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WHITE PRIVILEGE 1 

Resisting Privilege: Effects of a White Privilege Message Intervention and Conservative 

Media Use on Freedom Threat and Racial Attitudes 

Abstract 

Identifying ways to effectively communicate about racial/ethnic disparities is a place 

where communication scholars can make vital contributions. Yet, existing studies on this subject 

are scarce. Borrowing from reactance theory and the 3D model of White identity management, 

the present study tested whether exposing White adults to White privilege messaging helps them 

to become more aware or deny racial privilege. The results of our experiment revealed that there 

was a main effect for reading about racial privilege and increased awareness of privilege. 

However, in keeping with reactance theory, if the message stoked a perceived threat to freedom, 

message exposure resulted in the denial of both blatant and institutional racism. We also found a 

moderating role for Fox News viewing such that awareness of racial privilege was not affected 

by the intervention for heavy Fox News viewers, but it was for low Fox News viewers. We 

conclude that messages focused on explaining White privilege are promising, but there are risks.  
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Introduction 

 Ethnic/racial minorities in the United States, particularly African Americans, face an 

array of social and economic disadvantages compared to White Americans. For example, African 

Americans are significantly more likely to suffer from poor health (Williams & Mohammed, 

2009), encounter harsher legal penalties as juveniles (Fader et al., 2014), are over-represented in 

American prisons (Western, 2006), and lag behind Whites in accumulation of wealth/income 

(Bloome, 2014). 

However, attempts to address these various disparities are often met with resistance or 

indifference from White Americans (e.g., Samuels, 2014). Based on nationally representative 

data, White Americans are more likely to underestimate the extent of these disparities with many 

indicating that there are no differences (Fletcher, 2014). More importantly, White Americans 

have become more likely to believe that they face greater hardships than African Americans do 

(Norton & Sommers, 2011).  

Considering the gap in what White Americans believe about racial disparities and what 

the research shows, various tactics have been used to help Whites understand their relative 

social/cultural advantages. One strategy is to encourage Whites to recognize their “privilege,” 

which refers to the benefits that certain social groups enjoy by being part of that group 

(McIntosh, 1989). However, research exploring the outcomes associated with communicating to 

Whites about privilege offers contradictory findings. For example, teaching White Americans 

about privilege can increase their ability to identify specific racial inequities (Stewart et al., 

2010). Yet, it can also lead to less favorable racial attitudes and increased focus on their own 

hardships (Phillips & Lowery, 2015). 
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Drawing from a sample of White Americans from across the United States, the current 

study examines potential mechanisms to understand why these divergent effects exist. First, 

using the 3D model of White identity management (Knowles et al., 2014), this study explores the 

conditions under which White Americans will either look to dismantle, deny, or distance 

themselves from racial privilege. Specifically, the current study examines whether Fox News 

viewing and White racial group identification affects reactions to a message focused on racial 

privilege. Second, borrowing from psychological reactance theory (Brehm, 1966), this study 

examines whether perceived threats to one’s freedom can help explain why certain Whites react 

negatively to messages about their racial privilege (i.e., deny such privilege).   

White Attitudes Regarding Racial Disparities 

 In response to the 2008 election of Barack Obama, a number of political commentators 

declared that America had become a post-racial society free from racial animus (Boyer, 2008). 

However, in the subsequent years, it has become clear that fights over racial equity still matter, 

especially as White nationalists have become more visible (e.g., Simpson, 2018). Other evidence 

suggests that racial resentment among Whites was a consistent motivator for Donald Trump’s 

electoral success (Bobo, 2017). At the same time, African Americans have experienced little 

change and even some significant setbacks in comparison to Whites. For example, racial 

discrimination in hiring has stayed constant over time (Quillian et al., 2017), and the wealth gap 

has grown significantly over the last 30 years (Bloome, 2014).  

Considering these disparities, it is important to note that White and African American 

attitudes regarding racial hardships diverge dramatically. In a study by Norton and Sommers 

(2011), White and African American participants reported that racial bias towards African 

Americans has decreased (with Whites consistently reporting that the degree of bias was lower). 
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However, Whites were more likely to believe that anti-White bias has consistently increased, and 

that Whites are now more disadvantaged. The widening gulf between the actual lived 

experiences for African Americans, and the perceived lessening of these disparities among many 

Whites, could potentially harm racial progress as Whites could be less motivated to support 

policies that help disadvantaged racial groups (Mastro & Kopacz, 2006; Ramasubramanian, 

2010). 

Explaining Privilege 

 Originally popularized by McIntosh (1989), White privilege is the idea that Whites 

benefit from the social/political system in ways that may not be apparent to members of this 

racial group. As McIntosh notes, “White privilege is like an invisible weightless knapsack of 

special provisions, assurances, tools…and blank checks” (p. 10). Examples of White privilege 

could include “everyday” benefits, such as being able to easily find cosmetic products that match 

one’s skin tone. More serious concerns include like not getting pulled over by the police on a 

regular basis or living in the neighborhood of your choosing. Although there is some overlap, 

White privilege is not the same as anti-Black discrimination. The latter explains how certain 

racial groups are held back, while the former seeks to explain how other racial groups are 

advantaged.  

Of concern for the present study is whether such attempts to shine a light on racial 

privilege for Whites is beneficial for reducing racial inequities. According to McIntosh (1989, 

2012), exposure to information about White privilege should change Whites’ attitudes about 

racial inequity, including both institutional and blatant forms of racism by persuading them to 

reduce these inequities. However, attempts to discuss racial privilege with Whites may backfire 
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via perceived freedom threat wherein Whites shut themselves off from considering racial 

differences.  

