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ABSTRACT 
 

THE KAREN PHENOMENON: OUTGROUP DISCRIMINATION IN THE CONTEXT OF THE RESOURCE 

DILEMMA 

DEJAH YANSEN 

Cooperation research underlines two types of intergroup behavior: ingroup favoritism and 

outgroup derogation. Favoritism and derogation are expressed through aversive racism, or the 

activation of implicit biases in ambiguous contexts. One such ambiguous context, the COVID-19 

pandemic, introduced "Karens," White women who seek to maintain the White-dominant 

hierarchies of the United States. The purpose of the present study was to provide a foundation 

for establishing the psychological mechanisms that underlie Karens' perceived entitlement to 

unequal allocations of public resources.  

We utilized a resource dilemma to explain how negative intergroup relations result from 

ambiguity and a limited understanding of social identity. We employed a 2 (race: Black/White) 

by 2 (gender: man/woman) by 2 (rate of harvesting: equal/unequal) between-subjects design to 

investigate the extent to which shared group membership and harvesting behavior influence 

resource consumption, sanctioning, and attributions. Participants (N = 314) withdrew more 

resources when grouped with Black women, and when shared resources diminished quickly. 

Participants may have recognized their implicit bias, which may have contributed to the fact 

that they then rewarded Black women more than White women and men. We concluded that 

gender, in comparison to race, is a more salient social identity during intergroup relations. 

Keywords: implicit bias, crossed categorization, social identity complexity, aversive 

racism, Karens 
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The Karen Phenomenon: Outgroup Discrimination in the Context of the Resource Dilemma 

On May 25, 2020, a White woman named Amy Cooper was reprimanded by a bird 

watcher for allowing her dog to roam unleashed in Central Park. In retaliation, she dialed the 

police, pleading to be rescued from the African American man who threatened her and her dog 

(Nir, 2020). Later that year, on August 16, another White woman (who remains unidentified to 

this day) went around Dolores Park and began cutting the caution tape that was placed around 

the perimeter due to COVID-19 restrictions. She then blamed a nearby Columbian parks and 

recreation worker for the "unconstitutional closures" and verbally harassed him (Graff, 2020). 

Carolyn Bryant, the woman who, in 1984, falsely accused a Black teenager of whistling 

flirtatiously at her in the grocery store, recently admitted that she did not want to die with his 

subsequent murder on her conscience (Pérez-Peña, 2017).  

These cases are but a fraction of numerous examples of what are colloquially known in 

American culture as "Karens." Mishan (2021) and Negra and Leyda (2020) compiled a brief 

definition of a Karen: A White woman who has little regard for others and who is willing to do 

whatever it takes to uphold White dominant societies. The few studies on "Karen behavior" 

found this guardian mindset typically manifests when these women encounter people of color 

(POC), specifically Black men (Mishan, 2021). Karens may feel they need to protect public 

resources (such as parks) from POC and draw attention to what they view as an unfair usage.   

Because Karens place value and significance in being White, they perceive their ingroup 

to include people who are most like themselves: White women, and to an extent, White men. 

Social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) suggests that these women, in an effort to 

maintain a positive social identity, will work to ensure that their ingroup is evaluated positively. 
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One way Karens can do this is by exhibiting preferential treatment to ingroup members 

(ingroup favoritism; Allport, 1954). For instance, these women do not feel the need to monitor 

other White people's usage of public spaces. Another method of maintaining positive social 

identity is to be discriminatory against outgroup members (outgroup derogation; Brewer, 1999; 

Greenwald & Pettigrew, 2014). Since Karens base their social identity on their race, they 

perceive anyone who is not White to be a part of their outgroup. Men of color (MOC) are 

considered double outgroup members because they are not White nor women. When 

encountering a person/man of color utilizing a public space, Karens view themselves as victims 

of outgroup transgressions (Negra & Leyda, 2020). Amy Cooper saw a Black man in a park and 

shouted that she was being threatened; Carolyn Bryant saw a Black boy in a store and claimed 

she was being sexually harassed. Karens make themselves vulnerable despite their social power 

(White privilege; McIntosh, 1988). This self-victimizing behavior can be considered a form of 

outgroup "hate" because Karens use the negative perceptions of MOC to their advantage 

(Negra & Leyda, 2020).  

The current study was designed to explore how White women respond in environments 

with limited resources. Specifically, this study analyzed whether White women's perceptions of 

and reactions to cooperation and defection varied by resource uncertainty and the other 

individuals' group memberships. Social identity and related theories are a framework for 

understanding intergroup relations when individuals share and do not share social categories. 

Two social categories of interest in the present study are race and gender, since racial and 

gender biases may intersect to influence ingroup favoritism and outgroup derogation 
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(Crenshaw, 1989). The resource dilemma can be utilized to understand differences in reactions 

and perceptions of resource consumption.  

Social Identity Theory  

Humans are inherently social beings – belongingness needs are only rivaled by 

physiological and safety needs (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Maslow, 1943). Additionally, for 

long-term survival, humans must be obligatorily interdependent (Brewer, 1997; Caporael, 

1997). Humans must be willing to rely on others for resources and be willing to provide and 

share resources with others. A group, or a number of individuals who understand themselves to 

be in the same social category (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), helps to fulfill these needs. 

Human sociality is seen in cognitive processes, including how we differentiate between 

groups and define the self. The process of social categorization is primarily responsible for 

forming an individual's social identity, or rather, how the self is understood in social contexts 

(Tajfel & Turner, 1979). An individual's social identity is a component of their self-concept 

(Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Hogg, 2003). Self-concept is the collection of beliefs and perceptions we 

have of ourselves (Bernstein et al., 1994; Eggen & Kauchak, 1999; Myers, 1993). These beliefs 

and perceptions are based on both material and abstract factors, such as possessions, physical 

image, needs, morals, or belongingness to a category (Epstein, 1973). Karens base their self-

concept on the fact that they belong to the White race. To them, everyone who is White can be 

considered an ingroup member. Thus, the outgroup is formed of individuals who do not belong 

to the same social category as ingroup members. In this case, Karens perceive POC as outgroup 

members. Conflict between the ingroup and outgroup occurs in part because of the need to 

maintain positive self-esteem. 
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Self-esteem is the evaluation of the self-concept (Rogers, 1951). The self-esteem 

hypothesis (D. Abrams & Hogg, 1988; Hogg & Abrams, 1990) explains how negative intergroup 

behavior is motivated by the need for positive self-esteem (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). If the self is 

evaluated positively in social contexts, then, an individual would understand the self to have 

greater worth (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Members' general evaluations about an ingroup's 

identity and status are formed through social comparison (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Tajfel and 

Turner stated that positive distinctiveness occurs when ingroup members perceive their own 

social group as one that has value and significance in comparison to the outgroup.  

The self-esteem hypothesis stems from Tajfel, Flament, Billig, and Bundy's 1971 minimal 

group paradigm (MGP). When an individual feels that their self-esteem is being threatened, 

they are motivated to take action to boost their self-esteem. One way to do this is to 

discriminate against outgroup members (D. Abrams & Hogg, 1988; Hogg & Abrams, 1990; Tajfel 

et al., 1971; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Discriminatory behavior towards outgroup members 

enhances positive distinctiveness by increasing the difference in status and power between the 

ingroup and outgroup. Amy Cooper's behavior can be used as an example of positive 

distinctiveness. Amy was protecting her, and to an extent, her ingroup's access to the resource 

(the park). This access would help maintain the ingroup's positive status in comparison to 

Christian Cooper, who can be considered to be a double outgroup member. Results from 

experiments exploring the MGP (Bourhis et al., 1994; Brewer, 1979; Messick & Mackie, 1989; 

Tajfel et al., 1971) showed that to maintain positive self-esteem and social identity individuals 

will compete with other groups. People displayed discriminatory behavior through differences 

in resource allocations. Specifically, ingroup members were willing to sacrifice maximum 
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benefits to ensure the outgroup gained as few resources as possible. Those who discriminated 

against outgroup members had larger increases in self-esteem, in comparison to those who did 

not (Chin & McClintock, 1993; Lemyre & Smith, 1985; Oakes & Turner, 1980). The consistent 

discriminatory behavior towards outgroups members supported social identity theory. Tajfel 

and Turner (1979) posited that positive self-esteem and social identity not only come from 

intragroup social consensus, but the ingroup also being used as a reference against relevant 

outgroups. Therefore, it can be argued that intergroup relations are influenced by both ingroup 

favoritism (Allport, 1954) and outgroup derogation (Brewer, 1999; Greenwald & Pettigrew, 

2014). 

