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ABSTRACT 

An experiment was conducted to assess the effect of an ethnic 

slur on mock jurors' perceptions of a targeted minority defense attor

ney and on verdicts. White subjects plus two confederates participated 

in a study ostensibly concerned with comparing the verdict-rendering 

process of student jurors to that of actual jurors. Subjects were 

given an actual trial transcript accompanied by a photograph of either 

a black or white defense attorney. While reading the transcript, one 

of the confederates criticized the defense attorney in a manner that 

either did or did not involve an ethnic slur; in a control condition, 

no such criticisms were made. Given evidence indicating that a) ethnic 

slurs activate negative stereotypes, and b) jurors' perceptions of 

attorneys affect verdicts, it was predicted that the ethnic slur would 

lead to lower evaluations of the black attorney and harsher verdicts. 

These hypotheses were supported. Implications of the findings were 

discussed. 

vi 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Psychological literature is replete with research investigating 

the effects of various defendant characteristics on mock juror verdicts. 

Considering the active role of attorneys in the trial process, com

paratively little research exists on the effects of attorney charac

teristics on (mock) jurors' perceptions of attorneys and subsequent 

verdicts. 

Weld and Danzig (1940) studied the verdict process and the 

effects of attorney characteristics and trial procedure on this 

process. Their findings showed that, given sufficient prestige, some 

subjects accepted attorneys' opinions as their own. Kalven and Zeisel 

(1966) conducted a large scale field study by the Chicago Jury Project. 

Based on input from 555 trial judges throughout the United States, 

these researchers found three attributes that affect perceived attor

ney skill: professional skill and technique of the attorney; lack of 

skill and technique in the opposing counsel (thus, making the other 

attorney comparatively superior); personality and social status of 

the counsel. Furthermore, these researchers found that perceived 

competence (based on the aforementioned factors) accounted directly 

for some variance in juror verdicts. Finally, Weld and Danzig, and 

Pyszczynski, Greenberg, Mack, and Wrightsman (1981) researched 
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attorney influence with respect to trial stages. Both studies showed 

that attorney influence exhibited during the opening and closing 

statements had a great effect on mock juror verdicts. 

The aforementioned research suggests that the decision-making 

(verdict) process is indeed a social process affected by social influ

ence resulting from jurors' perceptions of attorneys, as well as from 

evidence. Hadden (1973) supported this idea, rejecting the notion of 

"jurors as passive receptacles of evidence" (p. 269). He argued 

that attorneys exercise influence over jurors by providing the context 

in which jurors interpret evidence. The main premise of his argument 

is the fact that it is not necessary to demonstrate that the defendant 

actually committed the crime to elicit a conviction. It is only 

necessary to show that the defendant is the type of individual who 

would have committed the crime given the situation as reconstructed by 

the prosecution. In short, because the demonstration of the crime is 

not necessary for conviction, the courtroom is a place where attorneys 

reconstruct reality in order to facilitate their causes. 

Given evidence suggesting the role of social influence in jury 

decision-making, Cohen and Peterson (1981) examined the effects of 

attorney race on verdicts. In their study, subjects were exposed to 

a slide of the defense attorney who was either black or white, and 

then asked to read a trial summary and render a verdict. The inves

tigators found that "jurors have a predisposition against black 

attorneys which is reflected in their verdicts" (p. 85), such that 

the defendant represented by the black attorney was more likely to be 
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convicted than the defendant represented by the white attorney. Since 

research indicates a racial bias against black defendants with respect 

to verdicts and sentence length (Bullock, 1961; Johnson, 1941; Kalven 

and Zeisel, 1966; McGlynn, Megas, and Benson, 1976; Rokeach and Vidmar, 

1973; Ugwuegbu, 1979), Cohen and Peterson suggested that a similar bias 

may operate against black attorneys, so that they are more likely to be 

perceived as less well educated, of a lower socioeconomic background, 

and prone to criminal behavior. This suggestion is consistent with 

stereotypic beliefs about blacks being lazy and stupid (Karlins, 

Coffman, and Walter, 1969; Sigall and Page, 1971; Stephan and 

Rosenfield, 1981) . 

All of the above studies examined the effects of the target's 

personal characteristics on decision-making. A recent investigation 

by Greenberg and Pyszczynski (1985) examined another aspect of social 

influence—in addition to race and relative competence—which may bear 

on the issue of social processes involved in jury decision-making. 

Their study concerned the effect of social cues, in the form of verbal 

criticisms, on subjects' perceptions of debators' skills. In the 

experiment, two debators presented opposing viev7s in a debate. The 

researchers manipulated the following: social influence—the absence 

or presence of a criticism including or excluding a derogatory ethnic 

label; debator's race—black or white; argument presented—winning 

(good) or losing (bad) argument. Hence, Greenberg and Pyszczynski 

were able to examine the effects of derogatory criticisms in elicit

ing prejudicial behavior toward an outgroup member. These researchers 
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chose to examine the effects of derogatory ethnic labels for two 

reasons. First, such labels are "probably the most common form of 

explicit communication of prejudice" (p. 62). Second, research indi

cates that labels help to demarcate ingroup-outgroup boundaries. 

Specifically, the literature shows that labels serve the following 

functions: reduce insecurity; aid in categorizing and recalling 

information; facilitate communication; enhance unity within a group; 

aid in acceptance from ingroup members; dehumanize and derogate out-

group members (Allport, 1954; Ferguson and Kelley, 1964). Two 

important findings were revealed. First, white subjects believed the 

winning argument to be such more often when it was presented by the 

white debator as opposed to his black counterpart. Second, derogatory 

racial remarks elicited prejudicial behavior against the target of the 

remarks when the target (the black) presented the losing argument. 

Regarding the former result, the researchers presented two 

possible explanations: the difference between the debaters' delivery 

of arguments, for instance, mannerisms and speech characteristics; a 

prejudicial tendency for white subjects to perceive arguments presented 

by whites as more convincing than those presented by blacks. This 

finding may be relevant to trial situations whether it is attributed 

to the former or latter cause. If, for example, whites find arguments 

presented by blacks less convincing as a result of mannerisms and 

speech characteristics associated with blacks rather than poor debat

ing skills, this in itself may be considered prejudicial, creating a 

bias in courtrooms. However, based on Cohen and Peterson's (1981) 
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study, it appears that such results (whites accepting arguments 

presented by whites more readily) can even occur when subjects read 

the arguments, implying that such findings are the result of mechanisms 

other than speech characteristics and mannerisms. 

