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INTRODUCTION

Although a few highly visible African Americans have reached
positions of high status, income, and power in the United States,
most blacks still live separately from whites, and signipcantly

lag behind whites in terms of income, housing, health, and
education.! Other non-white groups, including Latinos, Asians,
and Native Americans, also rank lower than whites on many
measures of living conditions and opportunities, and tend to
live in ethnic enclaves. Of all those not classiped as members
of the dominant white group, young men of color (YMC) are
particular objects of stereotyping, fear, anger, misunderstanding,
and rejection. Indeed, public attitudes and emotions restrict
their lives and keep them from enjoying the full range of
opportunities and benepts of American society.

The way the media operate, the images they produce, and the
inyuence they exert signipcantly affect the life chances of

these young men. This report assesses the medials impacts,
with a particular focus on the variety of ways they perpetuate
negative impressions of young men of color, the reasons that
this perpetuation of negative impressions occurs, and potential
paths to reform and improvement. Specipc issues covered here
include:

1. The negative biases in portraying YMC
across most media—Dbiases that are often
subtle (and therefore difpcult to notice and
counteract), rather than blatant

2. The impacts of the negative images on
whites, on white-dominated institutions,
on politics and public policy, on society in
general, and on YMC

3. Explanations for continuing biases despite
improvements in the visibility and depictions
of persons of color

4. Public and private policy changes that might
reduce the deleterious inyuences of the
media in this sphere and promote more
positive contributions to the lives of YMC
and to society at large

Challenging and changing the media will be a vital component
in the larger effort of the Joint Center Health Policy Institute

to establish a 0Fair Healthd movement to provide people of
color with equal opportunities for healthy lives. The connection

! See, for example, National Urban League 2005.

between cultural stereotypes and ignorance among the majority
of white Americans on the one hand, and the treatment and
life chances of non-whites on the other, is well established.
People of color experience systematic discrimination in a range
of areas, including the delivery of public education and other
services, job hiring and promotion, housing opportunities, and
treatment by the police and criminal justice system. All of
these, in turn, affect individualsi physical and mental health.
For instance, unemployment and underemployment take severe
tolls on health, and discrimination makes unemployment

and underemployment worse.>  Compounding this problem,
persons of color at every income level tend to receive inferior
medical care compared with whites.®

The connection between the media and these negative
interrelationships is this: the media are among the most
powerful sources of mental impressions that people form of
categories of out-groups. Thus, for instance, under ambiguous
conditions, a white police ofpcerifieven a well-meaning onefi
may react differently to seeing a young man of color than to a
white young man. That reactionfperhaps to shoot rather than
waiting just one more moment to assess the situationmay be
rooted in large part in a lifetime of exposure to media images
that construct the prototypical YMC as more dangerous than
the prototypical young white male.* Analogous reactions can
arise from white teachers dealing with students of color, white
doctors dealing with patients of color, and even, sadly, from
some persons of color dealing with others of color.> Such is
the generally unconscious power of the images in our mindsifn
images often placed there or reinforced by the media.®

There are also aggregate-level effects from misperceptions held
by the dominant white group, which frequently assumes that
government programs in areas such as health or education are
largely designed to help undeserving minorities at the expense
of the majority.” Whitesi misunderstandings are reyected in
reduced public support for ameliorative programs, and the
ensuing cuts in programs further diminish the health and other
life conditions of YMC.

2 cf. Levenstein, Smith, and Kaplan 2001.

8 Smedley, Smith, and Nelson 2003.

4 For experimental evidence of such behavior, see Greenwald, Oakes,
and Hoffman 2003; Correll Park, Judd, and Wittenbrink 2002; Payne
2001.

® Rosenthal 1995; Shulman 1999.

& See Kang 2005 for a summary of evidence.

" See, for example, lyengar 1991; Gilens 1999; Valentino, Hutchings,
and White 2002; Hutchings and Valentino 2004.



