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Abstract 

In the U.S., when all things are equal, Black male adolescents charged with a violent crime are 

more likely to be transferred to adult criminal court and receive more severe sentences than their 

White juvenile counterparts. While there is an abundance of literature on racially biased 

sentencing, it is unclear whether the underlying mechanism for discriminatory sentencing 

towards Black youth is influenced more by prejudice – unfavorable feelings towards others – or 

dehumanization – the attribution of fewer human traits to some individuals than others. Across 

three studies, I investigate what social attitudes are more predictive of judicial punishment when 

testing the defendant’s, victims, and mock juror’s racial background. Contrary to anticipations, 

no strong evidence indicates that mock jurors discriminated against racial minority defendants. 

The only consistent finding was that participants recommended harsher punishment against 

White defendants. Results suggest that dehumanization is often not a strong predictor of judicial 

punishment when prejudicial attitudes are accounted for. While these studies did not support 

most of the hypotheses, they shed light on an interesting phenomenon that may occur during a 

trial. For instance, Study 2 showcased a cross-over effect for capital punishment, suggesting that 

participants were less likely to support the death penalty when the suspected crimes were 

committed with perpetrators and victims of different racial backgrounds.  
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Social attitudes and law:  Understanding the roles of prejudice  

and blatant dehumanization in the American judicial system 

 

“And that mud print in the seat – You think, oh, Curious George just ran around with one good 

foot, his right foot?” – Attorney General Roy Cooper attempting to characterize the actions of a 

Black defendant in the State’s closing argument (State v. McCails, 150 N.C. App. 645, 2002) 

 

In America, Black people often receive unequal resources and treatment within the 

criminal justice system (Owusu-Bempah, 2016). For example, Black individuals are more likely 

to be held in custody during their court case, found guilty, and sentenced to longer prison time 

when committing similar crimes as Whites (U.S. Sentencing Commission, 2017). Black 

Americans compose approximately 14% of the population yet disproportionally represent 33% 

of the prison population – the largest racial group share (Gramlich, 2019). Although the number 

of Black Americans in prison has decreased by 34% in the past two decades (592,900 in 2007 to 

475,900 in 2017), the discrepancy in prison sentence length for Black men, relative to White 

men, has increased during the same period, even after controlling for a wide range of sentencing 

factors (Gramlich, 2019; U.S. Sentencing Commission, 2017). Specifically, these inequalities in 

judicial punishment are also seen for young offenders, such that young Black males are singled 

out for harsher treatment. This specific combination of race and gender is a stronger predictor of 

sentence severity than any individual characteristic (Spohn, 2013). Multiple factors contribute to 

racial disparities in law, such as superficial cues, cultural stereotypes, social dominance 

orientation, hypermasculinity, dehumanizing attitudes, implicit biases, prejudicial attitudes, and 

perceptions of threat, to name a few (Richardson & Goff, 2015).  
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Over the years, research on these issues has primarily assessed the disparities in judicial 

punishment through the lens of prejudicial attitudes. Scientists often study the idea that jurors use 

characteristics like physical attractiveness, socioeconomic status, age, sex, and race of a 

defendant in court as cues that influence judgments of guilt and punishment recommendations 

(Mazzella & Feingold, 1994). There is an abundance of evidence highlighting how jurors’ racial 

prejudicial attitudes can predict perceptions of responsibility and sentence severity, especially 

towards Black defendants (DeSantis & Kayson, 1997; Gray & Ashmore, 1976; Landwehr, 

Bothwell, Jeanmard, Lugue, Brown, & Breaux, 2002; Wuensch, Campbell, Kesler & Moore, 

2002; ForsterLee, ForsterLee, Horowitz & King, 2006; Mitchell, Hawn, Pfeifer & Meissner, 

2005). However, this line of research has not profoundly considered the humanization of 

defendants or the lack thereof, which may contribute to the racial disparities in judicial 

punishment.  

It is unclear whether the underlying mechanism for biased sentencing towards Black 

youth is influenced more by prejudice – unfavorable feelings towards others – or dehumanization 

– the attribution of fewer human traits to some individuals than others. While it is apparent that 

bias plays a role in jurors’ increased likelihood of perceiving Black defendants as more 

responsible for their actions (Osborne, Davies & Hutchinson, 2017), it is also evident that 

dehumanizing Black individuals (e.g., associating Black adolescent faces with apes) may predict 

an increase in perceptions of responsibility and age overestimation (Goff, Jackson, Di Leone, 

Culotta & DiTomasso, 2014). Since these social attitudes have been shown to predict unique 

attitudes and behaviors (Kteily & Bruneau, 2017), my dissertation’s primary objective is to 

investigate to what extent Black dehumanization explains the racial disparities for youth in the 

American judicial system when accounting for anti-Black prejudicial attitudes. 
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The evolution of dehumanization 

In psychology, dehumanization is conceptualized as attributing fewer human traits, 

emotions, and experiences to others than oneself (Kteily & Bruneau, 2017). Unfortunately, there 

is a longstanding tendency for marginalized racial and cultural groups to be dehumanized by 

people in power worldwide. Examples include politicians, religious leaders, and police officers 

publicly describing certain groups of people as less than human – such as Mexican immigrants as 

savages, Muslims as rabid dogs, and Africans as apes (Kteily & Bruneau, 2017). The jarring 

example quoted above exemplifies how individuals who have pledged to serve their communities 

without bias may still perceive and treat Black Americans as animals.  

Dehumanization is a concept that has been studied by scholars in many fields, such as 

psychology, sociology, philosophy, political science, anthropology, and genocide studies 

(Haslam, 2015). These various scholars have often suggested that dehumanization may enable 

acts of extreme violence and cruelty, as seen in colonial exploitation, political repression, and 

outright genocide (Goldhagen, Jonah, & Shaw, 2009; Kelman, 1973; Smith, 2011; Savage, 

2009). Some researchers have noted that we see the prominent role of dehumanization at the 

forefront of real-world conflicts such as those in Israel and Darfur (Bruneau & Kteily, 2017). 

Dehumanization is challenging. It is not surprising that it may be conceptualized differently in 

some fields; even within psychology, there are various theories for understanding the processes 

and underpinnings of dehumanization. The four prominent theories of dehumanization in social 

psychology address identity and community, moral exclusion, value conflict, and delegitimizing 

beliefs.  

Kelman (1973) was one of the first social psychologists to study dehumanization and 

primarily examined it in the context of group-based violence. He defined dehumanization as 
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denying a victim's identity and community. He theorized that perceiving a victim as having less 

individuality and lacking a caring interpersonal social network allowed an aggressor to have a 

weakened restraint on violent behavior because the victim would not be able to evoke 

compassion in others. Adding to this idea of compassion for others, Opotow (1990) 

conceptualized dehumanization as moral exclusion. This framework suggested that placing 

people outside of a boundary of moral values and rules in a society allowed for extreme acts of 

violence and everyday situations of suffering because moral exclusion would disengage 

aggressors from feeling empathic (Bandura, 1999). 

On the other hand, Struch and Schwartz (1989) emphasized that individuals are most 

prone to be dehumanized when they lack prosocial values that "transcend basic animal nature" or 

do not align with the ingroup's values. Meanwhile, Bar-Tal (1989) described dehumanization as 

a phenomenon that occurs when a society has collectively given a group a subhuman label. 

These theories underline how dehumanization is observed during violent, moral outrage, and 

intergroup conflict. 

Although psychologists have contributed to the literature on dehumanization since the 

1970s, much of the work was theoretical. It was in the early 2000s that psychologists began 

examining how people deprive others of humanity in everyday settings, especially when 

intergroup conflict and ingroup favoritism are absent (Leyens et al., 2007; Haslam, 2015). 

Leyens and colleagues (2000) further advanced this new field by coining the word 

infrahumanization, which subtly evaluated the denial of humanity, thus, rephrasing the term 

dehumanization to a less blatant form. Leyens and colleagues (2000) argued that primary 

emotions (e.g., courage and fear) are shared among humans and animals, while secondary 

emotions (e.g., pride and remorse) are uniquely human. Characterizing a target group of more 
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primary emotions (positive or negative) than secondary emotions highlights the 

infrahumanization of that group, thus, perceiving them to be closer to animals than to be 

uniquely human. The scope of this type of dehumanization was later expanded by Haslam (2006) 

with the dual-model measure of dehumanization, which examined the denial of humanness by 

comparing individuals to animals and inanimate objects. Haslam (2006) argued that individuals 

tend to define humanness by distinguishing various traits, and not only emotions, between 

humans and other species and objects. This measure incorporates a list of uniquely human 

characteristics (e.g., civility, refinement, moral sensibility, higher cognition) and human nature 

traits (e.g., emotionality, warmth, cognitive openness, agency). By ascribing a group to less 

uniquely human traits, they are perceived to be animalistic. On the other hand, by explaining a 

group's less human nature traits, they are perceived to be mechanistic, like robots.  

With the growth of dehumanization research by social psychologists in the 21st century 

came the investigation of blatant and implicit dehumanization through personality characteristics 

and attitudes toward social groups. For instance, Kteily and colleagues (2015) examined 

dehumanization through an ascent of human measure that tapped into the direct denial of 

humanness by having individuals evaluate the evolvedness of different groups using a graphical 

scale that ranged from 0 to 100, with 0 corresponding to an image of a quadrupedal human 

ancestor and 100 corresponding to a picture of a modern-day human. On the other hand, Goff, 

Eberhardt, Williams, & Jackson (2008) explored how implicit associations between Black/White 

face with ape/great cat images through a computer program could better investigate how 

individuals dehumanize each other in everyday settings. Taking blatant and implicit 

dehumanization a step forward, psychologists learned that the denial of humanness should also 

be categorized in relative and absolute dehumanization. The former describes one group as being 
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perceived as less human than another, and the latter represents a group being denied humanity 

and compared to animals or mindless barbarians (Haslam, 2015). For example, Leyens and 

colleagues (2000) demonstrated relative dehumanization as participants ascribed more uniquely 

human emotions (e.g., pride, remorse) to ingroup members than outgroup members. 

In comparison, Jardina and Piston (2016) demonstrated absolute dehumanization as participants 

rated the magnitude in which a single group, Black Americans, was perceived as subhuman (e.g., 

barbaric). However, there are instances where research contains both relative and absolute 

dehumanization. For example, Kteily and colleagues (2015) demonstrated both aspects as 

participants were asked to describe the level of evolvedness between various racial and cultural 

groups (e.g., Mexican immigrants, Muslims, and Black Americans).  

This growing literature has led neurological and behavioral scientists to believe that 

dehumanization can be a distinct form of prejudice since perceiving a marginalized group as 

"primitive" may provide unique information about an individual's willingness to discriminate 

beyond knowing how unfavorable they feel towards them (Kteily & Bruneau, 2017). Bruneau, 

Jacoby, Kteily, and Saxe (2018) found that the neural activation in the left inferior frontal cortex 

was distinctly different for feelings of dehumanization and dislike/prejudice when participants 

were asked to rate low-status humans and animals. This highlights a double dissociation between 

brain activity for judgments of dehumanization and judgments of dislike. Additionally, 

behavioral studies have shown that when accounting for prejudice and stereotype awareness, 

dehumanization is still a strong predictor of perceived culpability, sentence harshness, 

recommended prison sentence, and the death penalty (Bastian, Denson, & Haslam, 2013; 

Vazquez, Loughnan, Gootjes-Dreesbach, & Weger, 2014; Viki, Fullerton, Raggett, Tati, & 

Willtshire, 2012; Goff et al., 2008).  
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Dehumanization experimental and correlational findings 

Humanizing another group has been a great indicator of how groups or individuals may 

be treated in society. Historically, the more human a group or individual has perceived, the better 

the treatment of said group. This can be shown through trading resources, greater sympathy and 

empathy towards a group, and more contact between the two groups. However, the inverse 

dehumanization of a group or individual has been known to contribute to hostile intergroup 

relations, violence, and horrific events throughout history (e.g., genocide). 

Common predictors of dehumanization from these measures are group status, sense of 

threat, low levels of empathy, social dominance orientation, lack of contact, and distorted beliefs 

about an outgroup (Costello & Hodson, 2010; Kteily et al., 2015; Kteily & Bruneau, 2017). The 

absence of group status distinctions is frequently cited as an element that distinguishes blatant 

from subtle dehumanization (Rodriguez Perez, Delgado Rodriguez, Betancor Rodriguez, Leyens, 

& Vaes, 2011; Capozza, Andrighetto, Di Bernardo, & Falvo, 2012). Kteily and colleagues 

(2015) show that a conflict or fear of intergroup threat can influence blatant dehumanization, as 

Americans had higher levels of blatant dehumanization after the Boston Marathon attacks than 

they had several months ago, before or after the events. Meanwhile, subtle dehumanization levels 

remained constant across those time points. Research from Kteily et al. (2015) and Linden et al. 

(2016) highlight that people who score high in social dominance and authoritarianism are most 

likely to dehumanize outgroup targets blatantly. This can be attributed to the fact that people are 

more likely to dehumanize others if they feel their humanity is being denied. Kteily and 

colleagues (2016, 2017) showcase that Muslim Americans and Latinx Americans were more 

likely to dehumanize an outgroup if they were told that they were perceived as animalistic and 
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savages by those groups. Research on meta-dehumanization adds to this theory that when 

experiencing exclusion through the use of animalistic language led to more aggressive responses 

by the target to the outgroup (Andrighetto, Riva, Gabbiadni, & Volpato, 2016). 

Expected outcomes of dehumanization are violence, aggression, and hostility (Kteily et 

al., 2017). Specifically, dehumanization has been shown to influence immoral behaviors, 

antisocial behaviors, retaliatory violence, support for hostile military action, acceptance of 

civilian causalities, endorsement of torture, endorsement for travel bans against Muslims, 

endorsement of building a wall between the US and Mexico, resistance to outgroup immigration, 

lower donations to needy outgroup members, teacher discrimination against minority students, 

and prejudice towards national, ethnic, and low-status outgroups (Bruneau, Kteily & Lausten, 

2018; Kteily et al., 2015; Kteily & Bruneau, 2017; Bruneau, Szekeres, & Kteily, 2020; 

Kouchaki, Dobson, Waytz, & Kteily, 2018). Recent research also shows that many partisans 

dehumanize members of opposing political parties, such as Democrats and Republicans, 

dehumanizing each other (Martherus, Martinez, Piff & Theodoridis, 2021). This makes it less 

surprising that police officers have been found to dehumanize protestors animalistically (Zlobina 

& Andujar, 2021).  

Psychologists stress that dehumanizing marginalized groups as animals are a way to 

establish superiority over the target group by depicting them as less evolved and of lower status 

to other humans (Bandura, 1999). Because of this, dehumanized groups are often stripped from 

moral consideration and compassion in society, making it easier for others to show less restraint 

in using violence toward them and denying proper legal protection (Bandura, 1999; Opotow, 

1990). The depiction of Black men and women as animals in media, sports, and the political 
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arena across cultures emphasizes how a pivotal component of the representation of Black people 

throughout world history is dehumanization. However, much of the psychological understanding 

of Black dehumanization comes from studies within the last two decades. 

Dehumanization and Black Americans 

The association of Black people with apes has a history that is still present across many 

cultures and countries. It can be traced back to European maritime writings describing 

indigenous West Africans as being more closely related to monkeys than European travelers 

(Dapper, 1688). In addition, during slavery, Black men and women were often described as 

"brutes" and treated as commodities rather than humans (Fishman, 2006). After slavery ended in 

the United States, the depiction of Black people as animals continued with blockbuster films 

(e.g., King Kong), distributed globally, commonly portraying Black Americans indirectly as 

beasts and apes (for more information about the undertones of King Kong, see: Snead, 1994). 

Today we still see the depiction of Black people as animals with international clothing 

companies (e.g., H&M) advertising products featuring Black children with monkey references 

(Stack, 2018).  

Throughout time the Black-ape association has become engrained in various societies. 

