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3.3 Prejudice 

L E A R N I N G O B JE C T I V E S  

1. Define prejudice, racism, and stereotypes. 

2. Discuss the major social-psychological and sociological theories of prejudice. 

3. Describe how the nature of prejudice has changed. 

Prejudice and discrimination (discussed in the next section) are often confused, but the basic difference 

between them is this: Prejudice is the attitude, while discrimination is the behavior. More specifically, 

racial and ethnic prejudice refers to a set of negative attitudes, beliefs, and judgments about whole 

categories of people, and about individual members of those categories, because of their perceived race 

and/or ethnicity. A closely related concept is racism, or the belief that certain racial or ethnic groups are 

inferior to one’s own. Prejudice and racism are often based on racial and ethnic stereotypes, or 

simplified, mistaken generalizations about people because of their race and/or ethnicity. While cultural 

and other differences do exist among the various American racial and ethnic groups, many of the views we 

have of such groups are unfounded and hence are stereotypes. An example of the stereotypes that white 

people have of other groups appears in Figure 3.1 "Perceptions by Non-Latino White Respondents of the 

Intelligence of White and Black Americans", in which white respondents in the General Social Survey 

(GSS), a recurring survey of a random sample of the US population, are less likely to think blacks are 

intelligent than they are to think whites are intelligent.

Figure 3.1 Perceptions by Non-Latino White Respondents of the Intelligence of White and Black 

Americans
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Source: Data from General Social Survey. (2010). Retrieved fromhttp://sda.berkeley.edu/cgi-

bin/hsda?harcsda+gss10.

Explaining Prejudice 

Where does racial and ethnic prejudice come from? Why are some people more prejudiced than others? 

Scholars have tried to answer these questions at least since the 1940s, when the horrors of Nazism were 

still fresh in people’s minds. Theories of prejudice fall into two camps, social-psychological and 

sociological. We will look at social-psychological explanations first and then turn to sociological 

explanations. We will also discuss distorted mass media treatment of various racial and ethnic groups.

Social-Psychological Explanations 

One of the first social-psychological explanations of prejudice centered on the 

authoritarian personality (Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswick, Levinson, & Sanford, 1950). [1] According to 

this view, authoritarian personalities develop in childhood in response to parents who practice harsh 

discipline. Individuals with authoritarian personalities emphasize such things as obedience to authority, a 

rigid adherence to rules, and low acceptance of people (out-groups) not like oneself. Many studies find 

strong racial and ethnic prejudice among such individuals (Sibley & Duckitt, 2008). [2] But whether their 

prejudice stems from their authoritarian personalities or instead from the fact that their parents were 

probably prejudiced themselves remains an important question.
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Another early and still popular social-psychological explanation is called 

frustration theory (or scapegoat theory) (Dollard, Doob, Miller, Mowrer, & Sears, 1939). [3] In this 

view individuals with various problems become frustrated and tend to blame their troubles on groups that 

are often disliked in the real world (e.g., racial, ethnic, and religious minorities). These minorities are thus 

scapegoats for the real sources of people’s misfortunes. Several psychology experiments find that when 

people are frustrated, they indeed become more prejudiced. In one early experiment, college students who 

were purposely not given enough time to solve a puzzle were more prejudiced after the experiment than 

before it (Cowen, Landes, & Schaet, 1959). [4]

Sociological Explanations 

One popular sociological explanation emphasizes conformity and socialization and is called social 

learning theory. In this view, people who are prejudiced are merely conforming to the culture in which 

they grow up, and prejudice is the result of socialization from parents, peers, the news media, and other 

various aspects of their culture. Supporting this view, studies have found that people tend to become more 

prejudiced when they move to areas where people are very prejudiced and less prejudiced when they 

move to locations where people are less prejudiced (Aronson, 2008). [5] If people in the South today 

continue to be more prejudiced than those outside the South, as we discuss later, even though legal 

segregation ended more than four decades ago, the influence of their culture on their socialization may 

help explain these beliefs.

