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Discrimination is the behavior through which bias is expressed and enacted, but social psychology has
focused much more on prejudice than on discrimination. This may be due, in part, to the broad con-
ceptualization of discrimination, in which heterogeneous behaviors with different causes are considered
together. To map the landscape of discrimination and provide a foundation for developing theoretical and
predictive models of discrimination, the present work develops a taxonomy of discriminatory behavior.
After establishing the conceptual framework on which to build a taxonomy, we denote 11 distinct clusters of
discrimination. Drawing from theory and empirical evidence, we then consider the psychological variables
that are most likely to predict such behavior. This taxonomy makes unique predictions and advances the
study of discrimination toward more predictive models of behavior. This will enable a more precise
understanding of the causes of discrimination, thereby laying the foundation necessary to reduce it.
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The study of prejudice is a highly productive and important area
of social science, with roughly 25,000 citations in Web of Science
abstracts or keywords to date. Prejudice has received so much
empirical attention because, at its core, it is theorized to be the
attitude most strongly associated with discriminatory behaviors.
Yet while science abounds with research focusing on prejudice,
studies empirically observing discrimination are far rarer (Brauer,
2024; Paluck et al., 2021). Because it is directly through behavior,
not attitudes, that targeted groups are affected, discrimination
merits much more investigation. Furthermore, available evidence
suggests only a weak relationship between prejudice and dis-
crimination (Greenwald et al., 2009; Kurdi et al., 2019; Oswald
et al., 2013). The current research posits this is partly due to an
inadequate conceptualization. The field currently lacks a com-
prehensive framework for considering the many different types of
discriminatory behaviors and for predicting when individuals will
engage in one form of discrimination versus another. To advance
the field and guide future research, we propose a taxonomy of the
broad array of discriminatory behaviors.

Prejudice and Discrimination

Many researchers studying intergroup relations likely care more
about discriminatory behaviors than prejudice, yet prejudice re-
ceives the bulk of empirical attention due to its theorized causal link

with behavior and better established measurement practices.
However, links between attitudes and behavior are notoriously
weaker than intuition suggests, as many other factors influence
engaging in a behavior (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977). For example,
whether people behave consistently with their own attitudes de-
pends, in part, on subjective norms and what others think about the
behavior (Albarracin et al., 2001; Sheeran & Taylor, 1999).

Evidence confirms that the link between prejudice and dis-
crimination is weak. For example, an early meta-analysis with a
small sample (k = 60 reports) found a moderate relationship with
discrimination (» = .36; Schiitz & Six, 1996). Several larger studies
in the early 2000s found relationships in the r = .1-.2 range
(Greenwald et al., 2009; Oswald et al., 2013; Talaska et al., 2008).
The largest and most recent meta-analysis (n = 36,071; k = 217)
found relationships between “intergroup behavior” and implicitly
and explicitly measured prejudice to be small (fs = .14 and .11,
respectively; Kurdi et al., 2019). Such results are consistent with
modern theorizing that much of human behavior is multiply
determined, perhaps the result of many smaller effects in con-
junction. Furthermore, individual-level factors have been shown to
be only weakly associated with behavior in general (Albarracin et
al., 2024). Partly for these reasons, there have been numerous calls
for researchers in this area to focus on discriminatory outcomes
rather than prejudice (Brauer, 2024; Dixon et al., 2012; Paluck
et al., 2021).
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2 HEHMAN, NEEL, PARK, AND CHRISTOPHE

A Historical Focus on Prejudice

One possible reason why researchers in social psychology have
historically focused more on prejudice is that it is easier to measure than
discrimination. Indeed, social scientists have developed sophisticated
measurements of attitudes that are convenient and quick to assess,
either with a wide variety of self-report measures (Axt, 2017; Hester
et al., 2023) or tasks like the Implicit Association Test (Gaertner &
McLaughlin, 1983; Greenwald et al., 1998; Payne et al., 2005). In
contrast, empirical observation of actual discrimination is often harder.
Assessing discriminatory behaviors is difficult to do for ethical reasons,
such as the dubiousness of allowing people to actually discriminate,
and for ecological validity concerns, such as the need to construct
reasonable scenarios in the lab or field in which people might act in a
discriminatory manner. Further, such studies are often costly both in
terms of time and financial resources. Finally, while social scientists
have generally converged on what a singular (or limited array of) latent
construct of prejudice is and how to interpret it (Cottrell & Neuberg,
2005; Dovidio et al., 2010; Hehman & Neel, 2024), the study of
behaviors presents some unique interpretive difficulties.

Discriminatory Behavior

Discrimination has been defined in a variety of ways, but for
purposes of the present taxonomy, we define it as differential behavior
by group membership (Dovidio et al., 2010). We focus on inter-
personal discrimination (Hebl et al., 2002), which includes verbal,
nonverbal, and paraverbal behaviors and can range from those as
mundane as not holding the door open for someone to as extreme as
hate crimes and physical assault (Campbell & Brauer, 2021). Whereas
researchers have converged on a definition of the latent construct of
prejudice (Bodenhausen & Cheryan, 2025), the theoretical universe
of discriminatory behaviors is infinite. There are discriminatory
behaviors that once existed that are no longer possible (or common) in
the modern world, and there will be discriminatory behaviors in the
future that do not yet exist.

When might two discriminatory behaviors be considered the same?
Even slight differences in context and target might make seemingly
similar discriminatory behaviors qualitatively distinct. Thus, when
one conducts research examining discrimination, it is unclear to what
extent findings will generalize to other types of discrimination or in
other settings. In sum, any one study on discrimination is likely to be
costly and time-intensive yet provide only a small contribution to
humanity’s body of knowledge.

The wide variability of discriminatory behaviors suggests several
possible sources for the weak link between prejudice and discrimi-
nation. First, prejudice may predict some types of behaviors well, but
not others. Alternatively, prejudice (or different types of prejudice)
may have different relationships with different types of behaviors.
More broadly, different types of discriminatory behaviors might have
distinct causes. To properly describe the prejudice—discrimination
link, to predict when people will engage in discriminatory behaviors,
and to properly characterize how discrimination affects targeted
groups, a better understanding of discrimination is first necessary.
Accordingly, we aimed to create a taxonomy to enable a more
systematic and organized pursuit of the study of discriminatory
behavior via facilitating the identification of factors that predict or
precede such behaviors.

Conceptual Approach

Necessarily subjective and conceptual decisions guided our process,
and other groups of researchers with different backgrounds and po-
sitionality may have made different decisions. We describe them here
for transparency. We consider that discrimination can occur to any
member of any group and examine it in a manner independent of any
specific social identities. We focus on discriminatory behavior from
the perpetrator’s perspective and the theorized psychological causes
underlying each cluster of behaviors. The outcomes of discrimination
can certainly differ by group (Swim et al., 2003). For example, dis-
crimination may be more frequently targeted toward lower status
groups (Pratto et al., 2006), and its impacts may be disproportionately
harmful to such groups due to their lower power in society, relevant
negative stereotypes in a domain, and vulnerability in general. But to
include outcomes in the definition of discrimination is to define a
behavior by its consequence. A better understanding of discrimination
will help set the stage for understanding its causes. We return to how
perceptions and effects of behavior might vary across social groups in
the General Discussion.

Itis also important to clarify what we are not including in the present
research. There are important types of discrimination we have pur-
posely excluded. One is systemic or structural discrimination, which is
thought to occur “indirectly” from systems or organizations within a
society and is the cumulative outcome of interactions over time and
across domains such as health care and policing (Bohren et al., 2022;
Pincus, 1996). Systemic discrimination undoubtedly impacts people’s
lives (Galvan et al., 2026). Types of discrimination that we consider
systemic include algorithmic bias and disparate policies and practices
within health, judicial, or carceral systems. Systems certainly con-
tribute to individual acts of discrimination, for example, by estab-
lishing interpersonal and group hierarchies (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999)
or setting norms regarding what discriminatory actions are acceptable
or unacceptable (Crandall et al., 2002). But systemic discrimination
may be caused by factors distinct from those causing interpersonal
discrimination and operates at a different level of analysis entirely
(Rucker & Richeson, 2021; Skinner-Dorkenoo et al., 2023), sup-
porting our focus on interpersonal discrimination. That said, in-
dividuals sometimes act in discriminatory ways because their role in a
system mandates them to do so, as when bankers, judges, and health
care workers enact discriminatory policies sanctioned by or normative
within their institutions. Below, we propose that individuals acting on
behalf of a system constitute one of the 11 clusters of discriminatory
behaviors.

Organizing Principles

A taxonomy entails a classification and ordering system, and
in considering what behaviors to classify similarly, questions of
ontology naturally arise. How to determine the extent to which two
qualitatively distinct behaviors are similar or different? The approach
adopted here focuses on theorized causal predictive modeling, in
which behaviors are considered similar to the extent they would be
equivalently predicted by the same model (i.e., the same causes lead
to the behavior). Specifically, we use “model” to refer to the inde-
pendent variables predicting discriminatory behaviors, the coeffi-
cients of those variables, and the ways in which those effects are
combined (e.g., linearly; Crockett, 2016; Jolly & Chang, 2019).
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Should any of these characteristics be meaningfully changed, it
would be considered a different model.

Having distinct causal predictors is evidence that two things are
different (Grossmann et al., 2024). For example, should two quali-
tatively distinct behaviors, such as not sitting next to someone on a bus
and not inviting someone to a party, be predicted to the same extent by
the same model, we could consider the causal psychological moti-
vations of these two behaviors to be highly similar and group them in
the taxonomy. Further, to the extent that two behaviors are not pre-
dicted equally by the same model, we would consider the underlying
psychological motivations of those behaviors to be different.

For the purposes of the present research, there are two broad
categories of variables we consider to predict any type of behavior.
The first category consists of psychological constructs that cause
whether a person does a behavior or not. It is on this category that we
aim and base the present taxonomy. The second category of variables
are those that are extraneous to psychology (hereinafter, extraneous
predictors) but that nonetheless are important for predicting a given
behavior. We expect these variables to vary more widely across
behaviors. As a concrete example, consider the behaviors of “hanging
a hate flag” and “getting a hate tattoo.” Psychologically, we might
consider the forces that motivate a person to do each of these behaviors
to be quite similar, and the psychological portion of a predictive model
would include the same variables. However, the extraneous predictors
might be quite distinct. If a person has nothing from which to hang a
flag, they will not hang a flag. Maybe another person with a phobia of
needles is averse to getting tattoos of any kind. These variables would
be highly predictive in a model of these behaviors but are unrelated to
the psychological motivations of discrimination. That said, situational
characteristics—the psychological, rather than physical, aspects of a
situation (Rauthmann et al., 2015)—are considered potential pre-
dictors in models of discriminatory behaviors. For example, being on
the internet would be an extraneous variable, but an anonymous
situation would be a situational characteristic and potentially included
in a model predicting discrimination.

