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Article

“In the 1850s the strong fears of abolition and slave insurrections 
resulted in growing hostility toward miscegenation, mulattoes, 
concubinage, passing, manumission, and of the implicit rule 
granting free mulattoes a special, in-between status in the lower 
south . . . Thus, the South came together in strong support of [the 
rule of hypodescent] in order to defend slavery . . .”

—Davis (1991, p. 49)

Throughout American history, people who descended from 
multiple racial groups have not been included as members of 
each of their biological parents’ racial groups, but rather have 
been ascribed membership in their socially disadvantaged 
parent group (i.e., categorized according to a rule of hypo-
descent; Davis, 1991). Contemporary evidence concerning 
both monoracial perceivers’ categorization of multiracial 
people and multiracial people’s own perceptions of how well 
accepted they are, suggests that multiracial people are still 
often excluded from at least one of their monoracial parent 
groups, even in the 21st century. Social psychological research 
on racial categorization shows that Black-White multiracial 
people continue to be seen as more Black than White by both 
Black and White people alike (Chen & Ratliff, 2015; Gaither 
et al., 2016; Ho et al., 2011, 2017; Peery & Bodenhausen, 

2008). A smaller body of evidence suggests that Asian-White 
multiracial people may be excluded and treated as outgroup 
members by both White and Asian people (Chen et al., 2019; 
Ho et al., 2011). Multiracial people also appear to perceive 
that they are not fully accepted. Mirroring findings concern-
ing monoracial perceivers’ categorization of Black-White and 
Asian-White multiracial people, a 2015 Pew Survey revealed 
that 74% of Black-White multiracial respondents felt only 
“somewhat,” “not too,” or “not at all” well accepted by White 
people, and 42% reported less than full acceptance from 
Black people (Pew Research Center, 2015). Among Asian-
White multiracial people, 37% reported being not fully 
accepted by White people and 52% felt not fully accepted by 
Asian people (Pew Research Center, 2015).1
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Why might monoracial people categorize multiracial peo-
ple with whom they share racial heritage as outgroup mem-
bers rather than ingroup members? And, to what extent do 
some of the same factors drive third-party perceivers’ cate-
gorization of multiracial targets, despite these perceivers 
lacking any shared racial heritage with a multiracial target? 
In the current article, we review and integrate contemporary 
theories of intergroup relations, considering how these per-
spectives may help to explain the categorization of multira-
cial people. In particular, we focus on theories that highlight 
the importance of perceivers’ sociopolitical motives.

Overview of Sections

We organize our review and theoretical integration into six 
sections. First, we place research on sociopolitical motives in 
the context of other approaches to understanding multiracial 
categorization. In particular, we outline approaches that 
focus on perceiver sociocognitive factors as well as those 
that focus on multiracial target factors.

Second, we review what each of several theories of inter-
group relations predicts about multiracial categorization. In 
particular, we outline what theories of social dominance, sys-
tem justification, right-wing authoritarianism (RWA), and 
social identity say about (a) what sociopolitical motives per-
ceivers bring to bear in their categorization of multiracial 
people and (b) how perceiver group membership in high ver-
sus lower status groups influences the operation of these 
motives. We consider what these theories predict both for 
monoracial perceivers who share racial ancestry with a mul-
tiracial target and for third-party perceivers without shared 
ancestry. In the process, we review empirical evidence sup-
porting each theoretical account, and identify gaps in the lit-
erature that future research can address.

Third, following our review of empirical evidence sup-
porting each theoretical account, we draw attention to the 
fact that many extant studies cannot definitively rule out the 
possibility that alternative (complementary) theories can 
explain the patterns of data that are observed.

Fourth, to promote a comprehensive sociopolitical account 
of multiracial categorization, and to help understand and arbi-
trate between different accounts of categorization, we advance 
an integrative model, the sociopolitical motive × intergroup 
threat (SMIT) model of racial categorization. The SMIT 
model synthesizes the distinct contributions that theories of 
intergroup relations make to understanding multiracial cate-
gorization. In particular, forwarding a person × situation 
approach, we outline how multiracial categorization depends 
both on individual differences in sociopolitical motives and 
the specific intergroup threats that are situationally salient. 
Our model explicitly considers how perceiver group status 
influences the operation of sociopolitical motives.

Fifth, we consider several future directions worthy of 
empirical attention. Although the extant literature has 
focused on how monoracial perceivers’ sociopolitical 

motives can lead them to exclude (vs. include) multiracial 
people from their ingroup, other categorization outcomes—
for example, whether a perceiver is willing to use a multira-
cial (vs. monoracial) label—could also have important 
implications for the stability of the racial hierarchy. We 
therefore consider how our SMIT model can be applied to 
understand additional forms of categorization (beyond 
ingroup/outgroup categorization). In addition, we describe 
how the SMIT model might be used to understand multira-
cial individuals’ self-categorization.

Sixth, we close by considering other intergroup phenom-
ena that the SMIT model can be applied to. Although the 
primary goal of the current article is to understand sociopo-
litical predictors of multiracial categorization, the SMIT 
model can be applied broadly to understand any phenome-
non of relevance to individuals who are motivated to protect 
the hierarchy and/or their ingroup. In that sense, multiracial 
categorization can be considered a case study of how the 
SMIT model can be used to understand intergroup relations. 
In the closing section, we give an example, demonstrating 
how the SMIT model can be applied to understand support 
for Brexit, the United Kingdom’s recent decision to leave the 
European Union (EU).

Approaches to Understanding 
Multiracial Categorization

Our review focuses on the sociopolitical antecedents of mul-
tiracial categorization. Still, categorization is influenced by 
more than just sociopolitical factors, and it is important to 
place the research we review within the context of other 
approaches emphasizing different factors. Several studies 
have examined cognitive antecedents of multiracial categori-
zation. For example, Halberstadt et al. (2011) documented 
the role of a social perceiver’s learning history, arguing that 
when the phenotypic features of two groups are combined, 
the features of the group that a perceiver encounters second 
are more visually salient, because perceivers attend preferen-
tially to the features that distinguish the second group from 
the first. This particular attention to the features of the sec-
ond group leads perceivers to categorize targets as members 
of the later learned group. In their emphasis on the distinctive 
qualities of multiracial targets, Halberstadt et al.’s findings 
are consistent with distinctiveness theory (McGuire et al., 
1978), which argues that people define themselves in terms 
of the characteristics that are most informative for distin-
guishing themselves from others. Consider social perceivers 
who encounter and learn the phenotypic features of a higher 
status, majority group first, and only encounter the features 
of a lower status, minority group later. When these perceiv-
ers encounter a multiracial person of combined majority and 
minority descent, they may pay greater attention to the per-
son’s minority features, which are—for a perceiver with this 
learning history—more distinctive. According to this per-
spective, this process would lead this perceiver to a higher 
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probability of categorizing the multiracial target as a member 
of the lower status minority group. Notably, such cognitive 
processes may be most influential when a perceiver is mak-
ing judgments based on phenotype alone, in the absence of 
information about a target’s ancestry—this perspective can-
not as readily account for cases where a perceiver knows 
about a target’s multiracial ancestry and nevertheless chooses 
to categorize the target as a member of their lower status par-
ent group (as was often the case when hypodescent was 
applied historically; Davis, 1991).

In certain cases, cognitive accounts of categorization, 
such as the learning history account, make different predic-
tions compared with sociopolitical accounts. For example, 
whereas the learning history account might predict that Black 
people who first learned the phenotypic features associated 
with Black people would attend to the White features of a 
Black-White multiracial person and, therefore, categorize 
that person as White, several theories of intergroup relations, 
as discussed below, would predict that Black people would 
include Black-White multiracial people in the ingroup. 
Therefore, cognitive and motivational factors may, in some 
contexts, serve as countervailing forces on categorization.

Whereas some accounts of multiracial categorization pri-
oritize the influence of top-down cognitive processes that 
may stem from the social perceiver’s life experiences, other 
research emphasizes features of the target. For example, 
Freeman et al. (2011) demonstrated that a racially ambiguous 
Black-White target’s social status could influence race per-
ception, such that targets who appeared to be lower in status 
(dressed as a janitor) were more likely to be categorized as 
Black than targets who appeared to be higher in status 
(dressed in a business suit). Like some cognitive accounts of 
multiracial categorization, accounts that examine the influ-
ence of target characteristics, while providing important 
insight into social perception processes, cannot in themselves 
fully explain racial categorization. For example, Kteily et al. 
(2014) showed that low (vs. high) status, racially ambiguous, 
targets were more likely to be perceived as Black by indi-
viduals who were relatively antiegalitarian but not those who 
were relatively egalitarian.

Thus, although research on perceiver cognitive factors 
and on features of racially ambiguous targets has yielded 
invaluable insight into racial categorization processes (see 
Chen, 2019, for a review of these factors), a perceiver’s 
sociopolitical motives need to be taken into account to more 
fully explain the mechanisms underlying multiracial catego-
rization. Indeed, one cannot gain a complete understanding 
of multiracial categorization by focusing exclusively on cog-
nitive factors and without accounting for the sociopolitical 
functions categorization has served over the course of U.S. 
history and in contemporary society. For example, histori-
cally in the United States, when Southern White people who 
had a vested interest in the slave system feared its collapse in 
the 1850s, they more stringently enforced the “one-drop 
rule,” categorizing anyone with “Black blood” (i.e., Black 

ancestry) as Black. In such cases, it appears to be the domi-
nant group’s interest in maintaining the hierarchical status 
quo and perceptions of threat to that status quo that drive 
categorization, more than cognitive biases or particular char-
acteristics of the multiracial person. Thus, a historically con-
textualized and empirically comprehensive understanding of 
the process of multiracial categorization requires examining 
how sociopolitical motives guide monoracial perceivers’ cat-
egorization of multiracial people in a top-down fashion. 
Here, we review and integrate existing social psychological 
research on the sociopolitical motives underlying multiracial 
categorization.2

The Historical Role of Sociopolitical Motives in 
Multiracial Categorization

Sociopolitical motivations have long played a role in the cat-
egorization of multiracial people in the United States. As 
early as 1662, a statute was passed in colonial Virginia dic-
tating that “[c]hildren got by an Englishman upon a negro 
woman . . . shall be held bond or free only according to the 
condition of the mother” (Hickman, 1997, p. 1175). Such 
laws provided social and economic benefits for White peo-
ple: For example, White men avoided the social repercus-
sions of assuming responsibility for children conceived 
during rape, and slave masters benefited from the additional 
slaves for their plantations (Hickman, 1997).

In the period leading up the U.S. Civil War in 1861, as the 
opening epigraph explains, hypodescent was used once again 
for political and economic purposes—that is, to defend slav-
ery (Davis, 1991). In the 1920s and 1930s, during the Jim 
Crow Era, American states again revived laws that classified 
Black-White people as Black. For example, in 1924, “a 
Virginia Act for ‘Preservation of Racial Integrity’ defined a 
White person as someone with ‘no trace whatsoever of any 
blood other than Caucasian’” and by 1930, “Virginia defined 
as colored anyone ‘in whom there is ascertainable any negro 
blood’” (Hickman, 1997, p. 1187). Thus, at several critical 
junctures in American race relations—when Black people 
were first brought to the United States to be slaves, when the 
system of slavery was threatened prior to the Civil War, and 
when the racial hierarchy was threatened again during the 
Jim Crow Era—the rule of hypodescent was enforced.

Although the rule of hypodescent was created by White 
people to maintain White dominance, sociopolitical consid-
erations have also led racial minority civil rights leaders to 
categorize multiracial people as members of their minority 
ingroup in more recent U.S. history. In the 1990s, when the 
U.S. Census Bureau was considering a change to the census 
that would have added a multiracial category to the race 
question, minority civil rights organizations, such as the 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP), objected to the change because they were con-
cerned that multiracial people would stop categorizing them-
selves as members of their minority parent group, thereby 
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causing those groups to lose political power (as well as mak-
ing it more difficult to enforce civil rights provisions that 
depend on a numerical count of protected groups; Prewitt, 
2013). This historical context illuminates the central role that 
sociopolitical concerns can play in the categorization of mul-
tiracial people, among majority and minority group perceiv-
ers alike.

Which Sociopolitical Factors Influence 
Categorization?

Most of the literature in this area has examined multiracial 
categorization through the lens of major theories of inter-
group relations. In particular, researchers have leveraged 
theories of social dominance, system justification, RWA, and 
social identity to understand the categorization of multiracial 
and racially ambiguous individuals. Other researchers have 
focused specifically on prejudice as a motivator of multira-
cial categorization. On the basis of their distinct theoretical 
orientations, researchers from different traditions have often 
identified how sociopolitical motives specific to their respec-
tive theories may operate in combination with theory-rele-
vant threats to affect categorization. The result has been a 
growing understanding of how particular sociopolitical 
motives and intergroup threats affect multiracial categoriza-
tion, but without a unifying perspective to integrate these 
theoretical insights and results. In the current article, we inte-
grate this body of research to provide a comprehensive theo-
retical view of how unique sociopolitical motives interact 
with distinct intergroup threats—that is, those relevant to the 
concerns of individuals holding particular sociopolitical 
motives—to affect monoracial perceivers’ categorization of 
multiracial people.3 Wherever possible, we will map the 
threats in previous work to the realistic (material/economic/
physical) versus symbolic (cultural/value) threat framework 
(i.e., integrated threat theory; Stephan et al., 2016). In so 
doing, we illuminate where one type of threat has been 
underexplored by one theoretical account or another.

Group status. Another central goal of our integrative review 
is to examine the important role of perceiver group status in 
moderating the effects of sociopolitical motives on categori-
zation. The primary focus of the existing intergroup rela-
tions literature on multiracial categorization has been to 
examine what predicts high status group perceivers’ ten-
dency to categorize multiracial people who combine their 
own group with a lower status group as members of the 
lower status category (i.e., use hypodescent). But of course, 
sociopolitical motives and their link to multiracial categori-
zation do not operate in a vacuum. In particular, the status of 
a perceivers’ group in the social hierarchy may critically 
affect how their motives shape their categorization tenden-
cies. For example, a Black person strongly identified with 
their group is likely to care about different things than a 

White person strongly identified with their group, because 
their respective group status may make different group con-
cerns (e.g., protecting their group’s standing vs. achieving 
greater status for their group) more salient. In turn, this may 
have implications for how racial identification affects Black 
versus White people’s categorization of multiracial people. 
Thus, as we review each intergroup relations theory that has 
been used to understand multiracial categorization, we will 
discuss what it would predict for (a) high status group per-
ceivers categorizing multiracial people who combine their 
own group with a lower status group and (b) lower status 
group perceivers categorizing multiracial people who com-
bine their own group with a higher status group.