For example, Black soccer players in Spain, England, and Italy have faced monkey chants and, 

in some cases, have been attacked with bananas during European soccer matches (Dani, 2014; 

Pierre-Emerick, 2018; Lewis, 2019). Religious leaders in Israel have compared Black children 

with monkeys (Sheen, 2018). The first Black U.S. president was comically depicted as an ape in 

international newspapers shortly after his presidential election (Molloy, 2014). Furthermore, 

police officers in several countries (e.g., the U.S., England, and Portugal) have been accused of 

referring to Black individuals as monkeys (Cole, 2019; Barrett, 2015; Fletcher, 2015). The 



DEHUMANIZATION, PREJUDICE, AND JURY DECISION MAKING  11 
 

countless examples of Black individuals being perceived as animalistic across cultures exemplify 

the need to understand how Black dehumanizing attitudes effects intergroup relations. 

Alarmingly, dehumanizing attitudes can start at a very young age. For example, Costello and 

Hodson (2014) recruited White Canadian children between the ages of 6 and 10 to first view 

photos of Black and White girls and boys and then assigned primary and secondary emotions 

from a list of infrahumanization characteristics to each photo. Afterward, the children had an 

opportunity to rearrange images of Black children and animals closer together or farther apart on 

a Same-Different board. As a result, researchers found that children attributed fewer secondary 

emotions (uniquely human traits) to Black children than White children. This finding was related 

to more significant Black-animal associations – the lesser distance between pictures of Black 

children and animals (Costello & Hodson, 2014). This stresses how the depiction of Black men 

and women as animalistic in society can impact children's intergroup biases. 

Interested in understanding the effect of intergroup biases in real-life contexts, Cuddy, 

Mindi, and Norton (2007) were among the first psychologists to examine the inferences of Black 

dehumanization. Researchers recruited White and non-White participants two weeks after 

Hurricane Katrina to investigate one's willingness to help Black victims. They found that White 

respondents (compared to Black and Latino respondents) infrahumanized Black victims more 

significantly than White victims. They also attributed more secondary emotions (uniquely human 

traits) to a victim's predicted willingness to volunteer for hurricane relief efforts.  

Seeking to understand the role of physical context on infrahumanization, Delgado and 

colleagues (2012) tested perceptions of familiar and unfamiliar contexts on Black and White 

targets. They found that Black targets (compared to White targets) are infrahumanized more 

when White participants are familiar with the background/context (e.g., well-known public 
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buildings). It can be argued that perhaps Black victims were infrahumanized more during the 

aftermath of Hurricane Katrina because the portrayal of New Orleans in the media (see: "How 

the BBC covered Hurricane Katrina," 2015), at the time, aligned with a familiar context for 

White participants because Black Americans are commonly stereotyped with poverty (Gilens, 

1996). These studies provide crucial insight into how the dehumanization of Black people may 

depend on stereotypical knowledge, but individualizing Black people through multiple social 

categorizations may buffer dehumanizing attitudes. 

To understand more about dehumanization and prejudicial biases among racial and 

cultural minority groups, Kteily and colleagues (2015) examined the blatant dehumanization of 

Arab, Chinese, Black, and Hispanic Americans. They found that higher levels of blatant 

dehumanization against Black Americans were predictive of less sympathetic responses to 

negative media portrayals, even after holding prejudicial racial attitudes constant. Additionally, 

they found that higher levels of Black dehumanization were associated with reduced support for 

African immigration and less anger, guilt, and shame in response to the wrongful incarceration of 

a Black victim (Kteily et al., 2015). 

Dehumanization can mainly affect the outgroup rather than one's ingroup, especially 

those in low-status and marginalized groups (Kteily et al., 2015; Linden, Bjorklund, & 

Backstrom, 2016). This can be attributed to low levels of contact, stereotypes, biases of the 

outgroup, and low levels of empathy. Empathic abilities are often related to prejudice, social 

dominance, and right-wing authoritarianism, and typically, low empathy is related to negative 

intergroup behavior, while high empathy is related to positive intergroup behavior (Backstrom & 

Bjorklund, 2007; Mekawi, Bresin, & Hunter, 2016). Typically, lower levels of empathy are 
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associated with groups with fewer perceived similarities (Batson, Sager, Garst, Kang, 

Rubchinky, & Dawson, 1997).  

Dehumanization and low empathy have affected how African people are treated and 

perceived worldwide, especially in America, like with shooting biases (Mekawi, Bresin, & 

Hunter, 2016). Often dehumanization has led to lower levels of empathy towards an individual or 

group (Costello & Hodson, 2010). As a result, black people are more dehumanized and less 

likely to be supported during hardship (Sommers et al., 2006). For example, Johnson and 

colleagues (2002) showed that when compared to a Black defendant, participants expressed 

greater empathy towards a White defendant, attributing to more lenient punishments.  

To date, there are only a handful of empirical psychological studies examining 

dehumanization and law, with even fewer exploring the role of dehumanization in the court 

systems. Goff and colleagues (2008) were some of the first social psychologists to examine the 

role of dehumanization in the criminal justice system. They conducted an archival study and 

found that Black defendants who committed death penalty-eligible crimes in Philadelphia 

between 1979 and 1999 were more likely to be depicted as apelike in the media than their White 

counterparts. More importantly, these apelike representations were associated with a higher 

number of death-sentencing decisions. One could argue that perhaps constant media exposure 

associating Black criminals with animals enhances the stereotypes of Black people as violent, 

thus making it more likely that individuals will support the death penalty for Black defendants. 

Recent research supports this theory as White participants who blatantly characterized Black 

people as animals were more likely to support policies that disproportionally harmed racial 

minorities (i.e., stop-and-frisk, three-strikes laws, death penalty). This finding is especially true 

when White participants thought there was a more significant percentage of Black people in 
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prison than there were (Jardina & Piston, 2016). This could also be explained by the fact that 

dehumanized groups often struggle to evoke compassion in society because they are placed 

outside a boundary of moral values and rules (Opotow, 1990). This is shown in Kteily et al. 

(2015), as Americans who blatantly associated Black people with primates reported feeling less 

anger, guilt, and shame in response to the wrongful incarceration of a Black defendant. 

Goff and colleagues (2014) would suggest that jurors might struggle to empathize with a 

Black juvenile because White Americans who implicitly associate Black faces with apes (via the 

Implicit Association Task) perceive Black boys to have less innocent than their White peers. 

Since innocence is central protection afforded to children, it is not surprising that these studies 

also showed that White officers overestimated the age of Black juvenile suspects as being up to 

four years older than their White counterparts (Goff et al., 2014). In court, dehumanization has 

similar consequences, which may explain why young Black males (compared to Whites) are 

more likely to be tried as adults and found guilty when charged with a severe crime (Thomas & 

Wilson, 2017; U.S. Sentencing, 2017). 

Although there is limited empirical research on the role of dehumanization in law, it is 

apparent from this line of research that dehumanization can influence how people are treated in 

court. For instance, Viki and colleagues (2012) showed that higher levels of sex offender 

dehumanization were associated with less support for rehabilitation, recommending longer 

prison sentences, supporting the exclusion of sex offenders from society, and violent treatment 

(e.g., castration) toward sex offenders. Research by Bastian, Denson, and Haslam (2013) 

suggests that criminals are more dehumanized if they commit a violent crime or child molesting 

crime than a White-collar crime, which is also predictive of perceived responsibility, sentence 

harshness, and recommended prison sentence. Even though someone may not have strong 
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dehumanizing attitudes, a criminal case can often describe a defendant's actions animalistically 

and produce similar effects on jury decision-making. For example, Vazquez and colleagues 

(2014) had mock jurors read about violent crimes either described animalistically (e.g., the 

perpetrator was slinking, roaring, pounding) or non-animalistically (e.g., the perpetrator was 

shouting, punching, painting) and found that reviewing a criminal case with words relating to 

animalistic behaviors predicted longer recommended prison sentences for the perpetrator. 

Bandura, Underwood, and Fromson (1975) highlighted that applying dehumanizing labels to 

random groups of people, like "animalistic, rotten bunch," promotes effective and punitive 

behavior. Dehumanized groups are seen as more dangerous because of stereotypic content and 

less in control of their behavior as they are redacted humanistic traits, which makes them seem 

more threatening to an outgroup; thus, using harsh punishment on them becomes justifiable. 

Psychology and jury decision-making 

 When jurors are asked to make life-changing decisions about another human being, all 

parties hope that judgments are made without personal bias or influence. However, many factors 

may influence biased decision-making, even if the juror does not believe discrimination is 

occurring. For example, previous studies have shown that simply presenting information through 

the frame of a narrative story can significantly sway jury verdicts (Pennington & Hastie, 1986, 

1988, 1992). Additionally, organizing evidence in a coherent matter may lead to more guilty 

verdicts, even if recalling prosecution and defense information was equated in the less coherent 

condition (Wolfe & Pennington, 2000).  These studies highlight how the representation of 

evidence can make for complex decision-making. Additionally, these effects may depend on 

whether the juror evaluates a case alone or with a group. Assessing a case in a group setting 
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allows a juror to be less susceptible to biasing factors (Kerwin & Shaffer, 1994; London & 

Nunez, 2000).  

Several researchers have found that outgroup bias can significantly impact jurors’ 

judgments (Devin & Caughlin, 2014; Mitchell et al., 2005; Sweeney & Haney, 1992). While 

Mazzella and Feingold’s (1994) findings do not support outgroup bias in court, psychologists 

argue that may be due to their failure to examine different types of prejudice – both subtle and 

blatant types (Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986; McConahay, 1986; Son Hing et al., 2008). Sommers 

and Ellsworth (2000, 2001) show that outgroup bias can take hold even when racially charged 

issues are not central, indicating how subtle biases may arise in ordinary cases. Psychologists 

have also noted that psychological characteristics often influence a juror’s decision-making 

process. For example, Devine and Caughlin (2014) examined 272 published and unpublished 

studies on individual factors. They found that jurors are often impacted by their attitudes towards 

the law, trust in the legal system, moral values, and attitudes of authoritarianism.  

Much research has also highlighted the role of implicit bias in judgments and decisions in the 

judicial system. In a recent study, Estrada-Reynolds, Freng, Schweitzer, and Leki (2022) found 

that mock jurors convicted Black defendants differently based on racial attitude profiles. In this 

study, researchers recruited 730 participants from Amazon Mechanical Turk to complete a race 

Implicit Association Task (IAT). Participants read about a criminal trial of aggravated domestic 

assault; they manipulated the defendant’s racial background, the salience of race in the trial 

description, and the strength of evidence. Estrada-Reynolds and colleagues (2022) found that 

aversive racists (those low in explicit prejudice, and high in implicit bias) were egalitarian and 

more likely to discriminate when they were not reminded of their values. On the other hand, 

modern racists (high in both explicit and implicit prejudice) did not express egalitarian values 
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and are likely to discriminate even when non-racial reasons were present. In the study context, 

this meant that even though both types of racists convicted the Black defendant at similar rates, 

the aversive racist was more likely to convict the White defendant.  

Although Estrada-Reynolds and colleagues (2022) showcase that “racists” are more 

likely to convict their own (White) ingroup members, there have been studies showing a reverse 

effect with White defendants being treated more harshly than Black defendants (Poulson, 1990). 

Pfeifer and Olgoff (1991) show that once juror instructions are provided to participants, then 

discriminatory behavior against Black defendants disappears. Perhaps jurors are only vulnerable 

to revealing racial bias in ambiguous situations or situations in which they have not been 

instructed on relevant legal standards (Pfeifer & Berstein, 2003; Pfeifer & Olgoff, 1991, 2003). 

On the other hand, these effects may reflect these experiments’ lack of ecological validity. When 

analyzing actual events, as Mustard (2001) reviewed 77,256 defendants sentenced in federal 

courts, minority defendants are often discriminated against with more prolonged and harsher 

sentences, even accounting for crime seriousness. Psychological research that uses archival data 

from death-penalty trials reveals that Black defendants, and defendants accused of killing a 

White victim, have a greater likelihood of being convicted and sentenced to death (Radelet, 

1981). Sweeney and Haney (1992) conducted a meta-analysis of studies examining trial 

participant characteristics. They found a modest bias against Black defendants in the sentencing 

decisions of White mock jurors, further highlighting the reality of racial discrimination in court. 

The vast majority of research examining racial bias and jury decision-making has focused 

on Black male adults as defendants, even though Black male adolescents are often vulnerable to 

similarly harsh treatment in court. Minority youth in criminal adult courts often receive more 

severe sentences than their counterparts in juvenile court and serve longer sentences than adults 
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tried in criminal courts, highlighting a solid push to set an example for juvenile offenders (Tang, 

Nunez & Bourgeois, 2009). Tang and Nunez (2012) demonstrate that a defendant’s age 

correlates with perceived culpability while on trial. While younger defendants are less likely to 

be convicted, their experiment showed that when compared to 19- and 13-year-olds, mock jurors 

who were prosecution-biased found a 16-year-old defendant guilty. Specifically, this study found 

that jurors felt more confident about guilt if the defendant was 16 years old compared to 13 years 

old, and they set lower standards of proof for the 16-year-old than the 19-year-old. Tang and 

Nunez (2012) discussed that these findings represent how prosecution-biased jurors react more 

harshly than defense-biased jurors during a juvenile’s criminal trials. This highlights how even 

when compared to an adult (19-year-old), an adolescent is susceptible to similar or even harsher 

punishment. Ghetti and Redlich (2001) indicate that older juveniles are identified as more 

competent, more likely to understand a criminal activity legally, and are more criminally 

responsible for their actions. Levine and colleagues (2001) indicated that jurors tend to assume 

that juveniles tried as adults have a previous criminal history, which is predictive of defendant 

guilt perceptions. This makes sense as, generally, jurors are more likely to return a guilty verdict, 

even with less evidence, if the defendant has a prior conviction (Greene & Dodge, 1995). 

Much research emphasizes that mock jurors are biased against racial minorities and low-

status juveniles (Demuth & Steffensmeier, 2004; Feiler & Sheley, 1999; Rattan et al., 2012; 

Stevenson & Bottoms, 2009). Rattan and colleagues (2012) highlight that are simply bringing to 

mind a Black juvenile offender could influence people to view juveniles as more similar to adults 

and become more likely to support severe sentencing. Feiler and Sheley (1999) indicate that 

when all things are equal, mock jurors preferred to transfer a juvenile to adult court when the 

juvenile was described as Black. Haegerich, Salerno, and Bottoms (2013) indicate that the more 
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jurors are pre-exposed to superpredator stereotypes about juvenile offenders, the more likely they 

are to find them guilty and less likely to believe that juvenile court is appropriate. This study 

showed that these stereotypes could be activated experimentally in the context of a trial. 

Gaps in the literature 

While psychologists have investigated how dehumanization may influence levels of 

punishment based on the crime type, crime descriptions, and prison demographics, there is 

limited information on how these variables may interact with the race or age of the defendant. 

Much of the literature examining crime type (Viki et al., 2012; Goff et al., 2008; Vazquez et al., 

2014) does not account for how stereotypical and non-stereotypical crimes of the target group 

may amplify the effects of dehumanization and punishment. For example, stereotypes about 

Black males as sexual predators of White females may elicit greater dehumanization (Welch, 

2007). Due to the limited studies available, there is a need to replicate and expand on each study 

examining dehumanization and law. For example, how does the dehumanization of criminals 

influence the recommendation of prison sentencing?  

Although research shows non-Whites dehumanize Blacks, these are still in contexts of 

majority and minority groups (Bruneau et al., 2018). For example, would a minority group hold 

strong dehumanizing attitudes towards another minority group, mainly because they may be 

fighting for the same resources (e.g., jobs)? Or would they find the target outgroup more human 

because they share standard features? Perhaps being aware of similarities with an outgroup 

reduces any dehumanizing attitudes? Albarello and Rubini (2012) show initial evidence that 

Black people are dehumanized less when they are described with multiple social categories (e.g., 

gender, religion, sexuality) rather than just one social category (race). Although this did not 
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examine two stigmatized groups’ dehumanizing attitudes toward each other, it does provide 

insight into how commonalities may be the key to reducing dehumanization. 

