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In light of recent social and political movements advocating for racial equity and calls 
for more research on interracial marketplace interactions, this research explores the 
role racial identity plays in the consumption domain. Specifically, we investigate the 
marketplace consequences of U.S.-based White consumers’ feelings about their own 
racial identity by measuring and manipulating white guilt, defined as the sense of guilt 
and remorse experienced by White consumers who hold their racial ingroup responsi
ble for historical and ongoing racial injustices and perceive that Whites, as a racial 
group, benefit from unearned privileges. Consistent with the reparation-oriented action 
profile of guilt, six studies (all pre-registered, two with incentive-compatible designs) 
show that white guilt motivates reparative behaviors toward Black-owned businesses 
in various service contexts: Consumers with high white guilt express greater willing
ness to patronize and promote a business when it is Black-owned (vs. White-owned, 
family-owned, or when there is no information on ownership) and feel more moral for 
doing so, whereas this effect is non-existent, or sometimes reversed, for those low in 
white guilt. Our findings reveal the complex dynamics of race, identity, and intergroup 
relations in the marketplace, and demonstrate a contemporary exception to ingroup 
favoritism among some White consumers.
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The last decade has witnessed a rise in socio-cultural 

and political movements against racial injustice. 

Joined by people from diverse backgrounds, these move

ments have called attention to the prevailing social and eco

nomic disparities along racial lines and led to a racial 

reckoning among some White consumers, who, at an aggre

gate level, occupy an advantageous position in society rela

tive to other racial groups (Brown et al. 2023; Statista 2019). 

As the societal discourse shifts toward race-conscious deci

sion-making, many scholars, activists, journalists, and policy

makers are increasingly encouraging White individuals to 

make a deliberate effort to learn about systemic racism 

and the privileged status they hold (Henderson 2020; Jones 

and Nichols 2020; Stafford 2015). In this research, we seek 

to explore how White consumers’ perceptions of racial 

inequities and their racial group’s privileged status are 

reflected in their consumption decisions in the marketplace.

While acquiring and preserving status is a fundamental 

motive for humans (Fiske and Taylor 2008), a consequence 

of acknowledging that one’s privileged status is unearned 

and rests on unjustified advantages is guilt (Lindsay-Hartz, 

Rivera, and Mascolo 1995; Swim and Miller 1999). The 

present research focuses on a particular type of collective 

guilt termed “white guilt,” which is defined as the negative, 

self-conscious emotion that emerges among White people 

upon acknowledging their racial group’s privileged status 

and seeing their group as responsible for the discriminatory 

treatment of other racial groups and the presence of sys

temic racism (Grzanka, Frantell, and Fassinger 2020; 

Spanierman and Heppner 2004; Swim and Miller 1999). 

Studies show that white guilt leads to more negative per

sonal evaluations of Whites as a group (Swim and Miller 

1999) and stronger support for affirmative action policies 

aimed at compensating Black Americans (Iyer, Leach, and 

Crosby 2003). However, whether white guilt can influence 

consumers’ preferences and behaviors in non-ideological 

contexts such as the marketplace has not yet been studied.

Despite its negative valence, guilt is regarded as a con

structive emotion that can serve an adaptive purpose in 

interpersonal contexts by motivating reparative behaviors 

such as offering an apology, making amends, and compen

sating victims (Dahl, Honea, and Manchanda 2003; Keltner 

and Haidt 1999; Tangney 1995). Drawing from the existing 

research on the reparation-oriented action profile of guilt, 

we explore the role white guilt plays in marketplace deci

sions and posit that white guilt influences consumers’ 

decision-making differently depending on the racial iden

tity of the service providers. We propose that White con

sumers who feel higher levels of white guilt will respond 

more favorably toward Black (vs. White) service providers 

compared to those who feel lower levels of white guilt.

We test our predictions in six experiments (all preregis

tered, two with incentive-compatible designs) conducted 

with consumers who reside in the United States and self- 

identify as White. Across all studies, we find a robust effect 

of white guilt on a wide range of managerially relevant 

consumption outcomes, including willingness to patronize 

a business, purchase behavior, and likelihood to engage in 

supportive behaviors to promote the business (e.g., sharing 

positive word-of-mouth, donating to a fundraiser to help 

the business). Consumers with high white guilt respond 

more favorably to businesses when they are Black-owned 

(vs. White-owned) even when they have lower consumer 

ratings or are more expensive, whereas this effect is non- 

existent or sometimes reversed for those with low white 

guilt.

Our research extends the literature on race and racial 

identity in marketing by examining how White consumers’ 

beliefs and feelings about their racial ingroup and their 

own racial identity shape their consumption decisions. 

Documenting the cross-domain influence of white guilt on 

seemingly apolitical and mundane consumption decisions 

(e.g., choice of service providers) contributes to the litera

ture in several key ways. First, it highlights the increasing 

salience and relevance of racial identity in consumers’ self- 

concepts (Reed et al. 2012) and the growing influence of 

race-conscious decision-making in non-ideological 

domains. While white guilt is associated with positive atti

tudes toward policies that directly address racial inequality 

through systemic change such as compensatory affirmative 

action, endorsement of racially conscious policies, and 

intentions to take civic action to advance social justice 

(Dull et al. 2021; Iyer et al. 2003; Swim and Miller 1999), 

it is not a foregone conclusion that its effect will extend to 

individual consumption choices in commercial contexts 

removed from politics. In this regard, our findings also 

demonstrate the racialization of consumption choices and 

how some consumers may now use marketplace decisions 

as a form of activism (Hyman and Tohill 2017). Second, 

from a methodological perspective, our use of experimental 

designs and incentive-compatible outcome measures differ

entiate our research from existing studies on white guilt, 

which rely on correlational designs, by providing causal 

evidence and reducing the potential for “cheap talk.” Third, 

through our stimuli, we examine the effect of white guilt in 

the presence of several other important factors relevant to 

marketplace decisions such as price and consumer ratings. 

Together, our studies demonstrate that for consumers with 

high white guilt, the racial identity of the service providers 

can influence their purchase decisions to a greater extent 

than these other cues, showing the robustness of the effect. 

Thus, our research extends the existing body of work on 

white guilt by examining its influence on decisions in a 

non-ideological context, using experimental designs and 

consequential behaviors, and under several boundary 

conditions.

We also contribute to the broader literature on intergroup 

relations, in which ingroup favoritism is one of the most 
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widely documented principles guiding human behavior 

(Dovidio, Kawakami, and Gaertner 2002; Tajfel and 

Turner 1986; Turner 1985). Our findings demonstrate a 

contemporary case of ingroup dissociation and outgroup 

favoritism which typically occurs under a perceived iden

tity threat (Ellemers et al. 2000), among White consumers 

who experience high levels of racial guilt.

Indeed, most of the existing work on interracial market

place interactions demonstrates widespread prejudice and 

bias against Black service providers (e.g., Dasgupta 2004; 

Hekman et al. 2010). However, recent polling data suggest 

an increased attention to race-related issues particularly 

among White individuals. For instance, in a nationally rep

resentative U.S. sample, 50% of White adults report having 

taken “some steps in the past three months to educate them

selves on the history of racial inequality” (Pew Research 

Center 2020a). With recent sociopolitical movements such 

as Black Lives Matter, increasing calls for efforts toward 

Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) in institutions, and 

greater emphasis on structural racism and White privilege 

in public and academic discourses (Arsel, Crockett, and 

Scott 2022; Beavers 2018; Goldberg 2022), it is possible 

that a greater number of White consumers have started to 

question their privileged status in society and white guilt 

has become a more prevalent, salient, and perhaps even 

chronic sentiment for some. Our research offers a more 

contemporary and nuanced understanding of the role racial 

identity plays in the consumption domain and responds to 

calls for more research on the complex dynamics of race, 

identity, and intergroup relationships in the marketplace 

(Grier, Johnson, and Scott 2022), as well as on constructs 

that mark advantage and privilege alongside disadvantage 

(Grier et al. 2024). Importantly, our research focuses on the 

U.S. context, given its history of oppression toward Black 

individuals, current high levels of racial polarization, and 

the prevalence of racial identity signals (e.g., Black-owned 

business labels) in consumer markets (Leppert 2024; 

Stantcheva 2021). While this context aligns well with our 

theorization, the effects we demonstrate may generalize to 

other contexts with similar historical and societal dynam

ics, a topic we elaborate on further in our general 

discussion.

Our next contribution is to the literature on collective 

guilt. Previous research shows that personal guilt activates 

a self-improvement motive (Allard and White 2015) and 

encourages corrective action aimed at making amends 

(Dahl et al 2003; Frijda, Kuipers, and Schure 1989). We 

extend these findings to collective guilt stemming from 

individuals’ social identities and illustrate how it can moti

vate reparative action in non-ideological contexts.

From a managerial perspective, our results offer valuable 

insights for businesses and marketers. Consumers are 

increasingly attentive to the alignment between their per

sonal values and values represented by brands, and expect 

businesses to recognize racial, ethnic, and cultural diversity 

in the marketplace (Austin, Gaither, and Gaither 2019; 

IPSOS 2021; Thompson 2020). In response, many compa

nies are deliberately introducing more racial representation 

in their marketing communications, product and service 

portfolios, and workforce composition. Our article exam

ines how White consumers respond to racial diversity in 

the marketplace by using a variety of common and ecologi

cally valid identity signals ranging in overtness (e.g., from 

“Black-owned business” labels to photos of business own

ers as part of ad design) and reveals the role of white guilt 

as a strong predictor of support for Black-owned busi

nesses. Through our stimuli, we also demonstrate the 

robustness of the effect of white guilt in the presence of 

alternatives with more favorable prices and consumer rat

ings. Finally, we show that white guilt can be activated 

through contextual information about racial inequities and 

highlighting the disadvantages Black business owners face. 

Together, these findings can inform companies in design

ing their marketing communications and their segmentation 

and targeting efforts.

THEORETICAL DEVELOPMENT

Racial Bias in the Marketplace

Understanding the role racial identity plays in consumer- 

relevant contexts is crucial for addressing racial inequities 

in the marketplace (Arsel et al. 2022; Grier et al. 2022). 

Past studies on the role of racial identity in both consumer- 

to-consumer and employee-to-consumer interactions reveal 

a discriminatory pattern. For example, Black employees 

receive lower customer satisfaction ratings and lower tips 

compared to White employees even when controlling for 

objective performance indicators (Brewster and Lynn 

2014; Hekman et al. 2010). In the sharing economy, the 

same apartment on AirBnB listed by a racial minority host 

(vs. a White host) is not only less likely to be selected but 

also evaluated less favorably (Nødtvedt et al. 2021). Even 

subtle cues signaling the racial identity of a seller (e.g., 

name or profile photos) can influence demand and profit

ability in favor of White sellers (Edelman, Luca, and 

Svirsky 2017; Zussman 2013). For instance, Doleac and 

Stein (2013) show that when the same item sold in a local 

online market is shown as being held by a darker-skinned 

(vs. lighter-skinned) hand, it attracts less engagement from 

consumers and results in lower willingness to pay.

