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Abstract. Biracial individuals threaten the distinctiveness of racial groups because they have mixed-race ancestry, but recent findings suggest
that exposure to biracial-labeled, racially ambiguous faces may positively influence intergroup perception by reducing essentialist thinking
among Whites (Young, Sanchez, & Wilton, 2013). However, biracial exposure may not lead to positive intergroup perceptions for Whites who
are highly racially identified and thus motivated to preserve the social distance between racial groups. We exposed Whites to racially
ambiguous Asian/White biracial faces and measured the perceived similarity between Asians and Whites. We found that exposure to racially
ambiguous, biracial-labeled targets may improve perceptions of intergroup similarity, but only for Whites who are less racially identified.
Results are discussed in terms of motivated intergroup perception.
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Biracial individuals who have both White and minority
ancestry (i.e., White/minority biracial individuals) are
simultaneously members of both a White and minority
racial group. However, research on the racial categorization
of biracial targets reveals that such individuals are often
excluded from the White group because of their minority
ancestry. Instead, White/minority biracial targets are most
often categorized according to the principle of hypodescent,
in which individuals with any amount of minority ancestry
are classified as such (Ho, Sidanius, Levin, & Banaji, 2011;
Peery & Bodenhausen, 2008; Sanchez, Good, & Chavez,
2011). At the same time, biracial people, and especially
those who have ambiguous racial phenotypes, challenge
the ease with which race is perceived. For example, when
given enough time to do so, perceivers tend to take extra
time to racially categorize biracial faces because such categorizations require more thoughtful reflection (Peery &
Bodenhausen, 2008). In addition, racially ambiguous faces
are often categorized into the nontraditional racial category
‘‘multiracial’’ when this option is made available (Chen &
Hamilton, 2012).
Beyond challenging categorization processes, racially
ambiguous individuals who are identified as biracial may
also shift perceivers’ views about race and intergroup relations. Specifically, biracial-identified individuals may serve
as reminders that distinctions between racial groups can be
permeated, and thus cause individuals to perceive greater
similarity between groups – an important precursor to positive changes in intergroup relations. In support of this
notion, researchers recently demonstrated that exposure to
racially ambiguous Black/White targets with biracial labels
prompted Whites to perceive race as less inherent and
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biologically-driven (i.e., less essentialized), whereas exposure to the same targets with monoracial labels prompted
Whites to perceive race as more inherent and biologically-driven (i.e., more essentialized; Young, Sanchez, &
Wilton, 2013). This reduction in essentialist thinking about
race is important because researchers have demonstrated
the pernicious effects of such beliefs on intergroup relations
(e.g., Bastian & Haslam, 2006; Eberhardt, Dasgupta, &
Banaszynski, 2003; Keller, 2005; Williams & Eberhardt,
2008; Yzerbyt, Corneille, & Estrada, 2001). However, biracial exposure may not uniformly improve intergroup relations as there may be important individual differences in
perceivers’ racial identification (i.e., the centrality of a person’s racial group to his or her self-concept; Luhtanen &
Crocker, 1992), and thus motivation to protect their
ingroup, that would moderate such findings. The current
study tests for the first time whether biracial exposure leads
to greater intergroup similarity perceptions but only for
those Whites who are lower in racial identification. We
expected highly racially identified individuals to be particularly motivated to exclude biracial targets from the
ingroup, and therefore unlikely to perceive similarities
among racial groups after biracial exposure.