Much literature on Black dehumanization currently relies on implicit association tasks 

(IAT) and the ascent of human measure. On the other hand, literature on dehumanization and 

judicial punishment relies on having participants attribute uniquely human emotions and traits 

(Vazquez et al., 2014; Bastian et al., 2013; Viki et al., 2012). While exploring dehumanization 

through implicit associations or denial of uniquely human characteristics are forms of subtle 

dehumanization, Kteily and colleagues (2015) show that both measures predict unique 

behavioral outcomes when accounting for racial prejudice. Additionally, much research suggests 

that blatant dehumanization (i.e., the Ascent of Human) provides unique behavioral effects and, 

at times, is a stronger predictor of these outcomes (Kteily & Bruneau, 2017). Because these lines 

of research use diverse forms of dehumanization, it is essential to understand which method 

captures the attitudes and behaviors attributing to the racial disparities of Black Americans in the 

judicial system. 

Social psychologists currently debate the use of IAT as it is sensitive to social contexts in 

which it is taken, and scores can often change from test to test (Azar, 2008). Additionally, it does 

not explicitly measure an individual’s trait or state characteristics but instead is a blend of both 

(Azar, 2008). A study by Kteily and colleagues (2015) showed that when controlling for other 

subtle and blatant dehumanization measures, as well as prejudicial attitudes, the implicit 

association task was the only dehumanization measure not a significant predictor of intergroup 

behavioral outcomes – challenging the results of Goff and colleagues (2008, 2014). Also, 

because the examples of Black Americans being characterized as animals are blatant and explicit 

in the criminal justice system, using subtle forms of dehumanization may not capture the full 
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extent that dehumanization may function in decision-making. Using a combination of these 

subtle and blatant dehumanization methods might provide a clearer understanding of the effects 

of Black dehumanization on behavioral outcomes in the criminal justice system. Since 

defendants may be described animalistically or be compared subtly compared to an animal in an 

analogy (see: State v. Sims 2003), it might be ecologically valid to examine dehumanization in 

the context of words and characteristics rather than implicit biases. It might also be helpful to 

explore these various measures of dehumanization on behavioral outcomes in the criminal justice 

system to understand which tool of dehumanization is most appropriate for this group and 

context. While blatant dehumanization does have robust findings while using countless target 

groups across cultures and countries, studies focusing on Black Americans and adolescents are 

extremely limited. 

Overview of Research 

This project’s primary objective is to examine how judicial punishment can be explained 

by prejudice and dehumanization. Specifically, this research explores when male adolescents are 

charged with violent crimes in the U.S., how jurors make judgments of the defendant, and what 

attitudes are most predictive of the case results. Study 1 examined how social attitudes could 

influence judicial punishment based on a defendant’s race (Black, White). Study 2 considered 

how the victim’s race (Black, White) may lead to greater punishment for a Black male defendant 

because of historical stereotypes regarding violence between a Black male and a White female. 

Study 3 explored how social attitudes may influence mock juror judgments across various racial 

backgrounds in the U.S., such as Latinx, Asian, and Middle Eastern Americans. Overall, it is 

anticipated that across these studies, the racial minority defendant will be perceived as more 
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culpable, recommended to be tried in adult court, deemed guilty, and receive harsher sentencing 

compared to their White counterparts. 

Additionally, it is anticipated that the victim’s race (White) will moderate harsh 

punishment due to historical Black-White stereotypes around violence. Finally, comparing 

various racial groups, it is anticipated that Black and Latinx defendants would be given more 

punishment than Asian and Arab defendants due to substantial criminal and violent stereotypes 

associated with Black and Latinx Americans (Holmes, Smith, Freng, & Munoz, 2008). These 

experiments aimed to assess how dehumanizing a specific racial group may influence greater 

punishment. These studies primarily explore the judgments and decisions of White Americans as 

jurors in the United States are of that racial group (U.S. Sentencing Commission, 2017).  

Study 1 

In Study 1, I examined how White and Black Americans make decisions around real-life 

court cases. Exploring White and Black Americans will explain how prejudice and 

dehumanization may or may not function as a proxy of the ingroup/outgroup phenomenon. In 

this study, participants were asked to report their feelings and beliefs towards various racial and 

social groups in the US, read about a court case regarding an adolescent charged with a violent 

crime, and then make decisions to act as mock jurors. First, I anticipated that participants would 

perceive Black Americans as less evolved and less warm/favorable than White Americans, as 

noted in previous studies (see Kteily et al., 2015). Second, I expected participants to perceive the 

Black defendant as more responsible for their actions and recommend harsher punishment than a 

white defendant. Studies focusing on dehumanization and violence have highlighted how Black 

male adolescents are often viewed as more culpable for their actions by both naïve participants 

and law enforcement and that a variety of racial minority groups, including Black people around 
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the world, are more likely to experience violence and unethical treatment at the hands of those 

high in anti-Black dehumanization and prejudicial attitudes (Goff et al., 2008; Kteily et al., 2015; 

Kteily et al., 2017). Finally, perceived responsibility and judicial punishment will be predicted 

by dehumanization and prejudice, especially for the Black defendant. 

Method 

Participants and design 

 A statistical power analysis was conducted using Gpower software for detecting a small-

to-medium effect size (d = 0.38) – typical in terms of blatant dehumanization predicting violent 

and aggressive actions (see: Kteily et al., 2015). The test indicated that a sample size of 220 

participants would provide 80% power to find a similar interaction effect size; however, sizable 

participant attrition due to failing study criteria is a common problem when using online 

recruitment platforms (Chmielewski & Kucker, 2020). Thus, an initial sample of 271 participants 

was recruited from Prolific to complete a 15-minute experiment in exchange for $1.63. Eight 

participants failed the attention check. The final sample consisted of 123 Black and 140 White 

participants for 263 participants (Mage = 36.95, SD = 12.74). All participants had previously 

participated as jury members in the U.S. (pre-screening) and were predominately male (59%). 

Additionally, participants were made up of majority liberals (51%), conservatives (33%), and 

moderates (16%), with most also being democrat (71%). 

The experiment took the form of a 2 (participant race: Black, White) by 2 (defendant 

race: Black, White) between-subjects design. Conditions were sampled similarly: Black 

participant and Black defendant (63), Black participant and White defendant (60), White 

participant and Black defendant (68), and White participant and White defendant (72). Regarding 

the dependent variables, perceptions of culpability, verdict, and capital punishment were all 
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continuous variables scored on a 7-point Likert scale. Trying the defendant as an adult or 

juvenile was the binary response, and recommended prison sentence was a sliding scale. 

Procedure  

 After providing consent to be part of the experiment and meeting Tufts University 

eligibility criteria, participants responded to questions regarding their attitudes towards various 

social groups in America. The prejudicial thermometer and ascent of human scale (blatant 

dehumanization measure) were randomly ordered. Next, participants completed a distraction task 

and attention check. Afterward, participants read details of a court case involving a second-

degree murder charge against a 16-year-old male defendant in a large U.S. city. Specifically, 

participants were given arrest information, a summary of the prosecution and defense cases, and 

the judge’s instructions to the jury. Depending on the condition, participants were informed that 

the alleged perpetrator/defendant was either Black (Jamal Washington) or White (Brian 

Anderson). While considering the previous information, participants were asked to complete a 

variety of measures assessing the defendant’s responsibility, perceived age of the defendant, their 

verdict decision, recommended sentence, and the death penalty. Finally, participants completed a 

trait dehumanization measure about the defendant, a manipulation check, and general 

demographic questions and were debriefed and compensated. 

Materials 

 Prejudice thermometer – Haddock et al. (1993). Participants reported their attitudes 

towards various social groups in America on a rating from 1 (very unfavorable/cold) to 100 (very 

favorable/warm). The groups were measured and randomly ordered: White Americans, Black 

Americans, Republicans, Democrats, incarcerated people, politicians, and teenagers. While we 
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were only interested in examining racial groups, other social groups were added to this measure 

to avoid social desirability and reduce the awareness of the study’s intent. 

 Ascent of human – Kteily et al. (2015). Participants reported how evolved they 

considered various social groups in America on a rating from 1 (least evolved) to 100 (most 

evolved). This blatant dehumanization scale also included a diagram, where the value of 1 

reflected a quadrupedal human ancestor and 100 reflected a modern-day human. The same social 

groups were measured and randomly ordered as in the prejudice thermometer scale. 

 Distraction task. Participants completed a six-item measure about perceptions of 

government during COVID-19, adapted from Conway, Woodard, and Zubrod (2020). Responses 

were recorded on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). 

This measure was strictly used as a distraction task in the experiment. Additionally, this 

questionnaire included an attention check question stating, “If you are paying attention, choose 

to disagree” which was “2” on the Likert scale. 

Court case instructions. All participants were informed that they would read about a 

random court case in our database of juvenile arrests from 2020. They were shown a fake 

loading screen and told they were selected to see details of “COURT CASE 597” with a brief 

description of the crime. Finally, they were instructed to review the case as a mock juror. See the 

complete materials in Appendix D. 

 Court case manipulation – adapted from Tang and Turner (2013). The information 

used in the court case manipulation stems from Commonwealth v. Edward S. O’Brien (1996), 

which describes a teenager who was charged and arrested for murdering their best friend’s 

mother by stabbing the woman multiple times. 
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First, participants were provided with arrest information. Specifically, all participants 

were informed that the defendant/alleged perpetrator was male, 16 years old, 5’7” tall, weighed 

158 pounds and was accused of second-degree murder. This weight and height are typical for 16-

year-old males in the United States (National Center for Health Statistics, 2000). Depending on 

the condition, the defendant’s race was noted as either Black or White, and their full names were 

either Jamal Washington or Brian Anderson. These names have been cited as stereotypical of 

each racial group in the United States (Darolia, Koedel, Martorell, Wilson & Perez-Arce, 2015).  

 Next, participants were given a one-page summary of the prosecution’s case, arguing that 

the defendant was sexually obsessed with his best friend’s mother and stabbed her multiple times 

when she caught him spying on her. Participants were then given a one-page summary of the 

defense’s case, arguing that the defendant was wrongfully accused of a crime he did not commit 

based on the timeline of events, contaminated evidence, and other persons of interest who had 

recent conflicts with the victim. Finally, participants were given a paragraph with the judge’s 

instructions to the jury that highlighted what the prosecutor must prove beyond a reasonable 

doubt or jurors must vote not guilty. See the complete materials in Appendix E. 

 Defendant’s age. Participants completed a fill-in response for the defendant’s age. 

Additionally, participants indicated whether the defendant’s age would influence their verdict on 

a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). 

Culpability – Nunez, Dahl, Tang, and Jensen (2010). Participants indicated how 

responsible they believed the defendant was for their actions (6 items, e.g., He should pay for his 

crime, α =0.71). Responses were recorded on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The list of items was randomly ordered. One item was reverse 

scored. 
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Verdict. Participants indicated whether they believed the defendant was guilty of 

committing second-degree murder on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly 

agree). Additionally, participants reported their perception of this decision on a scale ranging 

from 1 (not at all certain) to 7 (absolutely certain). 

Trying as an adult. Participants indicated how they believed the defendant should be 

tried by choosing either adult or juvenile court in a binary response measure. 

Prison sentence recommendation. Participants were asked to assume that the defendant 

was guilty and provide a sentencing recommendation ranging from 0 (minimum sentence 

allowed by law) to 100 (maximum sentence permitted by law). However, the numbers 0-100 on 

the sliding scales were hidden from the participants. Participants used the sliding scale to move 

toward one of the two endpoints. 

Capital punishment. Participants indicated whether they believed the defendant should 

be considered for capital punishment on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly 

agree). 

Trait dehumanization. Participants reviewed a list of words (11 items, e.g., mature, 

savage, coarse, α =0.88) and indicated how well they described the defendant they read about on 

a scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). The list of items was randomly ordered. 

Example items include savage, barbaric, lacking self-restraint like an animal, logical, rational, 

and four traits were reverse-scored. 

Manipulation check. Participants were asked to provide the full name of the defendant. 

Demographics. Participants reported their racial background, age, sex, income level, 

political party affiliation, and political ideology. Participants also reported whether they had 



DEHUMANIZATION, PREJUDICE, AND JURY DECISION MAKING  28 
 

close friends or family members currently working in the criminal justice system and if they had 

ever been in jail or prison. 

Results 

Primary Analyses 

Bivariate correlations. A bivariate correlation analysis was conducted between variables 

regarding perceptions and attitudes towards the defendant/target across Black and White 

participants. Results suggested few differences and fewer significant correlations when 

examining how dehumanization and prejudice predict punishment between racial backgrounds. 

Specifically, the lone significant correlation for prejudicial attitudes was with a recommended 

prison sentence (r = 0.22, p < 0.05), but this was only true for Black participants. Because Black 

participants perceived White Americans as significantly less warm/favorable than Black 

Americans, this correlation highlighted that perceiving White Americans as cold/unfavorable 

was associated with a higher prison sentence recommendation. 

The dehumanization attitude’s lone significant correlation was with the defendant’s 

perceived age (r = 0.25, p < 0.01), but this was only true for White participants. Although White 

participants did not show significant dehumanizing attitudes against White and Black Americans, 

it trended towards showing Whites as less evolved descriptively. Thus, the correlation of the 

difference score suggests that perceiving White Americans as less developed was associated with 

a higher predicted defendant age. See Table 1 for the complete bivariate correlational results. 

Prejudicial attitudes. A paired-sample t-test was conducted to examine participants’ 

feelings of favorability/warmth toward White and Black Americans. Unexpectedly, there was a 

significant main effect, t (261) = -5.19, p < .001, d = -0.32, indicating that White Americans (M 

= 71.34, SD = 1.52) were perceived as less favorable than Black Americans (M = 79.45, SD = 
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1.29). Next, we decided to examine how prejudicial attitudes were influenced by the participant’s 

race and political ideology. For the purposes of analyses regarding political ideology we focused 

on liberals and conservatives, excluding the 43 moderate participants. A 2 (participant race: 

Black, White) by 2 (political ideology: liberal, conservative) factorial ANOVA on the difference 

scores of prejudicial attitudes against White and Black Americans highlighted a significant main 

effect on participant race F (1, 215) = 20.20, p < 0.001, ηp
2 = 0.10. This indicated that Black 

participants were rating White Americans (M = 57.12, SD = 24.90) significantly lower than 

Black Americans (M = 82.02 SD = 18.41). Meanwhile, White participants rated White 

Americans (M = 75.01, SD = 23.81) and Black Americans similarly (M = 76.32, SD = 22.47). 

Additionally, there was a significant main effect on political ideologies F (1, 215) = 16.06, p < 

0.001, ηp
2 = 0.10. This indicated that liberals were rating White Americans (M = 68.40, SD = 

25.80;) significantly lower than Black Americans (M = 80.35, SD = 19.76). Meanwhile, 

conservatives rated White Americans (M = 77.48, SD = 20.77) and Black Americans similarly 

(M = 77.68, SD = 23.01). See Table 2 for mean and relative prejudicial attitude scores across 

social groups. In Table 2 difference scores highlight a participants’ racial group – [social group] 

ascent/feeling thermometer rating. For example, the top column of the table focusing on White 

participants; therefore, the mean difference was calculated by: White-American score – social 

group score, with the social group being another group that a participated rate such as Black 

Americans. 

Blatant dehumanization attitudes. A paired-samples t-test was conducted to examine 

participants’ perceptions of human evolution toward White and Black Americans. Unexpectedly, 

there was a significant main effect, t (259) = -2.62, p < .01, d = -0.16, indicating that White 

Americans (M = 84.62, SD = 23.28) were perceived as less evolved than Black Americans (M = 
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88.48, SD = 18.33). Follow-up analyses, via a 2 (participant race: Black, White) by 2 (political 

ideology: liberal, conservative) factorial ANOVA on the difference scores of prejudicial attitudes 

against White and Black Americans highlighted only a significant main effect on participant race 

F (1, 209) = 3.58 , p = 0.05, ηp
2 = 0.02. Covariates were participants’ relations with law 

enforcement, their arrest history, and anticipated defendant age. The difference scores were 

created as: White Americans scores – Black Americans scores. Positive values indicated that 

White Americans were perceived as more evolved than Black Americans, and negative scores 

meant that Black Americans were perceived as more evolved than White Americans. Results 

indicated that Black participants were perceiving Black Americans as more evolved (M = -5.83, 

SD = 24.74) compared to White participants (M = -0.65, SD = 178.44). Additionally, there was a 

marginal main effect on political ideology. F (1, 209) = 3.64, p = 0.06, ηp
2 = 0.02. This indicated 

that liberals were perceiving Black Americans as more evolved  (M = -5.02, SD = 21.89) 

compared to conservatives  (M = 0.37 SD = 20.61). See Table 2 for mean and relative 

dehumanization attitude scores across social groups. 