However, not all White consumers display a bias in 

favor of their racial ingroup members to the same extent. 

Research on consumers’ responses in interracial market

place interactions reveals several moderators that qualify 

the extent of the racial bias against Blacks. For example, 

Palmeira and Sharifi (2020) find that liberal consumers 

evaluate service employees with marginalized identities, 

including Black employees, more positively, while Gligor, 

Newman, and Kashmiri (2021) reveal the role of social 
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dominance orientation as another predictor of White con

sumers’ reactions to Black vs. White salespersons within 

buyer–seller negotiations. The present research extends this 

work by demonstrating the role of another factor, white 

guilt, on consumers’ preferences and support for Black- 

owned businesses. Next, we review the affective profile of 

guilt, and discuss white guilt as a specific form of collec

tive guilt.

Affective Profile of Guilt: Antecedents and 
Consequences

Guilt is a self-conscious emotion that arises from the 

awareness of failing to live up to an important self-standard 

of behavior regarding what is deemed to be good, correct, 

or appropriate, and accepting personal responsibility for 

the discrepancy (Allard and White 2015; Tangney, 

Stuewig, and Mashek 2007). Although guilt is an intrapsy

chic response involving a self-evaluative process, it is fre

quently elicited in interpersonal contexts (Baumeister, 

Stillwell, and Heatherton 1994; Dahl et al. 2003). It can 

arise when thinking about the self in relation to others, and 

can be rooted in the realization of harm, loss, or distress 

inflicted on another person or a group of people 

(Baumeister et al. 1994).

Like other emotions, guilt can be experienced at the col

lective level based on salient social identities, group mem

berships, or associations with others (Ferguson and 

Branscombe 2014; Smith and Mackie 2016). When people 

become aware of their ingroup’s responsibility for moral 

violations or harms imposed on others, they may experi

ence identity-based guilt (Branscombe et al. 2002). 

Notably, individuals may feel collective guilt even when 

they have not personally inflicted any harm, but due to 

their perceived association with a group (Zimmermann 

et al. 2011). Similarly, guilt can be experienced due to acts 

of commission or omission, so long as the individual feels 

some sense of responsibility toward the status quo 

(Tangney 1995).

Although guilt is considered a negative emotion, it is 

also regarded as adaptive (Dahl et al. 2003; Keltner and 

Haidt 1999). This is because guilt serves as an internal 

feedback mechanism that indicates one has violated a par

ticular goal, expectation, or standard (Beer and Keltner 

2004), which may then motivate corrective and reparative 

actions like apologizing, making amends, and compensat

ing those harmed (Lindsay-Hartz et al. 1995; Tracy and 

Robins 2006). These constructive efforts to relieve guilt 

also allow people to maintain an internal balance of moral 

self-worth and a belief in their moral goodness (Effron, 

Cameron, and Monin 2009; Jordan, Mullen, and 

Murnighan 2011; Monin and Miller 2001). Additionally, 

guilt is frequently accompanied by remorse and other- 

oriented empathic concern that further motivate altruistic 

and prosocial behaviors (Cialdini et al. 1987; Quiles and 

Bybee 1997; Tangney 1995; Tracy and Robins 2006). In 

the next section, we discuss white guilt as a specific form 

of guilt rooted in racial identity and how it relates to com

pensatory actions toward people from other racial 

backgrounds.

White Guilt and Reparative Actions

White guilt is defined as the sense of guilt and remorse 

that emerges among White individuals who acknowledge 

the historical and ongoing racial injustices against people 

of color and hold their racial ingroup responsible for these 

wrongdoings (Grzanka et al. 2020; Swim and Miller 1999). 

It is based on the belief that White people, as a racial 

group, benefit from unearned privileges at the expense of 

other racial groups (Spanierman and Cabrera 2015). 

Importantly, white guilt is a form of collective guilt that 

does not necessitate having personally engaged in discrimi

natory or harmful acts, or holding prejudicial attitudes 

toward other racial groups. Rather, it stems from the belief 

that White people, as a collective, have violated a moral 

standard that one personally values (Iyer et al. 2003). 

Unlike personal guilt, which tends to be a transitory emo

tion, white guilt is a durable element incorporated into 

some White individuals’ self-perceptions that informs their 

racial attitudes and is routinely evoked upon thinking of or 

encountering people from other races, particularly Black 

people in the North American context (Chudy, Piston, and 

Shipper 2019).

Although white guilt is not a new construct, several 

authors claim that White individuals have become increas

ingly concerned with being judged negatively based on 

stereotypes linked to their racial group (Knowles et al. 

2014; Steele, Spencer, and Aronson 2002). Given that 

white guilt originates from the awareness of benefiting 

from undeserved and unfair social advantages (Steele 

1990; Swim and Miller 1999; Tatum 1992), it is possible 

that the greater attention paid to racial disparities and the 

privileged status of Whites in recent years may have made 

them more conscious, and perhaps critical, of their own 

racial group. Indeed, recent studies found that Whites’ 

implicit and explicit attitudes became less pro-White dur

ing the BLM protests (Sawyer and Gampa 2018), and the 

percentage of Americans who agree that “White people 

benefit a great deal from advantages in society that Black 

people do not have” increased by 50% from 2016 to 2020 

(Pew Research Center 2020b).

Similar to personal guilt, collective guilt over one’s 

ingroup’s past and current transgressions has been shown 

to predict support for restitution and motivation to engage 

in reparative actions such as a desire to compensate the vic

timized group (Doosje et al. 1998; Leach, Iyer, and 

Pedersen 2006). Indeed, among White Americans, aware

ness of privilege predicts more positive attitudes toward 

Black Americans (Powell, Branscombe, and Schmitt ; 
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Stewart et al. 2012), and white guilt is a unique predictor of 

support for affirmative action policies for African 

Americans, over and beyond the effect of other demo

graphic variables including political orientation (Swim and 

Miller 1999). Individuals with high white guilt also report 

greater willingness to make a monetary donation to help 

promote racial equality and prevent police mistreatment 

(Solak et al. 2017), are more supportive of job training pro

grams toward Black Americans, and are more likely to take 

civic action to advance social justice (Dull et al. 2021).

Notably, several authors contend that these seemingly 

reparative and constructive intentions may be mostly sym

bolic and self-oriented, in that they serve the purpose of 

allowing White individuals burdened with racial guilt to 

resolve their psychological discomfort, morally distinguish 

and distance themselves from other Whites, and help main

tain a perception of themselves as moral people as an iden

tity management strategy (Goldberg 2022; Iyer et al. 2003; 

Knowles et al. 2014). Nevertheless, even symbolic gestures 

of support may have material consequences in the market

place, and our research seeks to shed light on how white 

guilt may influence consumers’ preferences and evalua

tions in interracial marketplace interactions.

The Present Research

The present research investigates how White consumers 

with different levels of white guilt respond in various market

place situations involving business owners from different 

racial backgrounds. Drawing from existing research on the 

reparation-oriented action profile of guilt, and on research 

that has specifically investigated the consequences of white 

guilt on attitudes toward other racial groups, we hypothesize 

that consumers high in white guilt will display a general pref

erence toward Black (vs. White) service providers. More for

mally, our primary hypothesis is that higher (vs. lower) white 

guilt will lead to more favorable consumption outcomes 

(e.g., product choice, purchase intentions, willingness to sup

port the business) for Black-owned businesses compared to 

White-owned businesses, or those displaying other labels 

related to the owner’s identity.

Importantly, although existing studies show that white 

guilt is positively associated with a liberal political ideol

ogy (e.g., Chudy et al. 2019; Swim and Miller 1999), we 

posit that white guilt will be a stronger and more reliable 

predictor of White consumers’ responses to racial cues in 

the marketplace and that it will have an effect over and 

beyond political ideology. This is because political ideol

ogy is a psychologically more distant variable, and has 

aspects that are not directly related to, or may confound 

with, racial attitudes such as beliefs about economic sys

tems, moral foundations, and prioritization of personal val

ues (Brown-Iannuzzi et al. 2017; Graham et al. 2009; Jost 

2017a, 2017b). In contrast, white guilt, a construct rooted 

in how White people feel about their own racial identity 

and the existing racial inequities, is more directly con

nected to compensatory motivations toward minority 

groups (Iyer et al. 2003; Swim and Miller 1999), allowing 

for more precise predictions.

OVERVIEW OF STUDIES

Six studies (N¼ 2,088; all preregistered, two with 

incentive-compatible designs) and an additional study 

reported in the web appendix demonstrate the robust effect 

of white guilt on a wide range of managerially important 

consumption outcomes. Study 1 shows that high levels of 

white guilt predict greater likelihood of purchasing Black- 

owned (vs. White-owned) products by examining 

incentive-compatible choices made in an online behavioral 

store. Study 2 manipulates the racial identity of the busi

ness owner and shows that white guilt increases the likeli

hood of patronizing and promoting Black-owned 

businesses, and that supporting Black-owned businesses 

elevates moral self-perceptions of those with high white 

guilt. Studies 1 and 2 also rule out general guilt proneness 

as an alternative explanation. In study 3, we manipulate 

racial identity using labels, and find that consumers high 

in white guilt are more likely to patronize a business with 

a “Black-owned business” label. Study 3 also demon

strates that the effect of white guilt on choice is limited to 

labels identifying the racial identity of the business owner 

(vs. another label that also provides information about the 

business). Study 4 shows that high white guilt predicts 

greater support for a Black-owned business particularly 

when Black business owners signal being disadvantaged 

due to their racial identity. In study 5, we manipulate white 

guilt and provide causal evidence for our hypotheses in 

another service context. Finally, study 6 uses an incentive- 

compatible design with participants recruited from 

Facebook and Instagram, and shows that participants with 

high white guilt are more likely to select a restaurant with 

lower consumer ratings when they know it is Black- 

owned.

As table 1 shows, across our studies, we demonstrate the 

robustness and generalizability of the effect in five different 

service contexts, using service providers of different genders, 

different manipulations of racial identity, and through both 

manipulating and measuring white guilt. All studies in our 

main article were preregistered. The results presented below 

are after excluding participants who failed the attention check 

questions; however, including them does not change the sig

nificance and pattern of the results. The stimuli used in all 

studies, along with supplementary analyses are provided in 

the web appendix. Our data, analytic code, questionnaires, 

and codebook are also available on OSF: https://osf.io/ 

bgj75/? view_only=bb413472e18b4b58a8d3263ac2dea6ef.
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STUDY 1

Our first study tests the association between white guilt 

and willingness to purchase from Black-owned businesses 

in an ecologically valid context. We set up an online retail 

store using the e-commerce platform Shopify (Dolifka 

2023) and populated it with real products and information 

about the sellers. Purchase decisions were consequential: 

participants were entered into a lottery to win a sum of 

money, with which they would purchase their preferred 

products (and keep the remainder as cash). In each product 

category, there were two products, one sold by a Black- 

owned business and another product sold by a White- 

owned business. The products sold by Black-owned 

businesses were more expensive; thus, purchasing them 

would incur an additional cost to participants since they 

would receive less cash as remainder.