Motivated Perception of Racial
Boundaries
Individuals form social groups based on the perceived similarities between themselves and other ingroup members.
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Thus, a social group is a collection of individuals who view
themselves as similar and as members of the same category
(i.e., ingroup members). According to social identity theory
(Tajfel & Turner, 1986), group members are motivated to
maintain a positive social identity, which in turn motivates
their social-perceptual processing of ingroup and outgroup
members. For example, individuals favor ingroup members
and (to a lesser extent) derogate outgroup members (for a
review, see Hornsey, 2008). In addition, one’s motivation
to positively evaluate the ingroup leads each social group
to attempt to differentiate themselves from other groups
(Tajfel & Turner, 1986, see also, optimal distinctiveness,
Brewer, 1991). Indeed, group membership must be sufficiently exclusive of others to ensure that distinctiveness
and differentiation is felt by group members (Brewer,
1991).
Perceivers vary to the extent that they may or may not
be motivated to protect the ingroup and guard against challenges to racial boundaries. The current study explores
whether perceivers’ racial identification motivates their
willingness to perceive similarities between racial groups
after biracial exposure. Racial identification is the centrality
of a specific group to a person’s self-concept (Luhtanen &
Crocker, 1992; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell,
1987). Compared with those who are weakly identified
with the group, highly identified individuals are more likely
to stay with the group and so they are more motivated to
promote its interests (Zdaniuk & Levine, 2001) and preserve a positive group image (Crocker & Luhtanen,
1990). Thus, individuals who are highly group identified
display more ingroup bias (Castano & Yzerbyt, 1998)
and contempt toward ingroup members who reflect poorly
on the group (e.g., black sheep effect; Castano, Paladino,
Coull, & Yzerbyt, 2001; Coull, Yzerbyt, Castano, Paladino,
& Leemans, 2001). In addition, those who are highly identified are more motivated to see their ingroup as cohesive,
and so they perceive greater ingroup homogeneity (Castano
& Yzerbyt, 1998; Doosje, Ellemers, & Spears, 1995; Kelly,
1989) and self-stereotype more (Spears, Doosje, &
Ellemers, 1997) compared to those who are not.
Highly racially identified group members have been
shown to be extremely selective and protective of their
group through strategies such as social exclusion. For
example, compared with those who were less highly
racially identified, highly racially identified individuals
took longer to categorize and subsequently accept unlabeled racially ambiguous faces as ingroup members, and
categorized fewer of these targets as ingroup members
(Castano et al., 2001; Knowles & Peng, 2005). Because
Whites who are highly racially identified tend to exclude
racially ambiguous people from their ingroup, they are unlikely to see biracial populations as blurring the boundaries
between White and minority groups. Thus, exposure to
biracial-labeled, ambiguous faces would be unlikely to shift
their perceptions of the similarities between groups. However, Whites who are less racially identified should not
be motivated to guard against the blurring of group boundaries. Therefore, we expected White perceivers who were
less racially identified to evidence greater perceived
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intergroup similarity after exposure to biracial-labeled
racially ambiguous faces.

The Current Study
The current study examined the joint roles of biracial labels
and perceivers’ levels of racial identification in the motivated perception of racial group boundaries. In order to
examine Whites’ perceptions of intergroup similarity,
Whites were asked to rate the facial similarity of racially
ambiguous faces (with biracial, Asian, or White labels) to
White faces, and subsequently to report their broader intergroup perceptions about similarities between White and
Asians. The self-reported beliefs about similarities between
White and Asian groups served as the primary measure of
intergroup perception because it was a broader measure of
intergroup beliefs. We also measured perceived facial similarity because monoracial labels have been shown to particularly influence the perceived physical similarity of
racially ambiguous and biracial faces (Eberhardt et al.,
2003; Hilliar & Kemp, 2008; Levin & Banaji, 2006;
MacLin & Malpass, 2001; Pauker et al., 2009). For example, Asian/White biracial faces with European names (e.g.,
David Smith) were seen as more European-looking than the
same faces given Asian names (e.g., Tan Tze Siong; Hilliar
& Kemp, 2008). Thus, we sought to examine if biracial
labels may similarly affect the physical perception of
ambiguous faces, and whether these judgments of physical
similarity may in turn influence views about racial group
similarities.
Consistent with prior work on essentialism and Black
biracial exposure (Young et al., 2013), we predicted that
biracial labels would challenge perception of racial boundaries between groups, such that Whites will view greater
similarity between Asians and Whites after exposure to
racially ambiguous Asian/White faces accompanied by
biracial (vs. Asian or White monoracial) labels. Unique to
this study, we further expected perceivers’ levels of racial
identification to moderate these effects, such that biracial
exposure is most likely to increase intergroup similarity
for those who are weakly identified as White. We also
explored whether facial similarity would show a similar
pattern such that weakly racially identified Whites would
perceive the greatest similarity between ingroup faces and
biracial (or other outgroup) faces.

