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Making the Impossible Possible?  

Framing Confrontations of Racism on Social Media as Norm-Setting  

 

Abstract 

Although confronting racist speech online can reduce future discriminatory behavior, 

people may be reluctant to confront because they perceive that it will be ineffective in changing 

racist attitudes. We test one theoretically grounded strategy for increasing white social media 

users’ willingness to confront online racism: reframing the confrontation goal from attitude 

change to norm-setting. We examine whether re-framing the confrontation goal in this way is 

effective under conditions where confrontation is least likely: a) when the potential confronter is 

highly cynical about the efficacy of political discussions and b) when the confrontation target is 

relationally distant. In a two-wave panel survey experiment collected during the 2020 U.S. 

presidential election, participants reported greater likelihood of confronting a target when the 

goal was to set norms regarding racist speech, when they were less cynical of discussions, and 

when the target was relationally closer to them (e.g., family members as opposed to strangers). 
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Making the Impossible Possible?  

Framing Confrontations of Racism on Social Media as Norm-Setting  

Social media have opened important communicative spaces where racial hierarchies are 

both reinforced and contested (Jackson et al., 2020; Lane et al., 2022). These technologies make 

racist communication more visible and socially transmissible (He et al., 2021; Relia et al., 2019), 

while also offering the opportunity for many white Americans to enact their avowed egalitarian 

and anti-racist values through dialogue (Mendelberg, 2001). Every racist post that appears on 

social media presents an opportunity to confront and challenge racism (Obermaier, 2022). Then 

why are these conversations surrounding racism on social media so difficult? 

Americans are cynical about political conversations on topics such as race, particularly 

on social media (Duggan and Smith, 2016; Powers et al., 2019; Vraga et al., 2015). Users often 

avoid political conversations on these platforms because they perceive them as uncivil, socially 

risky, and ultimately ineffective in changing people’s minds (Powers et al., 2019). However, for 

many users of color, racist speech is not only psychologically harmful, but it is intricately tied to 

other forms of structural racism and racial violence (Howard et al., 2020; Relia et al., 2019). 

Despite white people being less likely than people of color to believe that social media is useful 

for advocating on behalf of marginalized groups (Anderson et al., 2018), research shows that 

white people hold unique communicative power to fight against racism on social media (Chaney 

et al., 2020; Lane, Coles, et al., 2019; Munger, 2017). Although avoiding confrontations with 

racism on social media may reduce unpleasant social interactions for some white users, it means 

the perpetuation of harm for users of color. 

Previous work on confronting prejudice has focused on the effects on attitudes about the 

confronter and on the discriminatory act (Czopp et al., 2006; Dickter et al., 2011; Focella et al., 



FRAMING CONFRONTATIONS 3 

2015; Meyers et al., 2020; Rasinski and Czopp, 2010; Rattan et al., 2022). In this paper, we 

examine one theoretically grounded strategy for increasing white social media users’ willingness 

to confront racism on social media: reframing the goal of such communication from attitude 

change to norm-setting. Descriptive social norms are shared beliefs about what is (i.e., how 

people behave in reality), whereas injunctive social norms are shared beliefs about what ought to 

be (i.e., how people should behave) (Cialdini et al., 1990). Western, rational, deliberative 

theories position dialogue as an exchange to be won through persuasive arguments (Freelon, 

2015; Habermas, 1989). This deliberative injunctive norm of communication requires a good-

faith, civil exchange of rational arguments supported by logic and evidence (Freelon, 2015; 

Habermas, 1989). Yet, most social media are ill-suited to rational deliberation (Bennett and 

Pfetsch, 2018), and the descriptive norms associated with online political discussion—

contention, hostility, and obstinance—may lead users to believe that confronting racism online is 

pointless. Freelon (2015) proposed distinguishing between various communicative norms with 

different requirements (e.g., a deliberative communication norm requiring civility as opposed to 

a liberal individualist communication norm lacking the civility requirement). Attitude change as 

a confrontation goal requires a deliberative communication norm that may seem implausible in 

many online political exchanges, rendering confrontation for this goal a seemingly impossible 

task. In other words, attitude change as a confrontation goal does not match the descriptive 

norms of online discussions (contention, hostility, and obstinance). 

We argue that confronting racism online can be reframed as serving another important 

function: setting and enforcing injunctive social norms (Cialdini et al., 1990) prohibiting racist 

speech. Here, the goal of responding to a racist post is not to persuade its author to abandon 

racist views, but rather to signal that expressing such views will not be tolerated. Framing the 
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goal of confrontation as setting norms against racist speech may not only increase white users' 

willingness to confront racism, but also prove more effective in achieving anti-racist goals in 

social media settings. In this study, we use a survey experiment to test whether white Americans 

are more willing to confront racism when the goal of such confrontation is framed as norm-

setting vs. attitude change. Other individual-level and situational factors may also contribute to 

willingness to confront racist speech. Specifically, potential confronters may differ in their level 

of cynicism about political discussions (Duggan and Smith, 2016; Powers et al., 2019; Vraga et 

al., 2015), and the dynamics of the relationship between the confronter and confrontation target 

may depend on how relationally close the two individuals are (Brown et al., 2021; Eveland et al., 

2011; Lu and Lee, 2021; Morey et al., 2012). Thus, we consider the factors of discussion 

cynicism and relational closeness of the target alongside our manipulation of confrontation goals. 

