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How do people assess the authenticity and legitimacy of another per-

son’s racial self-identification? This study explores the racial concep-
tions held by bothBlack andWhiteAmericans as they decidewho they
believe can—and cannot—self-identify as Black across a range of con-
texts. We examine how a person’s responses compare to their percep-
tions of how other Americans evaluate racial claims. Using a series of
survey experiments, we find that respondents privilege the information
contained in genetic ancestry tests over and above other attributes, such
as self-identification. We do not observe meaningful differences by race
in the treatment effects, illustrating the shared nature of these schemas.
However, we find a discordance between respondents’ beliefs and their
perceptions of how other Americans would respond in similar settings,
suggesting that the attributes people themselves use in both classifi-
cations and to judge authenticity differ from their perceptions of the
broader social “rules” regarding race.
In 2014, Ralph Taylor, a business owner who had always previously self-
identified as White, learned about an affirmative action program that bene-
fited minority-owned businesses. He then took a genetic ancestry test (GAT)
reserved, including rights for text and data
technologies or similar technologies. Pub-
ttps://doi.org/10.1086/740028

d funding from the Columbia Population
sults, information, and opinions solely rep-
of the authors and are not endorsed by, or

(March 2026): 1147–1181 1147

https://doi.org/10.1086/740028


American Journal of Sociology
and submitted the results as “proof” that he could self-identify as Black; his
results indicated that about 4% of his genome shared similarity with popu-
lations from Sub-Saharan African (SSA) regions.2 The government officials
chargedwith certifying his status, however, did not agree. Citing his appear-
ance, his lack of non-White relatives or ancestors, and the dearth of demon-
strable “evidence that Mr. Taylor has personally suffered social and economic
disadvantage by virtue of being a Black American,” the officials ultimately de-
nied his claim (Zhang 2018). Not long after, Taylor unsuccessfully sued both
the State of Washington and the federal government, attempting to use his
GAT results as legal evidence that he should be able to identify as a racial mi-
nority and therefore benefit from the program.
How do people assess the authenticity and legitimacy of another’s racial

self-identification?3 This question has become increasingly important as the
US experiences a considerably changing racial landscape. On the one hand,
the multiracial population has steadily grown, resulting in an increased num-
ber of individuals with potential claims to multiple racial identities or with ra-
cially ambiguous appearances (Harris and Sim 2002; Gullickson andMorning
2011; Starr and Pao 2024). On the other hand, not all racial self-identifications
carry the same implications or are equally likely to be seen as authentic by
2 Although these direct-to-consumer tests are commonly referred to as “genetic ancestry
tests,” some argue that the term “ancestry” is a misnomer for the information they provide.
In reality, GATs simply describe a person’s genetic similarity to various present-day—
rather than ancestral—reference populations (Coop 2022; National Academies of Sciences,
Engineering, andMedicine 2023). GAT companies provide personal ancestry information
to consumers by comparing genetic ancestry information (i.e., the DNA inherited from
one’s biological ancestors; Mathieson and Scally 2020) to various present-day reference
populations, which are then collapsed into simple geographic categories (e.g., “an estimated
75% of your ancestors are from Southern Europe” and “an estimated 25% are fromCentral
America”). Importantly, while an individual’s genetic ancestry is complex and continuous,
GAT results are simplified into discrete, coarse categories. For simplicity and to align with
the ways that they are often understood by consumers, for the purposes of this study—
unless otherwise specified—we use the term “ancestry” to refer to the information captured
by GAT results.
3 Racial self-identifications describe the race/ethnicity that a given person self-identifies
with (e.g., Black or White). For simplicity, we use “racial identification” and “racial self-
identification” interchangeably in this study. On the other hand, racial classifications describe
the process of categorizing another person into one racial category or another (Saperstein and
Penner 2012; Roth 2016).
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Policing the Boundaries of Blackness
external observers. Indeed, numerous personal characteristics shape how the
integrity of a particular racial self-identification is judged, such as ancestry
and GAT results, context, or perceptions of one’s past experiences of discrim-
ination. If Ralph Taylor’s GAT result showed slightly higher SSA ancestry,
would he have encountered a different reaction? If the officials believed that
he had experienced racial discrimination and social disadvantage, would that
have led them to accept his racial self-identification as Black? Regardless of
one’s views on Taylor’s controversial case, it is clear that there are ambigu-
ous social rules about how individuals on themargins ought to identify and in
what contexts such identifications are considered appropriate.

This study examines how people police the boundaries of Blackness in
assessing whether a particular self-identification as Black is considered au-
thentic and legitimate. Through twonovel survey experiments,we shed light
on how people assess and construct ideas of legitimacy when considering
another’s racial self-identification, with a focus on racially ambiguous indi-
viduals. Specifically,we assess how characteristics such as ancestry informa-
tion, whether the individual is filling out a census or a scholarship applica-
tion, and the prior self-identification of the individual each affect perceptions
of the acceptability of a self-identification as Black. Further, given that prior
work suggests that there may be differences in the racial schemas held by
in- and out-groups,we examine these patterns among bothBlack andWhite
Americans (Dubriwny, Bates, and Bevan 2004; Feliciano 2016). Across ex-
periments, our goal is not to determine an exhaustive list of the characteristics
that shape classification, but rather to shed light on how people process such
information and leverage it in crafting normative judgments about another’s
racial self-identification. Do people see some sources of information, such as
GAT results, as more objective (and therefore authentic) than others? Do
material stakes, such as identifying as Black on a scholarship application, shape
how people judge particular identifications?

Importantly, to establish how people conceptualize authenticity in racial
contexts, it is insufficient to examine only how individuals themselves clas-
sify and evaluate others. As people navigate their own perceptions of a given
individual (i.e., their first-order beliefs), they also grapple with their percep-
tions and beliefs about the broader social order, or the norms governing how
other Americans would respond in similar scenarios. Perceptions of the con-
sensus beliefs of others—defined as generalized second-order beliefs4—pro-
vide a critical window into how racial classifications are made because such
decisions occur in a social context, where the expected views of others may
be consequential (Weber 1968; Johnson, Dowd, and Ridgeway 2006; Correll
et al. 2017; Mildenberger and Tingley 2019; Mize 2024). For example, prior
4 Generalized second-order beliefs are also called third-order inferences in some litera-
tures (Correll et al. 2017; Melamed et al. 2019; Mize 2024). Here, for simplicity, we use
the terms “generalized second-order beliefs” and “second-order beliefs” interchangeably.
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literature has shown that, even when people’s first-order views diverge from
their perceptions of consensus beliefs, they still uphold norms that they believe
reflect socially legitimate systems (Walker, Rogers, andZelditch 1988;Melamed
et al. 2019). Likewise, perceptions of whether others will accept a given ra-
cial identity have been shown to affect an individual’s own self-identification
decision (Roth and Ivemark 2018). And yet, whether and how individual be-
liefs align with perceptions of the broader social order has not been clearly es-
tablished, a critical oversight in understanding how racial schemas are con-
structed and deployed.
Our studymakes three contributions to sociological literatures. To preview

our results, we first find that people privilege ancestry information over both
prior identification and context in making classifications and evaluations of
other’s self-identifications.Ourfindings further suggest that the outsized effect
of ancestry information is due to the fact that both Black and White respon-
dents primarily consider it to be a mark of honesty and legitimacy in who can
self-identify as Black, rather than an indicator of past experiences of discrim-
ination or of shared cultural heritage with the Black community. Second, we
find that Black andWhite Americans generally align in theways that they po-
lice the boundary around who can self-identify as Black, illustrating the
shared nature of such schemas across in- and out-groups. Third, we find that
the characteristics and cues that affect how respondents evaluate racial claims
do not neatly align with those that they perceive tomatter to other Americans
writ large, suggesting that the markers that people themselves use in judg-
ments differ from their perceptions of the social “rules” regarding race. How-
ever, with our nationally representative sample, we show that perceptions of
other Americans’ beliefs are inaccurate: If respondents truly did know what
the average American believed, averaged first-order responses would align
with perceptions of how others would respond. Moreover, both Black and
White respondents rate their own approval and perception of integrity as
higher than other in-group Americans. In all, our results illustrate a broad
pluralistic ignorance toward the racial schemas held by others, which may
have consequences for both individually held beliefs as well as behaviors.
Taken all together, our work builds on literatures on the markers that

shape classification, the policing of racial boundaries, and the construction of
conceptions of authenticity and legitimacy to offer an explanation for how both
Black andWhite Americans police the boundary around Blackness and con-
ceptualize legitimacy.

BACKGROUND

Racial Classifications and Schemas

Racial classification logics shape the racial structure of the US, which in
turn affects mechanisms of stratification such as racial discrimination and
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prejudice (Saperstein, Kizer, and Penner 2015; Feliciano 2016; Roth 2018;
Monk 2022).While a large body of literature on race in sociology has focused
on the characteristics that shape racial self-identification, how an individual
racially identifies does not necessarily map onto how others perceive them
(Campbell and Troyer 2007; Feliciano 2016; Roth 2016; López and Hogan
2021; Huang 2023). Indeed, scholars categorize race in the US as a “suprain-
dividual” trait (Brubaker 2016a), rather than a subjective individual identity
alone. In this sense, someone without any societally accepted claim to a racial
identity5 may be seen as illegitimate and inauthentic by others (e.g., consider
Rachel Dolezal, a womanwith twoWhite parents who began self-identifying
asBlack andwasmetwithwidespread criticism and rebuke; Brubaker 2016a).
The decision to identify as Black is, then, an iterative process between indi-
vidual and collective perception.

This study examines the racial schemas—“the bundle of racial categories
and the set of rules for what they mean, how they are ordered, and how to
apply them to oneself and others” (Roth 2012, p. 12)—that both Black and
White Americans hold as they classify and evaluate a fictitious individual.
These schemas reflect understandings about the nature of race that are per-
ceived to be shared across populations (Brubaker 2016a; Boutyline and Soter
2021; Schachter, Flores, and Maghbouleh 2021; Thompson 2025). Further,
they shed light on how people make distinctions between in- and out-groups
and how status and power differentiations between “us” and “them” emerge
(Weber 1968; Lamont and Molnár 2002). These distinctions are not made
in a vacuum; they are the outcome of a social process that is negotiated by
groups on either side of a boundary divide (Wimmer 2008, 2013; Okamoto
2014). Yet each racial/ethnic boundary is specific in its attributes; bound-
aries vary in their characteristics across history and spatial contexts (Gullickson
2010; Fox andGuglielmo 2012; Penner and Saperstein 2013), power dynam-
ics and hierarchies between groups (Wimmer 2013), and whether they are
“bright” or “blurred” in their permeability to outsiders (Alba 2005).