To organize the behaviors, we drew from several theoretical
foundations. To start, we considered the possible functions of each
behavior. A functional perspective posits that people think, feel, and
act in ways that aim to serve their goals and needs—whether those be
belonging, self-protection, status, family care, or any number of other
goals (Cook et al., 2021; Neel et al., 2016; Neuberg et al., 2011). That
these behaviors are functional does not imply they are morally right or
justified, only that the behaviors serve a purpose. Functional per-
spectives have been fruitfully applied to understand stereotyping and
prejudice (Neuberg et al., 2020; Schaller & Neuberg, 2012). A key
insight from these perspectives is that specific types of prejudice (e.g.,
those characterized by fear vs. disgust vs. pity) are driven by specific
and shared causes, such as perceptions of danger, contamination, or
neediness (Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005; Cuddy et al., 2007).

Applied to discrimination, functional perspectives suggest that
behaviors serving similar functions likely share similar psychological
causes (Filip-Crawford & Neuberg, 2016; Pirlott & Cook, 2018). If
true, such an organizing principle should give rise to more accurate
clustering than more superficial characteristics like the behavior’s
modality. For example, discriminatory speech could serve multiple
functions. Sometimes it may serve no function and be purely acci-
dental (e.g., an older person unknowingly using a dated term regarding
a group). Other times discriminatory speech could be used to signal
group membership or be used with the intent to upset outgroup

members. Although all verbal displays, we think the psychological
models predicting these behaviors would be different. In contrast,
organizing by underlying function can cluster behaviors that are
superficially different on their face, such as having a hate tattoo or
chanting at a rally, and yet serve the same function (e.g., value
signaling).

In addition to functions, we also incorporated several dominant
theoretical frameworks, with the logic that the classifications from
these frameworks might aid in the clustering. First, we consider
whether each behavior is likely to be more intentional versus automatic
or, relatedly, whether perpetrators might be aware versus unaware of
their behaviors (Bargh, 2014). Further, a large body of research has
used approach and avoidance mechanisms as a broad organizing
structure for clustering different types of behavior (Carver & White,
1994). We mention these characteristics when they seem particularly
relevant to classifying the behaviors.

Like any approach attempting to create categories from a con-
tinuous space, the overall number of clusters we include will depend
on conceptual resolution. If one “zooms out” to a greater extent and
allows for greater dissimilarity in behaviors within the same cluster,
there will be fewer clusters in the taxonomy. The extreme version of
this is one all-encompassing cluster called “behavior,” and the
reverse, when being more sensitive to differences between beha-
viors, more clusters will emerge. This end of the extreme would be
every single behavior comprising its own cluster. Such a range in
resolution has been observed with factor analysis and in the per-
sonality literature. For example, depending on the conceptual res-
olution, there are two personality metatraits (DeYoung, 2006), the
Big Five factors (John & Srivastava, 1999), 10 aspects (DeYoung et
al., 2007), 30 facets (Costa & McCrae, 1995), and innumerable
characteristics below facets (Mottus et al., 2019).

However, “Taxonomy is always a contentious issue because the
world does not come to us in neat little packages” (Gould, 1981,
p- 158). One cannot “carve nature at its joints” when there is no
veridical boundary between categories. The value of a particular
model is based on the researcher’s priorities, such as parsimony,
variance explained, synthesis, or generalizability (Srivastava, 2020),
and how useful the model is toward those goals. Here, we aimed for
a “medium” resolution of discriminatory behavior, settling on a
level we believe will be most useful for researchers seeking to
predict discrimination.

A Taxonomy of Discriminatory Behavior

Using this conceptual approach, we propose a taxonomy of dis-
criminatory behavior (Figure 1).

The behaviors serving as the basis for organization were derived
from a variety of sources. First, we consulted the literature on the
types of discriminatory behavior that have been studied by re-
searchers in the social sciences for the past 80 years, both in terms of
published research and specific items from various prejudice and
perceived discrimination scales (Bastos et al., 2010; Hester et al.,
2023; Morrison et al., 2016). Further, some of the authors have
conducted a variety of daily diary studies asking people to describe
their personal experiences of being discriminated against. These
descriptions were consulted to inspire the review. Finally, some
discriminatory behaviors are not frequently studied by researchers
nor experienced by most participants due to their extremity (e.g.,
hate crimes, lynching), but they have clear impacts for targets and



llied publishers.

hted by the Amer

]

This document is copy
This article is intended solely for the personal use of the indi

d is not to be disseminated broadly.

ar technologies, are reserved.

g, and simil

All rights, including for text and data mining, Al training

Figure 1
A Taxonomy of Discriminatory Behavior
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The organization of the clusters in this figure is random and reflects no meaningful structure.

See the online article for the color version of this figure.

are historically well-documented and so are contained within the
universe of discriminatory behavior.

Within each cluster, we first consider characteristics of the behavior
and the functions it may serve, then review literature examining such
behaviors or, alternatively, note when the evidence for an area is
sparse. Next, we speculate on some of the likely psychological causes
of such behaviors, first discussing the role of prejudice due to its
historical focus, then moving to other likely variables traditionally
studied in the intergroup domain and finally novel predictors that may
be understudied as causes of particular discriminatory behaviors.
Specifically, reviews of behavioral change interventions have esti-
mated the relationship between knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, emo-
tions, skills, habits, and injunctive and descriptive norms (among
other higher level societal factors) with behavior (Albarracin et al.,
2024; Axt & To, 2025), finding that most have small or negligible
relationships with behavior. We discuss and mention these specific
factors in discrimination clusters for which we believe they might
be valuable predictors. Table 1 summarizes the clusters, functions,
examples of discriminatory behavior, and model predictors and
nonpredictors of such behaviors.

We consider discriminatory behaviors to constitute a large mul-
tidimensional space, with possible “distances” between these theo-
retical clusters of behavior not yet quantifiable. While we necessarily
discuss some clusters before others, this presentation order does not
reflect any meaningful organization. Behavior is truly a multidi-
mensional space, and readers should consider these clusters inde-
pendent and not necessarily organized in a linear manner.

Not Motivated

We define the first cluster of discrimination as differential treatment
that is not motivated because the discrimination serves no function for
the perpetrator. These behaviors are nonconscious and unintentional
in that the perpetrator is unaware they are acting in a biased manner.
This form of discrimination could reflect a genuine mistake, wherein
someone discriminates in a way they would not consciously endorse.
However, it need not reflect a mistake—if a person perceives a social
group as irrelevant to their own concerns and thus is more likely to
ignore and forget members of that group, we would also include that
here as not motivated discrimination. The behavior does not depend
on the perpetrator’s intentions or values; it merely needs to emerge as

abyproduct of the person’s social perception, attention, interpretation,
or behavior, rather than being a goal unto itself.

Existing findings in this cluster would include the cross-race
recognition effect, in which perpetrators better remember faces for
members of their own than other races (Hugenberg et al., 2010;
Meissner & Brigham, 2001; Rhodes et al., 2006; Sporer, 2001),
cases of mistaken identity in legal domains and police line-ups, and
failing to notice or engage with others perceived as irrelevant,
treating them as “invisible” (Brown-lannuzzi et al., 2014; Dietze &
Knowles, 2016; Neel & Lassetter, 2019; Sesko & Biernat, 2010).

Some forms of behavior categorized as microaggressions (Sue et
al., 2007), such as asking an Asian Canadian person where they are
from or mistaking a person of color for a service worker, would also
belong in this cluster as long as the behavior is not serving any
motivated purpose. Indeed, not motivated discriminatory behaviors
may emerge from interpreting and using the same cues differently
based on the target’s group membership. For example, medical
professionals give people of different social groups varying amounts
of medication and attention in stereotype-consistent ways (Dovidio et
al., 2008; Lloyd et al., 2020; Penner et al., 2014). When differential
medical treatment is driven by a misinterpretation of cues across
groups, such as less accurately detecting pain expressions from Black
versus White patients (Deska et al., 2020; Lloyd et al., 2021; Summers
etal., 2021, 2024), it would fall into the not motivated discrimination
cluster. Similarly, studies have found that teachers discipline Black
children more than White children for the same infraction, potentially
due to differences in interpretation of the child’s behavior, contrib-
uting to disparities in disciplinary rates within schools (Okonofua &
Eberhardt, 2015; Okonofua et al., 2016). Importantly, we note that if
the medical professionals or teachers in these examples were enacting
such behaviors purposefully and knowingly, they would not belong in
this cluster (see below).

Model

First, what might be notably absent from models predicting these
types of behaviors is prejudice. Perpetrators in this category are not
intentionally discriminating, and thus, prejudice is unlikely to be
strongly related. Indeed, although it has been tested many times,
prejudice is not associated with other-race recognition (Lavrakas et
al., 1976; Meissner & Brigham, 2001; Slone et al., 2000). Likewise,



A TAXONOMY OF DISCRIMINATORY BEHAVIOR

SUONIPUOD [EJUSWIUOIIAUD J[(BLIOJWOodUN
‘WIAI)SI-J[9S PIUSILAIY) ‘UOTIqIYUT
PaoNpaI ‘SWLIOU ‘A)IAUOUE PIATIIId]

asN [BJUAWNISUT JO SULION

sroquiowl dnoiS mau ym Juroerur 1o
Suuuo ‘snyeys dnoi3 s ouo Jo Ajurenroun

sdnoi3 usomieq uonnaduwod
‘UOISN[OXS PUB UOISNOUT JO SULION

Suidjey 03 $1s00
pue ‘sysu [euonenis ‘sdnoid usamioq
uonnadwod ‘AJI0IedS 90IN0SAT PAATIIId]

sdnoig usamioq
uonnedwiod ‘AJI0ILdS 0INOSAT PIATSIIS]