Privilege Awareness Interventions and Identifying Privilege 

The empirical record for White privilege interventions is limited. This is particularly true 

for interventions that take place outside of more intensive environments like college classrooms 

that would mirror the kinds of messages that adults are likely to encounter in ordinary contexts 

(e.g., reading the news). With these semester-length interventions, there is evidence that 

participation in these classes does affect one's racial awareness. In a study by Case (2007), the 

author examined students who enrolled in a class on diversity awareness, finding that they 

changed their opinions on affirmative action over the course of the semester. In addition, 

Kernahan and Davis (2007) found that students enrolled in a college class examining racial 

prejudice were more aware of racism after the class than before.  

 Yet, these interventions are not likely to provide substantive insights regarding how the 

broader public responds to messaging about racial privilege in day-to-day contexts. First, the 

interventions above were months long and required hours of class time and additional studying. 

Second, these studies relied on students who self-selected into these classes and were likely 

receptive to course material.  

In looking at short-term interventions, there is mixed evidence that they can lead to 

changes in racial awareness. A study by Soble and colleagues (2011) revealed that White 

students exposed to a short video on racial differences had higher scores on racial empathy 

compared to students in a control condition. Another set of studies by Stewart and colleagues 

(2010, 2012) had White students read essays describing underrepresentation of African 

Americans on their university's faculty. They were then asked to write a letter to the university's 
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administration asking them to address this disparity after being told that their efforts had a low, 

moderate, or high chance of addressing institutional discrimination. Those in the high and 

moderate efficacy conditions were more likely than those in the low condition to express positive 

attitudes towards African Americans.  

Conversely, a study by Phillips and Lowery (2015) illustrated how these interventions 

can have quite the opposite effect. In this experiment, White participants were assigned to either 

read a brief statement about racial privilege or no statement. Afterward, participants answered 

questions related to racial privilege and personal hardships that they faced. The researchers found 

that the privilege awareness manipulation did not change participants' beliefs about the existence 

of White privilege in their own lives. More importantly, those in the White privilege condition 

were more likely to say that they had experienced personal hardships after answering the 

questions about White privilege.   

3D Model of White Identity Management and Privilege Interventions 

 What can help explain why these interventions have mixed effects on White audiences? 

In proposing their 3D model of White identity management, Knowles and colleagues argue 

(2014) that these differential effects occur if members of the targeted audience believe they are 

facing a meritocratic threat (i.e., suggesting that their individual status was not earned) or a 

group-image threat (i.e., suggesting that their racial group benefited from unfair advantages) 

when confronted with suggestions of racial privilege. The authors argue that Whites have three 

separate and mutually exclusive responses when confronted with these messages. First, they can 

deny that the privilege exists. Second, they can distance themselves from their White identity. 

Lastly, they can opt to dismantle systems of racial privilege.  
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According to the model, Whites who feel that they have faced a meritocratic threat will 

use either the deny strategy or the distance strategy to deal with racial privilege messaging. In 

other words, if the recipient of the message believes that such discussions are undermining their 

own status they will either (a) choose to ignore the information about racial privilege and 

reaffirm that they advanced on their own accord (i.e., deny) or (b) downplay their race as a factor 

in their individual success (i.e., distance). Conversely, Whites who feel that they have faced a 

group image threat can respond by either (a) distancing from racial identity or (b) choosing to 

embrace policies that reduce their privilege and work towards racial equity (i.e., dismantle). In 

the current study, we contend that the dismantling effect can materialize when there is no 

envisioned threat. Although Knowles and colleagues did not specify what would occur if a 

message target did believe they were facing a threat, we propose that reading an article about 

white privilege will activate a dismantling effect when the message recipient does not feel that 

they have faced a threat, but the message will fail in dismantling when there is a perceived threat. 

Specifically, when there is less of a perceived threat, the likelihood of counterarguing is reduced, 

which, in turn, increases message acceptance (Brock, 1967). However, as perceived threat 

increases, participants will counterargue thus increasing message resistance. 

Because cueing racial privilege is also likely to activate related racial attitudes (Fazio, 

2001), we also propose that reading a white privilege article will lead to more awareness of 

institutional discrimination and less denial of blatant racism. As such, we hypothesize: 

H1: Participants who read an article about white privilege will report lower scores on (a) 
unawareness of racial privilege, (b) unawareness of institutional discrimination, and (c) 
and lower scores on discriminatory attitudes regarding race than participants who do not 
read an article about white privilege.  

Of interest for the current study is how Whites respond when they believe they are facing 

a threat when encountering these messages. Research on persuasion has shown that certain 
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attempts to change behavior/attitudes can be met with significant resistance from the target. 

Specifically, the more a persuasion target believes that a message is attempting to constrict their 

freedom, the more likely it is that the target will actively resist the message (Brehm, 1966). In a 

pair of studies by Dillard and Shen (2005), the authors provided participants with messages 

encouraging flossing or limiting alcohol consumption. They found that when participants viewed 

these persuasive messages as attempts to limit their freedom, they felt hostile and aggressive 

feelings toward the message and were ultimately unpersuaded by the messages. Moreover, 

perceived threats to freedom can generate counterproductive effects whereby persuasion targets 

go beyond simple resistance and actually adopt the opposite position that was originally 

advocated (i.e., boomerang effects; Ringold, 2002).  