Children and Our Future 

Growing Up as Farmworkers’ Kids

In the large agricultural fields of California work thousands of farmworkers and their families. Adults and 

children alike live in poor, crowded conditions and do backbreaking work in the hot sun, day after day 

after day.

Because their parents are migrant workers, many children attend a specific school for only a few weeks or 

months at most before their parents move to another field in another town or even another state. At 

Sherwood Elementary School in Salinas, California, in the heart of the state’s agricultural sector, 97 
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percent of students live in or near poverty. With their Latino backgrounds, more than three-fourths do not 

speak English well or at all, and many of their parents cannot read or write their own language, Spanish.

At the Sherwood school, according to a news report, many students “sleep beneath carports and live in 

such cramped quarters that their parents take them to the local truck stop to wash up before school.” A 

local high school teacher said many of his students see little of their parents, who spend most of their 

waking hours working in the fields. “They have little brothers and sisters to take care of, maybe cook for. 

Yet they’re supposed to turn in a 10-page paper by tomorrow? I mean, it’s unreal.”

These conditions have grievous consequences for California’s migrant farmworker children, almost half of 

whom fail to complete high school. The principal of the Sherwood Elementary School said the key strategy 

for her faculty and school was “understanding where the students come from but also having high 

expectations.”

The plight of farmworkers’ children is just one aspect of the difficulties facing Latino children around the 

country. Thanks to reproduction and immigration, the number of Latino children nationwide has grown 

significantly during the past few decades: in 2009, 23 percent of US kindergarten children were Latino, 

compared to only 10 percent in 1989. These growing numbers underscore the need to pay attention to the 

health and welfare of Latino children.

Against this backdrop, it is distressing to note that their health and welfare is not very good at all. About 

one-third of Latino children live in poverty. The average Latino child grows up in a poor neighborhood 

where almost half of the residents do not speak English fluently, where the schools are substandard, and 

where the high school dropout and teen unemployment rates are high. A number of factors, including 

their ethnicity, poverty, language barriers, and the immigrant status of many of their parents, limit Latino 

children’s access to adequate health care and various kinds of social services.

Amid all these problems, however, the situation of California’s farmworker children stands out as a 

national embarrassment for a prosperous country like the United States. As the country struggles to end 

racial and ethnic inequality, it must not forget the children of Salinas who have to use a truck stop to wash 

up before school.
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Sources: P. L. Brown, 2011; Landale, McHale, & Booth, 2011; Tavernise, 2011 [6]

The mass media play a key role in how many people learn to be prejudiced. This type of learning happens 

because the media often present people of color in a negative light. By doing so, the media unwittingly 

reinforce the prejudice that individuals already have or even increase their prejudice (Larson, 

2005). [7]Examples of distorted media coverage abound. Even though poor people are more likely to be 

white than any other race or ethnicity (see Chapter 2 "Poverty"), the news media use pictures of African 

Americans far more often than those of whites in stories about poverty. In one study, national news 

magazines, such as Time and Newsweek, and television news shows portrayed African Americans in 

almost two-thirds of their stories on poverty, even though only about one-fourth of poor people are 

African Americans. In the magazine stories, only 12 percent of the African Americans had a job, even 

though in the real world more than 40 percent of poor African Americans were working at the time the 

stories were written (Gilens, 1996). [8] In a Chicago study, television news shows there depicted whites 

fourteen times more often in stories of good Samaritans, even though whites and African Americans live 

in Chicago in roughly equal numbers (Entman & Rojecki, 2001). [9] Many other studies find that 

newspaper and television stories about crime and drugs feature higher proportions of African Americans 

as offenders than is true in arrest statistics (Surette, 2011). [10] Studies like these show that the news media

“convey the message that black people are violent, lazy, and less civic minded” (Jackson, 1997, p. A27). [11]

A second sociological explanation emphasizes economic and political competition and is commonly 

called group threat theory (Quillian, 2006). [12]In this view, prejudice arises from competition over jobs 

and other resources and from disagreement over various political issues. When groups vie with each other 

over these matters, they often become hostile toward each other. Amid such hostility, it is easy to become 

prejudiced toward the group that threatens your economic or political standing. A popular version of this 

basic explanation is Susan Olzak’s (1992) [13] ethnic competition theory, which holds that ethnic prejudice 

and conflict increase when two or more ethnic groups find themselves competing for jobs, housing, and 

other goals.

