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Young Men of Color in the Media: Images and Impacts
INTRODUCTION

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 individuals’ physical and mental health.
For instance, unemployment and underemployment take severe
tolls on health, and discrimination makes unemployment
and underemployment worse.2 Compounding this problem,
persons of color at every income level tend to receive inferior
medical care compared with whites.3

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 significantly
lag behind whites in terms of income, housing, health, and
education.1 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 classified 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 benefits of American society.

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 officer—even a well-meaning one—
may react differently to seeing a young man of color than to a
white young man. That reaction—perhaps to shoot rather than
waiting just one more moment to assess the situation—may 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.4 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.5 Such is
the generally unconscious power of the images in our minds—
images often placed there or reinforced by the media.6

The way the media operate, the images they produce, and the
influence they exert significantly affect the life chances of
these young men. This report assesses the media’s 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. Specific issues covered here
include:
1. The negative biases in portraying YMC
across most media—biases that are often
subtle (and therefore difficult 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

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.7 Whites’ misunderstandings are reflected in
reduced public support for ameliorative programs, and the
ensuing cuts in programs further diminish the health and other
life conditions of 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 influences 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 “Fair Health” movement to provide people of
color with equal opportunities for healthy lives. The connection
1

See, for example, National Urban League 2005.
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cf. Levenstein, Smith, and Kaplan 2001.
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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.
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Rosenthal 1995; Shulman 1999.

6

See Kang 2005 for a summary of evidence.
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See, for example, Iyengar 1991; Gilens 1999; Valentino, Hutchings,
and White 2002; Hutchings and Valentino 2004.
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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.8 The media do occasionally convey
images of harmony and similarity.9 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
“remembering unfavorable behaviors associated with the outgroup.”10 Also, they tend to “give too much weight to those
individuals who confirm the stereotype and not enough weight
to those who disconfirm the stereotype. This, in turn, implies
that only a few stereotype-confirming individuals, against the
background of many stereotype-disconfirming individuals,
would nonetheless serve to maintain the stereotype.”11

explored here.13 Serious oversimplification occurs when the
diverse cultures, nationalities, ethnicities, religions, and other
distinctive attributes of those usually categorized as “Asian”
or “Hispanic/Latino” are lumped together. The only attribute
that “Asians” have in common is ancestry in countries ranging
from Micronesia to Cambodia to Pakistan and many more. The
only commonality among “Hispanics” or “Latinos” is that their
parents or forebears use(d) Spanish—or 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 “black” and “African American” 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 affirmative action.14 The list goes on.

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.12
Through their decisions regarding the images and information
they include or omit, the media frequently encourage whites’
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.

All of these complex and controversial issues must be radically
simplified for the purposes of this report. Four categories
of young men are used: black or African American, Hispanic
or Latino, Asian or Asian American, and white.15 This
categorization should not present a significant 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

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
8

9

Since 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
scientifically accurate nor ethically acceptable.
cf. Entman and Rojecki 2000, and the Annual NAACP Image Awards
for positive media contributions, http://www.naacpimageawards.
net/36thImageAwards/nominees.html.
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Rothbart and John 1993: 38.
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Rothbart and John 1993: 43-44; cf. Sampson 1999: 121-22.
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See Fiske and Taylor 1991; Rothbart and John 1993; Macrae and
Bodenhausen 2000.
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cf. Appiah and Gutmann 1996.
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See Rimer and Arenson 2004.
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Although many writers use “Latino/a” to simultaneously refer to
males and females, given this report’s 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.
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Table 1: Racial/Ethnic Hierarchy Revealed in Negative Stereotyping
Violence

Prone

Neutral

Not prone

Unintelligent

Neutral

Intelligent

Lazy

Neutral

Hardworking

Blacks

47.0

37.5

15.5

21.9

48.5

29.6

34.3

43.7

22.0

Hispanics

37.4

44.1

18.5

23.9

50.8

25.3

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 percentage 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 identifiable 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.16
Some data are available that illustrate the relative degree to
which blacks, Hispanics, and Asians are subject to stereotypes.
The University of Chicago’s 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.17 Because it is socially undesirable to
answer such survey questions by revealing one’s 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.

17

See especially Schuman, Steeh, Bobo, and Krysan 1998.
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CULTURAL REPRODUCTION OF
RACIAL/ETHNIC DISCRIMINATION

Figure 1: Cyclical Reproduction of Racial/Ethnic
Misunderstanding and Antagonism

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 cognitive 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,18 Kang writes:

White Elites and Decision Makers

Officials, Politicians
Business executives
Bureaucrats

Public Policies
Societal
conditions

Stereotypes
Denial
Fear & other
negative emotions
Inherent Group Conflict

EXPRESSED IN:
Public opinion/voting
Consumption decisions and
market forces (media, housing)
YMCs’ organizational
interactions: police, teachers,
employers
Individual perceptions/interactions
with YMC

White Elites/Decision
Makers
Public Policies
Societal
conditions

Persons of Color

lar processes by which racial and ethnic misunderstanding and
antagonism are reproduced. Like all such representations, it is
an abstraction and oversimplification. Its goal is to clarify the
complex interrelationships among white elites and the institutions that they dominate; ordinary white citizens’ sentiments, decisions, and behaviors; and the lives and life chances of persons
of color. The relationships are dynamic and interactive, but the
figure 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, officials 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, films, and other
sources of entertainment and information—most particularly
the images of young men of color.

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

19

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

20

Kang 2005: 1491-94.

21

Correll et al. 2002; Payne, Lambert, and Jacoby 2002.

22

Bertrand and Mullainithan 2004.

23

Kang 2005: 1535-36.

Media images
News reports
Entertainment

Ethnic/Race
Subcultures

Among the examples Kang20 cites are studies showing that
subjects are more likely to perceive minority persons as possessing weapons (even when they do not) and, as a result, are more
likely to “shoot” them in experiments;21 that equally qualified
job applicants received 50 percent more call-backs when their
résumés listed the name Emily (prototypically “white”) rather
than Lakisha (“black”);22 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, promotion), social networking (friendship, marriage, collegiality), and
market transactions (auto purchases, mortgages) cannot be overestimated.”23

Examples of which are Bargh 1996; Fiske 1998.

Media images
News reports
Entertainment

White mass public

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 influence
our interaction may be stereotypes and prejudice we
explicitly disavow… And implicit bias has behavioral consequences, which can be deadly.19

18

Media & advertising
executives, editors,
producers

These two sets of decisions, which shape “real world”
conditions and media content, in turn influence 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 conflict of
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Figure 2: Spectrum of Sentiments Toward Young Men of Color (YMC)
Dimension:

Comity
Individual
Diversity

Ambivalence
Negative
Tendencies

Animosity
Stereotyping

Racism
Racial
Hierarchy

Stereotyping

Individual YMCs, like
whites, vary widely in traits

YMCs tend more than
whites to exhibit negative
traits

Most YMCs share a
syndrome of negative traits

YMCs are a lower order of
humanity than whites, with
consistently negative traits

Empathy

Under-Estimation

Denial

Separation &
Discrimination

Structural discrimination Discrimination remains

Inherently conflicting
group political interests
(politics as zero-sum
ethnic/racial game)
Emotional responses

prevalent, causing great
harm to equal opportunity

Discrimination may occur in Anti-YMC discrimination is
isolated individual instances a thing of the past; whites
now experience more racial
discrimination

YMCs cannot attain equality
no matter what society does;
discrimination is therefore
necessary

Political Acceptance

Political Concern

Political Rejection

Political Aggression

Fundamental interests of
non-whites and whites do
not differ; cooperation is
possible and desirable

Non-white political power
sometimes creates trouble
for whites as a group;
cooperation is suspect

Non-white political power
extracts advantages at white
expense; cooperation is
rarely to mutual advantage

Non-white power poses
grave dangers to whites
as a group; cooperation is
virtually race treason

Comfort

Disquiet

Fear & Anger

Hatred

Low intensity, positive or
neutral feelings

Low intensity oscillation
from neutral to positive to
negative

Largely negative, moderately Intensely and globally
intense emotions
negative emotions toward
YMCs

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.

of the figure—might 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 persons of color. At the same time, d) such whites also hold either
neutral or positive feelings toward persons of color as individuals and as categories.25 Approximately 20 percent of whites fall
into the Comity category.

Entman and Rojecki argue that white racial thinking spans a
spectrum that runs from racial trust and understanding, or “comity,” to ambivalence, then to animosity, and finally to outright
racism, although the boundaries between the orientations are
blurry.24 Three largely cognitive dimensions of belief and one
cognitive dimension of general emotional response determine
where people fit 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
significant because it is often sufficient for white opposition to
progressive policy change. The third is the degree to which whites
see themselves as having group interests that conflict 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.

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;26 that
those of other races have inherently conflicting interests with
those of whites; and that discrimination is thus justifiable. In
addition, racists tend to be animated by strongly negative emotions toward members of out-groups.

The graphical presentation in Figure 2 does not imply sharply
demarcated boxes of thoughts and feelings. At the left end of
the spectrum (“Comity”)—reading down the left-hand column
24

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

10

25

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.

