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Abstract

Despite current efforts to reduce the occurrence of racial discrimination in North
America, the recent Black Lives Matter movement suggests that the issue continues to exist.
Given that prior research suggests a link between perceptions of discrimination and behaviours
and attitudes that perpetuate discrimination, a correlational study was conducted with the
purpose of examining whether a current social/global crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic, is
associated with such perceptions, thus contributing to the continued existence of racial
discrimination. It is predicted that heightened feelings of threat associated with the various
repercussions of the COVID pandemic would be associated with heightened justification of the
United States social system, and in turn negatively associated with perceptions of racial
discrimination towards Black Americans. Furthermore, it is predicted that this indirect effect
would be more pronounced in political conservatives than in liberals. An online survey study
was conducted on 528 American participants to test these hypotheses. Initial hierarchical
regression analyses indicated that COVID threat was not significantly associated with system
justification, but that both COVID threat and system justification were significantly associated
with perceived racial discrimination (although COVID threat was positively associated with
perceived discrimination). Mediation analyses indicated that there was no significant indirect
effect of COVID threat on perceived racial discrimination through system justification. Finally,
although there were no significant moderated-mediation effects, there were significant
interaction effects between COVID threat and political orientation on perceived discrimination,
with a more pronounced effect in political conservatives than in liberals. The limitations and
implications of the study are discussed.

Key Words: COVID threat, system justification, perceived racial discrimination, political
orientation



Acknowledgements

I would like to thank my supervisor, Dr. Ramona Bobocel, for her continued support and
guidance on my Master’s research. The advice and lessons she provided on conducting my
research and writing my thesis over the course of the past two years were indispensable.

I would also like to thank Dr. Wendi Adair and Dr. Doug Brown for taking the time to read
through my thesis and offer their advice on how to improve upon it.

Finally, I would like to offer my deepest thanks and gratitude to my parents and friends for their
tireless support, and for listening to me vent my anxieties and frustrations endlessly.



Table of Contents

FAYU1d o[ o D I=To =] - d o I PR ii
LY o1y 4 - [ OO PP PRSP PPTRUPPROPPPRPPRRIN iii
FAYo! g 1o XNV =T Fd=T o g T=T o SRR iv
TabIE Of CONTENTS ...ttt ettt e et e s ab e s bt e e sbbeesneeesneee e v
[ o) = U TSRS Vi
LIST OF TABIES ettt s bt e e st e e et e s s bt e s eaneesnneesabeeas vii
[} oo [ o1 4 o] o ERR PP UPUPPPPRPPI 1
1Y/ o o PP PPPRRUPTPPPRN 15
e T A (ol T o T-] | £SO UPPP PR PPPPNt 15
ProcedUures and IMEASUIES ........eeutiiiieteeteet ettt ettt et et et et et e e bt e bt e bt et e et e et e e bt esbe e be e beenbeenseen 16
CONTrOl VArIADIES ..o e re e e 20
RESUIES 1.ttt ettt ettt e e e st e e e et e e e e st e e e e eeateee e e s ba e e e e e abteeeeanaeeeeeataaeeeeaaraeeeennns 23
Overview Of ANalYtiC PrOCEAUIES ........oiiiiiiieciiiee ettt e ree e e s e e e et e e s s bt e e e e abae e esabaeeeanntaeeennsenas 23
DR ol g oA I =) ) ok N 24
Y T Y o =1 A TS SRPROt 25
FA¥o Lo L A ToT g T | I Y F= 1 Y2 RSP 34
DT ol (3 o] o FEUR O TSP PP PP T OPPPPPPPPPON 36
Theoretical IMPICAtIONS .....iiiiiie e e e st e e e s bee e e ssate e e s sbreeessstaeessseeeesanes 37
- (ot d o= M e ] o] LTor= ) 4 (o F U UURRR 43
Limitations and FULUIrE RESEAICN......cocuiiiiiieee e 44
CONCIUSION Lttt e st e s e st e bt e e s bt e e s mn e e sabeesabe e e neeessneesnseesmneesareesneeenne 46
RETEIENCES ...ttt a e sttt e et e e e s bt e e st b e e s bt e e saseeesaneeeeabeesnns 47
FAY o 01T [ [ NSRS 52
Yo7 o 1=] o Vo LD = TR 53
LYo 01T [ [ USSR 54
Yo7 0 1=] o Vo D1 D PRSP 55
LYo 01T [ [ SRR 56
YT o] o] 1=T 0 1 T=T o L PRSPPI 57



List of Figures
Figure

1. Model of hypothesized indirect association between COVID threat and perceived
general racism through system justification, with political orientation as a moderator............ 15

2. Unstandardized regression coefficients for the association between COVID threat
And perceived general racism, through system justification.....................cooeiiiiiiiiiiin.... 31

3. Plot of COVID threat x political orientation interaction effect on perceived general racism...33

4. Unstandardized regression coefficients for the association between COVID threat
and perceived general racism, through system justification, with political orientation as a
100014 (S 211 ) ST 34

C1. Unstandardized regression coefficients for the association between COVID threat
And perceived everyday discrimination, through system justification.......................covuee. 54

C2. Unstandardized regression coefficients for the association between COVID threat
And perceived discrimination thermometer, through system justification........................... 54

D1. Plot of COVID threat x political orientation interaction effect on perceived everyday
QISCIIMINATION. L.\ttt ettt et e et et e e e et et e et e e e et e e e e et e e e e e e eaeenneens 55

D2. Plot of COVID threat x political orientation interaction effect on perceived
discrimination thermoOmMELeT. ... ......oii i e e et ee e e e eeeans 55

E1. Unstandardized regression coefficients for the association between COVID threat and
perceived everyday discrimination, through system justification, with political orientation
T 10 0 1016 () 21 0] o 56

E2. Unstandardized regression coefficients for the association between COVID threat

And perceived discrimination thermometer, through system justification, with political
OrieNtation @S @ MOAETALOT. .. ... ...ttt ettt ettt et et e ettt e e et e e eeeeanns 56

vi



List of Tables

Table

1. Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations................ooooiiiiiiiiiiiiiii i

2. Regression Analysis Examining the Association Between COVID Threat and

Perceived General RACISIM. . ....oouue e e e

3. Regression Analysis Examining the Association Between COVID Threat and

System JUSHTICAtION. ...\ ettt e et

4. Regression Analysis Examining the Association Between System Justification

and Perceived General RACISIM. ... ...

Al. Regression Analysis Examining the Association Between COVID Threat and

Perceived Everyday Discrimination...........o.ceeviueiiiietiitinie it iieeiianeeeeaenns.

A2. Regression Analysis Examining the Association Between COVID Threat and

Perceived General RACISIN. ... ..uunn e

B1. Regression Analysis Examining the Association Between System Justification

and Perceived Everyday Discrimination...............ooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeienieeneennns

B2. Regression Analysis Examining the Association Between System Justification

and Perceived Discrimination ThermMOmeEter. .....ovvuuure et

vii



Introduction

Experiencing racial discrimination has been linked to a number of physical,
psychological and emotional consequences, including depression, low self-esteem, and poor
physical health (Berger & Sarnyai, 2014; Brown et al., 2000). Furthermore, it is associated with
social repercussions such as disparate impact in employment settings and victimization through
violence (Meyer, 2014; Pager & Shepherd, 2008). Given the seriousness of the consequences,
various programs, policies, and practices have been designed and implemented with the purpose
of reducing racial discrimination and increasing diversity and equality within North America,
including diversity training within work settings, and diversity initiatives implemented to
increase minority representation within post-secondary educational settings (Meneses et. al.,
2020). Despite efforts to reduce it, however, racial discrimination persists as evidenced by the
recent high-profile police brutality/murder case of George Floyd in May of 2020, as well as the
ensuing Black Lives Matter protests which highlighted other recent high-profile cases of police
brutality and violence against Black Americans. Identifying the various factors that contribute to
the continued existence of racial discrimination may be necessary for identifying the means
through which the issue can be eliminated.

Prior research on discrimination suggests that reduced perceptions of discrimination are
associated with/lead to attitudes and behaviours that perpetuate discrimination (Hideg & Wilson,
2020). Indeed, individuals that perceive a lack of discrimination, or that believe that efforts are
attempted to reduce discrimination, exhibit a lack of support for individuals that claim that they
are being discriminated, as well as increased hostility towards these individuals, even when there
is evidence that discrimination may in fact be occurring (to be discussed in more detail later)

(Kaiser et al., 2012). Therefore, the purpose of the current research is to examine perceptions of



racial discrimination, and the factors that influence them, as a means of identifying a potential
contributor to the persisting issue of racial discrimination in North America. More precisely, the
current study is intended to examine perceptions of racial discrimination during novel
circumstances/social conditions expected to influence them, the novel COVID-19 pandemic, so
as to assess the nature of the association between individuals’ perceptions of racial
discrimination, and feelings of threat associated with the pandemic. In doing so it is, overall, the
aim of the current study to a) contribute to research identifying factors that incite/perpetuate
racial discrimination, and b) contribute to research examining the social repercussions of the
COVID-19 pandemic.

The research reported in this thesis draws upon literature on system justification theory
(Jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost, Banaji & Nosek, 2004) to identify a potential novel contributor to
racial discrimination — threat associated with the COVID-19 pandemic — by examining the
association between it and perceptions of racial discrimination. More specifically, research
suggests that people are motivated to perceive their social systems (including their workplaces,
schools, and even their country of residence)! as more fair and less flawed than they are when
threatened, and that these behaviours/attitudes are more pronounced in certain types of
individuals (such as political conservatives). For instance, people may perceive less racial
discrimination in their country than is occurring when these systems are threatened (to be
discussed in more detail below). Furthermore, research suggests that there is, in turn, a negative

association between perceptions of racial discrimination and behaviours that perpetuate racial

1 “social systems” more specifically refer to “any social, economic, or political arrangements in which multiple
individuals (and/or groups) are embedded—ranging from small-scale systems such as the nuclear family to large-
scale systems such as the nation state or the capitalist economy” (Van der Toorn & Jost, 2014). The social system
examined in the case of the current research, however, is the United States of America.



discrimination (Kaiser et al., 2012; Hideg & Wilson, 2020), thereby suggesting that perceptions
of discrimination contribute to the continued existence of racial discrimination.