There are different ways to consider ingroup favoritism, outgroup derogation, and the 

relationship between the two phenomena. Some researchers believe preferences for the 

ingroup are directly related to discrimination towards the outgroup (Sherif & Sherif, 1953; 

Sumner, 1906). Limited resources, for example, causes the need to maintain loyalty for the 

ingroup and compete with the outgroup. Sometimes a group is defined as a collection of people 

with similar goals (American Psychological Association, 2023). If another group strives to 

achieve those same goals, then it is difficult for the ingroup to become positively distinct since 

the ingroup and outgroup have the same values (Turner, 1975; Mummendey & Wenzel, 1999). 

However, others argue that the two intergroup biases are not reciprocal (Allport, 1954; Brewer, 

1979; Hinkle & Brown, 1990; Kosterman & Feshbach, 1989). One explanation is that resource 

allocations are not the only type of intergroup interaction. Patterns of discriminatory behavior 

that were found in the MGP do not occur in conditions where resources are not scarce 

(Mummendey et al., 1992). Another explanation is that some behavior is solely driven by 
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ingroup preferences, and some by prejudice for the outgroup. One example could be acts of 

hate influenced by explicit racial bias (Brewer, 1999). There is also evidence that some people 

believe that only ingroup members should receive positive treatment (Frey & Gaertner, 1986; 

Gaertner & Dovidio, 1977; Gaertner et al., 1982; Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995; Weber, 1994). 

However, although there are not any negative attitudes being expressed towards outgroup 

members, the lack of positive sentiments can be considered a form of discrimination. Empirical 

research shows that social identity is based in both in- and outgroup memberships. Thus, social 

identity not only impacts cooperation, but competition as well.  

Reactions to Cooperative and Competitive Behavior 

Sanctions are used to moderate the cooperative and competitive behaviors of ingroup 

and outgroup members (Messick & Brewer, 1983; Yamagishi, 1986). Sanction systems promote 

individual responsibility and ensure fair distributions of shared resources (Brewer & Kramer, 

1986; Rabinovich & Morton, 2011). There are two types of sanctions, positive (incentives) and 

negative (punishments). Incentives are used to promote cooperation, and punishments are 

used to address noncooperation. Negative reciprocity, for example, occurs when individuals 

observe each other behaving selfishly in public goods dilemmas (Fehr & Gächter, 2000b). 

People are more likely to negatively reciprocate when they have opportunities to directly 

punish those acting in self-interest, and the punishment is not too costly to the cooperator.  

However, competition occurs within the ingroup as well (Goldman et al., 1977). 

Negative attitudes among ingroup members are further impacted by the degree of membership 

individuals share (i.e., partial versus full ingroup membership; Crisp & Hewstone, 2016). 

Therefore, incentives are not only reserved for ingroup members, and penalties are not only 
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reserved for outgroup members. For example, intragroup cooperators are often willing to 

punish free-riders, even if punishment is costly and/or does not yield any benefits (Brewer & 

Kramer, 1986; Fehr & Gächter, 2000a). This is because group members expect each other to act 

in a way that promotes fairness and cohesion (Bernhard et al., 2006). Punishment is used when 

ingroup members violate these expectations to preserve positive distinctiveness (Castano et al., 

2002). 

The expression of intergroup bias is dynamic because group identification is dynamic in 

and of itself (Palla et al., 2007; Rand et al., 2009; Wilson, 1979). Yet, most social identity 

research only considers the independent influence of one social group at a time. We will now 

discuss the complexities of social identity and the influence that belongingness to multiple 

social categories can have on social identity itself and intergroup bias.  

 Impact of Multiple Social Identities 

The simple ingroup-outgroup dichotomy of social identity is pervasive throughout 

research that addresses the relationship between social identity and cooperation. Often, we 

understand ingroups and outgroups to be formed based on a single social category. However, 

people belong to multiple social groups. Even when a single social category is prioritized in a 

certain context, it is difficult to isolate its effects from the total influence of the other social 

categories (Cole, 2009; Combahee River Collective, 1995). We will review two primary ways of 

understanding the impact of multiple social identities: crossed categorization and social identity 

complexity.  

Crossed categorization (Crisp & Hewstone, 2016; Mullen et al., 2001) is the crossing of 

two dichotomous and orthogonal social identities and the resulting four subgroups: a double 
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ingroup member, a double outgroup member, and two partial ingroup members. When gender 

(woman/man) and race (White/Black) are crossed, White men and Black women are partial 

ingroup members for Karens, White women.  

The combination of identities influences the ingroup's saliency and distinctiveness 

(Imada et al., 2023), which can cause the identification with a particular social category to 

lessen. Crisp and Hewstone (2000) and Turner and colleagues (1987) noted that this is 

especially true when the identities that were crossed happen to be similarly relevant. This is 

because social identity is formed through group identification (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). As 

ingroup favoritism is influenced by group membership, Karens would show the most positive 

behavior and attitudes towards those with the strongest ingroup identification (double ingroup 

members, other White women). Partial ingroup members would receive some positive 

interaction, but not to the same degree as those who are double ingroup members. Partial 

ingroup members do belong to categories that Karens would consider to be outgroups (i.e., 

being Black or being a man). Displaying higher levels of ingroup favoritism to these individuals 

would prevent White women, the primary ingroup, from being recognized as positively distinct. 

It is important to note that White women would become the primary ingroup through a 

consolidation of both social identities. Roccas and Brewer (2002) posited that the 

categorization of others as an ingroup or outgroup member is dependent upon the ability to 

converge multiple identities through social identity complexity.  

Social identity complexity (SIC; Roccas & Brewer, 2002) is an extension of social identity 

theory. SIC considers the degree of identity overlap between perceived ingroup and outgroup 

members. Roccas and Brewer established several methods – intersection, dominance, 
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compartmentalization, and merger – through which people combine their social identities. The 

intersection and dominance models are the most relevant to this discussion. Intersection 

describes the process in which an individual combines multiple social categories into one. 

Dominance is when someone prioritizes one of their group memberships above all others. To 

illustrate, we can revisit the Central Park Karen. If we analyze Amy Cooper's SIC with the 

intersection model, she would only classify people who are simultaneously White and female as 

a part of her ingroup. Under the dominance model, Amy could rank her identity as a White 

individual as primary, with female merely describing what kind of White person she is. She may 

associate with other White people but would not extend the same degree of ingroup favoritism 

towards other females. Karens might have negative perceptions of outgroup members because 

they fail to extend their understanding of their social identity outside of a small combination of 

stable and arbitrary factors. For example, Amy Cooper did not acknowledge the fact that 

Christian was also a New Yorker who enjoyed spending time in one of the city's landmarks. She 

instead excluded him from her group because of his race and gender, and determined that he 

did not deserve to have the same access to a public resource as she.  

People are motivated to prevent outgroup members from taking advantage of ingroup 

resources (Tajfel et al., 1971). Perceptions of unfairness, for example, is an established reason 

for defection during intergroup cooperation (Vohs et al., 2007). Self-victimization is often used 

as a strategy to avoid being exploited during intergroup interactions. Moreover, victim-playing 

can be considered as a form of outgroup discrimination (Bar-Tal et al., 2009; Belavadi & Hogg, 

2018; Noor et al., 2009). Karens recognize how policing and legal systems are structured against 
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minoritized groups and use that knowledge to punish the outgroup. Amy Cooper played the 

victim and explicitly asked for protection from a MOC (Dovidio et al., 2010).  

Stereotypes and Bias  

Social categorization helps people to establish their social identity and distinguish 

individuals as in- or outgroup members (Roccas & Brewer, 2002; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). The 

cognitive processes that support social categorization utilizes many elements (such as race, 

nonverbal cues, nationality, political ideology, and ability) to classify people into these groups 

(Astuti et al., 2004). A challenge to the cognitive efficiency of social categorization is the fact 

that not everyone belongs to the same number of shared groups, nor does everyone value each 

of their social groups equally (Brewer, 1991). Differences in identity salience contributes to the 

crossed categorization of identities and the emergence of partial and full ingroup memberships 

(Hogg & Abrams, 1988; Roccas & Brewer, 2002).  