In this work,we focus specifically on the boundary that defineswho can—
and cannot—identify as Black, as judged socially by both Black and White
observers. We do so for several reasons. First, there is a long legacy of the
Black-White binary in American racial politics and the perception that this
division presents the starkest racial dichotomy (Morning 2011;Lee andBean
2012;Omi andWinant 2014). For example, over 100 years afterDuBois (1903)
first observed the “problem of the color line,”BlackAmericans continue to face
profound disadvantages in terms of wealth and income inequality (Massey
andDenton 2003;Hamilton 2019; Chetty et al. 2020), educational opportunity
5 An individual’s racial identity may incorporate a number of dimensions (see Roth 2016
for an overview). In this study, we focus on reactions to one’s racial self-identification/
self-reported race.
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(Johnson 2019; Reardon, Kalogrides, and Shores 2019), health (Reskin 2012;
Aizer and Currie 2014), and access to stable housing (Desmond 2016; Roth-
stein 2017). In particular, the racial boundaries defining Blackness have been
unique in the US and globally in the historical legal enshrinement of “one-
drop” rules (Davis 2001), where any (presumed) recent African ancestors
would result in classification as Black. This has resulted in a wide range of
phenotypic features that tend to be socially categorized as Black, including a
range of skin tones and hair textures (Gullickson andMorning 2011; Brubaker
2016b; Roth and Ivemark 2018).
Further, prior research suggests that Black observers may differ mean-

ingfully from non-Black observers in their racial schemas (Dubriwny et al.
2004; Feliciano 2016; Chen, Pauker, et al. 2018). For example, Dubriwny
et al. (2004), drawing evidence from a series of focus groups with both Black
and White Americans, highlighted that Black Americans were more likely
than other racial groups to view race as socially constructed and jointly shaped
by culture, discrimination, and segregation. Further, White Americans tended
to express a heavier reliance on physical characteristics in defining race, al-
though both Black and White focus group participants generally believed
race to have a genetic component. Recentworkhas also illustrated thatBlack
Americans, when classifying others, place a larger weight on whether either
of a person’s parents identify as Black than do White Americans (Roberts,
Bareket-Shavit, and Wang 2021). Finally, several studies have illustrated that
Black Americans are more likely to classify multiracial Black individuals as
Black compared to other racial groups (Ho, Kteily, and Chen 2017). While
recent work has highlighted that classification rules do not differ by race on
average (Abascal et al. 2025), we explore the extent to which Black andWhite
Americans align in their conceptions of race and authenticity.
Finally, we examine classification as Black because of the unique position

that Black Americans occupywith regard to policies designed to redress his-
torical inequality and wrongs. For example, until June 2023, when the use
of race-based affirmative action was overturned in higher education con-
texts by the Supreme Court, about a third of selective colleges and universi-
ties practiced some form of affirmative action benefiting Black students
and other historically excluded racial/ethnic groups (Hirschman and Berrey
2017). This introduces the possibility that individuals may attempt to mis-
represent their racial identity, experiences, or personal history in an effort
to gain a presumed competitive advantage for educational or labor market
opportunities. For example, there exists anecdotal evidence of college appli-
cants using GATs to justify their racial self-identification on admission or fi-
nancial aid applications, even in cases where they might not typically iden-
tify as such in their everyday lives (Harmon 2006; Brubaker 2016a; Morning
2018). As a result, classification as Black may vary across contexts in ways
that shed light on the permeability (or lack thereof ) of this boundary.
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Constructing Racial Legitimacy

How do people determine when a particular racial identification is legiti-
mate? While the prior literature has examined questions on the particular
sets of attributes that shape classification, much less is known about how
people determine when a particular racial self-identification is socially per-
missible. To establish these patterns, we draw from literatures that examine
how legitimacy is established and maintained. Actions are perceived to be
legitimate when they are considered to be in line with the social order (John-
son et al. 2006; Zelditch 2006; Schoon 2022). Even if a given individual does
not necessarily agreewith these norms, their presumptions of the social rules—
those that are accepted by most others—shape their behavior and the ways
that they police boundaries (Correll et al. 2017; Mildenberger and Tingley
2019;Mize 2024). Indeed, a long line of literature in sociology and social psy-
chology illustrates howbeliefs about beliefs can become self-reinforcing; that
is, people conform to social norms that they perceive to represent the views of
themajority even if they themselves disagreewith or are uncomfortablewith
such ideas (O’Gorman 1975; O’Gorman and Garry 1976; Prentice and Mil-
ler 1993).

To fully understand and measure conceptions of legitimacy, it is impor-
tant to examine two levels: both respondents’ individually held beliefs and
their beliefs about shared social norms. First, we examine how respondents
themselves perceive the fictitious, target individual, with a focus on the traits
that shape perceptions of legitimacy and honesty, among others. These find-
ings illustrate how a particular individual deploys norms in first-order terms.
Second, we examine how each respondent believes that “most others” in
their racial group will respond (i.e., generalized second-order beliefs). Only
by examining both the perceptions of the respondent as well as their percep-
tions of the extent to which these views are shared can we fully understand
the construction of racial schemas. After all, racial schemas, like other cul-
tural schemas, reflect information that is not only deployable automatically
but is also perceived to be socially shared. People hold inaccurate beliefs
about what “most other” Americans believe about a range of social issues
(Mize 2024), and yet, these second-order beliefs drive behavior in spite of
the fact that they might not be an accurate reflection of other Americans’
views (Correll et al. 2017; Mildenberger and Tingley 2019). Analogously,
the racial schemas and perceptions of legitimacy held by respondents may
or may not map onto those they perceive to be held by others. Moreover, re-
spondentsmay be incorrect about their views of otherAmericans,which our
nationally representative sample sheds light on. However, to our knowl-
edge, the relationship between first- and generalized second-order beliefs as
they pertain to racial classifications and norms has not been empirically estab-
lished in the literature.
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Ancestry, Context, and Prior Identification

Prior research illustrates that racial classifications are shapedby a number of
fluid dimensions, among them physical appearance, racial self-identification,
presumed genealogical ancestry, GAT results, and a history of having been
treated by society as a member of the in-group (Saperstein and Penner 2012;
Guo et al. 2014; Brubaker 2016a; Feliciano 2016; Roth 2016, 2018; Morning
2018; Schachter et al. 2021; Irizarry, Monk, and Cobb 2023; Abascal et al.
2024, 2025). While skin color and other physical features are undoubtedly
important and tend to outweigh GAT results in classification (Feliciano 2016;
Schachter et al. 2021), they are far from the only traits that matter in shaping
classifications. For example, using a conjoint experiment, Schachter et al.
(2021) find that GAT information is a strong predictor of classification by
White observers but also that respondents do not use strict hypodescent when
making these judgments. Likewise, in another conjoint experiment on how
people classify others, Abascal et al. (2025) find that individuals take self-
identification, parents’ racial backgrounds, and skin color into account when
making classifications, but the extent to which these attributes shape classifica-
tion differs depending on whether people are classifying individuals as White,
Black, Latino, Asian American, orMiddle Eastern/North African (MENA).
For example, they find that all racial groups police those self-identifying as
White more diligently compared to the ways that individuals police those
self-identifying with other racial/ethnic groups.
In this study,we include three randomly assigned treatment conditions that

each speak to how people may construct perceptions of authenticity. First, we
vary GAT results. GATs provide consumers with approximate and individ-
ualized estimates of the global regions where their ancestors may have lived,
but consumers generally receive very little information on how to interpret
their results (Lee et al. 2009; Christensen et al. 2010; Bliss 2013). Typically,
GAT results are delivered in the form of coarse geographic categories (e.g.,
Sub-Saharan African, Eastern European) that do not neatly map onto so-
cially constructed racial categories (e.g., people of South Asian descent are
more genetically similar to people of European descent than to people of East
Asiandescent; 1000GenomesProjectConsortium2015).Although the informa-
tion provided by GATs is conceptually distinct from socially constructed racial
categories, the two are often conflated by laypeople (Trejo and Martschenko
2026); for example, although rates of switching are low, some people change
their racial/ethnic identities after taking aGATand judge others on the basis
of their test results if such information is available (Nelson 2016; Roth and
Ivemark 2018; Roth and Yaylacı 2024). While GAT results are just one of
several characteristics that shape how people identify and are classified, GAT
information, unlike phenotype or culture, can be abruptly “discovered” by an
individual upon receipt of their GAT results. Further, the use of genetic data
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can create an aura of scientific objectivity (justified or not), which in turn may
be more likely to be socially accepted as evidence of racial group membership
(Roth and Ivemark 2018). While prior work has illustrated that GAT infor-
mation shapes classifications, it remains unclear how exactly people inter-
pret the GAT information they encounter and the extent to which they be-
lieve GATs are meaningful to other Americans.

Second, to understand how scarce resource contexts and perceptions of
material resources affect classifications and views on legitimacy, we include
treatment conditions where the individual is identifying as Black either on
a government census or while applying for a competitive college scholar-
ship. The racial boundaries that individuals craft differ across context and
shape the degree to which a group is likely to validate or reject another’s
self-identification. For example, Abascal (2020) showed that White indi-
viduals, when faced with the threat of numeric decline, were less likely to
classify racially ambiguous individuals as White. Other studies have found
thatWhite Americans are more likely to enforce a strict Black-White bound-
ary when faced with threats to the US racial hierarchy (Chen, de Paula
Couto, et al. 2018; Ho et al. 2017). Analogously, in contexts where it may be
potentially advantageous to identify as Black to access a scarce resource—
such as with the program that Ralph Taylor applied for—Black Americans
may feel threatened and view the use of GATs by racially ambiguous in-
dividuals as strategic (and in turn be more likely to reject the test taker’s
self-identification and view it as illegitimate). Of course, a government cen-
sus still carries material stakes and consequences; however, these stakes
are at a communal level and do not specify material gains for any specific
individual.

Finally, we examine whether crossing a boundary and changing one’s
self-identification is viewed differently from those with more stable racial
identifications (e.g., vignettes where the individual already identified as
Black compared to scenarios where they did not). Prior work emphasizes
that people are sensitive to potential racial crossovers (Abascal 2020;Wim-
mer 2013) and that boundaries vary in the extent to which they are perme-
able by outsiders (Alba 2005). For example, respondents may be less likely
to view a changed self-identification as legitimate compared to a more sta-
ble one.

Our goal with these manipulations is not solely to establish whether these
attributes shape classification (indeed, prior work on this topic has illus-
trated some patterns to this effect; see Feliciano 2016; Roberts et al. 2021;
Abascal et al. 2025; and Schachter et al. 2021), but rather to illustrate how
people respond to information about these characteristics. Across all condi-
tions, we gauge both the first-order reactions of respondents themselves as
well as respondents’ generalized second-order perceptions of how other Black
and White Americans would react in similar settings.
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METHODS

This study comprises two original survey vignette experiments. The first was
fielded in January 2023 using a nationally representative sample of Black
Americans (hereafter study 1), and the second was fielded in June 2024 using
a sample of both Black and White Americans (hereafter study 2).6
Study 1

Participants.—Data collection for study 1was contracted throughYouGov.
The sample includes 3,100 self-identified US-born Black American adults
and was constructed to be nationally representative of this population.
Because YouGov collected demographic and background covariates di-
rectly during the panel recruitment process, there is no missingness along
these measures and all demographic/background covariates were collected
pretreatment. Further, all respondents provided complete responses to all
survey items. Descriptive statistics of the survey respondent sample for
study 1 (weighted to reflect a nationally representative sample) are dis-
played in table 1.
Experimental design.—In each vignette, respondents were asked to re-

spond to the racial identification of a fictitious individual, where we varied
three key aspects of this individual’s background: (1) the individual’s GAT
results (high vs. low SSA ancestry), (2) their prior racial self-identification
(Black vs. non-Black), and (3) the setting in which they have chosen to iden-
tify as Black (census vs. scholarship). Note that the prior racial identifica-
tion treatment conditions allowed us to gauge respondents’ reactions to per-
ceived racial crossover, and the context treatment conditions shed light on
respondents’ reactions to identification in settings where it might be advan-
tageous to identify as Black (compared to more neutral contexts). Respon-
dents began the study by viewing an image of a fictitious individual (see the
online appendix for images) and reading the following prompt:
6 We
clud
(such
mou
tion,
link

1156
Meet Daniel. Daniel is an American citizen whose family has been in the U.S.
for generations. Daniel is usually unsure of how to identify, but mostly [has/has
not] identified as Black/African-American.