Method
Participants
Seventy-one White participants (55% female) were
recruited from the Introductory Psychology Subject Pool
to participate in an experiment in exchange for course
credit. Two participants who indicated that they had a
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biracial White background were dropped from the analysis.
The average age was 18.48 years (SD = 0.89).
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Procedure
The present research employed a between-subjects design,
with participants randomly assigned to one of three target
label conditions: Biracial versus White versus Asian. As
part of the requirements of subject pool participants, participants completed an online prescreen questionnaire which
included their racial background, gender, age, and level
of racial identification as measured by the racial centrality
scale from Luhtanen and Crocker’s (1992) collective selfesteem measure (see Materials below). White participants
were invited to the lab to participate in a study of visual
perception and their prescreen measures of racial identification were obtained.
Participants entered the lab in groups of one to five participants and were seated at individual computer workstations. After providing informed consent, participants were
shown a total of four racially ambiguous morphed Asian/
White faces (e.g., the target) and asked to rate the facial
similarity between those target faces and an ingroup White
photograph (e.g., the anchor). The target photo was accompanied by one of the three following labels: ‘‘Asian/White
Biracial Male,1 20 years old’’ (Biracial label), ‘‘White Male,
20 years old’’ (White label), or ‘‘Asian Male, 20 years old’’
(Asian label). Participants were randomly assigned to one
label condition and saw the same label accompanying each
of the four target photographs. For example, participants in
the biracial condition saw all four target faces with a biracial label. Anchor faces had no label, as pretests confirmed
that they were seen as unambiguously White. For each target photo, participants were asked to rate the facial similarity (see Materials) between the target photo and one White
photo that, unbeknownst to participants, was the photo used
to create the facial morph. We used White faces that comprised the faces because they would partially resemble the
morphed faces (see Figure 1, e.g., target and anchor faces).
Following the facial similarity task, participants estimated
the similarities between Asian and White groups (see Materials), and then they were thanked and fully debriefed.

Pretesting of Racially Ambiguous and White
Faces
Using FantaMorph (Version 3; Abrosoft Co., Beijing,
China) facial morphing software, we created 50% Asian
and 50% White target photos from East Asian faces taken
from university students who agreed to have their photograph taken and used in research and White faces taken
from the Productive Aging Lab Face Database (Minear &
Park, 2004). All photos were of male faces. Eleven White
research assistants (72.7% female) served as raters and
1

1. How much does THE PERSON ABOVE look like the photo BELOW?
1 Not at all
2
3
4
5
6
7 Very much

Figure 1. The computer screen displaying the Asian/
White Biracial photo morph (top) and the White ingroup
photo anchor (bottom). This screenshot captures the
Asian/White Biracial photo morph in the biracial label
condition only. Only the label changed in the Asian and
White conditions; the anchor (bottom) photo, obtained
from the Minear and Park’s (2004) Productive Aging Lab
Face Database, question wording and placement, and age
and gender of the target was never modified.

independently coded the attractiveness and racial ambiguity
of a series of White and morphed Asian/White faces. White
raters on average evaluated a subset of both the Asian/
White facial morphs (M = 2.64, SD = 0.84) and the White
faces (M = 2.75, SD = 0.65) used in the study as equally
attractive on a scale from 1 (= not at all attractive) to 5
(= very attractive), t(10) = 0.37, p = .72, ns. Moreover, raters were asked to indicate to what extent the faces looked
White on scale from 1 (= not at all) to 5 (= very much).
White participants viewed White faces as unambiguously