Schemas are another cognitive process that aids in predicting and understanding 

behavior. Schemas are conceptual models that organize new information into representative 

frameworks (Bartlett, 1932; DiMaggio, 1997; Piaget, 1952). Stereotypes are types of schemas 

used for social processing (Hilton & von Hippel, 1996). Stereotypes are beliefs about a group's 

attributes, such as characteristics or behaviors (Gardner, 1993; Hamilton & Sherman, 1994). In 

addition to physical attributes, stereotypes provide information about a group's social role(s), 

how unique each group member is, and what kind of expectations one should have when 

encountering a member of a particular group (Dovidio et al., 2010).  

Stereotypic processing is a double-edged sword. Stereotypes are evolutionarily 

advantageous because they can be used to quickly determine if something was a threat to the 
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ingroup (Bowles, 2006; Darwin, 1871; Rusch, 2014). Stereotypes are also beneficial because 

they are a way to simplify complex environments (Dovidio et al., 2010). Since ingroup members 

are unfamiliar with the outgroup (Brewer, 1999; Heine et al., 2009), the outgroup can be 

considered "complex." However, individuals typically utilize a reductionist approach when 

categorizing outgroups, which prevents ingroup members from evaluating their outgroups as 

heterogeneous or positive entities (Turner, 1975; von Hippel et al., 1993). Stereotype content is 

often based on features that emphasize differences between groups (Ford & Stangor, 1992). 

Additionally, stereotypes are harmful in many contexts, especially since people tend to 

automatically rely on them during intergroup interactions. Confirmation bias, for example, 

plays a role during perceptual processing. When encountering an outgroup member, people 

typically first notice characteristics based on stereotype content (Dovidio et al., 2010) and 

disregard any characteristics that contradict said content (Hewstone, 1990; Pettigrew, 1979). 

Discrimination can be a result of negative and non-positive stereotypes, since stereotypic 

processing can predict intergroup attitudes and behavior (Esses et al., 1993, 1994; McConahay 

& Hough Jr., 1976; Stangor et al., 1991).  

Discrimination is a form of bias (Dovidio et al., 2010), or judgments that are favorable or 

unfavorable towards a distinct social group. Bias can be expressed as both explicitly negative or 

less positive (in comparison to the ingroup) attitudes and behavior (Allport, 1954; Brewer, 

1999; Jones, 1972). We can revisit the discussion regarding the relationship between ingroup 

favoritism and outgroup derogation. Within a social identity context, people are motivated to 

ensure that their ingroup is evaluated positively to maintain a positive social identity. Positive 

social identity can be achieved by expressing more preferential attitudes and behaviors towards 
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ingroup members (Allport, 1954). However, these positive interactions can be supplemented or 

outright replaced by bigoted attitudes and behaviors towards outgroup members (Brewer, 

1999; Greenwald & Pettigrew, 2014). This process occurs particularly when negative emotions 

(e.g., fear, disgust, arousal, hate, contempt) are associated with the outgroup during intergroup 

relations (Brewer, 2001; Doosje et al., 1998; Mackie & Smith, 1998; Mummendey & Otten, 

2001). Overreliance on stereotypes causes patterns of bias and discrimination to emerge on the 

basis of race and culture (Dovidio et al., 2010). For example, Black individuals are associated 

with crime and violence. This stereotype is known to influence human cognition and behavior. 

For instance, Payne (2001) found that White participants were more likely to associate 

(sometimes inaccurately) guns with Black people in comparison to White people.  

Although studies by Dovidio and colleagues (2000) demonstrate that it is entirely 

possible for people to stop depending on stereotypes and bias during perception, they are not 

motivated to do so. This is because being biased and discriminatory against outgroups allows 

the ingroup to equate their social identity with "high" or "majority" status and characterize 

outgroups as "low" or "minority" (Fiske et al., 2002; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner, 1975). How 

and the extent to which an individual relies on stereotypes during intergroup relations is 

dependent upon their degree of explicit and implicit biases.  

Explicit Bias 

Explicit bias is the overt expression of prejudice or preference. People with explicit bias 

are aware of their prejudice and the control they have when choosing to express it (Fazio et al., 

1995). Explicit bias can be seen in blatantly racist comments. The Dolores Park Karen had said 

"go back to wherever the hell you came from" to the Columbian parks manager in response to 
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the park's closure (Graff, 2020). The present and growing population of Latino and Hispanic 

people in the United States continue to receive negative public reactions (Chavez, 2001; Nill, 

2011). Panic surrounding potential changes in the economy has contributed to the 

generalization of Hispanic and Latino individuals as those who are "infesting" the United States 

and "stealing" jobs from "true" (i.e., White) Americans. This population is seen as "illegal," 

(Chavez, 2001; Ngai, 2005) and much legislation has focused on preventing further immigration 

to the United States (Nill, 2011). The comments in Dolores Park were motivated by these 

sentiments.  

The nature of prejudice is evolving (Schuman et al., 1997). Society is becoming less 

tolerant of explicit discrimination, which can be seen in revised legal structures (Dovidio & 

Gaertner, 1986). Moreover, racial stereotypes, particularly those held by White individuals, 

have become less extreme (Campbell, 1971; Greeley & Sheatsley, 1971; Karlins et al., 1969; 

Taylor et al., 1978). Despite these changes, bias is still present within intergroup relations, albeit 

covertly (Dovidio & Gaertner, 1998).  

Implicit Bias 

Implicit bias is a more complex form of prejudice because of its subtlety (Crosby et al., 

1980; Gaertner & Dovidio, 1981). Implicit bias is the unconscious attribution of traits to a 

particular individual or group (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995). When given little context, White 

participants tended to associate more positive descriptors (smart, ambitious, clean) with the 

term Whites, and negative terms (stupid, lazy, welfare) with Blacks (Gaertner & McLaughlin, 

1983). Gaertner and Dovidio (1986) later explained this behavior by developing the concept of 

aversive racism, which can be understood as a function of implicit bias. 
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Aversive Racism. Aversive racism (Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986) occurs when someone is 

outwardly supportive of egalitarian principles, but they unconsciously harbor negative feelings 

towards marginalized groups. To relieve the cognitive dissonance that occurs during ambiguous 

situations, aversive racists will use the unconscious influence of their preferences and 

prejudices (i.e., bias and stereotypes) to rationalize their negative intergroup attitudes and 

behavior. Several researchers have provided evidence for this phenomenon. For example, von 

Hippel and colleagues (1997) detailed an increase of fundamental attribution error towards 

Black individuals in comparison to White individuals when asking White participants to 

interpret ambiguous films. Studies on aversive racism demonstrate that ambiguous situations 

justify the reliance on implicit prejudice and subsequent noncooperation with outgroup 

members. Therefore, social identity and ambiguity both have an influence on bias. This 

influence may shed light on how a Karen's behavior varies with whom she interacts. We can 

consider research on outgroup fear (Navarette et al., 2010) and aversive racism (Gaertner & 

Dovidio, 1986) to understand Amy Cooper's behavior. She had encountered a stereotypically 

violent double outgroup member in an isolated area. She was motivated to call the police 

because she was uncertain about Christian's next steps (Fromm, 1947; Kahneman et al., 1982; 

Tajfel, 1969). The ambiguity of the situation caused her to rely on implicit bias as an attempt to 

predict his behavior. This would not have been the case if Amy had met another woman, 

especially a White one, in the park. Resource dilemmas can model how people share limited 

resources and examine how reactions to resource consumption may vary by degree of shared 

group membership.  
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Intergroup Bias in the Context of the Resource Dilemma 

The tragedy of the unmanaged commons first described the process of the 

environment's decay, which is influenced by the lack of regulation (Lloyd, 1833/1964). We can 

now understand the tragedy of the unmanaged commons as a social dilemma called the 

resource dilemma (Hardin, 1968). In a resource dilemma, an individual encounters a resource 

that is shared and limited. The person must decide whether to act in regard to self or collective 

interest when withdrawing a portion of the resource. Additionally, individuals must be 

conscientious of the fact that the resource will need time to replenish.  

Social dilemma research (Dawes, 1980, Komorita et al., 1992) found that when in an 

ongoing social dilemma, in terms of self-interest, it is best for individuals to show 

noncooperative or competitive behavior (overharvesting, in resource dilemmas specifically). If 

everyone is noncooperative, then the resource would quickly diminish. Therefore, in terms of 

collective interest, it is best that all parties cooperate, regardless of group membership, to 

maintain the resource. Despite this, people still tend to coordinate only with ingroup members 

during resource dilemmas to ensure resources are allocated equally among the ingroup (De 

Kwaadsteniet & van Dijk, 2012; Schelling, 1960; Wilke, 1991). There are increased instances of 

both ingroup favoritism (Bornstein, 2003) and outgroup derogation (Carpenter & Cardenas, 

2011) particularly when participants perceive competition over resources.  