In this study we propose that a similar type of reaction is likely to occur with exposure to 

White privilege messages as suggested by the 3D model (Knowles et al., 2014). As discussed 

above, previous research has found that exposure to White privilege interventions can increase 

the likelihood that the persuasion target will accept a position that is contrary to the one that is 

advocated (Phillips & Lowry, 2015). In other words, instead of focusing on their own relative 

privilege, participants were likely to view these messages as a threat to their self-concept (i.e., 

meritocratic threat). We contend that the likely mechanism which produced this response came 

via perceived threats to freedom as participants were asked to consider something that made 

them uncomfortable. As such, as exposure to a message focused on White privilege triggers a 

threat to one’s freedom, participants will demonstrate more racist attitudes to deny that this 

privilege exists. We hypothesize: 

H2: There will be a positive indirect effect between exposure to a White privilege article 
and racial attitudes via perceived freedom threat such that exposure to the article leads to 
increased perceived freedom threat, which is then associated with (a) less awareness of 
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racial privilege, (b) less awareness of institutional discrimination, and (c) more denial of 
blatant racism attitudes regarding race.  

The last kind of reaction the 3D model proposes is a distancing effect (Knowles et al., 

2014). The distancing effect occurs when exposure to information about racial privilege triggers 

a group-image threat rather than an individual-level threat. In the case of a group-image threat, 

the target perceives that the message is arguing that their racial group benefited from an unfair 

advantage and the reaction is to separate their identity from the racial group. In other words, if 

the message target feels that the privilege message is about the benefits their racial group gained, 

the reaction is to make their identification with that racial group less personally salient. As 

Knowles and colleagues (2014) note, “through distancing, dominant-group members reassure 

themselves that White privilege, it if exists, does not affect them, while also reducing the 

salience of the self’s association with a morally questionable ingroup” (p. 601). When this 

occurs, it is likely that such a mindset helps to entrench views that foster racial inequality as it 

encourages color-blind ideology and less racial sensitivity (Knowles et al., 2014). The following 

hypothesis regarding a distancing effect is offered: 

H3: There will be a positive indirect effect between exposure to a White privilege article 
and racist attitudes via White racial group identification such that exposure to the article 
leads to lower White racial group identification, which is then associated with (a) less 
awareness of racial privilege, (b) less awareness of institutional discrimination, and (c) 
more denial of blatant racism attitudes regarding race.  

 
Fox News Viewership and Resistance to Privilege Messaging 

 The current study also explores the role that exposure to Fox News plays in predicting 

responses to messages about racial privilege. Fox News is consistently the highest rated cable 

news channel in the United States (Katz, 2017). Moreover, according to research from Gallup 

and the Knight Foundation (2018), Fox News is considered the most objective news source in the 

United States. For example, 60% of Republicans surveyed said that Fox News was objective (the 
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highest among news sources for Republicans) compared to 21% of Democrats who said that 

CNN was objective (the highest rated news source for Democrats). Fox News viewership is 

likely to have an influence on viewers’ attitudes/beliefs. In fact, a study that examined Fox 

News’ influence over time found that the network shifted the political discourse and voting 

patterns with Americans becoming more conservative as the network became more popular 

(Martin & Yurukoglu, 2017).  

 Based on the tenets of media priming research (Roskos-Ewoldsen & Roskos-Ewoldsen, 

2009), the news presents strikingly cohesive portraits of the attributes and behaviors of racial 

groups (e.g., African Americans as criminals). In turn, viewers develop schemata that are used to 

process information about these racial groups. Thus, dedicated news consumers probably have 

chronically accessible schemata about race (Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Price & Tewksbury, 1997). In 

findings that also mirror predictions made by cultivation scholars (see Arendt, 2015), researchers  

have shown that heavy news consumers, more so than light news viewers, are more likely to 

make racially biased culpability judgments (Dixon, 2006; Ortiz & Harwood, 2013), believe the 

world is a dangerous place (Dixon, 2006), and experience emotional discomfort (Dixon & 

Maddox, 2005) when presented with news coverage of criminality among racial minorities. 

 Of interest for the current study is how exposure to Fox News affects reactions to 

messages about racial privilege. Fox News covers racial issues in a way that is typically quite 

skeptical of the existence of systemic racial inequities. For example, Shah and Yamagami (2015) 

highlighted that the network often utilizes a “color-blind” lens when covering racial issues 

whereby any mention of race as an explanatory factor for inequality is dismissed as a “thing of 

the past.” In addition, Mills (2017) explored the network’s coverage of racial unrest after the 

shooting of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, and noted that those public figures who 
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mentioned racial inequality as a potential cause for the conflict were accused of stoking “racial 

division”. Thus, Fox News viewers often get their news from an information environment that is 

dismissive of racial privilege. We posit moderation hypotheses in line with this reasoning. First, 

H4 tests Fox News viewing as a moderator between the main effects of article condition on the 

three racial attitudes. Second, we tested whether Fox News viewing moderated the component 

paths between article condition and the two mediators: perceived freedom threat and White racial 

group identification.  

H4: Fox News viewing will moderate the effects of reading an article on White privilege 
on participants’ (a) unawareness of racial privilege, (b) unawareness of institutional 
discrimination, and (c) denial of blatant racism attitudes, such that resistance to the white 
privilege article will be most evident among those who are heavy Fox News viewers.  
 
