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Abstract 

 

Previous research has found that White audiences exhibit less preference for movies with 

minority casts than for movies with White casts. We conducted two experiments to explore why 

this race-based bias occurs and how to overcome it. In the first study, we examined potential 

mediators of the relationship between actors’ race and intention to view movies with minority 

actors. Results indicated that perceptions of the intended audience fully mediated the 

relationship. The second study manipulated this perception via social media postings. Findings 

suggest the race bias can be eliminated for White audiences. Specifically, the drop in interest in 

seeing a movie with a Black cast was erased when Whites read positive comments about the film 

from other Whites.  

 

Keywords: race, behavioral intention, identification, social identity, social media   
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Crossing the Color Line: An Examination of Mediators and a Social Media Intervention for 

Racial Bias in Selective Exposure to Movies  

The practice of “whitewashing” films (i.e., casting a majority of White actors even when 

characters are written as minority or race-neutral) continues to cause controversy in Hollywood. 

The makers of a 2010 film, The Prince of Persia, cast Jake Gyllenhall in the lead (Persian) role, 

drawing condemnation from several sources (Lee, 2010). In the 2011 film Drive, a White actress 

(Carey Mulligan) played a lead role although the character was originally written as a Latina 

woman (Ghahremani, 2013). Likewise, Jennifer Lawrence played Katniss Everdeen, a character 

described as having olive skin and dark hair, in The Hunger Games franchise. Although “olive 

skin and dark hair” could describe a Caucasian woman, it could also describe a minority or 

mixed-race woman. However, the casting call specifically called for Caucasian actresses (Lee, 

2011). Such race-based casting decisions are quite common in Hollywood, largely driven by the 

expectation that White audiences will turn out in higher numbers for films featuring White actors 

(Alexander, 2001; Moy, 2010; Samuels, 2008). 

Two previous studies provide evidence that the race of actors could in fact influence 

intent to view movies in certain contexts. Weaver (2011) found that for romantic films in 

particular, participants expressed stronger intention to view movies if they thought the leads of 

the film were White than if they thought the leads would be Black or interracial. This effect 

occurred despite the fact that the plots of the films were presented as ethnically neutral. In 

another study, Grier, Brumbaugh, and Thornton (2006) manipulated the ethnic orientation of 

film descriptions and found that White participants had less intention to see films with an 

outgroup ethnic orientation. 
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Although there is some evidence that Whites may be less interested in viewing movies 

with minority actors (see also Seewood, 2014), and Hollywood casting decisions are often made 

with this concern in mind (Samuels, 2008), little is known about why this might be occurring. In 

fact, the findings in the above studies are counter to research in news (e.g., Knobloch-

Westerwick, Appiah, & Alter, 2008) and advertising (e.g., Appiah, 2001, 2007), contexts in 

which Whites showed no preference for White spokespeople over Black spokespeople. Other 

scholarly work suggests that Whites may actually prefer content featuring minorities if it allows 

them to temporarily expand the boundaries of the self (Slater, Johnson, Cohen, Comello, & 

Ewoldsen, 2014) or engage in cultural voyeurism (Appiah, 2018). Moreover, the recent box 

office success of movies with Black casts such as Black Panther and Hidden Figures suggests 

that there are conditions when this race effect does not occur. Clearly, then, more research is 

needed to consider why cast race might influence audience choice behavior. 

Our goal with the two studies presented here was to develop a better understanding of 

when and why White audiences might avoid movies with minority actors. Below we examine 

several theoretical explanations for why White audiences might express less interest in movies 

with minority casts. Specifically, in the first of two experiments we present here, we examined 

the roles of perceived similarity, perceptions of the intended audience, and perceived thematic 

relevance in White audiences’ intention to view movies with minority actors. By examining 

these mediators, we are building on the theories outlined below relating to race, selective 

exposure, and social identity. 

Study 1: Mediators Between Actors’ Race and Intention to View 

The goal of the first experiment was: a) to see if we could replicate earlier findings that 

showed Whites were less interested in seeing movies with Black casts than with White casts, and 
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b) to examine why Whites might show a preference for White actors in the context of film 

entertainment, given that this preference does not appear to exist in other contexts (e.g., Appiah, 

2007; Appiah & Alter, 2008). In practice, Whites may turn out in higher numbers for films 

featuring White actors for a variety of reasons, including differences in availability (e.g., number 

of screens or length of release) and marketing budget. When these factors are held equal and race 

is simply a part of the casting decision, as was the case in the “whitewashed” movies mentioned 

above, what theoretical mechanisms might explain the observed effects? Three possible 

mediators of this effect predicted by identification and social identity theories were tested in this 

study: perceived similarity with the characters, perceived relevance of the theme of the film, and 

the perceived intended audience for the film. 