BOIE UB UT ASBISIP IO SWILID JO
douoreadld ‘wirey 03 ANIGRISUINA POATAdIO]
IOTARYQq 10§ S3ALIOS [BIO0S ‘UOTJRUTWILIOSIP
1oy suonjeue[dxa aAnEUIANE JO AN[IQR[IEAY
J0UDIPIOSIP JO SJS0D pue
‘90URIPAQO JO SIAULq Jea[d ‘Awouoine
[ENPIAIPUT MO ‘SQINJONI)S [EUONRZIUBSIO
[EOTYOIRIAIY ‘SWLIOU QOUAIPAqQ

suiiou Sunew ‘uonesaI3es ‘onel xS

Aiqrssaooe 2dA10219)s ‘peol 2ANIUS0D)

uonensny ‘ssoudjqessIse ‘ofenno

[erow 9snJsIp ‘1e9) ‘Aorxue ‘@dIpnforg
WISTUBT[[OABIYORIA ‘STJEIS
10 1omod mo] se dnoi3 e Surareored ‘sjeod
s Jojenadiod ooueApe 0) SONSLIOOBIRYD

sey dnoi3 e jey) sad£)0a1a)s 9[qIssaddy
Suoroq 01 paau ‘(sseupajerar ‘@dusieduwiod
‘Awouojne) spaau [ed13o[oydAsd

o1seq ‘eo1pnfaid ‘uoneoynuapr dnoidug

dorpnfaid ‘soniiqe
Jy1oads-urewiop 1o ‘sa0Inosal ‘snjejs
‘1omod ur mof st dnois e jey sad£1021g

JOSpUT WNS-0I9Z ‘UOTIBIULIO
QOUBUTWIOP [BIO0S ‘UOTIRIYNIUPT
dnoi3ur ‘oao] dnoi3ur ‘s201nosar 0}
jeanyy e Sursod dnoidino jnoqe sadAjoa10g
Jospuru
WINS-019Z ‘WSIUBI[[OARIYIRIA ‘UONRIUILIO
QOUBUTWIOP [BIO0S ‘UOTIBIYNUPT
dnoi3ur ‘sed1nosar 0) jeaIy) 10
193uep s sdnoi3 Suneroosse sadA101g

Isngsip
pue ‘1edj ‘AjoIxue ‘yeaIy) Jo ssurfedj
‘xa8uep yim sdnoid Suneroosse sadK)joaralg
[onuod
[e101ARYRq ‘}orIu0d dnoidigur ‘Kyerxuy
SSQUSNONUAIOSUOD
‘wstueLioOyINe Surm-1ysu ‘Surmor[oy
9[nI ‘AyoreIary 1oy J0odsar ‘UOIIEIUALIO
QOUBUIIOP [B100S ‘uonesynsn woiskg

uonoee orpnford
9oejuoo dnoiSioyur quawdsiopud adA10219§

93parmouyy
dnoi3 ‘eyenprarpur 03 s)iqey 0 UOHBATIOW
9oejuod dnosSioyur quawdsiopud adA10219§

a8ewep Ayodoxd
‘uo1ssaIdse [euonefar ‘ynesse [eIISAYJ

ssaulsnq Jyouaq o}
sroquiow dnoi3 Jo Sunmioar ur selq ‘ures
JIwou099 10§ sroquow dnoid Surae[sug

yovads 9ey ‘s3unayied ey Surpuone
‘sopmmye dnoi3ino aane3au jo sAefdsiq

sdnoi3 [e100s QWOS JO SIAQUIAW AAIIS O)

Sursnjar ‘dnoi3 1oyjoue Jo sIoqUIAW PIMm

a3e3u9 10 99s 03 Jou Jurpudjard ‘yuoAd
ue 0} dnoi3 auo Ajuo woiy d[doad Suniaug

s1oquIdW

dnos3ur 10y AouoSIowd ur SuruoAIuI

Jo pooyray 19ea1d ‘suonowold

10 SULIIY UT SOJURIRJJIP ‘SIOQUIATT
dnoi3ur 0) $90IN0SAI JO UONBIO[[E I2IBAID)

sdnoi3
ure0o Jurgord Ajunoes odire ‘10)s € je
sanLIourW [eroel SuIMo[[o} spIens AJLnddg
sIoquIau
dnoi3 ureldo jsureSe pudjep 0} I0IABYq
QAISSAIZTR ‘SUIOUOD ISBISIP O] anp
s1oquiow dnoi3 ureired SuIploAe ‘IoquIdW
dnoi3ino Furess uaym Jaans Yy Jurssor)
1orJU0d dnoiSioyur Jurproae
‘90uRISIp FUNEIS IOIABYRQ [EQIOAUON

Joyjoue
jou 1nq dnoi§ auo 0) S[qepIoe SI ey}
Jjel € 1k [1eq Sumes ‘ueo[ yueq e Surkua

Qoel1 urerad e jo 9idoad Sunep Suiproae
Qo1 ureldd & jo ordoad Sunep AjuQ
Kem JuQ)sIsuod-ad£10219)s
® ur ouoawos Juraro1ad A[snoouoird
‘WoIy Tt AJy) dIUyM dUOIUWIOS
Suryse 99JJ° uonIuUS0IT A0LI-SSOID)

dnoi3 1ayjoue Jo sraquiow N

JJaudq umo s,uo 10} dnoid
19318] B WOIJ SI0IN0SAI 3S()

SJeT[eq §,2UO ALIUNUILIO))

saurepunoq dnoid
19)01d ‘ordoad o[qeaisopun
[)IM UOTJBIOOSSE PIOAE ‘UNYS

$901n0sa1 dnoi3ur azrwrxew
0) sroquiow dnoi3ur oznuoud

dnoi3
Joyjoue jsurede dnoisd suo
109101d ‘sao1nosar dnoi3 109101

J[esauo 0} wirey [edrsAyd
Jo Anpiqissod oy eonpoy
KjoTXUER 9SBAIOIP
0} )93s ‘KJaIXuE JO JOJBDIpPU]

Juourystund proAe ‘1opIo jo
ASUQAS UrRIUIRW ‘SANLIOYINE A3qQ

1oured onuewox

B U SONSLIAIORIBYD J[QRIISIP
Jo Anpiqeqord zmurxey

sassaooid 1o
Jo jonpoidAq ‘uonouny ou SAAIRS

wey

asn [eyuawnnsuy

Surpeusis onfep

UoISN[OXy

Suidjoyg

uonovjord
dnoin

uonodoid-Jlos
1I0JWIODSIP
Qonpay

wJSAS © JO
J1eyeq uo Sunoy

Sune

pajeAnow 0N

I10)oBJ [RUOTIENIIS

10}08J U0SIoJ

asned pazIIoAY],

ordwrexg

uonoun,j

I9)8ND

‘K[peoIq PAIRUIIASSIP 2q O} JOU SI puR Jasn [enpl

‘s1oysiqnd parg

"PIAIOSAI Ie ‘SOrSo[ouyde) Je[Iuls pue ‘Sururen [y ‘Sururw ejep pue 1x9) J0J Surpnour ‘sjysSu [y

pur 2y} jo asn [euostad ) 10J A[9[0S PApuAUI SI J[ONI. SIY ],
2 $)1 JO QUO IO UONRBIJOSSY [BIIFO[OYIASJ UedLowy ) £q payysuAdod st juawndop siy],

uonPUIULIISI(] Jo S421sn]) Kwouoxv] Jo Livunung

I 31q..L



[}
=
7
=
=
.
el
)

=
Q
>
)

(W)
=)

ghted by the Amer

This document is copyri

seminated broadly.

personal use of the indi

This article is intended solely for the

i technologies, are reserved.

g, and sin

All rights, including for text and data mining, Al training

6 HEHMAN, NEEL, PARK, AND CHRISTOPHE

invisibility-based discrimination (i.e., ignoring and overlooking
someone) is theorized to emerge in the absence of prejudicial
feelings (Neel & Lassetter, 2019).

A model successfully predicting not motivated discriminatory
behavior might instead focus on stereotype accessibility and measures
of experience with outgroups, such as intergroup contact. Measures of
stereotype accessibility could tap the extent to which a person harbors
associations between different social groups and valued attributes or
relevant behaviors. Because holding stereotyped expectations leads
people to interpret events in stereotype-confirming ways (Dunning &
Sherman, 1997; Sagar & Schofield, 1980), the same behaviors en-
acted by members of different groups may be interpreted differently,
leading to discriminatory responses toward those groups. Stereotypes
may also shape not motivated discrimination by influencing who is
deemed socially relevant and worth paying attention to and, conse-
quently, who is irrelevant. Holding stereotypes that a group is low in
power, competence, or relevance to a situation may lead to decreased
attention to that group, compared to a group that is high in power and
competence or is situationally relevant (Cheng et al., 2013; Neel &
Lassetter, 2019).

Intergroup contact is a measure of one’s experience with another
group. Greater experience would theoretically increase the famil-
iarity one has with different cultural practices and values, as well
as more accurate interpretation of cues to different feelings, such
as pain. Similarly, contact has long been shown to be associated
with reduced cross-category face recognition deficits, presumably
because people gain experience with processing different config-
urations of cues, which can vary across racial groups (Hugenberg
et al., 2010; Sporer, 2001).

Even for those who have experience with a particular group, they
may still engage in discrimination when not motivated to attend to the
unique identity-diagnostic characteristics of individuals (Macrae &
Bodenhausen, 2000), and thus, motivation to individuate may be an
important predictor of not motivated discrimination as well. Situational
factors that make stereotypes more accessible, such as recent exposure
to a stereotypic portrayal, or that increase reliance on stereotype-
consistent information or reduce accuracy motivations, such as dis-
traction or cognitive load (Sherman et al., 2000), may also predict not
motivated discriminatory behaviors.

Familiarity with the social group, being aware of some of the mi-
croaggressions above and how they are received, would likely reduce
some not motivated behaviors that are a product of ignorance. Thus,
knowledge of the discriminatory behavior is a possibly useful predictor
(Albarracin et al., 2024). Further, habits, defined as repeated, automated
behaviors, have medium-strength associations with engaging in the
behavior (Albarracin et al., 2024), and those that facilitate individuation
and motivated processing might predict discrimination in this cluster.
For example, habits to consciously attend to every person in a room or
to keep track of who is not speaking and ask for their perspective would
reduce outcomes related to invisibility.