For the following analytical procedures, the defendant’s anticipated age and participant’s 

political party affiliation, political ideologies, and relations with law enforcement were 

controlled by covariates in our variance analysis. 

Culpability. A factorial ANCOVA was conducted to examine participant race (Black, 

White) and defendant race (Black, White) on the defendant’s culpability perceptions. As 

predicted, there was a significant main effect on participant race F (1,255) = 11.98, p < 0.001, ηp
2 

= 0.04, indicating that Black participants (M = 3.58, SD = 1.19) perceived the defendant as less 

responsible for their actions than White participants (M = 4.13, SD = 1.10). Contrary to 

expectations, there was no significant main effect for defendant race F (1, 255) = 0.23, p = 0.63 
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nor an interaction effect between participant race and defendant race F (1, 255) = 1.20, p = 0.28. 

This suggests that participants did not perceive culpability differently between the Black and 

White defendants. Follow-up analyses, via a 2 (participant race: Black, White) by 2 (political 

ideology: liberal, conservative) factorial ANOVA on the perceptions of culpability highlighted a 

significant interaction effect F (1, 216) = 6.28, p < 0.05, ηp
2 = 0.03. This indicated that Black 

conservatives were driving the effect by rating the defendant as significantly less culpable (M = 

3.29, SD = 0.96) compared to Black liberals (M = 3.90, SD = 1.22), White liberals (M = 4.03, SD 

= 1.04) and White conservatives (M = 4.19, SD = 1.16). 

Trying as an adult. Logistic regression was conducted to examine the participant’s race 

(Black, White) and the defendant’s race (Black, White) on trying the defendant as an adult or 

juvenile. The overall model was not statistically significant χ2 (253) = 12.05, p = 0.15, indicating 

that including the participant’s race and the defendant’s race as predictor variables did not 

explain a great deal of variation in the responses for trying the defendant as an adult compared to 

the intercept model. Similarly, the overall model was not statistically significant 

χ2 (216) = 4.67, p = 0.19 when examining participant’s race (Black, White) and political 

ideology (liberal, conservative). 

 Verdict. Logistic regression was conducted to examine the participant’s race (Black, 

White) and the defendant’s race (Black, White) on the case’s verdict. Additionally, verdict 

certainty and the defendant’s age influence on the ruling were covariates. The overall model was 

statistically significant χ2 (251) = 64.31, p < 0.001, and explained 29% of the variation of the 

verdict (Nagelkerke R2). However, neither the participant’s race (p = 0.21) nor the defendant’s 

race (p = 0.42) correctly predicted the odds of the verdict. Follow-up analyses examining 

participant’s race (Black, White) and political ideology (liberal, conservative) showed a 
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statistically significant model χ2 (210) = 52.02, p < 0.001, and it similarly explained 29% of the 

variation of the verdict (Nagelkerke R2). There was a significant effect on political ideology (p 

<0.001) indicating that liberals were 18% more likely to recommend a non-guilty verdict than 

conservatives. 

 Prison sentence recommendation. A factorial ANCOVA was conducted to examine 

participant race (Black, White) and defendant race (Black, White) on the prison sentence 

recommendation. Contrary to expectations, there were no significant main effects for participant 

race F (1, 255) = 2.60, p = 0.11 or defendant race F (1, 255) = 0.73, p = 0.40 nor an interaction 

effect between participant race and defendant race F (1, 255) = 0.68, p = 0.41. This suggests that 

participants did not recommend prison sentences differently between the Black and White 

defendants, and the participant’s racial background did not influence these recommendations. 

That said, when conducting a 2 (participant race: Black, White) by 2 (political ideology: liberal, 

conservative) factorial ANOVA there was a significant main effect on participant race F (1, 212) 

= 4.61, p = 0.03, ηp
2 = 0.02, suggesting that White participants recommended longer prison 

sentences (M = 65.89, SD = 27.21) compared to Black participants (M = 57.25, SD = 26.55), and 

political ideology was not a significant factor alone (p = 0.25) or as an interaction (p = 0.17). 

Capital punishment. A factorial ANCOVA was conducted to examine participant race 

(Black, White) and defendant race (Black, White) in considering the use of capital punishment. 

As predicted, there was a significant main effect on participant race F (1,255) = 19.65, p < 0.001, 

ηp
2 = 0.07, indicating that Black participants (M = 3.34, SD = 2.00) had less support for the death 

penalty than White participants (M = 4.56, SD = 2.21). Contrary to expectations, there was not a 

significant main effect for defendant race F (1, 255) = 1.53, p = 0.22 nor an interaction effect 

between participant race and defendant race F (1, 255) = 0.63, p = 0.43. Follow-up analyses, via 
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a 2 (participant race: Black, White) by 2 (political ideology: liberal, conservative) showed a 

significant interaction effect F (1,212) = 43.05, p < 0.01, ηp
2 = 0.04 suggesting that Black liberals 

(M = 2.64, SD = 1.87) had less support for the death penalty compared to White liberals (M = 

4.73, SD = 2.25), White conservatives (M = 4.20, SD = 2.22), and Black conservatives (M = 

3.84, SD = 1.90). 

Secondary Analyses 

Trait dehumanization.  In addition to examining blatant dehumanizing attitudes towards 

racial groups, the experiment also recorded the participant’s animalistic characteristics of the 

defendant. A factorial ANOVA was conducted to explore whether the defendant’s race (Black, 

White) and the participant’s race (Black, White) would influence how the defendant was 

animalistically characterized. Results indicated a significant main effect on the defendant’s race 

F (1,254) = 6.67, p < 0.01, ηp
2 = 0.03. This suggests that participants associated more animalistic 

traits with the White defendant (M = 4.56, SD = 1.15) than with the Black defendant (M = 4.20, 

SD = 1.60). Follow-up analyses, a 2 (defendant race: Black, White) by 2 (political ideology: 

liberal, conservative) showed a significant main effect F (1,213) = 6.36, p < 0.05, ηp
2 = 0.03 

suggesting that conservatives (M = 4.56, SD = 1.06) characterized the defendant as more 

animalistic than liberals (M = 4.16, SD = 1.17). 

Multiple linear regression. Multiple linear regressions were conducted to examine the 

extent to which prejudicial and dehumanizing attitudes predicted perceptions of culpability and 

levels of punishment toward both target groups. Although our analysis of variance results found 

little evidence suggesting that social attitudes would uniquely predict sentence in a target 

condition, it was hypothesized that the difference scores of White and Black dehumanizing 

attitudes would predict harsher punishment above and beyond the difference scores of White and 
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Black prejudicial attitudes, especially in the Black target condition. The difference scores were 

created as: White Americans scores – Black Americans scores. Positive values indicated that 

White Americans were perceived as more evolved than Black Americans, and negative scores 

meant that Black Americans were perceived as more evolved than White Americans 

In the first analysis we examined the Black target condition with predictor variables as 

prejudicial and dehumanizing attitudes’ difference scores of White and Black Americans. The 

overall regression was statistically significant with culpability as the dependent variable, F (2, 

130) = 3.25, p < 0.05, r2 = 0.05. Results indicate that perceiving Black Americans as more 

warm/favorable than White Americans was associated with perceiving the Black defendant as 

less culpable (b = -0.012, p < 0.01). The overall regression was statistically significant with 

recommended prison sentence as the dependent variable, F (2, 130) = 3.89, p < 0.05, r2 = 0.06. 

Results indicate perceiving Black Americans as colder/unfavorable compared to White 

Americans was associated with a greater prison sentence for Black defendants (b = 0.22, p = 

0.058). Dehumanization attitudes were not predictive of any dependent variable. The overall 

models were not statistically significant when including political ideology. 

In the White target condition, similar multiple linear regressions were conducted 

examining prejudicial and dehumanizing attitudes’ difference scores between White and Black 

Americans. As anticipated, there were no models statistically significant. This highlights that 

prejudicial and dehumanizing attitudes are not predictive of punishment towards White 

perpetrators. 

Discussion 

The present research examined how Black and White Americans evaluated cases where a 

male adolescent committed a crime and how race and dehumanization would influence juror’s 
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decisions. Contrary to our hypotheses, participants did not dehumanize Black Americans or the 

Black defendant more than their White counterparts. Additionally, Study 1 findings indicated 

that biased judgments went against the White defendants as they were seen as more responsible 

for their actions. Overall, these findings highlighted very few differences between participant 

race and defendant race, combatting several pieces of literature regarding racially biased 

judgments against Black people. Specifically, Study 1 did not show any differences based on the 

participant’s race or the defendant’s race when examining decisions about trying the defendant in 

adult court compared to juvenile court, making a guilty verdict, or recommending longer prison 

sentences. 

Interestingly, Whites were less supportive of the death penalty than Black participants; 

however, neither the Black nor White defendants significantly recommended capital punishment. 

Regression analysis indicated that only prejudicial attitudes and not dehumanization predicted 

harsh punishment. Specifically, anti-Black prejudicial attitudes predicted greater culpability and 

prison sentence length. This suggests that when accounting for prejudicial attitudes against 

Blacks, dehumanization did explain any additional levels of punishment. 

Follow-up analyses focused on how political ideologies interact with our variables of 

interest provided more depth to our understand of dehumanization, prejudice, and racial 

discrimination. Specifically, we find that the reason why White Americans are perceived as 

colder/unfavorable is because liberals were rating White Americans lower in general, perhaps 

highlighting a sense of White guilt or socially desirable effects. Similarly, we found the same 

pattern explained why White Americans were being dehumanized more than Black Americans – 

combatting an abundance of psychological findings. Regarding racial discrimination, political 

ideology helped inform us that Black conservatives were the reason why we unexpectedly saw 
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Black defendants being perceived as less culpable for their actions and that Black liberals were 

the reason why Black participants had less support for the death penalty. As we would expect, 

these additionally analyses helped us understand that conservatives were characterizing 

defendants as animalistic far more than liberals. 

Although Study 1 did not find significant changes in perceptions of dehumanization and 

punishment for Black and White people, there are still intriguing questions on how or why Study 

1 findings differ from previously published work and the role of political ideology. In the 

following study we aim to recruit even numbers of liberals and conservatives to see if the driving 

effects of conservatives is still effective when there is an efficient sample size. 

Study 2 

Study 1 found surprising results: participants often perceived the White defendant as 

more responsible for their actions and were characterized more often with animalistic traits. 

However, when examining the Black target condition specifically in the multiple regression 

analyses, Study 1 found that anti-Black dehumanizing attitudes predicted greater punishment and 

a harsher view of the Black defendant. Therefore, Study 2 will examine these results further by 

focusing on a historically stereotypical scenario of a Black male suspected of committing sexual 

and physical violence on a White female victim.  

Study 2 will add to the experimental design of Study 1 by manipulating the racial 

background of the female victim (Black, White). Similar to Study 1, it is anticipated that in 

Study 2, participants will perceive Black Americans as less evolved and less warm/favorable 

than White Americans. In addition, it is expected that participants will perceive the Black 

defendant more harshly and recommend more severe punishment than the White defendant, 
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especially when the victim is perceived as White. Furthermore, finally, it is anticipated that anti-

Black feelings and anti-Black dehumanizing attitudes can explain this interaction effect. 

Method 

Participants and design 

 A statistical power analysis using similar parameters as in Study 1 was used for Study 2, 

which indicated that a sample size of 220 participants would suffice. A sample of 300 (Mage = 

41.25, SD = 16.00) participants was recruited from Prolific to complete a 15-minute experiment 

in exchange for $1.63. All participants had previously participated as jury members in the U.S. 

(prescreening) and were slightly female (52%), Democrat (51%), and conservative (53%). 

The study took the form of a 2 (defendant race: Black, White) by 2 (victim race: Black, 

White) between-subjects design. Conditions were sampled equally: Black defendant and Black 

victim (78), Black defendant and White victim (74), White defendant and Black victim (73), and 

White defendant and White victim (75). The dependent variables were identical to Study 1. 

Procedure  

 The procedures of Study 2 were identical to Study 1. 

Materials 

 The materials of Study 2 were identical to Study 1, except for additional information in 

the court case manipulation and the manipulation checks to reflect Study 2’s experimental design 

of the victim’s racial background. 

 Court case manipulation – adapted from Tang and Turner (2013). Unlike Study 1, 

participants in Study 2 were provided with information about the victim. Specifically, all 

participants were informed that the victim was female, 42 years old, 5’2” tall, weighed 135 

pounds, and was stabbed to death. The victim’s characteristics reflect the Commonwealth v. 



DEHUMANIZATION, PREJUDICE, AND JURY DECISION MAKING  38 
 

Edward S. O’Brien (1996) case. Depending on the condition, the defendant’s race was noted as 

either Black or White, and their full names were either Lakisha Jones or Emily Walsh. These 

names have been cited as stereotypical of each racial group in the United States (Darolia et al., 

2015).  

Manipulation check. Participants were asked to provide the defendant and victim’s full 

names and racial backgrounds. 

Results 

Primary analyses 

Bivariate correlations. To begin, a bivariate correlation analysis was conducted between 

variables regarding perceptions and attitudes towards the defendant/target across all participants. 

Results suggested that prejudicial attitudes were more associated with the judicial variables of 

interest than dehumanizing attitudes. Although there were no significant differences in prejudice 

against White and Black Americans, difference scores descriptively trended towards perceiving 

Black Americans as less warm/favorable than White Americans. Therefore, the results highlight 

that is perceiving Black Americans as cold/unfavorable was associated with a higher prison 

sentence (r = 0.15, p < 0.05), capital punishment (r = -0.32, p < 0.001) perceived responsibility 

(r = 0.12, p < 0.05), trying the defendant as an adult (r = -0.14, p < 0.05), and describing the 

defendant with animalistic characteristics (r = 0.12, p < 0.05). Meanwhile, dehumanizing White 

Americans was only associated with capital punishment (r = -0.22, p < 0.001)  and lower 

predicted age of the defendant (r = -0.13, p < 0.05). See Table 3 for the complete bivariate 

correlational results. 

Prejudicial attitudes. A paired-sample t-test was conducted to examine participants’ 

feelings of favorability/warmth toward White and Black Americans. Unlike Study 1, there was 
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not a significant main effect, t (299) = 0.12, p = 0.91, indicating that White Americans (M = 

72.10, SD = 23.96) were perceived similarly to Black Americans (M = 72.28, SD = 21.22). Yet, 

these results replicate Study 1 as the White sample in Study 1 also rated White and Black 

Americans similarly. Next, we decided to examine how prejudicial attitudes were influenced by 

political ideology. For the purposes of analyses regarding political ideology we focused on 

liberals and conservatives, excluding the seven moderate participants. See Table 4 for mean and 

relative prejudicial attitude scores across social groups. 

For follow-up analyses we conducted a one-way ANOVA with political ideology (liberal, 

conservative) being the predictor variable on the difference scores of prejudicial attitudes against 

White and Black Americans showcased a significant main effect F (1, 291) = 71.336, p < 0.001, 

ηp
2 = 0.20. This indicated that conservatives rated White Americans 11.12 (SD = 23.60) points 

higher in warmth/favorability while liberals rated White Americans  -11.55 (SD = 23.81) points 

lower to Black Americans.  

Blatant dehumanization attitudes. A paired-samples t-test was conducted to examine 

participants’ perceptions of human evolution toward White and Black Americans. As expected, 

and unlike Study 1, there was a significant main effect, t (299) = 2.63, p < .01, d = -0.15, 

indicating that Black Americans (M = 87.45, SD = 21.16) were perceived as less evolved than 

White Americans (M = 90.32, SD = 16.44). That said, overall ratings of White and Black 

Americans were extremely high.  

A one-way ANOVA with political ideology (liberal, conservative) being the predictor 

variable on the difference scores of dehumanization attitudes against White and Black Americans 

showcased a significant main effect F (1, 291) = 36.78, p < 0.001, ηp
2 = 0.11. This indicated that 

conservatives rated White Americans 8.98 (SD = 20.13) points higher in evolvedness while 
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liberals rated White Americans  -3.56 (SD = 14.86) points lower to Black Americans. See Table 

4 for mean and relative prejudicial attitude scores across social groups. 