Perceived Similarity, Race, and Media Consumption 

One possible explanation for the role of race in evaluations of media is perceived 

similarity with the characters (Appiah, 2002). Perceived similarity with characters is a key 

component of identification (Cohen, 2001), which in turn is an important predictor of enjoyment 

and engagement with entertainment content (Cohen, 2006; Fiske, 1989). Race is a surface 

characteristic that audiences could use as a cue for perceived similarity and identification (e.g., 

Dates, 1980; Whittler, 1989).  

Of course, physical appearance is only part of the similarity judgment; attitudinal 

similarity may actually play a bigger role in identification (Turner, 1993). Race can influence 

perceived attitudinal similarity as well, even though as a surface characteristic it may have little 

to do with an individual’s attitudes. Ingroup-outgroup categorizations, even when based on 

superficial characteristics, can play a large role in judgments about attitudes and beliefs (Brock, 

1965). According to social identity theory, our social group membership plays an important role 
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in defining the self (Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). In order to enhance one’s self-concept, 

there is a natural tendency to make judgments that elevate the ingroup (Billig & Tajfel, 1973). 

Indeed, modern “aversive racism” is more likely marked by ingroup favoritism, a tendency to 

attribute more positive personal traits to the ingroup, than by a derogation of the outgroup 

(Brewer, 1999; Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000). Thus, even a surface feature like race could 

influence perceptions of psychological similarity, which in turn influence the likelihood of 

identification with the characters.  

In the existing research, however, the effect of race on perceived similarity is generally 

limited to the Black audience (Appiah, 2001, 2007; Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 2008). In these 

studies, Whites exhibited no difference in identification or perceived similarity with characters 

based on race. This is perhaps because Whites generally exhibit a much weaker racial-ethnic 

identity than Blacks (Jaret & Reitzes, 1999; Phinney, 1990).  Still, given that a main effect of 

actor race on desire to see films has been found, it is worth exploring whether perceived 

similarity is mediating that effect. Based on the existing research on actor race and intention to 

view movies and the theoretical role of racial categorization on similarity judgments, the 

following hypotheses and research question were proposed: 

H1: The race of the characters presented in a movie synopsis will influence White 

audience intent to see the films such that increasing percentages of White actors will 

increase behavioral intent. 

H2: Perceived similarity with the actors will be positively correlated with desire to see the 

movie.  

RQ1:  Will perceived similarity mediate the effect of actor race on desire to see a film? 
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Beyond perceived physical and attitudinal similarity with a character, the relevance of the 

issues and events a character experiences can also determine judgments like identification 

(Cohen & Ribak, 2003). In fact, the thematic relevance of a film could have a stronger impact on 

identification and selective exposure than character similarity in some circumstances (Cooper, 

1999). The perceived relevance of issues and events could also help explain why White 

audiences might not turn out for Black-themed movies. Grier et al. (2006) specifically 

manipulated the ethnic orientation of films and found that this had a direct effect on behavioral 

intention to see the films. Participants expressed less intention to see movies with outgroup 

orientations than movies with ingroup orientations. The question in this study is whether 

audiences would use actor race as a marker of perceived thematic relevance. In the case of a 

movie with a mostly Black cast, would White audience members believe that they could not 

relate to the theme of the movie? Perception is essential in this argument; if audiences perceive 

that a film is not relevant to their own experiences, it may not matter if the film does or does not 

focus on a specific ethnic orientation.  

H3: Perceived thematic relevance will be positively correlated with desire to see the 

movie. 

RQ2: Will perceived relevance mediate the influence of actor race on desire to see the 

movie? 

Researchers have also shown that the race of actors could influence perceptions of the 

intended audience for a media program (Aaker, Brumbauch, & Grier, 2000). These race-related 

perceptions of the intended audience could then affect behavioral intention to view the movie. In 

fact, consistent with social identity theory, researchers have found that group membership can 

determine selective exposure to media (Blumler, 1979; Trepte, 2006). This selection bias is what 
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Harwood (1997) referred to as social identity gratifications. Viewers use media to gather 

information and form impressions of social groups (Mastro, 2003). Because people are motivated 

to elevate their ingroups in order to cultivate a positive social identity, they are drawn to content 

that not only references their ingroup, but also depicts their ingroup in a positive way (Knobloch, 

Callison, Chen, Fritzche, & Zillmann, 2005; Trepte, 2006). Similarly, audiences may avoid 

media content that they think will devalue the ingroup or elevate the outgroup (Abrams & Giles, 

2007).  