Mating

Expressing romantic interest or engaging in mating behaviors
differentially across social groups constitutes discrimination. It serves
the function of maximizing the perceived probability of desirable
characteristics in a romantic partner. For example, this might include
seeking out or avoiding members of a particular group for dating.
Mating discrimination could be either unconscious or intentional and

approach or avoidance-oriented. Evidence for mating discrimination
certainly exists in both self-reports of interest and in observations of
behavior. Some straight men pay preferential sexual and romantic
attention to certain groups of people, such as Asian and Pacific
Islander women, based on stereotypic perceptions that they are
sexually desirable, feminine, and submissive (Azhar et al., 2021).
Separately, many people explicitly state a preference to date
members of their own racial group (Anant, 1975; Triandis & Davis,
1965), baking discrimination into their search for a romantic partner.
Further, certain patterns of mating across racial groups map onto
differential perceptions of masculinity, femininity, and physical
attractiveness. For example, Black people are perceived as more
masculine than White people, who are in turn perceived as more
masculine than Asian people (Axtet al., 2022; Johnson et al., 2012),
and these patterns of masculinity-femininity perceptions map on to
interracial marriage patterns in the United States. There are far more
marriages between Black men and White women and White men
and Asian women than the reverse (Galinsky et al., 2013).

What is slightly unique about this cluster of discrimination is the
perceived justifiability and normativity of such preferences (Song,
2023). Mating discrimination is widespread and commonplace, is
typically framed as a preference for some groups (rather than a dislike
of other groups), and may be perceived as legitimate (Crandall et al.,
2002; Phillips & Jun, 2022). In fact, similar to preferences for attractive
people (Jaeger et al., 2025; Roy et al., 2025), it may be so normative as
to not be considered discrimination at all. Yet, by definition, it con-
stitutes differential behavior as a function of social group membership
and warrants inclusion.

Model

Prejudice certainly would reduce people’s interest in dating members
of targeted groups (Motzny et al., 2024). Stereotypes, however, may
play a particularly large role in differential mating behaviors. Different
social groups have attributes associated with them that may seem more
or less desirable to potential partners, whether they be religious values,
physical attributes, or personality characteristics. To the extent that
people endorse such stereotypes, they are likely to engage in greater
mating discrimination.

Separately, there is the complex issue of attraction. There is wide
idiosyncrasy in what people consider physically attractive (Hehman
et al., 2017; Honekopp, 2006). While some characteristics, such as
symmetry, may be universally considered attractive, there are many
individual differences in preference for hair color, eye shape, and
face shape, among innumerable other characteristics (Holzleitner et
al., 2019). Exactly why these different preferences exist is not fully
known but is thought to be partly determined by familiarity and
experience with people of different appearances over time (Correll et
al., 2025; Valentine, 1991). Indeed, White men who had more
friendships with Black people felt more attracted to Black women
(Brooks & Neville, 2016). Different social groups have varying
probabilities of different appearances that others might be more or
less attracted to.

Accordingly, other useful predictors might be situational variables
upstream of intergroup contact as a proxy for people’s experience with
individuals of different appearances. This might include the presence of
other social groups in an area, local levels of segregation, and the sex
ratio. For example, if local men are a scarce resource, people interested
in men may be less choosy in their partners (Moss & Maner, 2016).
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Injunctive norms regarding dating between groups also may play a
strong role. Between 1959 and 2013 in the United States, support for
interracial marriage changed from 4% to 87% (Newport, 2013), with a
corresponding change in the number of interracial marriages.

Acting on Behalf of a System

People may at times discriminate while acting on behalf of a
larger system or organization, such as a government, court of law, or
workplace. In these instances, perpetrators are essentially acting as
cogs in a broader, structurally discriminatory machine. An arche-
typical example is the Nazi Adolf Eichmann, whose court defense of
his war crimes in organizing the Holocaust centered on that he was
doing his duty, obeying orders, and obeying the law (Arendt, 1963).
The function of this cluster may be to maintain a sense of security,
stability, and predictability in the social order (Géchter et al., 2025)
while receiving the benefits of a system or avoiding its punishments
for noncompliance. Although the present taxonomy focuses on
individual behavior, this type of discrimination could serve as the
hinge point between individual and structural levels of discrimi-
nation. Specifically, there may be individual and contextual vari-
ability in how much people in these positions act on behalf of a
system and discriminate. When the structure itself is discriminatory
(e.g., U.S. bank loans based on real estate evaluations in red-lined
housing areas), some people may be willing to bend the rules to be
more egalitarian (or for other reasons), while others may seek to
stick as closely to the rules as possible. Likewise, people may be
more likely to act on behalf of systems that are strongly hierarchical,
with clear costs and benefits for obedience, like a military or police
force. Thus, individual and contextual variation here provides
traction for models predicting discriminatory behavior.

Model

We do not anticipate prejudice to play a strong role in predicting this
type of discrimination. Perpetrators are following a strong social script,
sometimes explicit rules or laws, and can use this as justification for
their behavior. Instead, we expect a constellation of variables broadly
orbiting “trustin a system” or “rule following” to predict such behavior
more strongly. This might include measures of system justification
or social dominance orientation (Jost et al., 2004; Sidanius & Pratto,
1999), both of which are associated with an endorsement of hierarchy.
Strong norms of respecting and following (or not) such rules might
channel this behavior (Gichter et al., 2025), as might individual
differences in conscientiousness (John & Srivastava, 1999), which
is related to compliance and adherence to norms and rules (Gotz et
al., 2021), and right-wing authoritarianism, which reflects rigid
adherence to conventional norms and authorities and disdain toward
those who threaten such values (Altemeyer, 1988).

Identification or desire for acceptance among those perceived to be
represented by the system would predict greater discrimination in this
domain. Alternatively, measures of egalitarianism here may be pre-
dictive, as people in such positions who feel a strong need for being
fair beyond the strictures of the system may be more willing to bend
the rules. Situational factors may also differentially predict acting on
behalf of a system discrimination. For example, a strongly hierarchical
institution that prioritizes obedience, has strong behavioral norms,
allows little autonomy in decision making, and has clear benefits of
obedience with certain consequences for disobedience may be more

likely to produce discrimination of this type. Similarly, cultures that
are characterized by tightness (vs. looseness) have strong norms and
little tolerance for norm violations (Gelfand et al., 2011), and in
organizations or cultures that are high in power distance, people are
more likely to defer to rules and authorities (Daniels & Greguras,
2014), potentially increasing this type of discrimination.

Reduce Discomfort

Behaviors in the reduce discomfort cluster emerge when a per-
petrator feels discomfort interacting with the target of discrimina-
tion. Some of these behaviors have no function and are rather an
indicator of the perpetrator’s anxiety or discomfort. Such behaviors
are distinguished from the not motivated cluster because they
suggest the perpetrator is attending to, and to some extent anxious
about, the target of discrimination. Other behaviors in this cluster
could serve the function of reducing the perpetrator’s discomfort,
though the perpetrator may not be consciously aware of doing so for
this purpose. Behaviors in this cluster may be consciously accessible
but more automatic than other clusters.

We believe many behaviors in this cluster will be nonverbal, as
discomfort interacting with other groups often manifests in this way.
Some behaviors labeled as microaggressions (Sue et al., 2007; M. T.
Williams, 2020), or subtle (relative to blatant or overt) discrimination
(Gaertner & Dovidio, 1977), would be captured by this category. In
general, there has been a great deal of research on behaviors in this
cluster. Interactions between members of different groups are often
shorter (Plant & Butz, 2006) and can feature averted eye-gaze, facial
expressions, and body posture (Corrington et al., 2017; Dovidio et al.,
2002; Shelton, 2003; Shelton et al., 2005), all of which may lead to a
less pleasant interaction or decisions to end the interaction sooner
(Gaertner, 1973; Plant & Butz, 2006; Word et al., 1974). Field-based
research demonstrates differences in the amount of time spent pro-
viding directions when asked (Campbell & Brauer, 2021), conversing
with a job applicant (Hebl et al., 2002), or interacting and talking with
patients (Dovidio et al., 2008; Hagiwara et al., 2013; Penner et al.,
2016), depending on the target’s race, weight, or other features.

Behaviors in this cluster can also occur outside of one-on-one
interactions, such as staring or other signals of unease. For example,
outgroup confederates in one study spontaneously reported, “Because
we are chatting in Spanish, they look at us. I don’t think it is common
to hear people speaking in Spanish on this route” (Enos, 2014,
p. 3701). Both lab-based and real-world studies have measured
physical proximity to capture discrimination based on a sense of
anxiety and uneasiness. For example, in one lab paradigm, participants
sit on wheeled chairs, and after an interaction, the distance of the two
chairs operationalizes comfort (Goff et al., 2008). On a bus, sitting
next to a member of another social group (or not) can indicate comfort
with that social group (Campbell & Brauer, 2021). Discrimination is
evident when people sit further from members of one social group
than another (Er-rafiy et al., 2010; Macrae et al., 1994). For example,
one research paradigm assesses discomfort with people with dis-
abilities by giving participants the option to watch a film either in
the same room as a person with a visible physical disability or in a
different room (Snyder et al., 1979). Only when the two films being
shown are different (rather than the same film) does the participant
have a readily available attribution of film preference for avoiding the
person with a disability, and they do so at higher rates than when the
film is the same.
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This cluster also encompasses avoiding situations of group contact
for the purpose of minimizing discomfort. For example, contact-
focused research examined behavior in a soccer league (Mousa,
2020). Those randomly assigned to a “no contact” condition, in which
no outgroup members had been placed on their soccer team, were less
likely to register for a mixed team in the following season or train with
outgroup members 6 months after the intervention, which could
reflect participants’ discomfort interacting with outgroup members.

Model

Like the not motivated cluster, we would not expect prejudice to
play a strong predictive role with such behaviors, as people with no
negative attitude toward an outgroup can still feel uncomfortable
during intergroup interactions. And anxiety is thus likely to be a
prime predictor in this cluster. Some theoretical frameworks identify
anxiety as a critical ingredient in discriminatory behavior (Stephan
& Stephan, 1985). For example, aversive racism theory posits that
most people endorse egalitarian ideals, and discriminatory behaviors
(and prejudices) are driven more by discomfort than outgroup hatred
(Dovidio & Gaertner, 1986). Some of the theorized anxiety in these
contexts is caused not by fears of danger but of embarrassment, such
as making a group-related faux pas. Thus, people carefully self-
monitor, contributing to a more wooden exchange, and seek to
escape the conversation sooner (Shelton, 2003).