See Table 4 for mean and relative dehumanization attitude scores across social groups. 

For the following analytical procedures, the defendant’s anticipated age and participant’s 

political party affiliation, political ideologies, arrest history, and relations with law enforcement 

were controlled by covariates in our variance analysis. 

Culpability. A factorial ANCOVA was conducted to examine the defendant’s race 

(Black, White) and the victim’s race (Black, White) on perceptions of culpability for the 

defendant. As predicted, there was a significant main effect on defendant race F (1,285) = 4.47, p 

= 0.035, ηp
2 = 0.02. However, unexpectedly the directionality of the effect indicates that 

participants perceived the White defendant (M = 4.58, SD = 1.08) as more responsible for their 

actions than the Black defendant (M = 4.31, SD = 1.12). Contrary to anticipations, there was not 

a significant main effect for victim race F (1, 285) = 2.05, p = 0.15 nor an interaction effect 

between defendant race and victim race F (1, 285) = 0.29, p = 0.59. This suggests that 

participants did not perceive culpability differently when the victim was Black and White, and 

the defendant’s racial background did not influence these views.  

Follow-up analyses, via a 2 (defendant race: Black, White) by 2 (political ideology: 

liberal, conservative) factorial ANOVA on the perceptions of culpability highlighted a marginal 

interaction effect F (1, 289) = 3.41 p = 0.06, ηp
2 = 0.01. This indicated that liberals were driving 

the effect by rating the Black defendant as significantly less culpable (M = 4.05, SD = 1.14) 

compared to the White defendant (M = 4.59, SD = 1.05). Meanwhile conservatives rated Whites 

(M = 4.52, SD = 1.01) and Blacks similarly (M = 4.60, SD = 1.10). 
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Trying as an adult. Logistic regression was conducted to examine the defendant’s race 

(Black, White) and the victim’s race (Black, White) on trying the defendant as an adult or 

juvenile. The overall model was marginally significant χ2 (285) = 15.34, p = 0.053 and explained 

6.8% of the variation of trying the defendant as an adult (Nagelkerke R2). However, neither the 

defendant’s race (p = 0.16) nor the victim’s race (p = 0.82) correctly predicted the odds of trying 

the defendant as an adult. 

 Verdict. Logistic regression was conducted to examine the defendant’s race (Black, 

White) and the victim’s race (Black, White) on the case’s verdict. Additionally, verdict certainty 

and the defendant’s age influence on the ruling were covariates. The overall model was 

statistically significant χ2 (282) = 34.28, p < 0.001, and explained 15% of the variation of the 

verdict (Nagelkerke R2). However, neither the defendant’s race (p = 0.21) nor the victim’s race 

(p = 0.20) correctly predicted the odds of the verdict. Only the perceived verdict certainty 

covariate (p < 0.001) predicted the odds of the judgment at 62.2% of the cases. 

 Prison sentence recommendation. A factorial ANCOVA was conducted to examine the 

defendant’s race (Black, White) and the victim’s race (Black, White) on the prison sentence 

recommendation. Contrary to expectations, there were no significant main effects for defendant 

race F (1, 285) = 0.74, p = 0.39 or victim race F (1, 285) = 0.04, p = 0.84 nor an interaction 

effect between defendant race and victim race F (1, 285) = 0.13, p = 0.72. This suggests that 

participants did not recommend prison sentences differently between the Black and White 

defendant or when the victim was either Black or White.  

Follow-up analyses of a one-way ANOVA with political ideology (liberal, conservative) 

being the predictor variable showcased a significant main effect F (1, 291) = 11.86, p < 0.001, 
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ηp
2 = 0.04. This indicated that conservatives were recommending longer prison sentences (M = 

71.92, SD = 28.62) compared to liberals (M = 60.32, SD = 29.02). 

Capital punishment. A factorial ANCOVA was conducted to examine the defendant’s 

race (Black, White) and the victim’s race (Black, White) in considering the use of capital 

punishment. Contrary to expectations, there were no significant main effects for defendant race F 

(1,285) = 0.54, p = 0.47, or victim race F (1,285) = 0.38, p = 0.56. As predicted, there was a 

significant interaction effect on defendant race by victim race F (1,285) = 5.85, p = 0.016, ηp
2 = 

0.02. However, unexpectedly there was a cross-over effect such that participants supported 

capital punishment for the White defendant, especially when the victim was White (M = 2.96, 

SD = 2.02) compared to Black (M = 2.46, SD = 1.76) and supported capital punishment for the 

Black defendant especially when the victim was Black (M = 3.14, SD = 2.01) compared to White 

(M = 2.58, SD = 1.84). This suggests that participants are less likely to support capital 

punishment when suspected crimes are committed across racial backgrounds.  

Follow-up analyses, via a 2 (defendant race: Black, White) by 2 (victim race: Black, 

White) by 2 (political ideology: liberal, conservative) factorial ANOVA highlighted interaction 

effect with political ideology and victim race F (1, 285) = 5.41 p < 0.05, ηp
2 = 0.02. This 

indicated that liberals were driving the effect by supporting the death penalty more when the 

female victim was White (M = 6.21, SD = 1.35) compared to Black (M = 5.63, SD = 1.77). 

Meanwhile conservatives supported the death penalty similarly regardless if the female victim 

was White (M = 4.32, SD = 1.98) or Black (M = 4.69, SD = 1.97). 

Secondary analyses 

Trait dehumanization.  In addition to examining blatant dehumanizing attitudes towards 

racial groups, the experiment also recorded participants’ ratings of the animalistic characteristics 
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of the defendant. A factorial ANOVA was conducted to explore whether the defendant’s race 

(Black, White) and the victim’s race (Black, White) would influence how the defendant was 

characterized. Results indicated a significant main effect on the defendant’s race F (1,292) = 

7.16, p < 0.01, ηp
2 = 0.02. Replicating the results from Study 1, participants associated more 

animalistic traits with the White defendant (M = 4.82, SD = 1.20) than with the Black defendant 

(M = 4.42, SD = 1.42). Additionally, a significant interaction effect between defendant race and 

victim race was found F (1,292) = 11.25, p < 0.01, ηp
2 = 0.02. This indicates that when the victim 

was described as Black, both the White (M = 4.74, SD = 1.25) and Black defendant (M = 4.72, 

SD = 1.36) were similarly highly characterized with animalistic traits; however, when the victim 

was described as White the White defendant (M = 4.90, SD = 1.14) was characterized with more 

animalistic features than the Black defendant (M = 4.11, SD = 1.41).  

Follow-up analyses, via a 2 (defendant race: Black, White) by 2 (victim race: Black, 

White) by 2 (political ideology: liberal, conservative) factorial ANOVA highlighted interaction 

effect with political ideology and defendant race F (1, 285) = 10.55 p < 0.001, ηp
2 = 0.04. This 

indicated that liberals were driving the effect describing the defendant as less animalistic when 

they were Black (M = 4.06, SD = 1.37) compared to White  (M = 5.00, SD = 1.20). Meanwhile 

conservatives described defendants similarly in animalistic traits regardless of whether they were 

White (M = 4.70, SD = 1.18) or Black (M = 4.75, SD = 1.38). 

Multiple linear regression. Multiple linear regressions were conducted to examine the 

extent to which prejudicial and dehumanizing attitudes predicted perceptions of culpability and 

levels of punishment toward both target groups. As in Study 1, our analysis of variance results 

found little evidence suggesting that social attitudes would uniquely predict sentence in a target 

condition; it was hypothesized that the difference scores of White and Black dehumanizing 
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attitudes would predict harsher punishment above and beyond the difference scores of White and 

Black prejudicial attitudes, especially in the Black target condition.  

Therefore, in the first step, the Black target condition was examined where predictor 

variables included prejudicial and dehumanizing attitudes’ difference scores of White and Black-

Americans in linear regression models including culpability (F (2, 151) = 3.65, p < 0.05), 

recommended prison sentence (F (2, 151) = 5.68, p < 0.01), and capital punishment (F (2, 151) = 

10.12, p < 0.001). Results highlighted that only prejudicial attitudes were a significant predictor 

of culpability (b = -0.01, p = 0.05) and capital punishment (b = -0.03, p < 0.001). Meanwhile, 

prejudice (b = 0.42, p < 0.001) and dehumanization (b = -0.46, p < 0.01) both predicted 

recommended prison sentences, yet in different directions. Since the predictor variables are 

difference scores, positive unstandardized beta values indicate that participants perceived Black 

Americans as less dehumanized than White Americans and negative values indicate the opposite. 

This means that for every 1 unit increase of culpability and capital punishment, there should be a 

decrease of 0.01 and 0.03 units in the differences scores of prejudicial attitudes between White 

and Black-Americans. Additionally, for every 1 unit increase in recommended prison sentence, 

there should be an 0.42 unit increase in prejudicial difference scores and an 0.46 unit decrease in 

dehumanization difference scores. 

In the White target condition, similar multiple linear regressions were conducted 

examining prejudicial and dehumanizing attitudes’ difference scores between White and Black 

Americans and culpability (F (2, 147) = 0.15, p = 0.86), recommended prison sentence (F (2, 

147) = 2.56, p = 0.08), and capital punishment  (F (2, 147) = 6.56, p < 0.01). As anticipated, 

models including prejudicial and dehumanizing attitudes within the White target condition were 

no more meaningful than an intercept model for culpability and recommended prison sentence. 
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Contrary to our expectations, prejudicial attitudes were marginally predictive of supporting the 

death penalty for the White defendant (b = -0.02, p = 0.07). This means that for every 1 unit 

increase in support of capital punishment, there should be a 0.02 decrease in difference scores for 

prejudicial attitudes. 

Discussion 

The present research examined how Black and White male defendants are perceived in 

court when their accused victim is described as a Black or White female. As hypothesized, and 

unlike Study 1, participants perceived Black Americans as less evolved than White Americans. 

While dehumanizing attitudes showed very little in correlational relationships, results found that 

perceiving Black Americans as cold and unfavorable was related to a higher prison sentence, 

greater culpability, being tried as an adult, and describing the defendant as animalistic. However, 

participants perceived the White defendant as more animalistic than the Black defendant and 

more culpable for their actions, replicating Study 1 findings. That being said, while defendants 

were rated high in animalistic dehumanization when the victim was Black, ratings of animalistic 

dehumanization escalated for the Black defendant when the victim was White. Similar to Study 

1, these findings highlighted very few differences between the victim’s and defendant’s races. 

Specifically, Study 2 did not show any differences based on the victim’s race or the defendant’s 

race when examining decisions about trying the defendant in adult court compared to juvenile 

court, making a guilty verdict, or recommending longer prison sentences. 

Interestingly, participants showed restraint to support of capital punishment when 

suspected crimes were committed across racial backgrounds. Regression analyses indicated that 

while dehumanization predicted sentence length for the Black defendant, so did prejudicial 

attitudes. Additionally, anti-Black prejudicial attitudes predicted views of culpability and the 
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death penalty. This suggests that while dehumanization is shown to influence capital punishment 

decisions, even when accounting for prejudicial attitudes, dehumanization does not explain more 

than prejudicial attitudes for most of the mock juror decisions.  

In our follow-up analyses geared towards political ideologies we replicated the results 

from Study 1 showcasing that while it may not look like participants are showing prejudice to 

Black Americans at whole, conservatives are making harsher judgments while liberals were in 

fact the political group that drove our effects. Perhaps, at the time of data collection, immediately 

after the national protests about the death of George Floyd, liberal participants were feeling 

guilty about their ingroup’s actions and responsibilities regarding racial disparity issues. These 

feelings of White guilt could explain why White liberals felt overly empathetic to the Black 

defendant, to the point where they were recommending significantly more punishment towards 

White defendants. Similarly, conservatives again dehumanized Black Americans as in Study 1.. 

Similar to Study 1 we also found that conservatives recommended higher prison sentences 

regardless of the defendant’s race. So although conservatives are showing prejudicial and 

dehumanizing attitudes towards Black Americans they are not making decisions that are 

uniquely harming Black defendants. Interestingly, we found that liberals were prone to 

supporting the death penalty more, but only when the female victim was a racial ingroup. Yet, 

liberals perceived Black defendants as less animalistic again compared to White defendants. 

Adding onto the results from Study 1, this study showed that participants were 

showcasing prejudicial and dehumanizing attitudes towards Black Americans and animalistic 

traits towards Black defendants when a victim was portrayed as White. Although Study 2 did not 

find that these attitudes predicted biased punishment towards the Black defendant, correlations 
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indicate a relationship between viewing Black Americans negatively and supporting harsh 

punishment.  

Study 3 

Study 2 found evidence suggesting that White Americans are blatantly dehumanizing 

Black Americans. Most importantly, in Study 2, we found that participants may feel 

uncomfortable evaluating crimes in interracial contexts as they were more likely to recommend 

capital punishment to a White defendant only when the victim was White and recommend capital 

punishment to a Black defendant when the victim was Black. To address this concern, in Study 

3, we examined various racial groups to understand whether the unique decision-making is, in 

fact, a concern of interracial contexts or speaks to a potential fear of evaluating cases with Black 

defendants. 

In Study 3, we utilized similar procedures as in Studies 1-2 but manipulated the racial 

background of the defendant to be either White, Black, Latinx, Asian, or Middle Eastern. We 

anticipated that participants would perceive racial minorities as less evolved and less 

warm/favorable to Whites, as shown in previous studies (Kteily et al., 2015; Kteily et al., 2017). 

Similar to those studies, we also anticipate that participants would recommend harsher 

punishment towards racial minority defendants than White defendants. Additionally, we 

expected Black and Latinx defendants to be punished more than Asian and Arab defendants due 

to substantial criminal and violent stereotypes associated with Black and Latinx Americans 

(Holmes, Smith, Freng, & Munoz, 2008). Lastly, we anticipated that dehumanizing attitudes 

would explain the disparities in recommended punishment. 

Method 

Participants and design 



DEHUMANIZATION, PREJUDICE, AND JURY DECISION MAKING  48 
 

 A statistical power analysis was conducted using Gpower software for detecting a small-

to-medium effect size (d = 0.38) – typical in terms of blatant dehumanization predicting violent 

and aggressive actions (see: Kteily, Bruneau, Waytz, & Cotterill, 2015). The test indicated that a 

sample size of 336 participants would provide 80% power to find a similar interaction effect 

size; however, sizable participant attrition due to failing study criteria is a common problem 

when using online recruitment platforms (Chmielewski & Kucker, 2020). Thus, an initial sample 

of 510 participants was recruited from Prolific to complete a 15-minute experiment in exchange 

for $1.63. Four participants failed the attention check, and 17 participants failed the manipulation 

check. The final sample of 489 White participants (Mage = 44.98, SD = 14.99) all had previously 

participated as a jury member in the U.S. (Prolific pre-screening) and was slightly female (53%), 

Democrat (52%) and conservative (54%). 

The experiment was a one-way between-subjects design with five groups (defendant 

race: Black, White, Latinx, Asian, Middle Eastern). Conditions were sampled equally: Black 

(99), White (95), Latinx (98), Asian (99), and Middle Eastern (98). The variables of interest in 

jury decision-making (culpability, verdict, trying the defendant as an adult, death penalty) were 

all continuous variables scored on a 7-point Likert scale, except for recommended prison 

sentence, which was scored on a sliding scale ranging from 0 (minimum sentence) to 100 

(maximum sentence). 

Procedure  

The procedures of Study 3 were identical to Studies 1 and 2. 

Materials 

 The materials of Study 2 were identical to Study 1, except for additional independent 

group levels (Latinx, Asian, Middle Eastern) and the manipulation checks to reflect Study 3’s 
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experimental design. Expressly, depending on the condition, the defendant’s race was noted as 

either Black, White, Latinx, Asian, or Middle Eastern, and their full names were either Jamal 

Washington, Brian Anderson, Jose Gonzales, Lee Chang, or Mamuud Irshad. These names have 

been cited as stereotypical of each racial group in the United States (Darolia, Koedel, Martorell, 

Wilson & Perez-Arce, 2015; King, Madera, Hebl, Knight, & Mendoza, 2006; Widner & 

Chicoine, 2011). For the manipulation checks, participants were asked to provide information 

about the defendant, such as their full name, race, age, and the crime incident. 