Concerning the latter findings—i.e., that derogatory ethnic 

criticisms may elicit prejudiced behavior—Greenberg and Pyszczynski 

(1985) found that when the derogatory ethnic criticism was consistent 

with the target's behavior (when the black debator presented the los

ing argument), the target was rated more harshly by white subjects. 

However, the derogatory ethnic criticism had no significant effect on 

the target's evaluations when evocative cues were absent—i.e., when 

the black debator presented the winning argument. These results were 

consistent with Higgins, Rholes, and Jones' (1977) priming schema 

model, and with Rogers and Prentice-Dunn's (1981) theory of regressive 

racism. 

Higgins et al.'s (1977) priming schema model posits that 

schemas are primed when any type of verbal or nonverbal cue activates 

a trait category, and related trait categories, and in doing so in

creases category accessibility. By promoting category accessibility, 

interpretation of subsequent information may be biased to fit those 

categories if the subsequent information is ambiguous or consistent 

with the activated categories. Higgins et al. found that primed 

schema may affect self perception as well as one's perceptions of 

others if primes are consistent with the target. Srull and Wyer (1979) 
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conducted an experiment with similar findings. Hence, Higgens et 

al.'s priming schema model posits that prior exposure to a prime 

activates that category, and that "this meaning will then 'prime' or 

further activate closely associated trait categories" (p. 143). Since 

exposure to a category increases its accessibility, it also increases 

the likelihood that subjects will categorize the target in terms of 

that category. 

Rogers and Prentice-Dunn's (1981) theory of regressive racism 

posits that interracial behavior is generally consonant with egalitarian 

social norms unless one is angered, in which case s/he will revert 

back to prior prejudicial patterns of behavior acquired through early 

social experiences. Thus, attitude accessibility (i.e., prior 

prejudicial patterns of behavior) may be cued by emotional states 

(for example, anger), thereby increasing one's awareness of negative 

information about the target. This finding is consistent with other 

research showing that subjects are biased toward recalling information 

consistent with accessible attitudes cued by emotions experienced 

during the time of encoding (Bartlett and Santrock, 1979; Bower, 1981; 

Laird, Wagener, Halal, and Szegda, 1982). 

Recent research by Fazio, Chen, McDonel, and Sherman (1982) 

and Fazio, Powell, and Herr (1983) provides further evidence for the 

relationship between attitudes and behavior suggested by the priming 

schema and regressive racism theories. These researchers found that 

cues influence attitude accessibility, and that in turn, these cued 

attitudes may influence behavior given that they are pertinent to the 
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behavior. For example, Fazio et al. (1983) exposed subjects to four 

types of adjectives, presented under the guise of a color perception 

experiment. The four types of attitudes were positive/applicable, 

negative/applicable, positive/nonapplicable, and negative/nonapplicable 

(applicability referring to whether or not the adjective was appropri

ate to judge the subsequent information). After exposure to the 

adjectives, subjects read a paragraph about a boy who participated in 

an experiment. The boy's motive(s) for participating was unclear. 

Subjects were to attribute the boy's behavior to one of three motives: 

genuine interest; boredom (merely to occupy time); money (i.e., was 

paid to participate). Subjects exposed to the positive/applicable 

adjectives were more likely to attribute the boy's participation to 

interest than subjects exposed to the other types of adjectives. 

Furthermore, such attribution was not due to the affective state cued 

by positive adjectives, since it was not found in the positive/ 

nonapplicable condition. 

Greenberg and Pyszczynski's (1985) investigation supported the 

priming schema and regressive racism theories, and Fazio et al.'s 

(1982) and Fazio et al.'s (1983) findings in that pertinent attitudes 

influenced behavior only when evocative cues were present. Hence, the 

derogatory ethnic criticism cued prejudiced behavior—in the form of 

harsh evaluations—when negative information concerning the target was 

present, but not when the target was portrayed in a positive manner. 

It is important to note that, although the derogatory ethnic criticism 

condition provided evidence supporting these two theories, the 
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derogatory nonethnic criticism condition did not. The derogatory 

nonethnic criticism did not have any significant effect upon evalu

ations, whether the debator was portrayed positively or negatively. 

One possible explanation for the discrepancy in effects between the 

ethnic and nonethnic criticism conditions may be that, whereas the 

derogatory ethnic criticism included a derogatory label, the nonethnic 

criticism did not. Thus, perhaps the derogatory ethnic criticism cued 

prejudiced behavior because it involved a label that evoked a negative 

stereotypic conception of blacks. Another possible explanation is 

simply that the ethnic criticism was a more salient comment than the 

nonethnic criticism, and thus, conveyed stronger emotion, causing 

greater attitude accessibility. 

Greenberg and Pyszczynski (1985) recognized the importance of 

their findings in terms of trial situations. The chances of jurors 

being exposed to a derogatory ethnic criticism during the course of a 

trial or deliberation are at least fair given the fact that the United 

States legal system is composed predominantly of white jurors (Cohen 

and Peterson, 1981). The probability of overhearing such a remark 

is likely to increase when a jury composed of ingroup members (for 

example, only white jurors) hears a case representing and/or 

represented by an outgroup member (for example, a black). 

The literature reviewed indicates that subjects' perceptions 

of attorneys/targets may be affected by 1) the target's personality 

variables (Kalven and Zeisel, 1966; Weld and Danzig, 1940), 2) the 

target's ethnic identity (Cohen and Peterson, 1981; Greenberg and 
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Pyszczynski, 1985), and 3) verbal primes directed at the target 

(Greenberg and Pyszczynski, 1985). The literature further suggests 

that decision-making is a social process involving more than the mere 

weighing of facts. Indeed, subjects' perceptions of presenters appear 

to affect subsequent decisions involving the targets, such as verdicts. 

The number of ethnic minorities becoming trial lawyers is increasing. 