Pilot testing revealed that participants subsume ‘‘biracial’’ labels without specific remarks about ethnicity (e.g., Asian/White Biracial
Male vs. Biracial Male) into Latino racial categories. Thus, we had to indicate the specific ethnicity in the biracial label.
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White (M = 4.95, SD = 0.12) and viewed morphed Asian/
White faces as somewhat White (M = 2.77, SD = 0.68),
but less so than the White faces, t(10) = 9.61, p < .001.
Raters were also asked to indicate the extent to which
Asian/White faces were viewed as Asian on a scale from
1 (= not at all) to 5 (= very much). Morphed Asian/White
photos were viewed as equally Asian (M = 3.43;
SD = 0.64) and White, t(10) = 1.72, p = .12, ns, with Asian
and White likeness at the midpoint of the 5-point scale.
Thus, the Asian/White photos were perceived as equally
Asian and White and therefore ambiguous in racial group
membership, while the White photos were seen as unambiguously White. Moreover, we have no concerns that
attractiveness of the photos contributed to the results.

Racial identification; Asian label · Racial identification).
Finally, we separately regressed the intergroup similarity
and the facial similarity perception variables on racial identification, Biracial label (0 = White, 1 = Biracial label),
Asian label (0 = White, 1 = Asian label), and the two
two-way interactions between Biracial label · Racial identification and Asian label · Racial identification. Participant gender (0 = female, 1 = male) was included as a
covariate in the intergroup perception analyses because preliminary analysis suggested that men reported greater similarity between Whites and Asians (b = .25, p = .049). The
results for each variable are reported below.

Perceived Intergroup Similarity
Materials
Collective Self-Esteem – Racial Centrality Scale
To assess racial identification, we used the four-item racial
centrality subscale of Luhtanen and Crocker’s (1992) collective self-esteem measure. Participants were asked their
level of agreement with the four items on a 1 (= strongly
disagree) to 7 (= strongly agree) scale (a = .80). An example item is, ‘‘The racial group I belong to is an important
reflection on who I am.’’

Perceived Intergroup Similarity
Participants indicated how similar Asians and Whites were
in terms of attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors on a 1 (= not at
all similar) to 6 (= very similar) scale with three items
(a = .81). Higher levels indicate greater perceived similarity (less distance) between Asians and Whites.
Perceived Facial Similarity Ratings
Participants rated the extent to which the four targets and
four ingroup faces resembled one another on a scale from
1 (= not at all) to 7 (= very much) in four separate ratings.
Ratings were consolidated into an overall facial similarities
measure (a = .64).

Results
We tested whether racial identification moderated
responses to biracial-labeled targets using multiple moderated regression. To do so, we followed the procedures outlined in Aiken & West (1991) and first created two dummy
coded variables (named Biracial label and Asian label) to
represent the label conditions using the White label as the
referent group. Then, we standardized racial identification
and created two interaction terms between racial identification and the two condition variables (i.e., Biracial label ·
Social Psychology 2014; Vol. 45(2):127–134

There was a main effect of biracial label condition such that
those who viewed ambiguous targets with a Biracial label
also reported greater intergroup similarity between Asian
and Whites (b = .32, p = .03; see Figure 2). However, this
effect was moderated by racial identification (b = .42,
p = .03; see Figure 3). As expected, greater racial identification was associated with lower intergroup similarity ratings only in the Biracial (b = –.58, p = .003) label
condition, though the effect appeared to be largely driven
by weakly identified Whites showing greater intergroup
similarity perception after exposure to racially ambiguous
faces with biracial labels. No other significant interactions
were found in the main regression analyses (all other
ps > .41).