There is a dearth of research, however, examining whether and how system justification
occurs under extreme social circumstances expected to exacerbate system justifying attitudes,
and how this association in turn is related to perceptions of racial discrimination. If system
justification is motivated by a perceived threat to oneself or the individual’s social system(s),
then extreme social circumstances (e.g., global pandemics) should not only elicit system
justification but enhance it, given that they can result in multiple simultaneous threats to both the
individual and to their social system(s) (e.g., severe economic loss, civil unrest/distrust of the
government). However, as stated above, there is a lack of research examining whether, and if so
how, extreme social circumstances influence system justifying attitudes. Given that system
justification often includes the downplaying or denial of flaws (such as racial discrimination)
within one’s social system (to be discussed in further detail below), and that the denial or lack of
perception of such flaws has been previously linked to behaviours that perpetuate these flaws
(see for instance Hideg & Wilson, 2020), it is pertinent to examine system justifying attitudes
during extreme social circumstances. Doing so provides a means of identifying a potential
contributor to the persistence of such systemic flaws. The current COVID 19 pandemic allows
for the rare opportunity to examine just how extreme social circumstances can influence system
justifying attitudes.

In addition to the above, there is a lack of research examining how individual-level
factors moderate the relationship between the variables listed above (extreme social
circumstances, system justification, and perceptions of racial discrimination). More specifically,

although examining the association between extreme social circumstances, system justification



and perceived racial discrimination is important, environmental factors rarely influence human
behaviour and attitudes in isolation, often interacting with individual-level factors (such as
personal beliefs). Examining the association between extreme social circumstances, system
justification and perceived racial discrimination is thus insufficient without also considering
individual-level factors also linked to system justification and perceived racial discrimination.
One important individual level factor linked to both variables is political orientation.

Therefore, in the current thesis, | extend prior system justification research by examining
whether threat associated with COVID-19 is associated with heightened system justification,
reducing participants’ perceptions of racial discrimination. Furthermore, the study also explores
whether political orientation moderates the indirect effect of COVID-19 threat on perceptions of
racial discrimination via system justification. By examining these predictors of perceived racial
discrimination, the intended purpose of the research is to have both important practical and
theoretical implications by a) aiding in identifying a potential means through which to increase
awareness of the racial discrimination occurring in North America and b) acting as a foundation
for future research aimed at identifying methods through which to eliminate racial

discrimination.
Background Research and Hypotheses

Why do Perceptions of Racial Discrimination Matter?

Prior to discussing the theories and research that informed the current study, it is
pertinent to first discuss why it is necessary to examine perceptions of racial discrimination.
Perceptions of discrimination are suggested to be inextricably associated with behaviours and
attitudes that perpetuate the existence of racial discrimination and are thus just as important to

study as discriminatory behaviour/attitudes. Indeed, as highlighted above, Kaiser et al. (2012)



found that participants shown information on an organization’s diversity or employment equity
(EE) program—implemented to reduce workplace discrimination and increase minority
representation—had shown less support for, and more hostility towards, minorities claiming to
be discriminated, than had participants that were simply shown a mission statement for the same
organization. This occurred despite a lack of evidence that the diversity and EE programs
described were effective. Additionally, Hideg and Wilson (2020) found that increased awareness
of past injustices against women increased men’s denial of gender discrimination against women
in the present. The resulting denial of gender discrimination in turn resulted in reduced support
for gender-based employment equity programs.

Perceptions of discrimination, thus, exert a strong influence on behaviours and attitudes
that can perpetuate the existence of discrimination. However, as evidenced above, perceptions
are subject to bias (Barclay et al., 2017; Lowery et al., 2007; Maner et al., 2005). For instance,
perceptions of discrimination, and other forms of social inequality, can be biased by a motivation
to justify the social system and perceive it as less flawed when an individual is threatened. This
can in turn result in behaviour that perpetuates such flaws by, for instance, denying legitimate
claims of discrimination and allowing instances of discrimination to occur unnoticed,
unquestioned and/or unpunished. As a result, perceptions of discrimination are an important
factor to examine.

A Brief Overview of the Theory and Research on System Justification

As described earlier, perceptions of racial discrimination, as well as other systemic

flaws, are often subject to bias. Motivated cognition is a particularly potent biasing factor (Jost et

al., 2003; Liviatan & Jost, 2011). More specifically, desire or need to perceive one’s



environment (or other stimuli) in a specific manner can result in biased perceptions that fulfil the
desire/need of the individual (Balcetis et al., 2006; Jost et al., 2003).

As an example of motivated cognition, individuals often exhibit a certain proclivity to
think or act in ways that reduce psychological discomfort/distress when experiencing anxiety-
provoking situations (Bowins, 2004). More specifically, when faced with anxiety-provoking
stimuli, individuals often reduce any associated psychological distress by perceiving the anxiety-
provoking stimuli as less threatening than it is. Indeed, psychological defence mechanisms are
found to be exhibited when individuals find themselves in situations that threaten their physical
safety, their sense of normalcy, their perceived sense of control over their own lives, their
competency, or even their sense of freedom (Friesen et al., 2019; Laurent et al., 2014; Walker &
McCabe, 2021). Although these defensive mechanisms serve a palliative function in that they
reduce any psychological distress that the individual is experiencing, they often also result in
long-term deleterious effects (such as psychopathological issues, including depression) not only
for the individual, but for those around them as well (Bahamondes et al., 2021; Walker &
McCabe, 2021).

One form of defensive mechanism/motivated cognition is system justification. Indeed, as
mentioned above, system justification theory literature posits that individuals often
justify/rationalize the flaws within their social systems, perceiving these systems as more fair and
less flawed than they are, when the individual or their social systems are threatened (Jost &
Banaji, 1994; Jost, Banaji & Nosek, 2004). This is because perceiving oneself as living within a
flawed system can elicit further feelings of threat/distress. What exactly system justification
consists of, and the factors that elicit system justification are pertinent to the study and so are

discussed next. The methods through which people justify their social systems (including the



downplaying and/or denial of systemic flaws, such as racial discrimination) are discussed first,

followed by the “triggers” that motivate system justifying behaviours/attitudes.

Forms, and Examples, of System Justification

Forms of System Justification. System justification, as measured in the current
research, refers to a set of attitudes and beliefs that people hold regarding the fairness of their
social system, and can manifest in several ways. More specifically, system justification can take
the form of the legitimization of flaws within the social system, the downplaying of such flaws,
or even the denial of these flaws (Proudfoot & Kay, 2014). For instance, Proudfoot and Kay
(2014) argue that people often rationalize flaws (such as social inequality), whereby they
perceive such flaws as acceptable or warranted. Alternatively, the authors suggest that some
individuals downplay flaws within their social systems, wherein they perceive the existence of
such flaws and considered them to be unacceptable, but ultimately understate and underestimate
the severity of the flaws, or the frequency with which these flaws occur. Further yet, the authors
note that some individuals choose to deny the existence of flaws within their social system(s)
entirely. Often, this form of justification is accompanied by directional motivated cognition,
whereby individuals will actively avoid information that provides evidence that the system is
flawed and seek out information that provides evidence that the system is indeed fair (Barclay et
al., 2017; Proudfoot & Kay, 2014).

Examples of System Justification from Prior Research. Prior research has not only
identified the various methods through which people justify their social systems, it also has
provided several examples of system justification. That is, researchers have provided numerous
records of prior instances of individuals justifying their social systems, providing examples of

the types of flaws that are justified, the systems that are justified, and the conditions under which



people justify these flaws and systems. For instance, people have been found to justify inefficient
and/or ineffective workplace procedures, programs, and/or policies (Kaiser et al., 2013),
especially when feeling as though they are unable to leave, or escape, these systems (Proudfoot
et al., 2015). Other flaws that are often justified include economic and environmental flaws, such
as global warming/climate change (Feygina et al., 2010; Jylha & Akrami, 2015). Most
importantly, however, the unequal and discriminatory treatment of minority groups, has also
been found to be justified when individuals feel threatened (Bahamondes et al., 2021; Jost &
Hunyady, 2005; Kaiser & Miller, 2001; Kay et al., 2009; Laurin, Shepherd & Kay, 2014).

For instance, Laurin, Shepherd, and Kay (2014) provided evidence of the justification of
gender inequality within a social context. More specifically, the researchers found that, when
made to believe that emigration was restricted, Canadian participants had justified/legitimized
the economic pay gap between men and women in Canada more so than participants that were
not made to believe that emigration from Canada was restricted. Additionally, Hideg and Wilson
(2020) found that Canadian men that were made aware of past gender inequalities within Canada
perceived their current social and workplace environments as fairer towards women than men

that were not made aware of prior gender inequalities.

Threats to the System: Factors that Elicit System Justification

Just as there exist multiple methods of justifying one’s social system(s), there also exist
multiple conditions/situations that exacerbate system justification. As mentioned above, system
justification is often exhibited under threatening and anxiety provoking situations. Indeed, when
people experience threats to their social systems, a common reaction is to justify these systems to
alleviate any distress associated with the threat by believing that the systems are just/fair, safe,

and that they work in the best interest of their citizens (Jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost, Banaji &



Nosek, 2004; Jost et al., 2019). Such threats include system inescapability, system dependence,
and/or system criticism (Proudfoot & Kay, 2014). That is, individuals often justify their social
systems when they believe that they are unable to leave these systems, when they believe that
their livelihood and/or safety depends on these systems, or when they experience people
criticizing these systems and their flaws (Proudfoot & Kay, 2014).

