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White Apathy and Allyship in Uncivil Racial Social 
Media Comments
Jessica Roden a and Muniba Saleem b,*

aCommunication and Media, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI, USA; bCommunication 
Studies, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI, USA

ABSTRACT
Given the pervasiveness of racist online comments, it 
is important to determine what factors motivate 
White audiences to take actions for racial justice. 
We utilize and expand on the defensive effect, 
which proposes that uncivil online comments can 
mobilize action, by focusing on social identities and 
group-based emotions. By manipulating the race of 
a person tweeting in support of racial justice protests 
and the civility of the racist response, we find that 
uncivil replies lead to increased feelings of group- 
based anger, which is associated with willingness to 
respond to the comment online and take political 
action for racial equality. These findings highlight the 
mobilizing influence that anger, as opposed to other 
emotions, can have on White bystanders witnessing 
racist incivility within social media environments.

Online discrimination and harassment are rampant, with 41% of Americans 
having been subjected to some sort of online harassment and one in four 
Black individuals experiencing online harassment due to their race 
(Duggan, 2017). However, only half of those who ever witnessed online 
harassment took any action (Duggan, 2017). While bystanders might think 
that they would feel upset and stand up for the victim or address the 
perpetrator when witnessing racism, in reality they feel little distress and 
are unlikely to intervene (Kawakami et al., 2009). Because racist online 
comments are common and bystander intervention less so, it is important 
to determine the mechanisms that do inspire action, both on and offline, to 
understand how the harmful effects of these comments might be mitigated.
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Prior literature has demonstrated that, in personally relevant situations, 
these hurtful or uncivil online comments evoke negative emotions that can 
motivate willingness to take action (Borah, 2014; Lu & Myrick, 2016; 
Masullo Chen, 2017; Masullo Chen & Lu, 2017). This motivation to defend 
one’s beliefs when attacked is known as the defensive effect (Masullo Chen, 
2017). Witnessing a racist conversation, though, is not as much personally 
relevant as it is relevant to an individual’s social identity, whether that be 
through a common racial identity, political ideology, or other salient aspect 
of the remarks. While uncivil intergroup online comments have been 
examined (J. W. Kim, 2018; Rains et al., 2017), the defensive effect, to our 
knowledge, has not been extended to an explicitly intergroup setting, in 
which threatening intergroup conflict heightens social identity salience and 
provides opportunities to react as a member of a social group (Spears, 
2011).

This experiment investigates this context by having White participants 
witness a racist online argument. White people, as those with the most 
control over American institutions, have the most opportunity and respon
sibility to enact racial equality (DiAngelo, 2018). It is therefore necessary to 
determine how this racial group will react to witnessing racist social media 
comments. If salient social identity cues, such as race, are present that link 
the bystander to the perpetrator of the racist comment, the bystander is 
likely to experience the interaction as someone of that salient social identity 
group (Mackie et al., 2016). In terms of the defensive effect, we expect this 
heightened social identity connection to be manifested in negative group- 
based emotions, which are emotions experienced on behalf of a group 
member, and racial justice action intentions. To test the mechanisms 
mobilizing White people upon seeing racist online incivility, we used an 
experimental paradigm that manipulates both the race of the person who 
tweets a message in support of athletes kneeling to protest police brutality 
(White or Black) and the civility of the reply from a White person who 
makes a racist comment in disagreement with this stance (neutral or 
uncivil).

This study contributes theoretically by building on understanding of the 
defensive effect. Instead of treating all online conversations as only inter
personal, this work determines if and how this effect translates to an 
intergroup situation by highlighting the role of social identities and group- 
based emotions. By combining literature on social identity theory with 
research about the defensive effect, we are able to better understand the 
effects of racist online incivility and the specific group-based emotions that 
help mobilize action for racial justice among White people. Further, by 
examining individual group-based emotions and their distinct effects, we 
add nuance to the mechanisms involved in reactions to racist online 
incivility. Practically, this study will be useful in determining the conditions 
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needed to mobilize White individuals to take anti-racism action in social 
media settings and beyond.

Online incivility and the defensive effect

Online incivility is any remark that conveys an unnecessarily disrespectful 
tone (Coe et al., 2014), including either insulting language, name-calling, 
profanity, stereotypes, and other terms related to hate speech (Masullo 
Chen, 2017). This is a pervasive problem; in fact, one in five online 
comments has been found to exhibit at least some attribute of uncivil 
speech (Coe et al., 2014). These comments can have serious negative out
comes, including greater close-mindedness, attitude certainty, and prejudice 
(Borah, 2014; Hwang et al., 2018; Soral et al., 2018), which limit opportu
nities for democratic discourse.

While uncivil comments from politicians tend to increase cynicism and 
demobilize constituents (Mutz, 2015; Otto et al., 2020), in certain specific 
situations, uncivil online comments from ordinary non-elites can actually 
have a mobilizing effect. Masullo Chen (2017) labels this the defensive 
effect, since incivility can cause people to want to defend their beliefs 
from being attacked. The message must be (1) a disagreement, (2) that 
contains incivility, (3) about a polarizing issue with clear sides that the 
person cares deeply about, and (4) in a way that feels personal or challenges 
the person’s sense of self (Masullo Chen, 2017). If this type of message 
evokes a strong negative affect in someone who deeply disagrees with it, this 
person is likely to want to defend their point of view by speaking out or 
getting politically involved with the issue at focus.