Perceptions of the intended audience for a film could clearly be part of the social identity 

decision-making process. For example, there is a common belief, reinforced by increasing racial 

segmentation of audiences (Obenson, 2017), that Hollywood films with mostly Black casts are 

intended primarily for a Black audience (Frutkin, 1998). When a movie is supposedly made for a 

specific group, a natural assumption would be that the group was prioritized in the film. 

According to social identity gratifications, such a belief should increase selective exposure for 

ingroups but decrease selective exposure for outgroups. Indeed, when movies with Black casts 

have been successful with White audiences at the box office, they have often been explicitly 

marketed and discussed as films intended for all audiences. Based on social identity 

gratifications, the following hypothesis and research question were proposed: 

H4: The perceived intended audience will be positively correlated with desire to see the 

movie. 

RQ3: Will the perceived intended audience mediate the influence of actor race on desire 

to see the movie? 

Study 1 Method 
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 Participants. The participants were solicited from community newspaper advertisements 

(n = 37) and undergraduate communication courses (n = 131) at a large Midwestern university 

(N = 168). They were offered the opportunity to participate in this “study of media habits” in 

exchange for entry into a drawing for gift cards. There were 150 self-identified White 

participants, 6 Black, 11 Asian, and 1 other. Because the focus of this study was on the impact of 

Black casts on White audience interest in a film and there were not enough non-White 

participants in the sample to make interracial comparisons, only White participants were 

included in the analyses. The participants were between 18 and 69 years old (M age = 25.74, SD 

= 10.63, Mode = 21, Mdn = 21). There were 80 females and 70 males in the sample. The 

participant pool (community versus undergraduates) was not a significant moderator of any of 

the results discussed below.  

 Stimuli. Eight movie plot synopses were created for this study. The synopses were one to 

two paragraphs long and were designed to be similar to a plot synopsis on movie websites such 

as the Internet Movie Database (www.imdb.com). Four of the synopses were for romantic films 

and four were for action-adventure films. Once the synopses were created, they were inserted 

into a webpage template that was again designed to be similar to www.imdb.com. The title of the 

film was at the top followed by the plot synopsis and a cast list with pictures. The racial makeup 

of the cast was manipulated through the pictures to create four versions: an all-White cast, a cast 

that was 70% White, a cast that was 70% Black, and an all-Black cast. The two 70% conditions 

were included to more accurately reflect the potential for diversity in casting and to test for a 

potential tipping point at which race may have an impact. Thus, a total of 4 different webpages 

(for each race condition) were created for each movie. The pictures assigned to cast members 

were collected from a variety of modeling websites. The pictures were pretested as part of a 
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separate study in which participants (N = 87) rated individual headshots on a variety of 

dimensions. All pictures were then matched based on pretest ratings of age (M = 30.59, SD = 

13.6) and attractiveness on a 0–4 scale (M = 3.07, SD = .82). See Appendix A for an example 

movie webpage.  

Measures. To assess participants’ desire to see each movie, three questions were asked: 

“Based on the synopsis you just read, how interested are you in going to see this movie in the 

theater,” “Based on the synopsis you just read, how interested are you in renting this movie,” and 

“Based on the synopsis you just read, how interested are you in watching this movie if it is 

shown on television.” Each of these questions was answered on a five-point scale: very (4), a lot 

(3), somewhat (2), a little (1), and not at all (0). These responses were averaged to create an 

intention to view measure. Cronbach’s  for this scale for each of the eight films ranged from .90 

to .94.  

 Six questions addressed perceived similarity between participants and the characters 

(e.g., “I think there are many points of similarity between the lead characters and myself,” “the 

character’s goals are the same as mine”), adapted with minor changes from Eyal and Rubin 

(2003). These questions were answered on a five-point scale: strongly agree (4), agree a little (3), 

neither agree nor disagree (2), disagree a little (1), strongly disagree (0). Cronbach’s  for the 

eight films ranged from .86 to .91. 

Perceived relevance of the plot was assessed with five questions (e.g., “the plot of this 

movie is relevant to me,” “the plot of this movie makes me think of my life and the lives of those 

around me”) taken from Cohen and Ribak (2003) that were answered on the same five-point 

scale as the perceived similarity items. Cronbach’s  for the perceived relevance scale on each of 

the eight films ranged from .76 to .87. 
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 There were three questions assessing perceptions about the intended audience (e.g., “I 

believe I am part of the intended audience for this movie,” “I believe most of my friends would 

enjoy this movie,” “I believe this movie was made for me”), using the same five-point scale as 

above. Cronbach’s  for the eight films ranged from .78 to .85.   