It is necessary, therefore, to examine ways in which attorney race 

may interact with social influence to affect verdicts, in order to 

uncover possible sources of bias in the courtroom. Thus, this research 

attempted to provide corroboration of Cohen and Peterson's (1981), 

and Greenberg and Pyszczynski's (1985) findings that, overall, the 

white presenter will be evaluated more favorably than his black 

counterpart. An attempt was also made to provide corroboration of 

Greenberg and Pyszczynski's finding that a derogatory ethnic criticism 

directed at a black target person who did not present his argument as 

skillfully as his counterpart will result in comparatively harsher 

evaluations of the former. Hence, one of the two major dependent 

measures in the current investigation was attorney evaluations. The 

current study also assessed the possibility that mock jurors' percep

tions of attorneys will directly affect verdicts (Cohen and Peterson, 

1981; Kalven and Zeisel, 1966; Pyszczynski et al., 1981; Weld and 

Danzig, 1940). As such, the other dependent measure in this experi

ment was the verdict. 

In the current experiment, white college students read a trial 

transcript from an actual case. The trial transcript was accompanied 



by a photograph of the defendant and the defense attorney, who was 

either black or white. Subjects were asked to determine a verdict at 

three points in the case, after the opening statements, before the 

closing statements, and after the closing statements. In addition to 

completing the final verdict questionnaire, subjects were also asked 

to complete an attorney evaluation form. Once all subjects had 

completed their first verdict questionnaire (following the opening 

statements), a confederate posing as a subject made either an evalua

tive remark concerning the defense attorney's skill, or no remark. 

The evaluative remark was either a derogatory racial slur against the 

black attorney, or a derogatory nonracial comment against the defense 

attorney (who was either black or white). The nonracial remark pro

vided a means of comparing the effects of social influence of the same 

comment on a black as opposed to a white target, as well as comparing 

the effects of a derogatory ethnic criticism to that of a derogatory 

nonethnic criticism directed at a black target. Finally, since 

research and theory indicate that the quality of a target's behavior 

may influence evaluations of his/her performance, the defense attor

ney's presenting ability was manipulated to be either competent (his 

opening statement was not criticized by the judge) or incompetent 

(his opening statement was criticized by the judge twice). Thus, the 

current experiment was concerned with examining how 1) race, 

2) derogatory criticisms, and 3) relative skill may affect the two 

major dependent measures, subjects' perceptions of the target, and 

final verdicts. 
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It was expected that the results of this experiment will be 

consistent with the priming schema and regressive racism models based 

on the similarities between the current experiment and Greenberg and 

Pyszczynski's (1985) study. Similarities between these two studies 

include the following: the use of hostility-evoking verbal primes; 

comparisons of white subjects' perceptions of the persuasiveness of 

black and white stimulus persons; manipulation of the quality of the 

target's performance. 

Despite the similarities between these two studies, there were 

important differences that allowed for the examination of additional 

effects. The current investigation differed from Greenberg and 

Pyszczynski's (1985) in the following ways: a derogatory label was 

used in the nanethnic criticism condition (i.e., "shyster"); the 

criticisms preceded most of the trial, whereas in Greenberg and 

Pyszczynski's study they followed the debate; one of the primary 

dependent measures—verdicts—was measured intermittently. The 

significance of these differences follows. 

In the present experiment, derogatory labels were used in 

both the racial and nonracial criticism conditions, whereas in the 

Greenberg and Pyszczynski (1985) study such a label was used only in 

the ethnic criticism condition. The latter researchers found no sig

nificant effect of the nonethnic criticism. There are two possible 

explanations for this result. One is that prejudicial behavior sim

ply is not cued by derogatory nonethnic remarks. Two, the derogatory 



ethnic criticism cued prejudicial behavior because a label was used 

(and thus, vivid stereotypic beliefs were cued), whereas the derogatory 

nonethnic criticism did not cue such behavior, since a derogatory label 

was not employed. The present investigation, using derogatory ethnic 

and nonethnic labels, allows for the examination of the role of such 

labels, whether ethnic or not, in fostering prejudiced behavior 

resulting from attitude accessibility. Further, in the Greenberg and 

Pyszczynski study, the derogatory criticisms, both ethnic and noneth

nic, were directed only at the black target. In contrast, the 

derogatory nonethnic criticism was directed at both the white and 

black attorneys in the current experiment. As a result, the research

er was able to compare the effects of the same label on both a white 

and a black stimulus person. 

Second, in the current investigation, the derogatory criti

cisms preceded the case presentation, whereas in Greenberg and 

Pyszczynski's (1985) study, such remarks followed the conclusion of 

the debate. Hence, while Greenberg and Pyszczynski attributed the 

effect of the derogatory ethnic criticism to either distortions of 

the retrieval process or direct distortions of evaluations (in the 

absence of memory distortions), if such effects are found in the 

current experiment, they will most likely be attributed to distor

tions of the encoding and interpretation processes. Most of the 

research in this area would support such an assertion (Higgins et 

al., 1977; Higgins and Kholes, 1976; Kelley, 1950). One other 

possibility suggested by Greenberg and Pyszczynski is that perceptions 



may be directly affected by such remarks in the absence of encoding 

errors. Since research shows 1) that priming schema may affect both 

retrieval (Anderson and Pichert, 1981; Cohen, 1981; Snyder and Cantor, 

1979; Snyder and Uranowitz, 1978) and encoding processes (Higgins et 

al., 1977; Higgins and Rholes, 1976; Kelley, 1950), and 2) that 

attitudes (or schema) affect behavior only when cued (Fazio et al., 

1982; Fazio et al., 1983), such a difference in experimental design 

was not expected to affect the results. 

A third difference between the current investigation and 

that of Greenberg and Pyszczynski's (1985) is that the former presents 

a mock trial situation, enabling the researcher to examine the effects 

of social influence (in cuing prejudiced behavior) in a mock trial 

situation. This aspect is of special concern in light of one's 

Constitutional right to a trial by a fair and impartial jury. Although 

Greenberg and Pyszczynski showed that such criticisms may cue preju

diced behavior, it is of interest to examine whether subjects are as 

susceptible to social influence in an environment that emphasizes 

fairness, as opposed to other environments. Research shows that mock 

jurors are indeed influenced by biasing factors—for example, inad

missible evidence—even when instructed by the trial judge to dis

regard such information (Doob and Kirshenbaum, 1972; L.S.E. Jury 

Project, 1973; Sue, Smith, and Guilbert, 1974). Thus, it was predicted 

that subjects in the present study will be affected by social influence 

regardless of the trial context. 
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Finally, verdicts were assessed intermittently at three 

different points in the trial transcript—after the opening statements, 

before the closing statements, and after the closing statements— 

allowing for intermittent assessment. The initial verdict measure

ment, occurring before the comment manipulation, served as a baseline 

measure of initial differences among groups as a function of the com

petence manipulation. Intermittent measurement allowed for the 

assessment of the independent measures soon after the criticisms. 