Daniel recently received his genetic ancestry test results from a company such
as 23andMe or Ancestry.com. Genetic ancestry tests use a person’s DNA to
make an informed guess regarding where a person’s ancestors lived. Daniel’s
genetic ancestry test results estimate that he has approximately [4%/36%]
preregistered study 1 on the Open Science Framework, with an addendum that in-
es the design of study 2 (https://osf.io/dj9pt/). Portions of our preregistered analysis
as the text analysis) will appear in separate articles. We are grateful to the anony-

s reviewers for suggesting the additional analyses investigated in study 2. In addi-
a replication package for the main text analyses can also be found on OSF using the
above.

https://osf.io/dj9pt/
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Sub-Saharan African ancestry (from countries such as Ghana and Nigeria) and
[96%/64%] non-African ancestry.

A few weeks after receiving these genetic ancestry test results, Daniel [filled
out a government census and identified as Black/African-American / applied
for a college scholarship intended for Black/African-American students (e.g.,
NAACP)].7
Respondents were then asked to make various classifications and evalu-
ations in response to Daniel’s decision to identify as Black, including in two
te
ts)
av
na
es
TABLE 1
Summary Statistics of Survey Respondents (Study 1)

Mean SD

Age . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 45.12 16.71
Female . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .53
Education . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

No high school . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .07
High school graduate . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .39
Some college . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .23
Two-year degree . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .11
Four-year degree. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .13
Postgrad . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .08

Household income ($1000) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 47.30 58.64
Immigration background:

Parents and grandparents born in US . . . . . . . . . .88
Parents born in US . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .05
Parents immigrants to US . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .07

Political party:
Democrat. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .62
Republican . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .08
Independent . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .21
Other/not sure . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .10

N . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3,100
that names varied randomly across 12 conditions (six m
.We include name and image fixed effects in themodels. F
e chosen one of the names to use in the description of th
l details on name selection can be seen below in the sectio
.

ale and six
or clarity an
e example v
n on selectin
NOTE.—Weighted averages are displayed. Survey weights were provided di-
rectly byYouGov to approximate a nationally representative sample of US-born
BlackAmerican adults.Weights were created using a sampling frame generated
from ACS using age, gender, race, and education and then matched back to the
respondent sample.Weights correspond to the inverse probability of selection into
the sample. We display tables 1 and 2 separately because the survey companies
that administered studies 1 and 2 collected slightly different background covar-
iate panels.
female treat-
d simplicity,
ignettes. Ad-
g names and
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text free-response questions (which we analyze in separate works). The full
set of survey items can be found in the online appendix.
Selecting images and names.—We used a multistep process to select the

images for this study. All of the images come from the Chicago Face Database
(Ma,Correll, andWittenbrink 2015;Ma,Kantner, andWittenbrink 2021).We
first used the dataset’s norming data, which include survey responses of per-
ceived race and ethnicity for each image, to select a range of racially ambigu-
ous images. Using the norming data on perceived race/ethnicity, we selected a
preliminary set of imageswhere the survey data displayed a reasonable level
of perceived White-Black ambiguity. For example, based on the norming
data, the average probability of classification as Black for our six chosen im-
ages was 0.14, while the average probability of classification as White was
0.07 and the average probability of classification as multiracial was 0.34.
However, because study 1 focuses specifically on the perceptions of Black
respondents, we also pretested these images to ensure that Black Americans
perceived these images to be racially ambiguous and that the images them-
selves were similar in their degree of White-Black ambiguity (see fig. A4
for results illustrating pretest respondents’ guesses of the approximate level
of SSA ancestry that the people in the images have). To determine the per-
centages used in the vignette (4% and 36%), we conducted a pretest on Pro-
lific with 200 US-born Black Americans to gauge views on the levels of SSA
ancestry (relative to European and other ancestry) that respondents believed
the individual in each selected image has. Our experimental values, 4% and
36%, correspond with the 25th and 58th percentile of respondent guesses
(we opt to use asymmetric percentiles because of the right-skewed distribu-
tion; the average guess was 32% SSA ancestry, and the median guess was
29%).
As with the images, we chose names that would not send a strongWhite or

Black signal to respondents.We selected 12 total names (six for women and six
formen) that were randomly assigned to respondents in the experiment. To se-
lect the names, we used birth data for the state of New York, which includes
counts of baby names for the most popular names by race/ethnicity. We re-
stricted our choices to names with at least 100 counts of Black births and
100 counts of White births and selected names that were approximately
equally likely to be given to a Black versus White baby. To do so, we chose
names that had Black/White proportions that matched the overall propor-
tions of Black/White births in New York State. This led us to the following
names: Samantha (Sam),Mia, Zoe, Isabella, Emily, Ava, Samuel (Sam), Mi-
chael, Alexander (Alex), Aaron, Andrew, and Daniel. All results include im-
age and name fixed effects, which ensure that our treatment effects are valid
across a number of physical appearances and names (rather than only select-
ing one image, which might lead our results to be specific to the particular-
ities of the image selected).
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Study 2

After fielding study 1, we conducted a second experiment on Prolific with
several key changes to the design. To provide a comparison sample of non-
Black individuals, we surveyed both self-identified Black (n 5 1,741) and
White (n 5 1,748) Americans. We also updated three features of the ex-
perimental design. First, the vignette individual’s previous identification
was randomly assigned to be either White or Black (rather than “has/has
not identified as Black,” as in study 1). Second, the non-SSA portion of the
vignette individual’s GAT result was listed as European (compared to “non-
African” in study 1). Finally, in addition to 4% and 36% SSA, we also include
0% SSA as an additional treatment condition to better understand the full
effect of the GAT result in shaping classification and evaluation. Summary
statistics of the study 2 sample can be found in table 2.
TABLE 2
Summary Statistics of Survey Respondents (Study 2)

Mean SD

Self-identified race:
White. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .50
Black . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .50

Age . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 40.16 12.89
Sex:

Female. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .65
Male . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .35
Prefer not to say . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .00

Respondent education level:
Doctorate degree (PhD/other) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .03
Don’t know/not applicable . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .00
Graduate degree (MA/MSc/MPhil/other) . . . . . . . .15
High school diploma/A-levels. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .24
No formal qualifications . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .01
Secondary education (e.g., GED/GCSE) . . . . . . . .02
Technical/community college . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .19
Undergraduate degree (BA/BSc/other) . . . . . . . . .37

Household income ($1,000). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 67.38 43.72
Political party:

Democrat. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .48
Independent . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .27
None . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .06
Other . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .03
Republican . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .15

N . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3,489
NOTE.—We display tables 1 and 2 separately because the survey companies
that administered studies 1 and 2 collected slightly different background covar-
iate panels. GCSE 5 General Certificate of Secondary Education.
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Outcome Variables

We solicited three primary quantitative outcomes across study 1 and study 2.
First, we measured how respondents reacted to the individual in the assigned
vignette condition identifying as Black/African American in the given set-
ting (measured using a seven-point Likert scale from “extremely positive” to
“extremely negative”). For study 2, we additionally asked respondents to pro-
vide their beliefs about how most US-born Black and White individuals
would react to the same vignette using the same seven-point approval Likert
scale. Next, we asked respondents to provide a classification of the single best
race/ethnicity8 (drawn from census categories) that they believed described
the vignette individual and the single best race/ethnicity that they believed
most US-bornBlack andWhite Americans would use to describe the vignette
individual.9 In study 2, we also randomly assigned half of respondents to re-
spond both to a “mark all that apply” question as well as a forced choice sin-
gle best racial classification.
Mechanisms.—We included several measures to better understand the

factors that mediate responses to the individual in the assigned vignette con-
dition. First, we created an index using principal component analysis that
measures respondents’ perceptions of the fairness, honesty, and legitimacy
of this decision (hereafter, we describe this index as the integrity index, which
measures perceptions of the integrity of the vignette individual’s decision).
Table A4 in the appendix includes principal component loadings for the in-
tegrity index. In study 2, we also measured generalized second-order beliefs
about most other Black and White Americans’ views of the fairness, hon-
esty, and legitimacy of the vignette individual’s decisions. Further, we mea-
sured respondents’ first-order perceptions of the level of racial discrimination
the vignette individual has faced in their life and how much shared cultural
background and experiences respondents believe that the vignette individual
shares with the US Black community. In study 2, we also measure generalized
second-order beliefs about experiences of discrimination and shared cultural
background and experiences.
8 Given the increased racialization of the ethnic category Hispanic (and because the focus
of our study is onWhite-Black ambiguity), we includeHispanic alongside other standard
racial categories rather than as a separate ethnicity (Golash-Boza and Darity 2008; Frank,
Akresh, and Lu 2010; Roth 2012; Morning and Saperstein 2018). However, because
YouGov collected background data from respondents using Hispanic as an ethnicity
(separate from race), we preserve Hispanic as a standalone respondent covariate.
9 In study 1, we ask all respondents (all of whom self-identify as Black) about their percep-
tions of other Black Americans’ beliefs. In study 2, we ask both Black and White Amer-
icans about their perceptions of both Black and White Americans’ beliefs, although we
focus primarily on in-group comparisons in this study (i.e., howBlackAmericans perceive
other Black Americans and how White Americans perceive other White Americans).
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Furthermore, in the appendix, we investigate whether there is moderation
based onwhether or not a respondent has ever taken aGATand their percep-
tions of both their own percentage SSA ancestry and the percentage SSA an-
cestry of the average US-born Black American (table A7). While race and
ancestry are distinct concepts, thesemoderation results provide insight into re-
spondents’ beliefs about race and the information provided by a GAT. Such
beliefs are an important dimension to account for given that, on average,GAT
results received by self-identified Black Americans categorize approximately
73% of their genomes to SSA regions (Bryc et al. 2015). Because Americans
who self-identify as White have, on average, GAT results that suggest that
98% of their genomes share similarity with European populations (Bryc et al.
2015), there is a possibility that respondents overestimate the average expected
percentage of SSA ancestry for other Black Americans (i.e., by assuming
that their GATs suggest nearly 100% SSA ancestry, analogous to how aver-
age White Americans have nearly 100% European ancestry), which might
then shape how they engage with their assigned vignette condition. Alterna-
tively, given historical patterns of classification using hypodescent, respon-
dents may have a more accurate perception of (or even underestimate) the
average percentage of SSA ancestry expected among Black Americans.