Our findings serve to advance norm-setting as a promising goal of racial dialogue and 

makes three broader contributions to the literature. First, our study answers calls to consider the 

role of efficacy in adoption of confrontation behaviors (Good et al., 2012; Rattan, 2019) by 

measuring willingness to confront for two distinct goals with varying degrees of difficulty: 

attitude change or norm-setting. Second, we explore the relationship between confrontation and 

two variables that have been the focus of previous research: participants’ level of cynicism about 

political discussions, and relational closeness to the confrontation target (Brown et al., 2021; 

Eveland et al., 2011; Lu and Lee, 2021; Morey et al., 2012). Further, we consider whether re-

framing the confrontation goal as norm-setting (vs. attitude change) is effective under conditions 

where confrontation is least likely: a) when the potential confronter is highly cynical about the 

efficacy of political discussions and b) when the target of confrontation is relationally distant. 

Confrontation and Prejudice Reduction 
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We borrow Chaney and Sanchez’s (2018) definition of confrontation as “a verbal 

challenge directed at the person or persons who commit a blatant, subtle, or unspoken act of 

discrimination” (p. 418).i Confrontation may take many forms, such as warning of social 

consequences (Hangartner et al., 2021), advocating empathy toward the targeted group 

(Hangartner et al., 2021; Munger, 2017), reminding people not to employ stereotypes (Chaney et 

al., 2020), and obstructing the offender’s speech (Hangartner et al., 2021). Confrontation may 

also include varying degrees of humor (Hangartner et al., 2021) and hostility or aggression 

(Czopp et al., 2006; Meyers et al., 2020; Obermaier, 2022).  

Prior work has often explored the effects of confrontation on attitudes about the 

confronter and on the discriminatory act (Czopp et al., 2006; Dickter et al., 2011; Focella et al., 

2015; Meyers et al., 2020; Rasinski and Czopp, 2010; Rattan et al., 2022). For example, Meyers 

et al. (2020) found that participants evaluated online racist speech as more offensive and were 

more willing to report the racist speech when it was confronted aggressively rather than 

passively. Confrontation has been shown to reduce prejudiced attitudes and the use of negative 

stereotypes by the confronted individual (Chaney et al., 2020; Chaney and Sanchez, 2018; Czopp 

et al., 2006). This study is focused on people’s willingness to confront for the purpose of 

curtailing future racist speech by the confrontation target (Hangartner et al., 2021; Munger, 

2017).  

Two reasons that confronted individuals might refrain from future racist speech are 1) to 

adhere to egalitarian social norms or 2) to alleviate feelings of guilt and other forms of self-

directed negative affect upon being reminded of the effects of discriminatory behavior (Chaney 

et al., 2020; Chaney and Sanchez, 2018; Czopp et al., 2006). Regarding the latter, feelings of 

guilt, rumination, and disappointment in oneself have been implicated in the relationship 
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between confrontation and reduced prejudice (Chaney et al., 2020; Chaney and Sanchez, 2018; 

Czopp et al., 2006). In other words, confrontation may lead to prejudice reduction because the 

act of confrontation alerts the offending party to social norms that they have violated, or because 

it changes the attitudes underlying the offending speech. A distinction between these two 

outcomes is whether any sort of change in discriminatory attitudes is necessary on the part of the 

confrontation target. People need not abandon their racist attitudes to adopt egalitarian social 

norms such as refraining from racist speech (Bennett and Sekaquaptewa, 2014; Paluck, 2011). 

They may choose to act in a more egalitarian fashion to adhere to relevant social norms, because 

their racial attitudes have changed accordingly, or both. Thus, both attitude change and norm-

setting are plausible strategies for confronting racist speech. 

Although there are multiple mechanisms connecting confrontation to prevention of future 

discriminatory behavior, what arguably matters most in social media contexts is that 

discriminatory behavior is indeed curtailed. Still, confronting discriminatory behavior can be 

contentious (Czopp et al., 2006; Meyers et al., 2020), and these two goals of confrontation—

attitude change vs. norm-setting—may not be perceived as equally achievable, particularly in an 

online setting. Numerous models of behavior change such as the theory of planned behavior 

(Ajzen, 1991), the Information-Motivation-Behavioral skills (IMB) model (Fisher et al., 2003), 

and the Internal-External Efficacy model (Eden, 2001) suggest that people are willing to engage 

in difficult behaviors if they believe that those behaviors will actually lead to desirable outcomes. 

A recurring finding in the literature is that when behaviors are reframed in more efficacious 

terms, willingness to engage in behaviors increases (e.g., Lim & Noh, 2017). For example, 

people are more likely to engage in confrontation when they believe it would be effective for 

preventing future discrimination (Good et al., 2012; Rattan, 2019). Obermaier (2022) also found 
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that perceived self-efficacy of hate speech intervention was related to self-reported instances of 

online bystander intervention against hate speech. Thus, the efficacy of the confrontation goal 

should be pivotal to the enactment of confrontation. We apply this basic theoretical 

understanding of what motivates difficult behavior to white people’s confrontation of racism on 

social media, a domain in which users are wary of engaging in difficult political discussions.  