We define group status as the “social respect, recognition, 
importance, and prestige” that a group holds (Fiske, 2010, p. 
941). Notably, it is almost always the case that multiracial 
people combine racial groups that differ in social status, and 
there is some consensus concerning the rank ordering of dif-
ferent racial groups (Kahn et al., 2009; Sidanius & Pratto, 
1999). In the United States, each of White, Asian, Latino, 
and Black respondents perceive that White people have the 
highest social status, followed by Asian people, with Latino 
and Black people at the bottom (Kahn et al., 2009). Still, this 
represents the average rating of each group’s status, irrespec-
tive of context. There can certainly be contextual and tempo-
ral variation in group status as well—for example, based on 
societal stereotypes (Cheng et al., 2016; Lin et al., 2005), 
Asian Americans might be seen as highest in status in the 
domain of educational achievement but lower in status in the 
domain of sports—we consider the ramifications of this 
point for our model in the supplemental material. In the main 
text, we focus on each perceiver group’s average social sta-
tus, for the purposes of making clear theoretical predictions.

Third-party perceivers. Sociopolitical motives can also affect 
how third-party perceivers categorize multiracial people with 
whom they do not share racial heritage. For example, an 
Asian American person who prefers that his society is hierar-
chically ordered may categorize a Black-White person as 
Black to preserve extant group boundaries, despite not shar-
ing racial group membership with a Black-White person. We 
therefore also make predictions for third-party perceivers.

For each theoretical perspective, we will start with a broad 
theoretical overview, then consider additional theorizing and 
empirical evidence specific to high status group perceivers, 
before considering theorizing and empirical evidence specific 
to lower status group perceivers. As we do so, we will also 
point out how unique sociopolitical motives interact with 
unique intergroup threats to affect categorization. Because no 
work to date has examined third-party perceivers, we only 
introduce theorizing for these perceivers, and note here that 
future work is needed to test our theorizing. In reviewing 
empirical evidence for each theory’s predictions, we also 
identify gaps in the literature for future research to consider.
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Social Dominance Theory (SDT)

Theoretical overview. SDT integrates individual-, group-, and 
societal-level factors to explain intergroup prejudice, dis-
crimination, and inequality (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). It 
observes that members of higher status groups are on aver-
age more motivated to maintain the hierarchical status quo 
than members of lower status groups (Lee et al., 2011; Sida-
nius & Pratto, 1999), though individuals within groups vary 
meaningfully in their preference for societies to be organized 
as group-based hierarchies (i.e., their social dominance ori-
entation [SDO]; Ho, Sidanius, et al., 2015; Pratto et al., 
1994). SDT is relevant to understanding multiracial categori-
zation because multiracial people often combine groups that 
differ in their social status, and thus challenge the status dif-
ferentiation inherent in the hierarchical status quo (which 
those high in SDO seek to protect and those low in SDO seek 
to attenuate).

Additional theoretical background pertaining to high status group 
perceivers. According to the logic of SDT, when perceivers 
from higher status groups are categorizing multiracial people 
who combine their own group with a lower status group, 
those who are higher in SDO should categorize them as out-
group members (i.e., use hypodescent), particularly when the 
status hierarchy is threatened and thus requires action for 
group boundaries to be maintained (Knowles et al., 2009; 
Thomsen et al., 2008). Indeed, the reemergence of the one-
drop rule during the Jim Crow Era of the early 1900s, an era 
during which White Americans were trying to reassert their 
dominance, offers a vivid example of how dominant group 
members who prefer the hierarchical status quo use hypo-
descent to reinforce the extant hierarchy.

Evidence among high status group perceivers. Ho et al. (2013) 
applied a social dominance framework to understand why 
White Americans sometimes categorize Black-White multi-
racial people according to a rule of hypodescent. In two stud-
ies, Ho et al. found that White Americans who were higher 
(vs. lower) in SDO were most likely to categorize (on a con-
tinuous scale) a Black-White multiracial target as more 
Black than White, particularly when they perceived that the 
hierarchical status quo was under threat (i.e., when they were 
experimentally primed with the idea that Black people are 
rising and White people are sinking in status vs. when the 
hierarchy was said to be stable; see also Chen, de Paula 
Couto, et al., 2018, who directly replicated this finding in 
their study 3).4 This is consistent with the prediction that 
individuals who prefer the hierarchical status quo will act in 
ways to reify extant group boundaries, particularly when the 
hierarchy is under threat. Of note, this exemplifies how par-
ticular sociopolitical motives interact with unique, theoreti-
cally relevant threats, to predict multiracial categorization.

Kteily et al. (2014) examined how White individuals 
higher (vs. lower) on SDO perceived the Whiteness of the 

Tsarnaev brothers—who planted bombs killing three people 
and injuring hundreds during the 2013 Boston Marathon—in 
the immediate aftermath of the bombing. At that point in 
time, there was a widely publicized debate over their racial 
group membership: On the one hand, the brothers were origi-
nally from the Caucasus region, which gave name to the term 
“Caucasian”; on the other, they did not share the Western 
European heritage of prototypical White Americans. 
Consistent with their argument that high SDO individuals 
would favor excluding low status ambiguous targets from 
high status groups (to help maintain status differentiation 
between groups), these authors found that White perceivers 
higher versus lower on SDO were less likely to perceive the 
(low status) brothers as White. In study 3 of their paper, 
Kteily et al. directly manipulated the status of a racially 
ambiguous Black-White target (by describing him as a suc-
cessful entrepreneur vs. an unemployed electrician). 
Consistent with SDT’s predictions, they found that individu-
als higher on SDO were more likely to categorize the target 
as Black (vs. White) when he was portrayed as lower (vs. 
higher) in status. Like Ho et al. (2013) and Chen, de Paula 
Couto, et al. (2018), this demonstrates higher SDO perceiv-
ers’ sensitivity to maintaining hierarchical differentiation 
between high and low status groups. Notably, the Ho et al. 
and Kteily et al. experiments demonstrate that status hierar-
chies can be threatened in different ways—whereas Ho et al. 
operationalized hierarchy threat as a higher status group’s 
loss of resources (and a lower status group’s gain; i.e., as a 
realistic threat; Stephan et al., 1999; see also Blumer, 1958), 
Kteily et al. operationalized hierarchy threat as the potential 
incorporation of a low status target in a high status group 
(i.e., loss of high status via “contamination”). Notably, this 
latter operationalization of hierarchy threat might combine 
elements of both realistic threat—to the extent the incorpora-
tion of low status targets can dilute the resources of a high 
status group’s—as well as symbolic threat, to the extent that 
a low status target is perceived to have less desirable cultural 
features. Regardless of how a hierarchy is threatened, SDT 
predicts that threats to the hierarchical status quo can lead to 
hypodescent, particularly in the eyes of higher SDO perceiv-
ers, a prediction that has now received substantial empirical 
support (see Ho et al., 2017, studies 1A and 1B, for addi-
tional evidence of a positive relation between SDO and hyp-
odescent among White perceivers).

Of note, some work finds evidence consistent with the 
idea that groups use hypodescent to defend the hierarchy 
without necessarily finding that this is moderated by levels 
of SDO. In particular, in three studies (studies 1, 3A, and 
3B), Cooley et al. (2018) either presented White partici-
pants with a Black-White racially ambiguous target in the 
context of a Black group or the same target alone. These 
authors proposed that White perceivers would find biracial 
targets in the context of a Black group (vs. alone) threaten-
ing because that would evoke concerns that White people 
are losing their numerical majority status. Furthermore, the 
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authors predicted that this would be especially true when 
perceivers are already primed to think about a “majority-
minority” future, but not when they were assured that the 
proportional representation of White Americans was stable 
(i.e., White dominance was assured). In line with these 
expectations (and the general tenets of SDT), White per-
ceivers who were already primed to think about a majority–
minority shift, and who were presented with a Black-White 
target in the context of a Black group, were most likely to 
use hypodescent. Still, these researchers found no evidence 
that this pattern depended on perceivers’ levels of SDO 
(i.e., their motivation to maintain the extant hierarchy), as 
SDT would have predicted. This result may suggest that the 
participants in Cooley et al.’s work were specifically moti-
vated to maintain their ingroup’s (i.e., White Americans’) 
status in the face of a threat to their numerical majority sta-
tus, rather than being motivated to maintain the extant hier-
archy per se (captured by SDO). This highlights the need to 
differentiate between hierarchy-relevant and group-rele-
vant motives, a point we return to below.

Additional theoretical background pertaining to lower status 
group perceivers. For high status group perceivers, engaging 
in hypodescent is compatible both with upholding the social 
hierarchy and with excluding targets from the ingroup. For 
low status group perceivers, however, employing hypo-
descent when categorizing a multiracial target involves 
inclusion of the target into the ingroup, even as it may also 
have the consequence of applying a rule that has historically 
helped uphold racial hierarchy.

This tension helps to explain how theorizing derived from 
SDT supports opposing possibilities for how SDO might 
relate to lower status group perceivers’ categorization of 
multiracial people who combine their own group with a 
higher status group. On the one hand, lower SDO members 
of lower status groups might engage in hypodescent (i.e., 
categorize multiracial people as ingroup members) more 
than their higher SDO counterparts because for lower status 
group members, hypodescent involves inclusion into the 
ingroup, and low SDO individuals might be more inclined to 
be inclusionary, particularly to the extent that they perceive 
that multiracial people face discrimination (Craig & 
Richeson, 2016; for evidence that lower SDO individuals are 
more sensitive to discrimination, see Ho, Sidanius, et al., 
2015; Kteily et al., 2017; Thomsen et al., 2010).

On the other hand, higher SDO members of lower status 
groups might engage in hypodescent (ingroup categoriza-
tion) more than their lower SDO counterparts to the extent 
that hypodescent is part of a suite of conservative policies 
that help to uphold the hierarchy that higher SDO individuals 
favor. Indeed, past research has proposed and empirically 
supported the idea that members of lower status groups who 
are higher in SDO are more politically conservative, oppos-
ing policies that would bring about greater racial equality 

(despite the fact that such opposition would harm their own 
group; Ho, Sidanius, et al., 2015).

Evidence among lower status group perceivers. Research sup-
ports the idea that those lower in SDO include multiracial 
people in the ingroup. Ho et al. (2017) found across seven 
studies with 3,447 African American participants that SDO 
was consistently negatively related to perceiving discrimina-
tion against multiracial people, which in turn was positively 
related to linked fate (the belief that Black and Black-White 
multiracial people share a common destiny) and, therefore, a 
higher likelihood of categorizing Black-White multiracial 
people as ingroup members (Black). Thus, these data did not 
support the possibility that lower status group members 
higher in SDO will use hypodescent as a function of their 
general tendency toward supporting more conservative poli-
cies. It is possible that although hypodescent can be seen as 
a hierarchy-maintaining categorization rule, that is not the 
default assumption among perceivers from lower status 
groups—the default may instead be to see hypodescent as 
inclusive. An experimental design that frames hypodescent 
as either an inclusionary phenomenon, or one that maintains 
the hierarchical status quo, may help identify the conditions 
under which lower versus higher SDO perceivers from lower 
status groups use hypodescent. In particular, it may be that 
when hypodescent is perceived as an inclusionary phenom-
enon, lower (vs. higher) SDO perceivers will use it more. But 
when it is seen as a hierarchy-supporting phenomenon, the 
reverse might be true.

There is also some evidence suggesting the possibility 
that among members of lower status groups with intermedi-
ate status in the racial hierarchy, neither lower nor higher 
SDO perceivers use hypodescent. Specifically, although 
Chen et al. (2019) were not focused on the relation between 
SDO and hypodescent, they reported in three studies that 
Asian American perceivers’ level of SDO was unrelated to 
the categorization of Asian-White multiracial people as 
either ingroup or outgroup members (and furthermore, that 
Asian people tended to categorize Asian-White multiracial 
people as more White than Asian). Thus, Asian Americans, 
who constitute a lower status group that is closer in status to 
White than to Black Americans (Kahn et al., 2009), do not 
show the positive relation between SDO and hypodescent 
found among White Americans, a high status group in the 
United States. Nor do they show the negative relation between 
SDO and hypodescent found among Black people, a low sta-
tus group in the United States. It may be that similar to Black 
perceivers, Asian perceivers do not see hypodescent as a 
hierarchy-maintaining categorization rule (at least not by 
default). At the same time, one reason why lower SDO Asian 
people might not use hypodescent is because Asian-White 
multiracial people are relatively well accepted by White peo-
ple (at least relative to Black-White multiracial people; Ho 
et al., 2011; Pew Research Center, 2015) and lower SDO 
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Asian people might, therefore, not feel as much linked fate 
with Asian-White multiracial people as Black people per-
ceiving Black-White multiracial people do. Again, an experi-
mental manipulation that frames hypodescent as either an 
inclusionary phenomenon or as one that maintains the status 
quo may interact with SDO, such that SDO will be positively 
associated with hypodescent when it is seen as a hierarchy 
maintaining phenomenon but negatively associated when it 
is seen as an inclusionary phenomenon.

Additional theoretical background pertaining to third-party group 
perceivers. Individuals who ideologically support group-
based hierarchies (those higher in SDO) endorse hierarchy-
maintaining measures, regardless of the status of their own 
group and even regardless of whether their own group is part 
of the hierarchy under consideration (Ho et al., 2012; Ho, 
Sidanius, et al., 2015; Kteily et al., 2012). This is consistent 
with the idea that SDO is a generalized orientation toward 
intergroup hierarchy and inequality, rather than simply an 
index of support for ingroup dominance. Because SDO pre-
dicts hierarchy-maintaining beliefs, perceptions, and behav-
ior in general, even in cases where one’s own group is not 
directly affected (and indeed, even when it may harm one’s 
own group), one would expect higher SDO among third-
party perceivers to be related to hierarchy-maintaining 
 multiracial categorization patterns (e.g., categorizing Black-
White multiracial people as Black) even when the categori-
zation outcome does not directly affect the perceiver’s group 
(i.e., when the perceiver is a third-party group member). For 
example, whereas a higher SDO Asian American perceiver 
may not use hypodescent when categorizing an Asian-White 
person—because that entails the inclusion of a target in the 
ingroup—she may use hypodescent when categorizing a 
Black-White person, because that does not entail being 
inclusive, and reifies existing racial group boundaries. Like-
wise, even a perceiver who resides in a different society, such 
as a higher SDO European perceiver, might categorize a 
Black-White American multiracial target as more Black than 
White to satisfy their preference for hierarchical social 
arrangements.