Accordingly, a model predicting these types of behaviors would
emphasize anxiety and contact experience with members of the other
group. One of the main purported effects of contact is to reduce
anxiety about interacting with outgroup members (Maclnnis & Page-
Gould, 2015; Pettigrew, 1998), and those who regularly navigate such
contact would be expected to show these behaviors less. Relatedly,
people’s feelings of self-efficacy or behavioral control in interacting
with members of other groups may be a strong predictor here. Meta-
analyses revealed that feelings of behavioral control are strongly
associated with both recycling behaviors (Geiger et al., 2019) and
reduced consumption of alcohol (Gémez Plata et al., 2022), with
a medium-sized relationship across a broad variety of behaviors
(Albarracin et al., 2024). In intergroup interactions, specifically,
believing that prejudice can change may increase majority-group
members’ sense of efficacy by reducing concerns about appearing
prejudiced and thereby reducing feelings of discomfort (Carr et al.,
2012; Neel & Shapiro, 2012).

Further, reduce discomfort discrimination is thought to occur when
there are plausible alternative explanations available for the behavior,
but not when bias is obvious to oneself or to others (Dovidio &
Gaertner, 2000; Snyder et al., 1979). We therefore expect that the
availability of alternative explanations for a behavior, or factors that
could serve to “‘justify” discrimination (Crandall & Eshleman, 2003),
will predict behaviors aimed at reducing discomfort, especially when
there are strong norms against discriminating toward the group.
Situations with clear social scripts for interaction may reduce inter-
group anxiety and thus make this kind of discrimination less common
(Avery et al., 2009).

Self-Protection

The self-protection cluster comprises discriminatory behaviors
serving the function of protecting oneself from harm. Whereas
reducing discomfort is primarily about alleviating negative emotions

such as anxiety caused by the presence of outgroup members, self-
protection is motivated by the desire to avoid the possibility of harm
to one’s physical self. Some of these behaviors might be broadly
construed as avoidant. For example, people may avoid members of
social groups to reduce or mitigate the risk of possible harm.

This is another cluster of behaviors in which there has been a good
deal of research. For example, people may avoid large outgroup men
(relative to smaller outgroup women) who have the capacity for
physical harm, such as crossing a street to avoid passing them on the
sidewalk (Steele, 2011). Evolutionary models of intersexual com-
petition similarly focus on the dangers of sexual coercion for women
and the resulting avoidance of outgroup men in particular (McDonald
et al., 2015; Navarrete et al., 2010). Harm-based threats can come
in other forms, such as disease threats (Neuberg et al., 2011). For
instance, at the height of the first COVID-19 outbreak, Asian people
were stereotyped to pose a threat of disease, and many sought to avoid
contact with them to mitigate that potential threat (Mandalaywala et
al., 2023; Schaller et al., 2021). Similarly, both U.S. Democrats and
Republicans who felt more vulnerable to disease were more likely to
avoid Republicans (Ko et al., 2025), as this group was challenging
contagion-prevention strategies like masks and vaccines.

However, there may be other behaviors that are self-protective in
function yet approach-oriented. For example, classic fight-or-flight
models show that animals will attempt to flee when encountering
certain threats but will aggress if unable to (McCarty, 2016). Similarly,
when situational factors dictate that aggression is the most appropriate
response serving self-protection, aggressive behaviors would fall in
this cluster.

Model

We anticipate that prejudice plays a significant role in self-pro-
tection discrimination. For example, intergroup emotions stemming
from perceived threats might predict self-protection discrimination,
such as anxiety, fear, and disgust toward the group posing the per-
ceived threat (Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005; Talaska et al., 2008).
Discriminatory behaviors that serve a self-protective function may be
more likely to occur when perpetrators endorse stereotypes associ-
ating groups of people with danger, especially threats of violence or
disease (Correll et al., 2014; Todd et al., 2021).

Finally, situational and ecological factors that increase per-
ceived vulnerability to harm, such as being alone in an unfamiliar
place, in an area with high crime rates (for safety threats), or in a
crowded area with other people or high pathogen prevalence
(Sng et al., 2018), may also predict self-protective behaviors.
Societies where institutions are weak, or in honor cultures in which
retaliation for threats is perceived as normative and appropriate
(A. Nowak et al., 2016), may also make self-protection discrim-
ination more likely.

Group Protection

This cluster includes behaviors that serve to protect the ingroup
both from outgroups and from threats within the group itself. While
similar, we have demarcated this from self-protection because people
may perceive threats to the self as distinct from threats to their ingroup
(Shapiro, 2011; Shapiro & Neuberg, 2007) and because threats to the
group, unlike threats to the self, may uniquely affect group func-
tioning and thus jeopardize all the benefits of belonging to groups.
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Group protection can be aimed at resources, such as tangible goods of
material value, but also status and power (Tajfel et al., 1971), as well
as protecting those resources from other members of the ingroup.
Uniting all these various aims is the effort to maintain and protect the
resources and functioning of a group.

Generally, we consider behaviors derived from greater suspicion
to fall in this category. For example, the oft-reported event of racial
minorities being followed by security guards around a store, pre-
sumably due to the stereotype-derived perceived threat of theft,
would belong here. Similarly, police officers disproportionately
stopping and frisking members of certain groups (Hester & Gray,
2018), or pulling them over (Ekstrom et al., 2022; Stelter et al.,
2022), and airport security targeting certain groups may share a
similar intention to protect the public (and ingroup) from danger. To
the extent that these behaviors result from individual judgments
motivated to protect the group, rather than from institutional policies
established to try to protect the group, this would reflect group
protection discrimination rather than acting on behalf of a system.

While the above examples all include members of security forces,
behaviors aimed to protect resources can appear in more mundane
situations as well, such as having one’s work more closely moni-
tored by one’s boss or associates than others to prevent suspected
theft. Family members often weigh in on mate choices (Buunk et al.,
2009). To the extent they discourage a child from dating members of
a certain race or religion with the aim of protecting the child or
family resources (Shenhav et al., 2016), these efforts might con-
stitute group protection discrimination as well.

Further, behaviors in the group protection cluster may be focused
on protecting group status or keeping members of other groups “in
their place” in an existing social hierarchy (Sidanius & Pratto,
1999). For example, research analyzing police body camera footage
found that police officers in the United States used less respectful
language and tone (Camp et al., 2021; Voigt et al., 2017) when
interacting with Black relative to White people. Such behavior
would fit into this cluster to the extent that officers do it to reinforce
their status in the interaction. Behaviors in this cluster might
manifest in different domains as well, such as homeowners asso-
ciations or aspects of the real estate market making it more difficult
for members of one social group to move into a neighborhood due to
stereotype-related fears, for example, that the group’s presence may
bring down property values.

There may also be behaviors in the group protection cluster that
serve to protect the ingroup’s symbolic resources from the outgroup.
For example, young adults may avoid or disparage older adults who
use language, dress, or symbols of youth culture (North & Fiske,
2013). More generally, ingroup members may seek to protect valued
group symbols (flags, accents, clothing, slang, etc.) from being co-
opted by outgroup members and respond in discriminatory ways
toward those who do so (Kirby et al., 2023).

Furthermore, discriminatory behaviors in this cluster might
protect ingroup resources from other members of the ingroup. For
example, when resources are threatened, people may be partic-
ularly sensitive to “free riders” who are consuming resources but
not perceived as contributing to the broader group (Shinada &
Yamagishi, 2007). Similarly, the black sheep effect, in which
deviant ingroup members are judged more harshly, is thought
to be due to attempts to maintain group identity and cohesion
(Marques et al., 1988).

Model

We anticipate that behaviors in this cluster will be caused by
perceptions, often fueled by stereotypes, that the target group poses a
threat to a particular ingroup resource, to the group’s functioning, or
to the integrity of the group itself. Identification with the ingroup or
dislike of the target group may predict group protection discrimi-
natory behavior. And because group protection seeks to maintain the
resources and status of the ingroup, social dominance orientation—an
interpersonal characteristic reflecting endorsement of social hierarchy
and a desire for one’s ingroup to be superior to outgroups—may also
be an important predictor (Ho et al., 2015; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999).

Further, recent research (Hehman & Neel, 2024) found ingroup
identification, or how important the ingroup is to defining oneself
(Leach et al., 2008), to be the single strongest predictor of prejudice,
and we expect it would similarly be an important predictor of group
protection behavior. Situations that lead to perceived scarcity of
resources or competition between groups may be especially likely to
produce group protection behaviors (Sherif et al., 1961; K. E. G.
Williams et al., 2019).

Helping

Relative to group protection, the helping cluster concerns the
uneven distribution of resources, such that certain people (often
ingroup members) are prioritized. Such behaviors might serve the
function of maximizing and increasing the ingroup’s resources and
power and depriving them of an outgroup. Such behavior has been
widely studied in lab-based research, often in the form of social
dilemmas or tasks under the umbrella of game theory, including the
“prisoner’s dilemma” or “chicken” (Camerer, 2003; M. Nowak &
Sigmund, 1993), or completed following group interactions (Deegan
et al., 2015; Kachanoff et al., 2020; Scheepers et al., 2006; Tajfel et
al., 1971). Participants engage in a task with members of different
social groups and then must distribute some resource (e.g., tokens,
points, money, ratings) to members of the groups (Krosch & Amodio,
2014). Discrimination is evident when members of one group are
allocated more resources.

According to social identity theory, individuals strive to maintain
a positive social identity and to distinguish their own group from
other groups to feel better about themselves (Jetten et al., 1998;
Tajfel & Turner, 2004). Classic studies using the minimal groups
paradigm—in which participants are assigned to groups based on
arbitrary criteria—found that people allocated more rewards to their
ingroup versus the outgroup (Tajfel et al., 1971). Such findings
suggest that people are inclined to engage in behaviors that protect
and maximize benefits to their own group compared to other groups.

Outside of these games and designs, research is more sparse.
Helping discrimination is evident when members of one group are
helped more than another, on average. Some evidence suggests that
people are faster and more likely to help ingroup than outgroup
members. For example, lab-based research created false emergen-
cies (e.g., the sound of crashing chairs and a scream), encouraging
participants to intervene for either an ingroup or outgroup member
(Gaertner & Dovidio, 1977). A meta-analysis examining helping
and altruism concluded that people helped the ingroup more than the
outgroup when helping was riskier and more effortful, and par-
ticularly in high-arousal contexts (Saucier et al., 2005).
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Real-world variations might include differences in tipping behavior
(Brewster & Lynn, 2014), buying products from ingroup members
(Schnurr & Halkias, 2022), or differing donation amounts to charities
associated with social groups. In addition, we consider that differential
promotion or leadership nomination decisions may fall in this cluster,
as the power, status, and money that might come with such a pro-
motion are not equally distributed across members of varying social
groups (D. D. King et al., 2022; Morgenroth et al., 2020). Another
example is intergroup time bias, in which individuals allocate more
time and attention to ingroup than outgroup members (Do Bu et al.,
2025; Pereira et al., 2025). A more complex example may include
helping behavior that is directed toward the outgroup. Such behaviors
might fall in the current clusters because, while outgroups are certainly
receiving some resources, it is the status and dominance conveyed by
the helping that the ingroup values (Nadler, 2002; Nadler & Halabi,
2006). Certain behaviors associated with benevolent sexism may
similarly fall into this cluster, in which women may be technically
“helped” by a benevolently sexist man, but in a way that is ultimately
harmful to their status or agency (Glick & Fiske, 1996).