Study 1 also included a measure of generalized guilt 

proneness (TOSCA-3; Tangney et al., 2000) to differentiate 

the effect of white guilt from a general predisposition to be 

attentive to others’ suffering and feel negative affect about 

a personal wrongdoing (Cohen et al. 2011). We did not 

expect general guilt proneness to have a strong effect in the 

context of interracial marketplace interactions when there 

TABLE 1 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

Conditions Context Key DVs Main findings

Study 1 
(N¼ 211) 
Preregistered 
Incentive-compatible 

Correlational design Online behavioral 
store on Shopify

Choice of products sold 
by Black-owned 
businesses

High white guilt (WG) predicts a 
greater likelihood of purchasing 
Black-owned products. 

General guilt proneness does not pre
dict purchase behavior. 

Study 2 
(N¼ 393) 
Preregistered 

Two conditions: White 
versus Black business 
owner

Tailor Choice, Supportive 
behaviors to help pro
mote the business, 
Moral self-perception

High WG participants are more likely 
to choose and more willing to pro
mote a business compared to a 
cheaper alternative when the serv
ice provider is Black (vs. White). 
Doing so increases high WG partic
ipants’ moral self-perceptions. 

General guilt proneness is not a sig
nificant predictor of these effects. 

Study 3 
(N¼ 319) 
Preregistered 

Four conditions: Black- 
owned versus Family- 
owned versus No label 
versus Both Black- 
owned

Coffee shop Relative preference, 
Choice

WG significantly increases patronage 
intentions of a business with lower 
consumer ratings only in the “Black- 
owned business” label condition, 
and not when it is labeled “family- 
owned”, or when neither coffee 
shop has a label, or when both busi
nesses have a “Black-owned busi
ness” label. 

Study 4 
(N¼ 378) 
Preregistered 

Three conditions: White 
versus disadvantaged 
Black versus Non-dis
advantaged Black chef- 
owner

Restaurant Willingness to patronize, 
Supportive behaviors

High WG participants are more likely 
to go to the restaurant and engage 
in supportive behaviors in the dis
advantaged Black chef-owner con
dition, compared to both White and 
non-disadvantaged Black chef- 
owner conditions.

Study 5 
(N¼ 590) 
Preregistered 

Four conditions (2 × 2): 
White guilt versus Control, 

Black versus White 
photographer 

Photographer Willingness to patronize White guilt increases willingness to 
patronize the business when the 
owner is Black, but not when the 
owner is White.

Study 6 
(N¼ 197) 
Preregistered 
Incentive-compatible 

Two conditions: Racial 
identity known versus 
unknown

Restaurant Choice of restaurant White guilt increases the likelihood to 
choose a gift card for the lower- 
rated restaurant when participants 
know it is Black-owned.

Study 7 
(web appendix) 
(N¼ 546) 

Three conditions: 
White versus Black 

versus 
Latino chef-owner 

Restaurant Willingness-to-go (WTG) WG has a significant positive effect in 
the Black chef-owner condition, 
and a marginal negative effect in 
the White chef-owner condition. No 
effect of WG in Latino condition.

NOTE.—All Ns are after excluding participants who failed attention checks. The pattern and the significance of the results remain the same when (a) including 
all participants in the analyses, and (b) adding demographic covariates (age, gender, political orientation, and religiosity) in the models. WG ¼ White guilt.
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are no explicit signs of any harm or wrongdoing. Rather, 

we predicted that the effect would be limited to white guilt, 

which is rooted in one’s racial identity and can become 

salient in everyday interracial interactions in the market

place, even when no harm is mentioned. We also expected 

that white guilt would have a unique effect on our outcome 

measure even when controlling for general guilt proneness 

and other demographic variables. Our predictions and 

planned analyses were preregistered at https://aspredicted. 

org/MD6_KSN.

Method

This study was conducted in two phases, with two days 

in between to minimize demand and spillover effects. We 

recruited U.S.-based participants from any racial back

ground and ethnicity via Cloud Research; this was done in 

accordance with our Ethics Review Board guidelines. 

However, as preregistered, our analyses focus only on par

ticipants who self-identify as White.

Part 1. A total of 401 individuals completed Part 1. 

Participants first indicated their racial background, and 

then those who self-identified as White (N¼ 295) com

pleted Swim and Miller’s (1999) White Guilt scale, which 

consists of five items assessing beliefs about Whites’ privi

leged status (e.g., “My status as a White person grants me 

unearned privileges in today’s society”) and five items 

about the resultant guilt that they feel (e.g., “When I learn 

about racism, I feel guilt due to my association with the 

White race”, “I feel guilty about the benefits and privileges 

that I receive as a White American”) using a 7-point scale 

(1¼ strongly disagree, 7¼ strongly agree).1

Next, all participants completed the short version of the 

Test of Self-Conscious Affect-3 scale by Tangney et al. 

(2000).2 This instrument consists of 11 scenarios in which 

participants imagine themselves making a mistake or 

mildly misbehaving. After each scenario, participants read 

four possible reactions representing guilt-proneness, 

shame-proneness, externalization, or detachment/uncon

cern, and indicated how likely they would be to engage in 

each (1¼ not likely, 5¼ very likely). For example, one 

scenario read: “You make a mistake at work and find out a 

co-worker is blamed for the error,” and the four possible 

reactions were “You would feel unhappy and eager to cor

rect the situation” (guilt-proneness), “You would keep 

quiet and avoid the co-worker” (shame-proneness), “You 

would think the company did not like the co-worker” 

(externalization), and “You would think life is not fair” 

(detachment/unconcern). Following TOSCA-3, all partici

pants answered demographic questions on gender, age, 

political orientation (1¼ very liberal, 7¼ very conserva

tive), and religiosity (1¼ not at all, 7¼ very religious).

Part 1 also included one attention check and two “fraud 

detection” checks (e.g., previous patronage of stores that 

do not exist) provided by CloudResearch (2023). Of the 

401 initial participants, 305 participants passed all checks 

and were invited to Part 2 of the study, as preregistered.

Part 2. Two-hundred-seventy-three participants com

pleted Part 2 (10.5% attrition rate), among whom 212 self- 

identified as White (53.3% men, 46.7% women; Mage ¼

44.82, SDage ¼ 12.56). Participants were invited to visit an 

online store called “The Breakfast Pantry,” which we cre

ated on the Shopify ecommerce platform. The store con

tained six real products in three categories: coffee, maple 

syrup, and granola. Within each product category, there 

was one product made and sold by a Black-owned busi

ness, and another one by a White-owned business (all were 

small businesses). Participants were given a budget of $30 

and were asked to purchase one product from each cate

gory. We explained to participants that their choices would 

be binding, such that after study completion, they would be 

entered into a lottery to win the three products they chose, 

plus any cash remaining from the $30 budget. For instance, 

if the total cost of the three products they chose was $24, 

they would receive by mail the three products (we men

tioned that shipping fees were on us), plus $6 remainder as 

a cash payment.

On the store website, participants were shown pictures 

of the products, along with the photos of the business own

ers. We also included price and volume information, and a 

brief description of the product and the owner (see web 

appendix for screenshots of all pages). All information pro

vided to participants about the products and the business 

owners were real except the product prices, which we 

modified slightly so that within each product category the 

product offered by the Black-owned business was system

atically one dollar more expensive than the product offered 

by the White-owned business. The price difference allowed 

us to test the robustness of the effect of white guilt, since 

selecting the products by Black-owned businesses would 

result in receiving less cash.3

The information about the business owners’ racial iden

tity was conveyed to participants in several ways: (1) via 

the photo of the business owners, (2) via a “Black-owned 

business” label under the brand name, (3) via the product 1 A factor analysis showed that all scale items loaded onto the same 
factor (web appendix, Table S1); thus, in all studies, we report the 

analyses after combining all items into a composite. The analyses 
using each factor as separate predictors do not change the significance 
or pattern of the results, and are included in the web appendix.

2 In our preregistration, we incorrectly attributed the TOSCA-3 scale 
to Swim and Miller (1999), whereas this instrument was created by 

Tangney, Dearing, Wagner, and Gramzow (2000), as reported above.

3 A post-test conducted with a separate sample (N ¼ 150) showed 
that despite the price difference, products offered by Black-owned 
businesses were not perceived to be higher in quality compared to 
those offered by White-owned businesses and there was no correlation 
between participants’ scores on the white guilt scale and quality per

ceptions (see web appendix—study 1 Stimuli Post-Test).
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description that mentioned “Support Black-owned busi

nesses by purchasing this product”, and (4) via an addi

tional tab called “Black-owned brands” on the website that 

featured only the Black-owned products.

After visiting the online store, participants returned to 

the study webpage and typed the name of the brands they 

would want to receive if they won the lottery. Once data 

collection ended, 10% of all participants who completed 

Part 2 of the study were randomly selected as the lottery 

winners. We contacted them via Cloud Research, and in 

accordance with our Ethics Review Board, we gave them 

the choice to receive the three products and the cash 

remainder, or, if they preferred to keep their identity and 

mailing address confidential, to receive $30 as bonus pay

ment (but they were not aware of this possibility during the 

study).4

Results

We analyzed the responses of 211 participants who self- 

identified as White, minus one participant who indicated 

“none” when asked about their product choices. We con

ducted an ordinal logistic regression analysis5 predicting 

the number of products offered by Black-owned businesses 

chosen by participants (M¼ 1.16, SD¼ 0.98; min¼ 0, 

max¼ 3) based on their white guilt scores (M¼ 3.69, 

SD¼ 1.59, α ¼ 0.95). We found a positive and significant 

effect (β ¼ 0.50, z¼ 5.71, p < .001), indicating that partici

pants with higher white guilt selected more of these prod

ucts, as predicted. As an illustration, participants whose 

white guilt scores were in the lowest quartile chose, on 

average, 0.57 products offered by Black-owned businesses, 

while those with scores in the highest quartile chose, on 

average, 1.59 of these products.

We then ran the same ordinal logistic regression analysis 

with the following covariates added to the model: age, gen

der, political orientation, religiosity, and general guilt 

proneness (calculated as the average guilt proneness score 

across the 11 scenarios of the TOSCA-3; α ¼ 0.80; 

M¼ 4.31, SD ¼ 0.49). Again, as predicted, the positive 

effect of white guilt remained strongly significant (β ¼
0.37, z¼ 3.57, p < .001). The other predictors were non- 

significant (web appendix, table S2).

Discussion

Study 1 provided preliminary evidence for the hypothe

sized relationship between white guilt and preference to 

buy products offered by Black-owned businesses using a 

consequential decision as the dependent variable. 

Participants with high white guilt selected more products 

from Black-owned businesses even though they were more 

expensive. The effect of white guilt was robust, and 

remained significant even when controlling for partic

ipants’ age, gender, political orientation, religiosity, and 

general guilt proneness.