There are several examples in the media where a White woman has an outburst when 

sighting an individual, typically a MOC, utilizing a public resource (Nir, 2020). The sight of an 

outgroup member "exploiting" ingroup resources provokes negative reactions (Tyler, 2012). 

The severity of these reactions lies in the fact that MOC are considered double outgroup 
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members on the basis of race and gender, and Karens are unable to frame commonalities in 

other fundamental group memberships (Roccas & Brewer, 2002; Tajfel & Turner, 1979).  

MOC simultaneously experience prejudice and privilege due to their multiple group 

memberships. In many patriarchal societies, men tend to benefit from institutional male 

supremacy (Keith, 2017; Phillips & Phillips, 2009). Nonetheless, remnants of former explicit 

racist and sexist attitudes still impact the likelihood of a MOC's societal success (Coston & 

Kimmel, 2012; Diamond, 1999; Rohlinger, 2010). For instance, the unique discrimination against 

Black men is rooted in the historical enslavement of Africans in the United States – one of the 

first cases of dehumanization of Black individuals. Negative attributions of blame towards Black 

men may be further influenced by more "acceptable" stereotypes and implicit bias, which 

becomes particularly salient in ambiguous contexts. Black individuals are already seen as loud, 

angry, and unintelligent (Fordham, 1993; Ghavami & Peplau, 2013; Hooks, 2004). Men as a 

whole are typecast as aggressive, thus, the dehumanization of Black men "evokes the 'black 

brute' archetype, which portrays [them] as apelike savages who use their imposing physical 

frame to threaten others" (Hester & Gray, 2018, p. 2711; Jackson, 2006). The dehumanization 

of Black men can explain why these individuals experience greater and harsher negative 

sanctions in some spaces (such as the courtroom) in comparison to Black women (Lewis & Van 

Dyke, 2018; The Sentencing Project, 2018). 

The current study was designed to explore how White women respond in environments 

with limited resources where they are uncertain that they would receive a fair share of the 

resource. Specifically, the study analyzed whether White women have different reactions to 
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perceived cooperation and defection when interacting with individuals with varying numbers of 

shared group memberships. 

Hypotheses  

The present study investigated the factors that influence negative reactions to 

perceived unfairness in social dilemmas. The following hypotheses regarding Karen reactions 

and behavior were constructed based on present understanding of how bias and environment 

impact intergroup relations.  

 

H1a: Sanctions and attributions of perceived cooperative behavior will depend on the 

number of shared in-groups. Participants will give greater negative sanctions to and use 

more negative attributions for those who share fewer ingroups.  

H1b: Resource withdrawal will depend on the number of shared in-groups. Participants 

will withdraw greater amounts of the resource when grouped with individuals who 

share fewer ingroups.  

 

H2a: Sanctions and attributions of perceived cooperative behavior will depend on equal 

or unequal rates of harvesting in the resource dilemma. Participants will give greater 

negative sanctions and use more negative attributions when there are unequal 

harvesting opportunities.  

H2b: Resource withdrawal will depend on rates of harvesting in the resource dilemma. 

Participants will withdraw greater amounts of the resource when there are unequal 

harvesting opportunities.  
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H3a: Sanctions and attributions of perceived cooperative behavior will depend on an 

interaction between the number of shared ingroups and rate of harvesting in the 

resource dilemma. Participants will give more negative sanctions to and use more 

negative attributions for those who share fewer ingroups, particularly when there are 

unequal harvesting opportunities. 

H3b: Resource withdrawal will depend on the number of shared ingroups and equal or 

unequal rates of harvesting in the resource dilemma. Participants will withdraw more of 

the resource when grouped with individuals who share fewer ingroups, particularly 

when there are unequal harvesting opportunities.  

Method 

Design  

The purpose of this study was to investigate how group membership and differing 

harvest rates influence withdrawal, sanctioning and attributions. To examine these effects, we 

implemented a 2 (race: White or Black) by 2 (gender: man or woman) by 2 (rate of harvesting: 

equal or unequal) between-subjects experimental design. We used a resource dilemma to 

create an ambiguous environment and examine withdrawal, sanctions, and attributions. 

Participants were asked to positively and negatively sanction other individuals who engaged in 

their resource dilemma. Participants then explained their sanctions by describing others' 

behavior as ignorant, greedy, or showing concern for others. 

Participants 

Karens are characterized as middle-aged White American women (Negra & Leyda, 

2020). Therefore, the population of interest was White women who were at least 30 years old. 
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All participants (N = 314) were provided by Qualtrics Online Sample. A majority of the 

participants (n = 100) were between the ages of 30 and 41 years. One hundred and seventy-two 

participants fell in between the ages of 42 and 53 (n = 90) and 54 and 65 (n = 82). There was 

minimal representation of women between the ages of 66 and 77 years old (n = 36) and the 

ages of 78 and 89 (n = 6). 

All participants received $5.00 compensation from the survey provider. In addition, one 

participant was selected by a computerized randomizer to receive a $50 electronic gift card to 

Target.  

Materials and Measures  

Chicago Face Database Photographs 

To study how social identity and crossed categorization influenced intergroup relations 

in social dilemmas, we placed each participant into a group with two other people. These 

“people” were actually photographs from the Chicago Face Database (CFD; Ma et al., 2015). 

The photographs were matched on age (the population of interest was White women who 

were at least 30 years old), attractiveness aggression, baby-facedness, and several facial 

expressions (angry, fearful, threatening, and trustworthy). This was to prevent any confounding 

effects from influencing cooperative or noncooperative behavior. 

We hypothesized that shared group membership would have an additive effect on 

withdrawal, sanctioning and attributions. To test these hypotheses, we selected photographs of 

people who would be considered double ingroup, partial ingroup, and double outgroup 

members on the basis of race and gender. One member of each group was a White woman, 
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whose photograph served as a control. Each participant was also randomly assigned to a group 

with a photograph of another White woman, a White man, a Black woman, or a Black man.  

Resource Dilemma 

This study adapted the resource dilemma from Kramer and colleagues' work (1986) on 

social values and cooperative responses. In the present study, the resource was lottery tickets. 

Each ticket represented one chance in a drawing for a $50 gift card to Target. The more tickets 

a participant collected, the more chances they would have in the drawing. The rate of depletion 

was dependent upon how many tickets a participant collected on their turn. Participants were 

incentivized not to simply hoard tickets on their turn; if there were at least 10 tickets remaining 

after the collection period, the resource would double, and the participants would have 

another opportunity to collect more tickets. Visual representations of the depleting ticket pool 

were available during the resource dilemma (see Appendices A, B, C, and D). 

Harvesting Rate Manipulation. Once participants were placed into a group with two 

“people,” everyone was assigned a turn number. Participants were told that the person 

assigned to turn 1 would withdraw first, the person assigned to turn 2 would collect second, 

and the third individual would take their turn last. However, the participants would not be 

aware of who was assigned to turns 1 and 2. We programmed the survey so that participants 

were always assigned to turn 3, and so that the “people” were assigned to turns 1 and 2. Who 

was assigned to which turn was unclear. There were 60 tickets available for collection at the 

start of each resource dilemma (see Appendix A). Every person experienced a conflict of 

collective- or self-interest when deciding how many tickets to withdraw. If at least 10 tickets 

remained after turn 3, the number of tickets in the collection pool would double. Everyone 
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would then have another opportunity to collect tickets. We evoked negative responses toward 

the other partner’s or partners’ withdrawal behaviors by randomly assigning participants to the 

equal or unequal harvesting condition. 

Equal Harvesting Condition. The survey was programmed so that one of the “people” 

withdrew on the first turn. Participants saw how the number of available tickets went from 60 

to 40. On the second turn, the other photograph also withdrew 20 tickets; the collection pool 

went from having 40 tickets to 20 tickets. Participants were then given the opportunity to take 

between 0 and 20 tickets for themselves (see Appendix E). Participants were not able to 

withdraw 20 tickets (like those who were assigned to turns 1 and 2) and give the pool a chance 

to replenish.  