System Justification Theory (SJT)

Theoretical overview. SJT proposes that individuals may be 
motivated to defend existing social arrangements because 
doing so “addresses—at least subjectively, if not objectively—
underlying epistemic motives to reduce uncertainty and ambi-
guity; existential motives to assuage threat and insecurity; and 
relational motives to coordinate social relationships and 
achieve a sense of shared reality” (especially with other sys-
tem justifiers; Jost, 2019, p. 275). For example, Hennes et al. 
(2012) found that individuals who were dispositionally higher 
in epistemic, existential, and relational motives held more 
politically conservative, system-justifying beliefs. Thus, from 
a system justification perspective, it follows that social 

perceivers may engage in hypodescent for two reasons: (a) 
because doing so reduces some uncertainty and ambiguity in 
the racial hierarchy that interracial relationships and the exis-
tence of multiracial people potentially introduce (i.e., hypo-
descent addresses the need for order and certainty in the racial 
order) and (b) because hypodescent may help to stabilize the 
existing system, and, therefore, lead perceivers high in exis-
tential needs for security to be more confident in the system’s 
ability to defend against threats. It is somewhat less clear how 
hypodescent might serve relational needs, though endorsing 
hypodescent might increase a sense of belonging among per-
ceivers embedded in social circles opposed to interracial mar-
riage and “racial mixing” (just as rejecting hypodescent might 
do the same for those embedded in progressive social circles 
particularly supportive of interracial relationships). To the 
extent each of epistemic, existential, and relational needs also 
leads to a general tendency to defend and bolster the status 
quo, they may have indirect effects on hypodescent through 
their effects on general system-justifying beliefs (e.g., nega-
tive stereotyping of racial minority groups; we discuss below 
how this can relate to hypodescent).

One difference between SDT and SJT regards the systems 
to which they relate. SJT predicts hypodescent only to the 
extent that engaging in hypodescent helps to maintain one’s 
own existing social system—because it is only one’s own 
system that can satisfy the basic needs that lead one to defend 
the status quo in the first place (Krosch et al., 2013). SDT, 
however, predicts that hypodescent should emerge as a func-
tion of a more general and abstract motivation to maintain 
hierarchical organization between groups, and thus predicts 
hypodescent in any system where hypodescent helps to 
maintain the extant hierarchy. For example, SDO predicts a 
preference for hierarchy in novel social systems that perceiv-
ers are not a part of (Ho et al., 2012; Kteily et al., 2012).5 
Thus, in contrast to predictions from SDT, a system justifica-
tion perspective would predict that Americans would lack 
the inclination to categorize Black-White Swedes as more 
Black than White, because the structure of Sweden’s social 
system does not impinge directly on the nature of their own 
(i.e., using hypodescent in this case would fail to satisfy 
Americans’ epistemic, existential, or relational concerns).

The preceding theoretical overview does not need to be 
augmented for high status perceivers, so we next turn to evi-
dence among these perceivers.

Evidence among high status group perceivers. In the only paper 
examining multiracial categorization from a system justifica-
tion perspective (Krosch et al., 2013), the authors used politi-
cal conservatism as a proxy for system justification, on 
account of the fact that conservatives have heightened epis-
temic, existential, and relational needs to justify the system 
(Jost et al., 2009). Krosch et al. found that White American 
participants who were politically conservative were more 
likely to categorize ambiguous Black-White targets as Black 
(see also Caruso et al., 2009, who showed that conservatives 
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were more likely than liberals to believe that a darkened 
image of Barack Obama was more representative of him than 
a lightened image). Consistent with SJT, this was particularly 
true when they were making categorization judgments about 
targets belonging to a motivationally relevant system (the 
United States) rather than a system that did not affect them 
(Canada). In another study in the same paper, however, the 
effects of conservatism on racial categorization were not 
mediated by the need for structure, an epistemic motive that 
SJT predicts should have played a role. This is particularly 
unexpected from the standpoint that from among epistemic, 
existential, and relational motives, hypodescent arguably 
most directly serves epistemic needs for order and stability in 
the racial hierarchy.

More research is needed to test the effects of system justi-
fication motives on multiracial categorization. It would be 
useful for future studies to directly measure motives theo-
rized to underpin system justification (i.e., epistemic, exis-
tential, and relational motives) to examine their direct effects 
on multiracial categorization; to date, only epistemic motives 
have been measured directly. It would also be useful to 
include a general measure of system justification (e.g., Kay 
& Jost, 2003), to examine its effects on hypodescent. 
Importantly, such research would need to assess system- 
rather than group-based existential and relational motives 
(e.g., assess whether an American participant believes that 
she depends on the U.S. government for her safety and secu-
rity, or whether she seeks to promote greater harmony among 
all Americans). Measures that do not specify system-based 
needs could conflate system justification effects on multira-
cial categorization with “group justification” effects (e.g., a 
desire to maintain a strong ethnic ingroup to defend against 
external threats or a desire for shared reality or cohesion 
within the ethnic ingroup leading to the rejection of multira-
cial people).

Additional theoretical background pertaining to lower status 
group perceivers. Distinguishing it from most other theories, 
SJT stipulates that lower status group perceivers often justify 
the existing social system, even though doing so would seem 
at odds with their own group’s interest. Indeed, SJT was orig-
inally formulated to explain why members of lower status 
groups do not challenge existing social arrangements as 
much as one might expect if they were primarily interested in 
their own group’s interests (Jost & Banaji, 1994). Thus, SJT 
would predict that members of lower status groups should 
endorse hypodescent, categorizing multiracial people as 
ingroup members. Importantly, however, SJT would predict 
that this would obtain not because of any inclusionary ten-
dencies rooted in perceptions of shared discrimination. 
Rather, from an SJT perspective, low status group members 
should employ hypodescent to the extent that they believe 
doing so helps reify extant group boundaries and maintain 
the system of social stratification, which is perceived to serve 

epistemic needs for order and existential needs for a stable 
system to defend against external threats.

Evidence among lower status group perceivers. Research is 
needed to test predictions derived from SJT concerning the 
use of hypodescent among lower status perceivers. Notably, 
based on Ho et al.’s (2017) finding that hypodescent is pri-
marily used by Black perceivers who wish to challenge the 
system rather than justify it (i.e., those who are lower in 
SDO), it is possible that perceivers from lower status groups 
do not construe hypodescent as a means to bolster the status 
quo, and therefore would not use hypodescent.

Although research is needed to directly test how lower 
status perceivers who have higher (vs. lower) system justifi-
cation needs categorize multiracial people in general, there is 
one study (Stern et al., 2016, study 3) testing the system jus-
tification perspective among Black perceivers in a political 
context. This study examined the perception of a racially 
ambiguous political candidate that Black American perceiv-
ers were led to believe they agreed (vs. disagreed) with, and 
under conditions where the national office the candidate was 
running for was said to be unstable (vs. stable). This study 
found that when the system was portrayed as stable, Black 
perceivers thought that a darker (vs. lighter) image of a can-
didate they agreed (vs. disagreed) with was most representa-
tive. However, when the system was portrayed as unstable—a 
realistic threat, which presumably activates the motive to 
bolster the system (Kay & Friesen, 2011)—Black perceivers 
chose a lighter (vs. darker) photo of the candidate as most 
representative. These authors interpreted this pattern to sig-
nify that when a threat to the system is salient, lower status 
group members (like higher status group members) will pre-
fer strong candidates (those they agree with in this case) who 
are representative of the status quo, which includes prefer-
ring whiter or lighter skinned candidates; this would presum-
ably be driven by those individuals who are higher in the 
epistemic and existential needs theorized to underpin system 
justification, though that was not assessed in this study.

Additional theoretical background pertaining to third-party group 
perceivers. From the perspective of SJT, individuals who are 
motivated to justify the status quo because of epistemic 
needs for order or existential needs for a stable system should 
use hypodescent even if they do not share a racial identity 
with the target, as long as they are embedded within the same 
social system. For example, an Asian American who wants to 
bolster racial group boundaries due to needs for order and 
certainty in such boundaries should, in theory, use hypo-
descent when categorizing a Latino-White American multi-
racial individual. If the perceiver resides in a different social 
system from the target, however, they should not be biased in 
categorizing the target according to SJT, because categoriza-
tion biases in this case would not help them bolster a system 
that meets their personal needs.
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RWA

Theoretical overview. Individuals who perceive that the world 
is a dangerous place are more likely to prioritize deference to 
ingroup authority figures and social norms, and to support 
the punishment of norm violators (i.e., endorse right-wing 
authoritarian values; Altemeyer, 1998; Duckitt et al., 2002). 
These values are thought to help groups coordinate effec-
tively against perceived threats to the ingroup’s safety and 
security. Because individuals higher in RWA aim to uphold 
ingroup norms, they have been shown to express prejudice 
toward outgroups that are perceived to have norms that differ 
from the ingroup’s norms, such as immigrant and racial 
minority outgroups (e.g., Duckitt et al., 2002; Thomsen 
et al., 2008). Multiracial people may be perceived to be non-
normative for at least two reasons. First, they sometimes 
combine majority groups with minority groups that are them-
selves perceived to be nonnormative from the perspective of 
majority group perceivers. Second, even when their minority 
parent group is not particularly stigmatized, multiracial peo-
ple may still be perceived as nonprototypical of the ingroup. 
Thus, right-wing authoritarians may exclude multiracial peo-
ple out of concerns that they will insufficiently adhere to 
ingroup norms (i.e., represent a symbolic threat). Notably, 
unlike social dominance and system justification motives, 
which clearly operate at the system level (i.e., they relate to 
the maintenance of the extant social system), authoritarian 
motives can operate at the group or system level, depending 
on whether a perceiver has in mind the subordinate (i.e., 
racial) or superordinate (i.e., national) ingroup, a point we 
elaborate on below.

The preceding theoretical overview does not need to be 
augmented for high status perceivers, so we next turn to evi-
dence among these perceivers.

Evidence among high status group perceivers. In addition to 
examining SDO’s effect on multiracial categorization, Kteily 
et al. (2014) also examined the unique effects of RWA among 
White American participants. These authors expected that 
RWA would predict the exclusion of racially ambiguous tar-
gets over and above any effects of SDO, because beyond being 
low status, racially ambiguous targets may be seen as norm 
violators. Consistent with this theorizing, these authors found 
that RWA predicted the categorization of the (norm-violating) 
Tsarnaevs as non-White, controlling for the independent 
effects of SDO. In a subsequent study, they manipulated 
whether an individual Black-White target was nonconformist 
(vs. conformist; i.e., a symbolic threat). Consistent with a role 
for authoritarianism, those high in RWA were especially likely 
to categorize the target as Black when led to believe he was 
nonconformist (vs. conformist).

Additional theoretical background differentiating lower (vs. 
higher) status group perceivers. In theory, regardless of per-
ceiver group status, a perceiver who is motivated to defend 

ingroup norms may regard multiracial targets with suspicion, 
because which racial group norms the target subscribes to is 
uncertain. However, this may lead lower (vs. higher) status 
group perceivers to arrive at different categorization out-
comes, depending on whether the perceiver has in mind 
national ingroup norms, or racial ingroup norms. This is 
because for high status group perceivers, national and racial 
ingroup norms should overlap (e.g., “American = White”; 
Devos & Banaji, 2005). Thus, regardless of whether a high 
status group perceiver is thinking about national norms or 
racial ingroup norms, they should categorize multiracial peo-
ple as racial outgroup members.

In contrast, for lower status group perceivers, national and 
racial ingroup norms are less compatible (Devos & Banaji, 
2005; Sidanius et al., 1997). Therefore, if a lower status 
group perceiver wants to protect their racial ingroup norms, 
they will categorize multiracial people as racial outgroup 
members; but if they want to protect national ingroup norms, 
they may categorize multiracial people as members of the 
lower status racial ingroup (again, because national norms 
are less compatible with the lower status racial ingroup 
norms).

Thus, depending on which social context and attendant 
social norms a higher RWA perceiver from a lower status 
group has in mind, they may categorize multiracial targets 
as racial outgroup or ingroup members. For example, an 
Asian American social perceiver categorizing an Asian-
White multiracial target and more focused on the American 
context would likely perceive the target’s Asian ancestry as 
counternormative (relative to the national norm, which 
equates American with White; Devos & Banaji, 2005; Zou 
& Cheryan, 2017) and thus categorize the target as more 
Asian than White. In contrast, an Asian American perceiver 
more focused on Asian norms might instead categorize the 
same Asian-White multiracial target as an outgroup member 
(White) because of uncertainty over whether the target 
adheres to racial ingroup norms. Which category norms are 
most salient for a perceiver could vary as a function of 
chronic factors such as level of identification with the 
respective racial versus national categories and/or on exter-
nal contextual factors (e.g., whether a perceiver is categoriz-
ing a target around the time of Chinese New Year’s or during 
the Fourth of July).

Evidence among lower status group perceivers. The theory of 
RWA as applied to the categorization of multiracial targets 
has only been tested among White Americans. Thus, research 
is needed to test the hypothesis that higher RWA can lead to 
categorizing a target as belonging to the high or low status 
category, depending on what norms are salient in the per-
ceiver’s mind. Future research should examine whether 
RWA, identification with a lower status ethnic minority 
group, and national identification interact to predict hypo-
descent among lower status group perceivers.
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Additional theoretical background pertaining to third-party group 
perceivers. The preceding discussion about RWA effects can 
theoretically be applied to the case of third-party group 
members categorizing multiracial people with whom they do 
not share racial heritage. For example, it is theoretically 
plausible that an Asian American perceiver higher in RWA 
categorizing a White–Latino American multiracial target 
might believe that the target represents a threat to American 
ingroup norms, insofar as he associates the United States 
with Whiteness (Devos & Banaji, 2005) and, therefore, sees 
Latino people as being more “foreign” (Zou & Cheryan, 
2017). As in the case of perceivers from lower status groups, 
whether RWA effects hold for perceivers from third-party 
racial groups likely depends on the extent to which the per-
ceiver is invested in national norms (i.e., the perceiver is a 
third-party from the racial group standpoint, but not a third-
party from the national standpoint). Because RWA may 
reflect a desire for individuals to adhere to ingroup norms per 
se, whether it be national or racial ingroup norms (Duckitt, 
1989), third-party perceivers from outside (vs. inside) the 
multiracial target’s social system may not be biased in their 
categorization as a function of RWA.

Social Identity Theory

Theoretical overview. At its core, social identity theory pro-
poses that in addition to defining the self in personal terms 
(e.g., individual traits and attributes), we often define our-
selves in terms of our group memberships. Furthermore, to 
the extent someone sees a group identity as an important part 
of how they define themselves, they will act to make favor-
able comparisons between the ingroup and outgroups, to 
achieve a positive social identity (Ellemers & Haslam, 2012). 
A natural extension of social identity theory, then, is the 
ingroup overexclusion hypothesis. This hypothesis holds 
that because individuals are centrally concerned about the 
integrity and strength of social groups to which they belong, 
they are wary about admitting “undesirable outsiders” who 
may negatively affect the ingroup (Castano et al., 2002; see 
Yzerbyt et al., 2000, for a review of ingroup overexclusion 
hypothesis outside the specific context of multiracial catego-
rization). Because multiracial people are not prototypical 
exemplars of any one racial group, and because they might 
sometimes combine one’s ingroup with a stigmatized out-
group, it follows that individuals who are highly identified 
with a group and who are, therefore, most concerned about 
its strength may be wary of including multiracial people in 
the ingroup.