Analytic strategy.—We begin our study with a series of linear regression
models to estimate the causal effect of the various vignette treatment condi-
tions on respondents’ reported reactions to the vignette individual and classi-
fications of them. We first establish the main effects of the GAT result, prior
identification, and setting using versions of the following equation (separately
for each of the two studies):

yijk 5 b0 1 b1Ancestryijk 1 b2Contextijk 1 b3Prior Identificationijk

1 X ijkF 1 pj 1 gk 1 εijk,
[1]

where yijk is the outcome of interest (e.g., Likert-measured approval, respon-
dent classification, and perception of how other Americans would classify).
Ancestryijk is a treatment indicator for respondent i viewing a vignette with
image j and name k for the assigned ancestry condition (either 4%or 36% for
study 1 and either 0%, 4%, or 36% for study 2, with 4% always serving as the
reference condition in figures and tables). Contextijk is a treatment indicator for
the census versus scholarship conditions, and Prior Identificationijk is a treat-
ment indicator for the Black versus non-Black/White prior identification con-
ditions. Xijk s a vector of individual-level covariates, including demographic
characteristics collected pretreatment from the YouGov panel (age, gender,
income, ethnicity [Hispanic vs. non-Hispanic], education, political leanings,
parent/grandparent immigration history, and state of residence). Finally, pj

is a fixed effect for vignette image and ck is a fixed effect for vignette name.
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The main effects of the three treatments of interest are important because
they allow us to then test the mechanisms underpinning these results. To
that end, we conducted mediation analyses for the three mediators of interest
(perceptions of integrity, discrimination, and shared heritage and culture) on
the three main outcomes (Karlson, Holm, and Breen 2012; VanderWeele
2016). In particular, given the outsized and meaningful treatment effects
of ancestry that we observe, we concentrate our examination of the media-
tion results on understanding the effect of GAT information in relation to
perceptions of integrity, discrimination, and shared heritage and culture with
the Black community.

RESULTS

Racial Differences in the Effects of Ancestry Information, Context,
and Prior Identification

Becausemany of our key results—such as ourmediation analyses—build on
the main effects of our treatments, we begin with a brief examination of the
main effects of ancestry information, context, and prior identification on first-
and generalized second-order beliefs among both Black and White respon-
dents. Figure 1 displays coefficients from separate regressions for the treat-
ment effects of ancestry information, context, and prior identification. On the
left, we display (1) respondent likelihood of classifying the vignette individ-
ual as Black (first-order classification) and (2) respondent perception of the
likelihood that other racial in-group members would classify the vignette
individual as Black (generalized second-order classification). On the right, we
include the analogous information for respondent approval/disapproval (first-
order approval in the top right panel and generalized second-order approval
in the middle right panel). Coefficients are presented separately for (1) Black
respondents in study 1; (2) Black respondents in study 2; and (3)White respon-
dents in study 2. The corresponding regression tables can be found in the
appendix. To facilitate comparable treatment effects across studies, all an-
cestry information effects are relative to 4% SSA.
In brief, across both studies, we observe large treatment effects of ances-

try information (as illustrated by the hypothetical GAT result) on nearly all
first- and second-order classification and approval for both Black andWhite
respondents. In general, respondents reading vignettes that featured an in-
dividual with higher SSA ancestry were more likely to classify the vignette
individual as Black, more likely to approve of their self-identification, and
more likely to believe that other in-group Americans would classify the in-
dividual as Black and approve of their self-identification. We also observe
statistically significant causal effects of context onmost first-order classifica-
tion and approval outcomes, although the magnitudes of these effects are com-
paratively smaller than the effects of ancestry information. Here, respondents
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assigned to the census treatment condition tended to be more likely to clas-
sify the vignette individual as Black and more likely to approve of their self-
identification (relative to those in the scholarship condition). Results for prior
identification were more mixed, with prior identification significantly affect-
ing first- and second-order outcomes for study 1 Black respondents but not
for study 2 Black or White respondents. This may be due in part to design
differences across studies: While study 1 introduced an individual who either
had or had not identified as Black (with no alternative presented), study 2 in-
stead presented an individual who had previously identified as eitherWhite
or as Black. Likewise, rather than listing non-SSA ancestry as non-African,
study 2 instead listed this ancestry as specifically European.

In sum, compared to ancestry information, both context and prior iden-
tification play a more muted role in affecting outcomes. This suggests that
GAT information, when provided, is more influential than context or prior
self-identifications in affecting respondents’ (1) classifications, (2) approval
levels, and (3) perceptions of whether others in their racial group would classify
FIG. 1.—Treatment effects of ancestry information, context, and prior identification on
first- and second-order outcomes (study 1 and study 2). The reference categories are as
follows: 4% SSA for the ancestry treatments, scholarship for the context treatments, and
either non-Black (study 1) or White (study 2) for the prior identification treatments.
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the vignette individual as Black and approve of the vignette individual.
Further, we find that treatment effects for Black and White respondents
generally align, suggesting a lack of meaningful racial differences in the po-
licing of the boundary around Blackness. These results set the stage for our
investigations of the mechanisms that explain these patterns.
Perceptions of Integrity, Not Discrimination or Shared Culture,
Primarily Mediate Effects

Having established the main effects of our treatment conditions, we turn to
a discussion of the extent to which observed effects are mediated by (1) the
perceived fairness, honesty, and legitimacy of this decision (combined into
a single index that we refer to as the integrity index); (2) perceptions of dis-
crimination that the vignette individual has faced in his or her lifetime; and
(3) perceptions of shared cultural heritage, background, and experienceswith
the broader US Black community. Together these results illustrate the ways
that respondents do (or do not) make meaning out of ancestry information,
context, and prior identification, shedding light on the mechanisms that ex-
plain the patternswe observe in figure 1.We focus our discussion specifically
on the extent to which these factors mediate the effect of ancestry informa-
tion given the outsized role of ancestry in shaping main effects (see fig. 1),
although table 3 also reports mediation results for the treatment effects of
context and prior identification.
Results for study 1 can be seen in table 3, while the analogous informa-

tion from study 2 can be found in the appendix (table A5).10 Panels A, B,
and C illustrate results from separate regressions of effects on respondents’
first-order classifications of the vignette individual (panel A), first-order ap-
proval/disapproval of the vignette individual (panel B), and generalized
second-order perceptions of how others would classify the vignette individual
(panel C).We report results from a pooled model across setting and prior iden-
tification that includes respondent covariates.
We beginwith panels A andC of table 3, which illustrate first- and second-

order classification outcomes. The mediators explain 62% and 70%, respec-
tively, of the total effect of ancestry information in shaping respondents’ own
classifications of the vignette individual and their perceptions of how other
Black Americans would classify the vignette individual.11 The bulk of this
pattern is due to differences between treatment groups in perceived integrity
10 We focus these results on study 1 for simplicity, as study 2 included a larger number of
treatment assignments.
11 Like all mediation analyses where the mediator variables are not randomly assigned,
there may also be unmeasured confounding that impacts both (1) the extent to which respon-
dents are attuned to issues measured by the integrity index and (2) the outcome measure.
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(honesty, fairness, and legitimacy) of the vignette individual’s decision (ex-
plaining 43% and 34%, respectively, of the two treatment effects). Likewise,
perceptions of shared heritage, background, and experiences explain 19%
and 32% of the treatment effect of 36%SSA ancestry, respectively, while per-
ceptions of discrimination do not explain a meaningful portion of the effect.
We also observe that culture mediates a higher fraction of respondents’ per-
ceptions of how others will classify the vignette individual compared to respon-
dents’ own classifications. We find that the treatment effects of SSA ancestry
on second-order classifications were mediated approximately equally by per-
ceptions of integrity (34%) and perceptions of shared culture (32%).
In panel B, which illustrates first-order approval outcomes, 81% of the

total treatment effect of 36%SSA ancestry ismediated by the three included
measures (relative to the 4% SSA condition). Approximately 64% of this ef-
fect is due to the effect of high SSA ancestry on perceptions of the fairness,
honesty, and legitimacy of the decision. In effect, more than half of the total
treatment effect of 36% SSA ancestry (0.14 SD of the total 0.22 SD effect) is
explained by the fact that respondents who read a vignette about an indi-
vidual with 36%SSA ancestry identifying as Blackweremore likely to view
the vignette individual as acting honestly, fairly, and legitimately compared
to those who viewed the same image but learned that this individual had
only 4% SSA ancestry on their GAT result. In addition, about 15% of the to-
tal effect of 36% SSA ancestry ismediated through perceptions of shared her-
itage, background, and experiences with the Black community (0.03 SD). Fi-
nally, perceptions of how much discrimination the vignette individual has
faced in their life did not meaningfully explain the treatment effect of the
GAT result (0.002 SD; 1% of total effect).
The emphasis on integrity rather than other lived experiences suggests

both that respondents believe there is an underlying fair, honest, and legit-
imate way to identify that is in part based on one’s GAT results and that
lived experiences of shared culture or discrimination are perhaps less cen-
tral to judgments compared to perceptions of integrity. However, while re-
spondents themselves base the bulk of their responses on perceptions of in-
tegrity, they appear to believe that other Americans care approximately evenly
about integrity and shared culture.Neither first- nor second-order outcomes are
meaningfully mediated by perceptions of experienced racial discrimination on
the part of the vignette individual.
Along similar lines, although the treatment effects of context and prior

identification are much smaller on average than the treatment effects of an-
cestry information, we similarly find that the bulk of effects are mediated by
perceptions of integrity rather than perceptions of discrimination or shared
culture. Further, examining these same patterns among study 2 respondents
reveals a similar result (table A5): The bulk of the relationship between higher
GAT-measured ancestry and all three outcomes is mediated by respondents’
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perceptions of the integrity of the vignette individual. Further, as with our
main treatment effects, we do not observe meaningful differences by race.
In sum, the main mechanism explaining the treatment effects is perception
of integrity, followed by perception of shared culture. Perception of experi-
ences of racial discrimination do little to explain the patterns that we observe.
Comparing Own Perceptions and Perceived Perceptions of Other Black
and White Americans