Confrontation Goals and Online Political Discussion 

First, we argue that norm-setting may be perceived as a more effective means of 

responding to racism than attitude change. Political communication research has traditionally 

emphasized persuasion (i.e., changing others’ attitudes) as a normatively important goal of 

political deliberation (Eveland et al., 2011). Notably, deliberation requires that all parties and 

their viewpoints are respected and considered, and for parties to be open to changing their own 

opinions. Scholars have critiqued these requirements as being unrealistic given the presences of 

entrenched power hierarchies (Fraser, 1990). In the context we examine, persuasion may appear 

even less efficacious, given general cynicism toward political discussion (Duggan and Smith, 

2016; Powers et al., 2019; Vraga et al., 2015). Nearly 80% of social media users report never 

changing their minds about social or political issues (Duggan and Smith, 2016), and users feel 

that political discussions online are often “contentious,” “argumentative,” and “angry” (Powers 

et al., 2019; Vraga et al., 2015). As one user described, “It normally turns into shouting matches 

and echo chambers, and no one’s opinion ever changes on anything” (Powers et al., 2019: 3640). 

The descriptive norms of online political discussion—contention, hostility, and obstinance—do 

not match the injunctive norms of persuasion and deliberation: reason, logic, and consideration. 

As such, the social media environment may not seem conducive for certain communication goals 

(Worley et al., 2020), specifically attitude change. 
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Potential confronters may also have a normative expectation that racism is not up for 

debate or discussion (Mendelberg, 2001), rendering attitude change as an unacceptable 

confrontation goal. People whose egalitarian views are held as a moral conviction are especially 

unlikely to believe that there is any room for deliberation over racial beliefs (Skitka et al., 2021). 

In sum, users may not believe that changing others’ sociopolitical attitudes is possible—or even 

appropriate—on social media. 

Yet goals and requirements may differ for other norms of communicative behavior 

(Freelon, 2015), including the communication and enforcement of injunctive social norms. 

Norm-setting does not require one to be civil, to respect others’ points of view, or to be open to 

changing one’s own mind. Even in an environment with descriptive norms of incivility, potential 

confronters may still set injunctive norms against intolerance (Rossini, 2020). Additionally, 

norm-setting is effective for changing behavior (Bennett and Sekaquaptewa, 2014; Paluck, 

2011). This may occur even if attitudes themselves do not immediately change, because norm-

setting is a performative action that may have cascading effects throughout users’ social 

networks (Paluck, 2011). Thus, the confronter need not necessarily concern themselves with 

changing the transgressor’s racist attitudes in order to curtail the offending behavior. Based on 

this evidence, framing the goal of confronting racism as norm-setting may increase white users’ 

willingness to confront racist speech on social media. Of note, attitude change and norm-setting 

goals are not necessarily mutually exclusive, and potential confronters may have multiple goals 

in mind (Worley et al., 2020). In such instances, potential confronters may alter their 

communicative goals to prioritize the more achievable one (i.e., norm setting) (Worley et al., 

2020). 
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To summarize, the nature of sociopolitical discussions in general, and on social media in 

particular, give users the expectation that changing another’s attitude is nearly impossible. Thus, 

users are less likely to attempt changing an offender’s racial attitudes when encountering racist 

speech online. On the other hand, norm-setting as a confrontation goal does not rely on the same 

communicative pre-conditions as attitude change, such as respect for all viewpoints and being 

open to having one’s own opinion changed. Further, norm-setting can achieve behavioral change 

even when individuals’ attitudes remain unchanged. Therefore, we hypothesize the following: 

H1: Participants will be more willing to confront racist speech when the goal is norm-

setting (vs. attitude change). 

Norm-Setting Across Contexts 

Just as we consider the specific context of social media, we also consider whether norm-

setting as a goal of confrontation might be particularly advantageous for different people and in 

different relational contexts (Brown et al., 2021). Online discussions may involve partners 

ranging from strangers to close family members, with whom potential confronters have varying 

amounts of the relational capital needed to successfully engage in difficult conversations. Thus, 

relationship dynamics such as closeness between discussion partners may be an important factor 

related to confronting racist speech. Likewise, although the descriptive norms of online political 

discussions may signal that confronting racist speech is likely to be difficult, potential 

confronters may vary on an individual level in the degree to which they are cynical about the 

efficacy of engaging in political conversations. These individual differences and relational 

contexts may present additional barriers that our norm-setting confrontation goal intervention 

must overcome. Thus, we examine whether norm-setting remains a comparatively appealing 
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strategy for confronting racism: a) when the confronter is cynical about the efficacy of political 

discussion in general, and b) when the target of confrontation is relationally distant. 

Discussion cynicism. As we have noted, Americans overall are cynical about political 

discussions (Duggan and Smith, 2016; Powers et al., 2019; Vraga et al., 2015). We argue that 

this general cynicism regarding the ability to change others’ minds or have productive dialogues 

about difficult issues contributes to white users’ reticence to confront racism on social media. 

Yet people may also differ in just how cynical they are of political discussions online. Inasmuch 

as political malaise seems common among social media users, some people take a much more 

optimistic view of whether social media can be used to effect political change (Anderson et al., 

2018; Knight Foundation, 2022). We conceptualize discussion cynicism as an individual 

difference variable representing decreased levels of means efficacy (Eden, 2001) regarding 

political discussions as a specific action that users could employ to curtail racist speech online. In 

other words, individuals high in discussion cynicism believe discussion is an ineffective means 

of accomplishing political goals (e.g., persuasion). As a form of efficacy, discussion cynicism 

should be related to decreased likelihood of engaging in political discussions (Ajzen, 1991; 

Eden, 2001; Fisher et al., 2003).  