H5: Fox News viewing will moderate the effects of reading an article on White privilege 
on participants’ perceived freedom threat, such that reading the white privilege article 
will activate the most perceived freedom threat among those who are heavy Fox News 
viewers.  
 
H6: Fox News viewing will moderate the effects of reading an article on White privilege 
on participants’ White racial group identification, such that reading the white privilege 
article will activate the White racial group identification among those who are heavy Fox 
News viewers.  

Finally, although our main mediational hypotheses (H2-3) posit strict mediation, we will 

also examine whether the mediational paths are moderated by Fox News viewing (see Figure one 

for the full model). Specifically, it is possible that the effect of reading the White privilege article 

on racial attitudes through perceived freedom threat only occurs among those who are heavy Fox 

News viewers. The same reasoning is applied to the White racial group identification 

mediational path. 

RQ: Will the indirect effects of condition on racial attitudes through perceived freedom 
threat and/or White racial group identification vary by levels of Fox News viewing? 
  

Methods 
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 We first tested potential stimuli to identify an effective White privilege message 

intervention. Next, we tested the main hypotheses with a 2-group (White privilege message, no 

message) between-subjects, posttest-only experiment with White adult U.S. residents. The 

pretest study was approved by the Institutional Review Board at the authors’ home institution in 

March of 2017 and the main study was approved in November of 2018.  

Stimuli Pretest 

Students from communication courses at a large public university in the Southwest were 

recruited for the pretest. In total, 167 students participated; however, given that the articles were 

being pretested for a White sample in the main experiment, we restricted the sample to the 132 

(79.0%) participants who identified as White. On average, they were 20.46 years old (SD = 1.25) 

and 59.1% (n = 79) female.  

Participants were randomly assigned to view one of three articles on White privilege or 

no article at all. The articles chosen came from popular news blogs/websites and were short and 

easy to digest. The rationale for selecting these messages was based on the desire to use 

messages that reflected how racial privilege was discussed in popular culture to increase external 

validity (see the supplementary materials for the three articles). After reading the article, 

participants rated their agreement with five statements about how informative they deemed the 

article (1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree). Internal consistency was adequate (α = .80). 

All three articles were rated as slightly lower than the midpoint on the informativeness scale 

(Article 1 M = 3.25, SD = 1.05; Article 2 M = 3.20, SD = 1.02; Article 3 M = 3.26, SD = 1.08). 

There was no difference between articles on informativeness, F(2, 95) = .03, p = .969. 

After viewing a visual prompt of White privilege, participants listed five thoughts in a 

thought-listing task. We coded each of the five thoughts for whether it recognized White 
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privilege (1 = yes) or not (0 = no), these codes were summed, resulting in a score from 0 (no 

thoughts about White privilege) to 5 (all five thoughts about White privilege). Blinded to 

condition, the authors double-coded 9.6% (n = 640) of the responses. Intercoder reliability was 

acceptable (Krippendorff’s α = .84). The authors coded the remaining responses independently. 

We compared the means of White privilege thoughts for those assigned to each article 

compared to those who were assigned to the control condition. Participants who were assigned to 

either Article 1 (M = 4.65, SD = 3.19) or Article 2 (M = 4.86, SD = 3.81) listed significantly 

more White privilege thoughts than those assigned to the control condition (M = 2.69, SD = 

2.61). The effect sizes were the same for both articles (Cohen’s d = 0.67). Thus, although the 

pretest results suggested either article would be an adequate stimulus, we ultimately chose the 

article titled “How to Explain White Privilege Exists: 7 Common Arguments, Debunked,” which 

was originally published on bustle.com (see supplementary materials; Tognotti, 2015). This 

article was written in an instructional manner, with seven breakout headings to underline the 

main points. The other article was written in a more narrative way that would have required more 

careful attention from the participants in the main study.  

Main Study 

Sample. In total, 416 participants who met our sampling criteria (White, at least 18 years 

old) consented to the study. Two attention checks were embedded into the survey. Participants 

who did not pass the attention checks (n = 9) were not permitted to continue in the survey. 

Additionally, participants who could not answer two of three basic informational multiple-choice 

questions about the article were also dropped from the sample (n = 69). The 

attention/manipulation check questions included correctly identifying: (1) how many arguments 
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the article debunked regarding White privilege, (2) one of the article’s core arguments that was 

debunked, and (3) the article’s definition of White privilege. 

After dropping those who failed the attention/manipulation checks, 338 White U.S. 

residents were included in the online experiment. Just over half (50.7%, n = 171) were women. 

Their ages ranged from 18 to 100 (M = 44.68; SD = 15.77). In total, 31.4% (n = 106) identified 

as Democrat, 40.5% (n = 137) identified as Republican, and 24.9% (n = 84) reported that they 

did not identify with either party. The remaining 2.4% (n = 8) reported they did not know with 

which party they identify. In total, 15.4% completed an advanced degree, 24.2% completed a 

bachelor’s degree, and 38.5% completed some college. Almost one-half of the participants 

(49.9%) reported their individual income as $60,000 or below.  

 Design and procedure. Data were collected from a Qualtrics panel. The design was a 

two-group between-subjects experiment. Based on an a priori power analysis estimating a small 

effect size (partial r = .20, power = .80, alpha = .05), we needed at least 292 participants. In total, 

338 completed study procedures. Participants assigned to the experimental condition read the 

White privilege article (50.0%, n = 169); those assigned to the control condition did not read an 

article (50.0%, n = 169).  

After consenting to the study, participants were randomly assigned to article condition. 