Model

Liking the target group is particularly likely to be a predictor of
helping discrimination. One approach to measuring prejudice has
been to operationalize it as the difference in animus or liking
between members of the ingroup and outgroup (Axt, 2017; Hester
et al., 2023). Because it is based on a difference score, some re-
searchers have conceptually distinguished between two forces that
might drive such prejudice, ingroup love (i.e., liking the ingroup
more) and outgroup hate (i.e., liking the outgroup less; Brewer,
1999). This research suggests that most prejudice and discrimina-
tory behaviors in the world are caused more by ingroup love, and we
believe that would fit the cluster here.

Social dominance orientation seems a promising predictor for
modeling this cluster of behavior, especially when the helping targets a
high-status group (Levin et al., 2002). Perceptions that outgroups pose
athreat to resources, as well as the perception that resources are scarce,
can increase disparate distribution of resources (Krosch & Amodio,
2014). Having a zero-sum mindset, in which individuals perceive that
one group’s gain is another group’s loss, may also predict differences
in helping discrimination consistent with work showing that zero-sum
mindsets lead to less cooperation (Andrews Fearon & Gotz, 2024).
As with group protection, we expect ingroup identification would
strongly predict helping behavior directed toward the ingroup.

Finally, the meta-analysis on helping behavior (Saucier et al.,
2005) identifies some potentially useful predictors. When helping
required more effort, helping was reduced (Saucier et al., 2005).
Accordingly, situational factors that increase the perceived risk of
helping, or the amount of effort and resources that would be needed
to help, may differentially predict helping discrimination.

Exclusion

While exclusion may seem similar to the reducing discomfort and
self-protection clusters, as these behaviors keep outgroup members
distant, it differs in that exclusion behaviors are active, conscious
decisions more akin to shunning than avoidance. A rich literature
examines responses to exclusionary behaviors such as ostracism
(Smart Richman & Leary, 2009; K. D. Williams, 2007), though

HEHMAN, NEEL, PARK, AND CHRISTOPHE

there is less research on the process that leads a person to exclude
others. Examples of behaviors in this category would include inviting
people from only one group to an event or business proprietors
refusing to serve members of some social groups (Masterpiece
Cakeshop v. Colorado Civil Rights Commission, 2018).

Exclusionary behaviors can also take more subtle interpersonal
forms that are nonverbal and covert (Hebl et al., 2020), such as
showing less warmth and friendliness toward job applicants from
certain groups (Hebl et al., 2002); giving less eye contact, smiling
less, and acting more rudely toward retail shoppers of some groups
(E. B. King, Shapiro, et al., 2006); restaurant employees giving little
or no attention to customers of a certain group and other instances of
“cool neglect” in which individuals disregard or ignore members of
certain groups over others (Fiske, 2002).

Initial hiring decisions, an outcome in which discrimination is
regularly noted, may also fall into this category. Hiring studies are
a common experimental design in which participants are given a
series of resumes for some job and must make hiring or rating
decisions for each. Critically, these resumes vary on their qualifi-
cations, but also their social group membership is signaled in some
way. Discrimination is demonstrated when members of one group
are hired more than another (Axt et al., 2018; Dovidio & Gaertner,
2000). A common field variant is audit studies in which identical
applications, letters, or emails are sent to a wide variety of hiring
managers, varying only the apparent group of the applicant. More
responses observed for one group than another constitute dis-
crimination (Kang et al., 2016; E. B. King, Mendoza, et al., 2006;
Milkman et al., 2015; Tilcsik, 2011). We consider such behaviors
exclusionary as these candidates are not already known (unlike
promotion disparities above) and are not invited to join the group
because of their group membership.

Model

Prejudice is likely to be an important predictor of exclusion
behavior. Holding stereotypes that a group is low in power, status,
resources, or domain-specific capacities may be especially likely to
predict exclusion, because these stereotypes signal that the group is
generally of low value to the perpetrator. This may be especially true
for groups who are stereotyped as low in competence and warmth,
for example, who likely elicit disgust and the tendency to reject and
exclude members of these groups (Cuddy et al., 2007).

Separately, norms regarding being inclusive are a likely situational
candidate for predicting (less) exclusion discrimination. Along these
lines, the clarity of social norms—approving or disapproving of
prejudice toward certain groups—plays a key role in shaping people’s
prejudiced beliefs (Zitek & Hebl, 2007) and might also influence
whether people engage in exclusion discrimination.

Value Signaling

Value signaling serves the function of communicating one’s
values to both ingroup and outgroup. Discriminatory behaviors in
this cluster would be consciously enacted and often retain a measure
of distance from outgroup members (i.e., no direct confrontation).
As one example, we consider visual displays of hate to be dis-
crimination. These signals might vary from hate group—associated
tattoos, bumper stickers associated with certain agendas (Motyl
et al., 2014), or symbols associated with various group identities
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(Callahan & Ledgerwood, 2016). These are intentional signals of
values both to others who might share these beliefs and also to
outgroup members toward whom these attitudes are directed.
Other examples of behavior that would fall into this cluster include
relatively visible and deliberate behaviors, such as attending hate-
associated rallies, and more mundane forms, such as internet behavior
of posting or “liking” others’ posts disparaging an outgroup. Online
messaging forums often include expressions of identity-based dis-
criminatory speech, including rampant sexist, homophobic, and racial
hate speech, among others (Bliuc et al., 2018; Fox et al., 2015;
Martinez-Bacaicoa et al., 2023; Rappel et al., 2025). Because these
forums are almost exclusively used by members of the ingroup, this
type of hate speech may signal to other members one’s beliefs and
identities, rather than directly serving to harm outgroup members.

Model

While we expect prejudice to be a predictor of value signaling,
other constructs broadly associated with wanting to be accepted by
one’s group might be particularly useful in prediction here. Basic
psychological needs theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000), a subtheory of
self-determination theory, argues that group membership can serve
as an avenue for empowerment and companionship (Vansteenkiste
et al., 2020). Individuals seeking personal fulfillment through
relatedness, or the need to feel that one has meaningful relationships
with others, might send such signals in the hopes of achieving a
sense of belonging and acceptance. Indeed, research suggests such
relational needs are involved in motivations to join extremist groups
(Abrahms, 2008; Kruglanski et al., 2014; Rappel & Vachon, 2023).

In the group domain, group norms theory (Crandall et al., 2002;
Sherif & Sherif, 1953) posits that people adopt and display the
predominant attitudes of groups to which they want to belong. Being
seen as a good member of one’s group would increase acceptance by
the group, and people may engage in value signaling, even when
knowing such shared information is false (Barlev & Neuberg, 2025),
to pursue acceptance. Accordingly, ingroup identification is likely
particularly important (Hehman & Neel, 2024; Leach et al., 2008).
People may also value signal when they feel their group status is
ambiguous, such as when entering new groups or when interacting
with unfamiliar people who are potential group members.

Instrumental Use

Some forms of discrimination may function not to avoid, exclude,
or harm a group, but to preferentially engage with or exploit a group
for personal gain. Instrumental use is distinguished from helping
behaviors because rather than simply favoring the ingroup for giving
help and resources, these behaviors explicitly function to use re-
sources provided by the target group for one’s own benefit. Any time
a person sees a particular group as providing opportunities to further
one’s goals, and the target group is treated differently than other
potential groups for the intended benefit of the perpetrator, instru-
mental use discrimination is possible. Sometimes the target may
willingly participate in the discriminatory behavior and the provision
of benefits to the person acting in a discriminatory way (e.g., for
perceived mutual benefit). Other times the behavior may be more
exploitative, in that the target would not or could not consent to the
differential treatment (Phelan et al., 2008). The perpetrator is likely to

be aware and conscious of the action, even if they may not consider it
discriminatory.

The instrumental use category is quite broad and may include a
variety of behaviors across domains. Historically, colonizers of many
areas exploited and enslaved members of Indigenous groups for
economic gain. In more mundane examples, if a restaurant hires only
young, attractive women, they would be engaging in instrumental use
discrimination if they believe these women will provide benefits to
the business versus other groups (e.g., men, older adults). As another
example, following group stereotypes (Stone et al., 1997), a sports
team may preferentially recruit Black athletes for positions priori-
tizing strength and White athletes for positions prioritizing intelli-
gence, because they think this will serve the team’s goals. More
explicit exploitative treatment of workers would be included here as
well, such as when organizations trap or traffic people from particular
groups (e.g., recent immigrants with few resources) to engage in
coerced sex work.

Model

We do not expect prejudice to be a relevant predictor of instrumental
use discrimination. Endorsing stereotypes that a group poses relevant
capabilities to advance the perpetrator’s goals, whether those be labor,
athleticism, intelligence, sexual desirability, or another attribute, is
likely to be a key predictor. Note that these may be typically positive
stereotypes, in the sense they are subjectively positive to the perceiver,
not that their effects are necessarily positive (Czopp et al., 2015; Siy &
Cheryan, 2013). Some operationalization of attitudes such as dehu-
manization may be useful here, associated with seeing people as less
than human and more as animalistic creatures or mechanistic tools
(Haslam & Loughnan, 2014). Perceptions that the group is low in
power or status may also facilitate freely engaging in exploitative
behavior. Individual differences in Machiavellianism may also predict
instrumental use discrimination, based on past work showing that
people with this personality trait act in ways to maximize their personal
gain at the expense of others (Czibor & Bereczkei, 2012).

As in other clusters, both norms and support for norms would
be likely situational candidates for predicting instrumental use.
Specifically, perpetrators would exploit social groups only when
considered to their overall advantage, and this would be reduced
when doing so violates local norms or lacks support from others.