Results 

Primary analyses 

Bivariate correlations. To begin, a bivariate correlation analysis was conducted between 

variables regarding perceptions and attitudes towards the defendant/target across all participants. 

Results suggested that both prejudicial and dehumanizing attitudes amongst all racial groups 

predicted White respondents’ culpability, verdict decision, trying the defendant as an adult, 

prison sentence (except for dehumanization against Asians), and capital punishment. All 

significant correlations were similarly small-to-moderate effect sizes, emphasizing that 

participants’ social attitudes towards a single racial group often did not predict harsher sentences. 

See Table 5 for the complete bivariate correlational results. 

Prejudicial attitudes. A repeated measures ANOVA with a Greenhouse-Geisser 

correction was conducted to examine feelings of favorability/warmth towards White, Black, 

Latinx, Asian, and Middle Eastern Americans. As expected, there was a significant main effect F 

(2.55, 1245.72) = 20.42, p < 0.001, ηp
2 = 0.04. Replicating Studies 1-2, White participants rated 

White (M = 75.42, SD = 22.00) and Black Americans similarly (M = 74.43, SD = 24.73). The 
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Bonferroni post-hoc pairwise comparison highlighted seven significant effects between attitudes 

towards racial groups as shown in Table 7. 

A one-way ANOVA with political ideology (liberal, conservative) being the predictor 

variable on the difference scores of prejudicial attitudes against White and Black Americans 

showcased a significant main effect F (1, 476) = 128.36, p < 0.001, ηp
2 = 0.21. This indicated 

that conservatives rated White Americans 13.37 (SD = 25.17) points higher in 

warmth/favorability while liberals rated White Americans  -11.98 (SD = 23.72) points lower to 

Black Americans. See Table 6 for mean and relative prejudicial attitude scores across social 

groups. 

See Table 6 for mean and relative prejudicial attitude scores across social groups, and see 

Table 7 for post-hoc multiple comparisons amongst those groups. 

Blatant dehumanization attitudes. A repeated measures ANOVA with a Greenhouse-

Geisser correction was conducted to examine perceptions of human evolution towards White, 

Black, Latinx, Asian, and Middle Eastern Americans. As expected, there was a significant main 

effect F (2.68, 1305.99) = 23.24, p < 0.001, np2 = 0.05. Replicating Study 2, White participants 

rated Black Americans (M = 87.75, SD = 21.63) as less evolved than White Americans (M = 

91.46, SD = 15.50). Additionally, the Bonferroni post-hoc pairwise comparison highlighted six 

other significant effects between attitudes towards racial groups as shown in Table 7.  

A one-way ANOVA with political ideology (liberal, conservative) being the predictor 

variable on the difference scores of dehumanization attitudes against White and Black Americans 

showcased a significant main effect F (1, 476) = 73.04, p < 0.001, ηp
2 = 0.13. This indicated that 

conservatives rated White Americans 11.47 (SD = 23.67) points higher in evolvedness while 
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liberals rated White Americans  -4.35 (SD = 16.01) points lower to Black Americans. See Table 

6 for mean and relative prejudicial attitude scores across social groups. 

For the following analytical procedures, the defendant’s anticipated age, as well as the 

participant’s political party affiliation, political ideologies, and relations with law enforcement, 

were controlled by being covariates in our analysis of variance tests. 

Culpability. A one-way factorial ANCOVA was conducted to examine the defendant’s 

race (Black, White, Latinx, Asian, Middle Eastern) on perceptions of culpability for the 

defendant. Contrary to expectations, there was no significant main effect for defendant race F (4, 

469) = 0.54, p = 0.71. This suggests that participants did not perceive the defendant as more or 

less responsible based on their racial background.  

Next, we conducted a follow-up analyses examining the role of political ideology. A 2 

(political ideology: conservative, liberal) by 4 (defendant race: Black, White, Latinx, Asian, 

Middle Eastern) factorial ANCOVA was conducted on perceptions of culpability. There was 

only a significant main effect on political ideology F (1, 463) = 67.58, p < 0.001 ηp
2 = 0.13. This 

indicates that conservatives (M = 4.74, SD = 1.07) perceived the defendant as more responsible 

for their actions compared to liberals (M = 3.88, SD = 1.18). 

Trying as an adult. A factorial ANCOVA was conducted to examine the defendant’s 

race (Black, White, Latinx, Asian, Middle Eastern) on trying the defendant as an adult. 

Additionally, the level of certainty in the participant’s decision was used as a covariate. Contrary 

to expectations, there was no significant main effect for defendant race F (4, 466) = 0.42, p = 

0.79. This suggests that the participant’s support for trying the defendant as an adult was not 

influenced by the defendant’s racial background. That said, there was a significant main effect on 

political ideology F (1, 460) = 55.78, p < 0.001 ηp
2 = 0.12. This indicates that conservatives (M = 
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5.13, SD = 2.01) were more in favor of trying the defendant as an adult than liberals (M = 3.66, 

SD = 2.10).  

 Verdict. A factorial ANCOVA was conducted to examine the defendant’s race (Black, 

White, Latinx, Asian, Middle Eastern) on the judgment of the case. Additionally, verdict 

certainty was used as a covariate. Contrary to expectations, there was not a significant main 

effect for defendant race F (4, 465) = 0.73, p = 0.56. This suggests that the defendant’s racial 

background did not influence a participant’s verdict decision. That said, there was a significant 

main effect on political ideology F (1, 459) = 29.62, p < 0.01, ηp
2 = 0.06. This indicates that 

conservatives (M = 4.61, SD = 1.89) perceived the defendant as more guilty than liberals (M = 

3.61, SD = 1.83). 

 Prison sentence recommendation. A factorial ANCOVA was conducted to examine the 

defendant’s race (Black, White, Latinx, Asian, Middle Eastern) on recommended prison 

sentences. Contrary to expectations, there was no significant main effect for defendant race F (4, 

468) = 0.25, p = 0.91. This suggests that a participant’s recommended prison sentence did not 

change based on the defendant’s racial background. That said, there was a significant main effect 

on political ideology F (1, 462) = 38.97, p < 0.001, ηp
2 = 0.10. This indicates that conservatives 

(M = 75.71, SD = 25.79) were recommending longer prison sentences to the defendant compared 

to liberals (M = 59.68, SD = 29.66). 

Capital punishment. A factorial ANCOVA was conducted to examine the defendant’s 

race (Black, White, Latinx, Asian, Middle Eastern) in considering the use of capital punishment. 

Contrary to expectations, there was no significant main effect for defendant race F (4, 468) = 

0.07, p = 0.99. This suggests that participants consider capital punishment differently based on a 

defendant’s racial background. That said, there was significant main effects on political ideology 
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F (1, 462) = 78.12, p < 0.001, ηp
2 = 0.14. This indicates that liberals  (M = 5.97, SD = 1.64) 

supported the death penalty more than conservatives (M = 4.39, SD = 2.15). 

Secondary analyses 

Trait dehumanization.  In addition to examining blatant dehumanizing attitudes towards 

racial groups, the experiment also recorded the animalistic characteristics participants ascribed to 

the defendant. A factorial ANOVA was conducted to explore whether the defendant’s race 

(Black, White, Latinx, Asian, Middle Eastern) would influence how the defendant was 

animalistically characterized. Results indicated a significant main effect on the defendant’s race, 

F (4, 474) = 2.67, p < 0.05, ηp
2 = 0.02, replicating Studies 1 and 2. This suggests that participants 

associated animalistic traits uniquely with the defendant based on race. A Tukey post-hoc 

analysis indicated that amongst the five racial groups, the only differences occurred with the 

White defendant (M = 4.75, SD = 1.25) and the Middle Eastern defendant (M = 4.20, SD = 1.45), 

suggesting that participants associated more animalistic traits with the White defendant (p < 

0.05). This is surprising as Studies 1 and 2 indicated that participants associated more animalistic 

traits with the White defendant than the Black defendant, which was not replicated in this study. 

Next, we conducted a follow-up analyses examining the role of political ideology. A 2 

(political ideology: conservative, liberal) by 4 (defendant race: Black, White, Latinx, Asian, 

Middle Eastern) factorial ANCOVA was conducted on characterizing the defendant with 

dehumanizing traits. There was only a significant main effect on political ideology F (1, 458) = 

27.29, p < 0.001 ηp
2 = 0.10. This indicates that conservatives (M = 4.90, SD = 1.41) characterized 

the defendant more animalistically compared to liberals (M = 4.17, SD = 1.15). 

Multiple linear regression. Multiple linear regressions were conducted to examine the 

extent to which prejudicial and dehumanizing attitudes predicted perceptions of culpability and 
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levels of punishment toward all target groups. Analysis of variance results found little evidence 

suggesting that social attitudes would uniquely predict sentence in any target condition. 

However, it was hypothesized that the difference scores of White and minority racial groups’ 

dehumanizing attitudes would predict harsher punishment above and beyond the difference in 

scores of White and minority racial groups’ prejudicial attitudes. Therefore, multiple linear 

regressions were conducted per target condition group examining anti-Black, Latinx, Asian, and 

Middle Eastern-American social attitudes as predictive of perceptions of responsibility and 

punishment.  

In the first step, the Black target condition was examined where predictor variables 

included prejudicial and dehumanizing attitudes’ difference scores of White and Black 

Americans in linear regression models including culpability (F (2, 98) = 10.10, p < 0.001), 

recommended prison sentence (F (2, 98) = 12.13, p < 0.001), and capital punishment (F (2, 98) = 

2.35, p =0.101). Results only indicated that prejudicial attitudes were a significant predictor of 

recommended prison sentences (b = 0.51, p < 0.05), suggesting that for every month added to the 

ruling, there should be a 0.51 unit increase in the difference scores of prejudicial attitudes. The 

more positive a difference score is, the more participants perceive Black Americans as less 

warm/favorable than White Americans. 

In the Latinx target condition, similar multiple linear regressions were conducted on 

culpability (F (2, 97) = 8.33, p < 0.001), recommended prison sentence (F (2, 96) = 0.42, p = 

0.66), and capital punishment  (F (2, 97) = 6.41, p < 0.01). Results indicated that dehumanizing 

attitudes were a significant predictor of capital punishment (b = 0.03, p < 0.05) and a marginal 

predictor of perceiving the Latinx defendant as culpable (b = 0.02, p = 0.07), suggesting that for 

every 1 unit increase in support for capital punishment and perceiving the defendant as 
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responsible, there should also be a 0.03 and 0.02 increase in difference scores for dehumanizing 

attitudes. 

In the Asian target condition, similar multiple linear regressions were conducted on 

culpability (F (2, 98) = 2.08, p =0.13), recommended prison sentence (F (2, 98) = 5.80, p < 

0.01), and capital punishment  (F (2, 97) = 5.16, p < 0.01). Results indicated that prejudicial 

attitudes were a significant predictor of recommending a higher prison sentence (b = 0.35, p < 

0.01) and capital punishment (b = 0.03, p < 0.01), suggesting that every one month added to the 

sentence and 1 unit higher in support for capital punishment there should be a 0.35 and 0.03 unit 

increase in the difference scores for prejudicial attitudes between Whites and Asian Americans. 

In the Middle Eastern target condition, similar multiple linear regressions were conducted 

on culpability (F (2, 97) = 2.36, p = 0.10), recommended prison sentence (F (2, 97) = 3.18, p < 

0.05), and capital punishment  (F (2, 97) = 3.71, p < 0.05). Contrary to expectations, the multiple 

linear regression models, including prejudicial and dehumanizing attitudes within the Middle 

Eastern target condition, were no more meaningful than an intercept model for each variable. 

Discussion 

The present research examined how mock jurors made decisions about male adolescents 

across various racial backgrounds. As hypothesized, and replicating Study 2, White participants 

perceived Black Americans as less evolved than White Americans. Additionally, Latinx and 

Arab American defendants were dehumanized more than White Americans. Correlational 

findings indicated that prejudice and dehumanization against racial minorities were associated 

with culpability, verdict decision, trying the defendant as an adult, prison sentence, and capital 

punishment. However, contrary to expectations, results indicated no significant differences 

between racial groups when assessing mock jurors’ views of culpability and decisions of trying 
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as an adult, guilty verdict, sentence length, and the death penalty. Like Study 1, the White 

defendant was viewed as more animalistic than a minority defendant. Regressions indicated that 

prejudicial attitudes predicted more significant sentence length and agreement for capital 

punishment, but only against the Black and Asian defendants. 

Once again we replicated the results from Studies 1 and 2 showcasing that only 

conservatives are exhibiting prejudicial and dehumanizing attitudes against Black Americans, 

perceiving the defendant as more culpable for their actions, and recommend longer prison 

sentences. Unlike the last two studies we found this time that conservatives were more likely to 

try the defendant as an adult and perceive the defendant as guilty. Similar to Study 2 we found 

that liberals were more likely to support the death penalty.  

On the other hand, dehumanization predicted views of culpability and agreement for 

capital punishment, but only for the Latinx defendant. Similar to Studies 1 and 2, these results 

highlight that while dehumanization does explain harsh punishment when accounting for 

prejudicial attitudes, it is minimal. It seems like prejudicial attitudes help us understand mock 

juror’s biased judgments above and beyond dehumanization. 

General Discussion 

 Across three studies, we found some evidence highlighting that White Americans 

perceive Blacks and other racial minorities as less evolved than themselves. We see that these 

dehumanizing and anti-Black prejudicial attitudes are sometimes associated with greater 

perceptions of culpability, sentence length, a juvenile being tried as an adult, a guilty verdict 

decision, the death penalty, and describing the defendant with animalistic words. However, our 

studies showcased inconsistencies in which these relationships were not always significant. For 

example, in some cases, the death penalty and lowered predicted defendant age were associated 
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with anti-White prejudice. In the context of these studies, that signals that the less warm and 

favorable participants felt about their ingroup, the more they were okay with supporting the 

death penalty for a White defendant. 

Contrary to our expectations, we did not find strong evidence highlighting that mock 

jurors were showing biased judgments against racial minority defendants. The only consistent 

findings we have to represent participants showing harsh punishment against White defendants 

may relate to social desirability effects or meta-dehumanization, which will be discussed later. 

When examining the relationships between the defendant’s condition and mock jurors’ decisions 

more closely in our regression analysis, we find that dehumanization is often not a strong 

predictor of harsh punishment. Much of the power from dehumanization is stripped away once 

anti-Black prejudice is accounted for, which conflicts with recent research from Jardina and 

Piston (2016) and Kteily et al. (2018). These studies showed that prejudicial attitudes represented 

in warmth/competence go above and beyond dehumanizing attitudes when explaining judicial 

punishment. 

 While these studies did not support most of our hypotheses, they shed light on an 

interesting phenomenon that may occur during a trial, such that political ideology plays an 

extremely important and consistent role. While conservatives are more likely to deal harsh 

punishment across the board, it is liberals who often show a shift of aggression in regard to the 

death penalty, or express signs of White guilt by consistently rating their ingroup worst off for 

punishment decisions. As data collection occurred during one of the most racially sensitive times 

in America in the last decade, White liberals perhaps felt overly empathetic towards Black 

Americans, as represented by their socially desirable recommendations for punishment. 

Additionally, in Study 2 there was an interesting cross-over effect for capital punishment, 



DEHUMANIZATION, PREJUDICE, AND JURY DECISION MAKING  58 
 

suggesting that participants were less likely to support the death penalty when the suspected 

crimes were committed with perpetrators and victims of different racial backgrounds, even 

though participants perceived the Black defendants as more animalistic when the victim was 

White, compared to Black defendants when the victim was Black and compared to the White 

defendants in both cases.  

Although blatant dehumanization has been found to be a reliable predictor of harsh 

punishment towards a variety of racial minorities in multiple contexts (see Kteily et al., 2015; 

2017), these studies suggest that it may not be as useful of a tool when examining judicial 

punishment or perhaps at a time where racial discrimination is highly salient in society (these 

studies took place during the time of the George Floyd protests). Additionally, although some of 

the studies did not find that Black Americans were dehumanized to a greater degree than White 

Americans, some studies, like Jardina and Piston (2016), provide evidence that even in cases 

where Black Americans are dehumanized, they are rated extremely high on the scale, indicating 

that both groups were seen as well-evolved.  