Several studies have demonstrated the link between these kinds of uncivil 
comments and intentions to participate politically on a wide range of issues 
including abortion, gay rights, immigration policy, gun control, military 
intervention with ISIS, removal of Confederate flags, and a presidential 
campaign (Borah, 2014; Lu & Myrick, 2016; Masullo Chen, 2017; Masullo 
Chen & Lu, 2017). Several of these studies found this association to exist 
only indirectly through negative emotions, whereas a lack of these emotions 
produced a sort of silencing effect, inhibiting action intentions (Lu & 
Myrick, 2016; Masullo Chen, 2017). Regardless of the topic, when indivi
duals felt personally challenged by uncivil disagreement and experienced 
negative emotions, they felt more inclined to take action for the issue they 
cared about.

Intergroup dynamics involved in online racial dialogue

Would a message be able to trigger similar defensiveness when someone feels 
challenged, not personally, but due to a shared social identity? The processes 
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related to social identity connections are outlined in social identity theory, 
which suggests that an identity can originate from group membership when it 
has important emotional and value significance, leading to the creation of an 
“us” versus “them” (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This has important consequences 
because an individual is more likely to align with the ingroup’s attitudes and 
norms and to reject those of the outgroup in order to maintain positive 
distinctiveness (Spears, 2011). These social identities are made salient in 
intergroup contexts, in which group categories are evident and magnify 
intergroup differences above interpersonal ones (Spears, 2011).

Subtle cues like background music or photos are often all that is needed to 
prime a social identity in these contexts (Seger et al., 2009). While there might 
be several relevant social identities in a given situation, race is one that is both 
chronically and situationally accessible, meaning that it is salient both because 
it is important to one’s self-concept and very perceptually evident (Hogg & 
Reid, 2006). White individuals categorize based on race more quickly than 
they would like to admit (Norton et al., 2006), and race has been found to be 
a more salient factor in categorizing facial images than gender and age 
(Montepare & Opeyo, 2002). Especially when a conversation is clearly con
nected to racism, which it is in the case of athletes kneeling during the 
national anthem to protest police brutality (Boycoff & Carrington, 2020), 
there are several cues available to prime racial social identity.

The racism produced from the threats these cues create contributes to 
many harmful intergroup behaviors. In the presence of other bystanders, 
White people feel less compelled to help out a Black victim compared to 
a White one (Gaertner & Dovidio, 1977; Saucier et al., 2005). In fact, there 
is no evidence that people who witness racist incidents experience beha
vioral, cognitive, or physiological reactions of being upset (Karmali et al., 
2017). Further, the majority of bystanders do not confront the individual 
who makes a racist comment, and while feeling strong negative emotions 
encourages confrontation, especially for women, it does not guarantee 
action (Dickter & Newton, 2013).

Similar effects also occur in online contexts. People report seeing hate 
speech on social media at a greater rate than during face-to-face commu
nication (Barnidge et al., 2019). Online comments about the tragic extra
judicial killings of Black Americans, for example, contain more incivility 
than they do thoughtful deliberation on the subject (Masullo Chen et al., 
2020). Witnessing these comments might just lead to apathy though, 
because maliciousness in online environments evokes less outrage than it 
does in face-to-face contexts (Puryear & Vandello, 2019). It is therefore 
important to examine the emotions that are produced in these settings to 
see if any can lead to action against racism.
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Discrete group-based emotions

The appraisal theories of emotions recognize that emotions are derived 
from evaluations of events, which can differ between individuals (Scherer 
et al., 2001). In the context of the defensive effect, multiple people could 
read the same uncivil comment, but only those who hold strong beliefs 
about the issue and disagree with the author would evaluate the comment 
as a threat to their beliefs and respond with negative emotions. Intergroup 
appraisals occur when a certain social identity is made salient, group 
members interpret a situation as a member of that identity group, and 
they think about implications as a group member (Mackie et al., 2016). 
While salience can be activated by explicit mentions of a social identity, it 
can also occur through the priming of more subtle group cues (Seger et al., 
2009).

According to Intergroup Emotions Theory, these intergroup appraisals 
lead to intergroup or group-based emotions, which are emotions experi
enced on behalf of a group during group-relevant events (Mackie et al., 
2000). These are distinct from individual emotions because they can be 
experienced in response to situations that affect ingroup members but not 
oneself, such as feeling anger when an ingroup member is harmed by 
another person, even when the harm does not personally affect the observer 
(Gordijn et al., 2001; Smith et al., 2007). This distinction is important 
because group-based emotional reactions connect emotions to social iden
tity categorizations and experiences as an ingroup member, contexts which 
are not captured by individual emotions (Mackie et al., 2016).