Procedure. The study took place entirely online from a location of the participant’s 

choosing. Those who consented to participate were directed to a website where they filled out a 

questionnaire with demographic items and a previous media use scale. Participants were then 

told they would be looking at synopses for some independent films that were in production. They 

saw the webpages for the 8 different movies. In those 8 pages, participants saw each of the four 

race conditions twice, once for a romantic movie and once for a nonromantic movie. Several 

versions of the survey were used to counterbalance the plot synopses and the race conditions. 

Each synopsis was seen in every slot and with every race condition approximately an equal 

number of times. After reading the synopsis for each movie, participants answered the behavioral 

intention, perceived similarity, perceived personal relevance, and perceived audience scales for 

that movie. After filling out all the responses, participants were asked to report what they thought 

the study was about. Only two participants correctly guessed that the study had anything to do 

with the actors’ race. Their data were excluded from the analysis.  

Results 

The hypothesis testing was done using a repeated-measures ANOVA.. Genre (romantic 

and nonromantic) and the four race treatment conditions (100% White, 70% White, 70% Black, 

and 100% Black) were the two within-subjects factors, with the treatment conditions nested 

completely within genre. Sex was a categorical between-subjects factor and age was treated as a 
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continuous between-subjects variable.1 Table 1 shows the means and standard deviations for the 

dependent variables by each race treatment condition. There were no significant main effects or 

interactions associated with genre, sex, or age in any of the analyses below.  

--- Insert Table 1 about here --- 

 To show mediation by variable M of an effect between X (actors’ race) and Y (behavioral 

intention), the first piece of evidence necessary is a significant relationship between X and Y 

(Baron & Kenny, 1986; Iacobucci, 2008). There was a significant main effect for the race 

conditions on behavioral intention, F(3, 429) = 3.39, p = .02. As expected, as more minorities 

were cast in the films, White audience interest in seeing the films went down. Scheffé post hoc 

tests showed the following mean differences on the 0-4 scale (means with no subscript in 

common are significantly different at the p < .05 level.): 100% White (M = 1.97a, SE = .07), 70% 

White (M = 1.92ab, SE = .06), 70% Black (M = 1.76bc, SE = .06), and 100% Black (M = 1.70c, SE 

= .07). Thus, H1 was supported.  

 The following hypotheses and research questions addressed possible explanations for the 

above effect. Perceived similarity, perceived relevance, and the perceived intended audience 

were each included separately as the dependent variable in the above model. With regard to 

perceived similarity (RQ1), race did not have a significant effect, F(3, 429) = 1.59, p = .19. H2 

was supported, as there was a significant correlation between perceived similarity and behavioral 

intention to view the film, r(1185) = .47, p < .01.  

RQ2 asked whether perceived relevance of the plot would be affected by actor race. The 

main effect of actor race on perceived relevance was not significant, F(3, 429) = 2.26, p = .08. 

 
1 Analyses were also done to compare the community and university samples, but no significant differences 

emerged, perhaps due in part to the low n in the community sample.   
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Perceived relevance was significantly correlated with behavioral intention, however, r(1185) = 

.33, p < .01. This finding supports H3. 

RQ3 addressed the potential effect of race on the perceived intended audience. There was 

a significant main effect of the race conditions on participants’ perceptions of the intended 

audience, F(3, 429) = 4.36, p < .01. White participants were more likely to believe they were part 

of the intended audience when the majority of the cast was White than when the majority of the 

cast was Black. The post hoc pairwise comparisons showed that the 100% White (M = 1.95, SE 

= .07) and 70% White (M = 2.00, SE = .07) were both significantly different from the 70% Black 

(M = 1.72, SE = .07) and 100% Black (M = 1.65, SE = .07) conditions. H4 was also confirmed, 

with a significant correlation between perceived intended audience and behavioral intention, 

r(1185) = .68, p < .01.  

 Thus, one of the three potential mediators explored in this study, the perceived intended 

audience, was significantly affected by actors’ race. To further examine the possible relationship 

between these variables, a path analysis was conducted using the AMOS software as prescribed 

by Iacobucci (2008) to determine what happened to the effect of actors’ race on behavioral 

intention when the mediator of perceived intended audience was included. The results show that 

the indirect effect is not only greater than the direct effect, but there was no significant direct 

effect when the mediator was included (see Figure 1), which indicates full mediation of the 

relationship, an affirmative answer to RQ3.  

--- Insert Figure 1 about here --- 

Study 1 Discussion  

Previous research shows that cast members’ race could influence audience desire to see a 

film (e.g., Weaver, 2011). This experiment replicated these findings; White participants were 
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more interested in seeing films with majority White casts than films with majority Black casts. 

Moreover, this effect was significant despite the very subtle race manipulation. The movie 

synopses, which were front and center on the page, were unaltered. The only manipulation was 

in the thumbnail pictures attached to the actors’ names. Thus, any assumptions about the ethnic 

orientation of the film would have involved the participant making implications based only on 

the actor headshots.  