As a form of means efficacy, discussion cynicism originates external to a person: in the 

means (i.e., discussion as a particular behavior) through which a task (i.e., changing others’ 

sociopolitical attitudes and behaviors) may be accomplished (Eden, 2001). In contrast, political 

self-efficacy originates internal to a person: in the person’s generalized perception that they can 

understand and influence the political system (Lane, Lee, et al., 2019; Obermaier, 2022). Thus, 

political self-efficacy concerns the person, whereas discussion cynicism concerns a means a 

person might use to accomplish a certain task (Eden, 2001). Because discussion cynicism 
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addresses means efficacy regarding the use of discussion to influence others’ attitudes and 

behaviors, it should be more relevant than internal political self-efficacy to the context under 

study: the use of confrontation in response to racist speech online (Eden, 2001). We predict that 

greater discussion cynicism should be related to lower willingness to confront racist speech, 

regardless of the confrontation goal:  

H2: Participants who are higher in discussion cynicism will be less willing to confront 

racist speech than participants who are lower in discussion cynicism. 

Additionally, we consider whether norm setting would be an appealing confrontation goal 

for a group which should be least willing to engage in confrontation: users high in discussion 

cynicism. On the one hand, those who are highly cynical about their ability to change others’ 

attitudes via social media may remain unwilling to engage in confrontation no matter how the 

goal is framed. On the other hand, norm-setting could effectively re-frame confrontation as a 

more attainable and efficacious behavior for this cynical group. It is important to note that we 

raise this possibility without necessarily claiming that norm-setting will be an unappealing 

strategy for users with low discussion cynicism. Thus, our hypothesis does not concern an 

interactive relationship, but rather the conditional effect of confrontation goal among those high 

in discussion cynicism: 

H3: Participants who are higher in discussion cynicism will be more willing to confront 

racist speech when the goal is norm-setting (vs. attitude change). 

Closeness to target. Research suggests that social media reinforce people’s tendency to 

engage in political discussion with those who are relationally close to them (Eveland et al., 2011; 

Lu and Lee, 2021; Morey et al., 2012). Discussions with close ties are characterized by higher 

levels of disagreement, indicating that difficult dialogues require the relational capital that comes 
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along with close relationships (Morey et al., 2012). The strength of close-tie relationships might 

offer grounds for more elaborate attempts at both confrontation goals: persuading people to 

abandon racist views, or communicating and enforcing shared social norms. Because targets who 

are relationally closer to us are likely to be members of shared social networks, norm-setting may 

be particularly effective as egalitarian norms spread throughout these networks (Paluck, 2011). 

Recent work demonstrates that white Americans report greater intentions to confront friends, 

rather than strangers, who commit racist acts (Brown et al., 2021). For these reasons, closeness to 

target may be directly related to confrontation willingness for either goal: 

H4: Participants will be more willing to confront racist speech when the speaker is 

relationally closer to them than when the speaker is relationally more distant from them. 

Again, we consider the effects of norm-setting under the conditions where confrontation 

may be most difficult: confronting weak-ties. Given the looser requirements of norm-setting 

(e.g., no need to be civil or respect all views), people might be more willing to confront a 

stranger or acquaintance on social media if their goal is norm-setting (vs. attitude change). 

Potential confronters would also more likely inhibit alternative goals such as relational 

maintenance, in favor of norm-setting, when the confrontation target is relationally distant 

(Worley et al., 2020). As with discussion cynicism, we make this prediction without necessarily 

expecting that the confrontation goal manipulation will be less effective for relationally close 

targets. Thus, we posit a conditional effect of confrontation goal when targets are relationally 

distant: 

H5: When the speaker is relationally more distant, participants will be more willing to 

confront racist speech when the goal is norm-setting (vs. attitude change). 

Method 
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Data and Sample  

 This study utilized a survey experiment embedded in an original two-wave national 

survey fielded during the 2020 U.S. general election period. The research firm YouGov 

administered participant recruitment and oversaw data collection. YouGov employs a matching 

methodology to recruit representative population samples from their online panel of 

approximately 1.2 million active U.S. respondents. Using age, gender, race, and education 

characteristics from the full 2017 American Community Survey (ACS), YouGov constructed a 

frame that was used in sampling. YouGov invited 3,293 individuals in their pool to participate, 

from September 9th to 14th. 1,574 of invited individuals responded, resulting in a cooperation rate 

of 47.79%. Based on the sampling frame, respondents were matched down to the contracted 

sample, which resulted in a final Wave 1 (W1) dataset (N = 1,350). Data for Wave 2 (W2) was 

collected between October 27th to November 12th. Participants from W1 were re-contacted, and 

1,112 provided valid W2 responses (retention rate = 82.37%). Given the nature of our 

hypotheses and the fact that the survey experiment and outcome measures were embedded in the 

second wave of the study, we analyzed white identifying respondents who provided valid data 

for both waves and reported using social media in both waves (n = 719).  

Based on demographic measures from W1, this sample has a mean age of 53.34 years, 

median education of “some college”, and a median income of $50,000 - $69,999. The gender 

composition of the sample was 55.9% female, 43.7% male, and 0.4% another gender category. 