Since the same situation can evoke multiple different group-based emo
tions simultaneously (Mackie et al., 2016), the group-based emotions exam
ined in this experiment are anger, guilt, and shame. These emotions can 
lead to distinct actions, including ones that are key for anti-racism, like 
intervening with the racist incident online and engaging politically to 
combat racism at a larger, structural scale. With bystander anti-racism 
reducing the harm to victims and potentially shifting social norms away 
from intolerance (Nelson et al., 2011), and political anti-racism action 
influencing electoral and policy choices as well as creating a sense of 
community (Norris, 2007), the two actions together have the opportunity 
to create meaningful change.

Anger

Anger has been studied extensively in the collective action literature as one of 
the essential antecedents of action. Indeed, the social identity model of collec
tive action (SIMCA) considers anger evoked by perceived injustice to be a key 
mechanism in motivating collective actions (Van Zomeren et al., 2008). 
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According to the appraisal theories of emotions, anger is especially likely to be 
experienced when a situation is appraised as disadvantageous and in violation 
of social norms (Kuppens et al., 2007). When such injustice or violation is 
perceived to occur to the ingroup, individuals feel angry at this mistreatment 
and are likely to seek actions that change or challenge their disadvantageous 
position. Though much existing work examines these processes among dis
advantaged group members (Saleem et al., 2021), research suggests advantaged 
group members also display similar processes when supporting disadvantaged 
groups (Leach et al., 2006; Van Zomeren et al., 2011).

Anger has also been found to be a mechanism for action in relation to 
uncivil comments. Online messages that are uncivil or racist, understand
ably, produce feelings of anger (Lee-Won et al., 2017). Hateful comments 
can include norm violations such as insults and defamations, calls for 
violence, and political agitation (Wilhelm et al., 2020), appraisals of which 
are known to induce anger (Kuppens et al., 2007). When cross-cutting and 
uncivil comments evoke anger, this anger then leads to intentions to engage 
in low-cost political activities like sharing a news article or engaging in 
political discussions on social media (Lu & Myrick, 2016). This study found 
that anger did not, however, lead to more costly participation intentions 
like donating money or volunteering, most likely because anger triggers 
quick responses that do not require much contemplation (Lerner & Keltner, 
2001; Scott, 1980) – the opposite of the dedication needed to sustain 
commitment for these high-cost activities.

Shame and guilt

While colloquially shame and guilt might be used as synonyms, prior research 
has found them to be distinct emotions that have different antecedents and 
outcomes (Lickel et al., 2005). When someone has a shared identity with 
another who committed an act of wrongdoing, if it seems like it could hurt 
one’s self-image, the person is likely to feel shame and take distancing actions. 
Group-based shame is related to the black sheep effect, whereby an ingroup 
member with negative qualities gets derogated more than an outgroup mem
ber with the same qualities (Marques et al., 1988). This is often done in an 
effort to distance that person from the group while retaining a positive social 
identity (Marques & Paez, 1994). For example, following the September 11 
attacks, Americans who witnessed discrimination by fellow Americans toward 
Middle Easterners felt group-based shame and wanted to distance themselves 
from their fellow Americans (Johns et al., 2005).

On the other hand, if an individual has perceptions of interdependence, or 
high levels of interaction and communication, with the wrongdoer, the person 
might feel responsible for not stopping the event. This, in turn, will produce 
group-based guilt and reparative actions to get involved and fix the problem 
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(Mallett et al., 2008). Because of this perceived interdependence, it seems as if 
group-based guilt would not be evoked during an uncivil encounter with an 
internet stranger. However, research has found group-based guilt to be pro
voked when memories of historical wrongdoings are brought up, even though 
the individuals who feel this guilt could not have done anything to stop the past 
(Brown et al., 2008; Doosje et al., 1998). In the context of the United States, the 
collective guilt that White people might feel about historical and present 
mistreatment and abuse of Black Americans could be seen as White guilt. 
While White guilt is only present in a small portion of White people, feeling 
this guilt about past and present inequality toward Black Americans has been 
found to predict affirmative action support to try to remedy those racist actions 
and the guilt they cause (Swim & Miller, 1999).

Discrete emotions

In the context of this experiment, in which an ingroup member makes 
a racist comment, these three group-based emotions are likely to be evoked 
and lead to different action intentions. The defensive effect, as Masullo Chen 
(2017) specifies it, however, does not predict how incivility will impact 
discrete emotions, but just how it will influence general negative affect. It is 
theorized as relying on primal emotional responses, not higher-level cogni
tive processes, making it impossible to disentangle one emotion from another 
(Masullo Chen, 2017). For example, in one study, negative affect is operatio
nalized by asking if participants felt “upset,” “guilty,” “jittery,” “ashamed,” 
“depressed,” “angry,” “irritable,” or “annoyed” (Masullo Chen & Lu, 2017). 
However, this seems limiting, as at ignores how events are uniquely appraised 
and how distinct emotions can lead to different outcomes (Nabi, 2010; 
Scherer et al., 2001). This is demonstrated in one study that found that 
both cross-cutting arguments and incivility on Facebook created anxiety, 
which predicted engagement in high-cost activities like donating money or 
volunteering, and anger, which predicted low-cost activities like talking to 
others (Lu & Myrick, 2016). These nuances would be missed by treating all 
negative emotions as one. By highlighting discrete group-based emotions, 
this study examines these distinctions with respect to racist incivility.