STUDY 2

In study 2, we used an experimental design and a differ

ent service context. We showed participants a photo of a 

flyer that featured either a Black or a White tailor along 

with a short description of their business. In addition to 

patronage intentions, we measured another managerially 

relevant consumption outcome: willingness to promote the 

business to others. Furthermore, we examined whether sup

porting a Black-owned business would make participants 

higher in white guilt feel more moral compared to support

ing a White-owned business, since our theory posits that 

engaging in more favorable actions toward Black-owned 

businesses may help consumers assuage their white guilt 

and a consequence of guilt reduction is that it might make 

White consumers evaluate themselves as more moral. To 

provide evidence of generalizability and minimize con

cerns related to construct validity, we included additional 

measures of white guilt and general guilt proneness. Our 

predictions and planned analyses were preregistered at 

https://aspredicted.org/93M_TML.

Method

We recruited 400 U.S.-based individuals who self- 

identify as White from Cloud Research. Seven participants 

failed an attention check question about the name and the 

racial background of the business owner they were shown 

and were excluded from the analyses, leaving a final sam

ple size of 393 (51.7% women, 46.6% men, 1.3% non- 

binary, 0.5% undisclosed; Mage ¼ 44.10, SDage ¼ 13.03).

All participants were shown an advertisement for a tailor 

shop called The Tailoress, along with a brief description 

(e.g., “a local tailor that provides all types of alterations 

with quick and friendly service to satisfy her community’s 

tailoring needs”). We manipulated the racial identity of the 

tailor in a 2-condition between-subjects design using differ

ent names and photos for the business owner in line with 

past research (e.g., Edelman et al. 2017; Zussman 2013). 

Depending on the condition, participants saw an advertise

ment for the Tailoress with either a Black woman named 

“Latoya Higgins”6 or a White woman named “Deborah 

4 We acknowledge that giving participants the option to receive a 

cash payment instead of the products they selected does not fully align 
with a truly incentive-compatible choice. This limitation was deemed 
necessary by our institution’s ethics review board, to allow raffle win
ners the option to maintain confidentiality by not disclosing their mail
ing address. While participants were unaware of the cash payment 
option when they were making product choices, we nevertheless rec

ognize this as a deviation from ideal practice.

5 Our preregistration indicated that we planned to conduct linear 
regression; however, during the review process, a reviewer recom
mended using ordinal regression due to the range restriction in our 
dependent variable. The pattern and significance of the results reported 

here remain consistent when using OLS.
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Clark”, both using a sewing machine (see web appendix

for the stimuli).

After viewing the ads, all participants indicated their 

willingness to go to The Tailoress if it were in their neigh

borhood (1¼ very unwilling, 7¼ very willing). They were 

then asked to visualize themselves in a scenario which 

involved having bought a new pair of pants that needed to 

be hemmed. They were asked to choose between the 

Tailoress and another company called Stitch It, which was 

described as a larger company with 22 locations across the 

country, also known for its quick and efficient service. 

They read that both businesses would finish the alterations 

by the next day, but that Stitch It would charge 5 dollars 

less than the Tailoress for the same service ($25 dollars 

versus $30 dollars). They indicated which of the two busi

nesses they would prefer on a 7-point scale (1¼ definitely 

Stitch It, 7¼ definitely the Tailoress).

On the next page, participants were asked to imagine 

that they chose the Tailoress and were happy with the alter

ation. They then indicated how likely they would be to 

engage in positive word-of-mouth to promote the Tailoress 

with two items (e.g., “recommend the Tailoress to 

acquaintances” and “write a positive review to help 

Deborah/Latoya promote her business”), each asked on a 

7-point scale (1¼ very unlikely, 7¼ very likely).

Next, they responded to five items about how moral 

choosing the Tailoress would make them feel (e.g., “I 

would feel like a moral person for choosing Deborah’s/ 

Latoya’s shop”; 1¼ strongly disagree, 7¼ strongly agree). 

They then responded to the attention check question asking 

the name and racial identity of the business owner, and 

answered demographic questions on age, gender, political 

orientation (1¼ very liberal, 7¼ very conservative), and 

religiosity (1¼ not religious at all, 7¼ very religious).

After answering several filler questions, participants 

responded to five items comprising the ‘white guilt’ factor 

of the Psychosocial Costs of Racism to Whites (PCRW) 

scale (Spanierman and Heppner 2014), which assess indi

viduals’ perceived guilt regarding being White and being 

associated with privilege (e.g., “Sometimes I feel guilty 

about being White” and “I am afraid that I abuse my power 

and privilege as a White person”). They then completed the 

10-item white guilt scale used in study 1 (Swim and Miller 

1999) followed by the 5-item general guilt proneness scale 

(Cohen et al. 2011) and were thanked and debriefed.

Results

We first created composite scores for all of our multi- 

item measures: supportive behaviors (r ¼ 0.58, p < .001), 

moral self-perception (α ¼ 0.93), guilt proneness 

(M¼ 4.21, SD¼ 0.71; α ¼ 0.78), and the two white guilt 

scales (WG10-item: M¼ 3.83, SD¼ 1.65; α ¼ 0.94; WG5- 

item: M¼ 2.36, SD¼ 1.20; α ¼ 0.84). There were no differ

ences between the White tailor and Black tailor conditions 

for any of our key measures (all ps > .22, see web appen

dix, table S5 for descriptive statistics).

To test our primary hypothesis, we first mean-centered 

all continuous predictors and then conducted a series of 

GLMs predicting willingness to go, choice, supportive 

behaviors to promote the business, and moral self- 

perception items from condition (0¼White, 1¼Black), 

white guilt, and their interaction. We then repeated these 

analyses using the following covariates: gender (0¼male, 

1¼ other), age, religiosity, political orientation, and guilt 

proneness (all mean-centered). For brevity, below we 

report the analyses that use the 10-item version of the white 

guilt scale as the predictor which had better psychometric 

properties in our sample.7 As seen in table 2, the interaction 

terms between white guilt and condition were significant in 

models both with and without covariates for all dependent 

variables. Below, we report the results from the models 

without covariates. The pattern and the significance of the 

results do not change in the models when including demo

graphic variables and guilt proneness as covariates (web 

appendix, table S8–S11).

To probe the interactions, we conducted a Johnson– 

Neyman analysis using PROCESS Model 1 (Hayes 2013).

Willingness to Go. Participants with high white guilt 

(JN ≥ 5.98, 11.5% of participants; bJ–N ¼ 0.33, SE ¼ 0.17, 

p ¼ .05) were more willing to go to the tailor shop when 

the business owner was Black, whereas those with low 

white guilt (JN ≤ 2.39; 22.1% of participants; bJ–N ¼

−0.27, SE ¼ 0.14, p ¼ .05) were more willing to go when 

the business owner was White.

Choice. Similarly, participants with high white guilt 

(JN ≥ 4.31, 40.5% of participants; bJ–N ¼ 0.40, SE ¼ 0.20, 

p ¼ .05) were more likely to prefer the Tailoress compared 

to the competitor offering a cheaper price when the owner 

of the Tailoress was Black (vs. White), whereas this pattern 

was reversed for those with low white guilt (JN ≤ 1.95; 

17.3% of participants; bJ–N ¼ −0.58, SE ¼ 0.29, p ¼ .05).

Supportive Behaviors. Participants with high white 

guilt (JN ≥ 4.12, 44.5% of participants; bJ–N ¼ 0.23, SE ¼

0.12, p ¼ .05) were more willing to promote the Tailoress 

when the business owner was Black (vs. White). On the 

other hand, participants with low white guilt (JN ≤ 1.95; 

17.3% of participants; bJ–N ¼ −0.34, SE ¼ 0.17, p ¼ .05) 

were more willing to support the business when the owner 

was White (vs. Black).

6 These first and last names were chosen for their high prevalence 
among Black and White U.S. citizens according to the U.S. name cen

sus (https://namecensus.com/).

7 The pattern and significance of the findings are largely replicated 
when using the 5-item white guilt scale by Spanierman and Heppner 

(2014) and can be found in the web appendix (Table S6).
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Moral Self-Perception. Participants with white guilt 

scores higher than 4.93 (27.0% of participants; bJ–N ¼

0.33, SE ¼ 0.16, p ¼ .05) reported more favorable moral 

self-evaluations after choosing to support the Tailoress 

when it was owned by a Black provider, compared to when 

it was owned by a White provider. This pattern was 

reversed for those with low white guilt (JN ≤ 3.43; 39.4% 

of participants; bJ–N ¼ −0.27, SE ¼ 0.14, p ¼ .05).

Analyses with General Guilt. Finally, we repeated 

these analyses using participants’ scores on the general 

guilt proneness scale instead of the white guilt scale. None 

of the interaction terms between guilt proneness and condi

tion were significant (p > .20 for all DVs), indicating that 

the effect cannot be explained by a general proclivity to 

feel guilt, but is rather specific to racial guilt. These analy

ses are presented in the web appendix (table S12).

Discussion

Study 2 provides further evidence for our hypothesis 

using another service context and an experimental design 

in which we manipulated the racial identity of the business 

owner. It also demonstrates that the effect of white guilt 

extends to other managerially consequential outcomes such 

as willingness to share positive word-of-mouth to support 

the business and these effects are not predicted by general 

guilt proneness. Finally, it shows that choosing and sup

porting Black-owned businesses helps people with higher 

white guilt feel more moral.

STUDY 3

In study 3, we used a different method to manipulate 

racial identity by varying whether the business had an 

explicit sign labeling its Black-owned status. The use of 

minority-owned labels highlighting the racial background 

of the owners (e.g., “Black-owned business”) has gained 

prevalence, and many platforms such as Google, 

Instagram, and Yelp now allow business owners to add 

“minority-owned” labels to their business webpages or 

accounts (Lyles 2020; Marcano 2022). In a four-condition 

between-subjects design, we examined whether white guilt 

predicted preference toward a business labeled as Black- 

owned even though it had lower consumer review ratings 

compared to an alternative provider that was not labeled as 

such. We also predicted that the effect of white guilt would 

be observed only when the label indicated the minority- 

owned status of the business (vs. another label, e.g., 

“family-owned”). Our hypotheses, sample size, and analy

ses were preregistered at https://aspredicted.org/XZF_LB6.

Method

Like study 1, this study was conducted in two waves 

with two days in between, to minimize demand and spill

over effects. As in study 2, we recruited participants from 

Cloud Research who self-identified as White. In part 1, 

participants were presented with the experimental stimuli 

and answered dependent variable questions, as well as 

demographic questions on age, gender, religiosity, and 

political orientation. In part 2, they first completed the 

White Guilt Scale and then answered several other ques

tions unrelated to the present research.

In total, 401 participants completed the first part of the 

study. As stated in our preregistration, those who failed a 

comprehension check question (n¼ 49) about the experi

mental manipulation were not invited to participate in the 

second part. Of the 352 participants invited, 319 completed 

the second part (56.7% women, 42.3% men, 0.9% nonbi

nary; Mage ¼ 42.70, SDage ¼ 12.97), resulting in a 9.3% 

attrition rate.