This is of interest based on Higgins et al.'s (1977) finding that 

priming schemas have greater delayed than immediate effects. Hence, 

the researcher is able to examine the possibility that subjects' 

responses were differentially affected by social influence depending 

on the amount of time that lapsed between exposure to the prime and 

actual measures. Using a repeated measures design allows for 1) the 

creation of baseline measures, and 2) examination of temporal affects 

on the independent measures. 

Based on the regressive racism and priming schema theories, 

and on Greenberg and Pyszczynski's (1985) research, it was predicted 

that, even in a mock trial situation, evaluations of the black defense 

attorney would suffer the most in the presence of a derogatory ethnic 

criticism, especially when the attorney's performance was incompetent 

(relative to that of the prosecuting attorney) (Fazio et al., 1982; 

Fazio et al., 1983). With respect to the nonethnic criticism condi

tion, it was expected that the nonethnic criticism would have effects 

similar to, but much less pronounced than those of the ethnic 



criticism, since the nonethnic label is less salient than the ethnic 

label. The investigator predicted that, overall, the white defense 

attorney would be evaluated more highly than his black counterpart as 

indicated by Cohen and Peterson's (1981) and Greenberg and Pyszczynski's 

research. Finally, based on the research presented earlier providing 

evidence that mock jurors' perceptions of attorneys affect verdicts, 

it was predicted that the defendant represented by the black attorney 

will receive harsher verdicts than the defendant represented by the 

white attorney, especially in the presence of the derogatory ethnic 

criticism, and when the defense attorney was incompetent. 



CHAPTER 2 

METHOD 

Overview 

The experiment was a nonfactorial between subjects design. 

The following three variables were manipulated: attorney race—black 

or white; attorney skill—competent or incompetent; evaluative comment 

concerning the defense attorney's skill—no criticism or a derogatory 

nonethnic criticism. In the black defense attorney condition, an 

additional evaluative comment was included, a derogatory ethnic 

criticism. Thus, the experimental design was a 2 (attorney skill) 

X 2 (evaluative (nonethnic) comment) for the white defense attorney, 

and a 2 (attorney skill) X 3 (evaluative (nonethnic and ethnic) 

comment) for the black defense attorney. Thus, there were 10 condi

tions. Groups of three to six subjects, plus two confederates posing 

as subjects, read an actual trial transcript which was accompanied by 

a picture of the defense attorney. Subjects were asked to render 

verdicts at three points during the case. After all of the subjects 

completed the first verdict questionnaire, one of the confederates 

said to the other, in a voice audible to all subjects, either nothing, 

a derogatory nonethnic criticism, or a derogatory ethnic criticism 

directed at the defense attorney. Subjects completed two Preliminary 

Verdict Questionnaires and one Final Verdict Questionnaire. These 

16 



forms included the major dependent measures, verdicts (preliminary and 

final), and attorney evaluations. Subjects also completed a Memory 

Questionnaire which served to assess subjects' recognition of case 

facts in the various conditions. 

Subj ects 

Subjects were 86 female and 55 male white undergraduate 

students from an Introductory Psychology course. Subjects participated 

on a voluntary basis, and received extra-credit for participation. 

The data from five subjects were not used, as these subjects were 

suspicious of either the staged remarks, or the use of photographs. 

Materials 

Each subject received an experimental packet which included a 

photograph and a trial transcript. One of two photographs was used. 

In each photograph two models posed, one as a defendant, and the other 

as an attorney. In both photographs the models assumed the same posi

tions in the same setting, a mock courtroom. The model posing as the 

defendant was the same in each photograph, a white male in his late 

twenties. The photographs differed only in terms of the attorney. 

In one photograph, the model posing as the attorney was a black 

middle-aged male, while in the other photograph, the attorney model 

was a white middle-aged male. The photographs were 5" X 7" and in 

color. 

The trial transcript used was a transcript of a re-creation 

of an actual trial in which the defendant was charged with 



transporting a stolen vehicle across state lines. The transcript was 

a slightly modified version of that used by Pyszczynski et al. (1981) 

and Kassin and Wrightsman (1979). Both studies showed that the 

transcript was relatively neutral in terms of verdicts. Pyszczynski 

et al.'s mean verdict rating in the control condition was 10.14, 

where 1 = not guilty with maximum certainty and 18 = guilty with maxi

mum certainty. Kassin and Wrightsman found that, overall, 53 percent 

of the verdicts were "guilty" and 47 percent were "not guilty." The 

trial transcript included opening statements, direct and cross-

examination of witnesses, closing arguments, and judge's instructions 

of trial procedure. 

Procedure 

Groups of three to six subjects, plus two white confederates 

posing as subjects, were randomly assigned to experimental conditions 

and seated in a classroom. All materials were previously placed on 

the desks. The desks were arranged so that there were three rows of 

desks, three seats in the first two rows and two in the last row. The 

two confederates always sat next to each other in the last row. Once 

seated, the experimenter, also white, asked subjects to read and sign 

a consent form, and explained that the study was one of a series of 

experiments being conducted to determine trial factors that influence 

verdicts and to compare the decision-making processes of student 

jurors to non-student jurors. The subjects were told that the folders 

on their desks contained an actual trial transcript, including 



instructions on rendering verdicts, and a picture of the defendant 

with his attorney. The experimenter explained that since research 

indicates that defendants' physical characteristics may affect 

verdicts, a photograph was included with the transcript so that they 

may use such information as actual jurors do. Subjects were told to 

read the transcript and to determine the status of the defendant, 

i.e., guilty or not guilty. The experimenter also told the subjects 

that they were to render a verdict at three different points in the 

transcript as indicated by placement of the questionnaires. 

