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Using psychological literature, critically evaluate the empirical evidence for the existence of Aversive Racism


This essay will attempt to critically evaluate the evidence relating to the existence of aversive racism. Drawing upon the origins of its formation, the authors that researched the topic, its historical development and current day theories on its existence.
The term aversive racism was first used by Dovidio and Gaertner (2004) in relation to their theory; that the legacy of historical prejudice and discrimination is the presence of aversive racism. The definition of aversive racism is that of; unintentional bias caused by negative evaluations of minority ethnic and racial groups, driven by pertinacious resistance to integration with said minority groups. 
[bookmark: _Int_PH3QiEfs]In their article Aversive Racism, Dovidio and Gaertner (2004) draw upon the work of Myrdal (1944) to source the historical development of aversive racism. Myrdal (1944) wrote about the “American Dilemma” which he states is the ongoing conflict between “American creed” which is influenced by Christianity and national precepts, and that of the American individual being influenced and dominated by; individual and group lifestyles, issues of economics, social position, sexual competition, community expectations and conformity, and group prejudice against particular minorities along with habits and impulses. In short, the “American Dilemma” is to be torn between the principles of egalitarianism and the forces that generate and maintain prejudice and discrimination (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2004). The individuals guilty of aversive racism tend to be well intentioned and within the racial majority group (Murrell, 2020).
Kovel (1970) writes that the dominative racist openly displays their bigoted beliefs. Aversive racists, however, are hypothesised to be liberal white people who believe in equality and sympathise with victims of discrimination, albeit while housing unconscious bias against black people that they are completely unaware of (Kovel, 1970). The quantification of aversive racism is more difficult than dominative racism due to its nature of being indirect and unintended. However, its consequences are equally harmful (Gaertner et al., 2005). This is the danger of aversive racism, if the perpetrator is unaware of their actions causing harm, it is reasonable to believe that educating the individual on their racist behaviour is a longer and more complex process. However, there are methods of combating aversive racism such as the Ingroup Identity Model (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2005). 
Dovidio and Gaertner (2004) go on to report that racial equality was improving in the USA, citing studies by Schuman et al. (1997) and Bobo (2001) who state that equality remains a fundamental moral and that there is an increase in general movement towards endorsement of integration and equality, respectively. They also suggest that, through public opinion polls from the 1960’s up to the time of their research in 2004, the evidence is clear that white support for integration across society has increased (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2004). This coincides with The Civil Rights Legislation which was passed as law by congress in 1964 (Civil Rights Act, 1964). This law prohibits discrimination on the basis of religion, gender, national origin, race or colour. However, the lack of evidence supporting the existence of aversive racism often leads to the inability to carry out successful prosecutions of discrimination (Gaertner et al., 2005).
Dovidio et al. (2016) discuss the changes seen in presentation of prejudice, particularly after the Civil Rights Act (1964). People were less likely to self-report their true prejudice and would disguise it when it could be perceived by others. According to Dovidio et al. (2016), this is due to racial prejudice becoming increasingly undesirable and did not align with the positive self-image that most desire. However, under conditions where aversive racism was measured in an indirect form, it was clear that prejudice was still present (Dovidio et al., 2016).
[bookmark: _Int_kUw2Diej]This historical information on aversive racism and overt racism gives context as to where aversive racism began and possibly implies its trajectory up to the present time. Judging by the above, it would be safe to assume the trend would continue; further decreases in racism and a general increase in integration support and equality. However, these studies such as Dovidio and Gaertner (2004), Schuman et al. (1997), Bobo (2001) and Gaertner et al. (2005) are around twenty or thirty years old and are not a reliable representation of current levels of racism or aversive racism. To research the current status of aversive racism, more up to date research will be evaluated. 
A recent Gallup (gallup.com, n.d.) poll recorded responses by Americans when asked how they would rate relations between Black and White Americans between 2001 and 2021. Between 2001 and 2013 the percentage who responded with the response “Very/Somewhat good” hovered between 63% and 72%. Between 2013 and 2015, that percentage dropped significantly to just 47% and has stayed near to that up to the most recent recording in 2021 of 42%. This stark difference in the U.S populace’s perception of race relations is alarming and indicates that racism in all forms is very present. Although this poll does not reflect dominant types of racism, it gives a good indication of the current state of race relations within the U.S. 