 There was no indication in the plot synopsis or any other materials that these movies 

were targeted to specific groups. Where, then, did participants get the idea that movies with 

minority casts are meant for minority audiences? One possibility is that viewers use their 

judgments about their own potential connection with the characters to extrapolate to judgments 

about the intended audience. That is, if one does not identify with the characters, a natural 

conclusion would be that the movie must be made for some outgroup who would be able to 

identify with the movie. However, in this study, race did not significantly affect perceived 

similarity with the characters or the perceived relevance of the theme. Similarity judgments and 

judgments about shared interests are impacted by race in an interpersonal context, particularly in 

the initial stages of person perception (Billig & Tajfel, 1973). Although both of these variables 

did have a significant relationship with desire to see the film, the race of the actors did not affect 

either. The fact that race had little impact on these two variables here indicates that race may be 

less salient for these sorts of decisions in a mediated context. This is consistent with existing 

research that found little impact of race on selective exposure to news and advertising (e.g., 

Appiah, 2007; Appiah & Alter, 2008). 

If character similarity does not explain the effect of actors’ race on the perceived intended 

audience, then another possibility could be the participants’ previous experience with Hollywood 
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marketing. Aside from a few crossover attempts, many films released in the United States with 

casts of mostly Black actors have smaller budgets and are marketed specifically for Black 

audiences; little attempt is made to attract White audiences to such films (Samuels & Leland, 

1999; Seewood, 2014). Indeed, the growth of entertainment choice in the modern media 

marketplace has led producers to increasingly segment the audience based on race (Hunter & 

Proffitt, 2016). Audiences may have enough experience with traditional marketing campaigns to 

automatically draw the connection between a minority cast and a minority intended audience 

even when such a connection is not explicitly made. If traditional marketing of films with 

minority casts has strengthened perceptions of the intended audience, it is worth asking whether 

other types of marketing, such as word-of-mouth marketing via social media, can alter these 

perceptions (for an overview of word-of-mouth marketing on social media, see the special issue 

in Journal of Marketing Communications; Kimmel & Kitchen, 2014). Given that actors’ race 

served as the salient cue for perceptions of the intended audience in this study, it is important to 

explore whether new marketing attempts could change White audiences’ level of social 

categorization so that they perceive the movie to be intended for all races regardless of the race 

of the actors. In Study 2, we looked at how these perceptions might be changed.   

Study 2: Changing Perceptions of the Intended Audience Through Social Media 

One means through which information about a movie can reach mainstream viewers is 

through social media. Social media are interactive applications populated with user-generated 

content, mostly in the form of public or semi-public user profiles, that serve to socially connect 

user accounts (boyd & Ellison, 2007; Obar & Wildman, 2015). Research suggests that social 

media are ideal for seeking and sharing information about a movie and its intended audience. In 

fact, a study conducted by the Interactive Advertising Bureau and InMobi in 2012 found that 
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42% of moviegoers under the age of 35 checked social media to see what friends thought of a 

movie. Another study found that word-of-mouth marketing on Twitter in particular affected 

consumers’ desire to see new movies (Henning-Thurau, Wiertz, & Feldhaus, 2015). This 

consumer-to-consumer buzz can greatly impact a movie’s overall box-office success 

(Karniouchina, 2011; Kim, Park, & Park, 2013; Roschk & Grobe, 2013; Yong, 2006).  

Moreover, a meta-analysis examining the effect of electronic word-of-mouth on sales 

found that word-of-mouth marketing on social media is most effective when people can assess 

their similarity to the person posting about the product (Rosario, Sotgiu, De Valck, & Bijmolt, 

2016). Thus, the affordances of multimodality and visibility (Tokunaga, 2011; Treem & 

Leonardi, 2012) may play a key role in the success of word-of-mouth marketing, and social 

media posts about a movie have the potential to affect a person’s intention to view through both 

the content of the post and judgments of the person posting. It stands to reason that if White 

audiences see that a diverse group of people enjoy a particular movie, they may believe that 

movie was intended for people of all races, especially if the movie contains race-neutral themes. 

At the very least, seeing other members of an ingroup express interest in and enjoyment of a 

movie with outgroup characters may signal to White audiences that minimal ethnic-specific 

knowledge is needed to understand the film. It could also indicate that their group is not 

negatively portrayed in the movie, thereby reducing social identity threat.  