26

cf. Goldberg 1993.
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This leaves about 60 percent of whites between the two
extremes. Given that whites are often ambivalent—although
readily pushed by environmental stimuli toward animosity—
complicated mixtures of sentiments are common. For example,
a white person might view blacks as displaying generally
negative traits, yet still acknowledge widespread discrimination,
or may see great variety among Asian or Latino individuals, yet
still consider Asian or Latino political activity a threat to the
interests of whites and deny that much discrimination occurs.
As already noted, many theorists believe that most whites
consciously adhere to egalitarian ideals and regard themselves
as non-racists, yet have unrecognized negative feelings and
cognitive associations concerning persons of color, which
can lead to prejudiced behavior.27 This would place most of

down to stereotyping, denial, political rejection and demonization, and fearful, angry emotions. Such negative feelings are not
typically as intense and central to the political and social worldview of those with racial animosity as they are for racists.
A white person can feel more or less animosity, depending on
the particular information circulating in his or her environment and on current conditions. For example, a white person
alone in a city at night might feel more fearful of an 18-year-old
Asian American male than of a white person of the same age.
Ambivalent whites can move toward animosity when inflamed
by particular situations such as this one—as well as by media
depictions. Such whites then become more receptive to coded
campaign appeals designed to mobilize them into coalitions with

Figure 3: Hypothetical schema system among whites for young men of color—mental
connections common in U.S. Culture

R e a lit ie s o f
d is c r im in a t io n
S im ila r it y o f v a lu e s
a c r o s s e t h n ic it ie s

D e n ia l

( r e lig io s it y ,
p a t r io t is m , f a m ily
v a lu e s )
S u p p o rt in g
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U n in te llig e n t

p u n it iv e
c rim e p o lic ie s

V io le n c e
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P o s it iv e

N

O F
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CO L O R

s o c ie t a l
c o n t r ib u t io n s o f
yo u n g

m e n

o f
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H y p ers ex ua l
B urde ns on
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g o v e rn m e n t

f r e q u e n t ly

pr ogr a m c ut s , t a x

C o n n e c t io n s m a d e

them at some point around ambivalence or animosity on the
continuum.
Racial animosity represents an important step short of racism.
Although those exhibiting animosity are often labeled as racists,
they do not see a natural racial order that places whites on top
and legitimizes discrimination. Rather, animosity consists of
less intense and all-encompassing stands on the four dimensions. As indicated by the bold print in Figure 2, animosity boils
27

c u t s ; o p p o s in g
a f f irm a t iv e a c t io n

f r e q u e n t ly

traditional racists.28 In this sense, the fact that the majority of
whites are not outright racists becomes less relevant to politics
and the lives of YMC than the fact that so many can sometimes
be induced to vote alongside racists.
Figure 3 illustrates a hypothetical mental map for a typical white
person or for the dominant culture as a whole. Psychologists
and other social scientists frequently label the associations
28

For example, see Dovidio and Gaertner 1986; Bargh et al. 1996; cf.
Kang 2005 for a full survey.

11

cf. Goren 2003; Mendelberg 2001; Carmines and Layman 1998: 129;
Kinder and Sanders 1996: Chapter 9; Jamieson 1992; Edsall and
Edsall 1991.
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diagrammed here as “schematic” and might call Figure 3 a
representation of a schema system. Schemas are groups of
concepts and associated evaluations and feelings. The map
suggests the frequent associations made in the media between
young men of color (mostly Latinos and African Americans)
and stereotyped negative traits such as laziness, violence, and
hypersexuality. These associations, in turn, stimulate emotional
responses, as well as political responses, as illustrated in the
red boxes. The concepts placed in the cloud shapes are those
that the media do not frequently include. Since the culture
infrequently validates these linkages, they are not as frequently
encoded in the minds of white Americans.

As suggested by the lower third of Figure 1, white leaders’ decisions also naturally exert direct influences on persons of color
through societal conditions (shown on the left-hand side) as well
as media productions (shown on the right-hand side). In addition, of course, ethnic subcultures (including ethnically targeted
media) also exert significant influences on persons of color.
As all of these paths of influence converge to affect the life
experiences and life chances of persons of color, the latter also
have potential and actual power to influence the thinking and
behavior of the mostly white leadership sector of society. This
is indicated by the solid line running along the left-hand margin
of the figure from persons of color to the white elite. With
all of this said, the central focus of this report must be on the
direct and indirect effects of the mainstream white-dominated
media on ordinary whites, on the white leadership class, and on
young males of color.

Returning to Figure 1, notice how the four components of
white racial thinking are manifested in four ways that directly
and indirectly influence white elites as well as persons of color.
When the environment stimulates whites’ animosity or racism,
their political thinking and behavior becomes more governed by
stereotypes, denial, negative emotions, and a sense of conflicting group interests, as shown by research discussed below.
These political sentiments and activities influence white politicians and policymakers. At the same time, racial thinking also
influences whites’ decisions as consumers, whether in choosing
media products, or in selecting housing, transportation, and
other goods and services. Of course, whites’ behavior in the
marketplace also influences the decisions of those leading major
businesses and other institutions.
Two other important elements of white racial sentiments are
shown in Figure 1. One involves direct impacts on persons of
color: personal interactions between (and among) individuals of
color and whites that occur in organizational settings, such as
the workplace, or in places of business, such as restaurants, department stores, or hotels. The other concerns direct interpersonal communication between whites and persons of color who
are not engaged in the structured relationships of a business
or organizational setting. These may include everything from
mere encounters of strangers on the street to acquaintanceships
and friendships. A large volume of literature, mostly beyond
the scope of this report, documents the experiences of persons
of color with stereotyped and prejudicial thinking in contexts
of organizational or interpersonal communication at work, in
restaurants, and in seeking taxicabs.29 Such experiences impose
enormous psychic, physical, and financial costs on persons of
color. The individual dimensions are included in the diagram
because the interpersonal behaviors are themselves influenced
by the messages and omissions of the media.
29

See, for example, Feagin and Vera, 1991; Cose, 1993; cf.
Hochschild 1995.

12
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MEDIA PRODUCTS: STEREOTYPING, DENIAL,
FEAR, AND REJECTION

• Violence and youth, especially male youth, are
closely linked: most stories that feature young
people on local news depict violence they commit
or suffer, and in those stories, older white men
are the dominant speakers. Local news does not
often portray young persons as positively contributing to society.31

Since the media rarely convey outright racist messages or stereotypes—indeed, in fiction and in the news, they regularly preach
the explicit lesson that racism is bad—we must explore more
subtle aspects of mediated communication to discern its crucial
impacts. Negative stereotyping is a core component of media images of young men of color and an important force in reinforcing general racial antagonism or racism. The stereotypes arise
not merely from the news, but from TV and film entertainment,
advertising, and sports programming as well. Stereotyping and,
equally important, the media’s failure to challenge traditional
stereotyped expectations, in turn, establish often unconscious
mental connections for whites (and others), so that perceiving
a YMC stimulates negative emotions such as fear and anger. The
media contribute to the denial component of racial sentiments
mostly by what they usually omit. Examples include: the pervasiveness of present-day discrimination and, given the importance of capital accumulation, the enormous financial harm
still imposed today by discrimination against past generations;
the role that poverty and joblessness play in raising crime rates
and lowering marriage rates among YMC; and the part played
by larger structural changes in the global economy.30 These
patterns of omission—along with the ways journalists tend to
code much of politics as a zero-sum game in which those in
the category “white persons” share common political interests
against other categories of people—encourage whites to perceive
an inherent political conflict of interest with persons of color.

• One study found that blacks are twice as likely as
white defendants to be subject to negative pretrial publicity, and Latinos are three times as likely
as whites.32
• In crime coverage more generally, whites are
overrepresented as victims of violence and as
law-enforcers, while blacks are underrepresented
in these sympathetic roles.33 In some areas, at
least, Hispanics may receive even worse treatment
than blacks. Chiricos and Eschholz found that
one in 20 whites appearing on local TV news in
Orlando were criminal suspects, compared with
one in eight blacks and one in four Hispanics.34
• In some notorious, highly publicized crimes, such
as the 1989 alleged rape of a wealthy young white
woman in Central Park by a “gang” of Hispanic
and black young men, YMC appear particularly
susceptible to portrayals that associate them with
extreme threat and less-than-human traits. Narratives routinely used such words as “savage” and
“wild.”35

Media stereotypes are recurring messages that associate persons
of color with traits, behaviors, and values generally considered
undesirable, inferior, or dangerous. We can start with the news.
Both print and electronic journalism frequently connect the
following concepts with YMC: crime, violence, hypersexuality,
poverty (especially undeserving poverty—that is, poverty due
to character flaws of the individual) and welfare. These reports
not only stereotype the YMC who are featured in them, but they
also reinforce negative emotions and a sense of social distance
that may promote a belief in inherent group conflict. All of
these can feed white support for policies counter to the interests
of YMC.
The ways in which television and print news stereotype YMC—
in particular, blacks and Latinos—as criminal and violent are
varied and often rather subtle. Here are some examples from
the extensive research literature:
30

cf. Wilson 1996.

• Studies of local news in Chicago and elsewhere
suggest that depictions of black suspects
(mostly young men) tend to be more symbolically threatening than those of whites accused
of similar crimes. Black defendants in one study
were more likely to be shown in mug shots. In
the ubiquitous “perp walks,” blacks were twice
as likely as whites to be shown under some
form of physical restraint by police—although
all were accused of scary and generally violent
crimes.36 One complexity to note is that it may
well be true that police officers physically restrain
31

Dorfman and Woodruff 1998.