The competition explanation is the macro equivalent of the frustration/scapegoat theory already 

discussed. Much of the white mob violence discussed earlier stemmed from whites’ concern that the 

groups they attacked threatened their jobs and other aspects of their lives. Thus lynchings of African 
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Americans in the South increased when the Southern economy worsened and decreased when the 

economy improved (Tolnay & Beck, 1995).[14] Similarly, white mob violence against Chinese immigrants in 

the 1870s began after the railroad construction that employed so many Chinese immigrants slowed and 

the Chinese began looking for work in other industries. Whites feared that the Chinese would take jobs 

away from white workers and that their large supply of labor would drive down wages. Their assaults on 

the Chinese killed several people and prompted the passage by Congress of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 

1882 that prohibited Chinese immigration (Dinnerstein & Reimers, 2009). [15]

During the 1870s, whites feared that Chinese 

immigrants would take away their jobs. This fear led 

to white mob violence against the Chinese and to an 

act of Congress that prohibited Chinese immigration.

Image courtesy of Marku1988, 

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Chinese_E

migration_to_America.jpg.

Correlates of Prejudice 

Since the 1940s, social scientists have investigated the individual correlates of racial and ethnic prejudice 

(Stangor, 2009). [16] These correlates help test the theories of prejudice just presented. For example, if 

authoritarian personalities do produce prejudice, then people with these personalities should be more 

prejudiced. If frustration also produces prejudice, then people who are frustrated with aspects of their 

lives should also be more prejudiced. Other correlates that have been studied include age, education, 

gender, region of country, race, residence in integrated neighborhoods, and religiosity. We can take time 

here to focus on gender, education, and region of country and discuss the evidence for the racial attitudes 

of whites, as most studies do in view of the historic dominance of whites in the United States.
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The findings on gender are rather surprising. Although women are usually thought to be more empathetic 

than men and thus to be less likely to be racially prejudiced, recent research indicates that the racial views 

of (white) women and men are in fact very similar and that the two genders are about equally prejudiced 

(Hughes & Tuch, 2003). [17] This similarity supports group threat theory, outlined earlier, in that it 

indicates that white women and men are responding more as whites than as women or men, respectively, 

in formulating their racial views.

Findings on education and region of country are not surprising. Focusing again just on whites, less 

educated people are usually more racially prejudiced than better-educated people, and Southerners are 

usually more prejudiced than non-Southerners (Krysan, 2000). [18] Evidence of these differences appears 

in Figure 3.2 "Education, Region, and Opposition by Non-Latino Whites to a Close Relative Marrying an 

African American", which depicts educational and regional differences in a type of racial prejudice that 

social scientists call social distance, or feelings about interacting with members of other races and 

ethnicities. The General Social Survey asks respondents how they feel about a “close relative” marrying an 

African American. Figure 3.2 "Education, Region, and Opposition by Non-Latino Whites to a Close 

Relative Marrying an African American" shows how responses by white (non-Latino) respondents to this 

question vary by education and by Southern residence. Whites without a high school degree are much 

more likely than those with more education to oppose these marriages, and whites in the South are also 

much more likely than their non-Southern counterparts to oppose them. To recall the sociological 

perspective (see Chapter 1 "Understanding Social Problems"), our social backgrounds certainly do seem to 

affect our attitudes.

Figure 3.2 Education, Region, and Opposition by Non-Latino Whites to a Close Relative Marrying 

an African American
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Source: Data from General Social Survey. (2010). Retrieved fromhttp://sda.berkeley.edu/cgi-

bin/hsda?harcsda+gss10.