Importantly, as an extension to the above, it is posited that people often justify their
social systems out of a need or desire to perceive themselves as living in a safe, secure, and fair
environment (Jost, 2019). That is, although perceiving oneself as being dependent on a social
system, or as being unable to escape said system, can be threatening in and of itself, perceiving
oneself as being dependent on or unable to leave a system that is not safe, secure, or fair (i.e., a
system that is flawed and harmful to the individual or others around them) can be even more
threatening/distressing. Therefore, it is suggested that individuals justify their social systems not
simply because they feel dependent on or unable to escape these systems, but because they want
to feel safe within these systems (Jost, 2019), something which is difficult to accomplish when
one actively acknowledges the flaws that exist within these systems.

As stated above, given that threats to one’s social system, such as system inescapability,
often result in system justifying attitudes/behaviours, it stands to reason that extreme novel
circumstances that threaten an individual’s social system(s) in a multitude of ways should elicit a
strong motivation to justify the system, resulting in the downplaying or denial of the existence of
flaws within these systems, such as racial discrimination. The current COVID-19 pandemic

serves as one such circumstance.

The Potential Link Between COVID-19 and System Justification



Although initially believed to be no more of a threat than the flu when it first started in
late 2019, the current COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in a number of repercussions, including
economic, health and psychological repercussions (Arora et al., 2020; International Labour
Organization; 2021; Kocak et al., 2021; Lateef et al., 2021; worldometer.info; 2021). For
instance, the studies cited above indicate that the pandemic has resulted in the loss of hundreds
of millions of individual jobs, caused over three million cases of deaths, and left many living in a
constant state of anxiety and fear.

More importantly, some of the repercussions seem to directly mirror the aforementioned
threats that elicit system justifying behaviour. For instance, the pandemic has resulted in
restrictions on travel (both within and outside of the country), which can result in perceptions of
system inescapability. Additionally, the pandemic has resulted in criticism of the government
and its effectiveness in helping eliminate the pandemic, which can result in perceptions of
system criticism. Finally, losing one’s job due to the pandemic may result in perceptions of
system dependency given the need to rely on government financial support until the individual
can find alternative employment.

Given the tendency for people to justify their social systems when threatened, thereby
reducing the extent to which they perceive flaws within these social systems (Bonnot & Krauth-
Gruber, 2016; Friesen et al., 2019), it is predicted that there should also be a direct association
between the extent to which an individual perceives a threat to their social system(s), and the
extent to which they perceive flaws within these systems. Within the context of the current study
specifically, given that COVID threat taps into the various forms of threat typically suggested to

elicit system justification (e.g., system dependence and inescapability), a negative association is
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expected between feelings of COVID threat and perceptions of racial discrimination. More
specifically, it is hypothesized that:
Hypothesis 1: Heightened feelings of threat associated with the repercussions of the
COVID-19 pandemic are negatively associated with perceptions of racial discrimination
towards Black Americans.

Next, as mentioned above, certain threatening experiences or “triggers” tend to
elicit system justifying attitudes. These triggers are often events or conditions that result
in the individual perceiving themselves as unable to escape their social systems or
perceiving that they depend on these systems (Friesen et al., 2018; Proudfoot & Kay,
2014). The repercussions of the COVID-19 pandemic mirror these threats in several
ways. For instance, the loss of employment experienced by millions of Americans has
resulted in a form of system dependence as many individuals’ livelihoods now depend on
government aided unemployment insurance or benefits. Additionally, the imposed
restrictions on overseas and domestic travel in an attempt to reduce the spread of the
pandemic has resulted in a form of system inescapability as Americans are unable to
leave the United States, their immediate communities, or even their own homes (whether
for work, vacation or relocation purposes). Given that the repercussions of the COVID
pandemic include various threats that elicit system justification, it is hypothesized that:

Hypothesis 2: Heightened feelings of threat associated with the various

repercussions of the COVID-19 pandemic (COVID threat) are positively

associated with system justifying attitudes.
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Additionally, as indicated above, system justification can include the
legitimization, downplaying, or even the denial of flaws within one’s social system
(Proudfoot & Kay, 2014). Although the means of doing so differ, ultimately individuals
that justify their social systems reduce their awareness of the faults or issues present
within these system(s) to reduce feelings of psychological distress associated with living
within these systems. For instance, individuals often justify their social systems and
perceive them as more fair than they are when they perceive themselves as unable to
escape from these systems (Proudfoot & Kay, 2014; Laurin, Shepherd & Kay, 2010), as
believing that one is unable to escape an unfair or oppressive social system can be
distressing. Given that the presence of racial discrimination would suggest that an
individual is living in an oppressive social system in which individuals are treated
unfairly based on skin colour, the following hypothesis was formulated:

Hypothesis 3: System justifying attitudes are negatively associated with

perceptions of racial discrimination.

Finally, given that feelings of COVID related threat are expected to be positively
associated with system justifying attitudes, and that system justifying attitudes are
hypothesized to be negatively associated with perceptions of racial discrimination, the
following mediated relationship was hypothesized between the variables:

Hypothesis 4: Heightened feelings of threat associated with the pandemic are

indirectly associated with perceptions of racial discrimination through system

justifying attitudes, such that heightened feelings of threat are associated

12



positively with system justifying attitudes which, in turn, are negatively

associated with perceptions of racial discrimination.

Possible Moderating Role of Political Orientation

As mentioned above, although system justification is often exacerbated by threats to
one’s social system, it is also linked to certain personality traits and attitudes (i.e., political
orientation). More specifically, political orientation is associated with both system justification
and perceptions of racial discrimination, such that political conservatives exhibit stronger system
justification, and perceive less racial discrimination, than liberals (Jost & Hunyady, 2005; Jost,
2017). Furthermore, this disparity is heightened when social systems undergo various forms of
social/political changes. That is, political conservatives have been found to be more averse to
changes to their social system than liberals and, as a result, often react by attempting to justify
the current social systems when experiencing such changes to a greater extent than liberals (see
Jost & Hunyady, 2005; Jost, 2017). Given that the current COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in
several changes within the United States (including mandatory face-covering by-laws,
emergency stay at home orders/lockdowns, etc.) political conservatives are expected to be
motivated to justify the system to a greater extent than are liberals.

Given the evidence provided above on the association between political orientation,
system justification and racial discrimination, a moderating effect of political orientation
(political conservatism vs liberalism) is expected. More specifically, given that conservatives
perceive less racial discrimination, and justify their social systems to a greater extent than do
liberals (Butz et. Al., 2017; Jost & Hunyady, 2005; Jost, 2017), the association between system

justification, perceived racial discrimination, and COVID threat should be more pronounced for
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conservatives than for liberals, as conservatives should be more motivated to justify their social
systems than are liberals when their social systems are highly threatened by the pandemic.
Therefore, the following hypotheses were formulated:
Hypothesis 5a: The negative association between heightened COVID threat and
perceptions of racial discrimination is more pronounced in conservatives than in liberals.
Hypothesis 5b: The positive association between heightened COVID threat and system
justification is more pronounced in conservatives than in liberals.
Hypothesis 5¢: The mediated relationship between COVID threat, system justification
and perceptions of racial discrimination is moderated by an individual’s political
orientation, such that the indirect association between COVID threat and perceived racial

discrimination is more pronounced in conservatives than in liberals.

A conceptual model depicting the hypothesized association between the primary variables is

presented in Figure 1.
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Political

Orientation
e System
Justification
+ | |
COVID Threat > Perceived Racial

Discrimination

Figure 1. Model of the hypothesized indirect association between COVID threat and perceived
racial discrimination, through system justification, with political orientation as the moderator.

Method

Participants

Five hundred and twenty-eight US citizens were recruited over Crowdflower, an online
data acquisition platform (Litman et al., 2017). 54.0% were male (285), 44.5% were female
(235), .4% (2) identified themselves as “other,” and .4% (2) preferred not to disclose their sex.
The majority of the participants, 75.6% (399), identified themselves as White, 10.4% (55)
identified themselves as Black/African American, 5.5% (29) identified as Asian, 4.8% (25)

identified as Hispanic, 1% (5) identified as Native American, while nine identified themselves as
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“other,” and four preferred not to disclose their race. The average age was 38.95 years (SD=
11.78). Finally average income was $40,000-$49,000 and the median highest level of education
attained was a bachelor’s degree.

After excluding 60 cases for failing attention checks, providing duplicate IP addresses,
and taking an extremely long time to complete the study, 468 participants were left with usable
data. Furthermore, included within the 60 cases that were excluded were participants that
indicated that they would prefer not to disclose their sex or race, or that identified as “other” for
these demographic questions. Doing so allowed for dichotomizing participants into majority or
(visible) minority status so that it would be possible to examine how minority vs. majority race
and sex (men vs. women) status influence the mediator and outcome variables.? Finally, included
within the 60 cases that were excluded were participants that did not provide their highest
education attained or income as information on these demographics was required to compute the
socioeconomic status variable and use it as a covariate. Analyses were later also conducted
including participants that were originally excluded for identifying as “other” or preferring not to
disclose their sex/race, or for preferring not to disclose their education/income. The results were
identical. Of the final sample 55.6% identified as male, 77.4% identified as white, the average
age was 39.11 (SD= 11.72), the average income was $40,000-$49,000, and the median highest
education attained was a Bachelor’s degree.