32

Dixon and Linz 2002.

33

Dixon, Azocar, and Casas 2003; also see Gilliam and Iyengar 2000;
Romer, Jamieson, and de Coteau 1998.

34

Chiricos and Eschholz 2002: 412-14.

35

Welch, Price, and Yankey 2002.

36

Entman and Rojecki 2000.
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more black defendants than they restrain white
defendants because of the cops’ own racial fears.
As suggested by the influence paths illustrated in
Figure 1, news reports that may cultivate negative
stereotyping and fear of YMC may also accurately convey aspects of the “real world.” This
consideration indicates that solving the problem
may require more than simply urging journalists
to report more accurately, as discussed further
below.

Just as important as active stereotyping of persons of color as
poor, if not criminal—and, in any case, not valuable to society—is the paucity of information about and images of young
men of color who positively contribute to society and who live
in accordance with values that match those of the dominant
culture. As one example, studies of network television news
reveal that few persons of color are used as expert sources.43
In a 1997 sample, black experts spoke 14 times, compared with
white experts, who provided 496 sound bites.44 Black sources
predominantly appeared in stories about sports, entertainment,
and crime. In an exhaustive study of 639 hours of network
news, Subervi found a similar dearth of Latino sources, except
in the 0.82 percent of stories that were about Latinos.45 And,
as already noted, in local TV news, where sensational reporting
of crime involving YMC is a prime ingredient, persons of color
are underrepresented relative to their actual numbers among the
law-enforcement officers trying to keep society safe. Subervi,
however, offers evidence that Latino members of the military
were portrayed as heroes and patriots in some network news
stories, and that they tended to be portrayed more as victims
than perpetrators in network stories on crime.46

Aside from crime, perhaps the most frequent and disproportionate association made with persons of color is poverty.37
Clawson and Trice found that, in stories where poverty is a
topic, newsmagazines such as Time and Newsweek overrepresent
blacks, while underrepresenting whites, Hispanics, and Asians.38
At the same time, the magazines overrepresent the non-working
poor and the urban poor in their illustrations of poverty. In this
way, the authors suggest, not only do the media encode poverty
as an especially black trait, misreporting the ethnic diversity of
the poor, but they undermine potential sympathy, especially
among the white majority, for anti-poverty programs. After all,
such expenditures appear to go mostly to groups with which
whites do not readily identify. Similarly, Gilens shows that
news stories about welfare policy use blacks in illustrations far
in excess of their actual numbers as recipients and, in this way,
reduce white support for welfare programs.39
As Entman and Rojecki note, poverty can be portrayed as
a condition that merits sympathy, but it more often appears
associated with threats in the form of crime, violence, drugs,
gangs, and aimless activity.40 Iyengar documented a tendency to
represent poverty as the fault of poor individuals, rather than a
consequence of social conditions.41 A sense of inherent group
conflict is thus established between taxpaying whites and seemingly tax-absorbing, undeserving persons of color, especially
blacks. Showing the pervasiveness of the cultural association
of poor and black, an unusual study by Clawson found that
even economics textbooks, presumably written and edited by highly
informed people, disproportionately employ pictures of blacks
to illustrate analyses of poverty.42
37

Entman 1995; Gilens 1996; Entman and Rojecki 2000.
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Meanwhile, there is some evidence that African American office
holders, politicians, and political activists face systematic biases
in the media. Niven found that black members of Congress
implicated in the House banking scandal of 1992 received
more prominent coverage, more negative treatment, and more
coverage overall than white members.47 Similarly, Schaffner and
Gadson found that African American members of Congress are
framed in terms of their racial identities, as if their concerns are
mainly focused on race-related issues.48 Reeves documented
a variety of ways in which black candidates are disadvantaged
relative to white candidates, and Entman and Rojecki have
shown how journalists seem to focus disproportionate attention
on the “leaders” of the “black community” (both of which are
problematic concepts) whose speeches or actions are sensationally controversial and likely to stir up whites’ feelings of inherent political conflict.49
43

Entman and Rojecki 2000; cf. Dixon, Azocar, and Casas 2003.
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The Million Man March, led by Louis Farrakhan and others, is
a case in point. Watkins showed that television news coverage
focused heavily on Farrakhan and his deviance from accepted
norms of political discourse.50 Dan Rather on CBS described
him as “the man some have labeled the pied-piper of hate.”51
The news coverage linked him to black racism and threats on
whites by showing, for instance, old sound bites of his incendiary rhetoric, sometimes contrasting it with the more acceptable
speech of Martin Luther King, Jr.52 At the same time, and
somewhat contradictorily, there was evidence that mainstream
media coverage underestimated the numbers of marchers.53
Amana summarized his analysis of the news coverage of the
march by observing that the concentration on Farrakhan “elevated him to a status he might not actually deserve… In the
process, [the media] also missed the real story: the complexity
of pride, pain, frustration, determination, love and the will to
survive of African American men and women everywhere in
this country.”54

for those featuring mostly non-white casts; for stereotyping
blacks and Latinos; and for granting little visibility at all to Asian
Americans.56

As opposed to Farrakhan, a handful of (usually non-elected)
black, Latino, and Asian office-holders have received considerable positive coverage—perhaps most notably, former Secretary
of State Colin Powell and current Secretary of State Condoleeza
Rice. Still, whereas the media have many opportunities to construct positive role models for YMC and counter-stereotypical
exemplars for the white majority, in practice, journalists focus
on a tiny handful of celebrity leaders—and may relish (and embellish) stories of misbehaving minority politicians even more
than they do scandals involving whites.

Black actors—mostly males, but occasionally females—have
also frequently occupied a role dubbed by African American
director Spike Lee as “the magical Negro.”62 In such roles,
the black character helps the white lead actor with spiritual
matters, folk wisdom, or romance and sex—but not with
intellectual puzzles. Recent examples include Cuba Gooding,
Jr.’s role in “Jerry Maguire,” Will Smith’s roles in “Hitch”
and “The Legend of Bagger Vance,” and Morgan Freeman’s
roles in “Bruce Almighty” (playing God) and “Shawshank
Redemption.” Meanwhile, African American women are,
relative to white counterparts, offered far fewer starring roles
and are far more likely to engage in sexually provocative and
promiscuous behavior and profane language, as exemplified by
Halle Berry’s Oscar-winning performance in “Monster’s Ball.”63
This is not to say that actors of color never play intellectually
adept and well-rounded characters; but such representations are

Negative stereotyping and a general paucity of positive images are, of course, not limited to the news media. Scholarly
research reveals a variety of ways in which fictional depictions
of YMC promote negative sentiments. As with news, stereotypes can be reinforced by the absence, as well as the presence,
of certain language or visual images. In dramatic Hollywood
movies, for instance, whites play the lead roles nine times more
often than non-whites; in action/adventure films and comedies,
the disparity comes down to a ratio of three to one.55 Primetime entertainment on TV has been subject to years of criticism
for giving persons of color starring roles in few shows, except

Blacks appear more acceptable in roles involving physical action or buffoonery than in those that rely upon close audience
identification with a complicated, dramatic problem faced by a
main character.57 Studies of film roles filled by African Americans also suggest that they tend to be employed in occupations
of lower prestige and to behave in more traditionally “macho”
ways relative to whites, who rate higher on intellectuality.58
Latinos and Asians are primarily distinguished by their absence
from starring roles and by a tendency to fill stereotyped niches.59
Asians feature prominently as martial artists or technology
geeks.60 Hispanics in fictional entertainment are typically cast
in roles such as a criminal, a highly sexual woman, an indolent
employee, a dim-witted sidekick, an alien foreigner, or a lessthan-human animal.61
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comparatively rare, especially in movies that reach large white
audiences.

ing significantly less praise on blacks for hard work and intellect
than they do on white stars.68 Other research has shown that
athletes of color seem to receive more intense coverage when
they break the law or social norms.69 Bruce also shows that
blacks and Latinos are more likely to be called only by their first
names. Yet, rather than connoting disrespect for the YMC,
Bruce argues that quite the opposite is true: only the biggest
stars get to be called “Michael” (Jordan) or “Tiger” (Woods).70
If YMC dominate many sports, they will naturally receive firstname honors more often.

