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Defining Intergroup Anxiety Toward African Americans

Anxiety toward African Americans represents a specific form of intergroup anxiety, a

phenomenon widely studied in social psychology that describes the discomfort, apprehension, and

nervousness experienced by members of one group when anticipating or engaging in interactions

with members of a different, often historically marginalized, group. This particular manifestation

primarily focuses on the anxiety experienced by White Americans during interactions with Black

Americans. It is not merely a general social awkwardness but is deeply rooted in historical racial

dynamics, societal stereotypes, and the powerful motivation to avoid appearing prejudiced. This

anxiety is distinct from overt hostility, often coexisting with professed egalitarian values, making it a

critical component of subtle or aversive racism. The experience is characterized by a heightened

state of vigilance and self-monitoring, where individuals dedicate significant cognitive resources to

managing their behavior and speech, fearing that any misstep might confirm negative racial biases

or lead to social rejection from either the interaction partner or the broader social environment.

This type of intergroup anxiety is multifaceted, encompassing both affective and cognitive

components. Affectively, individuals report feelings of tension, uneasiness, and sometimes

physiological arousal, such as increased heart rate or sweating, when anticipating cross-racial

encounters. Cognitively, the anxiety manifests as rumination over potential conversation topics,

overthinking appropriate linguistic choices, and an intense focus on self-presentation goals.

Crucially, the source of this anxiety often shifts from fear of the outgroup member's actions to fear

of the self's performance. The anxious individual is worried less about physical threat and more

about social threat--specifically, the threat to their self-concept as a fair, non-prejudiced person.

Consequently, this leads to complex and often counterproductive behavioral patterns designed to

minimize risk, which ironically often result in awkward, strained, and ultimately unsatisfying

interactions for both parties involved. Understanding this anxiety is essential because it serves as a

powerful psychological barrier that inhibits the development of meaningful, positive relationships

across racial lines, thereby maintaining existing social and psychological distance.

Research consistently demonstrates that this anxiety is highly predictive of negative intergroup

outcomes, sometimes even more so than explicit measures of prejudice. While explicit prejudice

measures capture conscious, deliberate biases, anxiety captures the immediate, situational

discomfort that drives behavioral avoidance and strained engagement. The presence of this

anxiety highlights the conflict inherent in modern society: the desire to adhere to norms of equality

clashes with lingering, often unconscious, negative associations linked to the outgroup. This

internal conflict creates a powerful psychological pressure cooker, particularly in contexts where

racial issues might be salient or where the individual feels high pressure to perform flawlessly.

Furthermore, the intensity of this anxiety is often modulated by situational variables, such as

whether the interaction is public or private, the perceived status difference between the individuals,

and the necessity of cooperation or interdependence in achieving a mutual goal. When stakes are
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high, the anxiety intensifies, leading to greater cognitive impairment and poorer overall

performance in the interaction.

Theoretical Underpinnings: Aversive Racism and Social Identity

The theoretical foundation for understanding anxiety toward African Americans is often rooted in

the concept of aversive racism, a model posited by researchers like Gaertner and Dovidio.

Aversive racists consciously endorse egalitarian values and sincerely believe they are non-

prejudiced, but simultaneously harbor unconscious negative feelings and beliefs about racial

minorities, often acquired through socialization in a racially stratified society. This results in a

fundamental conflict between their self-image (non-prejudiced) and their automatic emotional

responses (discomfort or anxiety). When interacting with Black Americans, aversive racists

experience high anxiety because the interaction threatens to expose this internal conflict. The

anxiety serves as a defensive mechanism, an emotional alarm signaling the potential for their

unconscious biases to leak out, which would subsequently damage their self-perception and social

standing. Thus, the anxiety is not rooted in hatred, but in the internal struggle to manage and

suppress those negative associations while upholding a positive, non-racist identity.