In a variety of ways across the range of genres and outlets, the
mass media convey impressions that whites occupy different
moral universes from young men of color, who fundamentally
diverge from whites® The media do occasionally convey
images of harmony and similarity.® Unfortunately, however, the
impact of positive images may be swamped by the effects of the
more common and vivid negative images, and by the effects of
systematic omissions. People have an apparent tendency toward
oremembering unfavorable behaviors associated with the out-
group.”®® Also, they tend to ogive too much weight to those
individuals who conprm the stereotype and not enough weight
to those who disconprm the stereotype. This, in turn, implies
that only a few stereotype-conprming individuals, against the
background of many stereotype disconprming individuals,
would nonetheless serve to maintain the stereotype.6'

Raised in a culture in which race and ethnicity are often

highly salient and white persons occupy the top of the social
hierarchy, whites who have only limited personal experience
with YMC may be more likely to remember the negative

than the positive in the media images they encounter. More
generally, psychologists have found that people remember
negative information more readily than positive information.*?
Through their decisions regarding the images and information
they include or omit, the media frequently encourage whitesj
tendencies to imagine, exaggerate, and misunderstand group
differences. This holds especially true for young men of color,
who bear the triple burden of the cultural stereotypes and
negative emotions attached to the categories of non-white,
young, and male.

Prior to addressing the main task of this report, some important
caveats should be mentioned. Many distinctions have to be
neglected. The multiple meanings of the very concepts of
“race” and “ethnicity” raise endless complexities that cannot be

8Since racial distinctions are heavily cultural, if not arbitrary, even
writing about the media in terms of “race” and attributes like skin
color has the pitfall of perpetuating the very distinctions that cause so
many problems. This is simply unavoidable, however. Readers should
keep in mind that sorting people, including young men, into so-called
“races” based on skin color or other physical characteristics is neither
scientipcally accurate nor ethically acceptable.

9cf. Entman and Rojecki 2000, and the Annual NAACP Image Awards
for positive media contributions, http://www.naacpimageawards.
net/36thimageAwards/nominees.html.

WRothbart and John 1993: 38.

1 Rothbart and John 1993: 43-44; cf. Sampson 1999: 121-22.

12See Fiske and Taylor 1991; Rothbart and John 1993; Macrae and
Bodenhausen 2000.

explored here.®* Serious oversimplipcation occurs when the
diverse cultures, nationalities, ethnicities, religions, and other
distinctive attributes of those usually categorized as GAsiand

or 0Hispanic/Latinod are lumped together. The only attribute
that 06Asiansd have in common is ancestry in countries ranging
from Micronesia to Cambodia to Pakistan and many more. The
only commonality among 0Hispanicsd or 0Latinoso is that their
parents or forebears use(d) Spanishifor perhaps Portuguese,
French, or another language. For the growing numbers of
those with multiracial or multiethnic identities, this ambiguity

is even more apparent. Controversies that cannot be covered
here have arisen over who gets to determine race and ethnicity.
For instance, are 0blacké and GAfrican Americané synonymous
terms? Some argue that only those whose ancestors were slaves
in the U.S. are truly African American, and that only these
people merit afprmative action.** The list goes on.

All of these complex and controversial issues must be radically
simpliped for the purposes of this report. Four categories

of young men are used: black or African American, Hispanic
or Latino, Asian or Asian American, or white.*® This
categorization should not present a signipcant problem since
most studies of media images, stereotyping, and prejudice deal
with these four general categories, and most political discussion
and policy analyses also tend to use them. The bulk of these
studies, however, have primarily focused on black persons,
giving far less attention to other persons of color. As a result,
this report unavoidably offers a more complete analysis of
blacks than of other persons of color. This report’s use of
previous studies that focus on black persons also leads to
what some might view as generalizations to all young men of
color that are broader than warranted by incomplete data on
groups aside from African Americans. For the same reason,
the report cannot offer systematic comparisons of media
depictions of black, Latino, Asian, and white young men,
although where comparative data are available, they will be

B cf. Appiah and Gutmann 1996.
14 See Rimer and Arenson 2004,

15 Although many writers use “Latino/a” to simultaneously refer to
males and females, given this reportds focus on young men, the term
“Latino” will be used and will be employed interchangeably with
“Hispanic.” The fact that many of Latin ancestry consider themselves
to be black represents a further complicating consideration, but it
is beyond the scope of the report (see Rivero 2002, however, for an
interesting discussion of how the issue played out in a TV sitcom).
Similar terminological issues exist with respect to labels for blacks/
African Americans and for Asians/Asian Americans. To conserve
space, these are ignored here.