As a cover story, participants were informed that they would be assigned to read a news article 

about a topic of national interest (i.e., healthcare, race relations, or global warming), or no article. 

However, all participants assigned to the article condition read the White privilege article.  

 Measures. 

 Perceived freedom threat. To measure perceived freedom threat, we used Dillard and 

Shen’s (2005) scale, which measured participants’ agreement on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = 
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Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree) with four statements, e.g., “This survey tried to pressure 

me about race relations.” Inter-item reliability was satisfactory (Cronbach’s α = .88). 

 White racial group identification. Participants rated their agreement (1 = Strongly 

Disagree, 6 = Strongly Agree) with four items from the Identity sub-scale of the Collective Self-

esteem Scale (Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992). The items assessed the extent to which they identify 

with their racial/ethnic group., e.g., “The racial/ethnic group I belong to is an important 

reflection of who I am.”  Inter-item reliability was satisfactory (Cronbach’s α = .75). 

 Racial attitudes. To measure racial attitudes, participants completed the Color-Blind 

Racial Attitudes Scale (CoBRAS; Neville et al., 2000). The scale is comprised of three factors: 

Unawareness of Racial Privilege (URP, e.g., “Everyone who works hard, no matter what race 

they are, has an equal chance to become rich”); Unawareness of Institutional Discrimination 

(UID, e.g., “Social policies, such as affirmative action, discriminate unfairly against White 

people”); and Denial of Blatant Racism (DBR, e.g., “Racial problems in the U.S. are rare, 

isolated situations”). Participants reported their agreement with these statements on a 6-point 

scale (1 = Strongly Disagree, 6 = Strongly Agree). Internal consistency was adequate for each 

subscale (URP α = .86; UID α = .83; DBR α = .77). 

 Moderator variable. 

 Fox News viewing. Participants reported how many days of the week that they “get their 

news” from Fox News either by watching the cable channel or accessing its website.  

 Control variables. 

 Political party affiliation. Participants reported the strength of their political party 

affiliation on a 7-point semantic differential scale (1 = Strong Democrat; 7 = Strong Republican). 

 Age. Participants reported their age in years.  
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 Education. Participants reported their highest level of education on a 6-point ordinal 

scale: 1 = some high school (did not graduate), 2 = high school graduate, 3 = some college (did 

not graduate), 4 = technical or associate’s degree, 5 = bachelor’s degree, or 6 = graduate degree.  

Data Analysis 

 To test our hypotheses, we ran three comprehensive moderated mediation models, using 

the PROCESS macro Model 8 (Hayes, 2018). For each racial attitude variable (i.e., URP, UID, 

DBR), we entered article condition as the independent variable, perceived freedom threat and 

white racial group identification as simultaneous mediator variables, and Fox News viewing as 

the moderator variable, while controlling for the effects of political party affiliation, age, and 

education. To test for the moderating effect of Fox News viewing, we examined the interactions 

between condition and Fox News viewing on perceived freedom threat, white racial group 

identification and each of the three racial attitudes. For the mediational hypotheses, we modeled 

the mediation in separate analyses using 10,000 bootstrapping samples and 95% bias-corrected 

confidence intervals. We also examined moderated mediation for the RQ by examining the index 

of moderated mediation for each mediational path.  

Multiple imputation using linear regression was used to account for missing data on two 

covariates from the sample of 338 that were included in the final dataset. Participants were 

permitted to skip questions with which they were uncomfortable. Thus, we replaced missing data 

on 42 cases for political party affiliation and 20 cases for education. 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

See Table 1 for descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations for all variables of 

interest. In line with our hypotheses, perceived freedom threat was correlated with all three racial 
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attitudes; however, counter to our hypotheses, white racial group identification was not 

correlated with any dependent variable. Additionally, Fox News viewing was positively 

correlated with URP and UID but not white racial group identification nor DBR. In terms of the 

covariates, identifying more strongly with the Republican party was positively correlated with 

URP, UID, and DBR. Older participants were more likely to report UID, and education was 

negatively correlated with URP and DBR.  

H1: A Dismantling Effect? 

All path coefficients, including the covariates, for the three models are in Table 2. In 

terms of a “dismantling” effect, reading the White privilege article negatively predicted 

unawareness of racial privilege (see Figure 1) and negatively predicted unawareness of 

unawareness of institutional discrimination (see Figure 2). Thus, H1a-b were supported. 

However, reading the white privilege article did not have a dismantling effect on DBR, as the 

main effect was not statically significant (see Figure 3). Thus, H1c was not supported. 

H2: A Denial Effect? 

The models’ indirect effects (testing H2 and H3) are shown in Table 3. Reading the white 

privilege article positively predicted perceived freedom threat, but perceived freedom threat did 

not predict URP. Likewise, the indirect effect was not statistically significant. H2a was not 

supported.  

However, there was an indirect effect for UID. As shown in Table 3, the indirect effect 

was statistically significant, which supports a denial effect in line with H2b. Similarly, perceived 

freedom threat further predicted DBR. This indirect effect was statistically significant, as shown 

in Table 3, also supporting a denial effect in line with H2c.  

H3: A Distancing Effect?  
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Reading the white privilege article was not related to white racial group identification, 

even though White racial group identification negatively predicted URP. As shown in Table 3, 

the effect of experimental group on URP was not mediated by perceived freedom threat nor by 

white racial group identification. Thus, H3a was not supported.  