The Changing Nature of Prejudice 

Although racial and ethnic prejudice still exists in the United States, its nature has changed during the 

past half-century. Studies of these changes focus on whites’ perceptions of African Americans. Back in the 

1940s and before, an era of overt Jim Crow racism (also called traditional or old-fashioned racism) 

prevailed, not just in the South but in the entire nation. This racism involved blatant bigotry, firm beliefs 
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in the need for segregation, and the view that blacks were biologically inferior to whites. In the early 

1940s, for example, more than half of all whites thought that blacks were less intelligent than whites, 

more than half favored segregation in public transportation, more than two-thirds favored segregated 

schools, and more than half thought whites should receive preference over blacks in employment hiring 

(Schuman, Steeh, Bobo, & Krysan, 1997). [19]

The Nazi experience and then the civil rights movement led whites to reassess their views, and Jim Crow 

racism gradually waned. Few whites believe today that African Americans are biologically inferior, and 

few favor segregation. So few whites now support segregation and other Jim Crow views that national 

surveys no longer include many of the questions that were asked a half-century ago.

But that does not mean that prejudice has disappeared. Many scholars say that Jim Crow racism has been 

replaced by a more subtle form of racial prejudice, termed laissez-faire, symbolic, or modern racism, that 

amounts to a “kinder, gentler, antiblack ideology” that avoids notions of biological inferiority (Bobo, 

Kluegel, & Smith, 1997, p. 15; Quillian, 2006; Sears, 1988). [20] Instead, it involves stereotypes about 

African Americans, a belief that their poverty is due to their cultural inferiority, and opposition to 

government policies to help them. Similar views exist about Latinos. In effect, this new form of prejudice 

blames African Americans and Latinos themselves for their low socioeconomic standing and involves such 

beliefs that they simply do not want to work hard.

Evidence for this modern form of prejudice is seen in Figure 3.3 "Attribution by Non-Latino Whites of 

Blacks’ Low Socioeconomic Status to Blacks’ Low Innate Intelligence and to Their Lack of Motivation to 

Improve", which presents whites’ responses to two General Social Survey (GSS) questions that asked, 

respectively, whether African Americans’ low socioeconomic status is due to their lower “in-born ability to 

learn” or to their lack of “motivation and will power to pull themselves up out of poverty.” While only 8.5 

percent of whites attributed blacks’ status to lower innate intelligence (reflecting the decline of Jim Crow 

racism), about 48 percent attributed it to their lack of motivation and willpower. Although this reason 

sounds “kinder” and “gentler” than a belief in blacks’ biological inferiority, it is still one that blames 

African Americans for their low socioeconomic status.
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Figure 3.3 Attribution by Non-Latino Whites of Blacks’ Low Socioeconomic Status to Blacks’ Low 

Innate Intelligence and to Their Lack of Motivation to Improve

Source: Data from General Social Survey. (2010). Retrieved from http://sda.berkeley.edu/cgi-

bin/hsda?harcsda+gss10.

Prejudice and Public Policy Preferences 

If whites do continue to believe in racial stereotypes, say the scholars who study modern prejudice, they 

are that much more likely to oppose government efforts to help people of color. For example, whites who 

hold racial stereotypes are more likely to oppose government programs for African Americans (Quillian, 

2006). [21] We can see an example of this type of effect in Figure 3.4 "Racial Stereotyping by Non-Latino 

Whites and Their Opposition to Government Spending to Help African Americans", which compares two 

groups: whites who attribute blacks’ poverty to lack of motivation, and whites who attribute blacks’ 

poverty to discrimination. Those who cite lack of motivation are more likely than those who cite 

discrimination to believe the government is spending too much to help blacks.

Figure 3.4 Racial Stereotyping by Non-Latino Whites and Their Opposition to Government 

Spending to Help African Americans
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Source: Data from General Social Survey. (2010). Retrieved from http://sda.berkeley.edu/cgi-

bin/hsda?harcsda+gss10.