We next turn to understanding how respondents situate these beliefs in the
broader social order. In particular, we examine respondents’ perceptions of
how other Black orWhite Americans would respond in similar scenarios of
classification and evaluation. We begin by examining differences in first- and
second-order classification outcomes in further detail in figure 2 (pooled across
treatment conditions for simplicity). Importantly, as previously noted, study 1
and study 2 include meaningful design differences: while study 1 introduced
an individual who either had or had not identified as Black, study 2 instead
presented an individual who had previously identified as either White or as
FIG. 2.—First- and generalized second-order baseline classification outcomes, by race
(study 1 and study 2). Classification outcomes are pooled across treatment conditions.
Study 1 includes vignettes with 4% and 36% SSA and Black and non-Black prior iden-
tification conditions. Study 2 includes vignettes with 0%, 4%, and 36% SSA and Black
and White prior identification conditions. Both studies include census and scholarship
context conditions.
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Black. Likewise, while study 1 included non-African ancestry in the text,
study 2 instead listed this ancestry as specifically European.
Here, we observe several patterns of note. First, among Black respon-

dents in study 1 (across all treatment conditions), individuals tend to view
themselves as more likely to classify the vignette individual as Black than
most other Black Americans. On the other hand, whenwe remove the stated
alternative and tell both Black and White respondents that the respondent
previously self-identified asWhite and has a GAT result that reveals substan-
tial European ancestry, we observe a different pattern. Now, among those
viewing vignettes where the respondent’s GAT reveals no SSA ancestry, re-
spondents report similar first- and second-order classifications and may even
slightly overestimate. The discrepancies between study 1 and study 2 suggest
that giving respondents a plausible alternative (e.g., a vignette with some-
one who previously identified as White, with substantial European ancestry)
rather than a vague alternative (e.g., someone who has not identified as Black,
with substantial non-African ancestry) shapes how people imagine our vi-
gnette individual. For example, respondents may have imagined the ancestry
of non-White populations, such as Afro-Latino or Afro-Caribbean communi-
ties, who may be descended from a mix of African, Indigenous American, Eu-
ropean, and South Asian populations (Moreno-Estrada et al. 2013; Bryc et al.
2015).
Importantly, for study 1, we surveyed a nationally representative sample

of Black Americans, meaning that, if respondents were correct in their as-
sumptions, we would not observe any differences between averaged general-
ized second-order beliefs and averaged first-order beliefs. And yet, we find
that people are generally incorrect in their perceptions of how other Black
Americans would classify the vignette individual: 65% of respondents believe
that other Black Americans would classify the vignette individual as Black,
while only 57% did in reality.
Do respondents have a more accurate perception of their own racial group

compared to out-groups? Figure 3 examines perceptions of in- and out-groups
among study 2 respondents. The left side offigure 3 includes the perceptions of
bothBlack andWhite respondents onhow the averageBlackAmericanwould
respond to the vignette, and the right side of the figure shows analogous in-
formation for the perceptions of White Americans. The dotted lines on both
sides of the figures illustrate actual responses by Black and White respon-
dents, respectively.As canbe seen in thefigure, neitherBlacknorWhite respon-
dents tend to be exactly accurate in their beliefs, but each are more accurate for
their own racial group than for the out-groups. For example, on average, Black
Americans assumed that 42% of White respondents would classify the vi-
gnette individual as Black; in reality, only about 24% of them did. On the other
hand, White respondents underestimated the responses of Black Americans,
believing that 24% of them would classify the vignette individual as Black
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when approximately 34% did. Both Black andWhite respondents are com-
paratively more accurate when it comes to perceptions of their own racial
groups’ responses, although both slightly overestimate.

However, the alignments (or lack thereof ) of first- and second-order clas-
sification responses are not the only outcomes that may shape people’s ra-
cial schemas. Figure 4 illustrates differences between first and generalized
second-order perceptions of the three mediating variables mentioned in pre-
vious sections: (1) approval/disapproval of the vignette individual’s decision;
(2) the integrity of the vignette individual’s decision; (3) the vignette individ-
ual’s experiences of discrimination; and (4) how much culture and heritage
the vignette individual shares with the Black community. All responses are
from study 2. For simplicity, we constrain second-order beliefs to focus on in-
groups (meaning that we display Black respondents’ perceptions of other Black
Americans’ beliefs andWhite respondents’ perceptions of otherWhite Amer-
icans’ beliefs).

Across all four outcomes, we find that both Black and White respondents’
first-order perceptions diverge from second-order perceptions in similar ways.
In all cases, respondents believe that they have higher approval levels, per-
ceive more integrity, perceive more discrimination, and perceive more shared
FIG. 3.—Comparing first-order perceptions to in- and out-group generalized second
order perceptions for both Black and White Respondents (study 2). The gray dashed line
indicates the actual classification rates for respondents of each race/ethnicity. This figure
includes both Black and White respondents from study 2.
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culture than other same-race Americans. This suggests meaningful differ-
ences between how respondents themselves feel about the vignette individ-
ual and the way that they expect other in-group Americans to respond to the
vignette individual.
Understanding Divergent First- and Second-Order Beliefs

How can we understand the consequences of divergent views from the broader
Black or White communities, respectively? Table 4 illustrates regression-
derived predicted values of respondents’ first-order Likert approval and in-
tegrity index levels across four categories of respondents: (1) respondents who
did not classify the vignette individual as Black and believed that other Black
orWhite Americanswould also not classify the vignette individual as Black;
(2) respondents who did not classify the vignette individual as Black but be-
lieved that other in-group Americans would classify them as Black; (3) respon-
dents who did classify the vignette individual as Black but did not believe
that other in-group Americans would agree; and (4) respondents who classi-
fied the vignette individual as Black and believed that other in-group Amer-
icans would do the same. Note that these results are descriptive, as we did
not randomly assign concordance/discordance between first- and generalized
FIG. 4.—Difference own response and perceived average in-group response for integ-
rity index, perceptions of discrimination, and perceptions of shared culture among Black
and White respondents (study 2). All outcomes are standardized to the distribution of first-
order perceptions for that measure.
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second-order beliefs and therefore cannot speak to the causal effects of these
differences. These responses illustrate the approval levels and perceptions of
integrity for each of the four situations, controlling for all else.

As can be seen in table 4, respondents whose first- and generalized second-
order perceptions align in classifying the vignette individual as Black (fourth
row) express the highest levels of Likert-measured approval and integrity rat-
ings. The next highest levels of Likert-measured approval and integrity ratings
are among those who are discordant with respect to their first- and second-
order beliefs; among this discordant group, those who would classify the vi-
gnette individual as Black but do not think other in-groupAmericanswould do
the same (third row) express higher levels of approval and integrity ratings than
those who themselves would not classify the individual as Black but believe
that other in-group Americans would do so (second row). Finally, those whose
first- and second-order beliefs aligned in classifying the vignette individual
as a race other than Black expressed the lowest levels of both approval and
integrity ratings (first row). In summary, both the views of others and one’s
own beliefs are associated with approval and perceptions of integrity; how-
ever, first-order beliefs (among individuals with the same second-order beliefs)
are associated with a larger difference in approval and perceptions of integrity
TABLE 4
Approval and Integrity Perceptions, by Agreement/Disagreement Between

First-Order Classification and Generalized Second-Order

Classification (Study 1 and Study 2)

First-Order
Approval

First-Order
Integrity Index

First-order classification 5 not Black and second-
order classification 5 not Black . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.41*** 2.54***

(.03) (.04)
First-order classification 5 not Black and second-

order classification 5 Black . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .11* .33***
(.04) (.06)

First-order classification5Black and second-order
classification 5 not Black . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .56*** .83***

(.04) (.05)
First-order classification5Black and second-order

classification 5 Black . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .80*** 1.22***
(.03) (.03)
NOTE.—Standard errors are in parentheses. Each column reports results from separate regres-
sions. Models additionally control for treatment assignment (ancestry, context, and prior identi-
fication), study (e.g., study 1 vs. study 2), and respondent race/ethnicity. Displayed coefficients are
the predicted values that are held at 4% SSA, census, and Black prior identification treatment
assignment. Differences between rows are all statistically significant. N 5 5,498.

* P < .05.
** P < .01.
*** P < .001.
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than are second-order beliefs (among individuals with the same first-order
beliefs).
DISCUSSION

This study attends to questions about howAmericans decide when a partic-
ular racial identification is authentic and legitimate. Such a task requires ex-
amining not only how a particular person responds to various scenarios where
another’s racial identificationmight be validated or rebuffed, but also how that
person perceives the broader social rules that govern racial classification and
legitimacy for other Americans.Main effects from this work confirm the role
of GATs in shaping racial schemas: GATs (and the purported “ancestry” in-
formation contained within them) are an important social force in shaping
classifications of others. Across context and prior racial identifications, we
consistently observe that vignette individuals with high SSA ancestry are more
likely to be classified as Black by respondents and to have respondents believe
that other in-group Americans would also classify them as Black. Likewise,
respondents report higher first-order and perceived second-order approval rat-
ings for vignette individuals with higher SSA ancestry. These ancestry effects
outweigh the effects of either the vignette individual’s prior self-identification
or the context in which they are identifying as Black, demonstrating the
central nature of GAT and ancestry information in shaping conceptions of
race.
More importantly, our empirical results reveal meaningful differences be-

tween the average responses by participants and their perception of the typ-
ical response that would be made by members of the broader Black orWhite
American community, respectively. In other words, the characteristics that
shape perceptions of integrity and corresponding social norms for respon-
dents do not necessarily alignwith their perceptions of how other Americans
make judgments. For example, study 1 respondents tended to view themselves
as more willing to classify the vignette individual as Black than other US-born
Black Americans; 13% of respondents classified the individual as Black while
simultaneously believing that the average Black American would not classify
them as Black, whereas only 5% of respondents did not classify the individual
asBlackwhile believing that the averageBlackAmericanwould classify them
asBlack. Further, wefind that both first- and generalized second-order beliefs
matter in their associations with approval and perceptions of integrity. Our
findings suggest that the racial identifications that are viewed as the most le-
gitimate are thosewhere there is agreement between a respondent’s first-order
beliefs and their perceptions of how otherAmericanswould respond in similar
settings. However, when the two are in conflict, our findings suggest that
respondents may privilege their own beliefs over their perceptions of social
norms. The vignette individuals whose self-identifications are viewed as the
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least legitimate are those where the self-identification does not align with ei-
ther the respondent’s first-order classification or their generalized second-
order classification.

Moreover, our mediation results show that the bulk of the treatment effects
are driven by respondents’ perceptions of the integrity of the vignette individ-
ual’s decision, rather than other competing factors such as perceptions of ex-
perienced racial discrimination or perceptions of shared cultural background
with the Black community on the part of the vignette individual. In particu-
lar, the emphasis by respondents on the perceived honesty, fairness, and le-
gitimacy of these decisions suggests that respondents believe that there exists
an underlying honest, fair, or legitimate way to describe one’s racial identity
that is based, in part, on one’s GAT information. Given that we find that GAT
results bolster respondents’ perceptions of the integrity of identifying as Black,
it follows that respondents likely see GATs as a valid and relevant source of
information for decision-making about racial identity when the GAT reveals
small amounts of SSA ancestry. On the other hand, in cases where the vignette
individual has 0% SSA ancestry, 64% of our respondents indicated that the
vignette individual’s racial identification was either extremely or somewhat
illegitimate. These findings align with previous studies that show the mean-
ingful roles of GATs in shaping racial classification outcomes (Schachter et al.
2021) but extend them to explain some of the underlying mechanisms linking
GATs—and the purported ancestry information contained within them—to
conceptions of racial legitimacy. Finally, like Abascal et al. (2025), we do not
observe strong evidence that such norms differ by respondent race. Rather,
we observe consistent alignment between Black andWhite respondents in the
treatment effects acrossmost key outcomes, further underlining thewidely held
nature of these types of racial schemas. Still, when we consider levels rather
than effects, we find that Black Americans—at baseline—are more likely to
classify racially ambiguous vignettes as Black than areWhite Americans. Tak-
ing all of this together, our study adds to a growing body of prior research that
examines not only the effects of attributes on classification outcomes but also
the ways that people makemeaning out of information such as GAT results,
prior identification, or context (Feliciano 2016; Roth and Ivemark 2018; Rob-
erts et al. 2021; Schachter et al. 2021; Roth and Yaylacı 2024; Abascal et al.
2024, 2025).