Nonetheless, it may be argued that positive messages appear more frequently in television and film fiction than in the
(non-fictional) news. Entman and Rojecki write that African
Americans in particular are sometimes assigned ambiguously
positive supervisory roles in TV dramas, exercising authority
over whites, as well as other persons of color.64 On the one
hand, these characters are usually superbly competent and hardworking, and therefore undermine important negative stereotypes. On the other hand, however, they are often isolated from
their peers in the fictional workplace and their personalities are
emotionally distant—the characters evoke little identification
or empathy, and the plots tend to neglect their lives outside of
work in comparison with their white co-stars. Examples include
Dr. Benton on “ER” and Lt. Fancy on “NYPD Blue.” The
more recent “Grey’s Anatomy” may offer a partial, though
problematic, exception.65

A few athletes of color certainly do achieve widespread admiration, if not veneration, as measured by their incomes from
commercial endorsements, and whites seem generally content
with rooting for and watching teams dominated by YMC. All in
all, it is difficult to determine the impact of the varied messages
about YMC seemingly constructed in sports television—perhaps they add up to encouragement of white ambivalence.
Finally, consider the arena of advertising. In their study of
primetime television commercials that depict computers, Kinnick, White, and Washington conclude that the ads:

In primetime crime dramas, research is mixed. Mastro and
Robinson found that police were significantly more likely to
use excess force on minority youth than on white youth.66 In
addition, they found that the police use force twice as often
in the dramas as they do in real life, which may fuel tension in
real-world police encounters with YMC, who might be led by
television programs to expect the police to behave violently.
Using different methods, Tamborini et al. found positive representations of both black and Hispanic characters involved in
the criminal justice system, although overall, few Hispanics and
Asians were represented at all.67

clearly represent the world as seen from a white perspective. Whites encounter people of color in the
workplace and see them in their children’s schools,
but not in family settings. They see them primarily in subordinate positions, unless the person is a
media celebrity or sports star. They see nonwhites
using computers less than whites, and white males
holding a virtual monopoly on positions requiring
technological expertise. The composite picture
presented by images of computer use in television
commercials is a distorted mirror, which tends to reflect negatively on women and nonwhites and more
positively on white males.71

Sports coverage is an arena for generating what might be
considered positive stereotypes of blacks (and perhaps Latinos), since young men of color dominate the star roles. Saying
or implying that a group’s members possess innately superior
athletic abilities, however, comes dangerously close to endorsing a biology-based view of race. Such a conviction forms a
core component of outright racism. In fact, Bruce summarizes
studies showing that sportscasters commonly make this connection between blacks and natural athleticism, while also bestow-

Henderson and Baldasty, and Entman and Rojecki came to
virtually identical conclusions.72 Although it is difficult to
research the depictions of Latinos without resorting to use of
stereotyped appearance norms that do not match the diversity of Latino looks, commercials now appear to be ethnically
diverse. Nonetheless, a clear hierarchy develops that matches
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and reinforces the culture’s preference for whites as the ideal
type of person. For instance, persons of color mostly appear
in background roles, rather than starring in the commercials.73
Blacks in particular rarely appear prominently in ads for luxury
and fantasy products (perfume, upscale cars, and credit cards),
but do often appear in association with low-end consumer items
(fast food, discount stores, and household cleaning products).
Kinnick, White, and Washington offer excellent data on young
men of color, revealing subtle derogation of black and Asian
young men, and a preference for women of color over men:
The fact that African American and Asian women
outnumber men in the role of “boss” suggests
that casting directors have avoided casting minority
males in positions of authority, presumably because
either 1) minority women represent a “two-fer,” allowing the advertiser to show both gender and racial
diversity in one character; 2) a belief that nonwhite
men would not be “believable” in these roles; or
3) because minority women are perceived as less
threatening by advertisers who wish to avoid alienating the white male consumer.74
Since commercials are carefully cast, scripted, and directed,
there is little doubt that their content reflects the perceptions of
the advertising agencies and their clients regarding the preferences of the marketplace.75
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MEDIA EFFECTS ON WHITES
These linkages between negative qualities and young men
of color, and their general exclusion from more positive
associations, have documented impacts on whites. One area
of particular interest arises from the heavy representation
of blacks and Latinos in crime news. Researchers have
probed the effects on whites’ fearfulness of crime and their
tendencies to support punitive public policies such as capital
punishment and mandatory long sentences. Gilliam and
Iyengar used experimental and survey studies to show that
exposure to images of young black male criminal defendants
increased whites’ punitive attitudes toward crime as well as
their tendencies to endorse racist beliefs (such as the belief
that blacks are less intellectually able).76 Other studies show an
interaction between media exposure and the ethnic composition
of the community: in areas where whites perceive that
significant proportions of their neighbors are black or Hispanic,
heavy viewers of news, “reality,” and/or fictional crime shows
are markedly more fearful of crime.77 Two studies suggest that
Hispanics are more feared than blacks, at least in areas with
substantial Latino populations.78
The media images—and other political and cultural forces—that
cultivate racialized fear and prejudice influence public policies.
Soss and his colleagues show that whites’ racial sentiments are
strongly related to their level of support for the death penalty.79
Furthermore, residential proximity heightens this effect. In
the presence of large populations of blacks, whites’ racial
antagonism is particularly associated with high support of the
death penalty. If such a strong yet simple equation between
violent crime and YMC were not made in the media and in our
culture, such a relationship would not emerge. After all, murder
is murder, and capital punishment does not inherently implicate
race. Nonetheless, historical study reveals clear relationships
among support for capital punishment, racial attitudes, and the
racial composition of different states.80 On the other side of
the ledger, Weitzer and Tuch show that blacks and Hispanics are
more likely than whites to support police reform policies, in part
because of their greater attention to media reports of police
misconduct and the greater extent of their direct experience
with it.81
76

Gilliam and Iyengar, 2000: 568-71; cf. Chiricos, Welch, and Gertz
2004.
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One of the most striking topics of research in this area further
confirms the idea, discussed earlier, that stereotype-based cognitive and emotional responses often get automatically, quickly,
and unconsciously triggered, and go on to affect a wide range
of sentiments. Using the “shooting” experiments mentioned
earlier, Payne cleverly revealed the interaction between these experimental results and media images.82 His important research
shows that the shooting bias results from the mental linkage of
black males to guns—a connection cemented by vivid media
images—rather than generalized racial prejudice against blacks.
In a very different context, Valentino found that experimental
subjects responded to TV news stories that included brief shots
of black, Hispanic, or Asian criminal suspects by lowering their
ratings of President Clinton—even though the stories did not mention
Clinton or his policies.83 Presumably, the widespread publicity
about Clinton’s sympathies for persons of color made white
subjects think of him when they perceived crime committed
by a YMC. The 1988 Bush presidential campaign took advantage of whites’ tendencies to automatically associate black and
Latino young men with crime and fear in its infamous “Willie
Horton” and “Revolving Door” political advertisements.84
In a recent study, Hurwitz and Peffley showed that by merely
inserting the words “inner city” in a survey question about
spending money on prisons as opposed to antipoverty programs, whites’ racial thinking was stimulated to the point that
“racial conservatives” (what the present report would consider
as white ambivalence or animosity) became more punitive,
favoring prisons over antipoverty programs.85 The mental association between the term “inner city” and threatening persons
of color is apparently so strong that visual images (such as those
in George H. W. Bush’s 1988 campaign spots) or explicit racial
labels are not even needed to generate an effect on whites.
Entirely outside a political context, the classic experiment conducted by Bargh et al. showed that even exposure to a subliminal screen flash of a black face was sufficient to heighten whites’
levels of hostility when they were confronted with a frustrating,
but completely non-racial, situation (a computer crash).86 Using brain imaging technology, Cunningham et al. revealed that
81

Weitzer and Tuch, 2004: 409-12.

Chiricos, McEntire, and Gertz 2001; Eschholz, Chirico, and Gertz
2003; Matei, Ball-Rokeach, and Qui 2001; although cf. Gross and
Aday, 2003.

82

For the “shooting” experiments, see Correll et al. 2002; Payne 2001.

83

Valentino 1999; cf. Peffley, Hurwitz, and Sniderman 1997.

Chircos, McEntire, and Gertz 2001; Matei, Ball Rokeach, and Qui
2001.

84

Mendelberg 2001; Jamieson 1992; see also Oliver 1999.

85

Hurwitz and Peffley 2005.

86

Bargh et al. 1996.

79

Soss, Langbein, and Metelko 2003.

80

Baumer, Messner, and Rosenfeld 2003. See also Niven 2002 on the
complexities of public sentiments toward the death penalty.