In Study 2, we first wanted to see if the results of Study 1 could be replicated with a non-

student sample. Based on the results of Study 1, we hypothesized that: 

H1: The race of the characters presented in a movie synopsis will influence White 

audience intent to see the films such that increasing percentages of White actors will 

increase behavioral intent. 
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H2: The race of the characters presented in a movie synopsis will influence White 

audience’s perceptions of the intended audience. 

H3: The perceived intended audience will be positively correlated with desire to see the 

movie. 

Given the potential influence social media could have on perceptions of the intended 

audience and intention to view films, we wanted to see if the effect of cast race would change 

when a social media audience was also presented. In study 2, we included a sample Twitter feed 

with each film synopsis. The Twitter feed was an experimental manipulation as well, with a 

mostly White sample of tweets or a mostly Black sample of tweets. Based on the above research, 

we proposed that: 

H4:  Positive “word-of-mouth” comments from other audience members will increase 

interest in seeing a film. 

H5:  White audience interest in films with Black casts will be higher with a White social 

media feed than it will with a Black social media feed. 

Study 2 Method 

 Participants. The participants were solicited through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, which 

is an online marketplace wherein users from diverse demographic backgrounds are compensated 

for completing tasks such as surveys (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011). A total of 317 

people started our survey; 307 finished it. Of those who finished, none guessed that there was a 

race manipulation in this study. The sample who completed the survey were 54% female and 

71% White. Only the White participants were used to ensure the relevant ingroup-outgroup 

comparisons. This left 219 participants for the analyses below. Of that sample, 57% were female, 

and they ranged in age from 18-67 with a mean age of 35 (SD = 12.27) and a median age of 31. 
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 Stimuli. Four of the movie synopses and cast lists from Study 1 were used in this study, 

representing a variety of genres. For each movie, the 70% White and 70% Black cast conditions 

were included. A sample Twitter feed with 10 positive comments about the film was created for 

each movie. Using matched model pictures from the same pool described in Study 1, profile 

pictures were added to each comment. Two versions of each social media page were created: one 

with 80% White profile pictures and one with 80% Black profile pictures. See Appendix B for an 

example. The cast and social media conditions were crossed and nested within movie, so each 

movie had six versions: White cast with White social media feed, White cast with Black social 

media feed, White cast with no social media feed, Black cast with White social media feed, 

Black cast with Black social media feed, and Black cast with no social media feed. 

 Measures. In addition to demographic questions, the dependent measures described in 

Study 1 were also used. The three behavioral intent items on a 0-4 scale were averaged for each 

participant. Cronbach’s  for that scale was .87. The perceived intended audience items, also on 

a 0-4 scale, were averaged for each participant as well. Cronbach’s  for the perceived intended 

audience items was .75.  

 Procedure. Participants were recruited through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. The 

advertisement sought participants for a short, five-minute survey on movie preferences, with 

$0.50 paid for their participation. Participants were told that they would be asked their opinion 

on a film which had not yet been released. If they were in a social media condition, they were 

also told they would view comments from an audience that attended a test screening of the 

movie. After reading a consent form and agreeing to take part, participants answered 

demographic questions and then were randomly assigned to one of 24 movie pages (4 movies X 
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6 conditions). After reading through the movie synopsis and social media feed (if present), they 

answered questions about their interest in the film.  

Results  

 Analyses were conducted using a 2 (cast race: 70% White or 70% Black) X 3 (Social 

media feed: 80% White, 80% Black, or no comments) univariate GLM. The first three 

hypotheses were based on a replication of Study 1, this time with a non-student sample. H1 was 

supported, as there was a main effect for cast race: interest in seeing the film was greater when 

the cast was mostly White (M = 1.97, SE = .10) than when it was mostly Black (M = 1.57, SE 

=.09), F (1, 213) = 8.52, p < .01. H2 was also supported with a main effect for cast race on the 

perceived intended audience. This perception was higher with a White cast (M = 2.17, SE = 1.2) 

than with a Black cast (M = 1.84, SE = 1.2). Finally, H3 was supported, as the bivariate 

correlation between perceived intended audience and interest in seeing the film was significant, r 

= .56, p < .01. Thus, Study 2 successfully replicated the findings of Study 1 with a sample that 

was much more diverse in age, income, and education level. 

 Given the importance of the perceived intended audience on interest in seeing a film, 

Study 2 also tested a way to influence perceptions of the intended audience and intent to view: 

exposure to audience comments. Overall, there was not a main effect for the social media 

comments on interest in seeing the film, F (2, 213) = 2.15, p = .12. Thus, H4 was not supported. 

However, there was a significant cast race X social media interaction, F (2, 213) = 4.11, p = .02. 