Procedures and Measures
Participants were invited to complete the survey study online and were told that the

research examines various experiences, perceptions, and beliefs that they may have held over the

2 “Minorities”, as per the dictionary definition of the term, can refer to individuals that a) comprise a numerical
minority of a population, or b) are seen as different from, or as though they have less status/power than, that of
dominant social groups (i.e., Whites/males). In the context of the current study, “minorities” refer to individuals that
are seen as different from, or less than in power/status to, dominant social groups in the US.
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course of the COVID-19 pandemic.3 More specifically, participants were told that the research
would be assessing any feelings of threat they may have experience associated with the
pandemic and its repercussions, the extent to which they perceived racial discrimination, and

what they thought about their country:

Feelings of COVID related threat

Feelings of threat associated with the COVID-19 pandemic were examined using an
author-developed 5-item measure. Briefly, feelings of COVID related threat refer to the extent to
which participants believe that the COVID-19 pandemic threatens various aspects of their lives,
including their employment status, freedom to travel, and their ability to spend time with friends
and family. For example, participants answered items such as “Indicate the extent to which you
feel that the pandemic threatens to restrict your freedom to travel” on a 5-point Likert scale (1 =
Not threatened at all to 5 = Very threatened). Each item was selected with the intention of
tapping into a different threat argued to elicit system justifying behaviour. For instance, the item
concerning unemployment status taps into system dependency as many unemployed Americans
rely on government funded unemployment insurance. Similarly, the item concerning freedom to
travel taps into system inescapability as not only short-term work or vacation travel was
restricted, but so was emigration. The measure is coded such that higher scores indicate
heightened feelings of threat associated with the pandemic. The measure had moderate reliability

(o= .76).

3 The current research is part of a larger 2-part study examining both perceptions and memories of racial
discrimination. Complications with Part 2 of the study resulted in my focusing solely on Part 1 in the thesis. Further
information on Part 2 of the study, including how it was conducted, will be provided in a supplementary file at the
end of the thesis document.
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Perceptions of racial discrimination

Perceptions of racial discrimination were measured using three separate measures. The
reason for using three separate measures was to assess both general perceptions of racial
discrimination, as well as perceptions of specific types of racial discrimination. More
specifically, one measure examined how frequently participants believed Black Americans had
experienced any form of racial discrimination at all over the five months prior to the study, while
the other two examined how frequently participants believed Black Americans had experienced,
for instance, rude behaviour or unfair treatment due to their skin colour. The two measures
assessing perceptions of specific types of racial discrimination (perceived general racism and
perceived everyday discrimination) are self-report scales asking Black Americans to report on
their own experiences. The referents were changed for the purpose of the study however, such
that both Black and non-Black Americans were asked to report about the experiences of Black
Americans. Finally, all three measures are coded such that higher scores indicate higher
perceptions of racial discrimination.

Perceived general racism. The first measure used is a 5-item shortened version of the
General Racism subscale developed by Smith (2012) (a=.95). This measure examines how
often participants believed Black Americans had experienced various forms of racial
discrimination over the five months prior to the study (e.g., How often do you believe people
have been treated rudely or unfairly because they 're Black?) on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = Never
to 7 = Every single day).

Perceived everyday discrimination. The second measure adapted is the 9-item
Everyday Discrimination scale developed by Williams, Yu, Jackson and Anderson (1997) (o=

.96). This measure, much like the one above, examines how often participants believed Black
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Americans had experienced various specific forms of racial discrimination over the five months
prior to the study (e.g., How often have Black individuals received poorer service than other
people at restaurants or stores?) on a 5-point scale (1 = Always to 5 = Never).

Perceptions of discrimination thermometer. Finally, the third measure used is an
author-developed single-item General Perceptions of Discrimination thermometer, an 11-point
thermometer scale measuring how often participants believed Black Americans had experienced
discrimination in general over the five months prior to the study (1 = Never to 11 = Always).
More specifically, participants were asked “Think back on the past 5 months, how often do you
believe that Black Americans had experienced discrimination?”

System justification

System justification was examined using a measure adapted from previous research on
system justifying attitudes. As described earlier, system justification refers to a set of attitudes
and beliefs that people hold regarding the fairness of their social system(s). That is, in measuring
system justification, | am examining the extent to which participants perceive the United States
(including its various laws and regulations) to be fair and to treat all Americans equally. The
scale used to examine system justification is the General System Justification scale developed by
Kay and Jost (2003). The General System Justification scale is an 8-item measure examining the
extent to which participants agree with statements about the American social system such as “In
general, you find society to be fair”’ and “Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness” (1 =
Completely disagree to 7 = Completely agree). The measure is coded such that higher scores

indicate stronger system justifying attitudes. The measure had high reliability (o= .91).

Perceptions of mobility
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As further means of assessing perceived threat, a 5-item author-developed measure of
perceived immobility was incorporated, assessing the extent to which participants agreed with
statements such as “Due to current social conditions, | expect it to be difficult to leave the United
States. ” Participants recorded their answers on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree to 7
= Strongly agree). This measure allowed for examining whether participants felt unable to leave
their social system (the US) for work, vacation, or emigration. Furthermore, this measure
allowed me to examine whether this perceived inescapability was associated positively with
system justifying attitudes. The items were reverse coded such that higher scores indicate

heightened perceptions of immobility. The measure had moderately high reliability (o= .82).

Political orientation

Political orientation was measured using a 3-item composite measure adapted from
Carney et al. (2008). Participants indicated both their general political leanings (liberal vs
conservative), as well as their political beliefs on two separate issues (cultural/social and
economic) on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = Extremely liberal to 7 = Extremely conservative). The
measure is coded such that higher scores indicate that participants identify as political
conservatives. The measure had high reliability (o= .95).
Control variables
Perceptions of Police Fairness

Given that system justification involves a tendency to perceive a social system as less
flawed, or as fairer than it is, one way that system justification may be exhibited is by the
insistence that certain aspects of the system (such as authority figures that represent the social
system) are fair—even when evidence suggests otherwise. For instance, motivation to justify the

system should be positively correlated with perceptions of the police (authorities that serve as
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representatives of the US social system) as fair and unbiased, despite evidence suggesting
disproportionate unfair treatment and police brutality towards minorities (Holmes, 2000).
Furthermore, this suggests that perceiving the police as fair should be negatively associated with
perceptions of racial discrimination. Therefore, perceptions of police fairness were included,
assessed using a shortened 3-item version of Nadal and Davidoff’s 12-item Perceptions of Police
Scale (POPS; Nadal & Davidoff, 2015), as a control variable to show that COVID threat is
associated with both system justification and perceptions of racial discrimination above and
beyond its association with perceptions of police fairness. Participants were asked to indicate the
extent to which they agree (1 = Strongly agree to 5 = Strongly disagree), with items such as
“Police officers do not treat all people fairly” and “Police officers are unbiased.” The measure
was coded such that higher scores indicate perceptions of the police as fair and unbiased. The
measure had a high reliability (o= .89). As an important note, data on the POP scale for the
current study was not normally distributed, indicating a moderate negative skew. For this reason,

the variable was transformed using a square root transformation (statistics.laerd.com, 2013).

Socioeconomic Status

SES was included as a control variable given prior research findings suggesting that there
is a link between SES and system justification (Brandt, 2013; Li et al., 2020). Although the
findings are mixed, prior research suggests that socioeconomic status does influence whether
people perceive their social systems as fair or not. For instance, research by Brown-lannuzzi et
al. (2015) and Vargas-Salfate et al. (2018) suggests that low SES individuals justify their social
systems to a larger extent than do higher SES individuals. Higher SES individuals, in turn, are

found to be more critical of these same social systems than their lower SES counterparts. Other
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research suggests the opposite, that higher SES individuals are motivated to perceive their social
systems as fair as doing so affords them to keep their higher social status (Carciata, 2017).

An index of socioeconomic status was created by standardizing and then averaging
highest achieved education and income with higher education and income reflecting higher SES
(American Psychological Association, 2017).

Social Desirability

Social desirability was assessed using the 9-item shortened version of the Marlowe-
Crown Social Desirability scale (o= .81) (Strahan & Gerbasi, 1972). Participants had indicated
the extent to which they agreed with such statements as “I’m always willing to admit when [
make a mistake” and “I have never deliberately said something that hurt someone’s feelings,”
on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree to 7 = Strongly agree). A measure of social
desirability motivation was included as the study assesses various perceptions, attitudes, and
traits on which participants may seek to appear socially acceptable. For instance, participants
may report that they perceive more racial discrimination than they do, to appear more
“progressive.” The measure was coded such that higher scores indicate stronger motivation to
appear socially desirable.
Race and Sex

Finally, race (White vs. non-White) and sex (men vs. women) are included as covariates,
given the link identified between minority status and system justification (Jost et al., 2004).
Again, as mentioned earlier, minority status in the context of the current study refers to
individuals that are seen as different from, or as though they have less status/power than,
dominant social groups. Given that non-White Americans and women were historically treated

as less than equal to White Americans and men in terms of both power and status, and that they
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were subsequently given less opportunities than were White Americans and men in various
political, organizational, and social institutions, they are identified as “minorities” in the current
study.

Although one may expect minorities to be more critical of their social systems than
majority citizens—given their experiences with unfair, and at times discriminatory, treatment—
research suggests that this is not entirely true. Research instead suggests that minorities may
justify their social systems just as much as (if not more than) majority citizens (Jost et al., 2004),
perhaps given the palliative functions of system justification. That is, Jost et al. (2004) found in
their meta-analysis, reviewing over 10 years of research on system justification, that minorities
who are oppressed often exhibit the strongest forms of system justification, and often hold more
favourable views of out-group members than that of in-group members. This is reminiscent of
the findings discussed above regarding the relationship between socioeconomic status and
system justification, in that lower SES individuals seem to justify their social systems more than
do higher SES individuals.* Given this link between minority status and system justification, race

and sex were included as covariates.