19

Young Men of Color in the Media: Images and Impacts
such a subliminal black stimulus “lights up” the amygdala, the
portion of the brain that is particularly sensitive to fear.87 The
study also obtained measures of implicit prejudice (the Implicit
Association Test, or IAT)88 and discovered that “the more implicit negativity toward blacks relative to whites that participants
showed on the IAT, the greater their amygdala activity for black
relative to white faces in the 30-ms [subliminal] condition.”89
When the stimulus was consciously noticeable, however, whites’
responses were inhibited: “when participants had the opportunity to process black and white faces for 525 ms (and reported
seeing the faces), we observed activity differences not in the
amygdala, but in areas… associated with inhibition, conflict, and
control.”90 The physiological basis of fearful or anxious automatic responses of whites to black faces may well be rooted in
evolutionary needs—high sensitivity to differing group identities
once conferred survival advantages. This evidence, however,
also supports the notion that negative associations with black
persons, repeated vividly across the mass media, resonate quite
deeply in the brain.91
In light of that point, let us conclude this section on impacts
upon whites and society at large by exploring how whites vastly
overestimate the numbers of non-whites living in the U.S. For
example, the average respondent to Gallagher’s study of white
residents of Georgia estimated the black population at 32 percent, the Asian population at 15 percent, and the white population at just 49.9 percent (it appears that there were no separate
estimates of Hispanics).92 The actual figures are closer to 12.5
percent black, 70 percent white, and 12.6 percent Hispanic,
with Asians, including Pacific Islanders, and Native Americans
making up the remaining percentage. Similar overestimates of
persons of color and underestimates of the white population
have been found in previous studies.93 Whites who live in states
with less than one percent black populations are no less likely
to overestimate than those in states with black populations of
20 percent or higher. Gallagher probed for the bases of his
subjects’ estimates and came up with these explanations—all of
which involve the media:
87
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1) Overrepresentation of blacks on local TV news
and in sports coverage (discussed above).
2) Blacks’ vocal demands for equality and
embodiment of identity politics.94
3) Widely circulated reports that whites will become
a minority group given current demographic
trends.95
The tendency to see persons of color as already imperiling
white domination of the U.S. easily fits with many whites’
denial of discrimination and sense of inherent group political
conflict. There is power in numbers, according to this perhaps
unconscious reasoning; thus, if anything, whites should now
be experiencing as much discrimination as non-whites (which
most whites do believe).96 For whites exhibiting ambivalence,
animosity, or racism, the belief that persons of color have as
many votes as white people could heighten the latter’s sense of
identification with their own group’s (increasingly threatened)
interests. Evidence supporting this possibility is provided by a
study by Barker and Giles, which examines the impact of growing “Latino vitality” on whites’ attitudes.97 By “vitality” Barker
and Giles mean growing “economic control, political control,
wealth, power, and increasing demographic presence.”98 They
found that whites who perceive increasing vitality in their state’s
Latino community and diminishing vitality (and thus power,
wealth, and status) of Anglos tended to favor English-only
policies. Such policies arguably embody symbolic political aggression against Latino culture—a kind of statement against an
out-group that whites perceive as having interests that conflict
with their own. The policies, such as one enacted in California
in 1998 (Proposition 227), also impose substantive burdens on
persons who are not native English speakers.99
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MEDIA EFFECTS ON YOUNG MEN OF COLOR
As suggested in Figure 1, these mediated images have many
impacts on young men of color that work through their effects
on white leaders and white citizens. These are people whose
decisions on everything from hiring, to granting bank loans,
to teaching or medically treating YMC, to voting for officials
who make public policies, are influenced by their conscious
and unconscious racial views. In turn, those policies have
important effects on the relationships, careers, and physical and
psychological health of men of color during their youth and
throughout their lives. There are well-known, self-reinforcing
connections that link together under-funded schools in minority
neighborhoods, the disappearance of jobs from the same communities due to global and domestic outsourcing, discrimination
by employers who assume that YMC applicants are unreliable,
higher rates of crime, lower rates of marital stability, and higher
levels of medical problems (including premature death). The
argument made here is that—among many underlying causes—
media images play an integral role in perpetuating these vicious
circles (as suggested in Figure 1). The media representations
also exert direct and perhaps surprising influences upon the
thinking and emotions of YMC themselves.

this phenomenon “stereotype threat,” suggesting that anxiety
about behaving in a way that conforms to negative expectations
actually does diminish performance among students of color.102
Shmader and Jones suggest that stereotype threat operates by
reducing the working memory capacity of stigmatized individuals, which would predict wide-ranging effects on YMC.103
Thus, deterioration in performance could occur when blacks
or Hispanics are called upon to speak in class or in a business
meeting, or when Asian applicants (who generally do not suffer
from stereotypes of intellectual incompetence, but do encounter
expectations of social incompetence) go on job interviews.
Indeed, the differences in media stereotypes of young black,
Latino, and Asian men, and the effects of these differences, is
an area that cries out for more systematic research.104 Scholars
have documented the stereotype of Asian American males as
a “model minority”—diligent, scientifically inclined, somewhat
passive, and nerdy.105 The Asian American stereotypes form
a stark contrast to the stereotypes of young African American
males as lazy, unintelligent, violent, and cool. Yet, as suggested
by the stereotype threat phenomenon, both impose costs on a
YMC’s self-image, identity, and life chances.

Johnson, Trawalter, and Dovidio studied the effects of violent
rap music on attitudes toward blacks.100 Exposure to violent
rap made both black and white experimental subjects regard
blacks as more violence-prone and less qualified for jobs. This
and other research has found a surprising degree of agreement with ethnic and racial stereotypes among members of the
groups themselves. Agreement with stereotypes could have a
somewhat different twist for persons of color; for instance, a
Hispanic agreeing that Hispanics are violence-prone could well
think this tendency entirely justified as a response to generations
of colonialist oppression, and could also believe that whites
would be even more violent under similar conditions.
Claude Steele, however, has offered a series of important analyses demonstrating the corrosive effect that internalization of
stereotypes can have on persons of color. His work reveals that
media and cultural stereotypes of intellectual inferiority affect
actual performance by black students on tests.101 He demonstrated this by giving the same test to an experimental group and
a control group. Members of the former group were told that
they were taking a test of intellectual ability; the latter group
was told that the test was not a test of intellectual ability. Black
students scored lower in the experimental condition. Steele calls
100
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VIOLENCE, MEDIA, AND YOUNG MEN OF COLOR
A major, though somewhat separate, area of social scientific
research has explored the effects of violent images in the media
on actual aggressive or violent behavior. Given the perceived
and actual association of YMC, particularly blacks and Latinos,
with crime and violence, these studies become relevant. The
U.S. National Television Violence Study reveals that 61 percent
of programs contain violence—with 54 percent of programs
containing lethal violence—whereas just four percent of shows
had an anti-violence theme. Only 16 percent showed longterm negative consequences of violence. In nearly half of the
programs, violent offenders went unpunished, and 71 percent
of violent scenes showed no criticism or remorse for the violence.106 Longitudinal studies reveal a significant association
between viewing television violence during childhood and aggressive (and sometimes criminal) behavior in early adulthood.107
Meta-analysis of large numbers of experimental studies shows
relationships between exposure to TV violence and aggressive
behavior in the aftermath of viewing, with a more pronounced
effect among boys than girls.108 To put the statistical magnitude
of the effect of TV violence into a public health context, it is
comparable to or larger than the effect of condom use on HIV
risk, the effect of exposure to passive smoke in the workplace
on lung cancer,109 or the effect of aspirin use on heart attack
risk.110
Although statistical associations between television (and film)
viewing and aggressive behavior have been repeatedly found,
however, the causal relationship between the two is somewhat
more controversial. This controversy arises because so many
other factors are at work, including the young person’s family
environment and psychological predispositions. For example,
regarding the impact of video games, Gentile et al. suggest that
more hostile adolescents get into more fights and also tend to
play violent video games, which further heightens their aggressive behavior.111 There is undoubtedly a vicious circle between
aggression and the consumption of violent media: use of
violent media, including video games, as well as television and
film, causes aggressive feelings and behavior, and these, in turn,
106
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feed still more use of violent media.112 It is probable that a
majority of scholars would agree with the following conclusion
of Anderson et al:
Research on violent television and films, video
games, and music reveals unequivocal evidence that
media violence increases the likelihood of aggressive and violent behavior in both immediate and
long-term contexts. The effects appear larger for
milder than for more severe forms of aggression,
but the effects on severe forms of violence are also
substantial… Recent large-scale longitudinal studies
provide converging evidence linking frequent exposure to violent media in childhood with aggression
in later life, including physical assaults and spouse
abuse.113
The impact of violent media on the most serious forms of
violence, such as murder, remains unclear, however. Even on
the lesser forms of aggression, a somewhat more cautious
approach also has scholarly adherents, including Browne and
Hamilton-Giachritsis, who argue that evidence of longer-term
impacts and influence on teenagers and on criminal violence is
inconsistent.114
On balance, there seems to be little doubt that violence in
the media has some kind of significant deleterious impact on
society through its apparent tendency to stimulate aggressive
thoughts and behavior in habitual users. There is also evidence
that exposure to media violence, especially in video games, may
desensitize users to real-world violence.115 Moreover, top-selling video games themselves are characterized not only by violence, but also by racial (and gender) stereotypes.116 In addition,
there is growing evidence that involvement with violent media
content, including video games, may, in fact, have physiological
effects on brain functioning that promote aggressive behavior.117
Equally important for the purposes of this report is evidence
indicating that watching violent television and playing violent
video games negatively affects what Kronenberger et al. and
other psychologists call “executive functioning.”118 Accord112
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ing to Kronenberger et al., executive functioning “involves
the ability of the individual to inhibit, regulate, direct, plan,
and execute behavior,” including such things as the ability to
develop good study habits, and plan for course assignments,
tests, and the like.119 Further, these authors state: “deficit in the
executive functioning area is likely to underlie impulsive, poorly
planned… behavior.”120 In other words, violent media content
may not only reinforce tendencies to behave violently, but may
also undermine a young person’s (particularly, perhaps, a young
male’s) ability to succeed in school or in the workplace. Such
failures can, in turn, lead to downward spirals of negative treatment and negative feedback from authorities, which diminish
the self-esteem, confidence, and motivation of a young man of
color—as well as reinforcing the authority figure’s application
of stereotyped expectations to the youth.
The potential of mediated violence to cause damage may thus
be especially acute for young people of color. In the words of
Levin and Carlsson-Paige:
The violent programs themselves, as well as the toys,
video games, and other products linked to them,
glorify violence, undermine play, and portray racial
stereotypes. While these practices harm all young
children, they present a special risk for children of
color because of how racial messages are linked to
violence in the shows. This situation is especially
worrisome for young children of color who are
disproportionately represented among low-income
children, consume more hours of media per day,
and have many other risk factors undermining their
healthy development.121
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EXPLAINING NEGATIVE MEDIA IMAGES
As suggested in Figure 1, all of the forces shaping media content operate simultaneously, so it is both inadvisable and impossible to single out one or two key causes—and difficult, as well,
to come up with easy solutions. As the diagram indicates, media
content, whether news, entertainment, or advertising, reflects
the interactions of marketplace forces, including consumer demand and intense competition; the professional values and cognitive
and emotional habits and limitations of media decision-makers—
those creating and distributing the material, including executives,
writers, editors, producers, directors, and actors; actual societal realities; and political pressures and government policy. The latter factor
will be covered in the next section; here the report concentrates
on the complicated interactions of the market, media decisionmakers, and social realities.
Everything starts and ends in the marketplace, since most of
the U.S. media are owned by corporations and publicly traded
on the stock market—which means that they are legally and
economically pressured to maximize profits.122 The importance
of marketplace pressures cannot be overstated, especially in an era
of ever-intensifying competition among proliferating media outlets (including the Internet). In the realm of news, Hamilton,
although not writing specifically about the media and persons
of color, offers a comprehensive explanation for the declining quality of so much print and electronic journalism.123 He
writes: “If broadcasters internalized the benefits of hard news
(such as better informed voters) to society, they would be more
likely to offer hard news fare.”124 Instead, he continues, news
markets yield:
underconsumption of news about public affairs; inadequate investment in developing or reporting hard
news; a bias in broadcasting against high-cost news
programs or those that deliver information valued
by a minority of viewers; the tilt toward satisfying
the information demands of viewers or readers
most valued by advertisers… the possibility that
journalist herding will cause reporters to go with
common wisdom rather than developing their own
takes on stories; or the potential for conglomerate
owners to view news provision solely thru the lens
of profit maximization.125