Although someone may not have dehumanizing attitudes, a defendant’s actions can often 

be described as animalistic in a criminal case. For instance, in State v. Sims (2003), the attorney 

general described a Black defendant’s violent actions towards a hyena (an African animal) by 

stating, “Just like the predators of the African plane [hyenas], the defendants stalked their prey. 

Next, they chased after their prey. Finally, they attacked their prey.” Perhaps, in the context of 

mock jurors, dehumanization is more easily accessible to examine through the use of 

dehumanizing words describing a crime rather than testing how the evolvedness or traits of a 

defendant predicts punishment. This would follow support with Vazquez and colleagues (2014), 
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who found that reviewing a criminal case with words relating to animalistic behaviors predicts 

longer recommended prison sentences for the perpetrator. 

While our findings showcase inconsistencies with prior research, as we showcase biased 

judgments against White defendants, recent findings explain these results. For example, a recent 

study by Tang, Nunez, and Estrada-Reynolds (2020) demonstrates that mock jurors perceived a 

defendant as more likely to commit the accused crime and rendered more guilty verdicts when 

the defendant was White instead of Black. Additionally, mock jurors judged nondisabled White 

juveniles more harshly than their Black counterparts. This aligns with a minority of studies 

showing that Black juveniles are not treated worse than White juveniles in mock juror 

experiments (Cauffman et al., 2007; Franklin & Fearn, 2008; Mann, 1984; Stalans & Henry, 

1994). That being said, the majority of research on this topic consistently finds that Black men 

and youth are discriminated against in a variety of criminal justice contexts, including in court 

(Tang, Nunez & Bourgeois, 2009; Demuth & Steffensmeier, 2004; Feiler & Sheley, 1999; Rattan 

et al., 2012; Stevenson & Bottoms, 2009). 

Limitations  

Although our studies utilized information from a real court case, Mass v. O'Brien (1997), 

and organized prosecution and defense information in a way that has been found reliable (Tang 

& Turner, 2012), comments from paid participants in Study 3 highlighted potential limitations in 

the information offered. Specifically, on why the defense summary did not address the 

perpetrator’s fingerprints as that was the only physical evidence against the defendant. Perhaps, 

in reality a defense attorney would introduce a plausible reason for the bloody fingerprints, or an 

expert could attempt to counter the veracity. focused on blood samples and not fingerprints. 

Additionally, there were no DNA evidence mentioned in the information given, the crime scene 
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was contaminated by multiple people, and other suspects presented in the case were not 

thoroughly investigated, which could automatically lead participants to perceive that there is 

reasonable doubt in the defendant’s accused actions. While these descriptions aimed to create 

ambiguity in the case, to allow for biases to show face, it could in fact have led participants to 

show less punishment towards the defendant.  

In trial, juror members are able to evaluate all the evidence and materials at the same time 

and for an extended period, participants in these studies were asked to read through the trial 

information once and move on. Although this was a limitation we accepted when designing the 

experiment, perhaps some participants could not make a proper decision on the case because 

they were not able to appropriately analyze the different timelines of the crime by having all the 

information at once, or the ability to revisit information previously read. Additionally, by having 

participants make decisions individually, rather than in a group, could lead to being vulnerable to 

some biases - in this case, against White participants because of feelings of White guilt (Kerwin 

& Shaffer, 1994; London & Nunez, 2000). During this time participants may have been more 

aware of the role race plays in the criminal justice system and might have wanted to provide 

responses that were socially desirable to the time, even if they did not believe in or support their 

given responses.  

Participants were overly sensitive to Black defendants and at times chose to punish White 

defendants more often. This could be because the recency of George Floyd’s death led White 

participants to try to overcompensate their feelings towards Black people. If the jurors were able 

to discuss their views on the court case with other jurors through deliberations, then it is possible 

that such overcompensation may have been reduced. The reason why group evaluations are 

important is so that jurors can reassess their own judgments, and perhaps biases, against a group 
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that may have mixed views on the situation. Perhaps in a future study, participants could receive 

feedback indicating if a group of hypothetical jurors also participating in the study are in support 

for a guilty, not guilty, or inconclusive verdict. This study design could be used to identify how 

often a participant changes their verdict decision after learning about the hypothetical group 

feedback.  

Most importantly, our studies do not provide any visual aids for the mock jurors, which is 

unlike in an actual trial where jury members are able to see both parties in person. Research on 

racial stereotypes have emphasized for decades that a person’s physical appearance, whether that 

is skin color, clothing, or non-verbal behavior, can activate negative cultural stereotypes which 

may guide judgment and behavior (Maddox, Perry, & Pagan, 2021). The fact that Black inmates 

with Afrocentric facial features are more likely to obtain harsher criminal sentences compared to 

White inmates with similar features and criminal backgrounds, highlights the value of visuals 

influencing punishment in court (Eberhardt, Davies, Purdie-Vaughs, & Johnson, 2006; Blair, 

Judd, & Chapleau, 2004). 

Future Directions 

Moving forward, social psychologists should explore nuances of dementalization in court 

– the perception of having less evolved mental states than others. Research by Waytz and 

Schroeder (2014) suggests that dementalization can occur in active processes (by commission) 

and passive processes (by omission). Are jurors dehumanizing Black individuals by the 

commission and actively suppressing or denying Black people’s human characteristics? Or are 

jurors dehumanizing Black individuals by omission and passively failing to consider Black 

people as equals and thus denying human capabilities? Psychologists suggest that either of these 

processes may help explain why dehumanization may operate in court. 
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On the one hand, jurors may use dehumanization by the commission and deny the 

defendant’s identity and morally exclude them from society (Kelman, 1976). By perceiving a 

Black defendant as less of a human, a juror might feel less empathic and have a weakened 

restraint on recommending harsher or longer prison sentencing (Bandura, 1999). On the other 

hand, jurors may use dehumanization by omission as being in positions of power increases 

stereotyping (Fiske, 1993), decreases perspective-taking (Galinsky et al., 2006), and reduces 

compassion towards another person (Van Kleef et al., 2008). People in positions of power tend to 

objectify others and treat others with less humanity because they are devoting fewer cognitive 

resources to those individuals (Lammers & Stapel, 2011). Therefore, exploring what motives 

might factor Black dehumanization in authority and subordinate contexts is necessary. 

Perhaps in court, dehumanizing attitudes are dictated by how much a juror perceives a 

defendant as more than just a charge, docket number, or accusation. The Criminal Justice 

Institute at Harvard Law emphasizes that a critical element in criminal trials is a defense 

lawyer’s ability to humanize their clients to the courts by telling personal stories about the 

defendant. Little is known about the role of legal storytelling and humanization in court. Studies 

show that news articles containing positive pretrial publicity (Ruva & Hydak, 2013) and 

testimony on a defendant’s personality (Holt, O’Connor, Smith, Gessner, Theodore, Clifton & 

Mumford, 1997) can influence juror decision-making. Maeder and Hunt (2011) also show that 

positive information about a Black defendant’s personality can influence how mock jurors use 

character evidence in court. However, jurors are generally affected more by negative information 

about a defendant than positive (Lupfer et al., 1986; Hunt & Budesheim, 2004). 

Regarding dehumanization and positive information, McDonald and colleagues (2017) 

show that reading a news article containing positive information about an outgroup can create a 
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sense of interpersonal similarities of values between both groups, reducing dehumanizing 

attitudes towards the outgroup. Moreover, Albarello and Rubini (2012) show initial evidence that 

Blacks are dehumanized less when they are described with multiple social categories (e.g., 

gender, religion, sexuality) rather than just one social category (race). Thus, a defense lawyer’s 

legal storytelling, or the lack thereof, during a criminal trial may determine the extent a 

defendant is dehumanized in court. 

Conclusion 

This research provides insight into the role of dehumanization and anti-Black prejudice in 

jury decision-making. These studies offer vital importance to this line of literature as it 

showcases that in the context of evaluating an outgroup’s behaviors in a legal matter, 

dehumanization may not play as much of a significant role as believed, especially with the 

exclusion of photographs of the defendant and animalistic characterizations of the crime. 

However, these studies do not take into account how in real life contexts jurors are often 

deliberating with multiple people, are able to review information and evidence all at once and for 

an extended period, and that they are able to see the individual in court which could lead to 

implicit associations based on their physical features.  

Overall, our research emphasizes how while dehumanization might influence severe 

punishment in court, above and beyond anti-Black attitudes, the fact does stand that prejudicial 

attitudes are often a common predictor in discriminatory behavior, especially when a victim’s 

race is dissimilar to the perpetrator. This research is of vital importance because dehumanizing 

language seems to increasingly be part of political discourse with former presidents referring to 

certain groups of people as animals. It is essential to explore how this slippery slope of 
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dehumanizing language may have deleterious effects on decision-making in court as well as the 

support for public policies that may disproportionally harm racial minorities. 
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Tables 

 
Table 1 
 
Study 1 bivariate correlations between continuous variables 

 
   Black Participants = 123 

Variables of interest Mean (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. Prejudice  -15.82 (23.92) 1          
2. Dehumanization  -7.45 (25.60) .61*** 1         
3. Political ideology  3.73 (1.55) .25** .11 1        
4. Culpability  4.35 (1.01) .07 .01 .11 1       
5. Verdict  1.54 (0.50) -.03 .04 -.30*** -.38*** 1      
6. Try as an adult 1.57 (0.50) -.03 .06 .08 -.03 .31*** 1     
7. Prison sentence 60.12 (27.23) .22* .12 -.00 .08 -.19* -.33*** 1    
8. Capital punishment 3.37 (2.00) .08 .02 .35*** .36*** -.29** -.20* .24** 1   
9. Trait dehumanization 4.50 (1.27) .09 -.04 .14 .50*** -.62*** -.35*** .24** .30*** 1  
10. Defendant’s age 16.55 (3.31) .01 -.05 .01 .04 -.02 .08 -.01 .08 -.02 1 

    White Participants = 140 

1. Prejudice  -1.31 (24.28) 1          
2. Dehumanization  -0.20 (17.66) .61*** 1         
3. Political ideology  3.40 (1.63) .31*** .14 1        
4. Culpability  3.94 (0.91) .04 .08 -.12 1       
5. Verdict  1.66 (0.47) -.08 -.05 -.14 .13 1      
6. Try as an adult 1.48 (0.50) -.08 .04 -.03 .07 .29*** 1     
7. Prison sentence 66.41 (26.81) .03 .01 .23** .01 -.08 -.19* 1    
8. Capital punishment 4.56 (2.21) -.06 -.15 -.13 .28** .08 -.08 -.07 1   
9. Trait dehumanization 4.28 (1.06) .12 -.05 .24** -.18* -.52** -.25* .26** -.11 1  
10. Defendant’s age 16.19 (1.28) .09 .25** .05 -.06 -.13 .02 -.10 -.13 .09 1 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
Note: Prejudice and dehumanization means indicate the difference scores between participants’ perceptions of White and Black Americans. Negative scores 
indicate that participants perceived Whites less than Black Americans. Positive scores indicate that participants perceived Blacks less than White Americans. 
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Table 2 
 
Study 1 social attitude means. Relative blatant dehumanization and prejudice assessed using the 

Ascent scale and Feeling Thermometer. Difference scores indicated participants’ racial group – 

[social group] Ascent/Feeling Thermometer rating.  E.g., For White participants the mean 

difference was calculated by: White-American score – Social group score. 

 
White participants, N =140   

Social group 
Mean Ascent and 

Feeling ratings (SD) 
Mean difference 

Dehumanization   
   
White-Americans 90.42 (16.86) -- 

Black-Americans 90.55 (16.62) -0.20 

Teenagers 79.26 (22.93) 11.16*** 
Incarcerated people 79.30 (24.00) 11.05*** 
Politicians 70.78 (31.61) 19.64*** 
Democrats 83.22 (24.83) 7.20*** 
Republicans 73.38 (29.30) 16.97*** 
   
Prejudice   
   
White-Americans 75.01 (23.81) -- 

Black-Americans 76.32 (22.47) -1.31 

Teenagers 69.07 (23.36) 5.94** 
Incarcerated people 51.27 (24.99) 23.64*** 
Politicians 37.71 (25.83) 37.83*** 
Democrats 65.66 (25.91) 9.36*** 
Republicans 46.57 (31.51) 28.44*** 
   

Black participants, N = 123   

Dehumanization   
   
Black-Americans 86.11 (19.91) -- 

White-Americans 77.97 (27.54) 7.45** 

Teenagers 71.58 (28.87) 13.88*** 
Incarcerated people 66.10 (28.69) 20.03*** 
Politicians 69.15 (29.20) 17.16*** 
Democrats 78.12 (26.71) 7.75*** 
Republicans 68.29 (32.54) 17.28*** 
   
Prejudice   
   
Black-Americans 83.02 (18.41) -- 

White-Americans 67.12 (24.90) 15.82*** 

Teenagers 67.71 (26.65) 15.23*** 
Incarcerated people 47.45 (25.36) 35.57*** 
Politicians 46.77 (25.04) 36.25*** 
Democrats 66.78 (26.10) 16.16*** 
Republicans 48.11 (30.53) 34.90*** 

 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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Table 3 
 
Study 2 bivariate correlations between continuous variables  

 
   Participants = 300 

Variables of interest Mean (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. Prejudice  0.18 (25.66) 1          
2. Dehumanization  2.87 (18.68) .76*** 1         
3. Political ideology  3.93 (2.14) .49*** .38*** 1        
4. Culpability  3.55 (1.10) .12* -.10 .14* 1       
5. Verdict  1.62 (0.49) -.07 -.05 .01 .52*** 1      
6. Try as an adult 1.43 (0.50) -.14* -.07 -.18** .40*** .36*** 1     
7. Prison sentence 66.31 (29.21) .15* .01 .24** -.34*** -.21** -.39*** 1    
8. Capital punishment 5.20 (1.92) -.32*** -.22*** -.40*** .34*** .18* .33*** -.44** 1   
9. Trait dehumanization 4.62 (1.32) .12* .07 .11 -.55*** -.54*** -.37*** .36*** -.29*** 1  
10. Defendant’s age 16.03 (0.27) -.05 -.13* .02 -.06 -.06 .04 .05 .01 .02 1 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
Note: Prejudice and dehumanization means indicate the difference scores between participants’ perceptions of White and Black Americans. Negative scores 
indicate that participants perceived Whites less than Black Americans. Positive scores indicate that participants perceived Blacks less than White Americans. 
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Table 4 
 
Study 2 social attitude means. Relative blatant dehumanization and prejudice assessed using the 

Ascent scale and Feeling Thermometer. Difference scores indicated participants’ racial group – 

[social group] Ascent/Feeling Thermometer rating.  E.g., For White participants the mean 

difference was calculated by: White-American score – Social group score. 