After this introduction, the experimenter told subjects to 

start reading the transcript and to respond to the verdict question

naires in the order that they appeared. The experimenter then excused 

herself from the room. While the experimenter was gone, the confed

erates watched the progress of the subjects. Once all subjects had 

completed the first verdict questionnaire, which followed the opening 

statements, the confederates either said nothing (the no criticism 

condition) or made one of the two following exchanges at a volume 

audible to all subjects: Confederate #1 said, "God, Mike, I don't 

believe this. That nigger defense lawyer doesn't know shit!" and 

confederate #2 said, "No kidding."; confederate #1 said, "God, Mike, 

I don't believe this. That shyster defense lawyer doesn't know shit!" 

and confederate #2 said, "No kidding." After a sufficient amount of 

time for the comment to be made, the experimenter returned to the 

room. 
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After reading the entire transcript, subjects completed the 

Final Verdict Questionnaire which contained the major dependent 

measures of the final verdict and attorney evaluations. When this 

questionnaire was completed, the experimenter collected the trial 

transcripts and gave subjects a Memory Questionnaire. Once all sub

jects had completed both questionnaires, the experimenter collected 

the materials and conducted a thorough debriefing. 

The Final Verdict Questionnaire contained the major dependent 

measures of the final verdicts and attorney evaluations. The first 

major dependent measure, verdicts, consisted of 1) instructions for 

subjects to indicate their final verdicts by circling either "guilty" 

or "not guilty," and 2) the question, "How certain are you of your 

verdict?" (from 1 = "not at all certain" to 9 = "very certain"). This 

measure assessed the effects of the independent measures and the 

other dependent measure (attorney evaluations) on verdicts. 

The other major dependent measure, attorney evaluations, con

sisted of 14 questions regarding seven characteristics of perceived 

skill, plus a number of auxiliary questions included to maintain 

consistency with the cover story. The seven characteristics measured 

were perceived attorney competence, honesty, and quality, and convinc

ingness of his overall performance, as well as the extent to which 

subjects liked the attorney, sympathized with the attorney, and would 

feel confident in being represented by him. An example of two of the 

questions used to assess subjects' perceptions of the attorneys' 

skills is, "How qualified did you think Counselor Green (Prosecutor 



Phillips) was?" (from 1 = "not at all qualified" to 9 = "extremely 

qualified"). A composite score was created from the 14 questions 

assessing the attorneys' skills (seven questions for each attorney). 

(Two of the auxiliary questions pertained to the attorneys' skills 

exhibited during the opening statements, only. These questions were 

analyzed separately from the other evaluative attorney questions for 

the following reasons: competence was manipulated only in the opening 

statement of the defense attorney; the comment manipulation followed 

the opening statements.) The composite scores allowed for the examina

tion of the effects of the independent measures on overall ratings of 

attorney skill. The auxiliary questions consisted of four questions, 

in a format similar to that of the attorney questions, concerning the 

defendant. These questions assessed the following four aspects: the 

extent to which subjects 1) sympathized with the defendant, 2) believed 

the defendant's testimony, 3) liked the defendant; whether the 

defendant's appearance affected subjects' verdicts. An example of 

one of these auxiliary questions was, "To what extent did you believe 

in the defendant's testimony?" (from 1 = "not at all" to 9 = "to a 

great extent"). 

A secondary dependent measure was assessed in the Memory 

Questionnaire. This questionnaire, in a true/false format, allowed 

for examination of the effects of the independent measures on sub

jects' understanding and memory of case facts. Five types of state

ments made up this questionnaire; pro/true statements—statements 

that supported the defendant's innocence and were true; pro/false 



statements—those that supported the defendant's innocence but were 

false; anti/true statements—those that supported the defendant's 

built and were true; anti/false statements—those that supported the 

defendant's guilt but were false; neutral statements—those that 

supported neither the defendant's innocence or guilt. Two composite 

scores were created from this measure: a pro-error measure—assessing 

how often subjects erred in favor of the defendant's innocence; an 

anti-error score—assessing the number of errors made in favor of the 

defendant's guilt. If ethnic identity, verbal primes, and relative 

competence affect subjects' perceptions of attorneys, and subjects' 

perceptions of attorneys may affect encoding and interpretation of 

the evidence, memory biases consistent with effects on evaluations of 

attorneys and verdicts may be found. 



CHAPTER 3 

RESULTS 

A priori orthogonal contrasts using t-ratios and overall error 

terms (Kirk, 1968) were conducted on the measures in this nonfactorial 

design which consisted of a 2 (incompetent, competent) X 2 (derogatory 

nonethnic label criticism, no criticism) for the white attorney, and 

a 2 (incompetent, competent) X 3 (derogatory ethnic label criticism, 

derogatory nonethnic label criticism, no criticism) for the black 

attorney. An analysis of variance was not appropriate because of the 

nonfactorial design of the experiment. 

In orthogonal comparison tests, K-l independent comparisons 

are possible, where K is the number of experimental conditions (Kirk, 

1968). There were 10 conditions in the current experiment, hence, 

nine orthogonal comparisons. Specific a priori comparisons were based 

on the predictions. The planned orthogonal comparisons and their 

respective coefficients are presented in Table 1. A one-way analysis 

of variance was conducted on each dependent measure to derive the 

overall error term for the planned contrasts. There were two primary 

dependent measures and a number of secondary measures. 

The primary dependent measures were defense attorney 

evaluations and final verdicts. A factor analysis was used to help 

create a composite attorney evaluation score for each attorney. 

23 
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Table 1. Orthogonol Comparison Coefficients 

Experimental Condition BEI BEC BSI BSC BNOI BNOC WSI WSC WNOI WNOC 

Comparisons 

#1 Ethnic criticism vs. 
nonethnic and no criticism 

1 
2 

1 
2 

-1 
8 

-1 
8 

-1 
8 

-1 
8 

-1 
8 

-1 
8 

-1 
8 

-1 
8 

n BEI vs. BEC 1 -1 - - - - - - - -

It3 Black incompetent vs. 
black competent - -

1 
2 

-1 
2 

1 
2 

-1 
2 

- - - -

#4 White incompetent vs. 
white competent - - - - - -

1 
2 

-1 
2 

1 
2 

-1 
2 

It5 Overall black vs. 
white - -

1 
4 

1 
4 

1 
4 

1 
4 

-1 
4 

-1 
4 

-1 
4 

-1 
4 

It6 BSI vs. BNOI - - 1 - -1 - - - - -

It7 BSC vs. BNOC - - - 1 - -1 - - - -

It8 WSI vs. WNOI - - - - - - 1 - -1 -

#9 WSC vs. WNOC - - - - - - - 1 - -1 

Note: 

BEI = Black defense attorney, ethnic criticism, incompetent. 