Perceived Facial Similarity
There was a significant main effect of biracial label condition such that biracial-labeled faces were seen as less similar to ingroup faces (b = .30, p = .03; See Figure 4).
Moreover, Asian labeled faces were also seen as significantly less similar to ingroup faces (b = .34, p = .02).
Again, the comparison group was identical faces that only
differed because they had White labels. Thus, White
labeled faces were across the board seen as more similar
2.00

Perceived Intergroup Similarity
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Figure 2. Perceived intergroup similarity ratings as a
function of racial label.
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Figure 3. Perceived intergroup similarity ratings as a
function of racial label and racial identification.
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Figure 4. Perceived facial similarity to ingroup faces as a
function of racial label.

to the ingroup, even though the faces were identical in all
other regards. No other significant main effects or interactions with racial identification were found (all other
ps > .30).

Discussion
The present study examined the role of the target’s biracial
or monoracial (White or Asian) label and perceivers’ levels
of racial identification on the motivated perception of racial
boundaries. As expected, we found that Whites who were
exposed to racially ambiguous Asian/White faces subsequently perceived the least distance between racial groups
when such faces were labeled as biracial as compared to
Asian or White. Results further demonstrated that perceiv 2014 Hogrefe Publishing
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ers’ levels of racial identification moderated these effects
such that Whites who were lower in racial identification
were more likely to report greater intergroup similarity after
exposure to biracial-labeled ambiguous faces compared to
Whites who were higher in racial identification. We also
found that Whites attended to racial labels in their visual
perception of faces, as White labeled faces were seen as
more similar to the ingroup than biracial and Asian labels.
However, we did not find compelling evidence that racial
identification moderated their responses to such labels. This
suggests that racial identification does not influence the
reading of faces, but rather primarily influences the broader
conclusions drawn about intergroup relationships. Together,
the data suggest that biracial labels indeed challenge perception of racial boundaries between groups, and highlight
the important role of biracial identity, as construed
via racial labels, and racial identification in the socialperceptual processing of racial groups and ambiguous
faces.
Most significantly, our research reveals that perception
of racially ambiguous, biracial-labeled faces may extend
to intragroup judgments that guide individuals’ perceptions
of the social distance between racial groups. Prior work on
race essentialism suggests that perceiving broad and immutable divisions between racial groups has negative impacts
on intergroup relations, including increased stereotype use
and reduced interest in interacting with racial minorities
(e.g., Eberhardt et al., 2003; Keller, 2005; Williams &
Eberhardt, 2008). Other research suggests that focusing
on common identities or goals can reduce prejudice and
discrimination (e.g., Common Ingroup Identity Model;
Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000). Our finding that Whites’ perceptions of the distances between groups are reduced after
exposure to biracial-labeled, racially ambiguous faces suggests that social contexts that encourage and promote biracial labels have the potential to improve intragroup
relations by reinforcing the commonalities among groups.
For example, organizations that allow multiracial or biracial
identifications may increase the number of individuals who
label themselves as multiracial or biracial. Moreover,
through interactions with monoracial individuals, those
multiracial or biracial individuals who self-identify as such
may encourage others to perceive greater similarities
among groups. Although speculative in scope at this point,
this idea is bolstered by research that touts the ability of
multiracial populations to bridge racial gaps and thus ameliorate racial tensions (e.g., Daniel, 2002; Nakashima, 1992;
Spencer, 2004; for a review, see Telles & Sue, 2009), or
that demonstrates the positive impacts of diversity on intergroup relations (e.g., Antonio et al., 2004; Gurin, Dey,
Hurtado, & Gurin, 2002; Sommers, 2006). Future research
should examine this notion using research methods that enable real, naturalistic exposure to racially ambiguous individuals who identify as biracial, such as laboratory
interactions or roommate studies.
At the same time, we urge cautious interpretation of
intergroup similarity results observed in our research.
Indeed, while it is the case that exposure to biracial labels
increased the perceived similarities between racial groups,
participants still viewed Asian and White racial groups as