Hypotheses

The literature clearly points to personally relevant uncivil attacks evoking 
strong negative emotions that prompt action (Lu & Myrick, 2016; Masullo 
Chen, 2017). We hypothesize that the same will occur for racist incivility 
that is relevant not to the personal, but to the social sense of self. Further, 
prior research has found that an ambiguous negative situation between 
a Black and White person is labeled as a conflict more often than the 
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same situation featuring two White individuals (Karmali et al., 2019). Yet, 
people often react apathetically upon witnessing racism (Karmali et al., 
2017). We therefore investigate how disagreeing comments directed at 
a White versus a Black person alter negative emotions, and how the degree 
of incivility of the comments might interact with this race manipulation to 
influence emotional responses.

H1: Uncivil replies, compared to neutral replies, will lead to more group- 
based anger (H1a), guilt (H1b), and shame (H1c).  

RQ1: What effect will replies targeted at a Black person compared to a White 
person have on group-based anger (RQ1a), guilt (RQ1b), and shame (RQ1c)?  

RQ2: How will the civility manipulation interact with the race manipulation 
to influence group-based anger (RQ2a), guilt (RQ2b), and shame (RQ2c)? 

While collectively, greater negative emotions should lead to increased 
action, this study seeks to isolate these emotions to determine if each will 
lead to distinct action intentions. It is expected that group-based anger will 
lead to political action and comment response intentions because it is 
a well-known predictor of collective action and is useful in propelling 
quick, low-cost actions (Lu & Myrick, 2016; Van Zomeren et al., 2008). 
Group-based guilt should also increase political action intentions in order 
to help repair the racist damage done, but guilt is less likely to lead to 
comment response intentions since it has less of the fiery motivation 
needed to comment on the conversation (Mallett et al., 2008). Finally, 
group-based shame, as an emotion that leads to distancing actions (Johns 
et al., 2005), should not predict either action intention.

H2: The uncivil condition will increase political action intentions via group- 
based anger (H2a) and guilt (H2b), and this indirect relationship will be 
greater than that for group-based shame (H2c).  

H3: The uncivil condition will indirectly increase comment response inten
tions via group-based anger (H3a), and this indirect relationship will be 
greater than that for group-based guilt (H3b) or shame (H3c).  

RQ3: What indirect effects will the race manipulation have on political action 
intentions (RQ3a) and comment response intentions (RQ3b) via these nega
tive emotions? 

Method

Participants

The Institutional Review Board at the University of Michigan gave this 
study an exempt approval determination on August 31, 2018. We recruited 
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380 students from the Communication Studies and Psychology subject 
pools of the University of Michigan in the United States. Because the 
focus of this research is on the responses of White individuals to racist 
incivility, analyses were done on White participants. Data from 57 non
white students were deleted from the dataset, along with two participants 
who did not indicate their gender, one who reported the age of 17, despite 
prescreen requirements that limited the age to 18, and three with missing 
data. On average, the remaining 317 participants were 63.7% female with 
a mean age of 18.83 (SD = 0.94) and identifying as slightly liberal on a scale 
of 1 = “strongly conservative” to 7 = “strongly liberal” (M = 4.87, 
SD = 1.56).

Procedure

After providing informed consent, participants first rated several issues to 
assess which ones were most important to them. They were told that they 
would be shown two Twitter conversations based on their answers to these 
questions, but regardless all participants were first shown a conversation 
about homelessness, to distract from the true intention of the study, and 
then racial justice. These conversations were photo-edited to look like real 
tweets by adding in text of a tweet and a stock image for a profile photo. We 
made race a very salient social identity by focusing the conversation on 
racial justice protests and cueing racial identities with names and profile 
photos. The conversation was about “campus plans to support NFL players 
who kneeled to protest police brutality,” with the first person in support of 
this plan and the second person opposed. This topic was selected because it 
is both very racially and politically divisive (Casteel, 2017), increasing the 
possibility that it will lead to intergroup conflict. Participants were ran
domly assigned to one of four conditions, with the initial tweet either from 
a Black or White person, and the responding tweet (always from a White 
person) either neutral or uncivil. After exposure to one of these conversa
tions about a racial justice issue, participants answered a series of questions 
assessing outcomes of interest.

To further increase the likelihood of ingroup identification from shared 
salient features (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), the stimuli also indicated shared 
university affiliation and gender identity. The conversation was introduced 
as a response to campus plans and was a reply to the well-known campus 
newspaper Twitter account, signaling that the accounts discussing this issue 
were likely affiliated with the participants’ university. The gender of the 
individuals portrayed in the conversation was matched to the participant’s 
self-identified gender by changing the gender presented in the profile 
photos and first names of the two people in the Twitter conversation. 
While some participants might have identified more with the person who 
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supported the campus plans due to shared opinions on this topic, the 
emphasis on race and common racial identity along with shared university 
affiliation and gender identity makes it very likely that an ingroup social 
identity was activated to some degree with the person opposing the campus 
plans.