Our mediation analyses also shed light on the discordance between the
viewpoints held by respondents and their perceptions of how other Ameri-
cans might respond in similar settings. Treatment effects of GAT results on
respondent classification in study 1 were mediated by perceptions of integrity
(43%) at more than twice the rate that they were mediated by perceptions of
shared culture (19%). However, treatment effects of SSA ancestry on a re-
spondent’s perception of Black America’s classification were mediated equally
by perceptions of integrity (34%) and shared culture (32%). So, while Black
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Americans themselves appear to care mostly about the integrity of an indi-
vidual’s identification decision when making their racial classifications, they
view other Black Americans writ large as caring about both integrity and
shared culture to a very similar degree. Finally, we also document meaning-
ful differences between respondents’ views and their perceptions of howmost
other in-group Americans would respond to questions on integrity, discrim-
ination, and shared cultural heritage. In fact, respondents believed that they
were more approving and perceived more integrity than other in-group Amer-
icans; likewise, respondents rated their own perceptions of discrimination and
shared culture as higher than other in-group Americans. Thus, we cannot as-
sume concordance between how people themselves respond and their percep-
tions of social norms (Mize 2024).
That the preferences and behavior of an in-group can meaningfully differ

from the perceived preferences and behavior of that same group has impor-
tant implications for theories regarding racial schemas and boundaries. This
discordance suggests that boundaries between racial lines can be maintained
by inaccurate perceptions of the hypothetical reactions of the broader com-
munity, in addition to social interactions where individuals themselves partic-
ipate in validating or rejecting the identification of others. For example, cer-
tain individuals may choose not to adopt or disclose a racial identity because
they anticipate negative responses amongmembers of the in-group even when,
in actuality, such individuals might by and large approve. In addition, racial
boundaries may fail to expand, even when a specific change garners wide-
spread support among an in-group, because of a shared misperception that
many fellow group members would disapprove of or reject such an expan-
sion. In an age increasingly marked by social media—a keymethod through
which people form their perceptions of the wider social world—it may become
increasingly important to study messaging and racial frames given that they
may create inaccurate views of the beliefs of others.
Our findings, which build upon prior work on generalized second-order

beliefs and the legitimacy of (perceived) social rules (Johnson et al. 2006;
Ridgeway and Correll 2006; Correll et al. 2017; Mildenberger and Tingley
2019;Mize 2024), add nuance and specificity to understandings of the racial
schemas held by contemporary Americans. This is particularly important
given that social rules influence how people behave, even if they themselves
do not subscribe to a particular worldview. Without the ability to compare
both first- and second-order beliefs, it is difficult to understand the bounds
of social norms and practices. As a result, given wide pluralistic ignorance
toward the norms shared by others, research that does not engage with per-
ceptions at multiple levels may ultimately misrepresent the complexity of in-
dividuals’ racial beliefs. In particular, our results suggest that future research
should explore the processes through which these second-order beliefs are
formed given that they do not neatly align with first-order views. Finally, we
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also find that generalized second-order beliefs diverge from both in- and out-
groups, suggesting that people have poor understandings of the racial schemas
held by other Americans on a broad scale, not only among members of their
own racial group. However, in general, second-order beliefs are more accurate
for in-groups compared to out-groups.

While this study answers many questions, it also suggests new avenues of
research on how people construct racial schemas and the implications of broad
patterns of misperceptions about the beliefs of other Americans. For example,
when are people more likely to privilege their own beliefs (versus their per-
ceived beliefs about what is societally acceptable) in reacting to situations?
Would there be more or less discordance between an individual’s beliefs and
their perception of the broader social norm when evaluating decisions to iden-
tify with other racial/ethnic groups? Future work might continue to test these
questions and disentangle differences between first- and generalized second-
order racial beliefs.

Our results also have important practical implications when considering
policies that hinge on notions of who “counts” as Black, such as in affirmative
action contexts or for reparations. Although the Supreme Court overturned
the use of race-based affirmative action in higher education admissions con-
texts via the recentStudents for Fair Admissions case, questions of groupmem-
bership remain salient for the consideration of race in other contexts. Individ-
uals have already begun using the results of GATs to claim racial minority
status (Karl 2020), andGAT results have been submitted as evidence in legal
proceedings for reparations for descendants of slavery (Nelson 2016). These
downstream applications of GAT results are unlikely to recede. About one
in five Americans—some 60 million individuals—have taken a GAT (Orth
2022). Our results suggest that the use of GATs by individuals to claim ra-
cial group membership may find acceptance among members of both in-
and out-groups, even as they assume that others might not accept a given
identity. From this, it is conceivable that GATs may become a socially ac-
cepted mechanism to claim racial membership, although more research is
needed to fully understand these ramifications across a wider range of phys-
ical appearances and for other racial/ethnic groups. In any case, GATs ap-
pear to be central to beliefs about racial legitimacy among both Black and
White Americans. Further, we find that in most cases context and prior iden-
tification matter only somewhat for classification, suggesting that people are
not as sensitive to material stakes or racial switching as previously thought.

There are several important limitations to this work that merit additional
discussion and scrutiny. Although large-scale survey experiments provide an
opportunity to statistically examine responses to different vignette treatments,
there are certainly differences between what people report on a survey and
how they behave in real-world contexts (Jerolmack and Khan 2014). Much
of the information used in our study would not be on hand when classifying a
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passerby; for example, although most test takers share their GAT results with
their families, friends, andwider social networks, GAT information is not often
available to a casual observer (Foeman, Lawton, andRieger 2015; Rubanovich
et al. 2021). As a result, these results are but a first step in understanding the
complicated role that GATs and other attributes play in shaping judgments
about legitimacy. However, by using hypothetical GATs as a tool through
which to observe the construction of legitimacy and the extent to which racial
schemas are shared, we are able to shed light on new patterns of sociological
interest, including perceptions of integrity and of broader social norms.
Further, we intentionally limited this study to a small range of images that

were similar in their White-Black racial ambiguity. Importantly, while this
approach allowed us to estimate how people interpret and respond to infor-
mation onGAT results, context, and prior identification over a range of sim-
ilar appearances (all else equal), our results are not generalizable to thewider
population of individuals who may claim a Black racial identity or may be
racialized as Black by others. Nonetheless, studying the individuals on the
margins of these identities can help us to understand the broader social pro-
cess. Finally, we also acknowledge that our results speak to the boundaries
around Blackness specifically but are not generalizable to other racial bound-
aries, which have not historically been delineated using “one-drop” rules (Davis
2001). This also provides a fruitful opportunity for future research; for exam-
ple, given that racial/ethnic identification as Hispanic or Latino has historically
been defined by more ambiguous characteristics (Mora 2014; Huang 2023), it
may be advantageous to conduct similar studies of differences between first-
and generalized second-order perceptions as they pertain to Indigenous Amer-
ican genetic similarity, which Hispanic or Latino communities tend to share.
Importantly, although respondents lean heavily on the ancestry informa-

tion provided by GATs as a source of legitimacy, this does not suggest that
one’s genome is, in fact, ameasure ofwhat race one should or can identify as.
Indeed, given the social nature of race, there is no such thing as a “true” or
“correct” racial self-identification (Morning 2015). Although GATs include
the label of “genetic ancestry” in their name, some consider the term “ancestry”
to be amisnomer for the information they provide given that GATs describe
a person’s genetic similarity to present-day (not ancestral) reference popu-
lations (Mathieson and Scally 2020; Coop 2022; National Academies of Sci-
ences, Engineering, andMedicine 2023). While GATs may carry an aura of
scientific authority and objectivity in the minds of consumers, the construction
of the genetic similarity measures used in GATs entails a series of researcher
decisions that do not have objectively correct answers (Feldman and Lewontin
2008; Royal et al. 2010; Roth and Ivemark 2018; Zhang andTrejo 2025).While
we use GATs in this study as a method of investigating racial schemas, it is
important to note that the social use of these tests by laypeople does not al-
ways align with the actual information provided by them.
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In closing, this study builds on prior empirical and theoretical work on
how people assess the legitimacy of others’ racial self-identifications. Race
is a social process that we all collectively take part in; without clear study of
the cues and traits that people use to construct perceptions of legitimacy, as
well as their perceptions of the extent to which norms are shared by other
Americans, scholarly understandings of the dynamic process of racial con-
struction are incomplete.
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APPENDIX  

 

Table A1. Main effects of ancestry, context, and prior identification (Study 1) 
  (1) (2) (3) 

 Ancestry Context Prior Identification 
A. 1st Order Classification 
Treatment 0.11*** 0.02 0.05** 

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 
B. 1st Order Approval 
Treatment 0.22*** 0.10** 0.18*** 

 (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) 
C. 2nd Order Classification 
Treatment 0.09*** 0.03 0.08*** 
  (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 
Observations 3100 3100 3100 

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses. * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001. Panels A, B, and C display 
treatment effects from separate regressions. The ancestry column illustrates the effect of 36% SSA 
ancestry relative to 4% SSA ancestry. The context column illustrates the effect of the census condition 
relative to the scholarship condition. The prior identification column illustrates the effect of a Black 
prior identity relative to a non-Black prior identity. All classification responses in Study 1 are drawn 
from a single forced choice option.  
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Table A2. Main effects of ancestry (Study 2)  

 
Black 
Respondents 

White 
Respondents 

Diff (White-
Black) 

A. 1st Order Classification (Forced Choice)       
0% SSA ancestry -0.08** -0.05* 0.03 
 (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) 
36% SSA ancestry  0.14*** 0.15*** 0.00 
 (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) 
Observations 1741 1748 3489 
B. 1st Order Approval       
0% SSA ancestry  -0.25*** -0.39*** -0.14 
 (0.06) (0.05) (0.08) 
36% SSA ancestry  0.47*** 0.38*** -0.09 
 (0.06) (0.05) (0.07) 
Observations 1741 1748 3489 
C. 2nd Order Classification       
0% SSA ancestry  -0.04 0.06 0.10* 
 (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) 
36% SSA ancestry  0.13*** 0.18*** 0.05 
 (0.03) (0.03) (0.05) 
Observations 1191 1207 2398 
D. 2nd Order Approval       
0% SSA ancestry  -0.13* -0.18*** -0.05 
 (0.06) (0.05) (0.08) 
36% SSA ancestry  0.46*** 0.43*** -0.02 
 (0.06) (0.05) (0.08) 
Observations 1741 1748 3489 
E. 1st Order Classification (Mark All That Apply)  
0% SSA ancestry  -0.15*** -0.23*** -0.08 
 (0.04) (0.04) (0.05) 
36% SSA ancestry  0.25*** 0.31*** 0.06 
 (0.04) (0.04) (0.05) 
Observations 873 867 1740 

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses. * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001. Panels A, B, C, and D 
display treatment effects from separate regressions. The reference category for all regressions is 4% 
SSA ancestry. Observations vary across regression specifications because respondents were randomly 
assigned to view different versions of the classification questions.   
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Table A3. Main effects of context and prior identification (Study 2)   
  Context   Prior Identification  

  
Black 

Respondents 
White 

Respondents 

Diff 
(White-
Black)   

Black 
Respondents 

White 
Respondents 

Diff 
(White-
Black) 

A. 1st Order Classification 
Treatment 0.05* 0.09*** 0.03  -0.03 0.03 0.06* 
 (0.02) (0.02) (0.03)  (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) 
Observations 1741 1748 3489  1741 1748 3489 
         
B. 1st Order Approval 
Treatment 0.28*** 0.14*** -0.13*  -0.04 0.05 0.09 
 (0.05) (0.04) (0.06)  (0.05) (0.04) (0.06) 
Observations 1741 1748 3489  1741 1748 3489 
         
C. 2nd Order Classification 
Treatment 0.04 0.03 -0.01  -0.03 0.02 0.05 
 (0.03) (0.03) (0.04)  (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) 
Observations 1191 1207 2398  1191 1207 2398 
         
D. 2nd Order Approval 
Treatment 0.31*** 0.07 -0.24***  -0.01 0.02 0.03 
 (0.05) (0.04) (0.06)  (0.05) (0.04) -0.06 
Observations 1741 1748 3489  1741 1748 3489 
                
E. 1st Order Classification (Mark All That Apply)  
Treatment 0.05 -0.01 -0.06  -0.02 0.04 0.06 
 (0.03) (0.03) (0.04)  (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) 
Observations 873 867 1740  873 867 1740 
                

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses. * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001. Panels A-E display treatment 
effects from separate regressions.  Observations vary across regression specifications because respondents 
were randomly assigned to view different versions of the classification questions.   
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Table A4. Principal component loadings for the integrity index (Study 1). 