Complementing the aversive racism framework, Social Identity Theory (SIT) and Self-

Categorization Theory (SCT) provide context for why this anxiety is specifically intergroup in

nature. SIT suggests that individuals derive part of their self-esteem from their membership in

social groups (the ingroup). When interacting with an outgroup member, especially one from a

group historically viewed as antagonistic or different, group boundaries become salient. This

categorization process can trigger anxiety because the interaction represents a potential threat to

the ingroup's positive distinctiveness or status. In the context of race, the historical and systemic

power differential between White and Black Americans makes the ingroup/outgroup categorization

particularly potent. Anxiety arises not just from the individual interaction but from the perceived

representation of group relations. Furthermore, when individuals focus heavily on group

differences, the interaction often devolves into a negotiation of group roles and expectations rather

than a genuine personal exchange, which naturally increases tension and discomfort.

Another crucial theoretical lens is provided by theories of intergroup contact, particularly the

conditions under which contact either reduces or exacerbates anxiety. While optimal contact (equal

status, cooperation, common goals) is generally known to reduce prejudice and anxiety, non-

optimal contact can increase anxiety by reinforcing stereotypes or highlighting group differences.

The anticipation of negative outcomes associated with cross-racial contact--such as fearing that

the African American partner might perceive them as racist, or fearing miscommunication due to

cultural differences--is a primary driver of the anxiety response. This apprehension leads to a

defensive posture where individuals prioritize safety and self-protection over genuine engagement

and vulnerability, thereby sabotaging the potential for positive learning experiences. The resulting
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avoidance behavior, driven by anxiety, prevents the accumulation of positive contact experiences

that could naturally reduce future anxiety, creating a self-perpetuating cycle of discomfort and

withdrawal.

The Fear of Appearing Prejudiced (FAP)

A powerful psychological mechanism underlying anxiety toward African Americans is the Fear of

Appearing Prejudiced (FAP). FAP describes the acute apprehension experienced by members of

the majority group regarding how their actions, words, or nonverbal behaviors might be interpreted

by minority group members, leading to the label of "racist." Because modern societal norms

strongly condemn overt racism, being labeled prejudiced is highly stigmatizing and threatening to

one's social standing and moral identity. This fear is especially potent in ambiguous situations

where racial attributions could be made. For instance, if a White individual accidentally bumps into

a Black individual, the FAP might lead them to overcompensate with excessive apologies, fearing

that a standard apology would be interpreted as racially motivated rudeness. This

overcompensation, while intended to signal non-prejudice, often appears awkward or insincere,

thus confirming the discomfort the interaction partner may sense.

The FAP mechanism is deeply intertwined with impression management and self-presentation

goals. Individuals experiencing FAP dedicate significant cognitive resources to monitoring their

internal states and external behaviors to ensure they project an image of tolerance and fairness.

This intense self-focus, however, depletes the mental capacity available for smooth, spontaneous

social interaction. Instead of focusing on the content of the conversation or the needs of their

partner, the anxious individual is primarily focused on internal monitoring: "Did I say that correctly?

Am I smiling enough? Am I standing too close?" This cognitive depletion often results in

performance deficits, such as difficulty formulating coherent thoughts, increased speech errors,

and noticeable nonverbal rigidity. These deficits are then often misinterpreted by the African

American partner as signs of disinterest, hostility, or, ironically, prejudice, thereby confirming the

majority member's initial fears and heightening future anxiety.

Furthermore, FAP can be conceptualized as a form of meta-stereotype threat. While traditional

stereotype threat refers to a minority group member fearing they will confirm a negative stereotype

about their group, meta-stereotype threat refers to a majority group member fearing that the

minority group member holds a negative stereotype about the majority group (e.g., that they are

inherently racist or insensitive). This fear of being negatively judged by the outgroup partner

creates a highly stressful social environment. To cope, individuals often adopt overly cautious or

avoidant strategies. For example, they might avoid discussing any topic remotely related to race,

even if relevant to the interaction, or they might adhere rigidly to formal conversational scripts. This

excessive caution makes the interaction artificial and prevents the establishment of authentic

rapport, reinforcing the distance between the individuals and ensuring that the anxiety remains
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high in subsequent encounters.