Table 1: Racial/Ethnic Hierarchy Revealed in Negative Sterotyping

Violence Prone Neutral  Not prone Unintelligent  Neutral Intelligent Lazy  Neutral Hardworking
Blacks 47.0 375 155 21.9 48.5 29.6 34.3 43.7 220
Hispanics 374 44.1 18.5 23.9 50.8 253 21.9 40.3 37.8
Asians 16.9 46.5 36.6 10.5 39.7 49.8 10.9 31.9 57.2
Whites 21.4 47.9 30.7 6.7 40.9 52.4 10.8 43.3 45.9

Note: entries are percentages of respondents to 2000 National Opinion Research Center General Social Survey questions asking for ratings of each
group on a scale of 1 to 7 for the following traits: violence-prone/not violence-prone; unintelligent/intelligent; and lazy/hardworking. The percent-
age responding with one of the three numbers toward the negative ends of the scale (1, 2, or 3 for violence and unintelligence, and 5, 6, or 7 for
laziness) are listed in the left-hand column for each trait, followed by the percentage responding with the neutral answer (4), and then the percentage
responding with one of the three numbers toward the positive ends of the scale.

mentioned. Finally, because there are so few identipable Native
American representations in the media, and so little research
on stereotyping and prejudice toward young men of this group,
they will not be covered here.*

Some data are available that illustrate the relative degree to
which blacks, Hispanics, and Asians are subject to stereotypes.
The University of Chicagos National Opinion Research
Center conducts its General Social Survey every two years,

and in 2000, this survey included a series of questions about
whether members of these groups, as well as whites, tend

to be violence-prone, hardworking or lazy, and intelligent or
unintelligent. Table 1 shows the results. It reveals a fairly clear
hierarchy; blacks are at the bottom, followed by Hispanics, and
Asians are equal to or surpass whites at the top. Respondents
(who included members of all the groups in representative
proportion to the U.S. population) rated blacks as considerably
lazier than other groups and somewhat more violence-prone.
Blacks and Hispanics were seen as less intelligent to about an
equal degree relative to whites and Asians. While these are only
three dimensions of stereotyped thinking and the matter is far
more complicated than can be discussed here, this simple table
provides a conservative estimate of the degree of stereotyping
prevalent in the culture.” Because it is socially undesirable to
answer such survey questions by revealing ones racial/ethnic
biases, the prevalence of negative stereotyping is almost
certainly greater than suggested in the table.

16 See Weston (1996) for data and analysis revealing much the same
syndrome affecting them.

17See especially Schuman, Steeh, Bobo, and Krysan 1998.






CULTURAL REPRODUCTION OF
RACIAL/ETHNIC DISCRIMINATION

In order to understand the impact of the media on young men
of color and stereotyping, and on inter-group relations more
generally, we should start with the sobering research of cogni-
tive psychologists. This research demonstrates that responses
to persons categorized according to race often happen beneath
conscious awareness and arise even when the respondent consciously rejects
prejudice and stereotype. Summarizing an enormous amount of
research literature,'® Kang writes:

We map individuals to racial categories according

to prevailing racial mapping rules, which in turn
activates racial meanings that alter our interaction
with those individuals. The mapping and activation
are automatic, and the racial meanings that inyuence
our interaction may be stereotypes and prejudice we
explicitly disavowe& And implicit bias has behav-
ioral consequences, which can be deadly.*®

Among the examples Kang? cites are studies showing that
subjects are more likely to perceive minority persons as possess-
ing weapons (even when they do not) and, as a result, are more
likely to “shoot” them in experiments;?* that equally qualiped
job applicants received 50 percent more call-backs when their
r@sum@s listed the name Emily (prototypically owhited) rather
than Lakisha (0blacko);?* and that interview situations between
whites and persons of color can be poisoned by nonverbal and
other unconscious communication microbehaviors. As Kang
writes: “The total impact of these interactional phenomena on
education (admissions, mentoring), employment (hiring, promo-
tion), social networking (friendship, marriage, collegiality), and
market transactions (auto purchases, mortgages) cannot be over-
estimated.”?

What are the cultural mechanisms that create this unfortunate
situation? Figure 1 offers a graphic representation of the circu-

18 Examples of which are Bargh 1996; Fiske 1998.

19 Kang 2005: 1535; also see pp. 1500-08.

2 Kang 2005: 1491-94.

ZCorrell et al. 2002; Payne, Lambert, and Jacoby 2002.
2 Bertrand and Mullainithan 2004.