Results

Overview of Analytic Procedures
Three sets of analyses were conducted to test the above hypotheses. First multiple
regression analyses were conducted to assess Hypotheses 1 through 3, controlling for the

covariates mentioned in the methods section (race, sex, perceptions of police fairness, social

4 Factsheets presented online by the American Psychological Association (American Psychological Association,
2010; American Psychological Association, 2017) indicate that women and racial minorities experience lower
socioeconomic status than do White Americans and men, further suggesting a link between minority status and
system justification.
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desirability, and socio-economic status). Next, a mediation analysis was conducted using Hayes’
Process Macro Model 4 to examine Hypothesis 4, the indirect effect between COVID threat and
perceived racial discrimination through system justification. Finally, a moderated-mediation
analysis was conducted using Hayes’ Process Macro Model 8§ to examine Hypotheses 5a to 5c.
Finally, it is important to note that, given that the three measures of racial discrimination (the
General Racism scale, Everyday Discrimination scale, and Perceptions of Discrimination
thermometer) were examined separately, each analysis was run three separate times, once for
each measure.
Descriptive Statistics

Zero-order correlations were examined between all of the variables included in the study
(see Table 1). Overall, the results suggest significant correlations between all four of the primary
variables (COVID threat, system justification, perceived racial discrimination, and political
orientation), although the direction of some of the associations are contrary to the hypotheses.
More specifically, COVID threat is positively associated with perceived general racism (r= .33,
p<.001), perceived everyday discrimination (r= .18, p<.001), and perceptions of discrimination
thermometer (r= .30, p< .001), and negatively correlated with system justification (r=-.23, p<
.001), opposite to the hypotheses. Finally, it is important to note that although the strength of the
correlation between general perceptions of racial discrimination and perceived general racism
(r=.76, p< .001) (two of the three discrimination measures) could suggest combining the items
into a single composite score, one measures general perceptions of racial discrimination while
the other measures perceptions of various specific forms of racial discrimination. For this reason,

the two scales were kept separate.
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Main Analyses

Testing Hypotheses 1 Through 3

Hypothesis 1. Hypothesis 1 predicted that COVID threat was negatively associated with
perceptions of racial discrimination. To examine this hypothesis, a hierarchical multiple
regression analysis was conducted with the control variables (sex, race, police perceptions,
socioeconomic status, and social desirability) added in step 1 of the model while COVID threat
was added in step 2.

Results indicate that the first step of the model predicted each of the three measures of
perceive racial discrimination significantly. More specifically, two of the control variables were
significantly associated with each measure of perceived racial discrimination. Perceptions of the
police as fair were significantly, negatively associated with each measure, while higher

socioeconomic status was significantly, positively associated with each of the measures.
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Additionally, sex was positively associated with perceived everyday discrimination, such that

women perceived more discrimination than men.

the three measures. However, opposite to the hypothesis, COVID threat was positively

associated with perceived racial discrimination. More specifically, COVID threat added

More importantly, COVID threat significantly added to the variance explained for two of

significantly to the variance explained in perceived general racism (= .20, p< .001) and the

perceptions of discrimination thermometer (4= .17, p< .001), but not perceived everyday

discrimination (= .06, p=.16), (see Table 2 for the results of the regression analyses on

perceived general racism). For the results of the regression analyses on perceived everyday

discrimination and general perceptions of racial discrimination, please see Table Al and Table

A2 respectively in Appendix A. Therefore, the results do not support Hypothesis 1.

Table 2

Regression Analysis Examining the Association Between COVID Threat and Perceived General Racism.

Perceived General Racism

2

Predictor R’ AR’ F B SE )i t 95% CI
Step 1
(Constant) 743*%* 45 16.68 [6.56, 8.30]
PoP -2.67%* 18 -57 -14.63 [-3.03,-2.31]
Sacial Desirability 01 .06 01 19 [-10,.13]
SES 19* 07 .09 2.54 [.04,.33]
Sex 19 13 06 159 [-.05, .44]
Race .06 14 .02 42 [-.21,.33]
33 33 45.14*%*
Step 2
(Constant) 594 52 1143 [4.92, 6.96]
PoP 24418 -52 1336 [-2.81,-2.00]
Social Desirability 04 06 02 62 [-08, .15]
SES 19 07 09 264 [.05, .33]
Sex 14 12 .04 1.15 [-.09, .38]
Race -01 14 -001 -03 [-27, 26]
COVID Threat 36 07 20 520 [.23, .49]
.36 04 44.26**

Note. N = 468. PoP = Perceptions of Police. *p < .05, **p < .001. SES= Average of standardized income and highest education achieved.
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Hypothesis 2. Hypothesis 2 predicted that a positive association between COVID threat
and system justifying attitudes. To test the hypothesis, a hierarchical multiple regression analysis
was conducted using system justification as the outcome variable. The control variables (sex,
race, police perceptions, socioeconomic status, and social desirability) were all added in step 1
while COVID threat was added in step 2.

Results indicate that the first step of the model significantly predicted system justifying
attitudes. More specifically, perceptions of the police as fair were significantly, positively
associated with system justifying attitudes, as was socioeconomic status. That is, higher socio-
economic status was associated with stronger system justification. More importantly, contrary to
the hypothesis, COVID threat was non-significantly associated with system justifying attitudes
(= -.06, p=.12) (see Table 3). Given that the results suggest a non-significant association

between COVID threat and system justification, Hypothesis 2 was not supported.
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Table3
Regression Analysis Examining the Association Between COVID Threat and System Justification.

System Justification
Predictor R’ AR’ F B SE B t 95% CI
Step 1
(Constant) -15 34 -45 [-82,.52]
PoP 2.54** 14 64 18.14 [2.26,2.81]
Social Desirability 07 04 .06 157 [-.02,.15]
SES 1+ .06 10 2.92 [.05, .28]
Sex -12 .09 -04 -1.22 [-31,.07]
Race -11 A1 -04 -1.02 [-.32,.10]
A4 A4 73.91%*
Step 2
(Constant) 19 Al A8 [-61,.99]
PoP 2.49%* 14 62 1721 [2.20,2.77]
Social Desirability .06 04 .05 144 [-.02,.15]
SES 1+ .06 10 2.92 [.05, .28]
Sex -10 .09 -04 -1.08 [-.29, .09]
Race -.09 A1 -03 -.88 [-30,.12]
COVID Threat -09 06 -06 -1.55 [-19,.02]
45 .003 62.18

Note. N = 468. PoP = Perceptions of Police. *p < .05, **p < .001. SES= Average of standardized income and highest education achieved.

Hypothesis 3. Hypothesis 3 predicted that a negative association exists between system

justification and perceptions of racial discrimination. To test this hypothesis, a hierarchical

multiple regression analysis was conducted using the three separate measures of perceived racial

discrimination as the outcome variable(s). The control variables (sex, race, police perceptions,

socioeconomic status, and social desirability) were all added in step 1 while system justification

was added in step 2.

Results indicate that the first step of the model significantly predicted each of the three

measures. More specifically, two of the control variables were significantly associated with each

measure of perceived racial discrimination. Perceptions of the police as fair were significantly,

negatively associated with each measure, while higher socioeconomic status was significantly,

positively associated with each of the three measures. Additionally, sex was positively associated
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with perceived everyday discrimination, such that women perceived more discrimination than

men.

each model. That is, system justification significantly added to the variance explained in

More importantly, system justification added significantly to the variance explained in

perceived general racism (/= -.25, p< .001), perceived everyday discrimination (4= -.28, p<

.001), and to general perceptions of racial discrimination (= -.18, p< .001) (see Table 4 for the

results of the regression analyses on perceived general racism). For the results of the regression

analyses on perceived everyday discrimination and general perceptions of racial discrimination,

please see Table B1 and Table B2 respectively in Appendix B. Given that system justification

was negatively associated with the three measures of perceived discrimination, Hypothesis 3 was

supported.

Table 4

Regression Analysis Examining the Association Between System Justification and Perceived General Racism.

Perceived General Racism

2

Predictor R AR’ F B SE B t 95% CI
Stepl
(Constant) 7.43** 45 16.68 [6.56, 8.30]
PoP 267 18 -57 -14.63 [-3.03,-2.31]
Social Desirability 01 .06 01 19 [-.10,.13]
SES 19* 07 .09 2.54 [.04,.33]
Sex 0.19 13 .06 159 [-.05, .44]
Race 0.06 14 02 A2 [-21,.33]
33 33 45,14%*
Step 2
(Constant) 7.39%* A4 16.99 [6.53,8.24]
PoP 192+ 23 -41 -8.24 [-2.38, -1.46]
Social Desirability .03 .06 02 56 [-.08,.14]
SES 24* 07 12 3.25 [.09, .38]
Sex 16 12 .05 134 [-.08, .40]
Race .03 14 01 19 [-.24, .29]
System Justification -29%* .06 -25 -4.99 [-41,-18]
36 .04 43.73**

Note. N = 468. PoP = Perceptions of Police. *p < .05, **p<.001. SES= Average of standardized income and highest education achieved.
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Testing Hypothesis 4

Hypothesis 4. Hypothesis 4 stated that a mediated relationship exists between COVID
threat, system justification and perceived racial discrimination. That is, it was hypothesized that
heightened COVID threat is associated with heightened system justification which, in turn, is
associated with the belief that Black Americans have experienced little to no racial
discrimination over the five months prior to the study. To test this hypothesis, three separate
analyses were conducted using Hayes’ Process Macro Model 4 with COVID threat as the
predictor variable, system justification as the mediator, and each of the perceived racial
discrimination measures as the outcome variable(s).

The results indicate that, contrary to the hypothesis, COVID threat had a non-significant
indirect association with perceived racial discrimination (see Figure 2 for the model depicting the
indirect association between COVID threat and perceived general racism). Please refer to
Appendix C for Figure C1 and Figure C2 depicting the indirect associations between COVID
threat and perceived everyday discrimination, and COVID threat and general perceptions of
racial discrimination, respectively. Given that the results suggest a non-significant indirect
association between COVID threat, system justification and perceived racial discrimination,

Hypothesis 4 was not supported.
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Figure 2. Unstandardized regression coefficients for the association between COVID threat and
perceived general racism, through system justification. Standard errors are provided in
parentheses. Race, sex, socioeconomic status, perceptions of police fairness, and social
desirability were included as covariates.