37.4% identified as Democrats, 30% as Republican, and 32.5% as Independent/Other. Data and 

analysis code for this study can be accessed at: 

https://osf.io/sxf25/?view_only=9a81b46718cc4516b3e2378b1832626d 

Experimental Confrontation Vignette  
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 This study embedded a survey experiment in the second wave. We presented participants 

with a vignette that asked to them to: “imagine coming across a racist post or comment by 

[target] on social media. How likely would you be to write something in response on social 

media for the following purposes?” The “target” in the scenario was randomly assigned to be 

either a stranger, acquaintance, close friend, or family member. Because we are interested in 

increasing relational closeness between the participant and the target rather than differences 

between specific target categories themselves, we used a linear contrast (-3, -1, 1, 3) to represent 

closeness to target (W2), with stranger coded as -3, acquaintance coded as -1, close friend coded 

as 1, and family member coded as 3. Of note, our vignette does not specify the platform on 

which this interaction is occurring. We further discuss this limitation in the Discussion section. 

Measures  

 See Table 1 for descriptive statistics of and zero-order correlations between key 

measures. 

Confrontation goal and likelihood. Confrontation goal (W2) was a within-subjects 

factor, implemented by presenting the following two items in random order. In reference to the 

vignette (W2), respondents were asked how likely they would be to respond in order to: 1) 

change the target’s opinion about race/racism, and 2) let the target know that expressing racist 

views will not be tolerated. Responses were measures on a 5-point scale from 1 (not at all likely) 

to 5 (extremely likely). The items are labeled confront for attitude change (W2) (M = 1.89, SD = 

1.21) and confront for norm-setting (W2) respectively (M = 2.66, SD = 1.55). 

Discussion cynicism. In W1, discussion cynicism was measured with two items: a) “In 

general, how possible do you think it is to change someone's mind by talking about politics?” 

and b) “In general, how productive do you think talking about politics can be?” Responses were 
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measures on a 5-point scale from 1 (not at all possible) to 5 (extremely possible) and then reverse 

scored so larger values indicated higher levels of cynicism toward political discussion. The two 

items were averaged together to assess discussion cynicism (W1) (M = 3.26, SD = .76, r = .58). 

To aid in interpretation this index was converted into Z-scores. We further address measurement 

of discussion cynicism in the Discussion section. 

Control variables. Our analyses also included several control variables from W1. First, 

we assessed respondents’ general use of social media, by asking which social media platform 

they used in the last 30 days from a list of commonly used platforms (Facebook, Twitter, 

Instagram, YouTube, SnapChat, WhatsApp, TikTok, and Other Platforms). For the platforms 

respondents indicated using, we asked the frequency of use on a 7-point scale from 1 (never) to 7 

(multiple times a day). Scale points 3 (once per week) and 4 (1 to 2 days per week) inadvertently 

had overlapping labels, so we combined these values resulting in a 6-point scale. All items were 

averaged to create an index of general social media use (W1) (M = 4.80; SD = 1.07, α = .67).  

Next, we asked about respondents’ political attitudes by adapting items from the 

American National Election Study (American National Election Studies, 2021). Respondents 

reported their interest in politics on a 5-point scale from 1 (not at all interested) to 5 (extremely 

interested); political interest (W1) (M = 3.83; SD = 1.20). Political self-efficacy was assessed 

with two items: a) “I have a good understanding of the important political issues facing our 

country” and b) “I consider myself well qualified to participate in politics,” measured on a seven-

point scale from 1 (extremely untrue) to 7 (extremely true). Items were combined into a mean-

index of political self-efficacy (W1) (M = 5.72; SD = 1.35, r = .65).  

Finally, to control for more general attitudes toward groups that might be the target of 

racism, we assessed respondents’ perceived closeness to Black and Hispanic people on a five-
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point scale from 1 (not very close) to 5 (extremely close); closeness to Black people (W1) (M = 

2.71; SD = 1.14), closeness to Hispanic people (W1) (M = 2.66; SD = 1.11). 

Results 

To test our hypotheses, we ran three linear regression models, using cluster-robust 

standard errors to account for the within-subjects measurement of confrontation likelihood. 

Models reported in Table 2 predicted confrontation likelihood based on confrontation goal, 

discussion cynicism, closeness to target, and the control variables. We first examine model 1, 

which tested direct relationships in hypotheses 1, 2, and 4. Next we examine models 2 and 3, 

which examine conditional relationships by adding interactions between confrontation goal and 

discussion cynicism and closeness to target, testing H3 and H5, respectively. 

Direct Relationships 

H1 predicted that participants would be more willing to confront racist speech for norm-

setting than for attitude change. Providing support for H1, participants reported that they would 

be more likely to confront the target for the purpose of norm-setting than for the purpose of 

changing the target’s attitude about race/racism, b = 0.77, SE = 0.05, p < .001 (see Table 2). H2 

predicted that participants with higher discussion cynicism would be less willing to confront 

racist speech than participants with lower discussion cynicism. Providing support for H2, 

participants who were more cynical of political discussions reported lower likelihood of 

confronting the target, b = -0.12, SE = 0.05, p = .008. Of note, discussion cynicism had a 

statistically significant relationship with confrontation willingness even when controlling for 

political self-efficacy. We also found support for H4, which predicted that participants would be 

more willing to confront racist speech for relationally closer speakers than for relationally distant 

speakers, b = 0.06, SE = 0.02, p = .002.ii 
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Conditional Relationships 

H3 predicted that among participants with high discussion cynicism, the norm-setting 

goal condition would result in greater willingness to confront racist speech than the attitude 

change goal condition. Again, we note that H3 is concerned with a conditional relationship, rather 

than an interactive relationship. However, in order to properly estimate this conditional 

relationship, we created an interaction term between the confrontation goal manipulation and 

discussion cynicismiii, which was not statistically significant (b = 0.02, SE = 0.05, p = .727). 