Stimuli

The first tweet, which was an actual tweet taken from Twitter, was 
supportive of the NFL players kneeling and stayed the same across 
conditions. The uncivil and neutral replies were also real tweets found 
on Twitter, although slightly modified for length and grammar. The 
uncivil tweets contained either name-calling, profanity, or capital letters 
to indicate a raised tone, all of which are common indicators of 
incivility (Coe et al., 2014; Papacharissi, 2004) and align with the 
types of uncivil stimuli used in prior work (Masullo Chen & Lu, 
2017). Name-calling was incorporated in all versions, as it is the most 
prevalent form of incivility (Coe et al., 2014). The neutral tweets were 
about the topic of NFL players kneeling during the national anthem and 
were selected for their disagreement with the stance these players were 
taking without being uncivil about it. In order to increase generaliz
ability, three uncivil replies and three neutral replies were selected so 
one could be randomly shown to participants within each condition. 
Similar to Masullo Chen and Lu (2017) 20 comments were evaluated in 
a pretest using a positive face threat scale, with higher numbers indicat
ing greater incivility. The three comments with the highest and lowest 
means as well as the most reliable index were chosen as stimuli for this 
experiment (Masullo Chen & Lu, 2017). Because the uncivil comments 
on their own were not directly related to the NFL protests, the experi
mental stimuli were created by adding one of the three uncivil com
ments to the beginning of one of the three neutral comments to create 
the uncivil conditions (Lu & Myrick, 2016). The various comments were 
rigorously pretested to ensure that they were appropriately neutral or 
uncivil (see Appendix A of supplementary analyses). See Appendix 
B for the comments used.

Along with manipulating the civility of the replies, the race of the person 
making the first tweet was also manipulated. Racial identities were cued by 
changing the photo and name of the person whom the tweet was from. 
Similar to Lane et al. (2019), names were selected based on prior work 
about stereotypical White and Black names (Greenwald et al., 1998) and 
Census information about the most common names for different racial 
groups (Comenetz, 2016). For the male participant condition, the names 
were Brad Krueger (White) or Tyrone Jefferson (Black) receiving a reply 
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from Justin Miller (White). For female participants, the names were 
Amanda Krueger (White) or Tanisha Jefferson (Black) receiving a reply 
from Courtney Miller (White). The photos were also thoroughly pretested 
to ensure that only the race manipulation was influencing the outcomes and 
not other characteristics present in the profile photos of the Twitter users 
(see Appendix A of supplementary analyses). Both the highest and lowest 
rated photos for each condition were selected so that participants randomly 
assigned to each condition would then be randomly assigned to see either 
the low or high-rated photo for the person initiating the Twitter 
conversation.1

Measures

Table 1 displays descriptive statistics and correlations of key measures. See 
Appendix C of supplementary analyses for a list of items included in each 
measure.

Demographic measures
Prior to the experimental manipulation, participants were asked about 
their gender, in order to sort them into the correct gender-matched 
condition, and age. At the end, they were asked for their race and political 
orientation.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for measures (N = 317).
Measure 1 2 3 4 5

1. Anger –
2. Guilt 0.48*** –
3. Shame 0.65*** 0.76*** –
4. Political Action Intentions 0.33*** 0.14* 0.23*** –
5. Comment Response Intentions 0.36*** 0.18** 0.23*** 0.55*** –
Range 1–5 1–5 1–5 1–7 1–5
Means 2.47 1.40 1.79 3.37 2.25
Standard Deviations 0.94 0.62 0.84 1.50 0.78
Cronbach alphas 0.90 0.77 0.84 0.93 0.80

***p < .001, **p < .01, * p < .05 

1To ensure that the three different comments and two different photos within each 
condition were not significantly different on any of the outcome variables, a series of 
ANOVAs and t-tests were computed. No significant differences were found between the 
three neutral or the three uncivil comments within each condition (all F-values < 2.29, all 
p-values > .10). There were also no significant differences between the photos for any of 
the variables (all t-values < 1.95, all p-values > .05). All subsequent analyses were done 
collapsing across the three neutral comments and across the three uncivil comments, as 
well as collapsing across the high and low-rated photos.
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Prior importance of racial justice
Prior to the experimental manipulation, participants evaluated personal 
importance of various social issues, adapted from Y. M. Kim (2009), one 
of them being racial justice, on a scale of 1 (not at all important) to 5 
(extremely important).

Group-based emotions
While some studies measure group-based emotions by explicitly invoking 
social identity connections (Brown et al., 2008), others ask how the parti
cipants would feel in response to a particular situation that does not 
personally involve the participant (Shepherd et al., 2013; Van Zomeren 
et al., 2011), which is found to elicit similar responses as the explicit 
measures when following a group cue (Seger et al., 2009). This study 
followed the inconspicuous route and asked participants, after the experi
mental manipulation, to rate to what extent reading those comments made 
them feel a variety of different emotions on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 
(extremely). Anger was measured with items adapted from Shepherd et al. 
(2013), consisting of “angry,” “annoyed,” “outraged,” and “furious” (α = 
0.90). Guilt and shame were evaluated with items adapted from Lickel et al. 
(2005). Guilt was assessed via the three emotions “guilty,” “regret,” and 
“remorse” (α = 0.77), and shame was assessed with “ashamed,” “embar
rassed,” “disgraced,” and “humiliated” (α = 0.84).