Behavioral and Nonverbal Manifestations

The internal experience of anxiety toward African Americans frequently translates into observable,

often subtle, behavioral and nonverbal cues that signal discomfort to the interaction partner. These

manifestations are crucial because they communicate the majority individual's internal state, often

without conscious awareness, and serve as the mechanism through which the anxiety becomes a

reciprocal, self-fulfilling prophecy. One primary manifestation is avoidance behavior. This can

range from physically avoiding situations where cross-racial interaction is likely (e.g., choosing a

different path in a hallway) to minimizing the duration and depth of necessary interactions. When

avoidance is impossible, the anxiety often manifests as reduced initiation of contact or premature

termination of conversations.

More subtle, yet highly potent, are nonverbal manifestations, often referred to as nonverbal

leakage. High anxiety compromises the ability to regulate subtle bodily cues, leading to

inconsistencies between verbal messages and nonverbal signals. Common nonverbal indicators of

intergroup anxiety include reduced eye contact (gaze aversion), which is a powerful signal of

discomfort or disinterest; increased physical distance maintained during the interaction; and a

reduction in spontaneous, natural gestures. Furthermore, anxious individuals often exhibit rigid or

constrained body posture, reduced spontaneous smiling, and increased vocal tension, such as

higher pitch, faster speech rate, or more frequent speech hesitations and stammers. These

nonverbal signals, even when slight, are often accurately detected by the African American

interaction partner, who may interpret them as coldness, insincerity, or prejudice, leading to their

own feelings of discomfort and withdrawal.

The impact of these nonverbal cues is amplified because they are often processed implicitly and

automatically. Research utilizing behavioral coding systems has consistently shown that these

subtle behavioral differences--the slightly shorter eye contact or the momentary stiffening of the

shoulders--occur even when the majority group members genuinely believe they are treating their

interaction partner equitably. This discrepancy between internal egalitarian intentions and external

strained behavior is the core dilemma of intergroup anxiety. The individual is trying too hard to

suppress negative behavior, which results in an overall lack of naturalness and spontaneity. This

strain inhibits the natural flow of conversation, reduces the likelihood of self-disclosure, and

prevents the development of trust and rapport, making the interaction feel effortful and emotionally

taxing for everyone involved.

Cognitive and Emotional Costs

Interacting under the cloud of racial anxiety extracts significant cognitive load, leading to
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performance decrements that extend beyond the immediate social interaction. The intense need

for self-monitoring and impression management consumes working memory capacity that would

otherwise be dedicated to complex tasks, problem-solving, or deep listening. When cognitive

resources are diverted to monitoring internal states and suppressing unwanted thoughts or

behaviors, the individual is less able to process information effectively, resulting in poorer memory

encoding, reduced creativity, and difficulty in complex communication tasks. This cognitive

depletion explains why majority group members sometimes perform worse on unrelated cognitive

tasks immediately following a high-anxiety cross-racial interaction.

Emotionally, the chronic experience of intergroup anxiety is highly taxing. Repeated exposure to

situations that trigger the Fear of Appearing Prejudiced can lead to psychophysiological arousal,

including elevated stress hormones, which contribute to chronic stress and burnout. Individuals

often report feeling mentally exhausted after cross-racial interactions, regardless of the objective

outcome of the conversation. This emotional cost serves as a strong internal signal to avoid future

interactions, reinforcing the tendency toward social segregation. Moreover, the focus on self-

protection and managing one's own image often results in a reduced capacity for empathy and

perspective-taking toward the interaction partner. When the majority individual is preoccupied with

their own performance anxiety, they are less able to accurately read and respond to the emotional

needs or cues of the African American partner, further hindering connection.