Procedure at Part 1. In all conditions, participants 

were asked to imagine themselves in a scenario in which 

they were visiting a nearby town and wanted to buy coffee. 

Upon checking their phone, they saw two coffee shops on 

their way, called Bean Street and Java Caf�e. They were 

then shown more information about both coffee shops, pre

sented to them side-by-side, such as their review ratings, 

service options (e.g., dine-in, take-out, delivery), as well as 

TABLE 2 

GLM RESULTS FOR ALL DVS SHOWING CONDITION × WHITE GUILT INTERACTION

Willingness to go Choice Supportive behaviors Moral self-worth

Condition × white guilt  
(without covariates)

F(1, 389) ¼ 7.17 
b¼0.17, SE ¼ 0.06 
t(389) ¼ 2.68 
p ¼ .008 

F(1, 389) ¼ 12.22 
b¼ 0.41, SE ¼ 0.12 
t(389) ¼ 3.50 
p < .001 

F(1, 389) ¼ 14.25 
b¼0.26, SE ¼ 0.07 
t (389) ¼ 3.78 
p < .001 

F(1, 389) ¼ 22.98 
b¼ 0.39, SE ¼ 0.08 
t(389) ¼ 4.79 
p < .001 

Condition × white guilt  
(with covariates)

F(1, 384) ¼ 6.28 
b¼0.16, SE ¼ 0.06 
t(389) ¼ 2.51 
p ¼ .013 

F(1, 384) ¼ 14.80 
b¼ 0.45, SE ¼ 0.12 
t(389) ¼ 3.85 
p < .001 

F(1, 384) ¼ 12.56 
b¼0.24, SE ¼ 0.07 
t(384) ¼ 3.54 
p < .001 

F(1, 384) ¼ 18.56 
b¼ 0.35, SE ¼ 0.08 
t(389) ¼ 4.31 
p < .001 

N¼ 393.
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a label indicating whether it was Black-owned or not 

depending on the condition.

In all conditions, Bean Street was the coffee shop with 

the lower rating (4.5/5.0) and Java Caf�e was the one with 

the higher rating (5.0/5.0) based on an approximately equal 

number of reviews (685 vs. 683 reviews). The experimental 

manipulation was as follows:

1. Black-owned Condition: Bean Street had the 
“Black-owned business” statement and icon. Java 
Caf�e did not have any statement or icon. 

2. Family-owned Condition: Bean Street had the 
“Family-owned business” statement and icon. Java 
Caf�e did not have any statement or icon. 

3. No Label Condition: Neither Bean Street nor Java 
Caf�e had any statements or icons. 

4. Both Black-owned Condition: Both Bean Street 
and Java Caf�e had the identical “Black-owned 
business” statement and icon. 

As they were reading the scenario, participants were pro

vided with visuals to increase engagement and comprehen

sion. Figure 1 displays the stimuli presented to participants 

in each condition. Next, all participants indicated their rela

tive preference between the two coffee shops on a 9-point 

scale (1¼ definitely Bean Street, 9¼ definitely Java Caf�e). 

They then indicated which one they would pick as a binary 

choice (Java Caf�e or Bean Street). Next, they answered an 

attention check question that asked them to indicate 

whether one, none, or both of the coffee shops were 

marked as a “Black-owned business,” and completed dem

ographic questions on age, gender, political orientation 

(1¼ very liberal, 7¼ very conservative), and religiosity 

(1¼ not religious at all, 7¼ very religious).

Procedure at Part 2. Two days after the data collection 

for Part 1 was over, 352 participants who correctly 

answered the attention check question were invited to take 

FIGURE 1  

STIMULI PRESENTED TO PARTICIPANTS IN EACH CONDITION IN STUDY 3
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part in Part 2. As stated in our preregistration, we kept the 

study open for 24 hours. Participants first completed the 

10-item white guilt scale from studies 1 and 2, and then 

answered a few questions included for exploratory pur

poses for another project.

Results

A one-way ANOVA showed that condition had a signifi

cant effect on preference for the lower-rated caf�e 

(F(3, 315) ¼ 8.95, p < .001). Pairwise comparisons 

showed that there was no significant difference in the pref

erence for the lower-rated caf�e between the Black-owned 

and Family-owned label conditions (MFamily-owned ¼ 4.22, 

MBlack-owned ¼ 3.55, p ¼ .32, Cohen’s d¼ 0.28) conditions. 

Furthermore, having the Black-owned label did not signifi

cantly increase patronage intentions compared to the no- 

label condition (Mno-label ¼ 2.80, p ¼ .16, Cohen’s 

d¼ 0.34), whereas the family-owned label did (Mdiff ¼

1.42, p< .001, Cohen’s d¼ 0.60). These main effect analy

ses and all pairwise comparisons can be found in the web 

appendix (table S14).

To test our primary hypothesis (that white guilt would 

have a positive effect in shifting consumers’ preferences 

toward the lower-rated coffee shop only in the Black- 

owned condition), we conducted a GLM by using condition 

(0¼Black-owned label, 1¼ Family-owned label, 2¼No 

label, 3¼Both Black-owned label), white guilt (M¼ 3.91, 

SD¼ 1.79; α ¼ 0.96), and their interaction as predictors of 

the willingness to visit the lower rated coffee shop. The 

interaction term of the omnibus model was significant (F 

(3, 311) ¼ 4.27, p ¼ .006, ηp
2 ¼ 0.040).

We then examined the effect of white guilt in each con

dition separately in PROCESS (Model 1) using condition 

as a categorical moderator and mean-centered white guilt 

as the independent variable. As shown in figure 2, white 

guilt was a significant and positive predictor of consumers’ 

likelihood to choose the coffee shop with the lower review 

rating only in the “Black-owned condition” where only one 

of the coffee shops (the one with the lower rating) had the 

Black-owned business label (b ¼ 0.65, SE ¼ 0.14, t(311) 

¼ 4.64, p < .001, 95% CI [0.37–0.92]). White guilt did not 

have a significant effect in any of the other three conditions 

(ps >. 33; see web appendix for detailed results). This pat

tern was replicated when we used the binary version of the 

dependent variable. The interaction term was again signifi

cant (F(3, 311) ¼ 3.32, p ¼ .020, ηp
2 ¼ 0.031). White guilt 

was a significant and positive predictor only in the Black- 

owned condition (b ¼ .62, SE ¼ 0.19, z¼ 3.22, p ¼ .001, 

95% CI [0.24–1.00]), and did not have a significant effect 

in any of the other three conditions (ps >.26). The analyses 

with covariates are presented in the web appendix (table 

S15).

Discussion

Study 3 demonstrates that white guilt increases consum

ers’ preferences to support a business that explicitly signals 

its minority-owned status even when its review rating is 

lower than a competitor with no racial identity label. We 

found that white guilt had a positive effect on the prefer

ence for the lower-rated caf�e only when it had a “Black- 

owned business” label, and not when it carried another 

label that also differentiated it from a competitor (i.e., 

“family-owned business”). Furthermore, white guilt did not 

have any effect on consumers’ preferences when both serv

ice providers identified as Black-owned businesses or 

when neither of them had any such label. These findings 

refute the alternative explanation that people who feel 

white guilt may be generally more likely to support lower- 

rated businesses.

STUDY 4

In Study 4, we investigate whether the effect of white 

guilt on preferences for Black-owned businesses is ampli

fied or diminished depending on whether the Black busi

ness owner claims or rejects being disadvantaged due to 

their racial identity. We asked participants to read a short 

interview conducted with the chef-owner of a new restau

rant, in which he shares details of his upbringing and early 

career in a way that either highlights or refutes having 

experienced hardships and social stigma due to his racial 

identity. We expected consumers with high levels of white 

guilt to evaluate the Black chef-owner who claims being 

disadvantaged more positively than those who feel lower 

levels of white guilt. We also expected consumers with 

high white guilt to evaluate the White chef-owner more 

negatively, compared to the Black chef-owner in line with 

the results from our prior studies. This study was preregis

tered at: https://aspredicted.org/P3N_B7X

Method

Like studies 1 and 3, study 4 was carried out in two 

stages separated by a two-day period to minimize potential 

demand effects. In the first wave, we recruited 600 U.S.- 

based participants who self-identify as White from Cloud 

Research. All participants who correctly answered the two 

attention check questions and indicated their interest in par

ticipating in the next stage of the study were invited to par

ticipate in the second wave (n¼ 468).8 A total of 378 

participants responded to the second stage (52.6% women, 

46.3% men, 1.1% non-binary, Mage ¼ 41.58, SDage ¼

13.52).

8 In total, 121 participants failed the comprehension check questions 
and 12 people (4 of which had also failed an attention check) refused 
to participate in the second stage, resulting in an attrition rate of 

19.23%.
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In the first stage of data collection, participants were told 

that they would read an interview conducted with a chef- 

owner for a newspaper’s “local business spotlight” column. 

They were randomly assigned to one of three conditions 

(White chef-owner, Black chef-owner who claims to have 

been disadvantaged, and Black chef-owner who rejects 

being disadvantaged). Participants were shown a photo of 

the chef-owner (who was either Black and named Terrell 

or White and named Connor9) and read a short excerpt 

about the restaurant (which was the same across all condi

tions). They then read the chef-owner’s answers to two 

questions that were asked as part of the ostensible inter

view, which were about their career path prior to opening 

their restaurant, and whether they had any advice for young 

people who would like to have their own businesses one 

day. The answers of the White chef-owner and the non- 

disadvantaged Black chef-owner were identical and men

tioned the role of hard work, perseverance, and passion in 

their success, while denying that their race or ethnicity 

played any role, either as a barrier or an advantage. In con

trast, the disadvantaged Black chef-owner stated the hard

ships he encountered (i.e., receiving unfair treatment, being 

passed over for promotions), and how he felt that he had 

fewer opportunities presented to him because he was a per

son of color, while also mentioning the detrimental effects 

of systemic injustices and social prejudice (see web appen

dix figures S7a–c for full stimuli).

After reading the interview script, participants answered 

two comprehension check questions and indicated their 

willingness to go to the restaurant if it were in their neigh

borhood (1¼ very unwilling, 7¼ very willing). They also 

reported their likelihood to engage in a variety of behaviors 

to support the restaurant (i.e., leaving a large tip, promoting 

it on social media) on a 7-point scale (1¼ very unlikely, 

7¼ very likely), how they would react if the restaurant 

went out of business due to financial troubles after the 

Covid-19 pandemic with four affective items (“I would 

feel sad/heartbroken/angry/indifferent”10) and four other 

items on attribution of responsibility (e.g., I think that 

Connor/Terrell is largely responsible for his business prob

lems) asked on a 7-point scale (1¼ strongly disagree, 

7¼ strongly agree). Participants then indicated how much 

they would be willing to donate to the chef-owner’s 

GoFundMe campaign ($0–$100) to help keep his business 

alive, and answered demographic questions on age, gender, 

political orientation, and religiosity. Finally, they were 

FIGURE 2  

WILLINGNESS TO PREFER LOWER-RATED COFFEE SHOP BASED ON CONDITION AND WHITE GUILT

9 These names were selected from a list that identifies names com
monly associated with Black and White individuals (https://abcnews. 

go.com/2020/top-20-whitest-blackest-names/story?id=2470131). 10 “Indifference” was reverse-coded.
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informed of the follow-up study that would be launched in 

two days and indicated their willingness to participate.