Because article condition did not predict White racial group identification, the indirect 

effects were not statistically significant for UID and DBR (see Table 3). Neither H3b nor H3c 

was supported. There was no evidence of distancing in the present study.  

H4-6: The Moderating Role of Fox News Viewing 

 For H4, the interaction between article condition and Fox News viewing on each of the 

three racial attitudes was examined. As shown in Figure 2, the interaction between reading the 

White privilege article and Fox News viewing on URP was statistically significant. To 

decompose the interaction, we examined the simple slopes for three groups: those one standard 

deviation below the mean (light Fox News viewers), at the mean (moderate Fox News viewers), 

and one standard deviation above the mean (heavy Fox News viewers). The interaction is plotted 

in Figure 5. For heavy Fox News viewers, reading the White privilege article did not influence 

URP (b = .264, p = .265). However, for those who were light (b = -.515, p < .001) and moderate 

(b = -.410, p < .001) Fox News viewers, reading the White privilege article negatively predicted 

URP. That is, low and moderate Fox News viewers were responsive to the article in the predicted 

direction; heavy Fox News were not. H4a was supported. In contrast, the interaction between 

article and Fox News viewing was not statistically significant for UID (Figure 3) nor DBR 

(Figure 4). Thus, neither H4b nor H4c were supported.  

 We also posited that the links between reading the White privilege article and perceived 

freedom threat (H5) and White racial group identification (H6) would be moderated by Fox 
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News viewing. The interactions are identical in each of the three models, and they all show that 

neither interaction is statistically significant. Thus, neither H5 nor H6 was supported.  

RQ: Moderated Mediation? 

 Although the results of H2 confirmed that the mediational paths between condition, 

perceived freedom threat, and UID and DBR were statistically significant, we also tested 

whether the mediational paths were moderated by Fox News viewing. The Index of Moderated 

Mediation (IMM) was examined to test the indirect effect of condition on the three racial 

attitudes through each of the two mediators differed based on participants’ Fox News viewing 

(Hayes, 2015). We did not find evidence of moderated mediation for any of the resultant six 

mediational paths (table 4).  

Discussion 

Scholars have recommended that one way to address racial inequities is to help Whites 

understand the advantages they enjoy due to their race (McIntosh, 1989). However, research on 

the efficacy of these interventions has been mixed. Using the 3D model of White identity 

management (Knowles et al., 2014) as a conceptual guide, the current study explored the 

conditions under which White privilege messages were likely to succeed or fail and our findings 

generally supported this model.  

First, we found that general exposure to messaging about White privilege led to a 

dismantling response in that those participants who read the article reported less unawareness of 

racial privilege (H1a) and less unawareness of institutional discrimination (H1b). Second, the 

results showed that if exposure to the racial privilege message produced a perceived freedom 

threat to participants, they were significantly more likely to deny that institutional racism (H2b) 

and blatant racism (H2c) exist. We did not find that exposure to the racial privilege message 
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produced a distancing response in participants (H3a-c). Lastly, the study provided some 

important context by examining how exposure media that often dismisses White racial privilege 

(i.e., Fox News) affects heavy viewers.  

Effects of White Privilege Intervention on Racial Attitudes 

 The finding that exposure to the intervention message was directly linked to general 

acknowledgement of racial privilege and institutional discrimination speaks to the potential of 

White privilege messaging to reduce colorblind racism and possibly even dismantle these 

structural differences. This finding falls in line with what McIntosh (1989) proposed when she 

began advocating for greater racial privilege awareness. Her argument was that learning about 

racial advantage would spur Whites to see racial inequities more systemically. For example, 

understanding that White adults are more likely gain some benefit via their racial background 

should be linked to some understanding that African Americans along with other racial 

minorities face significant headwinds.  

 That noted, there are certainly conditions under which these messages can backfire. One 

of these risks is when White privilege messaging increases perceived freedom threat, a crucial 

component of psychological reactance (see Dillard & Shen, 2005). Exposure to the intervention 

message predicted perceived freedom threat, and as this increased, denial of blatant racism and 

unawareness of institutional discrimination also increased. The more a message target perceives 

a threat to their freedom, they can react in a way that ends up doing more harm than good by 

adopting beliefs that deny racial prejudice. This finding aligns with Knowles et al. (2014) who 

argued that when Whites feel that they have faced a meritocratic threat, they can adopt a denial 

strategy regarding racial privilege. In fact, our findings suggest that the reaction goes beyond 

denial as we found that certain Whites became more racially antagonistic. As such, attempts to 
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reduce participants’ perceived threats to freedom in discussions about White privilege are 

warranted.  

These observed boomerang effects are particularly interesting when considering the 

nature of the intervention article that was used in the current study. This specific article was 

chosen because pretests had shown that the message was the most effective in generating 

awareness of White privilege. With that noted, the article was informational in nature as it 

focused on the acknowledgment of White privilege existence. Specifically, the article offered 

seven separate explanations for the existence of White privilege. We do not regard the article as 

explicitly persuasive as it does not make forceful arguments for convincing readers that White 

privilege exists, but it does present arguments against White privilege in the first person (e.g., “I 

grew up poor, and I’ve had plenty of struggles”) and then presents explanations against that 

argument in the second person (e.g., “White privilege… is about the benefits … that society 

affords you simply as a function of your Whiteness”). Even with these more banal explanations, 

perceived freedom threat was cued for participants, suggesting that they viewed the article in a 

threatening way. In turn, this perceived threat resulted in the endorsement of attitudes which 

ignored racial disparities. To be clear, we only used one message to test reactions to White 

privilege interactions rather than a range of messages, so it is possible that this article is not 

representative of other types of interventions. 