 Measuring or detecting aversive racism requires different methods to other forms due to the unconscious nature of its existence within those individuals. Self-reporting questionnaires will not be accurate due to the individual’s belief that they support equality, are liberal and non-prejudiced and will answer questions according to those beliefs (Dovidio et al. 2016).
Gaertner and Dovidio (2005), explain how Gaertner’s research in 1973 devised a way of detecting aversive racism. Gaertner (1973) created a scenario whereby Liberal party members and Conservative party members would receive a phone call from someone claiming to need assistance on the roadside and that they were trying to contact their mechanic. In dialling the wrong number, they had used their last coin and thus asked for the help of the person they called. Gaertner ensured that the person making the call would be identifiable as Black or White by their dialect. Through the responses and reactions of the Liberals and Conservatives, Gaertner was able to witness any bias. As predicted, the Conservatives discriminated against the Black callers more frequently than the White callers by refusing to help them. The Liberals did not discriminate in the same way, they assisted both Black callers and White callers equally. However, the Liberals were keen to hang up the phone on Black callers and would terminate the call far sooner than they would with the White callers, sometimes before even learning of the full details of the caller’s needs. To explain this phenomenon, Gaertner and Dovidio began to apply the theory of aversive racism to find answers to the type of discrimination seen in the Liberals (Gartner & Dovidio, 2005). This was one of the first real pieces of research to have aversive racism particularly, applied to the analysis. Finding methods to detect aversive racism is the only way to identify its presence. 
With methods such as helping paradigms (Dovidio & Gaertner, 1981), research on aversive racism continued. This led to the Common Ingroup Identity Model (Gaertner et al., 1993) which is a method that combats aversive racism. Gaertner et al. (1993) found that to reduce intergroup bias, factors such as cooperative interaction and contact, can be introduced to a group and on doing so, begins and encourages development of a singular group identity. Mainly, it is described as going from an “us” and “them” mindset, to a “we” mindset, thus diminishing perceived ingroup boundaries (Gaertner et al., 1993).
[bookmark: _Int_kA8Pj4KD]The huge body of research carried out by Gaertner and Dovidio over several decades provides unequivocal proof of the presence of aversive racism. This helps identify where in society it is having an impact and helps organisations and governing bodies etc., reduce that impact. For example, during jury selection, racial bias is an extremely important trait to eliminate. Any jurors found to have racial prejudice should be removed from their duty. 		Faber et al. (2022), reports on the necessity of screening jurors for implicit and explicit racial bias to ensure a fair trial. They note of Sommers (2006) research, finding that the more racially diverse a jury is, the more positively affected the decision making is. This strongly suggests the need for heterogeneity within juries to achieve true fairness (Faber et al., 2022). This aligns with Gaertner and Dovidio’s Common Ingroup Identity Model (1993). Faber et al. (2022) call upon the use of psychologists and psychology research in enforcement of jury creation, including tests to screen for aversive racism particularly, due to its less obvious presence. Levinson et al. (2021) also suggests the need specifically for the judicial system to equip themselves with tools to screen for aversive racism. Those who appear to be a racial justice ally may in fact be aversive racists and only through particular measures is it possible to detect such behaviours. This would allow swift removal of those displaying any aversive racism along with other covert and subtle forms of racism (Levinson et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Int_UFSo6lR3]Bloch (2021) writes about his experiences of being an outcast from his community due to racial bias and prejudiced policing. His views come from his experience of both sides, being a youth in a community that was policed by Community Resources Against Street Hoodlums (CRASH) and Community Tagger Taskforce, authorities that clearly display racial profiling in his descriptions of personal experiences. Then as an adult, being a well-educated, home owning, tax paying, white passing citizen has allowed him to experience being on the favourable side. Bloch (2021) goes on to posit that “community” is an “ideologically conceived means of in- and outgrouping” and draws upon aversive racism to explain his theory. His theory is that “community” serves as a term under which racialisation and discrimination manifests, thus antagonising class status and through its own version of community policing, creates exclusion of the minority racial group through criminalisation (Bloch, 2021). Although Bloch (2021) presents a very personal experience of aversive racism within a community led group, it is a stark record of a personal impact and his theory is fully backed by empirical evidence. Therefore, it is a unique and useful insight into the presence of aversive racism within communities.