Two days later, eligible participants as determined by 

our preregistered criteria were invited to the second part. 

As stated in our preregistration, the recruitment for the sec

ond stage continued for two days to reach as many partici

pants as possible within a reasonable timeframe. In part 2, 

participants first completed the 10-item white guilt scale 

(Swim and Miller 1999) and two other individual differ

ence variables collected for other projects.

Results

We created composites for white guilt (M¼ 3.81, 

SD¼ 1.79, α ¼ 0.95), supportive behaviors (α ¼ 0.45), 

negative affect (α ¼ 0.84), and blame attribution (α ¼
0.87). As seen in table 3, there were no significant differen

ces between conditions for any of the variables (ps > .05 in 

all pairwise comparisons). Furthermore, there was no dif

ference in participants’ white guilt scores across conditions 

(p ¼ .45), indicating that our results were unlikely to be 

due to demand effects.

Next, we performed a series of GLM analyses for each 

of our dependent variables by using experimental condi

tion, participants’ mean-centered scores on the white guilt 

scale, and their interaction as the predictors (see web 

appendix tables S17–21 for analyses with covariates). As 

seen in table 4, the condition × white guilt interaction was 

significant for all dependent variables. To probe the signifi

cant interactions, we conducted Johnson–Neyman analyses 

and performed pairwise comparisons. We also conducted 

simple slope analyses to check the effect of white guilt in 

each condition. The results of these analyses for the 

willingness-to-go variable are presented below, while the 

results for the other variables (supportive behaviors, nega

tive affect, blame attribution, and donation amount) are 

included in the web appendix.

A simple slopes analysis showed that white guilt 

increased willingness to go when the chef-owner was 

Black and claiming disadvantage (b ¼ 0.18, SE ¼ 0.05, t 

(372) ¼ 3.52, p <.001, 95% CI [0.08–0.29]). In the White 

chef-owner condition, the effect of white guilt was negative 

and marginal (b¼−0.10, SE ¼ 0.05, t(372) ¼ −1.93, p ¼

.054, 95% CI [−0.21 to 0.002]). In contrast, white guilt 

was not associated with willingness to go when the chef- 

owner was Black and refuted being disadvantaged (b ¼

0.04, SE ¼ 0.05, t(372) ¼ 0.70, p ¼ .49, 95% CI [−0.06 to 

0.13]).

A JN analysis showed that participants with high white 

guilt were less willing to go to the restaurant when the 

chef-owner was White, compared to when he was Black 

and claiming to be disadvantaged (JN value ≥ 5.21; 27% 

of participants; bJ–N ¼ 0.33, SE ¼ 0.17, t(372) ¼ 1.96, p ¼

.05) and when he was Black and refuted being disadvan

taged (JN value ≥ 5.02; 30.2% of participants; bJ–N ¼ 0.32, 

SE ¼ 0.16, t(372) ¼ 1.96, p ¼ .05). On the other hand, 

TABLE 3 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS AND ONE-WAY ANOVA RESULTS FOR ALL DVS

Willingness to go Supportive behaviors Negative affect Blame attribution Donation amount

White chef 6.33 (1.12) 4.32 (1.00) 4.96 (1.34) 2.02 (1.28) 18.70 (22.34)
Disadvantaged Black 

chef
6.29 (1.05) 4.43 (1.13) 4.91 (1.41) 2.22 (1.25) 22.66 (27.21)

Non-disadvantaged 
Black chef

6.48 (1.01) 4.36 (1.03) 4.91 (1.32) 1.96 (1.05) 18.86 (20.68)

One-way ANOVA: F(2, 375) ¼ 1.25 F(2, 375) ¼ 0.34 F(2, 375) ¼ 0.06 F(2, 375) ¼ 1.72 F(2, 375) ¼ 1.17
p ¼ .29 p ¼ .72 p ¼ .95 p ¼ .18 p ¼ .31

N¼ 378.

TABLE 4 

GLM RESULTS ON CONDITION × WHITE GUILT INTERACTION FOR ALL DVS

Willingness to go Supportive behaviors Negative affect Blame attribution Donation amount

Condition F(2,372) 6.99 3.07 7.71 4.94 2.02
p ¼ .001 p ¼ .048 p < .001 p ¼ .008 p ¼ .13

White Guilt F(1,372) 1.72 4.36 2.95 2.68 9.11
p ¼ .19 p ¼ .038 p ¼ .087 p ¼ .10 p ¼ .003

Condition × 
White Guilt

F(2,372) 7.42 4.57 8.66 4.65 3.90
p < .001 p ¼ .011 p < .001 p ¼ .010 p ¼ .021

ηp
2 ¼ 0.038 ηp

2 ¼ 0.024 ηp
2 ¼ 0.044 ηp

2 ¼ 0.030 ηp
2 ¼ 0.021
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those with low levels of white guilt (JN value ≤ 3.03; 

38.4% of participants) were less willing to go to the restau

rant when the chef-owner was Black and claiming disad

vantage, compared to when he was White (bJ–N ¼ −0.29, 

SE ¼ 0.15, t(372) ¼ −1.96, p ¼ .05).

Another JN analysis comparing the two Black chef- 

owner conditions showed that participants with white guilt 

scores equal to or below 3.67 (46.3% of participants) were 

less willing to go to the restaurant in the disadvantaged 

Black chef-owner condition compared to the non- 

disadvantaged Black chef-owner condition (bJ–N ¼ −0.25, 

SE ¼ 0.13, t(372) ¼ −1.96, p ¼ .05).

Discussion

Study 4 presents a more nuanced understanding of how 

white guilt shapes White consumers’ reactions by varying 

whether the Black business owner highlighted or refuted 

claims of racial disadvantage. When the Black business 

owner highlighted the barriers and disadvantages he faced 

because of his racial identity, participants with low white 

guilt reported lower willingness to patronize the restaurant. 

Replicating our previous studies, consumers with high 

white guilt reported being less willing to go to the restau

rant and indicated less interest in supporting the business 

owner when he is White, compared to when he is Black 

and claiming racial disadvantage. Importantly, most of 

these differences disappeared or were reduced when the 

Black business owner rejected being disadvantaged due to 

his racial identity. One explanation for this finding is that 

the Black business owner’s denial of having been disadvan

taged by his race psychologically absolved participants 

high in white guilt of the expectation that they should 

engage in compensatory actions for past transgressions 

committed by their racial ingroup.

STUDY 5

In study 5, we manipulate white guilt in addition to 

racial identity of the business owner to provide causal evi

dence for our theory. We also use a new service context to 

provide further evidence of generalizability. This study 

was preregistered at: https://aspredicted.org/TFT_P4N.

Method

We recruited 600 U.S.-based participants from Prolific 

who self-identify as White. Twelve participants failed an 

instructional attention check question and were removed 

from the analyses in line with our preregistered exclusion 

criteria, leaving a final sample of 588 participants (49.8% 

women, 48.3% men, 1.7% non-binary; Mage ¼ 46.25, 

SDage ¼ 14.16).

This study used a 2 (racial identity: White vs. Black) × 2 

(white guilt: high vs. neutral) between-subjects design. 

Previous research shows that it is possible to induce group- 

based guilt by highlighting inequality and mistreatment of 

outgroups by privileged groups (Doosje et al. 1998; Powell 

et al. 2005). We used a similar procedure to manipulate 

white guilt. Half of the participants were asked to read an 

article which highlighted the gap between Black and White 

Americans on important socio-economic outcomes (e.g., 

differences in unemployment, household income, and pov

erty rates; see web appendix for article),11 whereas the 

other half read a neutral article about the history of paper 

(Schlosser and Levy 2016). After reading the respective 

article, all participants were asked to provide a one-line 

summary to ensure that they read it carefully.

Next, participants were informed that they were going to 

complete a separate study about how individuals make 

decisions in a customer service context. Participants saw 

the homepage of a fictitious website for a freelance photog

rapher along with her portrait and a brief description of her 

business. Half of the participants saw the photo of a Black 

photographer named Laticia Davis, whereas the other half 

saw the photo of a White photographer named Anna Davis. 

The description of the business was the same in both condi

tions. (see web appendix, figure 9a–b for the stimuli). They 

then indicated their willingness to hire her to take photos at 

an event (1¼ very unwilling, 7¼ very willing) and their 

likelihood to choose this business over an alternative pro

vider, Photos Unlimited (1¼ definitely Photos Unlimited, 

7¼ definitely Laticia/Anna Davis). Finally, they answered 

demographic questions on gender, age, political orientation 

(1¼ very liberal, 7¼ very conservative), and religiosity 

(1¼ not at all, 7¼ very religious).

Results

To test our hypothesis, we regressed willingness to 

patronize the business, calculated by taking the average of 

the two items (r ¼ 0.33, p < .001), on white guilt condition 

(0¼ neutral, 1¼ high), provider race (0¼White, 

1¼Black), and their interaction. There was a significant 

interaction between condition and provider race, (F(1, 584) 

¼ 6.40, p ¼ .012, ηp
2¼ 0.01). In line with our preregistra

tion, planned contrasts to test the effect of white guilt in 

each service provider condition showed that for the Black 

photographer, willingness to patronize the business was 

significantly higher in the white guilt condition (Mwg ¼

4.63) than in the control condition (Mcontrol ¼ 4.21; Mdiff ¼

0.42, F(1, 584) ¼ 15.34, p < .001, ηp
2 ¼ 0.03), whereas 

there was no difference for the White photographer (Mwg ¼

4.28, Mcontrol ¼ 4.25, Mdiff ¼ 0.03, F(1, 584) ¼ 0.12, p ¼

.72, ηp
2 < 0.001). These results are displayed in figure 3.

11 A pretest conducted with a separate sample (N ¼ 634) showed that 
this article was indeed effective in increasing white guilt (Mwg ¼
4.00, SDwg ¼ 1.71, Mcontrol ¼ 3.71, SDcontrol ¼ 1.80, p ¼ .035). The 
full version of the articles participants read in both conditions, along 

with the pretest results, are included in the web appendix.
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We then repeated these analyses using the demographic 

variables as covariates. The interaction between condition 

and provider race remained significant (F(1, 580) ¼ 7.17, 

p ¼ .009, ηp
2 ¼ 0.01). The planned contrast tests revealed 

the same pattern of results and can be found in the web 

appendix.