All of this spells bad news for those hoping that news organizations will invest in the kind of costly, demanding journalism
that might help reduce their inadvertent contributions to racial
animosity. Although the underproduction of truly edifying
news could be regarded as a classic market failure requiring government regulation or other forms of intervention, such steps
are highly unlikely in the deregulatory climate promoted by the
very same dominant media organizations (this point is discussed
further below).
In journalism and in the media more broadly, market pressures
push toward simple, sensational, titillating, and emotionally gratifying productions, rather than those that might provoke guilt or
anxiety—or even too much thought. Such challenging and useful material does appear, but relatively little becomes available
in comparison with the enormous avalanche of mediocre films,
TV shows, and news coverage. At the same time, much of the
higher quality material produced reaches only a tiny minority of
the audience. Furthermore, competition heightens pressures to
maximize revenue and minimize cost and risk. Among other
things, the market works to reduce the quality and quantity of
broadcast entertainment and news that is tailored to minority
audiences. As Napoli demonstrates, for instance, advertisers
regard audiences of color as less valuable than whites of the
same income level.126 Willing to pay less for the attention of
persons of color, advertisers channel less revenue to producers of minority-targeted programming. Beyond that, as noted
below, media aiming to maximize their revenues by maximizing
the size of their mass audiences will tend to neglect the tastes
of persons of color in order to concentrate on the more valued
white consumers.
Market pressures themselves do not necessarily give completely
transparent guidance to decision-makers, who must interpret
consumer and advertiser tastes and demands. The professional values of journalists and producers of entertainment and
advertisements usually include unwritten and poorly examined assumptions about audiences and advertisers, and about
professional responsibilities that are informally handed down
from generation to generation among practitioners. Of course,
there are also often marketing data that clearly point toward
certain kinds of content and away from other kinds.127 As one
example of how these intersect to directly affect news and race,
consider the findings of Av Westin.128 As a former network
news president, he interviewed a large sample of news decisionmakers and found:
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[They] insisted again and again that race and ethnicity do have an effect on all components of a story.
The interviews reveal a clear sense among the rankand-file that news management’s attitudes about
race play a role in story selection and content, editorial point of view, and the skin color of the person
who will provide the “expert” sound bite. At the
network level, producers are “carefully taught” by
the conventional wisdom of executive producers
and their senior staffs that white viewers (whom advertisers regard as having greater purchasing power)
will tune out if blacks or Latinos are the principal
characters in segments on their shows.

Meanwhile, common murders, such as white males killing white
females, receive more attention than their lack of novelty would
predict.

Westin goes on to say that the conventional wisdom records the
presumption of racially biased (white) audience tastes in this
newsroom aphorism: “Blacks don’t give good demos!”—meaning that available minute-by-minute Nielsen ratings of news
shows reveal that significant numbers of demographically
desirable white viewers switch stations when a story concerns
African Americans.129 Similar reasoning may discourage use of
persons of color as news sources, particularly young persons of
color.130 This same sort of conventional wisdom about white
tastes shapes the professional culture of television entertainment producers as well.131
There is sometimes considerable ambiguity, however, about
what specific content will serve profitability while still fulfilling
media workers’ other needs, such as professional conduct, career
advancement, and expression of one’s creative instincts. Consider novelty as an example of an important explicit professional value that guides selection of material. Whether in the news,
entertainment, or advertising, novelty is often valued—but only
to a point. The material cannot be too novel or it threatens to
be too unfamiliar and perhaps incomprehensible, uninteresting,
or disturbing, both to media personnel and to audiences. For
instance, Lundman studied coverage of murder and discovered
that it varies substantially—not every murder gets a big splash.132
Lundman shows how racial and gender stereotypes (or what
he calls “typifications”) combine with the journalistic value of
novelty to shape the selection of murder stories. Newspapers
paid greater attention to homicides that were less novel if the
murders conformed to race and gender expectations and fears.
They devoted more space to black males murdering white males
than to the opposite, even though both are rare (i.e., novel).
129
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It is important to remember that media decision-makers, from
the executive suites to the newsroom or editing room, operate
like all humans with bounded rationality: bound by their cognitive
and emotional habits and limitations. These include stereotypes and
other forms of schematic, pre-coded thinking. Such habits are
mandatory; they reduce the time, energy, and emotional costs of
processing information and making decisions.133 Media workers apply their pre-existing cognitive schemas when choosing
and writing their stories, planning their careers, seeking sources
for quotes, or casting actors in parts for TV shows and commercials. All of this is typically done under substantial time
pressure, which heightens reliance on mental shortcuts and
unthinking emotional reactions. They also do their work in an
environment rife with competition from others, who would like
to steal their glamorous and sometimes lucrative media jobs. At
the same time, they make their decisions under intense scrutiny
from persons above them in the organizational hierarchy, right
up to the CEO him/herself, who must report to a Board of
Directors that is usually mainly concerned with the bottom line
rather than social responsibility.134 All of these factors provide
strong incentives to avoid rocking the boat or earning the label
of “troublemaker” by challenging decisions that might result
in subtle racial stereotyping. Few media workers want to be
considered arbiters of “political correctness.” Even if they are
willing to take that risk, they might not have realistic solutions
that are congruent with such professional newsroom values as
neutrality and balance in the news, and such entertainment and
advertising values as keeping mass audiences happy and in a
buying mood. These factors all suggest reasons why, despite
years of criticism for negative stereotyping, insufficient lead
roles for persons of color in movies and TV, and so much more,
the media continue to crank out material vulnerable to the same
criticism.
The cognitive and emotional forces at work among media
decision-makers include their own racial misunderstandings
and their tendencies toward ambivalence or animosity. Even
when they are not racist (and relatively few media personnel can
get away with expressing outright racism in their productions,
even if they are privately racist),135 automatic, stereotyped
racial thinking of the kind discussed earlier inevitably shapes
133
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choices.136 Entman and Rojecki discuss how choice of cover
models for Time and Newsweek reflects both unconscious
assumptions that the baseline, typical human being is white and
hard data that show that putting persons of color on the covers
usually reduces sales.137
The paucity of persons of color in positions of media ownership or decision-making power is a frequent explanation for the
racial images documented here. Benson notes that, between
1978 and 2000, the U.S. population went from 19 percent to
30 percent persons of color, while they represented just 20
percent of television station employees by 2000.138 As of 2005,
about 14 percent of newspaper employees were persons of
color.139 Persons of color are most strikingly underrepresented
in executive positions. Still, as Benson says, hiring more African
Americans, Asians, and Hispanics is no panacea. Consider, for
instance, the fact that Time Inc. now has an African American
CEO and Newsweek’s top editor is an African American. Neither has much maneuvering room given market constraints, the
values and cognitive habits and limitations of the staffs, and
other forces acting on them (this is discussed further in the next
section).

poses enormous costs on most white viewers, who have little
realistic possibility of falling victim to serious street violence.
To conclude with another example of the role of social realities, this time in entertainment television, consider play-by-play
coverage of basketball. The sheer fact that the games are
extraordinarily fast-paced—interacting with professional values
and market pressures—fosters racial biases in the narration.
This happens despite sportscasters’ awareness of racial stereotypes and attempts to avoid using them.141 Just as Kang and
others would predict, the need for quick yet articulate reactions
to the rapidly shifting action on the floor leads announcers to
rely on unconscious, stereotyped assumptions.142 For example,
a sportscaster trying to keep up with constantly changing conditions and new plays on the floor might automatically invoke
such clichés as “Another amazing jump and dunk by this gifted
athlete!” or “Another steal for Jordan as he takes advantage of
his incredible natural speed!” Such remarks play into the stereotype of black athletes as inherently more gifted, whereas credit
for hard work and intelligent play tends to go to white athletes
more often.