Using this interactive model, we tested H3 by conducting a simple slopes analysis. This allowed 

us to examine the conditional effect of confrontation goal specifically for high discussion 

cynicism participants. Providing support for H3, confrontation goal (norm-setting) had a 

statistically significant positive effect on confrontation likelihood for participants with high 

(+1SD) discussion cynicism: b = 0.75, 95% CI[0.61, 0.89]. Thus, the confrontation goal 

manipulation was effective at increasing confrontation willingness for individuals with high 

discussion cynicism. We also checked if this effect would hold for participants with low (-1SD) 

discussion cynicism. For these individuals, norm-setting (vs. attitude change) also led to higher 

confrontation likelihood: b = 0.79, 95% CI[0.64, 0.94]. Therefore, we found that norm-setting 

(vs. attitude change) increased confrontation willingness across levels of discussion cynicism.  

We conducted similar analyses to test H5, which predicted that participants would be 

more willing to confront racist speech for norm-setting (vs. attitude change) when the speaker is 

relationally more distant (e.g., stranger, acquaintances). The goal x target interaction term in 

Model 3 indicated insufficient evidence of a statistically significant difference in the effect of 

confrontation goal on willingness to confront across levels of closeness to the target, b = -0.01, 

SE = 0.02, p = .822. Again, we used simple slopes analysis to test the specific conditional effect 
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posited in H5. Providing support for this hypothesis, norm-setting as a confrontation goal had a 

statistically significant positive effect on confrontation likelihood for more distant targets: 

stranger: b = 0.75, 95% CI[0.58, 0.93]; acquaintance: b = 0.76, 95% CI[0.65, 0.88]. This norm-

setting confrontation goal effect also held for relationally closer targets: close friend: b = 0.77, 

95% CI[0.66, 0.88]; family member: b = 0.78, 95% CI[0.61, 0.95]. Therefore, we found that 

norm-setting (vs. attitude change) increased confrontation willingness across levels of closeness 

to the target.  

Discussion 

The current study investigated the roles of confrontation goal, discussion cynicism, and 

relational closeness to target in shaping white participants’ willingness to confront racist speech 

online. Overall, we find that framing the goal of confronting racist speech online as norm-setting 

(as opposed to attitude change) increases confrontation willingness. This effect held across key 

individual and relational contexts where confrontation is theoretically least likely: a) when the 

potential confronter is highly cynical about political discussions and b) when the target of 

confrontation is relationally distant. 

Given the perceived difficulty of engaging in fruitful political discussions online (Duggan 

and Smith, 2016; Powers et al., 2019; Vraga et al., 2015), persuading someone to change their 

deep-seated racial attitudes may seem insurmountable to the average user. Not only may norm-

setting be more achievable in social media settings under which deliberation is difficult (Bennett 

and Pfetsch, 2018), but norm-setting may be a more desirable goal when the matter being 

deliberated is whether racist expressions are acceptable (Mendelberg, 2001; Skitka et al., 2021). 

Our results indicate that reframing the purpose of confronting racist speech on social media may 

have a positive effect on white users’ confrontation willingness. This increased willingness to set 
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norms around racist speech could alter social power dynamics by reminding confrontation targets 

of the social costs that may accompany inegalitarian behavior. Instead of the seemingly 

insurmountable task of changing targets’ attitudes and hoping they personally decide not to 

spread racism online, norm-setting could levy the threat of social sanctions that may make 

targets hesitant to spread racist speech online regardless of their racial attitudes. 

Respondents who were more cynical of political discussions also reported lower 

likelihood of confronting racist speech, a relationship that was observed even while controlling 

for political self-efficacy. Theoretically, this suggests that the perception that online political 

discussions are futile presents one important barrier to confronting racism on social media. 

Confrontation likelihood was also greater when the target was relationally close vs. distant to the 

target (Brown et al., 2021). This is consistent with past research suggesting that individuals need 

the relational capital that comes with close relationships in order to discuss difficult topics 

(Morey et al., 2012). Because social media contexts can expose user to racism from relationally 

distant sources, it may make confrontation on these platforms more challenging.  

Apart from these main relationships, we found that norm-setting was an effective 

confrontation strategy for two groups of people that are particularly resistant to engaging in 

confrontation: a) those who are highly cynical of political discussions and b) those who are faced 

with confronting a target that is relationally distant. Respondents with high discussion cynicism 

reported less likelihood of confronting racist online speech overall; however, they reported 

greater likelihood to do so for the purpose of norm-setting (vs. attitude change). This 

demonstrates the utility of norm-setting as a confrontation goal, even among those who lack a 

sense of efficacy when in comes to political communication on social media. These findings are 

consistent with previous research on the role of efficacy in adopting relevant behaviors (Ajzen, 
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1991; Eden, 2001; Fisher et al., 2003; Lim and Noh, 2017; Obermaier, 2022). By shifting the 

goal of confrontation away from attitude change and toward one that is potentially more 

achievable (i.e., setting norms around racist speech), people may feel more efficacious about the 

prospect of confronting racist speech and then enact the relevant behavior. 