When the movie cast was 70% White, there was no significant difference in interest between the 

White social media (M = 1.86, SE = .16), Black social media (M = 2.09, SE = .18), and no social 

media (M = 1.95, SE = .16) conditions. But when the movie cast was 70% Black, interest in 

seeing the film was significantly higher with a White social media feed (M = 1.99, SE = .15) than 
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with either a Black social media feed (M = 1.47, SE = .18) or no social media feed (M = 1.25, SE 

= .16). This finding supports H5. 

General Discussion 

Hollywood continues to whitewash cast lists due to the belief that White audiences will 

be less likely to consume movies with minority actors than movies with White actors. Previous 

research suggested that this belief may have some validity (e.g., Grier, Brumbaugh, & Thornton, 

2006; Weaver, 2011). Both of the experiments presented here replicated the finding that White 

audiences were less interested in viewing movies with Black actors and noted that this effect 

occurred regardless of gender, age, or the genre of the movie. However, our studies also present 

some degree of hope that this race-based selective exposure can be overcome. In particular, we 

found that White audiences are less interested in consuming movies with minority actors in part 

because they do not think they are the intended audience for such movies. We also found that 

perceptions of the intended audience can be changed through consumer-to-consumer buzz on 

social media. When White social media users post about a movie with a minority cast, they can 

change other Whites’ intention to view the movie. 

One of the key questions in this study is why race would influence behavioral intention 

for a White audience in this context (film entertainment) when actor race does not affect Whites’ 

perceptions in other contexts (e.g., advertising, news, Web browsing). Consistent with the 

research on advertising (e.g., Appiah, 2007) and news (e.g., Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 2008), 

actor race did not affect perceived similarity with the characters for White audiences. However, 

actor race did influence perceptions of the intended audience. This could be an effect that is 

unique to the movie context. For example, there is little reason for the race of a newscaster to 

influence perceptions of the intended audience for a newscast, as news is generally targeted 
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toward a geographic area rather than a particular race. Actor race does appear to be an important 

cue for perceptions of the intended audience of films, however. 

Why exactly do perceptions of the intended audience influence a person’s intent to see a 

film? As noted above, social identity theory (Tajfel, 1978) suggests that people favor ingroups 

over outgroups, and researchers have found that race and ethnicity can be used to make group 

categorizations (Hewstone, Hantzi, & Johnston, 1991; Ting-Toomey et al., 2000). Social identity 

gratifications (Harwood, 1997; Tajfel & Turner, 1979) provide a possible explanation for the 

perceived intended audience influence on selective exposure. That is, participants could have 

concluded that if a movie is made for an outgroup audience, then the ingroup will not be treated 

as well as they would if the intended audience included the ingroup. Again, this would seem to 

be a subconscious implication based simply on the actor headshots rather than a reasoned 

decision. There was nothing in the synopses that would have remotely indicated ingroup bias. 

Moreover, no participant mentioned anything relating to actor race when making their viewing 

decisions. Additional research is necessary to determine the extent to which social identity 

gratifications might be playing a nonconscious role.  

From a practical point of view, the finding that perception of the intended audience is the 

primary mediator of the effect of actors’ race on behavioral intention could be seen as a positive 

result. Specifically, although cast race did affect selective exposure for White audiences, our 

results suggest that the economic impetus for whitewashing in Hollywood is not an 

insurmountable hurdle. Indeed, the potential obstacle of a lack of similarity between White 

audiences and minority characters did not emerge here. This finding suggests that some of the 

racial categorization that is often found in studies of person perception may not be as important 
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in this context. Instead of overt racism or bias in person perception, it is the perception about the 

intended audience that needs to be overcome for movies with Black actors in the lead roles.  

If perceptions of the intended audience drive the racial bias in selective exposure, then 

solutions would need to focus on changing those perceptions. It could be that the way to break 

the economic rationale for discrimination in casting decisions is to consider what else, besides 

actor race, influences beliefs about the intended audience. Clearly there are other factors that 

could be at work in this relationship. Our second study was a first attempt at exploring one of the 

factors that influence beliefs about the intended audience. Namely, we examined whether the 

race of social media users posting about a movie could influence intention to view a movie with 

minority actors. The affordances of multimodality and visibly mean that not only can people see 

the textual evaluation of a movie that a user posts, but they can also see surface characteristics 

(such as race) of the person posting. Thus, social media provide an extra layer of information that 

traditional movie marketing cannot – information about the physical characteristics of audience 

members that enjoyed the movie. Our results indicate that the race of the person posting about a 

movie with minority actors does matter. When White audiences saw other Whites posting 

positive reviews of a movie with Black actors, they were more interested in watching the movie. 

Whether this effect was a result of the posts lowering social identity threat, signaling to Whites 

they would not be a minority in the audience, or suggesting that the movie did not require ethnic-

knowledge to understand has yet to be determined. Researchers should examine exactly why 

perceptions of the intended audience impact selective exposure in addition to the suggestions for 

future directions described below.  