Survey Question Factor Loadings 
 Component 1 Component 2 Component 3 

Fair 0.58 -0.48 0.66 
Legitimate 0.57 0.82 0.09 
Honest 0.58 -0.33 -0.75 
Fraction of Variance Explained:  0.86 0.08 0.06 

 
Notes: n=3,100. Results are from principal components analyses (PCA) of survey items related 
to perceived integrity of the vignette individual’s decision to identify as Black. See the 
Experimental Items section of the appendix for the exact wording of each survey item. 
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Table A5. Mediation of Sub-Saharan African ancestry treatment effects (Study 2).  

    Black Respondents   White Respondents 
A. 1st Order Approval 

  
Mediator 

Effect SE1 
Fraction of 
Total Effect  

Mediator 
Effect SE1 

Fraction of 
Total Effect 

4% SSA Ancestry (ref=0%)  Integrity Index 0.34 0.05 1.40  0.36 0.04 0.92 
 Perceived Discrimination -0.01 0.00 -0.03  0.00 0.00 -0.01 
 Perceived Shared Culture 0.01 0.01 0.04  0.01 0.00 0.02 

36% SSA Ancestry (ref=0%)  Integrity Index 0.72 0.05 1.00  0.73 0.04 0.98 
 Perceived Discrimination 0.01 0.00 0.01  0.01 0.00 0.02 
 Perceived Shared Culture 0.04 0.01 0.05  0.03 0.01 0.04 
 Total 1.10 0.07 2.50  1.10 0.06 2.00 
          

B. 1st Order Classification (Forced Choice) 

  
Mediator 

Effect SE1 
Fraction of 
Total Effect  

Mediator 
Effect SE1 

Fraction of 
Total Effect 

4% SSA Ancestry (ref=0%)  Integrity Index 0.11 0.02 1.40  0.11 0.01 2.20 
 Perceived Discrimination 0.00 0.00 -0.03  0.00 0.00 -0.01 
 Perceived Shared Culture 0.01 0.00 0.10  0.01 0.01 0.29 

36% SSA Ancestry (ref=0%)  Integrity Index 0.23 0.02 1.10  0.22 0.02 1.20 
 Perceived Discrimination 0.00 0.00 0.01  0.00 0.00 0.01 
 Perceived Shared Culture 0.03 0.01 0.13  0.05 0.01 0.27 
 Total 0.38 0.03 2.60  0.39 0.02 4.00 
          

C. 2nd Order Classification (Forced Choice) 

  
Mediator 

Effect SE1 
Fraction of 
Total Effect  

Mediator 
Effect SE1 

Fraction of 
Total Effect 

4% SSA Ancestry (ref=0%)  Integrity Index 0.07 0.01 2.40  0.08 0.01 -1.20 
 Perceived Discrimination 0.00 0.00 -0.07  -0.01 0.00 0.09 
 Perceived Shared Culture 0.02 0.01 0.56  0.01 0.01 -0.14 

36% SSA Ancestry (ref=0%)  Integrity Index 0.16 0.02 0.95  0.16 0.02 2.00 
 Perceived Discrimination 0.01 0.00 0.03  0.01 0.00 0.10 
 Perceived Shared Culture 0.06 0.01 0.36  0.05 0.01 0.56 

  Total 0.31 0.03 4.20   0.29 0.03 1.40 
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Table A6: Mediation of Sub-Saharan African ancestry treatment effects using the components of 
the integrity index (Study 1).  

  
Mediator 

Effect SE 

Fraction of 
Total 
Effect 

A. 1st Order Approval       
Perceived Fairness 0.07 0.01 0.30 
Perceived Legitimacy 0.04 0.01 0.16 
Perceived Honesty 0.06 0.01 0.29 
Total 0.16 0.02 0.75 
B. 1st Order Classification   
Perceived Fairness 0.02 0.01 0.22 
Perceived Legitimacy 0.01 0.00 0.11 
Perceived Honesty 0.02 0.01 0.22 
Total 0.06 0.01 0.55 
C. 2nd Order Approval  
Perceived Fairness 0.02 0.00 0.19 
Perceived Legitimacy 0.01 0.00 0.11 
Perceived Honesty 0.03 0.01 0.28 
Total 0.05 0.01 0.57 

Notes: n=3100. SE=Standard Error. Panels A, B, and C display 
mediation results for separate outcomes.  
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Table A7. Moderation of Sub-Saharan African ancestry treatment effects (Study 1) .  

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses. * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001. Each column reports 
results from separate regressions, while Panels A, B, and C display results for separate potential 
moderators. The treatment effects of 36% SSA ancestry on each of the three outcomes can be 
found in Table 3. 
  

  (1) (2) (3) 

  

Likert Approval 
Respondent's Racial 

Classification = 
Black 

Perceived Avg. 
Black American's 
Classification = 

Black 
A. Perceived Own SSA Ancestry       
36% SSA Ancestry 0.18* 0.08* 0.09* 
 (0.08) (0.04) (0.04) 
Perceived Ancestry % 0.02* 0.00 0.01 
 (0.01) (0.00) (0.00) 
36% SSA Ancestry X Perceived Own 
Ancestry % 0.01 0.01 -0.00 
 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
B. Perceived Avg. SSA Ancestry    
36% SSA Ancestry 0.14 0.04 0.08 
 (0.09) (0.04) (0.04) 
Perceived Avg. Ancestry % 0.02 0.01 0.01* 
 (0.01) (0.00) (0.00) 
36% SSA Ancestry X Perceived Avg. 
Ancestry % 0.01 0.01 0.00 
 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
C. Diff Perceived Avg. & Own SSA 
Ancestry    
36% SSA Ancestry 0.22*** 0.11*** 0.09*** 
 (0.04) (0.02) (0.02) 
Avg. - Own Ancestry % -0.01 0.00 0.00 
 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
36% SSA Ancestry X (Avg. - Own 
Ancestry %) 0.01 0.01 0.00 
 (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) 
Observations 3100 3100 3100 
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Table A8. Baseline classification and approval rates (averaged across treatment conditions)  
  Study 1   Study 2 

  
Black 

Respondents   
Black 

Respondents 
White 

Respondents 
1st Order Classification 0.65  0.35 0.24 
2nd Order Classification 0.57  0.38 0.28 
1st Order Approval 4.92  3.84 3.63 
2nd Order Approval –   3.32 3.18 

Notes: 1st order classification rates illustrate the fraction of respondents who classified the 
vignette individual as Black. 2nd order classification rates illustrate fraction of respondents who 
believe that most other same-race Americans would classify the vignette individual as Black. 
Approval outcomes are measured on a 7-point Likert scale.   
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Figure A1. Comparing “select one” and “mark one or more” responses (Study 2).  
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Figure A2. Baseline classification rates, by ancestry category (Study 1 and Study 2)  
Notes: The grey dashed line indicates 50% classification rates.  
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Figure A3. Perceptions of legitimacy, fairness, and honesty, by ancestry treatment condition 
(Study 2).  
Notes: This figure includes pooled responses from both Black and White respondents in Study 2.  
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Figure A4. Pretest results illustrating respondent guess of SSA for each of the 6 images.  
Notes: This pretest was conducted in Summer 2022 using Prolific. The pool of respondents surveyed in this study 
were unique to the pretests.   
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SURVEY ITEMS – Study 1 
 
Meet {NAME}. {NAME} is an American citizen whose family has been in the U.S. for 
generations. {NAME} is usually unsure of how to identify, but mostly {has/ has not} identified 
as Black/African-American.  
 
{NAME} recently received {his/her} genetic ancestry test results from a company such as 
23andMe or Ancestry.com. Genetic ancestry tests use a person’s DNA to make an informed 
guess regarding where a person’s ancestors lived. {NAME}’s genetic ancestry test results 
estimate that {he/she} has approximately {4% / 36%} Sub-Saharan African ancestry (from 
countries such as Ghana and Nigeria) and {96% / 64%} non-African ancestry. 
 
1. A few weeks after receiving these genetic ancestry test results, {NAME}{filled out a 

government census and identified as Black/African-American / applied for a college 
scholarship intended for Black/African-American students (e.g., NAACP)}. How negative or 
positive1 do you feel about {NAME}'s decision to identify as Black/African-American {on 
the government census / for a college scholarship intended for Black/African-American 
students}?  

 
o Extremely negative 
o Somewhat negative 
o Slightly negative 
o Equally positive and negative 
o Slightly positive 
o Somewhat positive 
o Extremely positive 

 
2. In a paragraph, please answer the following question. We are interested in your beliefs on 

what it means for a person to be Black/African-American. In your opinion, what are the 
characteristics, experiences, attitudes, and values that define being Black/African-American?  

 
[PARAGRAPH TEXT ENTRY] 
 
3. In a paragraph, please answer the following question. How do you feel about {NAME} 

identifying as Black/African-American {on the government census / for a college scholarship 
intended for Black/African-American students} after taking a genetic ancestry test? Please 
specify your reactions, thoughts, and emotions about {his/her} decision. 