Racial prejudice influences other public policy preferences as well. In the area of criminal justice, whites 

who hold racial stereotypes or hostile feelings toward African Americans are more likely to be afraid of 

crime, to think that the courts are not harsh enough, to support the death penalty, to want more money 

spent to fight crime, and to favor excessive use of force by police (Barkan & Cohn, 2005; Unnever & 

Cullen, 2010). [22]

If racial prejudice influences views on all these issues, then these results are troubling for a democratic 

society like the United States. In a democracy, it is appropriate for the public to disagree on all sorts of 

issues, including criminal justice. For example, citizens hold many reasons for either favoring or opposing 

the death penalty. But is it appropriate for racial prejudice to be one of these reasons? To the extent that 

elected officials respond to public opinion, as they should in a democracy, and to the extent that racial 

prejudice affects public opinion, then racial prejudice may be influencing government policy on criminal 

justice and on other issues. In a democratic society, it is unacceptable for racial prejudice to have this 

effect.

K E Y  T A K E A W A Y S
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Social-psychological explanations of prejudice emphasize authoritarian personalities and frustration, 

while sociological explanations emphasize social learning and group threat. 

Education and region of residence are related to racial prejudice among whites; prejudice is higher among 

whites with lower levels of formal education and among whites living in the South. 

Jim Crow racism has been replaced by symbolic or modern racism that emphasizes the cultural inferiority 

of people of color.

Racial prejudice among whites is linked to certain views they hold about public policy. Prejudice is 

associated with lower support among whites for governmental efforts to help people of color and with 

greater support for a more punitive criminal justice system. 

F OR  Y O U R  R E V I E W  

1. Think about the last time you heard someone say a remark that was racially prejudiced. What was said? 

What was your reaction?

2. The text argues that it is inappropriate in a democratic society for racial prejudice to influence public 

policy. Do you agree with this argument? Why or why not? 
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3.4 Discrimination 

L E A R N I N G O B JE C T I V E S  

1. Discuss Merton’s views on whether prejudice and discrimination always coincide. 

2. Distinguish between individual discrimination and institutional discrimination. 

3. Provide two examples of institutional discrimination. 

Often racial and ethnic prejudice lead to discrimination against the subordinate racial and ethnic groups 

in a given society. Discrimination in this context refers to the arbitrary denial of rights, privileges, and 

opportunities to members of these groups. The use of the word arbitrary emphasizes that these groups 

are being treated unequally not because of their lack of merit but because of their race and ethnicity.

Usually prejudice and discrimination go hand-in-hand, but Robert Merton (1949) [1] stressed this is not 

always so. Sometimes we can be prejudiced and not discriminate, and sometimes we might not be 

prejudiced and still discriminate. Table 3.1 "The Relationship between Prejudice and 

Discrimination" illustrates his perspective. The top-left cell and bottom-right cell consist of people who 

behave in ways we would normally expect. The top-left one consists of “active bigots,” in Merton’s 

terminology, people who are both prejudiced and discriminatory. An example of such a person is the 

white owner of an apartment building who dislikes people of color and refuses to rent to them. The 

bottom-right cell consists of “all-weather liberals,” as Merton called them, people who are neither 

prejudiced nor discriminatory. An example would be someone who holds no stereotypes about the various 

racial and ethnic groups and treats everyone the same regardless of her or his background.

Table 3.1 The Relationship between Prejudice and Discrimination

Prejudiced?

Yes No

Discriminates?

Yes Active bigots Fair-weather liberals

No Timid bigots All-weather liberals

Source: Adapted from Merton, R. K. (1949). Discrimination and the American creed. In R. M. MacIver 

(Ed.), Discrimination and national welfare (pp. 99–126). New York, NY: Institute for Religious Studies.
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The remaining two cells of Table 3.1 "The Relationship between Prejudice and Discrimination" are the 

more unexpected ones. On the bottom left, we see people who are prejudiced but who nonetheless do not 

discriminate; Merton called them “timid bigots.” An example would be white restaurant owners who do 

not like people of color but still serve them anyway because they want their business or are afraid of being 

sued if they do not serve them. At the top right, we see “fair-weather liberals,” or people who are not 

prejudiced but who still discriminate. An example would be white store owners in the South during the 

segregation era who thought it was wrong to treat blacks worse than whites but who still refused to sell to 

them because they were afraid of losing white customers.