These results also line up nicely with the anecdotal evidence provided by the recent box 

office success of films like Black Panther and Hidden Figures. Black Panther was a film with 



OVERCOMING RACIAL BIAS IN SELECTIVE EXPOSURE 23 

the Marvel marketing might behind it and a built-in audience of fans of the films in the Marvel 

Universe. Given the publicity surrounding the film, there could be little doubt that it was made 

for a wide audience (McClintock, 2018; Zeitchik, 2018). With the perception of the intended 

audience thus favorably resolved, the minority cast appeared to have no impact at worst and a 

positive impact at best on White interest in the film, which produced the biggest box office 

returns of 2018. Hidden Figures, on the other hand, appeared to build its box office success in 

line with the sort of word-of-mouth spread that Study 2 suggested could change perceptions of 

the intended audience and overcome the race effect. Hidden Figures only brought in 13.4% of its 

total gross on its opening weekend, in sharp contrast with the typical big box office film that will 

bring in over 30% of its total gross from its opening weekend.  Sustained by positive social 

media buzz, Hidden Figures went on to be a top-20 box office movie in 2016, much like other 

films with Black casts and relatively small budgets that built box office on the strength of 

positive social media mentions (e.g., Bernazzani, 2017). Both of these anecdotal examples are 

thus consistent with the results of the experiments above which suggest that setting the 

perception that Whites are part of the intended audience will reduce or eliminate the impact of 

cast race on desire to see the film. 

Limitations and Future Directions  

There are a few limitations to the present studies. First, the dependent variable in the 

studies was one of behavioral intention, not actual selective exposure to the films. Although the 

two are closely related, intent to view does not completely predict actual viewing behavior 

(Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975; Sheeran, 2002). Future research examining the impact of actor race on 

actual behavior would further our understanding of this relationship.  
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Furthermore, pre-existing racial attitudes were not assessed in these studies so as to keep 

from priming race in the decision-making process. It would be interesting to see whether the 

inclusion of a racial attitudes measure could shed further light on the relationships found here. 

For example, pre-existing racial attitudes could moderate the effect of perceived intended 

audience on selective exposure.  

Future studies should also analyze how other variables might impact perceptions of the 

intended audience (relative to the effect of actors’ race). In this paper, we suggested that previous 

experience with traditional Hollywood marketing may have impacted beliefs about the intended 

audience. However, there may be other factors that contributed to these beliefs.  

Conclusion 

In sum, we presented two studies that explored the theoretical underpinnings of a race 

effect on selective exposure to movies and how to overcome this potential racial bias. In the first 

study, we examined the roles of perceived similarity, perceived relevance of the theme, and 

perceptions of the intended audience in intention to view films with minority actors. Our results 

show that White audiences are less likely to consume films with minority actors primarily 

because they do not believe they are the intended audience for such movies. Our second study 

changed perceptions of the intended audience through manipulating the profile pictures of people 

posting about a movie on social media. We found that when Whites post positive reviews of a 

movie with minority actors, other Whites are more inclined to view that movie themselves. Thus, 

our studies indicate that the economic rationale for whitewashing of movies can be overcome, 

and with the proper approach, our current era of racial discrimination in Hollywood casting 

could come to an end.  
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Table 1. Means and standard deviations for the four primary dependent variables by the four cast 

race conditions. 

 100% White 70% White 70% Black 100% Black 

Behavioral 

intention  

1.97a 

(.91) 

 

1.92ab 

(.86) 

1.76bc 

(.82) 

1.70c 

(.86) 

Perceived 

similarity 

1.52 

(.77) 

 

1.55 

(.75) 

1.39 

(.78) 

1.41 

(.75) 

Perceived 

relevance  

1.55 

(.78) 

 

1.51 

(.74) 

1.44 

(.73) 

1.43 

(.71) 

Intended 

audience  

1.95a 

(.84) 

2.00a 

(.90) 

1.72b 

(.87) 

1.65b 

(.88) 

 

Note: Means with no subscript in common within a row are different at p < .05.  
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Figure 1. Path analysis of the mediation of the relationship between actors’ race and behavioral 

intention by the perceived intended audience. 

 

 

  

-.12* 

 
Actors’ Race 

Conditions 

 
Behavioral 

Intention 

 
Perceived 

Audience 

-.02 

.68** 



OVERCOMING RACIAL BIAS IN SELECTIVE EXPOSURE 35 

Appendix A 

 

Sample movie page – 70% Black cast 
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Appendix B 

 

Sample Twitter feed – 80% White 

 

 