N=468

*p< .05

**p<.001

Testing Hypotheses 5a to 5¢

Hypotheses 5a through 5c were all assessed using Hayes Process Macro Model 8 for
testing moderated mediation.

Hypothesis 5a. Hypothesis 5a predicted that participants’ political orientation (political
conservatism vs liberalism) moderates the relationship between COVID threat and perceived
racial discrimination such that the negative association is more pronounced in conservatives than
in liberals. As hypothesized, political orientation significantly moderated the association between
COVID threat and perceived general racism: B= .09, p=.01; perceived everyday discrimination:

B=.04, p=.05; and perceived discrimination thermometer: B=.17, p=.006 (see Figure 3 for a
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plot of the interaction effect on perceived general racism). Please refer to Appendix D for Figure
D1 and Figure D2 depicting the interaction plots for perceived everyday discrimination and
general perceptions of racial discrimination, respectively. Although political orientation
significantly moderated the effect that COVID threat had on perceived racial discrimination, the
findings were opposite to the hypotheses. That is, although political conservatives initially
perceived less racial discrimination than liberals, and although the association was stronger for
conservatives than for liberals, heightened COVID threat was positively associated (as opposed
to negatively) with perceived racial discrimination. However, this positive association was only
significant for political conservatives. Thus, conservatives start to perceive racial discrimination
to a similar extent as liberals the more they feel threatened by the pandemic. Therefore,

Hypothesis 5a was not supported.

32



Political
Orientation
~~ Liberal

7.00

6.00 =-.. Conservative

5.00

o e —

3.00

Perceived General Racism

Low Threat High Threat
COVID Threat

Figure 3 . Plot of COVID threat x political orientation interaction effect on perceived heneral racism.

Hypothesis 5b. Hypothesis 5b predicted that participants’ political orientation (political
conservatism vs liberalism) moderates the relationship between COVID threat and system
justification such that the positive association is more pronounced in conservatives than in
liberals. Contrary to the hypothesis, political orientation did not significantly moderate the
association between COVID threat and system justification (B=-.001, SE= .03, 95% CI [-.06,
.05], p=.97). Therefore, Hypothesis 5b was not supported.

Hypothesis 5¢. Hypothesis 5¢ predicted that the mediated relationship between COVID
threat and perceived racial discrimination, through system justification, is moderated by political
orientation, such that the indirect association between COVID threat and perceived racial

discrimination is more pronounced in political conservatives than in liberals. Given that the
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indirect effect (Hypothesis 4) was not significant, moderated mediation is not possible. Indeed,
political orientation showed no moderating effect on the indirect association between COVID
threat and perceived racial discrimination (see Figure 4 for a model depicting the moderated
mediation between COVID threat and perceived general racism). Please refer to Appendix E for
Figure E1 and Figure E2 depicting the moderated mediation models of perceived everyday
discrimination and general perceptions of racial discrimination, respectively. Given the non-

significant indirect associations, Hypothesis 5¢ was not supported.
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Figure 4. Unstandardized regression coefficients for the association between COVID threat and
perceived general racism, through system justification, with political orientation as a moderator.
Standard errors are provided in parentheses.

Race, sex, socioeconomic status, perceptions of police fairness, and social desirability were
included as covariates.

N=468

*p< .05

**p<.001

Additional Analyses
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Further analysis of the data yielded several results that are worth mentioning. First,
analyses indicated a positive correlation between perceptions of police fairness and system
justification (r= .66, p< .001), such that perceiving the police as fair was associated with
heightened belief that the American social system is fair. Furthermore, a negative correlation was
found between perceptions of police fairness and perceived general racism (r=-.56, p<.001),
perceived everyday discrimination (r=-.48, p<.001), and perceptions of discrimination
thermometer (r=-.57, p< .001), such that perceiving the police as fair was associated with a lack
of perceived racial discrimination against Black Americans. These results support the expected
associations between police perceptions, system justification, and perceived racial discrimination
described in the methods section above.

Second, analysis of the associations between race, sex, and the remaining variables
yielded unexpected results. Race was not significantly correlated with any of the other variables,
p’s > .05. SES, on the other hand, was only significantly correlated with system justification (r=
.15, p<.001), and political orientation (r=".10, p< .05), indicating that higher socioeconomic
status is associated with heightened system justifying attitudes and political conservatism, albeit
weakly.

Finally, although prior research indicates that political conservatives are more averse to,
and threatened by, changes to their social system than are liberals, there was a negative
correlation between political orientation and COVID threat (r=-.22, p< .001), such that
conservatives were less threatened by the pandemic than were liberals. This negative correlation
was found despite the social changes that the pandemic incited both in North America
specifically, and globally (i.e., mask bylaws, social distancing and stay-at-home

orders/lockdowns).
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Discussion

Integrating prior research on system justification, political orientation, and racial
discrimination, | examined whether the current COVID-19 pandemic is indirectly associated
with perceptions of racial discrimination. More specifically, | examined whether feelings of
threat associated with the various repercussions of the pandemic (e.g., travel restrictions) were
negatively associated with perceptions of racial discrimination against Black Americans, through
a positive association with system justifying attitudes. A correlational survey study only partially
supported the above hypotheses. Although COVID threat was significantly associated with
perceptions of racial discrimination, the positive direction of this association was opposite to
what was hypothesized. Additionally, contrary to the hypotheses, COVID threat was only
significantly associated with system justifying attitudes when not accounting for the control
variables, albeit the association was negative as opposed to positive. However, system justifying
attitudes were significantly, negatively associated with perceived racial discrimination, as
predicted.

Additionally, the hypothesized mediating effect of system justification on the association
between COVID threat and perceived discrimination was not significant, nor was the moderating
effect of political orientation on the mediated relationship between COVID threat, system
justification, and perceived discrimination. However, political orientation significantly
moderated the direct association between COVID threat and perceived discrimination—such that
the association between the variables was stronger for conservatives than for liberals. Therefore,
although conservatives’ perceptions of discrimination were more strongly associated with

COVID threat than were liberals’, as expected, conservatives’ perceptions of discrimination
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increased (rather than decreased) more steeply than did liberals’ the more that they felt
threatened, thereby not entirely supporting the hypotheses.

Overall, the results suggest that heightened feelings of COVID threat are associated with
perceptions of more frequent racial discrimination against Black Americans, and that being
politically conservative enhances the strength of this association. These results can be interpreted
in several ways and provide a number of theoretical implications. The interpretations and

implications of the study are discussed next.
Theoretical Implications

A Lack of Support for System Justification Theory

An Increase in System Vigilance and Criticism? The current study was designed to
contribute to research on system justification by examining the construct as both a predictor, and
a mediating, variable. In doing so, the research provides novel information on the outcomes of
system justifying attitudes, as well as the determinants of system justifying attitudes. However,
the research instead provided a lack of support for System Justification Theory.

As argued within the system justification literature, system justifying attitudes act as
psychological defence mechanisms intended to reduce any discomfort or anxiety resulting from
threat(s) to one’s social system(s). However, some researchers suggest the opposite, arguing
instead that people are motivated to become more aware of flaws within their social systems
when experiencing psychological distress (Miedema et al., 2006; VVan den Bos et al., 2008).
Indeed, these researchers suggest the existence of a human alarm system wherein alarming, or
threatening, experiences can result in increased system vigilance and criticism, especially

towards unfairness within one’s social system(s).
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The results of the current study seem to support the Human Alarm System Theory
(HAS) as opposed to System Justification Theory, given a) the lack of a significant association
between COVID threat and system justification, and b) that heightened COVID threat was
associated positively with perceptions of racial discrimination against Black Americans. That is,
the results suggest that the feelings of threat associated with the COVID-19 pandemic may elicit
an alarm within the individual, motivating them to become more critical of the systemic
inequality and racial discrimination occurring around them.

Does COVID Threat Actually Assess Uncertainty? An alternative interpretation of the
results is that what was initially believed to be an examination of feelings of threat is in fact an
examination of feelings of uncertainty. Research on Uncertainty Management Theory (Lind &
Van den Bos, 2002) suggests that individuals desire to feel certain about themselves and their
social environments, as feelings of uncertainty can result in psychological distress (Van den Bos
& Lind, 2002). One way that the researchers argue that people protect themselves from the
distress/threat of uncertainty is by becoming highly vigilant and critical of the aspects of
themselves or their social environments that they can feel more certain about, such as the
enactment of fairness and justice (Van den Bos, 2001; Van den Bos & Lind, 2002).

It may very well be that feelings of threat regarding system inescapability, employment
status, and the ability to spend time with one’s friends and family, associated with the COVID-
19 pandemic, are in fact feelings of uncertainty. That is, heightened COVID threat may be
associated with heightened perceptions of racial discrimination because heightened threat
captures, for instance, stronger feelings of uncertainty regarding whether the individual will lose

their job because of the pandemic. This may certainly be the case given, for example, the
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increasing number of people either losing their jobs or experiencing difficulties in attaining

employment since the beginning of the pandemic.

Analyses of the Moderating Effect of Political Orientation

As described above, results partially support prior research findings suggesting that
political orientation moderates the relationship between perceived threats to one’s social
system(s) and perceptions of systemic flaws. Although COVID threat had a stronger association
with perceived discrimination in conservatives than in liberals as predicted, the direction of the
association was opposite to what was expected. That is, although heightened feelings of COVID
threat were expected to be associated with a much steeper decline in perceived discrimination in
political conservatives than in liberals, they were instead associated with a much steeper increase
in perceived discrimination in conservatives. Therefore, political orientation does seem to
moderate the association between feelings of COVID related threat and perceptions of racial
discrimination against Black Americans, just not in the hypothesized direction.