Finally, as already suggested, social realities also shape media
content, particularly (but not only) news. For instance, consider
the reality that there are comparatively high crime and arrest
rates among young black males for certain types of crime. That
fact combines with professional values that deem gang violence
by blacks and Latinos to be more routinely newsworthy than
fraudulent or discriminatory loan practices in banking, or marketing of lethal drugs by pharmaceutical companies. In part,
this choice arises from white audiences’ and journalists’ racial,
ethnic, and gender schemas or typifications for the concept
of “crime.” As noted earlier, crime news, in turn, reinforces
aspects of white racial animosity. It is important to emphasize
that reality does not compel any particular coverage; but it does
help to propel it. Thus, the reality of street crime by YMC
could be far better contextualized, and reports could be made
more ethnically balanced and neutral.140 Certainly, “60 Minutes” has shown that “white collar” crime, mostly committed
by whites, can garner good ratings. Without a doubt, so-called
“crime in the suites” perpetrated by corporate executives im136
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AMELIORATING THE NEGATIVE INFLUENCES
OF MEDIA

tion and awareness, and would allow citizens and policymakers
to make policy judgments informed by empirical evidence.

Solving policy problems is often more difficult than describing
them, and this holds particularly true when the issues involve
the media. The First Amendment limits options for handling
negative effects of the news, especially when the content at issue is subtle (as opposed to pornography or even violence, for
example). Potential options for ameliorating some of the negative influences described here include:

Best journalism practices
The primary advantages of “best practices” are that they can
be adopted without government action and that they may very
well improve profits and productivity.143 A partial list of such
practices, as published on the website of the Columbia Journalism School, includes the following questions:

1. Heightening awareness and vigilance through
systematic monitoring

• What is the demographic breakdown of my
circulation area and state?

2. Promoting “best practices” in journalism and
in other media products

• Who on the staff has “listening posts” or sources
in communities of color?

3. Implementing legal or regulatory policies
that can pass First Amendment scrutiny

• Where are they [communities of color]? Do you
know the grassroots leaders? Could your staff
members identify the leaders from their pictures?
Could you?

4. Imposing social/political sanctions on coded
appeals to prejudice against young men of
color

• What are the images being projected by the front
pages? Who is in the photographs? Do the ratios
of men to women, or people of color to whites,
match our demographic profile?

5. Conducting well-designed inter-group
dialogues and educational programs

• As I examine and explore my coverage area, how
do I assess its importance in the lives of people in
various groups throughout our area?

6. Employing subsidies for digital media as
outlets for positive images
Promoting heightened awareness and vigilance through
monitoring

• Do I attempt to find out how the actions of the
agency or organization I cover affect people in
diverse populations in our community?

Government- and foundation-sponsored monitoring and research on the racial content of media products is the first step
toward greater understanding among members of the public
and media leaders alike. Although the government and foundations have generously funded research on the nature, extent,
and effects of media violence for many decades, research on
and monitoring of the media’s images of ethnicity have garnered far less support and publicity. The enormous costs to all
Americans imposed by racial antagonism and ignorance, and the
significant role of the media in cultivating sentiments that maintain these undesirable conditions, indicate that such a research
and monitoring program would be highly valuable. At the very
least, it would provide a baseline—and then over time data on
changes for the better and for the worse—regarding images of
persons of color. Similar to the annual reports on violence in
television programs, which foundations and government entities
have long sponsored, reports on media images affecting persons
of color, including young men of color, would promote atten-

• Do I communicate with my editor about ways to
broaden our focus so that the paper looks at this
beat with an eye toward the variety of stories it
could produce?
These ideas apply to news media, but analogous ethical responsibilities could apply to advertisers and entertainment (and
“infotainment”) producers as well. Below is a list of principles
regarding the kind of work to which journalists should aspire, as
advanced by the former editor of the Milwaukee Sentinel—principles that appear relevant across the media spectrum:
• Work that fights fear
143
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• Work that spotlights demographic destiny
• Work that taps into humanity144
Although media executives and other decision-makers down the
line might resist any such practices that seem to threaten profits
or creative autonomy, those recommending these practices can
and should make the case that they might bolster—and are
unlikely to significantly damage—the bottom line in an increasingly multicultural society.
Legal and regulatory action
Efforts to reduce the negative externalities (unintended consequences) and boost the positive externalities produced by
media markets face barriers in the United States from currently
dominant interpretations of the First Amendment.145 These
emphasize a literal interpretation of the amendment as prohibiting virtually all forms of direct government intervention
to shape content. There have been some counter-arguments,
however. For example, Baynes proposes the use of the precedent of the FCC, in a few instances years ago, denying license
renewals to television stations that overtly discriminated against
blacks by refusing to air programs representing African Americans.146 Since the courts upheld these license denials, Baynes
writes, there appears to be constitutional means of regulating
systematically discriminatory racial content of current programming on television. Indeed, Baynes writes that the “FCC’s
failure to act against the broadcast networks and their possible
complicity in the discrimination by advertisers may make the
FCC a passive participant in the broadcast networks’ discrimination.”147 Bender’s analysis of libel law, on the other hand,
suggests that the imposition of more direct regulatory policies
to combat media stereotyping, for example, is unlikely to succeed.148 In any case, all three branches of government over the
past two decades have decisively tilted towards a deregulatory
stance, especially when it comes to specifying content.
Policies to promote more diverse ownership and management
appear more acceptable from a First Amendment vantage point,
although they have recently fallen out of favor at the FCC.

Nonetheless, perspectives at that agency or in Congress could
change, and there are certainly arguments in favor of promoting diversity and opposing concentration of media ownership in
order to encourage the diffusion of social power and to make
room for more ownership and managerial influence by persons
of color.149
Solages reports that persons of color own just 4.2 percent
of all radio stations and 1.5 percent of TV stations.150 Black
ownership of TV and radio broadcast stations amounts to less
than one percent of the total industry asset value. Meanwhile,
the FCC has allowed a few large owners to enjoy an increasing
share of stations; as these percentages suggest, the owners of
the largest enterprises are white. The number of TV stations
owned by blacks dropped from 32 to 20 in the three years after
ownership restrictions were eased in 1999.151 Aside from ownership, one perspective on the limited voice given to persons
of color is provided by the Directors Guild of America, which
found that, in 2000-2001, on the 40 most popular TV series, African American males directed three percent of episodes, Latino
males directed two percent, and Asian American males directed
one percent. (Whereas 11 percent of episodes were directed by
white women, two Asian American women constituted the total
representation of females of color who directed episodes.)152
Benson argues that merely increasing the numbers of broadcast stations owned or managed by persons of color will not
provide a solution if the market undervalues minority audiences,
as indicated by evidence discussed earlier.153 Many advertisers
appear unwilling to pay efficient prices for broadcasts that target
non-white audiences because they cling to stereotypes (such as
the bizarre assumption that “black people don’t eat beef ”).154
Many radio stations operate under “No minority/Spanish” dictates, meaning that clients direct their advertising agencies to not
buy time on stations that target persons of color. A systematic
undervaluing of persons of color in the advertising market not
only undercuts production of programming oriented to these
persons, but also means that the tastes of persons of color will
carry less weight in programmers’ decisions about general audience fare than if advertisers had better information.155
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Some evidence indicates that station owners who are persons of
color exhibit more sensitivity to the programming interests of
non-white audiences.156 Such owners would likely pursue advertising targeted at persons of color. In addition, the positive
externalities of non-white ownership may be significant. In an
intriguing study, Oberholzer-Gee and Waldfogel find that black
voter turnout is higher in areas of higher black population, and
their analysis indicates that one reason for this is that such areas
are served by more black-oriented media content.157
As to employment of persons of color in high-level positions,
Benson argues that the increase in minority employment in the
newsroom has helped alter word usage; for instance, such phrases as “illegal alien” have generally been replaced by “undocumented immigrant.”158 On the other hand, he asserts, recent
decades, which have seen growing representation of persons
of color in newsrooms, have also shown an ideological narrowing and de-politicization of journalism. He argues, in fact, that
staff diversity becomes mostly a tool for marketing to ethnic
audiences and for public relations image enhancement, rather
than for affecting substantive news coverage.159 This might be
predictable in light of the market pressures and other forces
influencing media content, all of which narrow the discretion
exercised by individual media workers and decision-makers—no
matter what their ethnicity—regarding decisions about what to
put on the screen or page. Nonetheless, it is difficult to discern
what harm would result from promoting affirmative action in
the media; indeed, many corporations have voluntarily adopted
such policies in recognition of growing diversity in the population.