 Lastly, although most of the findings in the current study aligned with predictions of the 

3D model of White identity management (Knowles et al., 2014), the results here did not reveal a 

distancing effect. Specifically, the 3D model predicts that if exposure to White privilege 

messaging produces a group-identity threat regarding one’s racial identification, the message 

target is likely to downplay their identification with this racial group and they will be less likely 
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to support efforts to increase racial equity. These results did not materialize in our experiment as 

exposure to the privilege message did not affect participants’ White racial group identification. It 

could be the case that the manipulation was simply not strong enough to cue the kind of group-

image threat that would generate changes in racial group identification. If so, future studies 

should explore manipulations that improve the likelihood that this threat will manifest. A second 

possibility is that White privilege is too diffuse a notion to threaten one’s White racial ingroup 

and the active harm needs to be much more severe. Third, it may be necessary to reconsider how 

White racial group identification functions in the 3D model. As seen in Table 1, there was a 

negative relationship between White racial group identification and unawareness of racial 

privilege which is contrary to what others have found (Branscombe et al., 2007). As such, future 

research should more closely examine how White racial group identification is related to racial 

attitudes.  

Fox News Viewing and Resistance to White Privilege Messaging 

The finding that the White privilege article decreased unawareness of racial privilege was 

tempered by the moderating role of Fox News viewing. Among heavy Fox News viewers, the 

article did not move the dial on awareness of racial privilege. Thus, only the light and moderate 

Fox News viewers were responsive in the predicted direction to the White privilege message and 

these effects persisted even when controlling for the political party affiliation of the respondent. 

As such, the effect Fox News viewership has on the reception of messages explaining racial 

privilege extends beyond one’s political orientation. These findings are particularly important as 

this news source is the most watched cable news network (Katz, 2017), has considerable say in 

shaping the national discourse (Martin & Yurukoglu, 2017), and caters to an overwhelmingly 

White audience (Wilstein, 2014). 



WHITE PRIVILEGE 23 

We argue that these findings likely say something about the worldview of audiences of this 

network. Based on previous research exploring how the network covers racial issues, this is not 

entirely surprising. Fox News is known for dog-whistle political coverage (e.g., Ley, 2018) and 

for explicitly dismissing and/or mocking White privilege (e.g., O’Reilly, 2014). Examinations of 

Fox News and its racial coverage have revealed a consistent lens of “color-blind” racism (Shah 

& Yamagami, 2015) and attempts to address racial inequities are regularly classified as stoking 

“racial division” (Mills, 2017). Thus, it is likely that Fox News viewers have chronically 

accessible schemata about racial issues that were used to process the White privilege messaging 

(Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Price & Tewksbury, 1997). These schemata likely led heavy Fox News 

viewers to be resistant to understanding and acknowledging racial privilege. That is, when faced 

with a message explaining White privilege, the heavy Fox News viewers were not open to 

learning from the message. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

            There are limitations to the present study that should be addressed. First, there may have 

been something about this specific message intervention that engendered the reactions that were 

found, rather than an assumed general effect of White privilege-based messages. Future research 

should expand the sample of messages tested to determine whether these effects extend more 

broadly. Moreover, the specific message that was used for this study was pretested with a student 

population; there is the chance that this message translated differently to an older population of 

non-students. Future research should test a variety of White privilege interventions to determine 

whether the effects cut across messages. Similarly, future research should also test for different 

message features that would prevent the cueing of perceived freedom threats.  
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            The second limitation concerns the attrition associated with completing the study. In 

total, 416 participants who met our sampling criteria (White, at least 18 years old) consented to 

the survey. Of those 10.4% (n = 69) were dropped from the survey because they failed the 

retention checks (multiple choice questions about the article), and 1.4% (n = 9) were dropped for 

failing attention check questions. These questions were included because it was necessary to 

ensure that participants read the intervention message and carefully read the survey questions, as 

the online pool that this study used for data collection is comprised of individuals who make 

money for completing surveys quickly. As such, there was some concern that participants would 

be more focused on progressing through the study as quickly as possible and were not reading 

the intervention message and question.  

 In the present study we measured freedom threat, which is argued to cause reactance 

(Dillard & Shen, 2005). Reactance is typically measured with a composite index of anger and 

open-ended negative cognitions. In reality, however, reactance and freedom threat are highly 

correlated (Rains, 2013), and the close-ended nature of the freedom threat scale was more 

appropriate for a survey-based experiment than the open-ended nature of the negative cognitions 

scale. In the future, researchers should measure all three components of psychological reactance 

(perceived freedom threat, anger, negative cognitions) to be better able to contribute to reactance 

scholarship.  

 Finally, it is important to point out that in the current research design, perceived freedom 

threat, White racial group identification, and the three racial attitudes were measured cross-

sectionally. Whereas we can infer that the white privilege article preceded each of these 

variables, it is not possible to rule out the possibility that the causal directions between the 

mediator and the outcome variables are reversed. Similarly, based on the 3D model of White 
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identity management (Knowles et al., 2014), we tested the idea that the message intervention 

causally affects racial attitudes. However, based on motivated reasoning theory (Kunda, 1990; 

Lowery et al., 2007), it is possible that people’s racial attitudes are defined by their identity-

relevant attitudes, in particular their political identity. Thus, we might expect that people’s 

existing racial attitudes will influence the messages to which they expose themselves (Knobloch-

Westerwick & Meng, 2009). Future research that allows for reciprocal effects between white 

privilege messages and racial attitudes would be warranted to investigate this possibility.  