These findings are interesting for several reasons. First, they suggest that political
conservatives’ perceptions of racial discrimination are more impacted by COVID threat than
liberals, despite the results also suggesting a negative association between political orientation
and COVID threat (i.e., conservatives reported feeling less threatened by the pandemic than
liberals). That conservatives are less threatened by the pandemic than liberals does not support
previous research suggesting that conservatives are more likely than liberals to justify their social
systems when threatened, given that the pandemic has resulted in a number of changes to the
American social system (e.g., social distancing and mask bylaws), repercussions that should

elicit stronger feelings of threat in conservatives given their aversion to social change. However,
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that political conservatives’ perceptions of racial discrimination are more heavily impacted by
the threat than are the liberals’ may be considered as evidence in support of previous research.

Second, these findings indicate that conservatives perceive more racial discrimination the
more that they feel threatened by the pandemic, to a greater extent than liberals. This finding
may be taken to provide a lack of support for the Human Alarm System theory described above.
As mentioned above, proponents of the Human Alarm System theory argue that feelings of threat
result in system vigilance and criticism, whereby individuals pay more attention to flaws within
their social systems, including flaws regarding fairness and justice enactment, the more that they
feel threatened or alarmed. Given that conservatives reported experiencing less threat than
liberals, HAS theory would suggest that COVID threat should be more strongly associated with
perceived discrimination in liberals as opposed to conservatives, yet the results indicate the
opposite. Therefore, analysis of the moderating effect of political orientation supports neither
System Justification nor Human Alarm System theories.
Discussing Additional Findings

Correlations with Perceptions of Police Fairness. As expected, perceptions of police
fairness were significantly correlated with both system justification and perceptions of racial
discrimination. Supporting the predictions outlined above, perceiving the police as fair was
positively associated with system justifying attitudes and negatively associated with perceptions
of racial discrimination. That is, perceiving the police as fair and unbiased was associated with a)
a belief that the United States social system, along its various laws and regulations, is fair, and b)
the belief that Black Americans had experienced relatively little racial discrimination over the
five months prior to the study. This finding supports the argument made above that perceptions

of police fairness, particularly during the Black Lives Matter movement, could act as indicators
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of system justifying attitudes. Given the correlational nature of the study, however, additional
research is necessary before causal inferencing is possible.

Police perceptions were also significantly associated with both COVID threat and
political orientation. More precisely, perceptions of police fairness were positively associated
with political orientation, such that conservatives perceived the police as fairer than did liberals,
and were negatively associated with COVID threat. That political conservatives perceived the
police as fairer than did liberals was to be expected. As mentioned above, conservatives typically
perceive their social systems as fair and are averse to criticism of, or attempts to change, these
systems. Given that the police serve as authorities that represent, in part, the US social system (or
at least its policing and criminal justice systems), political conservatives should be motivated to
perceive the police as fair, and to do so to a higher extent than do liberals. Additionally, political
conservatism is suggested to be more positively associated with right wing authoritarianism and
social dominance orientation, attitudes linked with strong respect for social authorities such as
the police (Crowson, Thoma & Hestevold, 2005; Wilson & Sibley, 2013), than is liberalism.

That perceiving the police as fair was negatively associated with COVID threat is
opposite to what was expected, but supported the primary results discussed above. Again, given
the strong positive association between system justifying attitudes and police perceptions, the
negative association between police perceptions and COVID threat suggests a lack of support for
System Justification Theory and instead supports the Human Alarm System theory. Indeed,
heightened threat associated with the pandemic was associated with stronger perceptions of the
police as unfair and biased, suggesting increased criticism and vigilance of the police and their

actions.
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Correlations with SES and Race. Although race and SES are suggested to be
significantly associated with each other, such that racial minorities predominantly report having
lower SES (Noel, 2018), the results of the current research suggested no significant association
between the variables. For this reason, given that both SES and race were suggested by prior
research to be associated with each of the remaining variables, including system justification and
perceived discrimination, | examined how race and SES were associated with each of the
remaining variables separately. These additional analyses yielded some interesting results.

One interesting finding is the lack of significant association between any of the included
variables, including system justification and perceptions of racial discrimination, and race.
Indeed, although race was negatively associated with system justification and positively with
perceptions of racial discrimination, these associations were not significant. This may have been
the result of a predominantly white study sample, however. Given that only one quarter of the
sample identified as non-White, and that only half of the non-White sample identified as Black,
correlations between the variables may have been attenuated.

As mentioned above, prior research has identified that lower status individuals, ironically,
often justify their social systems to a higher extent than do higher status individuals. Given the
role that race plays in social and socioeconomic status (U.S. Census Bureau, 2009), one might
expect race to have a more significant association with system justification, such that non-White
Americans would justify the system more than White Americans. This was not the case,
however, as race was neither positively nor significantly associated with system justification.
Nor was race significantly associated with perceptions of police fairness, a measure positively
associated with system justification, and negatively with perceived discrimination (as described

above).
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An association between race and perceived racial discrimination, although expected, is
more complex to predict. On the one hand, one might expect non-White Americans to perceive
more discrimination than White Americans, given that they are more likely to experience such
discrimination. On the other hand, most racial minorities (those excluding Asian Americans)
report earning a lower average income and achieving a lower level of education than white-
Americans (Noel, 2018), two variables used to measure socioeconomic status. Given this link
between racial minority status and lower SES, and given that prior research indicates a tendency
for individuals with lower SES to justify their social systems and perceive them as fair to a
higher extent than do individuals with higher SES, non-White Americans might instead be
expected to perceive less discrimination than White Americans. However, neither of these
associations are found.

Finally, regarding SES, the only significant associations were with system justification
and political orientation. Higher socio-economic status was not only associated with increased
conservatism, but it was also associated with increased system justification, opposite to what was
suggested by earlier research (i.e., that lower SES is associated with increased system
justification). These associations, however, were weak. It should be noted, however, that a small
number of researchers have identified a positive association between SES and system
justification (Brandt, 2013; Caricati, 2017). These researchers argue that individuals with higher
socioeconomic status are motivated to justify their social systems, perceiving them as more fair
than do lower SES individuals, as doing so can legitimize and allow them to maintain their
status/power. Therefore, the results of the current study support previous arguments that higher

SES is associated with heightened system justification, not reduced.

Practical Implications
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That political conservatives’ perceptions of racial discrimination are not only heightened
when threatened by the repercussions of the COVID-19 pandemic, but that they are even more
heightened than those of liberals, suggests a possible malleability in the awareness that
conservatives have of the social inequalities, and potentially other flaws, in their social systems.
These results, much like prior research on HAS theory—which suggests that feelings of
threat/uncertainty increase vigilance of systemic inequality and/or other flaws—suggest the
existence of potential benefits of threatening/anxiety-provoking social conditions. More
specifically, these results suggest that it may be possible to make use of naturally elicited
feelings of threat or anxiety to instill or enhance vigilance and system criticism in individuals
that are often more likely to justify their social systems and their flaws.

Limitations and Future Research

The study conducted was correlational and cross-sectional in nature, resulting in the first
limitation. More specifically, no causal inferences can be made (i.e., it is not possible to conclude
that one variable caused the other). The results of the study can only be used to argue that the
feelings of threat associated with the COVID-19 pandemic are correlated with perceptions of
racial discrimination, not that they cause these perceptions. Future research can address this issue
by experimentally varying COVID related threat. For instance, researchers can vary the extent to
which people feel unable to leave their country because of the pandemic by providing
participants news articles intended to elicit feelings of system inescapability, and then examine
perceived discrimination against racial minorities afterwards. Alternatively, a longitudinal study
design can address this issue as well. More specifically, assessing or manipulating COVID threat
at one time, and perceived discrimination at a later, can allow the researcher to be confident that

a) COVID threat influences perceptions of racial discrimination instead of being merely
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correlated with them, and b) that COVID threat temporally precedes perceived racial
discrimination (i.e., that feelings of COVID related threat influence perceptions of racial
discrimination, and not the other way around).

Another potential limitation of the study could be the construct validity of the measure of
COVID related threat. Although the repercussions of the pandemic on employment status and
physical health can be perceived as threatening, the repercussions on freedom to travel and the
ability to spend time with one’s friends and family may be merely perceived as inconveniences.
As a result, the measure may be examining an unintended construct, perceptions of
inconvenience. Alternatively, as mentioned above, the measure may instead be assessing feelings
of uncertainty. Although the repercussions of the pandemic may indeed elicit feelings of threat or
inconvenience, these feelings may instead be of uncertainty as individuals may not feel
threatened but instead uncertain regarding whether and how their social lives and/or employment
status will be affected by the pandemic. Regardless, the measure was constructed to assess
feelings of threat suggested to elicit system justifying behaviours and attitudes. Given that the
threats assessed in the measure (e.g., travel restrictions) were previously found to elicit such
behaviour, the measure was deemed appropriate for the study.

A final limitation of the study is the predominantly white sample. Given that the study
examined perceptions of racial discrimination against Black Americans, the lack of racial
minority participants, particularly Black Americans, could have biased the results. Indeed,
despite threat increasing perceptions of racial discrimination, average perceptions of racial
discrimination against Black Americans were relatively low, despite the study being conducted
during the Black Lives Matter movement. A replication of the current study with a more

representative sample could address this issue.
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Conclusion

Do the repercussions of the current COVID-19 pandemic exert an influence on
perceptions of fairness and discrimination within a North American social context? Drawing on
System Justification theory, the current study was conducted with the purpose of examining
whether feelings of threat associated with the repercussions of the COVID-19 pandemic decrease
perceptions of racial discrimination against Black Americans. Although correlational, the current
research provides evidence that COVID threat is indeed associated with perceptions of racial
discrimination, with political orientation moderating this relationship. Opposite to the
hypothesized relationship however, the results suggest that heightened feelings of COVID threat
are associated with heightened perceptions of racial discrimination. The current research—by
identifying a factor that is associated with, and potentially influences, perceptions of racial
discrimination—can act as a foundation for future studies intended to a) identify means of
eliminating racial discrimination, and b) identify the social repercussions of the COVID-19

pandemic.
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Appendix A

Table Al
Regression Analysis Examining the Association Between COVID Threat and Perceived Everyday Discrimination.