BEC = " 

BSI = " 

BSC = 

BNOI = " 

BNOC = " 

WSI = White 

WSC = " 

WNOI = " 

WNOC = " 

nonethnic 

none thnic 

no 

competent. 

incompetent. 

competent. 

incompetent. 

competent. 

incompetent. 

competent. 

incompetent. 

competent. 
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Only ratings of the attorneys that loaded .50 or higher on the primary 

factor were used in the composite attorney evaluation measures. These 

included measures of perceived honesty, competence, and qualifications 

of each attorney, as well as measures assessing the extent to which 

subjects liked each attorney, were convinced by their arguments and 

would feel confident in being represented by them. 

Composite verdict scores were created by combining verdict 

measures (i.e., guilty or not guilty) with verdict certainty measures 

(Pyszczynski et al., 1981; Pyszczynski and Wrightsman, 1981). Com

posite scores could range from 1 to 18 (where 1 = not guilty with 

maximum certainty, 9 = not guilty with minimum certainty, 10 = guilty 

with minimum certainty, 18 = guilty with maximum certainty). There 

were three composite verdicts, two preliminary ones—composite verdict 

#1, which occurred before the criticism manipulation, and composite 

verdict #2, which occurred prior to the closing statements—and one 

final composite verdict, which followed the closing statements. 

Other dependent measures consisted of defendant evaluations, 

composite opening statement ratings for each attorney, and recogni

tion bias scores. A composite defendant measure was created including 

all of the relevant defendant measures: the extent to which subjects 

liked the defendant, sympathized with him, and believed his testimony. 

A composite opening statement measure was created to help 

examine the effects of the competence manipulation. The measure was 

made up of the items on the Final Verdict Questionnaire that assessed 

each attorneys' skill exhibited during the opening statements, only. 
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These items were concerned with the extent to which subjects found the 

opening statements persuasive, and informative. 

Finally, the Memory Questionnaire was scored in terms of 

recognition errors made in favor of the defendant's innocence, and 

those made in favor of his guilt. Composite scores for each type of 

error were created, pro-errors and anti-errors, respectively. 

The preliminary predictions of this study were that evalua

tions of the black attorney would be lower when a derogatory ethnic 

label was directed at him, and that the defendant in those conditions 

would receive harsher verdicts. These effects may be especially true 

when the black attorney is incompetent. 

As reflected in Table 1, contrast 1 tests the hypothesis that 

the derogatory ethnic criticism would lead to derogation, and contrast 

2 tests whether there was greater derogation when the slur was directed 

at the incompetent black. 

Contrast 1 showed that the black received the lowest evalua

tions, overall, in the derogatory ethnic criticism conditions, 

_t(126) = 2.56, p < .02, and that the final composite verdicts were 

harsher in these conditions, _t(126) = 2.06, £ < .05. The preliminary 

composite verdicts were not affeGted by the derogatory ethnic 

criticism. Contrast 1 also showed that the prosecuting attorney was 

evaluated most favorably in the derogatory ethnic criticism conditions, 

_t(126) = 2.02, £ < .05. And finally, consistent with the final 

composite verdict measure, this contrast showed that the defendant 
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was rated the lowest when the derogatory ethnic label was directed at 

the black, _t(126) = 2.63, £ < .01. 

The second contrast revealed that the competence manipulation 

did not have a significant effect on the derogation evidenced in the 

derogatory ethnic criticism conditions. Evaluations of the incompetent 

black attorney were not lower than those of the competent counterpart, 

£ > .50, nor were the final composite verdicts harsher, £ > .50. 

Additionally, there were no significant differences in evaluations of 

the prosecuting attorney or defendant in terms of the black attorney's 

level of competence in the derogatory ethnic criticism conditions, 

£ > .50. 

Contrast 2 showed that the black attorney's level of competence 

in the ethnic slur conditions did not affect any of the dependent 

measures. One explanation for this is that the competence manipulation 

was generally weak. Contrasts 3 and 4 assessed the effects of the 

competence manipulation in the black nonethnic slur conditions, and in 

the white conditions, respectively. These contrasts showed marginal 

tendencies for the competent black and white attorneys to be rated 

more highly than their incompetent counterparts, _t(126) = 1.57, 

£< .10, J^(126) = 1.94, £ < .06, respectively. Also, when the 

defendant was represented by the white attorney, he was evaluated 

more highly in the incompetent condition than in the competent condi

tion, _t(126) = 2.22, £ < .05. Perhaps the white incompetent attorney 

cued some sympathy for the defendant. 
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The effect of the competence manipulation was also assessed 

in terms of the composite opening statement measures. Contrasts 3 

and 4 showed no effect of this manipulation on ratings of the opening 

statements of either the black or white attorney, £ > .20 and £ > .40, 

respectively. Contrast 4 showed, however, that the composite opening 

statement ratings of the prosecuting attorney were affected by the 

competence manipulation when the defense attorney was white, t^l26) 

= 2.26, £< .05. Hence, the manipulation had no effect of the defense 

attorney's opening statement ratings, and affected those of the 

prosecuting attorney only when the defense attorney was white. 

Aside from the primary predictions, there were some expecta

tions of a race effect so that generally, the black attorney would be 

rated lower than the white attorney. Contrast 5 tested for such an 

effect. In all of the experimental conditions, excluding the deroga

tory ethnic criticism conditions, there were only two indications of 

a race effect, one in the first composite verdict measure, and one in 

the defendant evaluations. 

Regarding the first composite verdict measure, there was only 

a weak tendency for subjects to give lower verdict scores when the 

defendant was represented by the black attorney as opposed to the 

white attorney, _t(126) = 1.79, £ < .10, but this did not appear on 

the later verdict measures. However, surprisingly, contrast 5 re

vealed that the defendant was rated more highly when represented by 

the black than white attorney, _t(126) = 2.55, £ < .02. 



Finally, four exploratory contrasts were performed to assess 

the possible effects of the "shyster" nonethnic label criticism. 

Previous research gave no indication of what, if any effects might 

occur with such a comment. The contrasts showed only one significant 

effect. Contrast 7 showed that the nonethnic label criticism lowered 

evaluations of the competent black, _t(126) = 3.13, £ < .01. However, 

no such effects were found for other measures or for the competent 

white and incompetent black and white attorneys. 