Political action intentions
Participants were asked about their willingness to take 11 political actions 
relating to racial justice such as “volunteer time at an organization that 
supports my views on this issue” and “join a Facebook group for a student 
organization that supports my views on this issue.” These items, adapted 
from both Masullo Chen and Lu (2017) and Lu and Myrick (2016), 
modified slightly to be more specific to a university population, asked 
about willingness to take any of these actions in the next 12 months on 
a scale from 1 (extremely unlikely) to 7 (extremely likely), (α = 0.93).

Comment response intentions
Participants answered how likely they would be to engage in a series of 
online actions in response to these Twitter comments, such as “criticize one 
of the people by publicly posting a response to their comment” and “send 
a direct message to one of the people agreeing with their comment.” We 
were less concerned about the target of the criticism or agreement, and 
more interested in seeing if any online actions would be taken at all. Nine 
items ranging from 1 (extremely unlikely) to 5 (extremely likely) were 
averaged into an index (α = 0.80).
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Manipulation check
At the end of the survey, participants were reminded of the second com
ment in the Twitter conversation they saw that was either neutral or uncivil. 
They were asked to evaluate this comment on a scale from 1 (extremely 
uncivil) to 7 (extremely civil).

Results

Preliminary analysis

Participants in the White neutral (n = 78), White uncivil (n = 82), Black 
neutral (n = 83), and Black uncivil (n = 74) conditions did not significantly 
differ from each other in terms of political orientation, age, or prior impor
tance of racial justice. The manipulation check showed that the civility 
manipulation was successful, with the three neutral comments rated as 
more civil than the three uncivil comments (see Appendix A for details).

Main results

A MANOVA with political action intentions, comment response inten
tions, group-based anger, group-based guilt, and group-based shame as 
outcomes and civility, race, and prior importance of racial justice as pre
dictors revealed a significant difference for civility, F(5, 308) = 2.75, p = .02, 
and prior racial justice importance, F(5, 308) = 15.35, p < .001. To deter
mine how the uncivil condition would affect each outcome, follow-up 
univariate analyses were performed. See Appendix A for a robustness 
check using bootstrapped analyses that produced the same substantive 
findings.

Group-based emotions
ANCOVAs predicting each of the three group-based emotions (anger, guilt, 
and shame) were computed with race of initial tweet, civility of responding 
tweet, and interactions between the two as well as prior importance of racial 
justice as a control included. Figure 1 shows means and confidence intervals 
for each condition and each group-based emotion.

Both the civility manipulation, F(1, 312) = 10.32, p = .001, and the prior 
importance of racial justice, F(1, 312) = 13.10, B = 0.21, p < .001, were 
significant predictors of participants’ anger. Consistent with H1a, those who 
were exposed to the uncivil stimuli (M = 2.71, SD = 0.94, 95% CI = [2.56, 
2.86]) became significantly more angry than those who were exposed to the 
neutral stimuli (M = 2.23, SD = 0.87, 95% CI = [2.09, 2.36]). Contrary to 
H1b, there were no significant effects of civility predicting feelings of guilt. 
As for feelings of shame, consistent with H1c, the civility manipulation was 
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a significant predictor, F(1, 312) = 5.66, p = .02, with those seeing the 
uncivil stimuli (M = 1.97, SD = 0.86, 95% CI = [1.84, 2.11]) experiencing 
greater group-based shame than those seeing the neutral stimuli (M = 1.60, 
SD = 0.77, 95% CI = [1.48, 1.72]). Answering RQ1 and RQ2, neither the 
race manipulation nor the interaction of race and civility predicted anger, 
guilt, or shame.

Political action intentions and comment response intentions
To test H2 and H3, looking for the indirect effects of civility on political 
action intentions and comment response intentions through the various 
emotions, we used the R package Mediation. This uses a 10,000 simulation 
non-parametric bootstrapping technique to generate point estimates and 
95% confidence intervals (Tingley et al., 2014). Parallel mediation models 
were created with the predictors of race, civility, and prior importance of 
racial justice, and the potential mediators of anger, guilt, and shame, for 
each comment response and political action intentions.

Consistent with H2a, and as seen in Figure 2, when compared to the 
neutral conditions, the uncivil conditions led to increased political action 

Figure 1. The effects of civility and race conditions on group-based anger, guilt, and 
shame.
Note. This figure is shown with 95% bootstrapped confidence intervals.
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intentions indirectly through increased group-based anger (Indirect Effect = 
0.17, 95% CI = [0.06, 0.32], p = .002). Neither guilt (Indirect Effect = 0.00, 
95% CI = [−0.06, 0.06]) nor shame (Indirect Effect = 0.04, 95% CI = [−0.08, 
0.19]) yielded a significant mediating effect in this model. Follow-up ana
lyses computing a bootstrapped mediation effect difference revealed that 
whereas the indirect effect of anger and guilt may be different from each 
other, 95% CI = [0.04, 0.33], the difference between anger and shame is not 
statistically significant, 95% CI = [−0.06, 0.32]. Indeed, whereas the upper 
confidence interval boundary of guilt matches the lower confidence interval 
boundary of anger, suggesting a differential effect of these two emotions, 
the confidence interval of shame has considerable overlap with the con
fidence interval of anger, suggesting these two emotions are likely similar in 
their effects in this model. These analyses refute H2b and H2c.