 
White participants, N =300   

Social group 
Mean Ascent and 

Feeling ratings (SD) 
Mean difference 

Dehumanization   
   
White-Americans 90.32 (16.44) -- 

Black-Americans 87.45 (21.16) 2.87** 

Teenagers 79.94 (24.40) 10.38*** 
Incarcerated people 76.85 (24.43) 13.47*** 
Politicians 74.56 (30.98) 15.76*** 
Democrats 81.19 (28.24) 9.13*** 
Republicans 77.10 (32.20) 13.22*** 
   
Prejudice   
   
White-Americans 72.28 (21.22) -- 

Black-Americans 72.10 (24.00) 0.18 

Teenagers 64.44 (23.84) 7.84*** 
Incarcerated people 44.60 (25.94) 27.68*** 
Politicians 34.22 (24.65) 38.05*** 
Democrats 53.63 (31.28) 18.64*** 
Republicans 46.10 (34.80) 26.20*** 
   

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DEHUMANIZATION, PREJUDICE, AND JURY DECISION MAKING  85 
 

Table 5 
 
Study 3  bivariate correlations between continuous variables  

 
   Participants = 489       

Variables of interest 
Mean 
(SD) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 

1. Prejudice WB 
1.00 

(27.31) 
1                

2. Prejudice WL  
0.37 

(26.58) 
.86c 1               

3. Prejudice WA  
-3.61 

(22.14) 
.71c .79c 1              

4. Prejudice WM  
4.92 

(28.19) 
.82c .83c .79c 1             

5. Dehuman. WB 
3.71 

(21.54) 
.77c .68c .53c .63c 1            

6. Dehuman. WL 
2.37 

(19.15) 
.65c .73c .57c .61c .86c 1           

7. Dehuman. WA 
-1.36 

(16.24) 
.48c .56c .63c .49c .65c .72c 1          

8. Dehuman. WM 
4.59 

(20.22) 
.68c .69c .40c .77c .81c .83c .66c 1         

9. Political ideology 
4.04 

(2.02) 
.48c .48c .23c .51c .38c .37c .28c .42c 1        

10. Culpability 
4.33 

(1.20) 
.31c .27c .17c .32c .26c .20c .16c .26c .39c 1       

11. Verdict 
4.12 

(1.93) 
.18c .14b .25c .17c .20c .15b .16c .21c .31c .65c 1      

12. Try as an adult 
4.42 

(2.17) 
.28c .25c .25c .29c .24c .19c .18c .26c .40c .67c .64c 1     

13. Prison sentence 
68.10 

(28.67) 
.25c .24c .21c .25c .17c .15b .09 .21c .32c .42c .38c .52c 1    

14. Capital 
punishment 

2.83 
(2.07) 

.28c .27c .23c .27c .27c .23c .19c .27c .43c .46c .42c .48c .49c 1   

15. Defendant’s age 
16.14 
(0.80) 

.00 -.02 -.02 -.03 .03 -.01 .02 -.01 .03 .02 .05 .01 -.04 .05 1  

16. Trait Dehuman. 
4.51 

(1.33) 
.26c .19c .21c .24c .24c 

.21=
7c 

.16c .25c .28c .61c .70c .61c .38c .41c .00 1 
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a p < 0.05, b p < 0.01, c p < 0.001 
Note: Prejudice and dehumanization means indicate the difference scores between participant’s perceptions of Whites and Blacks, Latinx, Asian, and Middle 
Eastern-Americans. Difference scores are labeled as: WB = White – Black, WL = White – Latinx, WA = White – Asian, and WM = White – Middle Eastern. 
Negative scores indicate that participants perceived Whites less than the comparable racial group. Positive scores indicate that participants perceived the 
comparable racial group  less than White-Americans.
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Table 6 
 
Study 3 social attitude means. Relative blatant dehumanization and prejudice assessed using the 

Ascent scale and Feeling Thermometer. Difference scores indicated participants’ racial group – 

[social group] Ascent/Feeling Thermometer rating.  E.g., For White participants the mean 

difference was calculated by: White-American score – Social group score. 

 
White participants, N =300   

Social group 
Mean Ascent and 

Feeling ratings (SD) 
Mean difference 

Dehumanization   
   
White-Americans 91.46 (15.50) -- 
Black-Americans 87.75 (21.63) 3.71*** 
Latinx-Americans 89.10 (19.35) 2.37** 
Asian-Americans 92.82 (14.46) -1.36 
Middle Eastern-Americans 86.87 (21.32) 4.59*** 
Teenagers 81.06 (24.40) 10.40*** 
Incarcerated people 75.54 (30.10) 15.92*** 
Politicians 75.35 (30.97) 16.11*** 
Democrats 79.46 (30.43) 11.99*** 
Republicans 80.26 (28.72) 11.20*** 
   
Prejudice   
   
White-Americans 75.42 (22.02) -- 
Black-Americans 74.43 (24.73) 0.99 
Latinx-Americans 75.05 (23.44) 0.37 
Asian-Americans 79.03 (20.56) -3.61*** 
Middle Eastern-Americans 70.50 (25.55) 4.92*** 
Teenagers 65.68 (24.04) 9.74*** 
Incarcerated people 42.46 (27.69) 32.96*** 
Politicians 36.53 (26.29) 38.89*** 
Democrats 55.43 (32.77) 19.98*** 
Republicans 50.65 (32.42) 24.77*** 
   

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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Table 7 
 
Study 3 Holm post-hoc comparisons of social attitudes.  

 
White participants, N =300   

Social group Comparison group 
Mean 

difference 

Dehumanization 
  
  

Black-American 
(M = 87.75, SD = 21.63) 

  

 Latinx-American -1.34 
 Asian-American -5.07*** 
 Arab-American 0.88 
Latinx-American 
(M = 89.10, SD = 19.35) 

  

 Asian-American -3.73*** 
 Arab-American 2.22* 
Asian-American 
(M = 92.82, SD = 14.46) 

  

 Arab-American 
(M = 86.87, SD = 21.32) 

5.95*** 

Prejudice 
  
  

   
Black-American  
(M = 74.43, SD = 24.73) 

  

 Latinx-American -0.62 
 Asian-American -4.60*** 
 Arab-American 3.92*** 
Latinx-American 
(M = 75.05, SD = 23.44) 

  

 Asian-American -3.98*** 
 Arab-American 4.55*** 
Asian-American  
(M = 79.03, SD = 20.56) 

  

 Arab-American  
(M = 70.50, SD = 22.55) 

8.52*** 

   

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A: Study 1: Prejudicial thermometer 
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Appendix B: Study 1: Ascent of human  
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Appendix C: Study 1: Distraction task 

 

In all cases, scales are presented with options from 1-7 anchored by “1 = strongly disagree” and 
7 = “strongly agree.”. An attention check was also included in this measure. 
 
Instructions: Next, we are interested in your opinions about the governmental response to 
COVID-19. 
 

• I distrust the information I receive about the Coronavirus (COVID-19) from my Federal 
government.  

 

• I think the Federal government has an agenda that’s causing them not to give the whole 
story to the populace. 

 

• I am upset at the thought that my Federal government would force people to stay home 
against their will.  

 

• It makes me angry that the Federal government would tell me where I can go and what I 
can do, even when there is a crisis such as Coronavirus (COVID-19). 

 

• I want my Federal government to severely punish those who violate orders to stay home.  
 

• It is vital right now that the Federal government strongly punishes people who do not 
engage in social distancing measures. 
 

• If you are paying attention, choose disagree. 
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Appendix D: Study 1: Court case instructions 

 
Next, we will pull one court case from a database of arrests of juveniles (persons under age 18) 
from 2020. 
 
In some of these cases, the defendant was tried as a juvenile, meaning that if found guilty, they 
would be sentenced to a detention center with other juveniles. 
 
In other cases, when the alleged behaviors were deemed sever enough, the defendant was tried as 
an adult, meaning that if found guilty, they would be sentenced to an adult prison. 
 
In this study, we are interested in your ability to differentiate the outcomes of these cases by 
reading the details of the trials. 
 
--------------- 
 
Please wait while the computer randomly selects a court case from our database... 

 
 
--------------- 
 
You have been selected to see the details of COURT CASE 597. 
 
This case involves a second-degree murder charge against a 16-year-old male defendant that 
occurred in a large U.S. city.  
 
In this city, juveniles between the ages of 11 and 17 can be tried in adult criminal court if 
approved by the judge. 
 
--------------- 
 
We would like you to pretend that you are on a jury. You will read a brief version of a criminal 
case and then give your verdict. Try to think as you might if you were actually a member of a 
jury sitting through a trial.  
 
Although you will not be given as much information as you would in a real trial, we would like 
your reactions to the case. So please read it carefully, think about all of the evidence, consider 
the legal instructions that are given by the judge, and then reach a decision as to whether you 
would find the defendant guilty or not guilty. 
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Appendix E: Study 1: Court case manipulation 

 
Full Name  Jamal Washington [Black target condition] 
Race  Black 
Sex Male 
Age 16 
Height 5'7" 
Weight 158 lbs. 
Crime Incident second degree murder 
---------- 
The following information is a summary of the prosecution's case: 
 
The prosecutor explains that on the evening of July 23, 2020, Jamal Washington stabbed his best 
friend Ryan’s mother, Mrs. Valentine, to death.  The murder occurred sometime between 8:20 
PM, when Ryan last saw his mother alive, and 9:20 PM., when Jamal was seen hiding in the 
bushes behind the Valentine home. Jamal was portrayed as a "sexual sadist" who was obsessed 
with Mrs. Valentine.  When Mrs. Valentine caught him spying on her, he stabbed her 6 times just 
to make sure that she didn’t have any chance of survival. 
 
Ryan testified that when Jamal visited earlier that day, he had told Jamal  that the lock to the 
cellar door in the house was broken.  Ryan showed Jamal how to open the substitute deadbolt 
lock to the cellar. Jamal did not join Ryan when Ryan and his other friends went out in the 
evening around 8:20 PM.  Later when Ryan found his mother lying in a pool of blood, he ran 
across the street to Jamal’s home to get help, but Jamal wasn’t there.  Finally, Ryan testified that 
Jamal had showed a peculiar interest in Mrs. Valentine, including spying on her frequently and 
accusing her of being a lesbian.  
 
Eddie is Jamal and Ryan’s mutual friend.  Eddie testified that around 9:20 PM on July 23, 2020, 
he had seen Jamal hiding in the bushes around the back of the Valentine home.  He also noticed 
that the cellar door to the home was open.  When he said, "Nice hiding spot, Jamal."  Jamal 
jumped out of the bushes, smiled, and walked away without saying a word.  According to Eddie, 
Jamal’s hands were balled into fists at his side. 
 
State fingerprint expert testified that Jamal’s fingerprints were at the murder scene.  Jamal’s 
bloody fingerprints were found on the inside of the front door to Mrs. Rebecca Valentine’s home 
and on the wooden beam of the house's cellar.  State forensic chemist said that Valentine had 
blood type “AB+” which is found in 4 percent of the population.  Jamal’s blood type is “O-” 
which is shared by 6 percent of the population.  According to the chemist, a mixture of “AB+” 
and “O-” type blood was found on the doorknob of the Valentine house leading to the cellar.  
More of Valentine's blood was found on the stairs while Jamal’s blood was found on the hallway 
floor, on the back of a picture and inside the front door.  The state medical examiner testified that 
Valentine suffered 6 stab wounds. Mrs. Valentine eventually bled to death. Various bruises, 
scrapes, and slash wounds showed that she struggled with her attacker.  None of Valentine's 6 
stab wounds were inflicted on her breasts, and this could suggest the killer’s sexual obsession 



DEHUMANIZATION, PREJUDICE, AND JURY DECISION MAKING  94 
 

with Valentine.  In addition, evidence also showed that Mrs. Valentine had been undressed and 
redressed during the attack. 
---------- 
The following information is a summary of the defense's case: 
 
The defense attorney explains that, although the events of July 23 were indeed tragic, today’s 
trial of Jamal Washington is even more tragic, as Jamal is innocent.  Jamal didn’t have the time, 
the opportunity, or a motive to murder Mrs. Valentine.  Jamal has been wrongfully accused of a 
crime that he didn’t commit.  The defense attorney stated that the police department botched the 
investigation and rushed to blame the murder of Mrs. Valentine on Jamal without checking out 
other possible suspects. 
 
A police officer testified that Jamal reported that he was attacked by two men at knifepoint 
behind the police station at around 9:50 PM the evening of July 23, 2020.  The officer indicated 
that Jamal appeared credible in his report about the mugging.  The police officer also testified 
that when he later arrived at the Valentine crime scene to assist his fellow officers, he was 
surprised to find more than 10 people walking around the Valentine house. 
 
A crime lab chemist testified that allowing so many people at the crime scene could have 
contaminated evidence.  The chemist stated that he treated Jamal as a suspect on the night of the 
murder.  However, he now believes that someone other than Jamal committed the murder. 
 
A neighbor of Mrs. Valentine talked about a conversation he had with the victim shortly before 
her death.  Mrs. Valentine told him that she kicked her brother-in-law, Paul Walters, out of her 
house because he was dealing drugs. She explained that he had a ferocious temper, and she 
feared him.  The neighbor suggested that Paul, who had been living with the Valentines for a 
short while, might have been involved in Valentine’s murder.  In addition, he had heard strange 
noises coming from the Valentine home around 8:50 PM on July 23, 2020.  Jamal’s next-door 
neighbor John testified that at 8:30 PM on July 23, 2020, he was sitting on the porch of the 
Washington home with Jamal and Jamal’s father.  Around 8:42 PM, John checked his watch, 
saw that it was getting late, and was getting ready to go home.  However, his two-year-old son 
didn’t want to go home, threw a tantrum, and ran away.  Jamal retrieved the boy, gave him a 
Popsicle, and took him home to John at about 8:50 PM.  Jessica is Jamal’s 18-year-old sister.  
She testified that after Jamal took John’s two-year-old son back home to John, he started playing 
a Disney movie on Netflix for their younger sister before going out to Burger King at about 9:10 
PM. 
---------- 
The following information is the judge's instructions to the jury: 
 
You have heard the evidence and must base your verdict on what you have heard in court. The 
prosecutor charged that Jamal Washington was sexually obsessed with his best friend’s mother 
and when caught spying on her he stabbed her 6 times just to make sure that she didn’t have any 
chance of survival. The defense answered that Jamal Washington has been wrongfully accused 
of a crime that he did not commit. The prosecutor must prove its case; the defendant is innocent 
unless the case against him is proven. If you are convinced beyond a reasonable doubt that Jamal 
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Washington did stab his best friend’s mother to death, you should reach a verdict of guilty. If 
you are not convinced of that beyond a reasonable doubt, you must vote not guilty. 
 

Appendix F: Study 1: Manipulation checks 

 

Please provide the name of the individual from the court case you just read. [open response] 
What was the racial/ethnic background of the defendant? [open response] 
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Appendix G: Study 1: Judicial punishment 

 

Instructions: While taking into account the previous information, respond to the following 
statements. 
 

Defendant age: 

How old was the defendant? [open response] 
 
Scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) 

• The defendant’s age affected your decision regarding the verdict you rendered. 
 

Culpability: 

Scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) 
 

• He should pay for his crime 

• By trying him in this court, he will be less likely to do anything illegal again 

• By trying him in this court, maybe other juveniles will be less likely to do something 
similar 

• He will get a longer sentence and cannot hurt anyone else 

• He may get psychological help and treatment 

• I don’t think he meant to hurt anyone 
 

Verdict: 

What would your verdict be in this case? 
o Guilty 
o Not guilty 

 
Scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) 

• How certain are you of your decision? 
 

Trying the defendant as an adult: 

Do you think the defendant should be sent to adult court or juvenile court? 
o Adult court 
o Juvenile court 

 

Prison sentence recommendation: 

Scale ranging from 0 (minimum sentence) to 100 (maximum sentence) on a sliding scale. 

• Assume that the defendant was guilty, what would your sentencing recommendation be? 
 

Death penalty: 

Scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) 

• He should be considered for capital punishment 
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Appendix H: Study 1: Trait dehumanization 

 

Please rate how well the following terms describe the defendant you read about. Scale ranging 
from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). 

• Mature, responsible 

• Rational, logical 

• Backward, primitive 

• Savage, aggressive 

• Barbaric, cold-hearted 

• Unsophisticated 

• Refined and cultured 

• Lacking self-restraint, like an animal 

• Scholarly, cerebral 

• Coarse, boorish 

• Lacking morals 
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Appendix I: Study 1: Demographics 

 
Instructions: Next, we would like you to provide us general information about yourself. Please 
remember that your answers will remain anonymous. 
 

Do you have a family member or close friend who works in the criminal justice system? 
● Yes 

● No 

● Decline to answer 

 
Have you ever been incarcerated, in either jail or prison? 

● Yes 

● No 

● Decline to answer 

 
Age: [open response] 
 
Gender: 

● Man 

● Woman 

● Non-binary 

Decline to answer 

●  

Please indicate your estimated household income (in the previous year) before taxes: 
● Under $20,000 

● $20,000 to $39,999 

●  $40,000 to $59,999 

● $60,000 to $79,999 

● $80,000 to $99,999 

● $100,000 to $249,999 

● $250,000 or more 

● Decline to answer 

Please indicate how you politically identify when it comes to the following. 
 
Response options range from 1 (extremely liberal) to 7 (extremely conservative) 
 
How do you identify politically? 
When it comes to economic issues, how do you identify? 
When it comes to social issues, how do you identify? 
When it comes to foreign policy, how do you identify? 
When it comes to national security, how do you identify? 
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Please indicate which political party you identify with the most. 

• Strong Democrat 

• Democrat 

• Somewhat Democrat 

• Somewhat Republican 

• Republican 

• Strong Republican
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