In addition, some theorizing in the social identity tradition 
holds that ingroups are “bounded communities of mutual 
cooperation and trust” and as such, “in-group behavior is 
governed by norms and sanctions that reinforce expectations 
of mutual cooperation and trustworthiness” (Brewer, 2007, 
p. 732). Thus, another concern that monoracial people may 
bring to bear in their categorization is whether multiracial 

people—who may have allegiances with multiple racial 
groups—will be trustworthy or loyal to the ingroup. Concerns 
that multiracial people do not identify strongly with the 
ingroup, and may therefore be disloyal, could in turn lead to 
the outgroup categorization of multiracial people. Notably, 
unlike SDT and SJT, which posit that some individuals seek 
to maintain the social hierarchy irrespective of whether it 
benefits the ingroup, social identity theory (SIT) focuses on 
individuals’ concerns about their ingroup per se.

The preceding theoretical overview does not need to be 
augmented for high status perceivers, so we next turn to evi-
dence among these perceivers.

Evidence among high status group perceivers. As with the other 
theories reviewed, most of the evidence in support of the 
ingroup overexclusion account has been conducted among 
high status group members. In one study consistent with the 
ingroup overexclusion hypothesis, Castano et al. (2002) 
found that Northern Italians (a higher status ethnic group) 
who identified strongly with the ingroup (i.e., those who are 
theoretically most invested in protecting the ingroup) were 
more likely than their more weakly identified counterparts to 
categorize racially ambiguous faces that combined Northern 
and Southern Italian features as Southern Italian (a lower sta-
tus ethnic group).

Knowles and Peng (2005) also applied a social identity 
framework to White Americans’ categorization of Black-
White racially ambiguous faces. They measured White par-
ticipants’ racial identity with an implicit measure called the 
White Identity Centrality Implicit Association Test. Consistent 
with Castano et al. (2002), they demonstrated that White per-
ceivers who strongly (vs. weakly) identified as White were 
more likely to categorize ambiguous faces as Black. Similarly, 
Gaither et al. (2016) found that White perceivers’ racial iden-
tity (collective self-esteem) predicted a tendency to catego-
rize racially ambiguous Black-White faces as Black.

Notably, studies done following the social identity (ingroup 
overexclusion) approach have not examined moderators of 
social identification effects. For example, according to this 
perspective, one might expect that when a target combines a 
more (vs. less) stigmatized outgroup with the higher status 
ingroup, strongly identified high status group members might 
be especially likely to reject the target from the ingroup to 
protect the ingroup from the entry of a lower status person 
(because including someone with a stigmatized identity may 
represent both a realistic and symbolic threat to the ingroup). 
Thus, studies manipulating the degree to which a multiracial 
target’s outgroup parent group is stigmatized would provide 
further evidence that ingroup overexclusion effects stem from 
a desire to protect the ingroup from undesirable outsiders in 
particular (rather than all outsiders equally).

Additional theoretical background pertaining to lower status group 
perceivers. The idea that ingroups are bounded communities 
of cooperation and trust may predict the exclusion of 
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multiracial people among members of lower status groups 
under some circumstances. In particular, if monoracial per-
ceivers from a lower status group perceive that a multiracial 
target may not themselves want to identify with their lower 
status parent group, and might be disloyal to the ingroup, they 
might exclude multiracial people out of concerns that includ-
ing potentially disloyal group members would undermine 
norms of trust and cooperation (Brewer, 2007).

That said, lower status group members may sometimes 
want to include rather than exclude multiracial people. This 
may happen if the inclusion of multiracial people is per-
ceived to strengthen rather than weaken the ingroup, and/or 
if there is a specific reason to believe that multiracial people 
will be loyal to the monoracial ingroup. For example, in the 
1990s, racial minority civil rights leaders (who presumably 
identified strongly with their respective racial minority 
groups) protested the potential addition of a multiracial cat-
egory to the U.S. Census, for fear that multiracial people 
would stop identifying with their minority parent group and, 
therefore, cause those groups to lose political power (Prewitt, 
2013).

Furthermore, according to optimal distinctiveness theory 
(Pickett et al., 2002), an extension of the social identity 
framework, individuals who feel a need to belong will be 
motivated to join groups that are inclusive or to perceive 
their current groups as more inclusive (than they would if the 
need to belong were not salient). One way to perceive a 
group as more inclusive is to increase its size (larger groups 
are perceived to be more inclusive than smaller groups; 
Pickett et al., 2002). This might be particularly relevant for 
members of groups that represent a numerical minority, com-
pared with members of numerical majority groups, which 
may already be seen as inclusive (Gaither et al., 2016). Thus, 
the need to belong, or feel included, may also lead minority 
group members to include multiracial people as a means of 
making their group feel more inclusive.

Evidence among lower status group perceivers. Although some 
of these theoretical predictions about perceivers from lower 
status groups, grounded in social identity theory, have not 
been tested directly, there are some data consistent with each 
of these ideas. First, Chen et al. (2019) found across five 
studies that Asian Americans (total N = 1,589) are concerned 
about the identity preferences of Asian-White multiracial 
people (i.e., they express uncertainty about whether Asian-
White multiracial people actually want to be seen as Asian), 
and therefore are more likely to distrust them and perceive 
them to be more White than Asian. This is consistent with the 
notion that group members will exclude ambiguous others 
who they perceive to undermine the integrity of the ingroup 
(Yzerbyt et al., 2000), and that group members prioritize 
trustworthiness and loyalty (Brewer, 2007). This was espe-
cially the case when Asian participants perceived that the 
ingroup was discriminated against, and consequently ques-
tioned the identity preferences and loyalty of Asian-White 

multiracial people. Theoretically, this analysis would apply 
to a perceiver from any group who believes that a multiracial 
person may negatively affect the integrity of the ingroup, but 
Chen et al. reasoned that the concern may be especially 
salient among group members perceiving targets who can 
plausibly “pass” as members of another, higher status, 
group.6

Second, supporting the possibility that lower status group 
members may, under some circumstances, believe that 
including multiracial people will strengthen the ingroup, 
Chen et al. (2019; study 2) also found that African Americans 
who were more (vs. less) strongly identified with being 
Black were more likely to include rather than exclude Black-
White multiracial people from the ingroup. The fact that 
individuals who are invested in the well-being of the Black 
ingroup (i.e., those who were most strongly identified) 
include multiracial people suggests that these perceivers felt 
that doing so would strengthen the ingroup, or at minimum, 
that they were not concerned it would hurt it. Third, consis-
tent with optimal distinctiveness theory (Leonardelli et al., 
2010), Gaither et al. (2016) found that Black participants 
who were asked to recall a time they were socially excluded 
(compared with those who recalled a time they were included, 
or with those who were not reminded about social inclusion 
or exclusion), became more likely to categorize a Black-
White target as Black. Research demonstrating that includ-
ing multiracial people leads to perceptions that the ingroup is 
more inclusive, and more supportive of inclusion needs, 
would help support this theory. It could also be informative 
to examine the types of exclusion that were recalled—if in 
many cases, participants recalled experiences with racial dis-
crimination, these results may also be consistent with work 
demonstrating that perceptions of discrimination can lead 
Black people to feel linked fate with multiracial people and 
thus categorize them as Black.

Additional theoretical background pertaining to third-party group 
perceivers. Unlike the theories already discussed, social 
identity theory cannot readily be applied to the categoriza-
tion of targets that do not share a racial heritage with the 
perceiver (or to targets who are outside of a perceiver’s social 
system). This is because this theory was formulated to 
account for why individuals privilege ingroups specifically, 
and the categorization of targets that do not share racial heri-
tage does not have any direct implications for the ingroup’s 
well-being (even if it matters for the stability of the social 
system).

Racial Prejudice

Theoretical overview. In many cases, a perceiver’s racial prej-
udice may be caused by the sociopolitical motives we have 
discussed in the preceding sections (Duckitt et al., 2002; Jost 
& Banaji, 1994; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999; Tajfel & Turner, 
1986). However, much of the literature on multiracial 
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categorization has not specified the source of a perceiver’s 
prejudice when examining the prejudice–categorization rela-
tion. Thus, we review work on the prejudice and categoriza-
tion relation here, and, in the section “Toward a Theoretical 
Integration” below, discuss how prejudice might in some 
cases mediate the effects of SDO, system justification, RWA, 
and social identity, on categorization.

A long tradition in intergroup relations research has exam-
ined how racial prejudice, or the negative evaluation of a 
social group, can influence downstream beliefs about and 
behavior toward members of the group, ranging from dis-
criminatory resource allocation to race-based opposition to 
political candidates (Kurdi et al., 2019; Sears & Henry, 
2003). It follows, then, that perceivers who dislike one of a 
multiracial person’s racial groups may also reject the multi-
racial person.

Prejudice might lead to outgroup categorization because 
when perceivers evaluate one of a multiracial target’s parent 
groups more favorably than the other, they may more heavily 
weigh the target’s negatively evaluated ancestry (compared 
with the target’s positively evaluated ancestry) when catego-
rizing the target. This hypothesis derives from a large body 
of research on “negativity bias,” showing that humans gener-
ally give greater weight to negatively evaluated entities com-
pared with positively evaluated ones (e.g., negative events 
affect one’s mood more than positive events; Skowronski & 
Carlston, 1989; Taylor, 1991, cited in Rozin & Royzman, 
2001).

In addition to exerting a main effect on categorization, a 
perceiver’s prejudice might interact with other perceiver 
beliefs and target characteristics to influence categorization. 
First, perceivers who hold an essentialist view of race—that 
is, who believe that traits that are stereotypically associated 
with racial groups can be biologically transmitted to chil-
dren—may be particularly likely to differentially weigh a 
disfavored ancestry. This is because they have a conceptual 
basis for the differential weighing process (i.e., they think in 
terms of “essences” that are amenable to differential weigh-
ing). For example, if a perceiver holds an anti-Black/pro-
White bias, and believes that a Black person and a White 
person who have a child together pass on their “Black 
essence” and “White essence” (i.e., essentialist reasoning 
about how racial traits are biologically transmitted), they 
may then more heavily weigh the child’s Black ancestry and 
categorize the child as more Black than White (Ho, Roberts, 
& Gelman, 2015).

Second, a perceiver’s prejudice may interact with a tar-
get’s characteristics to predict hypodescent, particularly when 
the target has stereotypical characteristics. A target’s posses-
sion of stereotypical traits or features can, on its own, influ-
ence highly consequential outcomes. For example, in a 
powerful demonstration, Eberhardt et al. (2006) showed 
that the stereotypicality of Black defendants—whether they 
had phenotypic features that were stereotypic of Black peo-
ple—predicted the likelihood they were sentenced to death. 

Still, stereotypic traits or features of the target may not influ-
ence all perceivers equally. In particular, perceivers who are 
lower in prejudice may be able to control the influence of 
stereotypical features, avoiding their effects on the perceiv-
ers’ perceptions of and behavior toward targets (Devine, 
1989; Plant & Devine, 1998). Thus, to take the example of 
death sentencing, a judge who is relatively low in prejudice 
may notice a defendant’s stereotypical features but neverthe-
less go out of her way to avoid being unduly influenced by 
these features (e.g., strictly focusing instead on the facts of 
the case and legal precedent). Similarly, whereas a highly 
prejudiced perceiver may allow stereotypic target features to 
guide their categorization of the target, perceivers lower in 
prejudice may attempt to ignore such features, and use other 
considerations to guide their categorization instead (e.g., con-
sciously reflecting on the fact that target phenotype and 
behaviors are poor predictors of group membership).

Unlike some of the previous theories, perceiver prejudice 
should operate similarly across high status, lower status, and 
third-party perceivers. That is, whereas the group that a per-
ceiver is most prejudiced against might differ as a function of 
the perceiver’s group status, the manner in which that preju-
dice may come to influence categorization (e.g., through dif-
ferential weighing of a target’s ancestry), should be the same 
(e.g., more heavily weighing a target’s disfavored ancestry). 
That said, we note one way in which predictions may diverge 
as a function of perceiver group status below.

The preceding theoretical overview does not need to be 
augmented for high status perceivers, so we next turn to evi-
dence among these perceivers.

Evidence among high status group perceivers. Consistent with 
the possibility that prejudice has a main effect on categoriza-
tion, Kemmelmeier and Chavez (2014) found that explicit 
prejudice among White participants (here, anti-Black sym-
bolic racism) was related to choosing a darker image of 
Barack Obama (who is widely known to have one Black and 
one White parent) as representative of him.

Consistent with the theory that prejudiced perceivers will 
more heavily weigh entities they perceive as negative (vs. 
positive)—particularly if they also engage in essentialist rea-
soning about race—Ho, Roberts, and Gelman (2015) demon-
strated that intergroup bias may work in conjunction with 
biological essentialism to bias categorization. These authors 
found that White perceivers who believed that racial group 
membership is biologically determined rather than socially 
constructed, and who favored White over Black people, 
weighed a Black-White target’s “Black genes” more heavily 
than the target’s “White genes” in categorizing the target (we 
place the term “Black genes” and “White genes” in quotes to 
indicate that this reflects essentialist reasoning about race 
rather than scientific reality; Smedley & Smedley, 2005). 
Interestingly, and further demonstrating the interactive 
effects of intergroup prejudice and essentialism, White indi-
viduals who exhibited a pro-Black/anti-White bias, and who 
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held essentialist beliefs, showed the opposite tendency, cat-
egorizing ambiguous targets as White.

Consistent with the theory that perceivers’ prejudice will 
interact with a target’s attributes to predict hypodescent, sev-
eral studies have found that implicit prejudice predicts White 
perceivers’ categorization of racially ambiguous Black-
White targets as more Black than White, especially when 
target faces appear angry rather than happy (Black people are 
stereotyped as aggressive; Dunham, 2011; Hugenberg & 
Bodenhausen, 2004; Hutchings & Haddock, 2008; Miller 
et al., 2010).

Notably, Dunham (2011) argues and empirically demon-
strates that this finding may be due to a tendency to nega-
tively stereotype outgroup members in general (rather than 
being dependent on stereotypes of Black people in particu-
lar). Dunham first replicates the finding described in the last 
paragraph, an effect that was originally documented by 
Hugenberg and Bodenhausen (2004). He then uses a new 
memory task, in which participants are first assigned to one of 
two novel groups that are differentiated by color (i.e., a “red 
group” or a “blue group”). Following group assignment, par-
ticipants learn the faces of 10 people in their novel ingroup 
and 10 that are in the novel outgroup. After the learning phase, 
participants have to recall which faces were associated with 
which group, and furthermore, faces are shown with a happy 
or angry expression. Dunham found that during the recall 
phase, participants were more likely to incorrectly recall that 
angry (vs. happy) faces belonged to the novel outgroup rather 
than the novel ingroup, suggesting that humans associate out-
group members in general with anger, rather than Black peo-
ple specifically. Furthermore, Dunham demonstrated that 
implicit novel outgroup prejudice was related to the tendency 
to associate angry novel group individuals with a novel out-
group. This suggests that humans may generally be predis-
posed to fear outgroup members (compared with ingroup 
members), a tendency that can lead to an outgroup categoriza-
tion bias, particularly when the perceiver is prejudiced against 
the outgroup and an ambiguous target appears threatening. In 
a similar vein, Miller et al. (2010) demonstrated that the rela-
tionship between implicit prejudice and the tendency to cate-
gorize angry faces as Black was especially pronounced 
among White participants who “felt chronically vulnerable to 
interpersonal threats” and were experimentally induced to be 
frightened (by watching Silence of the Lambs).