Supporting H3a, the uncivil conditions compared to the neutral condi
tions also increased comment response intentions indirectly through 
increased group-based anger, as seen in Figure 3 (Indirect Effect = 0.13, 
95% CI = [0.06, 0.22], p < .001). Neither guilt (Indirect Effect = 0.01, 95% 
CI = [−0.02, 0.04]) nor shame (Indirect Effect = −0.01, 95% CI = [−0.09, 
0.05]) were significant mediators in this model. Follow-up analyses com
puting a bootstrapped mediation effect difference revealed that the indirect 
effect of anger is significantly different than that of guilt, 95% CI = [0.05, 
0.21], and shame, 95% CI = [0.05, 0.26]. Indeed, the upper confidence 
interval boundary of both guilt and shame did not overlap with the lower 
confidence interval boundary of anger, providing further support of the 

Figure 2. Parallel mediation model showing the uncivil reply (compared to the neutral 
reply) leading to political action intentions via group-based anger.
Note. *p < .05, ns = non-significant. This was performed on 10,000 bootstrap samples, 

controlling for the race manipulation, the interaction between race and civility, and 
prior importance of racial justice.
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differential effect of anger compared to guilt and shame. These results 
support H3b and H3c.

Answering RQ3a and RQ3b, because neither the race condition nor the 
interaction between race and civility resulted in any negative emotions, it 
was not tested for indirectly influencing either action intention.

Discussion

Prior research has demonstrated how incivility in personally relevant poli
tical contexts can trigger negative emotions or aggressive intentions which 
can lead to political mobilization (Borah, 2014; Lu & Myrick, 2016; Masullo 
Chen, 2017; Masullo Chen & Lu, 2017). Witnessing a racist social media 
interaction, because of social identity cues, leads to experiencing the event 
as a member of a salient social identity group. We build upon theoretical 
understanding of the defensive effect by expanding it to an intergroup 
context and demonstrating the utility of social identities and specific group- 
based emotions for mobilizing racial justice action intentions.

We found that White participants viewing an uncivil conversation 
experienced more group-based anger and shame, but not guilt, than those 
viewing a neutral conversation. The White participants were more outraged 
and ashamed at this uncivil attack perpetrated by an ingroup member, 
likely due to a sense of shared social identity that the participants wanted 
to distance themselves from in order to avoid the repercussions of being 
associated with this ingroup member. Note however that even with these 
condition differences, the mean on the 1–5 emotion scale was always below 

Figure 3. Parallel mediation model showing the uncivil reply (compared to the neutral 
reply) leading to comment response intentions via group-based anger.
Note. *p < .05, ns = non-significant. This was performed on 10,000 bootstrap samples, 

controlling for the race manipulation, the interaction between race and civility, and 
prior importance of racial justice.
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“moderately” feeling group-based anger and closer to feeling only “a little” 
group-based shame, meaning the White participants in this study only 
experienced minimal negative emotions about the racist exchange, even 
when it was uncivil.

The minimal group-based guilt also experienced by participants in this 
study along with its null results are consistent with low levels of White guilt 
found in prior work (Swim & Miller, 1999). Perhaps the stimuli did not 
capture the interdependence between the participant and commenter 
enough to make the connection between racism and the self salient in 
order to produce group-based guilt. It is also likely, though, that most 
incidents of racism perpetrated by an ingroup member are unlikely to 
make White people feel group-based guilt, especially if they use the false 
good/bad dichotomy to separate out that racist user as a bad person and 
themselves as good non-racists (DiAngelo, 2018). Using this binary could 
comfort participants into thinking they are no longer members of the same 
salient social identity, thereby weakening perceptions of interdependence 
and limiting feelings of group-based guilt. The low levels of all three 
negative group-based emotions signal that even though incivility might 
influence some emotions, White participants on average are not moved 
enough by the racist incident they encountered to feel strong group-based 
anger, guilt, or shame

While the civility manipulation did alter group-based anger and shame, 
seeing the exchange between two White people and seeing it between 
a White and a Black person, whether it was neutral or uncivil, had no 
effect on the White participants’ negative emotions. Though the exchange 
in every condition was by definition racist because it involved a White 
person upholding the institutions that oppress Black people, the condi
tions featuring a Black victim were expected to augment the intergroup 
racism of the conversation, leading to more negative group-based emo
tions. It is possible that, because the conversation was about a racialized, 
political topic in every condition, that its racist nature was already salient 
enough to participants even in the exchange between two White people, 
and that the presumption about increased intergroup awareness is 
unfounded. It is also possible that, even if the intergroup salience did 
increase and the White participants acknowledged the racism more when 
the Black person was getting attacked, they just did not care enough to get 
upset. This relative apathy aligns with past research that finds people have 
very limited reactions of being upset when witnessing racism (Karmali 
et al., 2017).