Unequal Harvesting Condition. Similar to the equal harvesting condition, participants 

saw how the person assigned to turn 1 withdrew 20 tickets from the collection pool, leaving 40 

available for collection. However, on the second turn, participants saw how the person assigned 

to turn 2 collected 30 tickets. This meant that the participant would only be able to withdraw 

between 0 and 10 tickets (see Appendix F). In the unequal harvesting condition, the pool would 

only replenish if the participant refused to withdraw any tickets. While the tickets would double 

in the next round, the people assigned to turns 2 and 3 would again be at a disadvantage, since 

there would only be 20 tickets available to share between three people. However, if the 

participant did decide to take tickets, their odds of winning the drawing in comparison to the 

photographs would be 2:1 and 3:1. 
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Sanctions System 

This study utilized a sanctions system based on Yamigishi's (1986) measure of sanctions. 

Participants were asked to reflect on their partners' behavior during the resource dilemma. 

Participants were asked to penalize one of the participants and reward the other. Penalized 

partners could have up to 10 tickets removed from their collection to be returned to the 

collection pool. Up to 10 tickets from this pool could be given to rewarded partners. 

Participants were asked to give a reason as to why they made their sanctioning decisions. 

Attribution Measure 

This study evaluated attributions using an adaptation of Van Lange and colleagues' 

(1988) attribution measure. Van Lange, Liebrand, and Kuhlman created the measure to assess 

identity-based attributions. Participants again reflected on their partners' behavior during the 

resource dilemma. The measure helped determine what participants believed were the most 

probable causes and reasons for the others' behavior. There were a variety of internal, external, 

positive, and negative attributions. Some items were "[The penalized/rewarded partner] was 

distracted by events occurring outside of the experiment" and "[The penalized/rewarded 

partner wanted to gain more than a reasonable share of tickets."   

Procedure  

 Participants completed the experiment via Qualtrics (see Appendix A for portions of the 

survey). Upon receiving the anonymous survey link, the participant was given an informed 

consent form detailing that the following survey seeks to investigate human decision-making. 

The consent form stated that participants may withdraw from the study at any time without 

any consequences, outlined the risks and benefits of the study, and provided the contact 
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information of the researcher and the Northern Arizona University division of the Institutional 

Review Board.  

After consent was given, participants were administered instructions detailing the 

resource, and how the rate of its depletion is dependent upon the usage from each of the 

individuals. Participants viewed three examples that demonstrated the withdrawal process. 

Then, participants responded to three comprehension check questions to ensure that they 

understood the first task.  

Participants were then told that some people would be randomly assigned to upload a 

photo of themselves wearing a neutral expression. In reality, no one was required to upload a 

photo. We gave photo upload instructions to provide a legitimate reason for why the four 

group membership conditions – two double ingroup members (two White women), a partial 

ingroup member (either a White man or a Black woman) and a double ingroup member, and a 

double outgroup member (a Black man) and a double ingroup member – were represented by 

photographs. These photographs would be the "people" with whom participants engaged in 

the withdrawal task. To further strengthen the illusion that participants are interacting with real 

players, each member in the group membership conditions had a name (Emily and Sarah, Joe, 

Jessica, or Michael). All participants provided a pseudonym that they wanted to use as a 

username for the duration of the study.  

Once participants were randomly assigned to one of the four group membership 

conditions, the computer randomly assigned each person in a group to a turn number for ticket 

collection. In actuality, each of the human participants were always assigned to be the last to 

withdraw. This was so that we could study reactions to being placed in the equal or unequal 
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harvesting opportunity condition. Visual representations of the changes in the resource were 

available, although the identity of the individual collecting tickets was not. On their turn, 

participants were presented with a slider detailing that either up to 10 or 20 tickets were 

available for collection.  

Participants were then asked to reflect on how their partners behaved during the 

collection period. They were presented with the option to penalize (remove up to 10 tickets to 

be placed back into the collection pool) and reward (give up to 10 tickets from the collection 

pool) the individuals with whom they were matched. Participants gave brief explanations as to 

why they selected that partner to penalize or reward.  

In addition to sanctioning their partners, participants were asked to complete an 

attribution measure for both the penalized and rewarded partner. These seven questions 

explored internal ("[The penalized/rewarded partner] wanted to give others a chance to win," 

for example) and external (e.g., "[The penalized/rewarded partner] partner experienced a 

miscommunication") attributes that could potentially explain their behavior during the resource 

dilemma. Participants rated the extent to how much they agreed the attribute properly 

described their partners on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from Strongly disagree to Strongly 

agree. There were also two attention checks in this portion of the survey. 

 Participants were debriefed after they were administered a series of demographic 

questions. All instances of deception were mentioned in the debriefing. Participants were also 

able to enter a true drawing for additional compensation in the form of an electronic $50 gift 

card to Target. A link to the entry form was listed following the debriefing.  
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Results 

This study investigated how group membership and harvesting rate influence resource 

withdrawal, sanctioning, and behavioral attributions. To examine the role of group 

membership, we placed participants into a group of three with two other "participants." One of 

the fictitious participants was a double ingroup member – in this case, a White woman – the 

constant or control partner. The other “participant” was an individual with varying degrees of 

shared group membership, or the target or manipulated partner. The manipulated partner 

could be either a White woman (double ingroup member), a Black woman (partial ingroup 

member), a White man (partial ingroup member), or a Black man (double outgroup member). 

To examine the role of harvesting rate, participants engaged in a resource dilemma where up to 

10 (unequal harvesting opportunity condition) or 20 (equal harvesting condition) tickets were 

available for withdrawal. Descriptive statistics about the random assignments can be found in 

Table 1. 

We had three primary hypotheses. We claimed that a.) White women's sanctioning 

behavior is impacted by the number of shared ingroups and harvesting opportunities, b.) White 

women's attributional patterns are impacted by the number of shared ingroups and harvesting 

opportunities, and c.) there is an interaction between the number of shared ingroups and 

harvesting opportunities on for both dependent variables. Our secondary hypotheses stated 

that White women's withdrawing behavior is impacted by the number of shared ingroups, 

harvesting rates, and a combination of these variables. 

We conducted seven analyses to study the primary (H1a, H2a, and H3a) and secondary 

(H1b, H2b, and H3b) hypotheses. We first investigated the secondary hypotheses with a 2 x 2 x 
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2 factorial ANOVA, as the withdrawal task was the first in the experiment. Next, we investigated 

the primary hypotheses by first looking at sanctioning patterns with three ANOVAs. First, a 2 x 2 

x 2 factorial ANOVA examined how often participants punished or rewarded the target partner. 

Second, another 2 x 2 x 2 factorial ANOVA analyzed the degree of punishment or reward for the 

target. We further explored significant differences in the number of tickets removed and given 

by crossing group memberships and placing them in a one-way ANOVA. Last, we analyzed 

differences in attributions for the target partners’ behaviors using three 2 x 2 x 2 factorial 

ANOVAs.  

Almost all analyses met the assumptions of parametric tests. The data was normally 

distributed, the sample cases were independent of each other, and the variance or covariance 

of each group was equal. There was no missing data for any variables used in analysis. Although 

the dependent variable in the sanction type analysis was not measured on a continuous scale, 

we retained the 2 x 2 x 2 factorial ANOVA. Alternatives were not conducted because we were 

not interested in predicting sanction type over a given interval of time (as one would when 

using a Poisson distribution, for example).  

Withdrawal Analysis  

To address the secondary hypotheses, we examined how many tickets participants 

withdrew from the shared pool, on a scale of 0-10 (unequal harvesting opportunity condition) 

or 0-20 (equal harvesting opportunity condition). For analysis, we created a variable that 

represented the proportion of tickets participants took to the number of tickets available. 

Doing so allowed us to directly compare if there were any significant differences in withdrawal 

across harvesting rate conditions. Additionally, we studied if withdrawal amount was further 
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impacted by whom (a White woman, a White man, a Black woman, or a Black man) the White 

women were engaging with in the resource dilemma.  

We used a 2 x 2 x 2 independent factorial ANOVA to determine if race (White or Black), 

gender (man or woman), and/or rate of harvesting (equal or unequal) significantly influenced 

the number of tickets participants withdrew. Race, gender, and harvesting rate did not have 

any significant main effects. However, the interaction between race and harvesting opportunity 

was significant and had a small effect on withdrawal amount, F(1, 312) = 4.28, p = .039, ἠp
2 = 

0.01. Participants were more likely to withdraw a greater proportion of tickets when interacting 

with Black targets (M = 0.60, SD = 0.94) in comparison to White targets (M = 0.48, SD = 0.60), 

particularly when there were unequal harvesting opportunities. The results (see Figure 1) 

support the third secondary hypothesis; White women's withdrawing behavior is impacted by 

the number of shared ingroups, but only when less of a shared resource is available.  