[bookmark: _Int_rZUKeO4N][bookmark: _Int_IHt7RlUg]Konstantopoulou et al. (2022) – report on the role of regional media discourse on migrant racism in the context of the Greek Islands’ response to their refugee crisis. They state that the more delicate forms of racism such as aversive racism, still produce negative representations and encourage the boundary-keeping between diverse groups I.e., the local Greeks and the refugees. Further to this, Konstantopoulou et al. (2022) infer that aversive racism is possibly supported when the term race is replaced with immigration. This leads the individuals to believe that opposing immigration is not a racial issue, therefore maintaining their liberal status under the concept that they are concerned for their country’s ability to cope financially and are not carrying any racist ideas.
[bookmark: _Int_BFwoX4fD][bookmark: _Int_Xpfubv24]Chen et al. (2021) discuss the presence and impact of aversive racism within academic medicine. They believe that underrepresented groups in medicine have low representation in higher positions, such as professors, due to the effects of aversive racism within this academic field. They further point out that residency applications are also affected, stating that directors may bemoan the lack of qualifying applicants from diverse backgrounds, rather than recognising the difficulties faced by ethnic minority applicants during selection processes. A further example of aversive racism in this field, is seen during the evaluation process of applications for leadership. Due to this being left to individuals to decide, without specific guidelines and with ambiguous instruction, the evaluator’s biases have traction and therefore sway final decisions (Chen et al., 2021). 
Also, within the academic field, Sagar (2019) writes of the affect aversive racism has upon Academic Institution diversity. There is chronic under-representation particularly of women of colour. Sagar (2019) raises a valid question of whether White members feel disadvantaged when the institutional climate is enhanced to improve the experience of minority racial groups. This queries whether some may see a gain for one group as only equal to a loss for another, rather than accepting that improvements can be made without adverse effect on those who do not directly benefit. To explain this, Sagar (2019) uses aversive racism and posits that the diaspora of White members from the Academy, could be a drastic form of aversive racism. Driven by their anxiety and discomfort formed by the discord between their egalitarian beliefs and their unacknowledged racism, they choose to leave and equate it to other reasons. Sagar (2019) goes on to describe “credentialing”, which is the practice of enlisting people of colour within their social or professional environments, specifically on this occasion by aversive racists, to support their credit of being non-racist. This practice presents another damaging outcome of aversive racism in its use of Black people, eliciting feelings of disingenuous relationships and low self-worth (Sagar,2019).
The above journals and reports are a clear indication of the current presence of aversive racism. The effects are being witnessed across broad fields; law, medicine, education, communities, youth, refugee and immigrant issues. It is deeply ingrained within society with evidence to prove such, as above. The dilemma then, is how to combat aversive racism on such a massive scale. Gaertner and Dovidio (1993) found that their Common Ingroup Identity Model was highly effective in combatting aversive racism. However, how to apply that broadly is a dilemma faced by governments and legislative organisations. Bloch (2021) concludes his report by offering a suggestion that those who geographically create communities through displacement, in large thanks to gentrification, must include research into the emotional effects of their actions. Insisting that there must be acceptance of the presence of aversive racism within the concepts of community and community policing, is a way of staying free of prejudice when choosing who has the right to “community”. 
Murrell (2020) discusses the need to create an integrated framework that considers not only aversive racism but also microaggressions and implicit biases, to explain the experiences of being discriminated against in this aversive and subtle manner. Murrell (2020) also states how there is difficulty in challenging aversive racism due to the individual genuinely believing they are not racist, displayed by their aggrieved response of finding a non-racial based explanation for their behaviour.
[bookmark: _Int_iNSMve24]In conclusion, the evidence supporting the existence of aversive racism is plentiful; seemingly different to the findings of Gaertner et al. (2005) who wrote of the lack of evidence impacting negatively on prosecutions of discrimination. The ideal would be a quick and broad solution to its presence, however, the responsibility appears to lie with those in positions of power. With understanding of the psychological research, methods and tools could be implemented to support fairness and equality where there currently is not.
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