Stepanova and Strube (2012) also investigated the effects 
of implicit anti-Black prejudice on the categorization of 
racially ambiguous targets among a group of majority White 
participants, demonstrating prejudice interacted with skin 
color such that when the target was darker, participants who 
were relatively high in prejudice were more likely than those 
lower in prejudice to categorize the targets as “African 
American.” Somewhat unexpectedly, however, when the tar-
get was lighter but still ambiguous, higher prejudice partici-
pants were actually more likely to categorize the target as 
Caucasian compared with lower prejudice participants.

Additional theoretical background pertaining to lower status 
group perceivers. In general, prejudice should influence the 
outgroup (vs. ingroup) categorization of multiracial people 
in a similar way among lower status group perceivers. That 
is, lower status group perceivers who harbor prejudice 
toward one of the target’s parent groups should similarly 
give greater weight to a target’s disfavored ancestry in the 
categorization process, especially if they also tend to use 
essentialist reasoning about race (Ho, Roberts, & Gelman, 
2015). For example, a Black perceiver who is anti-White and 
uses essentialist reasoning should in theory categorize a 
Black-White target as White. Furthermore, a lower status 
group perceiver who is prejudiced against a higher status 
group and sees an angry multiracial target might similarly 
categorize the target as a member of the higher status out-
group (Dunham, 2011). However, if a lower status group per-
ceiver holds the same negative stereotypes of the lower status 
ingroup as higher status group perceivers do, and is preju-
diced against the ingroup, they may also associate an ambig-
uous target that is stereotypic of the ingroup with the ingroup 
(Hugenberg & Bodenhausen, 2004)

Of note, among Black perceivers in particular, the “angry 
= outgroup” thesis advanced by Dunham (2011; i.e., the idea 
that outgroup members are associated with anger because 
they are more threatening than ingroup members) and the 
“angry = Black” thesis advanced by Hugenberg and 
Bodenhausen (2004; i.e., the idea that particular social 
groups, such as Black people, are associated with anger/
threat) lead to different predictions. Specifically, if a Black 
perceiver categorizing an angry Black-White multiracial tar-
get is pro-Black/anti-White, and the perceiver associates out-
group members with anger (Dunham, 2011), one can 
straightforwardly predict that the perceiver will categorize 
the target as White. If instead, the perceiver is pro-Black/
anti-White but nonetheless associates Black people with 
anger (due to universal knowledge of group stereotypes; 
Devine, 1989; Hugenberg and Bodenhausen, 2004), the per-
ceiver’s pro-Black/anti-White prejudice may counteract the 
effects of the stereotype—in this case, the target’s angry 
expression and its stereotypical association with Black peo-
ple would predict Black categorization but the perceiver’s 
pro-Black/anti-White prejudice would predict White catego-
rization, making the categorization outcome less certain. The 
fact that a target characteristic such as anger and a perceiver 
sociopolitical belief such as pro-Black prejudice can pull cat-
egorization in opposite directions further reinforces the 
importance of taking into account both perceiver and target 
characteristics for a complete understanding of multiracial 
categorization.

Evidence among lower status group perceivers. To date, there is 
no research examining whether prejudice does in fact operate 
in the same fashion to bias multiracial categorization among 
lower status group perceivers, an important question for 
future research to address.



Ho et al. 273

Additional theoretical background pertaining to third-party 
group perceivers. Prejudice against one of a multiracial per-
son’s parent groups should also influence multiracial cate-
gorization among third-party group perceivers. For example, 
an Asian American perceiver categorizing a Black-White 
multiracial person might categorize the target as Black, if 
she holds anti-Black prejudice. Furthermore, essentialist 
reasoning about race (Ho, Sidanius, et al., 2015), and/or an 
angry (vs. happy) target expression (Hugenberg & Boden-
hausen, 2004) might moderate the prejudice–categorization 
relation among third-party perceivers, as it does among 
first-party perceivers. Of note—and unlike categorization 
driven by system justification motives—this reasoning 
should apply even for perceivers outside of the target’s 
social system (e.g., a European perceiver categorizing a 
Black-White American).

Much of the Existing Evidence Fits 
With (and Fails to Arbitrate Between) 
Multiple Theories of Intergroup 
Relations

To a large extent, each of the theoretical perspectives we 
have reviewed has tested its own propositions in isolation 
from the other perspectives, generating a body of evidence 
that provides suggestive evidence for the contribution of a 
number of sociopolitical motives but failing to integrate 
them into a holistic model. This approach is understandable 
but problematic, given that in many cases, different theoreti-
cal perspectives make overlapping predictions but on funda-
mentally distinct grounds. Often, the available empirical 
evidence within a given study makes it difficult to arbitrate 
between the theoretical perspective proposed and an alterna-
tive account equally compatible with the pattern of data 
observed.

Indeed, evidence that has been used to support each of the 
theoretical accounts we have reviewed can often be readily 
interpreted from the lens of the other theoretical accounts. 
For example, studies rooted in the social dominance tradition 
(Chen et al., 2018, study 3; Cooley et al., 2018; Ho et al., 
2013, 2017) have found that higher status perceivers (White 
Americans) who preferred the hierarchical status quo and 
who perceived that the status quo was threatened were more 
likely to categorize a Black-White target as more Black than 
White. However, we know that SDO is positively correlated 
with each of system justification, RWA, and ethnic identifi-
cation among high status group perceivers (Ho, Sidanius, 
et al., 2015; Kteily et al., 2019), and it is thus plausible that 
what might appear like an effect of SDO is actually being 
driven by one of these other variables that SDO is correlated 
with. As another example, whereas Ho et al. (2017) demon-
strated that lower SDO was related to the inclusion of multi-
racial people among Black Americans, Chen et al. (2019) 
found that social identification with Black people was 

likewise related to Black perceivers’ inclusion of multiracial 
people. Thus, it is unclear whether lower SDO, or higher 
social identification, or both, were responsible for Black per-
ceivers’ inclusion of Black-White multiracial people.

Likewise, on the basis of a correlation between political 
conservatism and categorization of a Black-White target, 
Krosch et al. (2013) concluded that their data supported a 
system justification perspective. Yet, SDO also mediated 
conservatism’s effect, and we know that conservatism is cor-
related with RWA and racial identification with White people 
as well (Duckitt & Sibley, 2016; Ho, Sidanius, et al., 2015; 
Jardina, 2019; Kteily et al., 2019). Thus, Krosch et al.’s data 
are consistent with other theoretical perspectives besides 
SJT. And, whereas several studies suggest that highly identi-
fied White perceivers categorize Black-White multiracial 
people as more Black than White (Castano et al., 2002; 
Gaither et al., 2016; Knowles & Peng, 2005), it is theoreti-
cally plausible that what appeared to be ethnic identification 
effects were really driven by White ethnic identification’s 
covariation with SDO, system justification, and/or RWA.

Finally, despite the relative abundance of research dem-
onstrating that prejudice can predict multiracial categoriza-
tion, research is needed to support theoretical accounts that 
explicitly specify the source of perceivers’ prejudice. For 
example, Stepanova and Strube (2012) explicitly reference 
social identity theory in predicting that White perceivers 
higher in prejudice will be more cautious when they catego-
rize racially ambiguous targets, and more likely to categorize 
the target as an outgroup member. It is certainly plausible 
that some of the White participants in Stepanova and Strube’s 
study were prejudiced because they were concerned about 
the status of the White ingroup per se (Tajfel & Turner, 
1986), but it is also possible that at least some of these par-
ticipants were prejudiced because of social dominance, sys-
tem justification, or authoritarian motives (e.g., Duckitt 
et al., 2002; Jost et al., 2004; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). SDT, 
for example, would similarly predict that White people will 
be prejudiced against Black people, and that this can lead to 
hypodescent, but it would root this in a preference for hierar-
chical social organization, rather than in concern for the 
ingroup per se.

The lack of definitive empirical support for any one the-
ory suggests that a theoretical integration is needed to design 
studies aimed at better understanding what intergroup 
motives influence multiracial categorization, and under 
what circumstances. We now turn our attention to such an 
integration.

Toward a Theoretical Integration

We now turn to proposing a model that synthesizes theories of 
social dominance, system justification, authoritarianism, 
social identity, and prejudice, to understand the sociopolitical 
motives underlying why monoracial people categorize multi-
racial people as members of their lower (vs. higher) status 
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parent group. In the case of monoracial perceivers who share 
racial heritage with a multiracial target, this model explains 
why they would categorize multiracial people as outgroup 
versus ingroup members. We begin by outlining our model—
the sociopolitical motive × intergroup threat (SMIT) model of 
racial categorization—and then elaborate on two major 
future directions suggested by our theoretical synthesis:

First, by formally combining the pathways predicted by 
different theories of intergroup relations—as well as incor-
porating distinct intergroup threats as moderators—our 
model points out where they make overlapping versus 
distinct predictions, thereby posing a clear challenge to 
researchers in each of these areas to build their theories in 
conversation with other related approaches. Evoking 
Lewin’s “grand truism” (Kihlstrom, 2013), the SMIT model 
is best described as a person by situation model, where each 
of social dominance, system justification, authoritarianism, 
and social identification represent individual difference, or 
person variables, and distinct intergroup threats represent 
situation variables.

Second, by taking into consideration social perceivers 
across the racial status hierarchy, and revealing where theo-
retical predictions converge versus diverge for higher and 
lower status group perceivers (as well as third-party perceiv-
ers), we underscore the importance of considering group sta-
tus in analyses of intergroup perception and behavior. This 
latter point has scarcely been acknowledged in the multira-
cial categorization and perception literature, which has pri-
marily focused on perceivers from higher status groups. In 
short, our model underscores the combined role of sociopo-
litical motives, intergroup threats, and group status in racial 
categorization.

Overview of Model

Because the vast majority of research has been conducted 
on perceivers from a higher status group categorizing tar-
gets that combine their group with a lower status group, our 
integrative model is largely built on empirical findings on 
these perceivers. Still, as the preceding sections on each 
theoretical perspective should make clear, this model can 
be adapted for lower status group perceivers categorizing 
targets with shared ancestry and for third-party perceivers 
who do not share racial ancestry with the target. Thus, after 
outlining how sociopolitical motives and threats might 
interact to influence categorization among higher status 
group perceivers, we consider how perceiver group status 
may moderate the relation between sociopolitical motives 
and categorization (Figure 1).

Exogenous intergroup motives and the mediating role of preju-
dice. Following the extant literature, this model specifies as 
exogenous variables four sociopolitical motives (person 
variables) that explain why higher status group perceivers 
might categorize a target with shared racial ancestry as an 

outgroup (vs. ingroup) member. In particular, research to 
date suggests that high status group members exclude multi-
racial people (categorize them as members of their lower sta-
tus parent group) because they are

1. motivated to protect group-based hierarchies (i.e., 
higher in SDO),

2. motivated to protect the status quo (i.e., higher in sys-
tem justification needs),

3. motivated to protect social norms (i.e., higher in 
RWA), and

4. motivated to protect the ingroup (i.e., higher in social 
identification with a group).

Notably, some work on multiracial categorization has 
focused on prejudice as a predictor of categorization, with 
other work emphasizing the direct effect of motives such as 
SDO, system justification, RWA, and social identification on 
categorization. A long tradition of research in intergroup 
relations outside of multiracial categorization has considered 
how each of these motives can shape prejudice (e.g., Duckitt 
et al., 2002; Jost & van der Toorn, 2012; Sidanius & Pratto, 
1999; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Putting these together, we 
argue that SDO, system justification, RWA, and racial iden-
tification may shape multiracial categorization both directly 
as well as indirectly, by shaping prejudice toward a target’s 
parent racial groups. Hence, we have proposed that perceiv-
ers’ prejudice against a target’s outgroup parent group (or 
lower status parent group among third-party group perceiv-
ers) should be considered as endogenous to the four motives 
outlined above and as a proximate mediator of these motives 
on categorization. Although we specify prejudice as a possi-
ble mediator, in many cases, the four motives will have direct 
effects as well. For example, a person dispositionally high in 
system justification motives might, on the one hand, directly 
use hypodescent to bolster the status quo (i.e., by reifying 
extant group boundaries). On the other hand, system justifi-
cation motives may lead to prejudice against a multiracial 
person’s minority parent group (because the perception that 
the social system is fair can lead perceivers to attribute a 
minority group’s disadvantage to internal attributes of group 
members vs. environmental factors), with this prejudice in 
turn leading to hypodescent (i.e., an indirect effect from sys-
tem justification to hypodescent, via prejudice). As another 
example, a highly identified high status group perceiver 
might directly categorize a multiracial person as an outgroup 
member, because categorizing ambiguous targets as out-
group members allows for greater differentiation between 
the ingroup and outgroups (Knowles & Peng, 2005). In 
addition, we know that highly identified members of high 
status groups are often prejudiced against outgroup mem-
bers (Jardina, 2019), including a multiracial person’s 
minority parent group (because intergroup prejudice allows 
for positive differentiation), and this prejudice may mediate 
the effects of social identification on categorization.
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Distinct intergroup threats as moderators. Our model takes 
into account how situationally salient intergroup threats may 
(differently) moderate the effects of each motive, leading to 
outgroup categorization (directly and perhaps also indirectly 
through prejudice). Thus, our framework of categorization 
encourages theorizing about which of several motives may 
be particularly active in driving categorization at any given 
moment, depending on which particular threats are present 
and perceived. Specifically, we separately consider threat to 
hierarchy, threat to ingroup norms, and threats to ingroup sta-
tus. We note here that threats to the hierarchy and to ingroup 

status can take the form of either material/economic/physical 
threats (i.e., realistic threats) or cultural/value threats (i.e., 
symbolic threats; Stephan et al., 2016). For example, a group 
can be threatened both realistically, to the extent that it faces 
economic competition from another group, and symboli-
cally, to the extent that potential new group members hold 
different cultural values.