Conclusion 

The results of the present study showed that a brief message intervention on White privilege 

resulted in a stronger awareness of racial privilege and institutional discrimination. We deemed 

these results to be promising for the development of White privilege interventions; however, we 

did identify circumstances where these messages are less effective or even harmful. First, we 

found that there is some risk in cueing freedom threat with these messages, even when the 

message is quite mild, and that there are carryover effects from these threats. The participants 

who felt that their freedom was threatened exhibited boomerang effects and exhibited more racist 

attitudes. Second, among those adults who were heavy Fox News viewers, reading the article did 

not change their opinions regarding White privilege. Thus, future endeavors in discussing racial 

privilege with White Americans should avoid messages that provoke freedom threat, and they 

should take into consideration participants’ news consumption habits.
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Table 1 

 Descriptive Statistics and Zero-Order Correlations between Study Variables 

Variable  PFT WRGI URP UID DBR FOX PPA AGE ED 

Perceived Freedom Threat (PFT) __         

White Racial Group Identification (WRGI) .14* __        

Unawareness of Racial Privilege (URP) .15** -.17** __       

Unawareness of Institutional Discrimination (UID) .24*** .00 .55*** __      

Denial of Blatant Racism (DBR) .27*** .02 .61*** .59*** __     

Fox News Viewing (FOX) .15** .06 .20*** .22*** .09 __    

Political Party Affiliation (PPA) .19** -.14* .53*** .52*** .42*** .12* __   

Age (AGE) -.10 .01 -.01 .22*** -.04 .20*** .13* __  

Education (ED) -.03 .07 -.24*** -.05 -.18** .00 -.07 .11 __ 

M  

(SD) 

2.19 

(1.01) 

2.92 

(1.10) 

3.77 

(1.07) 

3.57 

(1.06) 

2.56 

(0.87) 

3.13 

(2.66) 

4.18 

(1.68) 

44.40 

(15.77) 

3.90 

(1.37) 

Range 1-5 1-6 1-6 1-6 1-5.50 0-7 1-7 18-100 1-6 

Note. *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001
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Table 2 

Path Coefficients for Main Effects and Interaction Effect on Racial Attitudes (N = 338)  

 Perceived 
Freedom 
Threat 

White Racial 
Group 

Identity 

Unawareness 
of Racial 
Privilege 

Unawareness 
of Institutional 
Discrimination 

Denial of 
Blatant 
Racism 

White 
Privilege 
Article 
Condition 

.626*** -.020 -.621*** -.456** -.215 

Fox Viewing .095** .040 .003 .010 -.003 

Condition * 
Fox Viewing 

-.067 -.018 .106** .056 .019 

Political 
Party 
Affiliation 

.111** -.083* .295*** .288*** .193*** 

Age -.012** .001 -.002 .014 -.002 

Education -.022 .047 -.140*** -.022 -.090** 

Perceived 
Freedom 
Threat 

-- -- .082 .180*** .156*** 

White Racial 
Group 
Identification 

-- -- -.125** .022 .033 

F 6.887*** 1.451 22.144** 21.552*** 12.355*** 

R2 .111 .026 .350 .344 .231 

Note. Unstandardized estimates reported. Political party affiliation was coded as 1 = Strongly 
Democrat, 7 = Strongly Republican.   
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Table 3 

Bootstrap Analysis of Indirect Effects of White Privilege Article on Racial Attitudes through 

Perceived Freedom Threat and White Racial Group Identification 

H Predictor Mediator(s) Criterion 𝛽𝛽 SE Lower Upper 

H2a WPA Freedom Threat Unawareness of 
Racial Privilege 
 

.032 .020 -.005 .082 

H3a WPA White Racial 
Group 
Identification 
 

Unawareness of 
Racial Privilege 
 

.009 .015 -.017 .045 

H2b WPA Freedom Threat Unawareness of 
Institutional 
Discrimination 
 

.091 .032 .036 .1159 

H3b WPA White Racial 
Group 
Identification 

Unawareness of 
Institutional 
Discrimination 
 

-.005 .010 -.030 .013 

H2c WPA Freedom Threat 
 

Denial of 
Blatant Racism 

.085 .034 .027 .158 

H3c WPA White Racial 
Group 
Identification 

Denial of 
Blatant Racism 

-.005 .010 -.030 .012 

Note. WPA = Assignment to White Privilege Article. Italicized indirect effects are statistically 

significant, p < .05.  
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Table 4  

Tests of Moderated Mediation for Fox News Viewing Moderating Mediational Paths in each 

Model 

 Index of Moderated 

Mediation 

(Standard Error) 

95% Confidence 

Interval 

Condition PFT  URP -.006 (.005) -.019, .002 

Condition WRGI  URP .002 (.006) -.009, .017 

Condition PFT  UID -.012 (.010) -.033, .003 

Condition WRGI  UID .000 (.003) -.006, .005 

Condition PFT  DBR -.010 (.008) -.028, .003 

Condition WRGI  DBR -.001 (.002) -.040, .023 

Note. WRGI = White Racial Group Identification. PFT = Perceived Freedom Threat. URP = 

Unawareness of Racial Privilege. UID = Unawareness of Institutional Discrimination. DBR = 

Denial of Blatant Racism. 
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