Harm

Finally, some discriminatory behaviors simply serve to hurt
members of another group. The harm cluster encompasses any
aggression toward others with the intent to harm, including but not
limited to physical harm, from mild workplace incivility (Cortina et
al., 2022) to murder. The function of such behaviors is to mentally,
physically, reputationally, or otherwise harm or eliminate another
group and would be characterized by approach-oriented, conscious
behaviors in which the perpetrator confronts the target. Many be-
haviors that are blatantly or overtly discriminatory would belong in
this cluster. Extreme versions of such behaviors abound throughout
human history and encompass genocides, such as that of the Hutu
and Tutsi in Rwanda, Jews (and other groups) during the Holocaust,
and also targeted violence like lynchings of Black people in the
United States.
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Beyond corporeal harm, this cluster encompasses property damage,
such as keying a person’s car or damaging their mailbox, or the theft of
property, provided the goal is to harm rather than acquire the property.
Behaviors that occur primarily online, such as “swatting” (misleading
police into raiding another’s house) or “doxxing” (exposing a person’s
sensitive information online), could similarly be included. Malicious
gossip can also be considered a form of aggression (Archer, 2004;
Card et al., 2008). Thus, relational forms of aggression would also
belong in this cluster when used with the intent to harm another’s
status or well-being. Similarly, hate speech aimed at harming others
falls in this cluster (rather than other potential uses discussed above),
and the predictors of such behavior are likely to be the same as
physical violence.

There is less field or laboratory psychological research focused
on harm, presumably because it is rarer and more difficult to study
realistically and ethically. Yet many of the measures devised to
study conformity or aggression in the lab serve as measures of
discrimination. For example, classic conformity experiments used
electric shocks (Milgram, 1963), and modern descendants oper-
ationalize harm as white noise blasts given from one participant to
another (C. A. Anderson et al., 2008) or as adding increasingly
spicy hot sauce to another’s food (Ritter & Eslea, 2005). To the
extent such treatment is administered more to one group than
another, discrimination is evident.

Model

A model predicting harm should certainly incorporate prejudice but
might uniquely focus on outgroup hate and especially the emotions of
anger, disgust, contempt, and moral outrage toward the target group.
Measures of dehumanization, especially overt, blatant dehumaniza-
tion, have been associated with intergroup aggression and violence
(Kteily & Landry, 2022). Less agreeable people (Crawford & Brandt,
2019; Hehman & Neel, 2024; Sibley & Duckitt, 2008) express more
prejudice, and this may be a personality predictor of harm discrim-
ination. Similarly, we would expect perceptions of threat from targeted
outgroups to be particularly strong predictors of harm discrimination.

A situational construct that might play a powerful role with harm is
the perception of anonymity (Beaman et al., 1979; Diener et al.,
1976). Given that group-based discrimination, and harm in general, is
taboo in most egalitarian societies, perpetrators may act in harmful
ways when they feel they can do so under anonymous conditions.
Conversely, we would expect to see more harm discrimination when
norms and beliefs explicitly support and can be used to justify such
harm (Crandall & Eshleman, 2003), such as in honor cultures (Cohen
et al., 1996; A. Nowak et al., 2016). Accordingly, factors that might
be especially predictive here are anonymity and norms that allow,
endorse, or justify harm against the group.

Other variables known to cause greater aggression in general are
also likely to be implicated in harm discrimination. Such constructs are
numerous, as aggression is considered a widely multiply determined
behavior, theoretically caused by reduced inhibition, threatened self-
esteem, frustration, and physical conditions people find uncomfortable
(e.g., heat, noise), among others (Berkowitz, 1998; Denson et al.,
2012; DeWall et al., 2011; Leary et al., 2006). These constructs would
likely have predictive power.

Multifinal Behaviors

There are some behaviors that we opted to not include in the
taxonomy because they may be particularly heterogeneous in their
motivations, serving multiple ends (Kruglanski et al., 2013), leading
them to fit across many clusters. Derogatory jokes serve as one
example. Some might argue that jokes about other social groups
are intended to exclude members of those groups or to harm them
in some capacity. And yet such jokes are sometimes made in the
absence of members of those other groups (Rappel et al., 2025),
suggesting they may sometimes serve a value signaling goal to aid in
being liked by members of one’s ingroup, with an absence of harm
intentions. Alternatively, the perpetrator of such jokes may truly
believe they are being funny, that members of the groups targeted
will also find the joke funny, and have merely miscalibrated. This
interpretation suggests such jokes might belong in the not motivated
cluster of behaviors.

We consider all these possibilities to be sometimes true, which
highlights a fact common to many other behaviors in the taxonomy:
The same behavior may sometimes be enacted by perpetrators with
very different motivations. In other words, we have necessarily
placed types of behavior within separate clusters based on what we
think are the most likely motivations, but there are times when
people will enact the same behavior for different reasons. This is
problematic for modeling. When the behavior of two theoretical
subpopulations (with different motivations) is regressed on the same
model, error will increase. We return to this important issue in the
General Discussion.

General Discussion

The intergroup literature has overwhelmingly focused on the
attitude construct of prejudice and less so on empirical observation
of discrimination, prompting various calls for refocusing efforts
(Brauer, 2024; Dixon et al., 2012; Paluck et al., 2021). We view the
present work as a necessary step toward this goal, initially breaking
down the heterogeneous array of “discriminatory behaviors” into
clusters that we argue are more likely to be related to one another,
and only some of which are predicted by prejudice. Doing so will
enable generalization from difficult and costly behavioral studies to
other similar behaviors and move discrimination research forward.

The basis for organizing the taxonomy is shared causes. We
predict that behaviors within the same cluster will be caused by
similar psychological factors and, accordingly, share a model. We
have chosen this organizational framework because we value the
ability to predict behavior. Other researchers with different goals
might organize this multidimensional behavioral space differently.
For example, if researchers were interested in frequency, then be-
haviors currently in different clusters, like not making eye contact
(reduce discomfort) or liking a social media post (value signaling),
would be considered more similar on this metric.

Relatedly, other researchers may be interested in how target group
members respond to different types of discrimination, structural
manifestations of discrimination, or the consequences of such dis-
crimination. From these perspectives, social identity and status, for
example, may play a larger role when considering the consequences
of discrimination (Swim et al., 2003). The potential impact of hate
speech or being denied a job may vary depending on the perceived
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availability of resources, opportunities, and status of a person, leading
members of lower power, marginalized groups to potentially suffer
disproportionate impact from these actions (Leitner et al., 2016). And
to the extent that discriminatory behaviors are more frequently
directed toward lower power, marginalized groups, they would
experience discrimination more often (Hebl et al., 2020; West, 2019).
In other words, such behaviors are not equal in their consequences
across all groups. Researchers examining consequences of discrim-
ination will necessarily need to consider such factors.

Falsifiability and Theoretical Predictions

A theory (or taxonomy) is more useful to the extent that it can
make predictions and can be falsified (Lewin, 1943; Meehl, 1967;
Popper, 1959). The present framework can be falsified with evi-
dence that behaviors placed in distinct clusters are equally or
similarly predicted by the same statistical model or, conversely, that
two behaviors within the same cluster have very different predictive
models. Similarity, in this case, would be defined by a mix of the
constructs included, the coefficients of the constructs, and overall
model error or variance explained. Such evidence can be used to
update and improve the taxonomy, which we believe is necessary
for an improved understanding of discrimination.

Many testable implications remain. For example, both the not
motivated and reduce discomfort behaviors are theorized to stem
more from ignorance than prejudice. Typically, minority group
members have far more contact and experience with majority group
members than the reverse (E. Anderson, 2015; Barlow et al., 2013).
Accordingly, minority knowledge of majority group practices and
cultural traditions may often exceed the reverse. Thus, a straight-
forward prediction is that majority group members will enact more
discriminatory behaviors of this type than minority groups, as
majority group members’ lower intergroup contact facilitates igno-
rance of minority groups.

This prediction is interesting only to the extent that it does not
also occur in the other clusters, and some may intuitively believe that
majority group members engage in more of the discriminatory be-
haviors within each cluster. Yet for the majority of clusters, we posit
that discrimination will be equally frequent. Assuming that a tendency
toward discrimination is evenly distributed among the human popu-
lation, we do not predict differences in the self-protection, group
protection, exclusion, helping, acting on behalf of a system, or value
signaling clusters. In fact, the only other clusters in which we predict
that majority and minority group differences might emerge (accounting
for population size differences) are harm, instrumental use, and mating
though for different reasons than ignorance.

With harm and instrumental use, we again predict that majority
group members will enact these behaviors to a greater extent, but
due instead to a reduced fear of punishment or retribution. While this
might also be a concern for behaviors in the other clusters, many
harm and instrumental use behaviors are generally illegal or strongly
taboo in most cultures around the world and thus carry repercussions
if caught or suspected. Majority group members, benefiting from
being at the top of the local social hierarchy, generally experience
the costs of such behaviors less (Crosby & Wilson, 2015; Jost et al.,
2004; Kawakami et al., 2009) and therefore may feel more em-
boldened to engage in such behaviors in the first place.

Mating is the sole category for which we tentatively theorize that
minority groups may discriminate to a greater extent than the majority

group. Religious and racial minority group members tend to identify
to a greater extent with their identities than majority group members
(Ellemers et al., 1997; Judd et al., 1995; Verkuyten, 2005) and may
have cultural traditions they seek to preserve. Mating with other
members of their own group might be perceived as a way to maintain
these traditions and preserve their identity, thus guiding their dating
behavior. Early dating websites popular among minority groups, such
as JDate for Jewish singles, offer anecdotal evidence for such a
possibility. That said, patterns of mating discrimination are likely
guided by more than simply preservation of culture. Indeed, several
studies have found preference for racial majority group partners
among all groups (Arranz Aldana & Salazar, 2024; Potarcd & Mills,
2015). Given the limited research on mating discrimination, future
research is necessary for disentangling the causes of behavior in this
cluster.

Separately, much of the present work contrasts majority and
minority groups, but discriminatory behaviors may have distinct
patterns along other dimensions as well. Gendered theories of
prejudice (McDonald et al., 2015; Navarrete et al., 2010) rooted in
intergroup and intersexual competition suggest that men and
women experience different types of discriminatory behaviors at
varying rates and from different groups of people. For example,
women (more than men) might enact self-protection discrimina-
tion against outgroup men to a greater extent to avoid physical
danger and unwanted sexual attention. Similarly, because of their
greater physical strength, men (more than women) might enact
group protection discrimination against outgroup members to a
greater extent.