One other important procedural public policy option that would
have potentially substantive results would be for the FCC, the
courts, and Congress to rely upon more thorough and innovative social scientific and legal research. A 2004 federal court
decision, later upheld by the Supreme Court, required the FCC
to reconsider its loosening of rules on media ownership after
the Commission asserted it was following congressional mandates in the 1996 Telecommunications Act.160 In that instance
and perhaps others, regulators and members of Congress appear to base policy more on assumptions or skewed evidence
than on careful consideration of underlying complexities and
social goals. In fact, Kang goes so far as to suggest that more
careful analysis would undermine one of the primary goals of
FCC policy.161 Although the FCC acts on the presumption
that increasing the amount of local television news has positive
effects (as documented by Kang’s literature review and other
studies discussed earlier), local TV news has negative externalities. Most importantly for our purposes, it appears to heighten
whites’ racial anxieties and hostilities, and that, in turn, has
demonstrable effects on their political opinions and voting. It
is conceivable that such negative externalities are outweighed by
positive social benefits. The point here, however, is that neither
the FCC nor the courts (nor Congress) treat communications
policy decisions with the sensitivity and depth they merit.
Hence, the following recommendation:
Because their choices can affect the lives of
YMC and the entire society in surprising and
important ways—effects  only recently discovered by social scientists and even more recently
incorporated into legal scholarship—officials
should evaluate communications policy decisions more carefully, minimizing reliance upon
unproven assumptions or incomplete evidence.162

Two specific recommendations follow from this discussion:
• Federal communications and anti-trust policy
should be used to enhance ethnic diversity in
ownership and in top executive positions of
the media.

Sanction political candidates who use coded appeals to
racial or ethnic animosity

• Foundations should fund systematic education
of decision-makers in the advertising industry,
on both the client and agency sides, to reduce
discrimination against media audiences perceived as less valuable than they actually are.

To put a finer point on the earlier discussion, one source of
negative media effects on YMC is politicians’ use of indirect
appeals to racial or ethnic antagonism through visual images
or code words, such as “inner city,” “crime,” or “poverty.”
Sometimes the use may be well-intentioned or inadvertent,
160
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but this excuse wears thin as research piles up demonstrating
the racial decoding of these appeals.163 Of course, politicians
have First Amendment rights to make whatever appeals they
choose. (Interestingly, however, politicians and citizens in
many other democracies, which judge racist speech to be more
socially damaging than beneficial, do not exercise such rights.)164
Mendelberg’s research most thoroughly supports the idea that
labeling negative racial appeals for what they are tends to inoculate ambivalent or even antagonistic whites against responding favorably to those appeals. After all, most people do not
want to view themselves as racists. Thus, the recommendation
advanced here is to:

On this last point, however, the evidence is mixed. As noted
earlier, residential proximity to persons of color, along with
media exposure, seems to heighten many whites’ anxieties and
punitive tendencies toward African Americans and Latinos.
Frequent interactions among whites in their neighborhoods—
which might be expected to promote feelings of security—does
not counter the negative influence of the media. Instead,
people who frequently talk to their neighbors may pass along
inaccurate information from media impressions and rumors.166
Like Mendelberg and Oleske, Matei, Ball-Rokeach, and Qui appreciate the importance of specific educational communication,
in this case recommending:

Hold candidates to account for using racially
antagonistic appeals by publicly and prominently exposing them as such, and demanding
that they cease.

Dissemination of specific targeted messages
encouraging people to visit areas they (often
unreasonably) fear.

Conduct well-designed inter-group dialogues and
educational interventions
Research on inter-ethnic dialogue provides surprises, along
with some guidance. Mendelberg and Oleske demonstrate that
merely setting up opportunities for exchanges on controversial
issues between African Americans and whites does not advance
mutual understanding unless the white participants have been
educated in advance on the subtleties of racial stereotyping and
discrimination.165 Otherwise, these researchers found, whites
(like many politicians) used a “coded rhetoric that appeared universal, but in fact advanced the group interest.” Blacks decoded
the rhetoric as self-serving and the groups wound up talking
past each other, rather than building trust and consensus. The
authors suggest, however, that more frequent interactions might
allow for education to occur and distrust to diminish. Thus,
they endorse:
• Conducting ongoing discussions, rather than
one-time meetings
• Selecting neutral discussion sites that
de-emphasize the salience of group lines
• Finding grounds for one compromise, which
can build trust for further compromises
• Promoting inter-group contact through
residential desegregation

Interventions in schools that are designed to reduce racial misunderstanding have been extensively studied. Graves showed
that videos intended to reduce prejudice do improve attitudes
among both black and white children to some extent, whether
the videos are viewed at home or at school.167 Videos are most
effective, writes Graves, when they:
• Are used in conjunction with specific racial conflicts
• Include models of effective solutions
• Are developmentally appropriate
On this latter point, research by Persson and Musker-Eizenmann found that showing three- to six-year-old children a video
four times had no impact on their pro-white biases (which were,
of course, uncovered by unobtrusive measures, not sociological questionnaires).168 They also found that these kids were
somewhat more prejudiced against blacks than against Latinos
or Asians. The crucial point for the purposes of this report,
however, is again that educational efforts have to be appropriately specific and targeted to their audiences.
This is no easy task. Holtzman illustrates the complexities of
inducing even college students—who are both old enough
to understand concepts like stereotyping and fairness, and
young enough, one would hope, to change their views—to
communicate honestly and remain open to other groups’
views.169 Indeed, anyone who has taught a college course on
race can attest to the sensitivity of these matters. Even the
166
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white students in these courses, who constitute a group more
amenable to interracial dialogue than average (or they would not
sign up for such a class), become defensive when confronted
with information on white privilege and other concepts rarely
acknowledged in the dominant culture. The implication is that
conducting productive educational programs and inter-group
dialogues outside the college setting is even more complicated
and sensitive.

A subsidy in the form of a grant for
multi-media content concerning minority
populations, [including] a compelling outreach
program using such techniques as search
engines, community screenings and events,
school curricula, blogs, and marketing to
increase exposure.

Nonetheless, such efforts should be promoted. Social psychologists have begun to provide insights into mechanisms that might
counter the largely automatic processes by which racial (or other) stereotypes influence perception, emotion, and behavior.170
Applying these ideas in organized efforts to change negative
thoughts and feelings about YMC, who are especially subject
to the negativity, can help in altering the self-perpetuating cycle
illustrated in Figure 1. Careful educational interventions can
assist in moving market demand for media products in more
positive, stereotype-defeating directions; rendering whites (and
others) less susceptible to coded appeals to ethnic prejudice; and
improving treatment of YMC and other persons of color by
white sales clerks, police officers, teachers, doctors, employers,
and others in interpersonal or institutional settings.

She argues that the subsidies would be constitutional “so long
as a preference for ‘minority programming’ was not a cover for
invidious viewpoint discrimination.”174

Subsidize digital media as new outlets for
positive expression
For Goodman, the era of digital media significantly improves
the opportunities for positive government regulation in the
form of subsidies, which do not interfere with media owners’ First Amendment rights.171 Although she is not primarily
concerned with media images of YMC or with race relations,
Goodman’s general prescription clearly applies to the scarcity of
opportunities for exposure to positive media images of YMC—
a scarcity that affects whites as well as persons of color. In the
context of this report, the key point, as Goodman puts it, is
altering consumer desires: “Subsidies for a robust public service
media, as opposed to media regulations, are the most promising
and constitutionally acceptable way to increase consumption of
programming that exposes viewers to difference, forges community, and elevates discourse in the face of content abundance
and attention scarcity.”172 This, in turn, “might then force the
market to provide media products with greater positive externalities, including common exposure to difference and public
elevation.”173 She recommends:
170
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CONCLUSION
One consequence (and cause) of the media patterns and effects
explored here is that whites and persons of color occupy distinctly different cultural spaces. Brown and Pardun found, for
example, that even among younger persons—often presumed to
share a common “youth culture”—use of media varies dramatically by race.175 Among nearly 3,000 middle school children in
their sample, only four of 140 TV shows were watched by at
least one-third of the four measured audience segments (white
males and females, and black males and females). Around 70
percent of black teenagers watch the 10 highest-rated shows
among blacks (all with mainly black casts); none of these shows
was watched by more than 16 percent of white teens. White
teens also mostly watched shows featuring casts predominantly
of their own race, although they watched less TV overall. Viewing differences among black and white adults are almost as
great, and the movie and advertising businesses also feature a
degree of racial segmentation, if not segregation.176

dominant media to produce innocuous and often stereotyped
images compatible with the status quo. As we have seen, however, the status quo imposes demonstrable harm on persons of
color and, in particular, on young men of color.

The implication of racially distinct media choices appears to be
heightened interracial alienation—a reinforced sense of difference and sensitivity to difference. The black-oriented TV
shows and films, as well as music videos, are often criticized by
African Americans as supporting negative stereotypes (Spike
Lee’s satirical film about TV and race, Bamboozled, offers vivid
examples). Others, however, would argue that blacks and whites
view the shows with an ironic eye. We cannot settle that dispute
here, and there are no equivalent media outlets specializing in
Latino or Asian productions.177 Still, it does seem reasonable to
hypothesize that much of the irony is lost on the white majority,
who are ambivalent or antagonistic (or racist) toward persons of
color, and are likely to be especially ignorant about and threatened by young men of color.
The obvious solution may be to get everyone to start watching
the same TV programs, movies, and news shows, and for these
media to feature diverse, realistic, multi-dimensional content.
And so we return to the vicious circles: very little supply of
such media content, which fosters continued racial and ethnic
misunderstanding, which, in turn, encourages those running the
175
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More precisely, although there is a well-developed, parallel Hispanic
media culture, it is generally inaccessible to whites because of the
language barrier. In addition, not all Latinos speak Spanish, and
acculturation may reduce demand for separate ethnic media. The less
extensive, fragmented Asian media market experiences even greater
linguistic and other barriers to growth beyond small niches.
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