Individual Discrimination 

The discussion so far has centered on individual discrimination, or discrimination that individuals 

practice in their daily lives, usually because they are prejudiced but sometimes even if they are not 

prejudiced. Individual discrimination is common, as Joe Feagin (1991), [2] a former president of the 

American Sociological Association, found when he interviewed middle-class African Americans about 

their experiences. Many of the people he interviewed said they had been refused service, or at least 

received poor service, in stores or restaurants. Others said they had been harassed by the police, and even 

put in fear of their lives, just for being black. Feagin concluded that these examples are not just isolated 

incidents but rather reflect the larger racism that characterizes US society.

 

In February 2012, neighborhood watch volunteer George 

Zimmerman fatally shot 17-year-old Trayvon Martin as Martin was 

walking back from a 7-Eleven carrying some Skittles and iced tea. 

Critics said Zimmerman was suspicious of Martin only because 

Martin was black.

Image courtesy of Sunset Parkerpix, 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/fleshmanpix/7010115775/.
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To many observers, the fatal shooting of Trayvon Martin in February 2012 was a deadly example of 

individual discrimination. Martin, a 17-year-old African American, was walking in a gated community in 

Sanford, Florida, as he returned from a 7-Eleven with a bag of Skittles and some iced tea. An armed 

neighborhood watch volunteer, George Zimmerman, called 911 and said Martin looked suspicious. 

Although the 911 operator told Zimmerman not to approach Martin, Zimmerman did so anyway; within 

minutes Zimmerman shot and killed the unarmed Martin and later claimed self-defense. According to 

many critics of this incident, Martin’s only “crime” was “walking while black.” As an African American 

newspaper columnist observed, “For every black man in America, from the millionaire in the corner office 

to the mechanic in the local garage, the Trayvon Martin tragedy is personal. It could have been me or one 

of my sons. It could have been any of us” (Robinson, 2012). [3]

Much individual discrimination occurs in the workplace, as sociologist Denise Segura (Segura, 

1992) [4] documented when she interviewed 152 Mexican American women working in white-collar jobs at 

a public university in California. More than 40 percent of the women said they had encountered 

workplace discrimination based on their ethnicity and/or gender, and they attributed their treatment to 

stereotypes held by their employers and coworkers. Along with discrimination, they were the targets of 

condescending comments like “I didn’t know that there were any educated people in Mexico that have a 

graduate degree.”

Institutional Discrimination 

Individual discrimination is important to address, but at least as consequential in today’s world 

is institutional discrimination, or discrimination that pervades the practices of whole institutions, 

such as housing, medical care, law enforcement, employment, and education. This type of discrimination 

does not just affect a few isolated people of color. Instead, it affects large numbers of individuals simply 

because of their race or ethnicity. Sometimes institutional discrimination is also based on gender, 

disability, and other characteristics.

In the area of race and ethnicity, institutional discrimination often stems from prejudice, as was certainly 

true in the South during segregation. However, just as individuals can discriminate without being 
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prejudiced, so can institutions when they engage in practices that seem to be racially neutral but in fact 

have a discriminatory effect. Individuals in institutions can also discriminate without realizing it. They 

make decisions that turn out, upon close inspection, to discriminate against people of color even if they 

did not mean to do so.

The bottom line is this: Institutions can discriminate even if they do not intend to do so. Consider height 

requirements for police. Before the 1970s, police forces around the United States commonly had height

requirements, say five feet ten inches. As women began to want to join police forces in the 1970s, many 

found they were too short. The same was true for people from some racial/ethnic backgrounds, such as 

Latinos, whose stature is smaller on the average than that of non-Latino whites. Of course, even many 

white males were too short to become police officers, but the point is that even more women, and even 

more men of certain ethnicities, were too short.

This gender and ethnic difference is not, in and of itself, discriminatory as the law defines the term. The 

law allows for bona fide (good faith) physical qualifications for a job. As an example, we would all agree 

that someone has to be able to see to be a school bus driver; sight therefore is a bona fiderequirement for 

this line of work. Thus even though people who are blind cannot become school bus drivers, the law does 

not consider such a physical requirement to be discriminatory.