Sanction Analyses 

 In the experiment we investigated which and how sanction systems were used. First, we 

asked participants to select one partner to penalize, and one partner to reward. Then, we asked 

participants to determine an amount (1 to 10 tickets) to remove from the punished partner. 

Next, we asked participants to determine an amount (1 to 10 tickets) to give to the rewarded 

partner. The number of tickets removed and given was independent of one another.  

Sanction Type 

For the analysis, we coded whether the participants rewarded or punished the target. 

Because the hypotheses primarily focused on negative sanctions, we recoded rewards as 0 and 

punishments as 1. We then used a 2 x 2 x 2 independent factorial ANOVA to determine if race 
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(White or Black), gender (man or woman), and/or harvesting rate (equal or unequal) 

significantly influenced the type of sanction (reward or punish) participants used for the target 

partner.  

We first hypothesized that those who shared fewer ingroups with White women would 

receive more penalties. The results supported the hypothesis, as outgroup members were 

punished more often than ingroup members. Of note, the higher frequency in punishment was 

found only on the basis of gender. Gender had a small, significant effect on sanction type, F(1, 

312) = 4.63, p = .032, ἠp
2 = 0.02 (see Figure 2). Participants were more likely to punish when the 

manipulated partner was a man (M = 0.58, SD = 0.85) than if the manipulated partner was a 

woman (M = 0.44, SD = 0.67). 

No other main or interaction effects were statistically significant. Thus, we rejected the 

hypotheses that harvesting, alone or in combination with shared group membership, 

contributes to how the participants sanctioned the target partners. 

Sanction Magnitude 

We created a composite variable to study the degree of sanction. This variable ranged 

on a scale from -10 to 10, where negative values represented the number of tickets participants 

removed from the target, and where positive values represented the number of tickets 

participants gave to the target. The magnitude of these values indicated the degree to which 

the target was sanctioned. Larger absolute values mean that participants gave or took away a 

greater number of tickets. We used a 2 x 2 x 2 independent factorial ANOVA to determine if 

race (White or Black), gender (man or woman), and/or rate of harvesting (equal or unequal) 

significantly influenced how much the participants sanctioned the target partners.  
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Main Analysis. We first hypothesized that White women would remove more tickets 

from those who shared fewer ingroups. The main effect of race had a significant and small 

influence on how much the target was sanctioned, F(1, 312) = 3.89, p < .049, ἠp
2 = 0.01. 

Participants gave more severe penalties to White targets (M = -1.22, SD = 8.93) in comparison 

to Black targets (M = 0.40, SD = 11.48). The main effect of gender was also significant and had a 

small effect on the degree of sanctioning, F(1, 312) = 4.52, p < .034, ἠp
2 = 0.02. Participants 

removed more tickets from targets who were men (M = -1.29, SD = 11.39) in comparison to 

targets who were women (M = 0.46, SD = 9.05). The results (see Table 2 and Figure 3) partially 

supported the hypothesis, as outgroup members were punished more severely than ingroup 

members – but only on the basis of gender. In regard to race, participants punished ingroup 

members more harshly.  

We did not find any support for hypotheses 2a or 3a, which described the main effect of 

harvesting rate and the interaction between shared group membership and harvesting rate, 

respectively.  

Exploratory Analysis. We conducted an exploratory analysis to further examine how 

race and gender influenced how many tickets were removed from or given to the target. We 

removed the harvesting variable from this analysis since we previously determined its main and 

interaction effects were nonsignificant. Instead, we crossed the target race and target gender 

categories to create a single group membership variable. This allowed us to explore differences 

between targets who were White women (recoded as 2, a double ingroup member), White 

men (recoded as 1, a racial ingroup member and gender outgroup member), Black women 
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(recoded as -1, a racial outgroup member and gender ingroup member), and Black men 

(recoded as -2, a double outgroup member).  

We ran a one-way ANOVA to understand the effects of combined group memberships 

on sanction magnitude. There were small but significant differences in sanction magnitude 

between the combined group memberships, F(3, 310) = 4.59, p = .004, ώ2 = 0.04. Overall, 

participants gave Black women more tickets (see Table 3 and Figure 4), especially in comparison 

to White men (Mdiff = 3.44, SE = 0.98, p = .003) and White women (Mdiff = 2.77, SE = 1.01, p = 

.034). Participants also gave Black women more tickets in comparison to Black men (Mdiff = 

2.46, SE = 1.15, p = .145), but this magnitude was not statistically significant. In fact, sanction 

magnitude for Black men was also not significant when compared to White men (Mdiff = 0.98, SE 

= 1.14, p = .826) or White women (Mdiff = 0.31, SE =1.17, p = .994). Mean differences were also 

not significant between White women and White men (Mdiff = 0.67, SE = 1.00, p = .908). 

Attribution Analysis 

The other primary area of interest was the influence of shared group membership and 

harvesting opportunity on how White women made attributions for their partners' behaviors. 

We asked participants to rate how much they agreed with how well seven attributional 

statements (wanted to give others a chance to win, was concerned about others in a group, 

wanted to share tickets in a fair way, experienced a miscommunication, wanted to gain more 

than a reasonable share, was distracted by events occurring outside of the experiment, and did 

not understand the task) explained the target and control partners' behavior during the 

resource dilemma.  
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Our analyses were based on those Van Lange and colleagues (1988) completed. The 

attributions were sorted into three factors, ignorance, concern for others, and greed. Ignorance 

included the fourth, sixth, and seventh attributional statements. Concern for others was 

composed of the first, second, and third attributional statements. The fifth statement loaded 

onto greed. We then computed means for each factor.  

Sanction type was added as a quasi-independent variable to study the relationship 

between behavioral and cognitive reactions towards others’ resource consumption. We would 

be able to directly analyze why the manipulated partner was sanctioned negatively or 

positively. Harvesting rate was removed from the analysis so that we could focus more so on 

who was sanctioned. Thus, three separate 2 (race: White, Black) x 2 (gender: man, woman) x 2 

(sanction type: punish, reward) ANOVAs studied the impact on attributions. The results can be 

found in Figure 5. 

The first statistical test examined ignorance. Only sanction type was significant, F(1, 313) 

= 18.61, p < .001, ἠp
2 = 0.06. Participants were more likely to justify penalizing the manipulated 

partner (in comparison to rewarding, (Mdiff = 0.39, SE = 0.90) by claiming that the target was 

ignorant. Next, we explored concern for others. Sanction type again was the only significant 

main effect, F(1, 313) = 9.60, p = .002, ἠp
2 = 0.03. Participants were more likely to agree with 

statements that described concern for others when discussing a rewarded target (M = 3.33, SD 

= 1.42) in comparison to a punished target (M = 2.99, SD = 1.40). Last, we conducted an ANOVA 

to study greed. Sanction type had a significant and medium effect on the extent to which 

participants agreed that the target partner wanted to gain more than a fair share, F(1, 313) = 
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17.96, p < .001, ἠp
2 = 0.06. Targets who were punished (M = 3.65, SD = 1.52) were more likely to 

be seen as greedy in comparison to targets who were rewarded (M = 3.13, SD = 1.54).  

Discussion 

The present study explored the emotional and behavioral reactions that occur in 

resource dilemmas and how these reactions varied by environment and degree of shared group 

membership. We measured how White women withdrew resources. We also examined how 

White women punished and rewarded other individuals based on how much of the resource 

they harvested from the shared pool. Last, we analyzed which attributions White women used 

to explain other individuals' collection behaviors.  

The hypotheses were based on Karen behavior, social identity theory, and bias research. 

Karen behavior can be explained by how these individuals understand identity. Karens limit 

their understanding of their and others' social identities on arbitrary characteristics, such as 

race and gender. Therefore, their ingroups can be restricted to those who are also White 

females. These individuals are then motivated to prevent outgroup members (POC and/or men) 

from having access to public resources, so that the ingroup can retain its status (Bourhis et al., 

1994; Brewer, 1979; Messick & Mackie, 1989; Tajfel et al., 1971).  