These are but several examples of how differential rates of
discrimination might occur across different clusters as a function of
both perpetrator and target identity. Further, identity-dependent
patterns of discrimination may be one explanation for why the link
between prejudice and discrimination has been weak (Kurdi et al.,
2019). Lumping these categories together would obscure true re-
lationships. These predictions can be tested by future research.

Discriminating Against Ingroup Members

The definition of discrimination we use here is “differential
behavior by target group membership.” This definition encompasses
people discriminating against their own group. While this is not the
prototypical representation of discrimination, many phenomena
comprising such behavior have been documented, some of which
are included in the review above. Queen bee syndrome, for example,
is when women in authority treat subordinate women worse than
subordinate men (Derks et al., 2011; Ellemers et al., 2004). Another
example is a Black security guard selectively following Black
shoppers around a store due to suspicion of theft. We consider these
behaviors to constitute discrimination and have presented examples
of such behaviors in different clusters of the taxonomy above.

Our theoretical basis for each cluster is that it serves the same
function and that a model will predict the behavior equally. And
despite the behaviors in these instances targeting fellow ingroup
members, we currently postulate that the same variables will predict
such behavior. For example, to the extent that a manager endorses
stereotypes that women work less hard and are less effective in the
workplace, we theorize the manager would discriminate against
women regardless of their own gender. Future research could
examine whether discrimination against outgroup versus ingroup
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members varies qualitatively, requiring different models with dif-
ferent predictors.

One important concern in such scenarios is knowing with which
specific identities a person identifies for a given moment. For instance,
in the Black security guard example, whether the person is identifying
as “Black,” “security guard,” or “people who work at this store”
would lead to different predictions. But for a discriminatory behavior
in clusters such as group protection, what matters would be identi-
fication with the group that is the perceived target of the presumed
perpetrator’s actions. Thus, discrimination that appears to be directed
toward apparent ingroup members may not actually be “ingroup” on
the salient identity being considered at the time, and contexts make
more salient which identities will be important to classify.

Anticipated Challenges for Future
Discrimination Research

A complicated problem for predicting discrimination is that people
with different psychological motives might exhibit the same behavior.
Relatedly, a single behavior could serve multiple functions that are
distinct (Kruglanski et al., 2013; Skinner et al., 2003). For example,
two people may attend the same hate rally, but one more so from a
desire to be accepted by ingroup members and the other from a desire
to harm an outgroup. Any statistical modeling is necessarily finding
the average relationship between variables across people in a sample,
and such a mix of subpopulations would reduce the accuracy of a
single model. Statistical approaches that could accommodate this
situation, such as interactions or mixture modeling (Pearson, 1894),
will be needed to identify which model will predict behavior for
which “types” of people.

However, this may be the case more for some clusters of behavior
than others. Whereas some behaviors might be caused by very
different psychological profiles, some may be more singular in their
functions. These will be the behaviors that are easier to model and
predict by future researchers. Another way that behaviors might
vary is the complexity of their models. Whereas some behaviors
might be mostly predicted by a handful of variables, others might be
more multiply determined and validly predicted by a very large
number of variables. To the extent that single constructs predict
large percentages of variance, fewer additional independent con-
structs will need to be identified (Tosh et al., 2025).

One concern for these theorized predictive models is to what extent
effects are caused directly by prejudice and other factors versus whether
other factors act on discrimination indirectly via prejudice (e.g.,
prejudice as a mediator). There has been a great deal of research on the
causes of prejudice, and recent research has identified a formalized
predictive model identifying the strongest predictors (Hehman & Neel,
2024). Many of those predictors are also discussed as causes of dis-
crimination here. Yet across the different clusters of discrimination,
prejudice has a varying role: In some models, prejudice is not theorized
to be an important predictor at all (e.g., not motivated, instrumental
use). For other models, it may be a focal predictor and even mediate the
effect of other variables on discrimination (e.g., harm, exclusion).
Testing when and how prejudice causes discrimination, as well as
when it mediates the effect of other constructs on discrimination, is a
challenge for future research seeking to identify the data-generating
process or causal models. Yet we reiterate that due to the potentially
small and variable role that prejudice plays in discrimination, research
pursuing other nonattitudinal causes of discrimination may be fruitful.

The interpretation of all behavior is context-dependent (Heider &
Simmel, 1944). Laughing at a friend’s injury is different than laughing
at a friend’s joke, and both are different than laughing at a racist joke.
The present taxonomy is necessarily context-free as a starting point,
but the appropriateness of these various behaviors will be modified by
different contexts, such as local and broader environments, time
period, and so on. We view context as an element that itself might be
decomposed, measured, and incorporated in future research to im-
prove the prediction of any models. Although the overarching goal of
the current article was to provide a broad taxonomy of discriminatory
behavior, we also acknowledge that discrimination is often rooted in
historical events and sociocultural scripts. For example, behaviors in
the mating and helping clusters of our taxonomy might be shaped by
specific historical or cultural scripts of what is considered acceptable
within these clusters. From this perspective, the boundaries of what
is considered discrimination may vary depending on whether the
behavior is enacted by members of advantaged versus disadvantaged
groups (Greenland et al., 2022; West et al., 2022). Although historical,
sociocultural, and situational contexts are likely to be important
factors to consider when studying discrimination, the aim of the
current taxonomy is to provide a general framework for categorizing
discriminatory behaviors that are thought to vary in their function and
predictors.

Further, researchers must consider their level of analysis when
applying the models. For example, under the self-protection cluster,
people may cross the street to avoid an outgroup member as a result of
physical danger stereotypes or separately due to disease stereotypes.
Considering whether these two reasons are the same or different will
have to be determined by researchers, depending on their research
question. Self-protection may be a broader umbrella encapsulating
both physical threat— and disease-related motives, though differenti-
ating between those two will provide additional nuance. We consider
this a “level of analysis” issue, and for some research questions,
differentiating between these two (or others) might provide additional
traction, whereas for other questions, this distinction may be irrelevant.

Related to this issue is the specificity of measurement. Returning to
the same crossing the street example, people would respond differently
to two questions capturing associations with physical threat or disease
in these distinct contexts and thus seem to have different predictive
models. This is a measurement concern about the appropriate level of
the items that will need to be solved by researchers examining behavior
in different domains. For example, more generic items capturing
“threat” might be equally predictive across both scenarios and predict
approach or avoidance behaviors (Park et al., 2023, 2025), regardless
of the specific threat association.

Along these lines, theory and research on attitude—behavior con-
sistency reveal that attitude—behavior relationships are stronger when
the attitude and behavior measures are at the same level of specificity
(Fazio & Zanna, 1981). That is, the match between measures of a
construct and different types of discrimination likely depends on how
specific the assessments are in relation to the behaviors being studied.
Consideration of overly specific items and the right level of analysis
will be an important concern for all predictors of discrimination across
the 11 clusters.

Limitations

This taxonomy is far from ideal. As mentioned, discriminatory
behaviors occupy a multidimensional space, and a taxonomy partials
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this continuous space into clusters. Though we have done so by
drawing on theoretical foundations and existing findings, for some
behaviors there is scant research from which to draw, and ultimately,
we are speculating on their causes. Essentially, we are trying to get
“into the heads” of the people discriminating to hypothesize about
valid predictive models, and this is certainly an error-prone process.
However, such an approach appears necessary in this case. Other
domains of research can measure and factor-analyze such multi-
dimensional spaces. For example, person-perception researchers
have collected thousands of ratings of people forming impressions
of others on different traits and factor-analyzed these ratings to
determine the factors on which impressions are made (Jones et al.,
2021; Todorov et al., 2015; Xie et al., 2021).

Doing so with discrimination is nearly impossible, as it would
require data from those committing illegal acts, such as hate crimes
and murder, as well as less severe but socially taboo behaviors.
Further, it is questionable to what extent perpetrators can accurately
introspect on their own motivations for such acts (Nisbett & Wilson,
1977). Accordingly, we consider the present system a flawed but
necessary step that can be honed by future research.

In addition, a major limitation of the taxonomy is that it partitions
only individual-level behavior. In reality, individual and structural
levels of discrimination likely have a complex interplay in which
they reinforce one another (Skinner-Dorkenoo et al., 2023). While
the causes of structural discrimination are likely distinct, occurring
at a different level entirely, determining exactly how structural
discrimination fits into a broader, more comprehensive taxonomy of
discrimination will be a question for future research. One potential
route to begin exploring and predicting such types of behavior from
the individual to the structural level is through the acting on behalf of
asystem cluster. This cluster, along with the others, might contribute
to and be reinforced by structural levels of discrimination.

Finally, the present work focuses on what causes people to
discriminate against others and does not address how discrimination
is perceived by those who are targeted or its impacts. Developing
a taxonomy of discrimination from the target perspective (i.e.,
perceptions and experiences of being discriminated against) may
be critical for understanding how discrimination affects targets.
However, doing so would likely involve a distinct taxonomy guided
by variables that are most important to understanding targets’ ex-
periences, such as harm, power asymmetries, perceived control, and
individual and group coping resources. Different social groups may
also perceive discrimination differently or experience varying im-
pacts depending on whether their group membership is visible or
concealable (Hebl et al., 2020) or if they possess multiple inter-
sectional social identities (Christophe et al., 2022; Hester et al.,
2020; Pietri et al., 2018; Shih et al., 2019). Simply understanding the
origins of discriminatory behaviors (or their impacts) may not
necessarily improve outcomes for those who experience discrimi-
nation. Thus, future theory and research could map the landscape of
discrimination from the target’s perspective.

Conclusion

The present taxonomy of discrimination provides a necessary first
step for a science hoping to understand different types of discrimi-
nation, their purported functions, and predictors of such behaviors. We
envision several possible uses of this taxonomy. One is to organize
and direct research efforts to predict discriminatory behaviors. For

example, researchers interested in a particular cluster of behaviors can
identify the most valid and predictive variables to ultimately cohere in
a causal model. In addition, the taxonomy could be useful to those
looking to promote positive intergroup relations across various set-
tings (Axt & To, 2025; Campbell & Brauer, 2020; Paluck et al., 2021).
These approaches could identify a discriminatory behavior to target in
an intervention, and the taxonomy might then be used to aid prac-
titioners in sorting heterogeneous behaviors into addressable clusters,
enabling a clearer vision of the problem to be addressed. Further,
given that we theorize behaviors to arise from the same cause,
methods identified by other interventions that have been shown to
effectively reduce a specific discriminatory behavior might be
applied to other behaviors within the same cluster as well. Overall,
future research could test the current taxonomy and iteratively
improve upon it to enable better predictive models and interventions
for reducing discrimination.
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