary to the pessimistic notion that most people avoid 
expressing prejudice for purely self-presentational rea-
sons, many people refrain from expressing prejudice even 
when they could express it while maintaining a nonpreju-
diced public image. Although the present work may have 
revealed a previously hidden bastion of prejudice, we 
hope that shining light on plausible deniability will facili-
tate future research that helps thwart prejudice in all its 
forms.
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Notes

1. Readers familiar with the prejudice literature may note that 
plausible deniability has similarities to Gaertner and Dovidio’s 
aversive prejudice construct (Dovidio & Gaertner, 1998; Gaertner 
& Dovidio, 1986; Hodson, Dovidio, & Gaertner, 2004). These 
constructs, however, are distinct. Aversive prejudice is specified 

to be a feature of people whose consciously endorsed values 
are nonprejudiced, whereas plausible deniability focuses on 
people who lack strong personal motivations against prejudice. 
Therefore, these people would not be characterized as having 
the aversive form of prejudice. People who endorse egalitarian 
values but hide prejudicial behavior from themselves (i.e., those 
with aversive prejudice) are very different from people who do 
not personally endorse egalitarianism but are concerned about 
punishment from others and are therefore consciously strategic 
about when they express prejudice.
2. As in prior work on aggression, men aggressed at higher 
levels than women in our experiment. Including participant 
gender in our analyses does not change the reported patterns 
of aggression; therefore, we do not discuss gender any further.
3. All data and experimental materials are available publicly at 
http://www.sciencecox.com/pub/pdshock13.
4. Conducting these analyses using dummy coding and includ-
ing either or both control conditions as referent groups does 
not change the patterns of the effects. Because of space limita-
tions, we focus on the most direct tests of our hypotheses. For 
the full set of more complex analyses, see the Supplemental 
Material available online.
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