ZKang 2005: 1535-36.

Figure 1: Cyclical Reproduction of Racial/Ethnic
Misunderstanding and Antagonism
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lar processes by which racial and ethnic misunderstanding and
antagonism are reproduced. Like all such representations, it is
an abstraction and oversimplipcation. Its goal is to clarify the
complex interrelationships among white elites and the institu-
tions that they dominate; ordinary white citizensi sentiments, de-
cisions, and behaviors; and the lives and life chances of persons
of color. The relationships are dynamic and interactive, but the
pgure deliberately starts at the top of the power/status/wealth
hierarchy with white elites and decision makers, dividing them
into two segments for analysis: those in charge of media and
those in charge of everything else. As illustrated, ofpcials and
business leaders make the decisions that shape public policies
and societal conditions, while media leaders make decisions
that shape the images appearing in newspapers, plms, and other
sources of entertainment and informationAmost particularly
the images of young men of color.

These two sets of decisions, which shape oreal worldd
conditions and media content, in turn inyuence the masses

of ordinary white American citizens. For purposes of clarity,
Figure 1 shows a box enclosed by dotted lines to highlight

the ways that the thinking and behavior of the white majority
affect persons of color. The solid-bordered box shows the four
chief dimensions of white racial antagonism, which individual
whites hold to a greater or lesser degree: stereotypes, denial,
negative emotional reactions, and sense of inherent conyict of



Figure 2: Spectrum of Sentiments Toward Young Men of Color (YMC)
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Note: Adapted from Entman and Rojecki (2000), Table 2-1.

group interests. These four elements, detailed in Figure 2, are
important because they will provide a framework for analyzing
the nature and impacts of media.

Entman and Rojecki argue that white racial thinking spans a
spectrum that runs from racial trust and understanding, or 6co-
mity,0 to ambivalence, then to animosity, and pnally to outright
racism, although the boundaries between the orientations are
blurry® Three largely cognitive dimensions of belief and one
cognitive dimension of general emotional response determine
where people pt along this continuum. For the purposes of
this report, let us stipulate that one dimension taps the degree
to which whites attribute homogeneously negative stereotypical traits to
young men of color. The second belief component measures the
degree to which whites deny the existence of discrimination against
YMC. Denial of discrimination is perhaps the most politically
signipcant because it is often sufpcient for white opposition to
progressive policy change. The third is the degree to which whites
see themselves as having group interests that conyict with those of persons
of color. The fourth dimension measures the degree and direction of
emotional responses to blacks, Latinos, or Asians as groups or individuals.
The four dimensions are correlated, but independent.

The graphical presentation in Figure 2 does not imply sharply
demarcated boxes of thoughts and feelings. At the left end of
the spectrum (0Comityé) Areading down the left-hand column

2Entman and Rojecki, 2000, from which Figure 2 is adapted.

of the pgureAmight be a white person who believes that a) one
cannot generalize about YMC any more than one can generalize
about whites; b) YMC are subject to continued and varied forms
and legacies of discrimination; and c¢) white group interests do
not necessarily exist as such, let alone clash with those of per-
sons of color. At the same time, d) such whites also hold either
neutral or positive feelings toward persons of color as individu-
als and as categories.®® Approximately 20 percent of whites fall
into the Comity category.

At the other end of the spectrum, another 20 percent or so are
full-blown racists, who hold that human beings fall into natural
and distinct racial categories akin to species, with identifying
(negatively stereotyped) biological and behavioral traits that
reliably distinguish individual members; that the races can be
ranked in order of inherent ability and social desirability;* that
those of other races have inherently conyicting interests with
those of whites; and that discrimination is thus justipable. In
addition, racists tend to be animated by strongly negative emo-
tions toward members of out-groups.

% Also regrettably, but unavoidably, omitted from this report are
stereotypes and prejudices that exist between non-white groups. These
not only apply to relations between, for example, Asian Americans and
Latinos, but also within these groups. The focus is on whites holding
negative stereotypes and other forms of animosity because whites
remain in charge of most institutions and thus wield by far the most
power over the lives of YMC.

%cf. Goldberg 1993.