Because of research on ingroup favoritism and outgroup derogation (Allport, 1954; 

Brewer, 1999), we first hypothesized that punishment and negative attributions would increase 

when the participant shared one or no group memberships with the target. The results partially 

supported this hypothesis, particularly regarding the impact of shared group membership on 

sanction type. Men were punished more often than women, but there were no racial 

differences for sanction type. The results of the sanction magnitude analyses did not support 
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the hypothesis. Those analyses revealed that there were no significant differences in the degree 

of sanctioning for White women, White men, and Black men. However, participants tended to 

give Black women the greatest rewards, particularly when compared to White men and 

women. The results of the attribution analysis also did not support the first hypothesis, as race 

nor gender had a significant impact on attributions. 

Second, we hypothesized that punishment would increase when there were unequal 

harvesting opportunities. We claimed this because of the further disadvantages presented to 

the participants in the unequal opportunity condition. None of the results supported this 

hypothesis; harvesting rate did not have a significant main or interaction effect in the sanction 

analyses.  

The final primary hypothesis investigated the interaction between the number of shared 

ingroups and harvesting rate. We speculated that the main effects would have an additive 

effect on punishments and attributions. However, race, gender, and/or harvesting rate did not 

significantly interact to influence sanctions and attributions.  

We revised the attributions analysis to better understand the relationship between 

sanction type and attributions. We concluded that shared group membership did not influence 

which type(s) of attributions participants used to describe their partners. The type of sanction 

did, however. Participants tended to justify punishment using attributions related to ignorance 

and greed. Participants also said that those who were rewarded had greater concern for others. 

Our secondary hypotheses stressed that withdrawal behavior would vary by shared 

group membership, harvesting rate, and an interaction between the two. We only found 

support for the third secondary hypothesis. Participants were more likely to withdraw greater 
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proportions of tickets when grouped with Black women in the unequal harvesting rate 

condition. 

Strengths 

This study is statistically and methodically robust in several ways. Many elements of the 

design strengthened the study's internal and external validity. For one, we adapted the 

materials, measures, and methodology from influential experiments and theory exploring how 

identity influences intergroup relations (Dawes, 1998; Dovidio et al., 2010; Kramer et al., 1986; 

Van Lange et al., 1988; Yamigishi, 1986). The methodology also allowed for the analysis of 

different evaluations of ingroups, outgroups, and control conditions, which is crucial in social 

psychology research (Dovidio et al., 2010). Additionally, the data came from a random sample 

that was demographically reflective of the population of interest (Negra & Leyda, 2020), and 

was large enough to find a medium effect (Faul et al., 2007). Overall, the study contributed to 

social psychology by expanding upon previous social identity research and analyzing the impact 

of multiple, intersecting identities on intergroup relations.  

Limitations 

The study is limited because the resource dilemma took place in an artificial 

environment. Social desirability may have weakened the effects of implicit bias. Participants 

completing the survey online had more time to think about and change their reactions in 

comparison to real-world, quick reaction contexts typically characteristic of Karen situations. 

Additionally, demand characteristics may have been at play, particularly during the second task. 

Participants were forced to penalize or reward either of their partners and may have selected 

to reward partial or double outgroup members to avoid being seen as discriminatory.  
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The attribution task was another flaw within the study. There were unequal numbers of 

attribution questions across factor loadings, which may have contributed to the fact that only 

harvesting rate influenced negative attribution patterns.  

Another major limitation is that the sanction type analysis did not meet the assumptions 

of parametric tests (the dependent variable was categorical), and yet we conducted a factorial 

ANOVA. We may have mistakenly retained a null hypothesis because the analyses may have 

lacked sensitivity because the variable had a limited range.   

Societal Implications  

 We can conclude that participants rewarded Black women the most. It is likely that the 

participants did not hold aversive racist attitudes and behaviors, as those tend to be pro-White 

(Gaertner et at., 1997). Therefore, it may be possible that this sample is not reflective of the 

Karen population since Karens endorse White supremacy (Mishan, 2021; Negra & Leyda, 2020). 

Given these participants were not Karens, what factors, if not White dominant attitudes, drove 

their prosocial behavior towards Black women?  

 Social identity theory can be used to explain why participants favored Black women over 

White individuals. It is possible that the participants were the most motivated to establish 

positive distinctiveness. As aforementioned, ingroup members work to ensure that they and 

outgroup members view the ingroup positively. To be viewed positively, the group must be one 

that demonstrates teamwork, coordination, and a shared commitment to complete tasks 

(Bernhard et al., 2006; Festinger et al., 1950). If there are too many ingroup members behaving 

selfishly, then other ingroup members must hold them accountable. We argue that 

accountability can be moderated through the black sheep effect (Marques et al., 1988). 
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Marques, Yzerbyt, and Leyens referred to Linville's findings on the complexity-extremity effect 

(Linville, 1982; Linville & Jones, 1980). Opinions about likeable and unlikeable ingroup members 

are more extreme than opinions about likeable and unlikeable outgroup members. Specifically, 

we tend to favor likeable ingroup members over unlikeable outgroup members (similar to what 

the ingroup favoritism phenomenon proposes). However, the black sheep effect also argues 

that we show preferential treatment towards likeable outgroup members instead of unlikeable 

ingroup members. This treatment can be expressed in various ways. We posit that White guilt is 

a strong motivator for showing positive behavior towards racial outgroups.  

 White guilt is defined as the anxiety White individuals experience when considering 

their racial group membership and the inherent privileges that come along with it (Steele, 1988; 

Tatum, 1994). Steele argued that sometimes even the sight of Black and White individuals 

induces this anxiety, because darker and lighter skin tones remind White individuals of their 

Whiteness. Other empirical work shows that higher instances of White guilt are related to 

attitudes that support affirmative action (Swim & Miller, 1999). If we consider Swim and 

Miller's finding, we can say that the participants were potentially attempting to assuage their 

White guilt by giving reparations (increased numbers of tickets) to Black women. Participants in 

the unequal harvesting condition may have been experiencing higher levels of White guilt, as 

that was the environment where participants withdrew the greatest shares of the resource. 

They may have recognized how their entitlement was related to their inherent privilege, and 

demonstrated outgroup generosity as an apologetic gesture. However, the participants did not 

show the same degree of negative and positive sanctioning behavior towards all Black 
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participants in the study. Participants could have treated Black men and women differently 

because of their social identity complexity. 

 Social identity complexity can also be used to explain the results of the current study. 

We previously argued that Karens utilize either the dominance or intersection models (Roccas 

& Brewer, 2002) when attempting to understand their social identity. In the intersection model, 

Karens consolidate their racial and gender group memberships. However, it is possible that the 

participants did not integrate their racial and gender group memberships. Instead, they utilized 

the dominance model to understand their social identity and gave more saliency to their 

gender. This can be seen in how participants gave more rewards to Black women in comparison 

to White men. One reason this may be occurring is because Black and White women belong to 

the same marginalized group.  

Gender relations stem primarily from gender roles and gender inequality (Alesina et al., 

2011; Buss, 1995; Hrdy, 1997; Lerner, 1986; Shelton & John, 1996). For example, sexual 

selection fostered the "masculine advantage" and the "feminine disadvantage." The strains of 

pregnancy left females bound to their homes and unable to learn new skills, such as hunting, 

lumbering, or smelting (Murdock & Provost, 1973). Division of labor then contributed to 

women placing more worth on communal values as a compensation strategy (Block et al., 

2018). Block and colleagues (2018) noted that endorsing communal values subsequently lead to 

joining careers that focus on healthcare, early education, or domesticity, which do not have as 

much societal worth or financial support as those in male-dominated fields (such as politics or 

science, technology, engineering, or mathematics).  
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Ingroup members are motivated to prevent the outgroup from having a higher status. If 

the outgroup has more power and status, then ingroup members would find it difficult to 

recognize themselves as active or distinct (J. R. Abrams, 2010; J. R. Abrams & Giles, 2007; 

Belavadi & Hogg, 2023). Negative evaluations of the ingroup can contribute to feelings of 

uncertainty about the ingroup's role or future (uncertainty-identity theory; Hogg, 2007). People 

often employ compensation strategies in the form of collective victimhood when facing 

uncertainty in their social identity. Victimhood rhetoric strengthens intragroup bonds by 

reminding group members that a.) they have shared experiences/fates and b.) the outgroup is 

preventing positive distinctiveness (Belavadi & Hogg, 2023). For the participants in the present 

study, other women are ingroup members, and men belong to the outgroup. Women can be 

considered victims of the outgroup in today's society. For example, the Supreme Court (in 

which a majority of the justices are men) recently overturned the Roe v. Wade decision. Roe v. 