Threat to hierarchy. Individuals who prefer hierarchical 
differentiation between groups are likely to be more affected 
by salient threats to the extant hierarchy. Indeed, research has 

Figure 1. Integrative model combining theories of social dominance, system justification, right-wing authoritarianism, social identity, 
prejudice, and intergroup threat, to predict monoracial perceivers’ categorization of multiracial people as a function of perceiver group 
status (the sociopolitical motive × intergroup threat [SMIT] model of racial categorization).
Note. Gray text indicates that a relation has not been tested in the literature. Note that threats to hierarchy and to ingroup status can come in both 
realistic and symbolic forms (see section “Toward a Theoretical Integration” in the main text), whereas threats to ingroup norms should primary be 
symbolic. Further note that threats can come both from individual targets as well as societal events. For example, a threat to ingroup norms can come 
from individual targets that present as counternormative, or from societal events such as increasing rates of immigration.
aFor the RWA  categorization relation, we have + or − for lower status group perceivers, because RWA predicts outgroup categorization if the perceiver 
is motivated to protect racial ingroup norms, but ingroup categorization if the perceiver is motivated to protect societal norms (see “RWA” in section 
“Which Sociopolitical Factors Influence Categorization?” of the main text). Likewise, for the RWA  outgroup prejudice relation, lower status group 
perceivers who are higher in RWA and want to protect racial ingroup norms should be more prejudiced against outgroups, including higher status outgroups, 
but those who want to protect societal norms should be less prejudiced against higher status outgroups.
bNote that the motivation to promote ingroup cooperation and to promote ingroup inclusiveness, which also fall under social identity theory (as ID 
does), is not represented in this figure (see “Social Identity Theory” in section “Which Sociopolitical Factors Influence Categorization?” of the main text).
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demonstrated that a threat to the hierarchy can moderate the 
effects of SDO on categorization, leading higher SDO individ-
uals to use hypodescent (Ho et al., 2013; Kteily et al., 2014).

Kay and Friesen (2011) have theorized that threats to the 
(hierarchical) system can also trigger system justification 
motives. SJT makes predictions about status quo defense in 
general rather than hierarchy defense in particular, but in 
societies where hierarchy prevails, a threat to the hierarchy is 
a threat to the status quo (and most societies are hierarchical; 
Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). Thus, we should expect that threats 
to the hierarchy will trigger concerns among those high both 
on social dominance and on system justification motives 
(albeit for theoretically distinct reasons, with the former con-
cerned about maintaining a hierarchical structure per se and 
the latter concerned more generally with maintaining the 
existing social order, which happens to be hierarchical, to 
satisfy epistemic, existential, and relational needs).

Because social dominance and system justification effects 
do not dissociate as a function of threats to the hierarchy 
being salient, experimental designs that more precisely pin-
point the concerns of those higher in social dominance and 
system justification motives would help to isolate the effects 
of each motive. Consider participants exposed to a situation 
in which multiracialism could change the existing hierarchi-
cal system but would result in a new system just as hierarchi-
cal as before, for example, because multiracial people are 
said to hold a status in between each of their parent racial 
groups but the position of each monoracial group remains the 
same and stable. In such a scenario, those who are higher in 
system justification concerns and thus have greater epistemic 
needs for order and structure may be motivated to use hypo-
descent to maintain the original structure; in contrast, those 
who are higher in social dominance concerns, and care 
mainly that hierarchical differentiation between groups is 
preserved, may not be particularly motivated to employ hyp-
odescent to help maintain the status quo.

In addition, SDO and system justification effects may be 
dissociable based on the system that is under consideration. As 
discussed in the “System Justification Theory” section above, 
SJT posits that individuals are only motivated to justify sys-
tems they belong to, because it is only those systems that can 
satisfy their epistemic, existential, and relational needs. SDO, 
however, may be active in driving categorization even when 
perceivers are not members of the system under consideration, 
because individuals higher in SDO prefer hierarchical social 
organization in general, and have been shown to prefer such 
organization even when thinking about novel systems that do 
not affect them personally (e.g., Ho et al., 2012).

Threats to ingroup norms. Individuals dispositionally 
higher (vs. lower) on RWA are more likely to be inclined 
toward outgroup categorization of multiracial targets when 
they are exposed to threats to the monoracial ingroup’s 
norms, given that they prioritize deference to established 
authorities and cultural norms (Kteily et al., 2014).

Threats to ingroup norms in theory should also moderate 
the effects of social identification with the ingroup on cate-
gorization. That is, when an ingroup’s well-being is threat-
ened, due to threats to its norms and cohesion and hence 
ability to sustain intragroup cooperation, individuals who 
strongly identify with that group should act to defend the 
group (Stephan et al., 2016).

Because authoritarianism and social identification effects 
may not dissociate as a function of threats to ingroup norms 
being salient—that is, when there is a threat to ingroup 
norms, both authoritarianism and social identification con-
cerns may become active and thus drive hypodescent—both 
of these motives need to be measured simultaneously to 
examine whether each is having an effect, controlling for one 
another. In addition, these motives may dissociate when 
threats to an ingroup’s status (independent of threats to 
norms) are present, as we describe next.

Threats to ingroup status. Individuals who are strongly 
identified with a high status ingroup should be attuned to 
threats to the ingroup’s status. Thus, such status threats 
should moderate social identification effects.7 Experiments 
that manipulate realistic threats to status, but not norms 
(symbolic threats), would help isolate the effects of social 
identification; those that manipulate norms, but not status, 
would isolate the effects of authoritarianism. For example, if 
a multiracial target is described as low status (e.g., poor) but 
very respectful of prevailing social norms (e.g., law abiding), 
social identification but not authoritarian concerns should in 
theory be activated (because in this case, a realistic threat 
to status, but not a symbolic, norm-related threat, would be 
salient). It bears noting that studies that only manipulate sta-
tus without discussing norms might inadvertently manipu-
late perceptions of a target’s normativity, as perceivers might 
automatically associate low status with nonnormativity 
(Kraus et al., 2011).

The role of perceiver group status. Our model takes into 
account the ways in which perceiver group status moderates 
the relation between sociopolitical motives and categoriza-
tion. First, it highlights that whereas both system- and group-
level motives predict outgroup categorization among higher 
status group perceivers, the effects of sociopolitical motives 
on categorization are more varied among lower status group 
perceivers. Second, we note that only system-level motives 
are relevant for third-party perceivers. We expand on these 
two points next.

Divergence in what system- versus group-level motives pre-
dict for lower (vs. higher) status group members. Our analy-
sis of how theories of intergroup relations can be applied to 
higher versus lower status group perceivers highlights that 
whereas system-level (social dominance, system justifica-
tion, and RWA when societal ingroup norms are salient) 
and group-level (racial identification and RWA when racial 
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ingroup norms are salient) motives are compatible for higher 
status group perceivers, they are incompatible for lower sta-
tus group perceivers (Jost & Thompson, 2000). In particular, 
among higher status group members, each of SDO, system 
justification, RWA (irrespective of whether societal vs. racial 
ingroup norms are salient), and racial identification is posi-
tively correlated with the outgroup categorization of multira-
cial people, because what keeps the racial hierarchy in place 
also keeps the ingroup on top (Figure 1; + symbol denotes 
positive correlation).

In contrast, for perceivers from lower status groups, sys-
tem- and group-level motives may diverge in how they are 
related to outgroup categorization, because protecting the 
status quo is incompatible with protecting or promoting the 
ingroup (i.e., the advancement of a lower status group 
entails challenging the status quo; Jost & Burgess, 2000; 
Levin et al., 1998). First, unlike the positive relation between 
system justification and outgroup categorization found 
among higher status group perceivers (Krosch et al., 2013), 
lower status group perceivers who are concerned with justi-
fying the system may categorize multiracial people as mem-
bers of the lower status ingroup, because doing so reifies 
extant group boundaries (Figure 1; − symbol represents 
negative correlation).

Second, lower status group perceivers higher on RWA 
may categorize targets as outgroup or ingroup members 
depending on whether they are motivated to protect their 
societal ingroup norms or racial ingroup norms (Figure 1). 
Thus, a lower status group perceiver who is motivated to pro-
tect societal ingroup norms may categorize a multiracial per-
son as a member of the (lower status) racial ingroup because 
societal norms are often defined by high status groups and 
perceived to be less compatible with the norms of lower sta-
tus groups (Devos & Banaji, 2005; Sidanius et al., 1997). In 
contrast, a lower status group perceiver who is motivated to 
promote racial ingroup norms may categorize a multiracial 
person as a member of their higher status outgroup (particu-
larly if multiracial people are seen as disloyal; Chen et al., 
2019).

Third, whereas stronger racial identification predicts out-
group categorization among higher status group perceivers, 
this is not necessarily the case for lower status group perceiv-
ers. Whereas multiracial people can be perceived as a threat 
to the ingroup among lower status group perceivers (e.g., a 
threat to ingroup cooperation if multiracial people are per-
ceived as less loyal than monoracial people), leading to their 
exclusion (e.g., Chen et al., 2019, among Asian perceivers), 
they may in some cases be perceived as possibly strengthen-
ing the ingroup, leading to inclusion (Figure 1). For example, 
in the 1990s, many monoracial racial minority civil rights 
leaders (who were surely motivated to raise the status of their 
respective racial minority groups) objected to the proposed 
addition of a multiracial category on the U.S. Census, 
because they wanted to ensure that multiracial people were 
included in the ingroup for the purposes of civil rights 

enforcement and other perceived benefits of having a larger 
constituency (Prewitt, 2013). More broadly, members of 
lower status groups may see benefit from collective action 
with multiracial people to the extent they see them as sharing 
a common goal (Ho et al., 2017), and it is especially highly 
identified members of disadvantaged groups who seek to 
engage in collective action the most (van Zomeren et al., 
2008). That ingroup motives can manifest in a variety of cat-
egorization outcomes, and due to a variety of ingroup con-
cerns (e.g., concerns about ingroup cooperation or status), 
also highlights that past research from the social identity per-
spective may have focused too heavily on concerns about 
ingroup “contamination,” to the exclusion of other ingroup 
concerns.

Fourth and finally, even when a sociopolitical motive is 
positively related to the outgroup categorization of multira-
cial people among both higher and lower status group per-
ceivers, as with SDO (Figure 1), there may be a main effect 
of perceiver group status. In particular, among high status 
group social perceivers, a positive correlation between SDO 
and outgroup categorization is driven by higher SDO per-
ceivers excluding multiracial targets from their ingroup. In 
contrast, among low status group perceivers, the same posi-
tive correlation is driven by lower SDO individuals includ-
ing multiracial people in their ingroup. Thus, even though 
there is a positive SDO and outgroup categorization relation 
among both low and high status group perceivers, only high 
status group perceivers exclude multiracial people on aver-
age, and only low status group perceivers include multiracial 
people on average (see supplemental material for a reanaly-
sis of data from Ho et al., 2017, supporting this point). Thus, 
even when perceiver group status does not moderate the rela-
tion between a sociopolitical motive and categorization, it 
may nevertheless affect patterns of categorization.

In sum, one needs to take into account how perceiver 
social status influences the effects of SDO, system justifi-
cation, RWA, and social identity (also see section “Which 
Sociopolitical Factors Influence Categorization?” and 
Figure 1).

System motives, but not group motives, guide third-party 
perceivers. A key difference for third-party perceivers is that 
only system-level motives should be directly relevant for 
them. Thus, whereas a third-party perceiver might use hypo-
descent when categorizing a multiracial target to satisfy their 
preference for hierarchy or for the status quo, they would 
not be expected to do so to advance their ingroup’s inter-
ests. Furthermore, authoritarianism should only affect third-
party perceivers to the extent they are motivated to protect 
the norms of their society, rather than norms of their racial 
ingroup.

That said, it is possible that how targets without shared 
ancestry are categorized can indirectly affect an ingroup 
(which may factor into perceivers’ categorization judg-
ments). For example, if a strongly identified Black perceiver 
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motivated to advance the ingroup’s interests is categorizing a 
Latino-White target, she may be invested in maintaining a 
strong coalition of disadvantaged people (to the extent that 
doing so is seen as beneficial to the ingroup; Craig & 
Richeson, 2016) and thus may want to think of a Latino-
White person as Latino. In the third-party perceiver section 
for each theory above, we also discuss how and whether each 
sociopolitical motive might affect perceivers who reside in a 
different social system than the target.

Two Key Future Directions Derived From the 
SMIT Model of Racial Categorization

Tests to dissociate the role of distinct sociopolitical motives and 
threats are needed. In this section, we summarize and under-
score an important contribution of our theoretical synthesis, 
and follow with a detailed empirical example. In particular, 
our integrative model suggests that to understand the unique 
contributions of each intergroup motive, and how each 
motive works in conjunction with distinct intergroup threats, 
future research should (a) simultaneously assess multiple 
motives to examine their incremental contribution to multi-
racial categorization, controlling for one another; and (b) 
systematically manipulate distinct intergroup threats to 
reveal dissociations in which threats activate which motives. 
In doing so, future research can show how distinct motives 
and distinct threats operate in conjunction to influence 
monoracial perceivers’ categorization of multiracial people.

Empirical example. Studies 3 and 4 of Kteily et al. (2014) 
represent examples of this strategy for demonstrating the 
unique effects of various motives. In these studies, these 
authors simultaneously measured SDO, RWA, and White 
ethnic identification, which allowed them to examine the 
unique effects of each motive in White perceivers’ catego-
rization of a Black-White target, while statistically control-
ling for the other two. In addition, in study 3, these authors 
manipulated the status of the racially ambiguous target (the 
target was described as being high or low in educational 
achievement and income). Because including a low status 
target in the high status group represents a situational threat 
that could affect the degree of hierarchical differentiation 
between groups, and affect the high status group’s standing, 
White participants who are high in SDO and high in ethnic 
identification, respectively, should be attuned to the status 
of the target. By measuring both of these motives, Kteily 
et al. (2014) were able to demonstrate that this target status 
manipulation interacted with SDO, but not ethnic identifi-
cation, providing support for the possibility that individu-
als were more likely to categorize the target as Black due to 
their preference to maintain the intergroup hierarchy per se 
(rather than due to their concern for the ingroup). Further-
more and as hypothesized, individuals who were higher in 
RWA were not more likely to categorize the low status (vs. 

the high status) target as Black, because individuals higher in 
RWA are most concerned about group norms, and not hierar-
chical differentiation.

In study 4, Kteily et al. (2014) manipulated whether the 
target conformed to social norms (or not), and expected this 
to affect whether people higher in RWA were more likely to 
categorize the target as Black. They in fact found support for 
an RWA by target conformity interaction. Furthermore, 
because they measured ethnic identification, they were able 
to demonstrate that this was not driving Black categorization 
in this case, even though that would have been theoretically 
plausible (individuals higher in ethnic identification may be 
concerned about including individuals who violate group 
norms, because that can undermine the group’s ability to 
coordinate; Brewer, 2007). And, these authors also hypothe-
sized and found that individuals higher in SDO were not 
responsive to the target conformity manipulation. Thus, 
Kteily et al. demonstrate that by measuring multiple motives 
that theoretically can drive hypodescent, and by systemati-
cally manipulating situational or target characteristics that 
may interact with some motives but not others, researchers 
can gain theoretical clarity on which motives are uniquely 
responsible for hypodescent, and under what conditions (see 
also McClanahan et al., 2019, for a similar dissociation 
showing simultaneous and distinct effects of SDO and ethnic 
identification predicting attributions about biracial targets).