The long-term emotional consequence of this anxiety is often the reinforcement of negative

stereotypes about the interaction itself. Because interactions under high anxiety are typically

strained and unsatisfying, the majority group member may attribute the discomfort to inherent

difficulties in cross-racial communication or, worse, to perceived negativity or hostility from the

minority group member. This misattribution solidifies the belief that these interactions are inherently

difficult or risky, thus justifying future avoidance and maintaining the cycle of segregation and

anxiety. Addressing this phenomenon requires interventions that not only reduce anxiety directly

but also provide cognitive tools to manage the internal stress without resorting to defensive self-

focus.

Consequences for African American Interaction Partners

The anxiety experienced by majority group members does not exist in a vacuum; it has tangible,

negative consequences for the African American interaction partner. The nonverbal leakage and

strained behavior resulting from anxiety are often perceived by the minority partner as signs of

disinterest, discomfort, or subtle prejudice. This perception can trigger a sense of mistrust and

insecurity, leading to a reciprocal cycle of discomfort. When a Black individual senses the tension,

avoidance, or excessive formality from their White partner, they may respond by becoming

guarded, withdrawing, or interpreting the interaction through a lens of potential bias, which then

confirms the White partner's initial fears, escalating the mutual discomfort.
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For African Americans, interacting with an anxious majority partner often activates a form of

stereotype threat. They may become concerned that their behavior will confirm negative

stereotypes about their own group (e.g., being perceived as aggressive or overly sensitive), or that

they will be held responsible for managing the White partner's discomfort. This added cognitive

burden--managing their own performance while also navigating the White partner's anxiety--is

emotionally exhausting and can impair their performance on tasks unrelated to the interaction. For

example, in evaluative settings, when a White evaluator is visibly anxious, the African American

individual may perform worse due to the compounded stress of the situation.

Ultimately, the anxiety barrier contributes significantly to the maintenance of social segregation

and inequality. If cross-racial interactions are consistently strained, awkward, and emotionally

costly, individuals from both groups will naturally prefer to interact within their own racial groups.

This lack of meaningful, positive contact prevents the development of empathy, common ground,

and genuine understanding, thereby inhibiting the formation of strong, diverse social networks, and

maintaining systemic barriers to inclusion in educational, professional, and social spheres. The

anxiety acts as a powerful, invisible gatekeeper, ensuring that deep intergroup bonds remain

difficult to forge.

Strategies for Mitigation and Improvement

Mitigating anxiety toward African Americans requires strategies focused on reducing the perceived

threat, managing cognitive load, and increasing positive contact experiences. One primary

intervention involves leveraging the principles of the Contact Hypothesis, specifically promoting

optimal intergroup contact. This means structuring interactions where individuals have equal

status, work cooperatively toward a common goal, and receive institutional support for the

interaction. Positive, repeated contact under these conditions transforms the interaction from a

threatening encounter into a collaborative one, reducing the salience of group boundaries and

lowering anxiety over time.

Psychological interventions often target the cognitive drivers of FAP. Techniques like perspective-

taking interventions encourage majority group members to imagine the experience of their

African American partner, shifting the focus away from self-monitoring and toward empathy. By

focusing on the partner's internal state, the individual dedicates fewer resources to self-protection.

Another effective strategy involves normalizing potential discomfort. Educating individuals that

some level of awkwardness is normal in cross-cultural or cross-racial interactions can reduce the

catastrophic interpretation of minor social mistakes, thereby lowering the stakes and reducing the

intensity of the anxiety response. Furthermore, providing specific, constructive feedback on

nonverbal behavior can help individuals align their egalitarian intentions with their external

presentation.
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Finally, interventions based on the Common Ingroup Identity Model seek to redefine group

boundaries. By emphasizing a superordinate identity (e.g., "we are all students," "we are all

employees," or "we are all Americans") rather than focusing solely on racial categories, the

categorization process shifts from ingroup/outgroup to a unified ingroup. This shared identity

reduces the perceived threat and increases the motivation for genuine cooperation and trust.

Successful mitigation strategies are comprehensive, combining structured positive contact,

cognitive training to manage the fear of prejudice, and the establishment of environments that

prioritize shared goals and mutual respect over individual self-presentation concerns.
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