Social Psychology 2014; Vol. 45(2):127–134
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fundamentally dissimilar in attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors, even after exposure to biracial labels, as evidenced
by their low ratings of similarity across the board. Additionally, the positive effect of biracial exposure on intergroup
similarity perceptions may only be observed for those
low in racial identification. Moreover, the effect does not
necessarily mean that perceivers would view biracial individuals or populations that are labeled or otherwise identified as biracial as full ingroup members, but rather that the
two constituent racial groups are similar. Interestingly,
Whites also visually process racially ambiguous faces by
attending to labels regardless of their level of racial identification, but their judgments about intergroup relations
operate distinctly. Future research should explore what
social cognitive processes allow weakly identified Whites
to show more positive intergroup attitudes. We also encourage research to seek to uncover the psychological mechanisms that support perceptions of intergroup similarity.
For example, this research could examine whether these
processes were mediated by either (1) the extent to which
an individual experienced his or her racial ingroup as threatened by biracial identity or (2) an individual’s motivation
to exclude dissimilar others.
Thus, further work is needed to examine how and when
exposure to biracial-labeled racially ambiguous faces
impacts intergroup judgments. Future research should
explore how these processes operate for perceptions of
White/Minority biracial targets of other minority backgrounds (e.g., White/Black, White/Latino targets). Given
that White perceivers who were exposed to biracial-labeled
Black/White targets have been shown to reduce their essentialist thinking about race, whereas those who were exposed
to the same monoracial-labeled targets showed increases in
their essentialist beliefs, it is likely that the effects demonstrated in the current study would be replicated (and perhaps amplified) if tested using Black/White biracial
targets (Young et al., 2013). Moreover, we suggest that
the present research may be a more conservative examination of the effect of biracial label on perceptual and intergroup judgments. Because individuals with higher levels
of racial identification are more likely to exclude low status
group members, they should be less likely to exclude
Asians, who as the ‘‘model minority’’ are seen as a highstatus outgroup (i.e., competent and intelligent; Ho &
Jackson, 2001; Lin, Kwan, Cheung, & Fiske, 2005). Future
research should also explore how perceivers view biracial
individuals who have two minority ancestries, as well as
whether similar social-perceptual processes are involved
for non-White perceivers. In particular, research should explore whether exposure to biracial-labeled Asian/White
faces would similarly increase the perceived similarities between racial groups for Asian perceivers, and whether this
effect would also be modified by racial identification.
Additionally, we only used male photographs in this
research in order to isolate effects for racial label, which
we recognize restricts the generalizability of the observed
effects to other gender categories. Prior research on deliberate biracial categorization and perception has largely
focused on male biracial targets (e.g., Sanchez et al.,
2011) and has yet to disentangle the effects of gender and
Social Psychology 2014; Vol. 45(2):127–134

race for biracial targets. However, recent research suggests
that race is gendered and has important effects for categorization processes (Johnson, Freeman, & Pauker, 2012),
suggesting that there are varying degrees of overlap between certain racial categories and gender stereotypes. If
we included both male and female targets, inconsistencies
between stereotype content for race and gender may have
influenced processing. We recommend that future research
examine the same issues of racial ambiguity, racial label,
and racial identification using female targets.

Conclusion
Because they are members of two racial groups, biracial
individuals, and those of minority and White ancestry in
particular, provide a unique opportunity to investigate the
factors that motivate individuals’ perceptions of the similarities and differences between racial groups. Such findings
have important consequences for both monoracial and multiracial populations, as well as intergroup relations, yet biracial individuals remain among the most understudied
minorities in social psychology (Shih & Sanchez, 2005,
2009). By demonstrating a social context under which biracial identity interacts with perceivers’ levels of racial identification to motivate the perceived similarities between
racial groups, this research extends the scant existent empirical research on biracial populations, as well as contributes
to the racial identification and intergroup literatures.
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