Similarly, although participants reported less likelihood of confronting more distant 

targets (e.g., strangers, acquaintances) overall, they reported greater likelihood of doing so for 

the purpose of norm-setting (vs. attitude change). Because persuading someone to change their 

racist attitudes requires relational capital that likely does not exist for relationally distant targets 

(Morey et al., 2012), social media users may be less likely to confront racist speech with this 

goal in mind. Conveying norms around racist speech requires less relational capital and may 

therefore be a more attractive goal for more distant targets. 

Importantly, these findings can serve as the foundation for the development of 

interventions that could increase the likelihood that white social media users will confront racist 

speech when they encounter it on social media. The current study manipulated confrontation goal 

in the wording of the item measuring confrontation likelihood itself, using a within-subjects 

repeated measures design. Although our results indicate greater confrontation likelihood when 

the measurement item conveys the goal as norm-setting (vs. attitude change), this manipulation 

provides less information about how to convince people to adopt either goal. We call for future 

research to design and test such framing interventions (including specific message wording 

related to how social norms are communicated and enforced; Hangartner et al., 2021), which 

could then be employed at scale to alleviate the harm of racist speech online.  

Limitations and Future Directions 
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There are other limitations to the current study that should be addressed. Chiefly, 

discussion cynicism deserves a more thorough conceptualization and operationalization. People’s 

cynicism around online discussion is well documented; however, the two items we use to 

measure discussion cynicism are likely less than adequate to fully capture the concept. Future 

research should work to explicate discussion cynicism in much greater detail and develop more 

precise measures for the online context. Second, our experimental vignette did not indicate the 

group memberships of the confrontation target or the group at which their racist post was 

directed. These factors may affect perceptions of the discriminatory speech, the confrontation 

target, and the confronter (Dickter et al., 2011; Focella et al., 2015; Meyers et al., 2020; Rasinski 

and Czopp, 2010). Future research should explore how the identities of all parties involved are 

implicated in confrontation willingness. Likewise, although our focus was—for good reason—

specifically on white social media users, future research could also explore how confrontation 

goal, discussion cynicism, and relational closeness are related to non-white users’ willingness to 

confront racist speech online. As we noted in the Methods section, our experimental vignette also 

did not specify the platform on which the racist speech and confrontation were occurring. Given 

that platforms may differ regarding their norms around uncivil and intolerant speech (Rossini, 

2020), future work in this area could explore platform effects in willingness to confront. 

Another critique of this study is that by asking participants about their willingness to 

respond to speech we describe as racist, we are simply invoking a social desirability bias to 

report greater willingness than they would otherwise have (Kawakami et al., 2009). Still, there is 

no reason to believe that this bias—should any exist—would be stronger depending on the 

confrontation goal condition, the relational distance to target condition, or the participant’s level 

of discussion cynicism. To the extent that any social desirability bias exists, it might only inflate 
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the willingness to confront scores overall but not necessarily account for any of the differences 

we find between experimental conditions or across the range of discussion cynicism. Still, future 

studies could present participants with examples of racist online speech, provided researchers 

exercise the appropriate caution to protect participants from unnecessary harm. Along these 

lines, confrontation willingness and goal enactment could be measured by observing 

participants’ responses to racist speech in greater detail (Kawakami et al., 2009).  

Norm-Setting: Addressing Social Conditions, Not Individual Attitudes 

In concluding, we would highlight an additional benefit of norm-setting as a 

confrontation goal for prejudice reduction. More recent scholarly and public attention has 

focused on the distinction between conceptualizing racism and other forms of discrimination as 

individual acts as opposed to the outcomes of complex social systems (Bonilla‐Silva, 2021). For 

example, in the case of racist speech and other forms of online harassment, online platforms set 

and enforce policies that influence how racist speech may be treated (Schoenebeck et al., 2020). 

Considering attitude change and norm-setting as confrontation goals, a distinction can be drawn 

between the former as addressing the behavior of an individual and the latter as addressing the 

social environment in which the various actors (confronter, confrontation target, bystanders, etc.) 

exist. Whereas attempts at attitude change hope racist speakers will refrain from racist speech out 

of the goodness of their own heart, norm-setting seeks to make it costly, at least socially, to 

engage in anti-egalitarian behavior (Nelissen and Mulder, 2013). In this way, attitude change as a 

confrontation goal does little to address the social conditions under which racist speech occurs, 

including the social power imbalances that underlie racial hierarches and the expression of racist 

beliefs. Conversely, by making racist speech socially costly, norm-setting as a confrontation goal 
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takes a small step toward limiting offenders’ social power by changing the dynamics of the 

social environment in which the racist speech may occur (Nelissen and Mulder, 2013).  