CHAPTER 4 

DISCUSSION 

The present findings indicate that ethnic slurs can indeed cue 

prejudiced behavior in those who are exposed to them. White subjects 

lowered their anonymous evaluations of a black attorney after hearing 

a white confederate employ a derogatory ethnic label. Also, when 

exposed to a derogatory ethnic label, subjects rated the defendant 

lower, rendered harsher verdicts, and evaluated the prosecuting 

attorney more favorably. Criticisms of the black attorney that in

volved a derogatory nonethnic label had an effect only when the 

attorney's behavior was inconsistent with the remark (i.e., when the 

attorney was competent). The derogatory nonethnic criticism had no 

effect on the ratings of the white attorney. Unlike previous research, 

derogation resulting from the ethnic slur occurred regardless of the 

level of the black's skill. 

Regarding the effect of the derogatory nonethnic label in 

the competent condition, whereas this effect may reflect a tendency 

for any criticism to encourage derogation of a black, it should be 

viewed with skepticism since none of the other measures showed a 

similar effect. 

One possible explanation for the fact that the derogatory 

ethnic criticism had no greater effect in the incompetent black 
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condition than in the competent black condition may be that there was 

a floor effect. Perhaps evaluations were so low as a result of the 

derogatory ethnic label that they could not be made significantly 

lower by the competence manipulation. However, as reflected in 

Table 2, the mean composite evaluation measures for the defense attor

ney in the incompetent-derogatory ethnic criticism condition, and in 

the competent-derogatory ethnic criticism condition were 24.86 and 

26.04, respectively. Therefore, the average score for each of the 

six items that made up the composite defense attorney measure was 

4.14 and 4.35, respectively, on a nine-point scale. Thus, a floor 

effect is not well supported. 

A more likely explanation is that the competence manipulation 

was weak. The only significant effects of the competence manipulation 

were found in defendant ratings and opening statement ratings. Regard

ing the former dependent measure, the effect of the competence 

manipulation was such that when the defendant was represented by the 

incompetent white attorney, he was rated more highly than when repre

sented by the competent counterpart. The results also showed an 

effect of the competence manipulation on the composite opening state

ment measure of the prosecuting attorney, so that his opening 

statement was rated more highly when the defense attorney was white 

and incompetent. Regarding composite defense attorney measures, there 

was a slight tendency for the competent black and white attorneys to 

be rated more highly than their incompetent counterparts, however, 



Table 2. Mean Ratings of Dependent Measures 

Criticism condition No Criticism Nonetlmlc Criticism Ethnic Criticism 

Defease attorney race Black White Black White Black 

Defense attorney skill IC CO IC CO IC CO IC CO IC CO 

Dependent measures 

Composite defense atty. measure 29. .17 36. .36 28, .62 30. .64 28. .33 27. .64 25. .54 31. .36 24. .86 26. .07 

Composite prosecuting atty. measure 41. .67 38. .86 41, .46 38. .86 41. .17 40. .29 39. .32 36, .93 42. .71 43. .64 

Composite verdict #1 11. .00 9. .71 14, .00 12. .00 13. .17 10. .64 11. .13 13. .21 12. .29 12, .57 

Composite verdict It2 12, .58 9, .86 11 .85 12, .86 10, .45 10 .07 12, .13 13 .21 13, .79 13, .92 

Composite verdict 113 12, .42 10. .21 11 .69 12. .14 9, .90 11 .00 12, .47 11, .36 14, .64 14, .23 

Pro-errors 1 .42 1 .57 1 .62 1. .50 1, .25 1, .36 1 .60 2 .00 1 .36 1 .71 

Anti-errors 1 .33 1, .14 .69 .93 .83 .64 1 .27 . 64 1 .29 .93 

Composite defendant measure 12, .42 14, .43 12 .46 9, .21 14, .08 13, .79 13 .14 11 .36 10 .21 10 .36 

Note: 

IC = incompetent 

CO = Competent 

Ratings of composite defense and prosecuting attorney measures could range from 9 = the least favorable 

to 54 = the most favorable. 

Ratings of composite verdicts 1, 2, and 3 could range from 1 «= not guilty with maximum certainty to 

18 = guilty with maximum certainty. 

Ratings of composite errors made in favor of the defendant's innocence or guilt could range from 0 « no 

errors to 7 and 6, respectively, = maximum number of errors. 

Ratings of the composite defendant measure could range from 3 = the least favorable to 27 ® the most 
favorable. 



this effect was not statistically significant. Effects of this 

manipulation were totally absent in the first composite verdict 

measures. 

There are at least two possible explanations for the unsuccess

ful manipulation of competence in the current experiment. First, 

competence was manipulated only in the opening statement, not through

out the trial transcript. Although there were no significant effects 

of competence in the first composite verdicts, any weak effects of 

this manipulation may have dwindled by the end of the transcript. 

Another possible explanation may involve the mode of presentation of 

the competence manipulation relative to those of the other independent 

variables. Both race and comment were presented in a salient manner 

so that not noticing, misinterpreting, or forgetting were unlikely. 

In contrast, the competence manipulation was included in the trial 

transcript for each subject to read and interpret on his/her own. 

Since the latter mode of presentation was less vivid, the effects of 

the race and comment manipulations may have overwhelmed that of the 

competence manipulation. 

Regarding the general derogation of the black in the deroga

tory ethnic criticism conditions, since such labels are commonly 

associated with negative beliefs and feelings about outgroup members, 

it seems likely that hearing such a label cued negative schemata 

concerning blacks; activation of such negative schemata then led to 

negative evaluations of the black attorney. Higgins et al. (1977) 

suggest that such effects occurred only when the target's behavior 



was ambiguous or consistent with activated schemata. Given the weak 

competence manipulation and the fact that the defense attorney did not 

necessarily win the case regardless of the race of the attorney 

(recall that previous research using the same transcript showed that 

the arguments presented by the defense and prosecution were of rela

tively equal strength (Pyszczynski et al., 1981; Kassin and Wrightsman, 

1979)), it is possible that the defense attorney's skill was perceived 

more as ambiguous than incompetent or competent, i.e., that the 

black's competent performance was not salient enough to deter the 

negative schemata evoked by a highly salient ethnic slur. The slur, 

which preceded most of the case presentation, could have cued negative 

schemata, influencing encoding and interpretation of subsequent 

information. Such an explanation is consistent with Higgins et al.'s 

priming schema model, as well as with most of the research on schema 

effects. 