Discussion

Study 5 adds to our existing set of results by manipulat

ing (rather than measuring) white guilt through a news 

article highlighting racial disparities. When feelings of 

white guilt were activated, participants, on average, 

behaved in a similar manner to those who are high in meas

ured white guilt in our previous studies. That is, they 

reported greater willingness to patronize the business 

owned by a Black individual, whereas the white guilt 

manipulation had no effect on reactions toward White busi

ness owners.

STUDY 6

In our final study, we sought to increase the external val

idity of our findings by diversifying our sample source and 

by using another consequential behavior as our dependent 

variable. We recruited study participants via Facebook and 

Instagram ads from four large cities in the United States 

(Seattle, Austin, Denver, and Pittsburgh) for a chance to 

win a $50 gift card to a restaurant in their city. Our predic

tions, measures, and analyses were preregistered: https:// 

aspredicted.org/3NK_D2S.12

Method

To recruit participants, we posted an advertisement 

(“Research on Decision Making: Participate in a 5-min 

academic survey for the chance to win a $50 gift card to a 

restaurant in your city”) on Facebook and Instagram 

(Meta) for 20 days. With Meta’s geotargeting feature, the 

ads were only visible to Meta users residing in Seattle, 

Austin, Denver, and Pittsburgh. All individuals who 

clicked on the ad were redirected to a Qualtrics survey. 

Note that it was Qualtrics, and not Meta, which randomly 

assigned participants to different experimental conditions. 

In total, 316 participants completed the study.

Participants first indicated the city they reside in. Those 

who did not live in one of the four cities (based on both 

self-declaration and IP geo-localization) were not allowed 

to continue. Participants were then randomly assigned to 

one of two experimental conditions (racial identity: known 

vs. unknown). In both conditions, they were shown infor

mation about two restaurants in their city. All information 

presented to participants about the restaurants were real. In 

each of the four cities, the restaurant pairs we selected for 

our stimuli had similar prices, cuisines, and menu items, 

which were displayed to participants in a format similar to 

what they would see on Google Places (see web appendix

for the stimuli). Importantly, we chose the restaurants so 

that in each pair, one of the restaurants had a Black owner 

and the other one had a White owner, and the Black-owned 

restaurant had lower consumer ratings (e.g., 4.1/5.0 vs. 

4.7/5.0). This decision was made to introduce a trade-off 

for choosing the Black-owned restaurant, thus providing an 

informal test of the robustness of the effect. In the racial 

identity-known condition, participants were also shown the 

owners’ photo, as well as the “Black-owned business” label 

used by businesses when listing their business profile on 

Google Maps. In the identity-unknown condition, the infor

mation about the owners’ racial background and the Black- 

owned business label were omitted from the stimuli shown 

to participants (web appendix, figure 10a–b).

After viewing the information about the restaurant pair, 

participants indicated their willingness to go to each restau

rant on a 7-point scale (1¼ very unwilling, 7¼ very will

ing). Next, they were reminded of the opportunity to win a 

gift card from one of these two restaurants and were asked 

to select which restaurant they would like the gift card for 

in a binary format. They then indicated whether they had 

previously been to either of the restaurants and answered 

two filler questions about how frequently they eat out and 

dietary restrictions. All participants then responded to an 

FIGURE 3  

WILLINGNESS TO PATRONIZE BASED ON WHITE GUILT AND 
PROVIDER RACE IN STUDY 5

12 We initially planned to recruit 600 participants but after 14 days, 
data collection slowed down substantially. We therefore created a 
second preregistration which specified an end date for stopping data 
collection (set to four days after submission). For transparency, our 
original preregistration showing our identical responses to all ques
tions about study design, measures and analysis plans can be found 

here: https://aspredicted.org/NYX_V3D.
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attention check question about whether the information 

they were shown about the restaurants included the owners’ 

photos and their racial backgrounds. They also responded 

to demographic questions regarding their gender, age, race/ 

ethnicity, political orientation (single item: 1¼ very liberal, 

7¼ very conservative), and religiosity (single item: 1¼ not 

religious at all, 7¼ very religious). Next, those who self- 

identified as White/Caucasian in their response to the race/ 

ethnicity question completed the same 10-item white guilt 

scale used in our previous studies. There was a second, 

instructional attention check question embedded into the 

white guilt scale.

Finally, approximately 5% of participants (randomly 

determined) saw a message that said they were one of the 

winners of the study and were asked to contact one of the 

authors via email. All winners who contacted us were sent 

a $50 gift card from Giftly for the restaurant of their choice 

in their city.

Results

In line with our preregistration, we only analyzed the 

responses of participants who self-identified as White/ 

Caucasian (N¼ 197), since only they completed our key 

measure of white guilt scale. We also excluded participants 

who failed either one or both attention check questions 

(n¼ 19), though including them in the analyses does not 

change the pattern or significance of our results. The analy

ses below are based on 178 respondents who self-identify 

as White/Caucasian and passed both attention checks 

(60.1% female, 30.3% male, 7.9% non-binary; Mage ¼

37.60, SDage ¼ 18.04).

In total, 56.7% of participants chose the Black-owned 

restaurant, though the information about the owners’ racial 

background was presented to only those in the identity- 

known condition. In the identity-unknown condition, 

49.5% of the participants selected the restaurant that was 

Black-owned, whereas this percentage was 64.7% in the 

identity-known condition (χ2 ¼ 4.20, p ¼ .040). To test our 

primary hypothesis,13 we conducted a logistic regression 

where participants’ choice of restaurant for the gift card 

(0¼White-owned, 1¼Black-owned) was regressed on 

condition (0¼ identity-unknown, 1¼ identity-known), 

white guilt (M¼ 4.92, SD¼ 1.44, α ¼ 0.93), and their 

interaction. As predicted, the interaction term was signifi

cant, b ¼ 0.52, SE ¼ 0.23, z¼ 2.31, p ¼ .021, 95% CI 

[0.08–0.96]. To probe the significant interaction, we 

conducted a simple slopes analysis and found that white 

guilt predicted the likelihood of choosing the Black-owned 

restaurant in the identity-known condition when partici

pants were shown the information about the racial identity 

of the owner (b ¼ 0.41, SE ¼ 0.18, z¼ 2.26, p ¼ .023, 

95% CI [0.05–0.76]), but not in the identity-unknown con

dition (b¼−0.11, SE ¼ 0.14, z¼−0.84, p ¼ .41, 95% CI 

[−0.38 to 0.15]). A Johnson–Neyman analysis also showed 

one area of significance: knowing (vs. not knowing) the 

racial identity of the owner increased the likelihood to 

choose the Black-owned restaurant for those who had white 

guilt scores of 4.84 or higher (59.6% of participants, bJ–N 

¼ 0.62, SE ¼ 0.31, p ¼ .05). These results are presented in 

figure 4.

For robustness, we repeated this analysis using the fol

lowing variables as covariates: gender (dummy-coded as 

0¼male, 1¼ other), mean-centered age, mean-centered 

political orientation, mean-centered religiosity, and pre

vious patronage of either of the restaurants (0¼ no, 

1¼ yes). The interaction between white guilt and condition 

remained significant (b ¼ 0.54, SE ¼ 0.23, z¼ 2.32, p ¼

.020, 95% CI [0.08–0.99]). Probing the interaction, we 

again found that at moderate and high levels of white guilt 

(JN ≥ 4.95, 55% of participants, bJ–N ¼ 0.63, SE ¼ 0.32, p 

¼ .05), providing information about the racial identity of 

the owner increased participants’ likelihood to choose the 

Black-owned restaurant. None of the demographic covari

ates or previous patronage of the restaurant had a signifi

cant effect (web appendix, table S23).

GENERAL DISCUSSION

In an era marked by political polarization and influential 

social movements calling attention to systemic racism, con

sumers’ racial identities are salient and frequently activated 

aspects of their self-concepts (Illing 2019). In this research, 

we examined how white guilt, a group-level emotion 

rooted in racial identity and stemming from beliefs about 

Whites’ unearned privileged status in society, influences 

White individuals’ consumption decisions. We hypothe

sized that White consumers who feel higher levels of white 

guilt would have more favorable reactions to Black-owned 

businesses using a variety of consumption-relevant out

comes. Evidence from six studies, in which we measured 

and manipulated white guilt across different service con

texts and various manipulations of racial identity, sup

ported our hypothesis.

Theoretical Contributions

Given the ubiquity of interracial interactions in the mar

ketplace (Grier et al. 2022), we know surprisingly little 

about how White consumers’ acknowledgment of their 

privileged status is reflected in their consumption deci

sions. Although there are several studies that examine how 

13 The analyses using the continuous version of our dependent varia

ble (the difference in participants’ willingness to go to the Black- 
owned restaurant and the White-owned restaurant) are in the web 
appendix, Table 24a–c. The significance and pattern of the key results 
are conceptually replicated either with or without adding the covari
ates to the model (Interaction term without covariates: F(1, 174) ¼
9.37, b ¼ 0.38, SE ¼ 0.12, t(174) ¼ 3.06, p ¼ .003; Interaction term 
with covariates: F(1, 169) ¼ 9.46, b ¼ 0.38, SE ¼ 0.12, t(169) ¼

3.08, p ¼ .002).
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non-White consumers respond to greater racial representa

tion in marketing communications (e.g., El Hazzouri, 

Main, and Carvalho 2017; Rank-Christman and Wooten 

2023; Whittler and Spira 2002), we are not aware of any 

research in this area that considers White individuals’ per

ceptions of and reactions to their advantaged position as a 

predictor of consumer-relevant outcomes. Our research 

helps address this gap and responds to recent calls for 

directing further attention to how interracial dynamics and 

constructs that focus on privilege can shape consumers’ 

purchase decisions (Grier et al. 2024).

We also extend the literature on the role of racial identity 

in consumer-to-consumer and employee-to-consumer inter

actions in the marketplace. To date, the majority of the 

research in this area reveals a discriminatory pattern that 

results in more favorable outcomes for White business 

owners and salespeople (e.g., Doleac and Stein 2013; 

Zussman 2013). Our research qualifies these findings and 

highlights the role of white guilt as a predictor which can 

weaken, or even reverse this pattern. To that extent, our 

findings also contribute to the literature on intergroup rela

tions, by demonstrating an exception to the well- 

documented principle of ingroup favoritism (e.g., Tajfel 

and Turner 1986) among consumers with high white guilt.

Our research also makes a theoretical and empirical con

tribution to the study of white guilt as a construct. Prior 

work documents white guilt’s influence on racial and polit

ical attitudes on ideologically charged topics (e.g., Dull 

et al. 2021; Iyer et al. 2003; Swim and Miller 1999) using 

correlational designs. From a methodological perspective, 

our research differs from existing work for its use of exper

imental designs with incentive-compatible outcome meas

ures, which allows isolating the unique effect of racial 

identity and establishing causality via manipulating the 

salience of white guilt. More importantly, from a theoreti

cal perspective, the current work is the first in testing 

whether the effect of white guilt extends beyond support 

for systemic policies that aim to reduce racial disparities to 

individual choices in apolitical, non-ideological contexts 

and demonstrates its role as a robust determinant of 

decision-making and behavior in the consumption domain. 