Perceived Everyday Discrimination

2

Predictor R’ AR’ F B SE B ! 95% CI
Step 1
(Constant) 4.76** 27 17.86 [4.23,5.28]
PoP -1.30%* A1 -49 -11.95 [-1.52,-1.09]
Social Desirability 04 04 04 1.08 [-.03,.11]
SES 2% .04 12 261 [.03,.20]
Sex 16* .08 .09 217 [.02,.30]
Race -02 .08 -01 -18 [-.18,.15]
25 25 30.81%*
Step 2
(Constant) 451 32 14.15 [3.89,5.14]
PoP -1.27** A1 -47 -11.28 [-1.49, -1.05]
Social Desirability 04 04 .05 119 [-.03,.11]
SES 2% .04 11 2.63 [.03,.20]
Sex 15* .08 .08 2.03 [0, .29]
Race -03 .08 -01 -30 [-19,.14]
COVID Threat .06 .04 .06 1.39 [-.02,.14]
25 .003 26.05
Note. N = 468. PoP = Perceptions of Police. *p< .05, **p< .001. SES= Average of standardized income and highest education achieved.
Table A2
Regression Analysis Examining the Association Between COVID Threat and Perceived Discrimination Thermometer.
Perceived Discrimination Thermometer
Predictor R’ AR’ F B SE 8 ' 95% CI
Step 1
(Constant) 11.82** .78 151 10.28, 13.36]
PoP -4.92%% 32 -58 -15.35 [-5.55, -4.29]
Social Desirability 17 10 .06 1.68 [-.03,.37]
SES A0* 13 12 3.09 [.15, .66]
Sex 33 22 .06 151 [-.09,.76]
Race 22 24 .04 92 [-.26,.70]
35 35 49.64**
Step 2
(Constant) 9.64** .92 10.47 [7.83,11.45]
PoP -4.59%* 32 -54 -14.16 [-5.22,-3.95]
Social Desirability 21 10 .08 2.05 [[01, .40]
SES 40* 13 12 317 15, .65]
Sex 25 22 .04 1.15 [-.18, .67]
Race 13 24 02 55 [-.34, .60]
COVID Threat S3#x 12 .16 4.30 [29,.77]
.38 .03 46.02%*

Note. N = 468. PoP = Perceptions of Police. *p < .05, **p< .001. SES= Average of standardized income and highest education achieved
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Appendix B

Table B1
Regression Analysis Examining the Association Between System Justification and Perceived Everyday Discrimination.

Perceived Everyday Discrimination

2

Predictor R AR’ F B SE )i t 95% CI
Step 1
(Constant) 4.76** 27 17.86 [4.23,5.28]
PoP -1.30%* A1 -49 -11.95 [-1.52,-1.09]
Social Desirability 04 .04 04 1.08 [-.03,.11]
SES 12* .04 12 2.61 [.03,.20]
Sex 16* .08 .09 217 [.02,.30]
Race -02 08 -01 -18 [-18, .15]
25 25 30.81**
Step 2
(Constant) 473 26 18.28 [4.22,5.24]
PoP - B2x 14 -31 -5.91 [-1.09, -.55]
Social Desirability .05 .03 .06 151 [-.02,.12]
SES 15%* .04 14 3.40 [.06, .23]
Sex 14 .07 .08 1.92 [-.003, .28]
Race -.04 .08 -.02 -44 [-.19, .12]
System Justification -19%* 04 -28 -541 [-.26,-.12]
29 .05 32.12**
Note. N = 468. PoP = Perceptions of Police. *p < .05, **p<.001. SES= Average of standardized income and highest education achieved.
Table B2
Regression Analysis Examining the Association Between System Justification and Perceived Discrimination Thermometer.
Perceived Discrimination Thermometer
Predictor R’ AR’ F B SE B 1 95% CI
Step 1
(Constant) 11.82** .78 151 10.28, 13.36]
PoP 4924 32 -58 -15.35 [-5.55, -4.29]
Social Desirability 17 10 .06 1.68 [-.03,.37]
SES A0% 13 12 3.09 [.15, .66]
Sex 33 22 .06 151 [-.09, .76]
Race 22 24 .04 92 [-.26,.70]
35 35 49.64**
Step 2
(Constant) 11.77** a7 15.23 10.25, 13.29]
PoP -3.94%* A1 -47 -9.53 [-4.75,-3.13]
Social Desirability 19* 10 07 197 [-000, .39]
SES A6** 13 14 359 [21,.72]
Sex 29 22 .05 1.32 [-.14,.71]
Race 18 24 .03 74 [-.29, .65]
System Justification -39 A1 -18 -3.66 [-.59, -.18]
37 02 44.72%*

Note. N = 468. PoP = Perceptions of Police. *p< .05, **p < .001. SES= Average of standardized income and highest education achieved.
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Appendix C

System
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Figure C1. Unstandardized regression coefficients for the association between COVID threat and
perceived everyday discrimination, through system justification. Standard errors are provided in
parentheses. Race, sex, socioeconomic status, perceptions of police fairness, and social

indirect effect = .02, SE=

.04 (.04) | .04 (.04)

desirability were included as covariates.

N= 468
*p< .05
**p<.001

COVID Threat

System
Justification

Perceived
Everyday
Discrimination

.01, Clss=-.004, .04

Figure C2. Unstandardized regression coefficients for the association between COVID threat and
perceived discrimination thermometer, through system justification. Standard errors are provided
in parentheses. Race, sex, socioeconomic status, perceptions of police fairess, and social

S53**(:12) | 49** (:12)

desirability were included as covariates.

N=468
*p<.05
**p<.001
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Figure DI . Plot of COVID threat x political orientation interaction effect on perceived everyday discrimination.
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Figure D2 . Plot of COVID threat x political orientation interaction effect on perceived discrimination thermometer.
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index of moderated mediation—= .0002, Clos=-.01, .01

Figure E1. Unstandardized regression coefficients for the association between COVID threat and
perceived everyday discrimination, through system justification, with political orientation as a
moderator. Standard errors are provided in parentheses. Race, sex, socioeconomic status,

perceptions of police fairness, and social desirability were included as covariates.
N= 468

*p< .05
**p<.001
Political > 001
Orientation KQ; )
System
Justification s/
e
./0)
Perceived
COVID Threat . = Discrimination
37* ((12) Thermometer

index of moderated mediation = .0001, Clos=-.01, .01

Figure E2. Unstandardized regression coefficients for the association between COVID threat and
perceived discrimination thermometer, through system justification, with political orientation as
a moderator. Standard errors are provided in parentheses. Race, sex, socioeconomic status,
perceptions of police fairness, and social desirability were included as covariates.

N= 468

*p< .05
**p< 001
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Supplement

The current research was conducted initially as Part 1 of a 2-part study. Part 2 of the
research was conducted as an experimental study to a) allow for causal inferencing of the
association between COVID threat and perceptions of racial discrimination as studied in Part 1
and, more importantly, b) examine the influence that system justification has on memories of
racial discrimination. More specifically, based on prior research suggesting a link between
motivated attitudes/behaviours and memory bias (see for instance Echterhoff et al., 2008), Part 2
of the study was designed primarily to examine the influence that system justifying attitudes, and
the conditions that elicit such attitudes, have on memories of racial discrimination. Given that
system justifying attitudes are motivated by a desire to perceive one’s social system as fair, it
was hypothesized that experimentally inducing feelings of system inescapability (a threat
suggested to elicit system justification) would bias memory and motivate individuals to
remember perceiving less racial discrimination in their country than they had initially reported
perceiving at an earlier time (i.e., in Part 1 of the study).

To test the above hypothesis, participants from Part 1 of the study were invited to
complete the same study survey one month later, after first reading a news article experimentally
varied to induce perceptions of system inescapability. Half of the participants read that because
of the COVID-19 pandemic, travel outside of the US would be more difficult over the next few
years (the system threat condition). The other participants read that despite the pandemic, travel
outside of the US would be no more difficult than it was prior to the pandemic (the no system
threat condition). Participants then answered the same set of measures as in Part 1, including

revised versions of the three discrimination measures to assess recall of discrimination as
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perceived in Part 1 of the study. More specifically, participants were asked to recall how they
answered each of the items from the three measure back in Part 1 of the study.

As mentioned above, participants were randomly assigned into either the system threat
(experimental) condition, or the no system threat (control) condition, in Part 2 of the study. A
repeated between-subjects ANOVA was then conducted, comparing perceptions of racial
discrimination in Part 1 to memories of racial discrimination in Part 2, between participants in
the control and experimental conditions. It was hypothesized that participants in the experimental
condition (but not in the control condition) would remember perceiving less racial discrimination
than they had initially reported perceiving in Part 1 of the study. On the other hand, participants
in the control condition were hypothesized to have more accurate memory. Therefore, memories
of racial discrimination were hypothesized to differ significantly between participants in the
control and experimental conditions, with participants in the experimental condition
remembering perceiving less racial discrimination than participants in the control condition. The
analyses instead indicated a significant condition effect in both parts of the study, even though
the manipulation was introduced in Part 2 of the study, and was absent from Part 1, suggesting a
failure in random assignment. Due to the error in random assignment, only Part 1 of the study is

discussed in this thesis.
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