Wade ruled that a woman's right to an abortion was protected by the U.S. Constitution. With 

the overturned decision, women with reproductive potential face several negative 

consequences, such as increased access issues to sexual health services and being forced to 

carry and care for children from unintended pregnancies (Bearak et al., 2020; Berg & Woods, 

2023; Traub et al., 2022).  

It is important to note that unlike White women or MOC, women of color (WOC) do not 

have the privilege to prioritize their gender over their race. Minoritized identities intersect and 

leave WOC (particularly Black women) at the greatest risk for "double jeopardy" in the spaces 

they occupy (Almquist, 1975; Beal, 1970; Berhadl & Moore, 2006). It is likely that, because of 

the shared marginalized social category, the White women in this study may have sympathized 
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with the Black women targets. This sympathy was further influenced by the increased 

discrimination WOC experience in comparison to majority men, majority women, and minority 

men (Berhadl & Moore, 2006).  

Conclusions and Directions for Future Research 

There have been many instances in the media where a White woman showed 

discriminatory behavior towards a person of color because they were utilizing a public space. 

These women and their reactions have become prevalent enough to the point where society 

has coined the term Karens. It is therefore important to provide scientific basis for Karen 

behavior, as these patterns of implicit and explicit bias emerge in other social spaces, not just 

parks or grocery stores. It is therefore crucial to study Karens in further detail. Further research 

will aid in acknowledging societal patterns of implicit biases and covert racism. In doing so, 

plausible deniability can no longer be used as an excuse that reinforces systematic inequality 

through White or male privilege.  

We did not observe Karen behavior in this study; White women punished other White 

individuals and rewarded Black women instead. We argued that White guilt may have 

contributed to that outgroup generosity effect. Although this was not the original goal of the 

study, it was beneficial that we explored the role White privilege plays in intergroup relations. 

Explicit and implicit biases continue to contribute to the asymmetrical distribution of resources, 

status, and power among social groups in the form of racial privilege (Haney-López, 1996; 

Katznelson, 2005; McIntosh, 1988). However, a small number of social psychologists have 

studied the full psychology of Whiteness. Most of the research on White individuals solely 

compares White individuals to other ethnic and racial minorities instead of examining how 
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Whiteness impacts the understanding of the self (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2010; Frankenberg, 

1993; Knowles & Peng, 2005). Understanding the self provides a greater understanding of how 

multiple social identities intersect to impact interpersonal interactions. When people recognize 

their wide array of social identities, they classify more individuals as ingroup members and 

subsequently increase and decrease positive and negative attitudes and behaviors, 

respectively. Doing so would be a step in the right direction in reducing discrimination. 
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Table 1 

Target Race, Target Gender, and Harvesting Rate Condition Frequencies 

 n % 

Condition   

     Harvesting Type   

         Equal 159 50.60 

         Unequal 155 49.40 

     Race   

         White 174 55.40 

         Black 140 44.60 

     Gender   

         Woman 169 53.80 

         Man 145 46.20 

     Race ✕ Gender   

         White Woman 81 25.80 

         White Man 93 29.60 

         Black Woman 88 28.00 

         Black Man 52 16.60 

Note. The survey was programmed so that each condition would be randomly and evenly 

distributed to participants. 
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Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics for Main Sanction Magnitude Analysis 

 M SD p ἠp
2 

Race   .049 0.01 

     White -1.22 8.93   

     Black 0.39 11.48   

Gender   .034 0.02 

     Woman 0.46 9.05   

     Man -1.29 11.39   

Note. Results from the 2 x 2 x 2 factorial ANOVA examining sanction magnitude are displayed. 

Race and gender had significant main effects at p < .050. Racial ingroup and gender outgroup 

members received harsher penalties.  
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Table 3 

Means and Standard Deviations for Exploratory Sanction Magnitude Analysis 

Note. Means with different superscripts differ at p < .050 (Post hoc, Tukey). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Race 

 M (SD) M (SD) 

Gender White Black 

     Woman -0.85 (13.08) a 1.78 (12.53) b 

     Man -1.59 (12.16) a -0.98 (19.24) a, b 
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Figure 1 

Tickets Withdrawn by the Interaction between Target Race and Harvesting Rate 

 

Note. Means and standard errors are depicted for how the proportion of tickets withdrawn 

varied by an interaction between target race and harvesting rate. Significant pairwise 

comparisons indicated that this effect was driven by the Black woman condition. 
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Figure 2 

Sanction Type by Target Gender

 

Note. Means and standard error are depicted for how the sanction type varied by target 

gender. Values closer to 0 represent more positive sanctions. Values closer to 1 represent more 

negative sanctions. 
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Figure 3 

Sanction Magnitude by Target Race and Target Gender  

 

Note. Means and standard error are depicted for how the sanction magnitude varied by target 

gender and target race. More positive values mean the participant rewarded more tickets. 

More negative values mean the participant removed more tickets.  
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Figure 4 

Sanction Magnitude by Crossed Target Race and Gender 

 

Note. Means and standard error are depicted for how the number of tickets sanctioned varied 

by level of crossed categorization. More positive values mean the participant rewarded more 

tickets. More negative values mean the participant removed more tickets.  
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Figure 5 

Attributions for Ignorance, Concern for Others, and Greed by Sanction Type 

 

Note. Means and standard error are depicted for how much participants agreed, on average, 

with each attributional factor loading, and how these values varied by sanction type. Greater 

values mean a greater extent of agreement.  
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Appendix A 

Beginning of the Resource Dilemma 

           In the Qualtrics survey, one of the tasks participants were administered was to withdraw 

the resource. Participants engaged in a resource dilemma with two other people. These people 

were photographs from the CFD. In this example, both photographs depicted a double ingroup 

member. At the start of the resource dilemma, 60 tickets were available for collection. 
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Appendix B 

Round 1 of the Resource Dilemma 

 Each person in a group was assigned a turn number, which determined the order by 

which everyone would withdraw from the shared pool. One of the photographs was assigned to 

turn 1. The participant was not aware of which person was withdrawing. In both harvesting 

conditions, 40 tickets remained in the pool.  
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Appendix C 

Round 2 of the Equal Opportunity Resource Dilemma 

 Each person in a group was assigned a turn number, which determined the order by 

which everyone would withdraw from the shared pool. The other photograph was assigned to 

turn 2. The participant was not aware of which person was withdrawing. In the equal harvesting 

condition, 20 tickets remained in the pool.  
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Appendix D 

Round 2 of the Unequal Opportunity Resource Dilemma 

 Each person in a group was assigned a turn number, which determined the order by 

which everyone would withdraw from the shared pool. The other photograph was assigned to 

turn 2. The participant was not aware of which person was withdrawing. In the equal harvesting 

condition, 10 tickets remained in the pool.  
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Appendix E 

Turn 3 of the Equal Opportunity Resource Dilemma 

 Each person in a group was assigned a turn number, which determined the order by 

which everyone would withdraw from the shared pool. The participant was always assigned to 

turn 3. In the equal harvesting condition, participants could take between 0 and 20 tickets.  
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Appendix F 

Turn 3 of the Unequal Opportunity Resource Dilemma 

 Each person in a group was assigned a turn number, which determined the order by 

which everyone would withdraw from the shared pool. The participant was always assigned to 

turn 3. In the unequal harvesting condition, participants could take between 0 and 10 tickets.  
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Appendix G 

Sanction Type and Magnitude Questions 

           In the Qualtrics survey, one of the tasks participants were administered was to sanction 

their partners. Participants were asked to choose one person to penalize, and one person to 

reward. Before giving a reason for doing so, the participant could take between 1 and 10 tickets 

from the penalized partner to return to the shared pool. The participant could then take 

between 1 and 10 tickets from that pool to give to the rewarded partner.
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Appendix H 

Attribution Questions 

           In the Qualtrics survey, one of the tasks participants were administered was to consider 

reasons for their partners’ behavior. Participants were asked to what extent (on a scale of 1 to 

5, where 1 was strongly disagree and 5 was strongly agree) did they agree with seven 

statements describing behavior. Participant answered each of the seven questions twice, once 

for their rewarded partner, and once for their penalized partner. 
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