In short, the current researcher proposes that the inconsis

tency between the attorney's performance and the negative schemata was 

not salient, making the evocative cues ambiguous/consistent enough to 

be affected by the negative schemata cued by the ethnic slur. 

In contrast, in the Greenberg and Pyszczynski (1985) study 

in which no derogation of the competent black occurred, it was quite 

clear that the competent black won the debate and so the inconsistency 

with the negative schemata of the black was salient. 

The results also showed that the prosecuting attorney was 

rated most highly in the ethnic slur conditions. Derogating the black 
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attorney caused the prosecuting attorney to be perceived as more 

skilled. This finding is consistent with Kalven and Zeisel's (1966) 

finding that perceived attorney skill is affected by the lack of tech

nique in one attorney, making the opposing attorney appear comparative

ly superior. Also, perhaps the derogatory ethnic label served not 

only to derogate the outgroup member, i.e., the black, but also to 

enhance unity within the group, i.e., among the white subjects (Allport, 

1954; Ferguson, 1964). Particularly high evaluations of the ingroup 

member and simultaneously low evaluations of the outgroup member is 

one way to facilitate unity by further distinguishing between the two 

groups. 

The data also revealed that the defendant was rated particular

ly unfavorably in the derogatory ethnic criticism conditions, and that 

in those conditions, the final composite verdicts were also harsher. 

This latter finding was consistent with earlier research showing that 

subjects' perceptions of attorneys affect verdicts (Cohen and Peterson, 

1981; Kalven and Zeisel, 1966; Pyszczynski et al., 1981; Weld and 

Danzig, 1940). The relationship between subjects' perceptions of 

attorneys and subsequent verdicts may result from the attorney's level 

of competence, so that the more skilled attorneys exercise greater 

influence over (mock) jurors (Kalven and Zeisel, 1966) . Though in the 

current study the defense attorney and the prosecuting attorney pre

sented relatively equally strong cases (as shown in earlier research 

using the same transcript), subjects' perceptions of each attorney's 



skill were simultaneously affected by the derogatory ethnic criticism 

so that defense attorney evaluations were reduced and prosecuting 

attorney evaluations were increased. Hence, each attorney's relative 

influence may have been similarly affected, with subjects being influ

enced more by the "competent" attorney, i.e., the prosecuting attorney. 

The relationship between verdicts and evaluations of the defendant may 

be based on cognitive consistency (Heider, 1958), so that subjects 

evaluated the defendant to be consistent with their verdicts, and vice 

versa. It is, however, interesting to note that an ethnic slur, 

directed at a black attorney, led to harsher verdicts and negative 

evaluations of a white defendant. Thus, in the present context, the 

effects of the slur extended far beyond direct evaluations of the 

target. 

The current experiment did not provide corroboration of 

Greenberg and Pyszczynski's (1985) and Cohen and Peterson's (1981) 

findings that, overall, the white was evaluated more favorably than 

the black. Nor did this experiment provide corroboration for Cohen 

and Peterson's findings that, overall, the defendant was perceived as 

guilty more often when represented by the black attorney. Rather, 

the current data showed no significant race effect for either the 

composite defense attorney and prosecuting attorney measures, or the 

composite verdict measures when the derogatory ethnic criticism con

ditions were eliminated from analysis. However, contrary to Cohen 

and Peterson's findings, there was a race effect for defendant 

evaluations such that when represented by the black attorney, the 



defendant was rated more favorably than when represented by the white 

attorney (excluding the ethnic slur conditions). One possible 

explanation for these findings (no race effect in most conditions, 

and favorable defendant ratings in black conditions) is that subjects 

were inclined to side with the underdog (the black and/or the defendant) 

when possible, i.e., when negative attitudes toward blacks were not 

cued. Perhaps college students are more antiauthoritarian or 

egalitarian than non-college populations. Or perhaps college popula

tions are more aware of current egalitarian social norms, or are more 

susceptible to the need to appear as such to themselves and to others, 

relative to the general population. Another possibility is that white 

subjects may have felt the need to compensate for the white defendant 

when represented by a black attorney. As a result, subjects may have 

been likely to render the defendant not guilty and to rate the black 

attorney accordingly to achieve cognitive consistency (Heider, 1958). 

The current study provided clear support for Greenberg and 

Pyszczynski's (1985) finding that derogatory ethnic labels can cue 

prejudiced behavior in the form of low evaluations. Albeit, in the 

current investigation the derogatory ethnic labels cued negative 

schemata regardless of the evocative cues, these results were most 

likely the result of a weak competence manipulation. Furthermore, 

whereas race was salient in the Greenberg and Pyszczynski study 

(since the debators were present), in the current study race was 

manipulated using photographs and hence, was less salient and less 

likely to affect the dependent measures. Perhaps the derogatory 



ethnic criticism served to keep race salient and therefore, its 

effects were seen primarily in these conditions. Finally, the 

derogatory ethnic labels affected the final composite verdicts and 

defendant evaluations negatively, and the prosecuting attorney evalua

tions positively, indicating that the influence of the derogatory 

ethnic label extended beyond ratings of the target. This finding is 

consistent with previous research showing a relationship between 

attorney evaluations and verdicts. 

In the current experiment, control was gained somewhat at the 

expense of external validity, while the Greenberg and Pyszczynski (1985) 

study sacrificed control for external validity. Yet, in spite of 

different emphases, similar results were obtained, that is, in both 

investigations ethnic slurs caused prejudiced behavior. The implica

tions of this finding to the real world are serious: for example, 

competitive situations (employment or school application) involving 

outgroup members. An ethnic slur made in such situations may bias 

selection. Even in less formal interracial settings, such labels may 

affect interracial relations deleteriously. The current experiment 

attempted to examine the effects of a derogatory ethnic label in a 

mock-trial situation. Given the results of this study and Greenberg 

and Pyszczynski's study, further research in more realistic mock-trial 

situations is indicated to reveal possible courtroom biases. 

Finally, it is important to note that the defendant in the 

current study was white, and that this may have been a factor in the 

apparent egalitarian behavior of white subjects in the no-criticism 
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and nonethnic criticism conditions. Follow-up studies examining the 

interactional effects between black and white defense attorneys and 

white, as well as black defendants are necessary in light of increasing 

numbers of black trial lawyers and the disproportionate number of black 

defendants tried in the United States judicial system. 
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