But were the height restrictions for police work in the early 1970s bona fide requirements? Women and 

members of certain ethnic groups challenged these restrictions in court and won their cases, as it was 

decided that there was no logical basis for the height restrictions then in effect. In short (pun intended), 

the courts concluded that a person did not have to be five feet ten inches to be an effective police officer. 

In response to these court challenges, police forces lowered their height requirements, opening the door 

for many more women, Latino men, and some other men to join police forces (Appier, 1998).[5] Whether 

police forces back then intended their height requirements to discriminate, or whether they honestly 

thought their height requirements made sense, remains in dispute. Regardless of the reason, their 

requirements did discriminate.
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Institutional discrimination affects the life chances of people of color in many aspects of life today. To 

illustrate this, we turn briefly to some examples of institutional discrimination that have been the subject 

of government investigation and scholarly research.

Health Care 

People of color have higher rates of disease and illness than whites, a fact explored further in Chapter 12 

"Work and the Economy"’s treatment of health and medicine. One question that arises is why their health 

is worse. One possible answer involves institutional discrimination based on race and ethnicity.

Several studies use hospital records to investigate whether people of color receive optimal medical care, 

including coronary bypass surgery, angioplasty, and catheterization. After taking the patients’ medical 

symptoms and needs into account, these studies find that African Americans are much less likely than 

whites to receive the procedures just listed. This is true when poor blacks are compared to poor whites 

and also when middle-class blacks are compared to middle-class whites (Smedley, Stith, & Nelson, 

2003). [6] In a novel way of studying race and cardiac care, one study performed an experiment in which 

several hundred doctors viewed videos of African American and white patients, all of whom, unknown to 

the doctors, were actors. In the videos, each “patient” complained of identical chest pain and other 

symptoms. The doctors were then asked to indicate whether they thought the patient needed cardiac 

catheterization. The African American patients were less likely than the white patients to be 

recommended for this procedure (Schulman et al., 1999). [7]

Why does discrimination like this occur? It is possible, of course, that some doctors are racists and decide 

that the lives of African Americans just are not worth saving, but it is far more likely that they 

have unconscious racial biases that somehow affect their medical judgments. Regardless of the reason, the 

result is the same: African Americans are less likely to receive potentially life-saving cardiac procedures 

simply because they are black. Institutional discrimination in health care, then, is literally a matter of life 

and death.

Mortgages, Redlining, and Residential Segregation 
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When loan officers review mortgage applications, they consider many factors, including the person’s 

income, employment, and credit history. The law forbids them to consider race and ethnicity. Yet African 

Americans and Latinos are more likely than whites to have their mortgage applications declined (Blank, 

Venkatachalam, McNeil, & Green, 2005). [8] Because members of these groups tend to be poorer than 

whites and to have less desirable employment and credit histories, the higher rate of mortgage rejections 

may be appropriate, albeit unfortunate.

To control for this possibility, researchers take these factors into account and in effect compare whites, 

African Americans, and Latinos with similar incomes, employment, and credit histories. Some studies are 

purely statistical, and some involve white, African American, and Latino individuals who independently 

visit the same mortgage-lending institutions. Both types of studies find that African Americans and 

Latinos are still more likely than whites with similar qualifications to have their mortgage applications 

rejected (Turner et al., 2002).[9] We will probably never know whether loan officers are consciously basing 

their decisions on racial prejudice, but their practices still amount to racial and ethnic discrimination 

whether the loan officers are consciously prejudiced or not.

There is also evidence of banks rejecting mortgage applications for people who wish to live in certain 

urban, supposedly high-risk neighborhoods, and of insurance companies denying homeowner’s insurance 

or else charging higher rates for homes in these same neighborhoods. Practices like these that 

discriminate against houses in certain neighborhoods are called redlining, and they also violate the law 

(Ezeala-Harrison, Glover, & Shaw-Jackson, 2008). [10]Because the people affected by redlining tend to be 

people of color, redlining, too, is an example of institutional discrimination.