Despite the race manipulation not influencing any negative emotions or 
action intentions, the uncivil manipulation was able to increase political 
action and comment response intentions via increased group-based anger. 
This quick, fiery emotion was the mobilizing catalyst needed for White 
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participants to increase willingness for online and offline racial justice 
actions. Group-based shame did not have a similar effect as anger on 
comment response intentions, likely because shame creates a sense of 
wanting to distance oneself from the shameful ingroup member instead 
of doing anything to repair the relationship with the victim (Lickel et al., 
2005). However, the indirect effect of shame was found to be not signifi
cantly different than that of anger in predicting political action intentions, 
suggesting that shame might help catalyze political action intentions and 
warranting future investigation into the role of group-based shame in this 
context. Because of the other differential effects, though, it is clear that 
instead of grouping these emotions together as general negative affect, they 
should be treated as discrete in research pertaining to the defensive effect. 
While anger is no guarantee for bystander intervention (Dickter & Newton, 
2013), other negative emotions might make users feel uncomfortable about 
hateful online comments without propelling action, thereby maintaining 
the racial status quo. Averaging them all together would dilute the effects of 
the emotions that are actually at work and potentially obfuscate important 
findings of online incivility research.

These mediation results support the notion that the defensive effect can 
be translated to intergroup contexts, in which the focus is on the social 
instead of the personal sense of self. We add another layer of complexity to 
typical defensive effect studies and highlight the utility of this phenomenon 
to circumstances that cannot simply be treated as interpersonal. This study 
finds that social identities and group-based emotions are akin to individual 
identities and personal emotions in creating the necessary conditions 
needed for online racist incivility to mobilize some White people for anti- 
racist action. Other White bystanders, however, while perhaps feeling some 
negative emotions at the remarks, intended to remain inactive and therefore 
perpetuate racism.

Limitations and future directions

Notwithstanding the contributions of this study, there are a few limitations to 
consider. First, along with race, participants shared other social identities 
(university affiliation, gender) with the commenters and could have also 
identified with commenters based on similar issue positions. Given that we 
did not assess which social identities were activated, it is possible that the 
observed effects are due to any one of these shared social identities. However, 
research does suggest that in a situation not directly involving the self, those 
experiencing emotions do so because of an activated social identity connec
tion (Mackie et al., 2016). Further, while we cannot rule out the possibility that 
some participants felt anger due to a social identity connection with the 
person supporting the protests, group-based guilt and shame are evoked 
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from an ingroup member’s wrongdoing, and the person disagreeing with the 
protests was the only one, especially in the uncivil conditions, with obvious 
wrongdoing. Despite this uncertainty about with whom the participants most 
identified, the results of this experiment still demonstrate the utility of the 
defensive effect in situations of heightened social identity salience since 
experiencing group-based anger mobilized participants to take action. 
Future work should directly measure social identity activation to determine 
which specific identity is useful to trigger group-based emotions and action 
intentions upon witnessing racist interactions.

Further, while the stimuli were constructed to look like realistic tweets, the 
process of viewing a static photo of a Twitter conversation in an online survey 
is different than seeing these kinds of comments naturally on Twitter, limiting 
ecological validity. It is possible that Twitter users might never stumble upon 
this kind of exchange, especially one between total strangers, and if they do, it 
might be among other tweets discussing the same issue. Future research 
should expose participants to a more natural Twitter setting to see if witnes
sing racist incivility in that environment produces similar results.

Also, while the comment response and political action intention mea
sures provide useful information, it is unknown whether participants would 
actually engage in these racial justice actions. In the future, especially 
accompanying a more realistic Twitter environment, it would be advanta
geous to allow participants to click “like” or write out a reply to measure 
actual comment responses.

Because this study used an unrepresentative student-based convenience 
sample, conclusions from this experiment should not be over-generalized. 
Future research should replicate these results on a representative sample and 
see if any negative group-based emotions besides those tested here are relevant 
for this defensive effect. Anxiety, which has been shown to be mobilizing in 
a personally relevant incivility context (Lu & Myrick, 2016), could also poten
tially be translated into an intergroup context and used as a group-based 
emotion. Testing other discrete emotions would further provide evidence as 
to which emotions in particular mobilize action upon witnessing incivility.

Conclusion

This experiment makes important theoretical contributions in extending the 
defensive effect to an intergroup setting. Racist comments are likely to persist 
on social media, so it is helpful to know that some White people who witness 
uncivil racist comments will become angry and willing to take action for racial 
justice. However, more needs to be done to motivate White individuals to get 
angry about and stand up against pernicious racist comments that might not 
contain derogatory language but are still harmful. Increasing the amount of 
group-based anger that White bystanders feel could increase their willingness 
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to take racial justice action – action that could slowly lead to less racist online 
comments and a more equitable online and offline environment.
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