This finding is significant because it highlights the growing 

salience of racial identity in consumers’ self-concepts, 

which makes them more sensitive to racial cues and leads 

FIGURE 4  

LIKELIHOOD OF SELECTING LOWER-RATED (BLACK-OWNED) RESTAURANT BASED ON CONDITION AND WHITE GUILT IN  
STUDY 6 

Note.—The area on the right side of the JN point (59.6% of participants) represents the region of significance.
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them to perceive and evaluate the external world around 

them through a racial lens (Reed et al. 2012), even when 

making economically consequential decisions.

Our findings could also be construed as evidence for the 

politicization and racialization of mundane marketplace 

decisions and how consumption choices can be used as an 

identity management tool. Existing literature outlines dif

ferent approaches to “managing the privileged identity of 

whiteness,” which involve denying the existence of privi

lege, distancing oneself from the problematic identity, and 

dismantling systems of privilege (Knowles et al. 2014). To 

that extent, more favorable evaluations of Black-owned 

businesses by consumers with high white guilt may stem 

from a desire to dismantle existing racial inequities, as an 

individual act toward reparation and a form of consumer 

activism in the marketplace. An alternative explanation 

relying on a distancing motive is also possible. Past 

research shows that individuals may exhibit ingroup disso

ciation and/or outgroup elevation in response to an identity 

threat due to ingroup members’ perceived wrongdoings or 

other behaviors that reflect negatively on the group (e.g., 

Marques, Yzerbyt, and Leyens 1988; Steele et al. 2002). 

Our results could be interpreted using this lens, such that 

consumers with high white guilt avoid demonstrations of 

ingroup partiality in their consumption decisions, because 

doing so can help them distance themselves from the guilt- 

inducing identity, thereby alleviating guilt and serving a 

moral self-regulation goal (Sachdeva, Iliev, and Medin 

2009). While our research focuses on revealing the behav

ioral manifestation of white guilt in consumption-related 

decisions and does not disentangle these different mecha

nisms, we also believe that these goals do not have to be 

exclusive and can coexist within the same person.

Our final contribution is to the literature on collective 

guilt. Previous research shows that personal guilt evokes a 

self-improvement motive that can guide one’s consumption 

preferences in domains unrelated to the source of guilt 

(Allard and White 2015). Our research shows collective 

guilt, too, can have a similar cross-domain effect by dem

onstrating the reparation-oriented influence of white guilt 

on consumption choices in non-ideological contexts and 

how these choices may help improve consumers’ moral 

self-perception.

Managerial Implications

According to the Annual Business Survey conducted by 

the U.S. Census Bureau (2023), only 2.8% of the busi

nesses in the United States are Black-owned, compared to 

85.1% that are White-owned. Understanding the antece

dents of support for minority-owned businesses can help 

reduce the large racial gap in business ownership and 

increase the viability of existing ones (Aneja, Luca, and 

Reshef 2025). Our article reveals the role of white guilt as 

a strong and reliable predictor of support for Black-owned 

businesses.

More generally, our data suggest that white guilt makes 

consumers more attentive to racial cues: consumers with 

high white guilt are more likely to make race-conscious 

decisions when provided with information about the racial 

background of service providers, even when the alterna

tives are slightly cheaper or higher-rated (studies 1–3 and 

6). This insight can guide marketers’ decisions about intro

ducing more diverse racial representation in their promo

tion and communication materials and the relative 

effectiveness of doing so, compared to other attributes that 

also influence consumers’ decision-making.

Across our studies, we manipulated racial identity by 

using various cues (e.g., photos of the business owners, 

“Black-owned business” labels). Notably, we did not find a 

strong or reliable aggregate effect of race-related cues 

when considering the entirety of the sample without the 

moderating role of white guilt. Previous research found 

that conveying personal information about producers favor

ably influences consumers’ preferences and purchase inten

tions by increasing their sense of connectedness (Fuchs 

et al. 2022). Our findings show that this effect may not gen

eralize to information about the owners’ racial identity. For 

instance, in study 3, having a “Black-owned business” label 

only directionally increased patronage intentions (but white 

guilt moderated this effect), whereas another differentiating 

label, “family-owned business”, had a much larger and sig

nificant positive effect (web appendix, table S14). These 

results provide valuable insights for marketers regarding 

the overall effectiveness of using racially informative iden

tity signals, a practice that has become increasingly com

mon on digital platforms like Yelp and Google Places.

Crucially, we found that communicating the disadvan

tages and challenges that Black business owners face may 

backfire for consumers with low white guilt (study 4). This 

finding can inform marketers and Black-owned businesses 

whose target audience might include consumers with low 

white guilt that marketing materials that serve as explicit 

reminders of racial inequities bear the risk of alienating 

some White consumers.

Our findings can also help marketers with their segmen

tation and targeting efforts. In line with previous research, 

we observed a strong correlation between white guilt and 

political orientation (r > 0.60 in all studies). We used white 

guilt as our central construct because it is a more proximal 

predictor that is conceptually less confounded when pre

dicting responses to interracial marketplace interactions, 

and is malleable through marketing messages (study 5). 

However, given that information about consumers’ politi

cal orientation is more readily available to marketers (i.e., 

through data on voting profiles by counties and zip codes), 

marketers can utilize our findings by using political orien

tation as a proxy when they may not be able to measure 

consumers’ white guilt directly.
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In addition to revealing the demographic correlates of 

white guilt (see web appendix for bivariate correlations in 

all studies), we also show that it is possible to heighten 

white guilt (study 5) through messaging that highlights 

racial disparities and disadvantaged status of racial minor

ities. Black-owned businesses can use these findings when 

designing promotional materials and/or placing their mar

keting content near such messaging.

Limitations and Future Research

An important concern for generalizability is that all of 

our studies were conducted with participants in the United 

States. As mentioned, this context is well-suited for testing 

our hypotheses due to its history of racial oppression, pro

nounced racial polarization, and commonality of racial 

identity signals in the marketplace. Nevertheless, the geo

graphical restriction in our studies raises opportunities for 

future research to explore the replicability of our findings 

in other settings where different groups occupy positions of 

advantage or disadvantage. It is plausible that the effects 

demonstrated in our article, where collective guilt leads to 

a reparative focus and greater support for disadvantaged 

outgroups even in non-ideological consumption contexts, 

may extend to other countries with similar historical and 

societal dynamics (e.g., between White and Indigenous 

groups in Canada or Australia), provided that members of 

the privileged group acknowledge and take responsibility 

for the systemic harm and inequities.

The temporal context of our studies is also an important 

consideration for future research. Given that the data col

lection for all studies occurred between 2021 and 2024, our 

findings reflect the political and racial attitudes of White 

U.S. residents during this period. As political landscapes 

evolve, shifts in racial discourse may affect the prevalence 

of white guilt or the extent to which it can influence con

sumers decision-making. Future research could investigate 

how consumers’ responses to racial diversity in the market

place change over time, particularly in reaction to events 

that make racial awareness and racial strife more or less 

salient in society.

Our research focused on the effect of white guilt on 

reparation-oriented behaviors toward Black-owned busi

nesses in the marketplace. Future research could examine 

the consequences of white guilt in other consumption con

texts. For instance, it is possible that consumers burdened 

with chronic feelings of white guilt may be more interested 

in purchasing products that enable self-improvement in 

general (Allard and White 2015; Duhachek, Agrawal, and 

Han 2012).

Although we did not directly test this, we proposed that 

responding more favorably to Black-owned businesses may 

be motivated by a desire to atone for the perceived trans

gressions of one’s racial ingroup, thereby alleviating the 

aversive experience of guilt and reinforcing a moral self- 

image. While study 2 showed that supporting a Black busi

ness owner increased moral self-perceptions among con

sumers high in white guilt, future research could 

investigate whether repeated acts of support toward Black- 

owned businesses could indeed reduce feelings of white 

guilt in the long-term. Additionally, the magnitude of the 

effects demonstrated here, as well as their impact on moral 

self-perceptions, may depend on whether the motivation to 

support Black-owned businesses arises from self-oriented 

motives (e.g., virtue signaling), or other-oriented, altruistic 

motives aimed at helping disadvantaged groups. Future 

research could examine these questions about the psycho

logical mechanism more systematically.

Another interesting avenue for future research would be 

to test the boundaries of the effect of white guilt by exam

ining how it would impact consumers’ reactions to service 

failures. Although some of our stimuli included Black- 

owned businesses that had lower consumer ratings than 

competitors, the ratings were not low enough to indicate a 

serious service failure. Future research could investigate 

whether white guilt influences consumers’ perceptions of 

what constitutes a service failure and what the appropriate 

response from the companies would be based on the racial 

identities of the business owners.

Future research can also examine the potential role of 

other predictors such as egalitarianism (Sidanius, Levin, 

and Pratto 1996), belief in a just world (Lipkus 1991), sys

tem justification (Kay and Jost 2003), or social dominance 

orientation (Pratto et al. 1994) that may also affect individ

uals’ propensity to make race-conscious consumption deci

sions in a way that complements or contrasts with white 

guilt.

Importantly, acknowledging the wrongdoings and mak

ing amends is not the only response to feeling guilt. Other 

methods of evading or coping with guilt include denying 

the wrongdoing or rationalizing the harm such as by rein

terpreting the cause of the transgression, or by blaming 

others or external circumstances (Iyer et al. 2003). While 

experiencing and channeling guilt may be a crucial step for 

White consumers to become more racially conscious 

(Spanierman and Cabrera 2015), a question that remains 

open is whether white guilt is effective in generating mean

ingful, long-lasting social change, or is simply a self- 

focused emotional experience (Iyer et al. 2003) that helps 

White individuals restore their self-perception as a moral 

person. Although our primary aim was to demonstrate the 

impact of white guilt on a wide variety of outcomes in the 

consumption domain, we hope our research will spur new 

work on this important question.

DATA COLLECTION STATEMENT

Studies 1–4 were conducted with participants recruited 

from CloudResearch consumer panel. Study 5 was con

ducted with participants recruited from Prolific. Study 6 
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was conducted with participants recruited via Facebook 

and Instagram ads. Study 1 was conducted in December 

2023. The fifth author managed the data collection and 

analysis. Study 2 was conducted in March 2023. The sec

ond author managed the data collection and analysis. Study 

3 was conducted in June 2022. The second author managed 

the data collection and analysis. Study 4 was conducted in 

July 2021. The first three authors jointly managed the data 

collection and analysis. Study 5 was conducted in March 

2023. The first author managed the data collection and 

analysis. Study 6 was conducted in March 2024. The sec

ond and fifth authors jointly managed the data collection. 

The second author conducted the data analysis. 

Preregistrations, data, analytic code, and questionnaires for 

all studies are currently stored in a project directory on the 

Open Science Framework: https://osf.io/bgj75/? view_ 

only=bb413472e18b4b58a8d3263ac2dea6ef
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