Prominent civil rights activist Kwame Ture (born Stokely Carmichael) famously stated, 

“If a white man wants to lynch me, that’s his problem. If he’s got the power to lynch me, that’s 

my problem. Racism is not a question of attitude, it’s a question of power” (Blow, 2021). Clearly 

lynching is a far cry from online racist speech as racial aggression is concerned; however, Ture 

underscored the point that racist attitudes were less an issue absent the social power to convert 

those attitudes into harmful behaviors. By changing the nature of the online social environment, 

norm-setting as a confrontation goal aims to erode the social power that might allow offenders to 

freely express racist beliefs, regardless of the offender’s attitudes and personal desire to behave 

in an egalitarian fashion (Bonilla‐Silva, 2021). It attempts to alter the social power dynamics that 

give rise to racist speech, rather than relying on the good will of an offender to change their 

views and decide not to wield their social power in harmful ways. Our identification of norm-

setting as a goal that will lead to greater confrontation willingness is in keeping with a focus on 

changing social conditions to eradicate discriminatory behavior online. 
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i This definition excludes more passive forms of responding to—but not challenging—
discriminatory acts, such as distraction or changing the subject (Meyers et al., 2020). 
 
ii Results for relational closeness of target do not substantively change when using a linear 
contrast in which close friends are denoted as relationally closer than family members (i.e., 
family members coded as 1 and close friends coded as 3). 
 
iii The significance of an interaction term is not indicative of the significance of an effect at some 
particular level of a moderator variable (Brambor et al., 2006). Further, simply looking at an 
interaction coefficient can mask important substantive conditional relationships. Therefore, we 
include interactive terms simply as a means of calculating simple slopes (i.e., conditional 
relationships). 
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Tables 
 
Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations with confidence intervals 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
          
1. Confrontation for 
attitude change (W2)  
 

1.89 1.21               

2. Confrontation for  
norm-setting (W2) 2.66 1.55 .50**             

      [.45, .56]             
3. Discussion Cynicism 
(W1) 3.26 0.76 -.18** -.15**           

      [-.25, -.11] [-.22, -.08]           
4. General Social Media 
Use (W1) 4.80 1.06 .03 .06 .01         

      [-.04, .10] [-.01, .14] [-.07, .08]         
5. Political Interest (W1) 
 3.83 1.20 .08* .15** -.20** .12**       

      [.01, .15] [.08, .23] [-.26, -.12] [.05, .20]       
6. Political Self-Efficacy 
(W1) 5.72 1.35 .03 .13** -.18** .05 .67**     

      [-.05, .10] [.06, .21] [-.25, -.11] [-.02, .13] [.63, .71]     
7. Closeness to Black 
People (W1) 2.71 1.14 .15** .27** -.17** .07 .20** .19**   

      [.08, .22] [.20, .33] [-.24, -.09] [-.00, .14] [.13, .27] [.12, .26]   
8. Closeness to Hispanic 
People (W1) 2.66 1.11 .08* .16** -.17** .07 .28** .25** .71** 

      [.01, .15] [.09, .23] [-.24, -.10] [-.01, .14] [.21, .34] [.18, .32] [.67, .75] 
                    

Note. M and SD are used to represent mean and standard deviation, respectively. Values in square brackets indicate the 95% 
confidence interval for each correlation. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01. 
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Table 2. Regression Models Predicting Confrontation Likelihood 
 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3  
Confrontation Goal (W2) -  
norm-setting (vs. attitude change)  0.77 (0.05)*** 0.77 (0.05)*** 0.77 (0.05)*** 

Discussion Cynicism (W1)  -0.12 (0.05)** -0.13 (0.05)* -0.12 (0.05)** 
Closeness to Target (W2)  0.06 (0.02)** 0.06 (0.02)** 0.06 (0.02)* 
General Social Media Use (W1)  0.04 (0.04) 0.04 (0.04) 0.04 (0.04) 
Political Interest (W1)  0.13 (0.05)* 0.13 (0.05)* 0.13 (0.05)* 
Political Self-Efficacy (W1)  0.01 (0.04) 0.01 (0.04) 0.01 (0.04) 
Closeness to Black People (W1)  0.28 (0.05)*** 0.28 (0.05)*** 0.28 (0.05)*** 
Closeness to Hispanic People (W1)  -0.08 (0.05) -0.08 (0.05) -0.08 (0.05) 
Age (W1)  -0.01 (0.00)*** -0.01 (0.00)*** -0.01 (0.00)*** 
Sex (W1) (ref = Female)    
     Male -0.01 (0.09) -0.01 (0.09) -0.01 (0.09) 
     Other 0.18 (0.66) 0.18 (0.66) 0.18 (0.66) 
Education (W1) (ref = High school or less) 
     Some college  -0.05 (0.11)  -0.05 (0.11)  -0.05 (0.11)  
     Degree or higher  -0.11 (0.11)  -0.11 (0.11)  -0.11 (0.11)  
Party Affiliation (W1) (ref = Democrat)  
     Republican  -0.29 (0.10)***  -0.29 (0.10)***  -0.29 (0.10)***  
     Independent/Other  -0.03 (0.10)  -0.03 (0.10)  -0.03 (0.10)  

Confrontation Goal (W2) x  
Discussion Cynicism (W1)  

 0.02 (0.05)   

Confrontation Goal (W2) x  
Closeness to Target (W2)  

  -0.01 (0.02)  

(intercept)  2.30 (0.29)*** 2.30 (0.29)*** 2.30 (0.29)*** 
R2  0.177 0.177 0.177 
R2 Adj.  0.169 0.168 0.168 
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001; N = 719; Based on 1,438 observations; Cluster-robust 
standard errors reported. 
 