Notably, there is precedent in the intergroup relations lit-
erature more broadly (i.e., outside the context of categoriza-
tion) for researchers considering how distinct sociopolitical 
motives (e.g., RWA vs. SDO) are responsive to distinct inter-
group threats (e.g., Duckitt et al., 2002; Thomsen et al., 2008). 
For example, Thomsen et al. (2008) found that whereas 
higher SDO individuals were threatened by an immigrant 
who wants to assimilate to the mainstream (because assimila-
tion threatens extant status boundaries), higher RWA individ-
uals were instead threatened by an immigrant who did not 
want to assimilate (because this threatens extant social 
norms). The existence of such research in other domains sug-
gests that the SMIT model—which augments such research 
by considering additional sociopolitical motives and situa-
tional threats, as well as perceiver group status—may be 
applied to understand intergroup phenomena besides racial 
categorization. We return to this point in the final section.

More research is needed on perceivers from lower status and 
third-party groups. The possibility that some motives may 
have different effects for perceivers from lower (vs. higher) 
status groups, and among third-party perceivers, highlights 
the need to include ethnic minority research participants 
when testing theories such as social identity theory’s ingroup 
overexclusion hypothesis (i.e., the relation between racial 
identification and outgroup categorization, to take but one 
example where effects theoretically should diverge). At min-
imum, investigators need to be clear about whether 
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the theoretical framework they are using should apply to all 
perceiver groups irrespective of status (and if not, why, in 
principle, perceiver group status may be an important 
moderator).

The inclusion of perceivers from different groups could 
also help to arbitrate between different theoretical accounts. 
For example, SJT suggests that perceivers from higher sta-
tus, lower status, and third-party groups should all use hypo-
descent to maintain the hierarchical status quo. In contrast, 
an authoritarianism perspective would expect that, when per-
ceivers are motivated to protect racial ingroup norms, (a) 
members of higher status groups will use hypodescent; (b) 
members of lower status groups will not use hypodescent, 
but rather will categorize multiracial people as outgroup 
members belonging to the higher status outgroup; and (c) 
third-party perceivers will not be invested in how the target 
is categorized one way or the other.

Differences between lower status groups occupying differ-
ent positions in the racial hierarchy. Up to this point, we have 
discussed differences between high status versus lower sta-
tus groups. Just as we discussed earlier that status can vary 
contextually, there may also be additional complexity worth 
exploring between groups that fall under the broad umbrella 
of relatively low status groups. Although we do not highlight 
this in our integrated model because there is only one paper 
to date directly comparing perceivers from different lower 
status (nonmajority) groups (i.e., Asian vs. Black Americans; 
Chen et al., 2019), future research may further reveal that 
sociopolitical motives operate differently for lower status 
groups that differ in their position in the racial hierarchy (e.g., 
lowest status vs. intermediate status). For example, whereas 
Ho et al. (2017) demonstrated that lower SDO Black Ameri-
cans were more likely than their higher SDO counterparts to 
include Black-White multiracial people in the ingroup (due 
to egalitarians’ tendency to be sensitive to discrimination and, 
therefore, feel a sense of linked fate with multiracial people), 
Chen et al. (2019) found (although this was not the focus 
of their study) that SDO was unrelated to Asian Americans’ 
categorization of Asian-White multiracial people. It is pos-
sible that because Asian-White multiracial people are more 
accepted by White people compared with Black-White mul-
tiracial people (Ho et al., 2011; Pew Research Center, 2015), 
lower SDO Asian perceivers do not perceive much discrimi-
nation against Asian-White multiracial people and thus do 
not have a basis for including multiracial people based on 
linked fate. In addition, and again because Asian-White mul-
tiracial people are more accepted by White people compared 
with Black-White multiracial people, Asian perceivers may 
be more concerned about the allegiances of multiracial tar-
gets that combine their own group with White people than 
Black perceivers are. Thus, future work should examine how 
differences in status among different lower status groups 
(e.g., lowest vs. intermediate) can influence the factors that 
affect their inclusion (vs. exclusion) of multiracial people.8 

Such work would move the extant literature beyond the high 
status/lower status dichotomy it emphasizes, and thereby 
shed light on the experiences of groups that occupy different 
positions along the racial hierarchy continuum.

Discussion

Additional Future Directions

In addition to our call for research that systematically exam-
ines the effects of multiple intergroup motives on categoriza-
tion, and across perceiver groups, several other future 
directions are worth highlighting. First, existing research has 
likely underspecified the sociopolitical conditions that are 
necessary for hypodescent to emerge. Roberts et al. (in press) 
presented young children (age 4–6 and 7–9 years) and adults 
with mixed status novel group targets (i.e., targets descended 
from a higher status novel group and a lower status one) and 
did not find evidence for hypodescent. This was true even 
though children (though not adults) preferred the higher status 
over the lower status group (i.e., were relatively biased against 
the lower status group and thus could have weighed the tar-
get’s lower status ancestry more heavily; Ho, Roberts, & 
Gelman, 2015). Moreover, hypodescent did not emerge in this 
context even when participants were assigned to the higher 
status group, and thus could have been motivated to “overex-
clude” the mixed-status target (Castano et al., 2002). Thus, it is 
unlikely that hypodescent is an easily elicited pattern of cate-
gorization that emerges spontaneously early in development 
and applies broadly to any set of groups differing in status 
(also see Roberts & Gelman, 2015). Rather, a complex web of 
sociopolitical conditions (e.g., competition between groups, 
economic scarcity, a strong commitment to cultural norms, or 
other strong political incentives) appear to be necessary for 
hypodescent to emerge. Understanding the necessary and suf-
ficient conditions for the emergence of hypodescent is com-
patible with the need to identify how various intergroup threats 
(situational factors) and chronic motives (personality factors) 
work in conjunction to cause hypodescent.

Relatedly, cross-cultural studies that compare how differ-
ent societies categorize multiracial people and the intergroup 
dynamics that are relevant to categorization in other contexts 
would yield further insight into how sociopolitical motives 
guide racial categorization (see Chen, de Paula Couto et al., 
2018). For example, starting in the late 1800s and for much 
of the 1900s, dominant group members in Brazil, motivated 
by the racist, misguided belief that the Black population 
could be improved and eliminated through miscegenation, 
conferred an intermediate status to Black-White multiracial 
people (Telles, 2004). Thus, at least during a certain period 
of Brazilian history, White people who were motivated to 
maintain White dominance (those who were strongly identi-
fied as White and/or higher in SDO) may have been moti-
vated to categorize multiracial people as intermediate 
between Black and White rather than as Black.
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Likewise, during the mid-1900s in South Africa, the rul-
ing political party granted the multiracial population (i.e., 
“Coloured” people) an intermediate status, for the explicit 
purpose of appeasing them and preventing collective action 
with Black South Africans (Marx, 1997). Thus, in this case, 
as in the Brazilian case, identifying with the dominant group, 
or a preference for hierarchy, would have been related to 
ascribing an intermediate status to Coloured people, rather 
than categorizing them as Black.

These examples suggest that future research can test 
whether the same sociopolitical motives can lead to differ-
ent categorization outcomes across contexts, depending on 
what particular categorization outcomes are thought to best 
serve the political objectives individuals are motivated to 
obtain.

Future research should also examine how intergroup 
motives predict additional categorization outcomes. Here, 
we have focused on ingroup–outgroup categorization, 
because that is the outcome examined by most of the extant 
literature. Some research has also examined the willingness 
to use the category multiracial (vs. monoracial categories; 
e.g., Chen & Hamilton, 2012; Chen et al., 2014; Gaither, 
Chen, et al., 2018; Pauker et al., 2018; Peery & Bodenhausen, 
2008; see Chen, 2019, for a review) or the tendency to cate-
gorize multiracial people as non-White, but not necessarily 
as members of their minority parent group (when ancestry is 
unknown; Chen, Pauker, et al., 2018; Nicolas et al., 2019). 
Beyond categorization, one paper has also examined per-
ceivers’ attributions about which of a multiracial person’s 
background was most formative, as a function of the motiva-
tion to raise the standing of one group versus another 
(McClanahan et al., 2019). It would be useful to identify 
intergroup motives and conditions that give rise to these cat-
egorization and attribution patterns too (e.g., if there are 
similarities to what drives outgroup categorization). It is 
plausible, for example, that a perceiver who is high in SDO, 
and who perceives a threat to the existing hierarchy, would 
not want to “grant” a Black-White multiracial target mem-
bership in multiple racial groups (i.e., allow for a multiracial 
label, assuming that in the political context under consider-
ation, such a category is perceived to erode the extant hierar-
chy). Instead, such a perceiver might want to ascribe 
membership in the target’s lower status group per se. If this 
perceiver did not know the target’s racial background, she 
might simply be more likely to categorize the target as a 
member of some racial minority outgroup (e.g., Latino). In 
general, these other categorization outcomes can also satisfy 
the concerns of individuals who are motivated to protect the 
hierarchy and/or their ingroup, and thus the SMIT model 
should in theory apply to these outcomes too.

The current review has highlighted how theories of inter-
group relations can explain perceivers’ categorization of tar-
gets that combine any higher status and lower status racial 
group. However, existing research has focused almost exclu-
sively on the categorization of White-Black or White-Asian 

multiracial people. Thus, as some examples above highlight, 
research is needed to demonstrate that these theories can in 
fact account for the categorization of multiracial people who 
combine other higher and lower status groups (e.g., one can 
test the authoritarianism account of hypodescent by examin-
ing how RWA predicts Asian perceivers’ categorization of 
Asian-Latino targets). Research on how such targets are cat-
egorized would be practically useful for understanding the 
experiences of such individuals, and theoretically useful for 
testing some of the intergroup theories identified above.

In addition, future research can examine whether multira-
cial individuals’ own intergroup and sociopolitical motives 
can influence how they self-identify (e.g., whether they show 
allegiance to their disadvantaged parent group, or instead 
identify with their higher status parent group). For example, 
just as lower SDO predicts Black perceivers’ ingroup catego-
rization of Black-White multiracial people on the basis of 
perceived linked fate, lower SDO might also predict Black-
White multiracial individuals’ perception that they share a 
linked fate with Black people, and lead them to identify as 
Black themselves. Self-identification as Black could then 
have downstream consequences for how others perceive 
them (Wilton et al., 2018).

Finally, whereas we described research focusing on cog-
nitive factors in racial categorization at the outset, before 
turning our focus to sociopolitical factors influencing cate-
gorization, future research could also look at the interplay of 
sociopolitical and cognitive factors in racial categorization 
(Ho, Roberts, & Gelman, 2015). As one example of research 
that has taken such an approach, Ho, Roberts, and Gelman 
(2015) examined how perceivers’ sociocognitive tendency to 
perceive race as biologically based (i.e., essentialist reason-
ing) interacted with their sociopolitical motives (racial bias 
in this case) to influence categorization. In this research, nei-
ther essentialist reasoning nor racial bias had a main effect on 
categorization, but rather, the impact of each factor was 
dependent on the other. In other words, not all perceivers dif-
ferentially weighed a target’s “essences” to the same extent, 
but rather, this differential weighing process subserved the 
motivations of individuals who were prejudiced against 
Black people in particular. Likewise, and as another exam-
ple, it is possible that the pronounced attention to minority 
group phenotypic features specified by attention theory (a 
sociocognitive bias; Halberstadt et al., 2011) may interact 
with sociopolitical motivations, such that individuals who 
are most strongly identified with their ingroup (which they 
presumably encountered first) exhibit the greatest attentional 
biases (i.e., are most affected in their categorization by the 
distinguishing features of outgroup targets). Such differential 
processing of target features as a function of a perceiver’s 
sociopolitical motivations may not be limited to pheno-
type—it is possible that perceivers may attend more or less 
to other stereotypic cues (e.g., a target’s accent or occupa-
tion) as a function of their sociopolitical motives. For exam-
ple, a Chinese perceiver who strongly identifies with her 
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ethnic group, and interacts with a Chinese-Mexican biracial 
person with a Spanish accent, may be more likely to heavily 
weigh the accent information (compared with a less strongly 
identified perceiver) in deciding how to categorize the 
target.

Sociopolitical Consequences

What sociopolitical consequences result from the patterns of 
multiracial categorization we have reviewed above? That is, 
what are the implications for targets of being categorized on 
the basis of hypodescent? Two papers stand out in demon-
strating that multiracial individuals perceived as more Black 
are less likely to receive votes for political office (Caruso 
et al., 2009) and receive lower financial allocations in eco-
nomic games (Krosch & Amodio, 2014). A third paper dem-
onstrated that the Tsarnaevs, the ethnically ambiguous 
Boston marathon bombers discussed above, were deemed to 
be more deserving of harsh punishment including the death 
penalty to the extent they were categorized as outgroup 
members by White perceivers. These outcomes demonstrate 
that hypodescent may be functional from the standpoint of 
perceivers who are motivated to maintain the hierarchical 
status quo. That is, perceiving a target as a member of his 
lower status parent group may be a precursor to, or occur in 
conjunction with, discriminating against that target as a 
member of that group.

Given the absence of relevant studies, we are not in a 
position to assess whether hypodescent is functional for per-
ceivers who are motivated to maintain their ingroup norms or 
standing—those who are higher in RWA or social identifica-
tion with a high status group. Still, regardless of whether 
hypodescent is functional in a material sense for such per-
ceivers, it could be psychologically functional, insofar as 
perceivers believe that their group norms and standing are 
effectively maintained by excluding ambiguous others from 
their group. To our knowledge, no current studies demon-
strate such a palliative function of hypodescent.

It is likewise difficult given the lack of existing research 
to assess downstream sociopolitical consequences of minor-
ity group members’ inclusion of multiracial people in the 
ingroup. For example, whereas we know that Black perceiv-
ers on average include Black-White multiracial people in the 
ingroup based on the perception that Black and Black-White 
multiracial people share a linked fate, it is not clear whether, 
having been included in the Black ingroup, multiracial peo-
ple will in fact feel heightened solidarity and commitment to 
political action on Black people’s behalf (or, perhaps, instead 
withdraw from political action on behalf of Black people 
because they feel uniquely multiracial or because their expe-
riences within the group lead them to feel different from the 
average group member).

Although additional research is needed on sociopolitical 
consequences of hypodescent, the serious consequences that 
have been established draw attention to the importance of 

addressing racial categorization biases, which in turn relies 
on an understanding of the sociopolitical concerns that per-
ceivers bring to bear in their categorization of multiracial 
people.9

The Need for Integrative Theories of 
Intergroup Relations

The current review highlights that intergroup phenomena, 
like the exclusion of multiracial individuals from a monora-
cial ingroup, are multiply determined by several intergroup 
motives and calls for research that more precisely identi-
fies the cause(s) of exclusion depending on the salience of 
distinct intergroup threats. It also calls for attention to how 
an individual’s group status can influence the operation of 
sociopolitical motives, because group status can make 
some concerns more relevant than others (e.g., the need to 
maintain group dominance vs. achieve greater status). 
Although we have focused on multiracial categorization as 
an important intergroup phenomenon of interest in the cur-
rent review, here, we discuss how the SMIT model can be 
used to understand other intergroup phenomena. Indeed, 
the SMIT model can be applied to understand any phenom-
enon that has the potential to challenge the hierarchical 
status quo, or negatively affect a particular social group.