Banks have rejected mortgage applications from people who 

wish to live in certain urban, high-risk neighborhoods. This 

practice, called redlining, violates the law. Because many of the 

loan applicants who experience redlining are people of color, 

redlining is an example of institutional discrimination.

Image courtesy of Taber Andrew Bain,

http://www.flickr.com/photos/88442983@N00/2943913721.
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Mortgage rejections and redlining contribute to another major problem facing people of color: residential 

segregation. Housing segregation is illegal but is nonetheless widespread because of mortgage rejections 

and other processes that make it very difficult for people of color to move out of segregated 

neighborhoods and into unsegregated areas. African Americans in particular remain highly segregated by 

residence in many cities, much more so than is true for other people of color. The residential segregation 

of African Americans is so extensive that it has been termed hypersegregation and more generally called 

American apartheid (Massey & Denton, 1993). [11]

In addition to mortgage rejections, a pattern of subtle discrimination by realtors and homeowners makes 

it difficult for African Americans to find out about homes in white neighborhoods and to buy them (Pager, 

2008). [12] For example, realtors may tell African American clients that no homes are available in a 

particular white neighborhood, but then inform white clients of available homes. The now routine posting 

of housing listings on the Internet might be reducing this form of housing discrimination, but not all 

homes and apartments are posted, and some are simply sold by word of mouth to avoid certain people 

learning about them.

The hypersegregation experienced by African Americans cuts them off from the larger society, as many 

rarely leave their immediate neighborhoods, and results in concentrated poverty, where joblessness, 

crime, and other problems reign. For several reasons, then, residential segregation is thought to play a 

major role in the seriousness and persistence of African American poverty (Rothstein, 2012; Stoll, 

2008). [13]

Employment Discrimination 

Title VII of the federal Civil Rights Act of 1964 banned racial discrimination in employment, including 

hiring, wages, and firing. However, African Americans, Latinos, and Native Americans still have much 

lower earnings than whites. Several factors explain this disparity, including the various structural 

obstacles discussed in Chapter 2 "Poverty"’s examination of poverty. Despite Title VII, however, an 

additional reason is that people of color continue to face discrimination in hiring and promotion (Hirsh & 

Cha, 2008). [14] It is again difficult to determine whether such discrimination stems from conscious 
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prejudice or from unconscious prejudice on the part of potential employers, but it is racial discrimination 

nonetheless.

A now-classic field experiment documented such discrimination. Sociologist Devah Pager (2003) [15] had 

young white and African American men apply independently in person for entry-level jobs. They dressed 

the same and reported similar levels of education and other qualifications. Some applicants also admitted 

having a criminal record, while other applicants reported no such record. As might be expected, 

applicants with a criminal record were hired at lower rates than those without a record. However, in 

striking evidence of racial discrimination in hiring, African American applicants without a criminal record 

were hired at the same low rate as the white applicants with a criminal record.

K E Y  T A K E A W A Y S  

People who practice racial or ethnic discrimination are usually also prejudiced, but not always. Some 

people practice discrimination without being prejudiced, and some may not practice discrimination even 

though they are prejudiced. 

Individual discrimination is common and can involve various kinds of racial slights. Much individual 

discrimination occurs in the workplace. 

Institutional discrimination often stems from prejudice, but institutions can also practice racial and ethnic 

discrimination when they engage in practices that seem to be racially neutral but in fact have a 

discriminatory effect. 

F OR  Y O U R  R E V I E W  

1. If you have ever experienced individual discrimination, either as the person committing it or as the person 

affected by it, briefly describe what happened. How do you now feel when you reflect on this incident? 

2. Do you think institutional discrimination occurs because people are purposely acting in a racially 

discriminatory manner? Why or why not? 

[1] Merton, R. K. (1949). Discrimination and the American creed. In R. M. MacIver (Ed.),Discrimination and national 

welfare (pp. 99–126). New York, NY: Institute for Religious Studies. 