 

 
1 The order in which ‘negative’ and ‘positive’ appear were randomized for this question.  
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[PARAGRAPH TEXT ENTRY] 
 
 
4. In your opinion, which of the following best describes {NAME}’s race/ethnicity? Please 

select only one option2.  
o White 
o Black or African American 
o Asian 
o American Indian or Alaska Native 
o Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 
o Hispanic/Latino 
o Some Other Race 

 
5. In your opinion, how do you think most U.S.-born Black Americans would 

describe {NAME}’s race/ethnicity? Please select only one option. 
o White 
o Black or African American 
o Asian 
o American Indian or Alaska Native 
o Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 
o Hispanic/Latino 
o Some Other Race 

 
[Questions 6-8 presented in random order] 
 
6. In your opinion, how honest is {NAME}'s decision to identify as Black/African-American? 

o Extremely dishonest3 
o Somewhat dishonest 
o Neither dishonest nor honest 
o Somewhat honest 
o Extremely honest 

 
7. In your opinion, how legitimate is {NAME}'s decision to identify as Black/African-

American? 
o Extremely illegitimate 
o Somewhat illegitimate 
o Neither illegitimate nor legitimate 

 
2 Respondents were only able to select one answer for questions 4 & 5  
3 Order of the scale from extremely dishonest/illegitimate/unfair to extremely honest/legitimate/fair was randomized 
match the orderings of the other Likert scales. For example, if respondents saw “Extremely negative” as the first 
option in question 1, they also saw “Extremely dishonest/illegitimate/unfair” first for these questions.   
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o Somewhat legitimate 
o Extremely legitimate 

 
8. In your opinion, how fair is {NAME}'s decision to identify as Black/African-American? 

o Extremely unfair 
o Somewhat unfair 
o Neither unfair nor fair 
o Somewhat fair 
o Extremely fair 

 
[Questions 9-10 presented in random order] 
 
9. In your opinion, how much discrimination has {NAME} ever faced on the basis of {his/her} 

race/ethnicity? 
o None 
o A little 
o A moderate amount 
o A lot  
o A great deal  

 
10. In your opinion, how much shared cultural heritage, background, and experience does 

{NAME} have in common with the U.S. Black/African-American community?  
o None 
o A little 
o A moderate amount 
o A lot  
o A great deal  

 
11. Around the same time that {NAME} received {his/her} genetic ancestry test results ({4% / 

36%} Sub-Saharan African ancestry and {96% / 64%} non-African ancestry), {he/she} also 
{filled out a government census and identified as Black/African-American /applied for a 
college scholarship intended for Black/African-American students (e.g., NAACP)}.  

 
How negative or positive4 do you feel about{NAME}'s decision to identify as Black/African-
American {on the government census/for a college scholarship intended for Black/African-
American students}?  

o Extremely negative 
o Somewhat negative 

 
4 The order in which ‘negative’ and ‘positive’ appear was randomized for this question (and mirrored the 

order presented in question 1).  
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o Slightly negative 
o Equally positive and negative 
o Slightly positive 
o Somewhat positive 
o Extremely positive 

 
12. To the best of your knowledge, what percentage Sub-Saharan African genetic ancestry do 

you believe you have? 
 
Sub-Saharan Africa is the entire region of Africa that is south of the Sahara Desert. It includes 
countries such as Ghana, Nigeria, Kenya, Ethiopia, and Uganda. It does not include Northern 
African countries such as Egypt, Morocco, and Algeria. 
 
[Sliding scale response from 0 - 100] 
 
13. To the best of your knowledge, what percentage Sub-Saharan African genetic ancestry do 

you believe that the average U.S.-born Black American has? 
 
[Sliding scale response from  0 - 100] 
 
14. Have you ever taken a genetic ancestry test?  

o Yes  
o No 
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SURVEY ITEMS – Study 2 

Meet {NAME}. {NAME} is an American citizen whose family has been in the U.S. for 
generations. {NAME} is usually unsure of how to identify, but mostly has identified as 
{Black/African-American / White}.  
 
{NAME} recently received {his/her} genetic ancestry test results from a company such as 
23andMe or Ancestry.com. Genetic ancestry tests use a person’s DNA to make an informed 
guess regarding where a person’s ancestors lived. {NAME}’s genetic ancestry test results 
estimate that {he/she} has approximately {0% / 4% / 36%} Sub-Saharan African ancestry (from 
countries such as Ghana and Nigeria) and {100% / 96% / 64%} European ancestry. 
 
A few weeks after receiving these genetic ancestry test results, {NAME}{filled out a 
government census and identified as Black/African-American / applied for a college scholarship 
intended for Black/African-American students (e.g., NAACP)}.  
 
15. In your opinion, which of the following best describes {NAME}’s race/ethnicity? Please 

{select only one option / select one or more options}.  
o White 
o Black or African American 
o Asian 
o American Indian or Alaska Native 
o Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 
o Hispanic/Latino 
o Some Other Race 

 
16. How negative or positive5 do you feel about {NAME}'s decision to identify as 

Black/African-American {on the government census / for a college scholarship intended for 
Black/African-American students}?  

 
o Extremely negative 
o Somewhat negative 
o Slightly negative 
o Equally positive and negative 
o Slightly positive 
o Somewhat positive 
o Extremely positive 

 

 
5 The order in which ‘negative’ and ‘positive’ appear was randomized for this question and all other similar 
questions. 
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[Questions 3-5 presented in a random order] 
 
17. In your opinion, how honest is {NAME}'s decision to identify as Black/African-American? 

o Extremely dishonest6 
o Somewhat dishonest 
o Neither dishonest nor honest 
o Somewhat honest 
o Extremely honest 

 
18. In your opinion, how legitimate is {NAME}'s decision to identify as Black/African-

American? 
o Extremely illegitimate 
o Somewhat illegitimate 
o Neither illegitimate nor legitimate 
o Somewhat legitimate 
o Extremely legitimate 

 
19. In your opinion, how fair is {NAME}'s decision to identify as Black/African-American? 

o Extremely unfair 
o Somewhat unfair 
o Neither unfair nor fair 
o Somewhat fair 
o Extremely fair 

 
20. In your opinion, how much discrimination has {NAME} ever faced on the basis of {his/her} 

race/ethnicity? 
o None 
o A little 
o A moderate amount 
o A lot  
o A great deal  

 
21. In your opinion, how much shared cultural heritage, background, and experience does 

{NAME} have in common with the U.S. Black/African-American community?  
o None 
o A little 
o A moderate amount 

 
6 Order of the scale from extremely dishonest/illegitimate/unfair to extremely honest/legitimate/fair was randomized 
match the orderings of the other Likert scales. For example, if respondents saw “Extremely negative” as the first 
option in question 1, they also saw “Extremely dishonest/illegitimate/unfair” first for these questions.   

Supplemental Material (not copyedited or formatted) for: Marissa E. Thompson, Sam Trejo, AJ Alvero, Daphne O. Martschenko. 2026. "Policing the Boundaries of 
Blackness: How Black and White Americans Evaluate Racial Self-Identifications." 
American Journal of Sociology 131(5). DOI: https://doi.org/10.1086/740028.



o A lot  
o A great deal  

 
The following questions will ask about your opinion of how most US-born Black Americans 
would perceive {NAME}. 
 
22. In your opinion, how do you think most U.S.-born Black Americans would 

describe {NAME}’s race/ethnicity? {select only one option / select one or more options}. 
o White 
o Black or African American 
o Asian 
o American Indian or Alaska Native 
o Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 
o Hispanic/Latino 
o Some Other Race 

 
23. How negative or positive do you think most U.S.-born Black Americans would feel about 

{NAME}'s decision to identify as Black/African-American {on the government census / for a 
college scholarship intended for Black/African-American students}?  

o Extremely negative 
o Somewhat negative 
o Slightly negative 
o Equally positive and negative 
o Slightly positive 
o Somewhat positive 
o Extremely positive 

 
 
24. In your opinion, how honest would most US-born Black Americans find {NAME}'s 

decision to identify as Black/African-American? 
o Extremely dishonest 
o Somewhat dishonest 
o Neither dishonest nor honest 
o Somewhat honest 
o Extremely honest 

 
25. In your opinion, how legitimate would most US-born Black Americans find {NAME}'s 

decision to identify as Black/African-American? 
o Extremely illegitimate 
o Somewhat illegitimate 
o Neither illegitimate nor legitimate 
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o Somewhat legitimate 
o Extremely legitimate 

 
26. In your opinion, how fair would most US-born Black Americans find {NAME}'s decision 

to identify as Black/African-American? 
o Extremely unfair 
o Somewhat unfair 
o Neither unfair nor fair 
o Somewhat fair 
o Extremely fair 

 
27. In your opinion, how much shared cultural heritage, background, and experience would most 

US-born Black Americans believe that {NAME} has in common with the Black/African-
American community?  

o None 
o A little 
o A moderate amount 
o A lot  
o A great deal  

 
28. In your opinion, how much discrimination would most US-born Black Americans believe 

that {NAME} has faced on the basis of his/her race/ethnicity? 
o None 
o A little 
o A moderate amount 
o A lot  
o A great deal  

 
The following questions will ask about your opinion of how most U.S.-born White Americans 
would perceive {NAME}. 
 
29. In your opinion, how do you think most U.S.-born White Americans would 

describe {NAME}’s race/ethnicity? {select only one option / select one or more options}. 
o White 
o Black or African American 
o Asian 
o American Indian or Alaska Native 
o Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 
o Hispanic/Latino 
o Some Other Race 
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30. How negative or positive do you think most U.S.-born White Americans would feel about 
{NAME}'s decision to identify as Black/African-American {on the government census / for a 
college scholarship intended for Black/African-American students}?  

o Extremely negative 
o Somewhat negative 
o Slightly negative 
o Equally positive and negative 
o Slightly positive 
o Somewhat positive 
o Extremely positive 

 
31. In your opinion, how honest would most U.S.-born White Americans find {NAME}'s 

decision to identify as Black/African-American? 
o Extremely dishonest 
o Somewhat dishonest 
o Neither dishonest nor honest 
o Somewhat honest 
o Extremely honest 

 
32. In your opinion, how legitimate would most U.S.-born White Americans find {NAME}'s 

decision to identify as Black/African-American? 
o Extremely illegitimate 
o Somewhat illegitimate 
o Neither illegitimate nor legitimate 
o Somewhat legitimate 
o Extremely legitimate 

 
33. In your opinion, how fair would most U.S.-born White Americans find {NAME}'s decision 

to identify as Black/African-American? 
o Extremely unfair 
o Somewhat unfair 
o Neither unfair nor fair 
o Somewhat fair 
o Extremely fair 

 
34. In your opinion, how much shared cultural heritage, background, and experience would most 

US-born White Americans believe that {NAME} has in common with the Black/African-
American community?  

o None 
o A little 
o A moderate amount 
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o A lot  
o A great deal  

 
35. In your opinion, how much discrimination would most US-born White Americans believe 

that {NAME} has faced on the basis of his/her race/ethnicity? 
o None 
o A little 
o A moderate amount 
o A lot  
o A great deal  
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IMAGES  

 
 

 
 
 

  

Notes: Images were drawn from the Chicago Face Database (Ma, Correll, and Wittenbrink 2015; 
Ma, Kantner, and Wittenbrink 2021). The authors were granted permission to reproduce the 
above images for illustration purposes. This permission was granted under a Creative Commons 
Attribution 4.0 (CC BY 4.0) license. Per restrictions from the Chicago Face Database, only four 
of the six images used in this experiment could be reproduced in this appendix. In addition to the 
four example images above (files CFD-MF-309-002, CFD-WM-250-157, CFD-MF-337-026, 
and CFD-MM-308-001), we also included files CFD-MF-305-014 and CFD-BM-204-003 in our 
experiment.  
 
Source: Ma, Correll, & Wittenbrink (2015). The Chicago Face Database: A Free Stimulus Set of 
Faces and Norming Data. Behavior Research Methods, 47, 1122-1135. 
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