For example, consider Brexit, or the U.K.’s recent decision 
to leave the EU. Whereas some research has examined Brexit 
support using a subset of the theoretical perspectives incorpo-
rated in the SMIT model (e.g., Van Assche et al., 2019; 
Zmigrod et al., 2018), no research has incorporated all of the 
theoretical perspectives embedded in SMIT in combination 
(despite the relevance of each of the theories of social domi-
nance, system justification, RWA, and social identity). 
Relatedly, existing research on Brexit has not examined how 
the specific intergroup threats made salient (e.g., because of 
“elite discourse” or news coverage) might activate certain 
sociopolitical motives (more than others) to drive Brexit sup-
port. Beyond its theoretical utility, doing so could help give 
practical insight into how motivated actors might be leverag-
ing individuals’ psychology to political ends (and, potentially, 
how to combat it). For example, imagine that a politician con-
veys that immigrants are eroding British cultural values (i.e., 
a symbolic, cultural threat to the U.K.). This would likely 
resonate with constituents who are higher in RWA, increasing 
their support for Brexit (which would allow the U.K. to estab-
lish more restrictive immigration policies). If instead, a politi-
cian vents about how the EU interferes with the U.K.’s ability 
to independently set fiscal policies that it deems beneficial 
(i.e., a realistic, economic threat to the U.K.), this could acti-
vate the concerns of individuals higher in British national 
identification, increasing their support of Brexit. Our sugges-
tion that the SMIT model can be used to understand Brexit 
support converges with sociological (Bonikowski, 2017) and 
political science (Kaufmann, 2019) accounts of how “elite 
discourse” and media messages can shift Brexit (and related 
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populist) attitudes, depending on a perceiver’s sociopolitical 
predispositions.

Furthermore, the SMIT framework suggests that a perceiv-
er’s ethnic group status can moderate the effect of their socio-
political motives, a point that also has ramifications for how 
we might better understand psychology’s relevance to political 
debates. For example, a Black British person who is highly 
identified with her Black ethnic background might oppose 
Brexit, if she sees the more restrictive immigration policies 
that it likely involves as negatively impacting potential Black 
immigrants she wants to support. In contrast, a White British 
person who is highly identified with her White ethnic back-
ground might support Brexit to the extent that she perceives 
that restrictions on immigration help protect her group’s stand-
ing as the dominant ethnic group in British society. Indeed, 
although past research examined the effect of White versus 
Black ethnic group membership on Brexit support rather than 
ethnic identification per se, the results are consistent with this 
prediction, showing that White British people were 19% more 
likely than Black British people to believe that the U.K. should 
leave the EU (Alabrese et al., 2019).

To be sure, the SMIT model does not represent the first 
attempt to combine theories of intergroup relations to under-
stand a particular intergroup phenomenon. Duckitt and col-
leagues’ (2002) dual process model of prejudice represents a 
notable effort to integrate insights from the theories of social 
dominance and authoritarianism. As another example, Jost 
et al. (2017) highlighted how theories of social identity and 
system justification can be combined to understand collec-
tive action. Still, the SMIT model extends these efforts, by 
incorporating additional, major theories of intergroup rela-
tions, by placing emphasis on the moderating role of both 
distinct intergroup threats and of group status, and by explic-
itly considering third-party perceivers. Furthermore, not-
withstanding research inspired by models such as the dual 
process model of prejudice, many studies in intergroup rela-
tions continue to examine issues from a particular theoretical 
perspective, even when other theories could just as plausibly 
or perhaps even more plausibly account for a finding. 
Similarly, many studies in intergroup relations focus on high 
status group members while remaining silent about how 
effects might differ across group status. Thus, in highlighting 
these shortcomings in the context of the multiracial categori-
zation literature (including our own work), and in advancing 
the SMIT model, we hope to set an example for studies of 
other intergroup phenomena as well.
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Notes

1. Note that in reviewing empirical work on monoracial per-
ceivers’ categorization of multiracial people, we focus on the 
categorization of Black-White and Asian-White multiracial 
people because this is what the empirical psychological litera-
ture on social categorization has focused on to date. These two 
groups are also the largest multiracial groups according to a 
U.S. Census Bureau report based on data from the last decen-
nial census (2010 Census; Jones & Bullock, 2012). Based on 
data from the 2013 American Community Survey, the Pew 
Research Center (2015) reports that a majority of multiracial 
newborns are Black-White (36%) or Asian-White (24%). That 
said, the theoretical perspectives we synthesize are applicable 
to the categorization of multiracial people outside of these two 
groups.

2. Although we focus on sociopolitical motives, we note that 
in some cases, cognitive and sociopolitical factors may 
combine to influence racial categorization (Ho, Roberts, & 
Gelman, 2015), a point we return to in our discussion of future 
directions.

3. Although most research has examined how sociopolitical fac-
tors guide the top-down categorization of either multiracial or 
racially ambiguous targets, studies of both types of targets to 
date yield similar conclusions regarding the relation between 
sociopolitical motives and categorization outcomes, so we do 
not distinguish between these types of targets in the current 
review. There is some evidence that the type of stimuli used 
in research (i.e., real vs. computer-generated multiracial faces) 
and method of measuring racial categorization can influence 
absolute levels of hypodescent (Gaither, Chen, et al., 2018). 
However, we focus on the relation between intergroup motives 
and categorization, rather than absolute levels of hypodescent.

4. In a supplementary analysis using Ho et al.’s (2013) data from 
Experiment 1, which used a one-item measure that simply 
asked participants to categorize a target that was said to be 
half-Black and half-White as 1 = completely White to 4 = 
equally Black and White to 7 = completely Black, they found 
that lower SDO White participants categorized targets as 
equally Black and White (i.e., their response did not differ sig-
nificantly from the midpoint of 4: m = 4.02 and 4.05 in the no-
threat and threat conditions, respectively). Although in need 
of empirical testing, it may be that there are opposing forces 
guiding high status group perceivers who are lower in SDO: 
Specifically, they may (a) perceive that monoracial minority 
group members and multiracial people suffer from discrimi-
nation due to their racial minority status, which could lead to 
minority group membership being more salient; (b) want to 
acknowledge all of a multiracial person’s racial backgrounds, 
which could lead to the belief that a target belongs equally to 
all groups; and/or (c) want to be inclusive, which would lead 
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to ingroup categorization. These multiple motives may make it 
such that on average, perceivers from high status groups who 
are lower in SDO will categorize multiracial people as equal 
members of each of their parent groups.

5. That said, even from the perspective of social dominance the-
ory (SDT), it may be the case that perceivers are especially 
motivated to maintain a hierarchy when that hierarchy is self-
relevant—that is, in a society the perceiver lives in—even if 
they prefer hierarchies in other systems too.

6. Although Chen et al.’s findings are broadly consistent with 
the social identity prediction that individuals are motivated 
to defend their ingroups from possibly disloyal others, these 
authors also found in several studies that Asian Americans 
who were strongly identified as Asian were not more likely 
than their less strongly identified counterparts to exclude (or 
include) Asian-White multiracial people—that is, Asian ethnic 
identification was uncorrelated with Asian perceivers’ catego-
rization of Asian-White multiracial people.

7. Krosch and Amodio (2014) and Rodeheffer et al. (2012) 
showed that threats to a high status ingroup (in the form of eco-
nomic scarcity) can also have direct effects on hypodescent. 
Krosch and Amodio (2014) also showed in their study 1 that 
perceptions of realistic threat correlate with hypodescent.

8. Please see the supplemental material for a discussion about the 
meaning of ingroup categorization among lower status group 
perceivers.

9. Here, we have focused on the sociopolitical consequences of 
monoracial perceivers’ categorization of multiracial people 
(particularly consequences of categorization based on the 
top-down effects of perceivers’ sociopolitical motives). Other 
researchers have also identified positive sociopolitical conse-
quences of monoracial people’s interactions with multiracial 
people, including decreases in colorblind ideology (which can 
have harmful effects on intergroup relations; Gaither, Toosi, 
et al., 2019) and in essentialism (Pauker et al., 2018; Sanchez 
et al., 2015; for a review, see Pauker et al., 2018).
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Contextual and Temporal Variation in Group Status 

 Whereas we focus on racial groups’ average social status in the main text for the 

purposes of making clear theoretical predictions, here, we discuss the ramifications of contextual 

and temporal variation in group status for our model. Our primary argument concerning status is 

that individuals who are interested in maintaining a particular status hierarchy, or who want to 

maintain or enhance their own group’s status in a particular hierarchy, may categorize multiracial 

people in a way that helps to achieve these goals. This should be true regardless of what context 

one imagines, even if in a particular context, the racial status hierarchy is different (compared to 

the societal average). For example, although on average, Asian Americans are perceived to have 

higher social status than Black Americans (Kahn et al., 2009), in the domain of athletics, the 

status hierarchy is arguably reversed, with Black people perceived to be better athletes than 

Asian people (Cheng et al., 2016; Devine, 1989). Thus, if a perceiver belongs to a high status 

group within a given domain (Black perceivers in this example), and wants to maintain her 

group’s dominance in this domain (e.g., is highly identified with Black people), she may 

categorize a multiracial target as a member of their lower status parent group (Asian in this case). 

Likewise, if a status hierarchy changes over time, high and low status group members within a 

given society should nevertheless categorize multiracial people in a way that fulfills their 

system- and group- based interests. Thus, the SMIT model is robust to changes in status 

hierarchies, both across contexts and time – whereas the exact categorization outcomes may 



change with such status changes, perceivers’ sociopolitical motives should operate similarly 

across context. 

Reanalysis of Study 1B in Ho et al. (2017) 

 In the main text, we described how perceiver group status can impact the effect of SDO 

on categorization. Here, we reanalyze data from Ho et al. (2017; Study 1B) to support the 

conclusion that among high status group perceivers, higher SDO individuals drive the positive 

correlation between SDO and outgroup categorization, such that on average, high status group 

perceivers engage in the outgroup categorization of multiracial targets. In contrast, among low 

status group perceivers, lower SDO individuals drive the positive correlation between SDO and 

outgroup categorization, such that on average, low status group perceivers engage in the ingroup 

categorization of multiracial targets. We reanalyzed data from Study 1B of Ho et al. (2017) in 

particular because this represents the most well powered test of this idea, with a sample of 285 

White American (high status) and 252 Black American (low status) perceivers. 

 Whereas Ho et al. (2017; Study 1B) focused on the relation between SDO and 

hypodescent (i.e., categorizing a Black-White multiracial person as more Black than White) 

among both Black and White perceivers, here we have reanalyzed the data from this study to 

look at outgroup categorization as the dependent variable (i.e., Black categorization among 

White perceivers and White categorization among Black perceivers). In particular, we conducted 

a moderated regression analysis examining the effect of SDO (centered), perceiver race (Black 

vs. White; centered), and the SDO by perceiver race interaction on outgroup categorization. This 

reveals a main effect of SDO (B = .17; SE B = .03; t(533) = 6.80, p < .001), a main effect of race 

(B = .62; SE B = .06; t(533) = 10.67, p < .001), but no interaction (B = -.03; SE B = .05; t(533) = 

-.52, p = .60; Figure S1). In other words, whereas SDO is positively related to outgroup 



categorization among both Black and White perceivers, the main effect of race suggests that 

mean levels of outgroup categorization are important to examine. Indeed, White perceivers on 

average engage in outgroup categorization – their mean on the outgroup categorization scale (m 

= 4.55) is significantly different from the scale midpoint (4 – “Equally Black and White”) toward 

outgroup categorization (t(284) = 9.19, p < .001). In contrast, Black perceivers on average 

engage in ingroup categorization – their mean on the categorization scale of 3.70 is significantly 

different from the scale midpoint in the direction of ingroup categorization (t(251) = -7.61, p < 

.001). Furthermore, a look at the predicted categorization score of Black and White perceivers 

who are higher in SDO (1 SD above the mean) reveals that only higher SDO White perceivers 

engage in outgroup categorization (predicted value on categorization scale = 4.55) – the 

predicted value among higher SDO Black perceivers (3.96) does not cross the threshold (scale 

midpoint) into outgroup categorization. And whereas the predicted value for lower SDO (1 SD 

below the mean) Black perceivers reveals ingroup categorization (3.53), the predicted value for 

lower SDO White perceivers (4.19) does not. In summary, whereas SDO is positively correlated 

with “outgroup categorization” among Black and White perceivers, this obscures the Black 

versus White perceiver difference: even at relatively high levels of SDO, only White perceivers 

engage in outgroup categorization, and even at relatively low levels of SDO, only Black 

perceivers engage in ingroup categorization (also see section on social dominance theory in the 

main text for a fuller explanation of why higher SDO might lead to the outgroup categorization 

of Black-White multiracial people among White perceivers and why lower SDO might lead to 

the ingroup categorization of Black-White multiracial people among Black perceivers). Thus 

future work should pay attention not only to the direction of the relation between sociopolitical 



motives and outgroup categorization, but also to main effects of perceiver group (levels of 

outgroup vs. ingroup categorization). 

Figure S1. Relation between SDO and Outgroup Categorization among Black and White 
Perceivers (Reanalysis of Ho et al., 2017, Study 1B). 

   

Note. The red line represents the categorization scale midpoint (“Equally Black and White”). 
 

The Meaning of Ingroup Categorization 

 Research with perceivers from lower status groups shows how the meaning of ingroup 

categorization can vary depending on whether it is driven by system-level or group-level 

motives. In theory, system level motives such as the motivation to protect the status quo (higher 

vs. lower system justification or political conservatism) can lead to ingroup categorization for the 

purposes of reinforcing racial group boundaries (though as discussed in the main text, research 

is needed on this). At the same time, ingroup categorization may be driven by group-level 

motives, such as the motivation to promote ingroup status (higher vs. lower racial identification; 

Chen et al., 2019, Black perceivers). Thus, ingroup categorization cannot necessarily be equated 

with feelings of solidarity with multiracial people – depending on what is driving it, this same 

outcome could reflect very different underlying motives. Put differently, the current review 
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highlights that the meaning of categorization cannot be assumed, but rather, can be inferred by 

its relation to distinct intergroup motives. For example, if ingroup categorization is driven by 

higher RWA among a perceiver from a lower status group, one might infer that the perceiver is 

focused on superordinate national or societal norms rather than racial ingroup norms and 

perceives that the racial ingroup violates national norms. In contrast, if ingroup categorization is 

driven by lower SDO, one might infer that it is driven by more egalitarian, inclusive concerns. 
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