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Across two randomized experiments, we examine how communication about discriminatory acts can inﬂuence judgments of blame and condemnation. Speciﬁcally, we consider
whether attributing discrimination to implicit or explicit bias affects how people
evaluate online reports of discrimination. In Study 1 (N ¼ 947), we explore this question in
the context of an online news environment, and in Study 2 (N ¼ 121) we replicate our
results on a social media site (i.e., Twitter). Across both studies, we document how viewers
respond differently to reports of discrimination due to variation in agent motives, the type
of bias that purportedly caused the discriminatory behavior, and the extent to which
agents are reported to have completed implicit bias training. We discuss our theoretical contribution to perspectives of blame attribution and the communication of bias
as well as the practical implications of our ﬁndings.
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Attribution refers to the cognitive process through which people seek to make sense
of and explain social behavior and events (Jiang & Sun, 2020; Malle, 2011). Scholars
have documented the importance of understanding how people make attributions
(i.e., infer the cause of events) in many areas of communication, ranging from interpersonal, risk, and intercultural communication to media studies and persuasion
(Bazarova & Hancock, 2010). Much of this work examines (a) how source and message features influence the attributions people make, and (b) how, once formed,
attributions affect subsequent attitudes, beliefs, and actions. Consistent with this approach, a primary aim of this work is to explore how viewers interpret and respond
to reports of discrimination online. Such work is needed because how instances of
bias and discrimination are discussed in the news and on social media can
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How Communicating about Discrimination
Influences Attributions of Blame and
Condemnation

Bias and Blame

D. C. DeAndrea & O. M. Bullock

Study 1
Communication and attributions of blame
Science communication and media effects scholars document how media reporting
on controversial topics can meaningfully influence public opinion on issues of societal importance. For example, studies investigating unintended consequences of
informing the public about science-related topics have found that communicating
about climate change to skeptical groups can backfire (Hart & Nisbet, 2012).
Similarly, it is possible that communication about implicit biases and discrimination might produce unintended results (Blanton & Ikizer, 2019). Indeed, recent
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meaningfully influence public opinion and a willingness to engage in collective action (see Blanton & Ikizer, 2019; Dixon, 2020; Smith, Williamson, & Bigman,
2020).
A critical factor that can affect how people interpret and respond to online
reports of discrimination is the type of bias that is reported to have caused the discriminatory act. Increasingly, media reports describe how acts of discrimination
can occur due to people holding explicit or implicit biases (Blanton & Ikizer, 2019).
This distinction is important for the evaluation of discriminatory behavior because
the same discriminatory acts can receive less condemnation when they are described as being due to implicit rather than explicit biases (Daumeyer, Onyeador,
Brown, & Richeson, 2019). Ultimately, this creates a unique challenge for communication scholars to explore. How can journalists, educators, and advocates discuss
how different forms of bias cause discriminatory behavior without hampering
efforts for reform and producing unintended consequences? Our first central aim is
to directly address this question across two studies.
Beyond applying advances in attribution research to better understand the implications of communicating about the causes of discrimination online, we also test
competing theoretical accounts of blame attribution. Whereas a socially regulated
perspective of blame (e.g., the path model of blame; Malle, Guglielmo, & Monroe,
2014) suggests that people mainly adjust judgments of blame in an evenhanded
manner based on relevant information (i.e., people are equally willing to absolve
and condemn), motivated blame perspectives (e.g., Haidt, 2008) suggest that people
engage in moral reasoning primarily to support their intuitions and are more willing to render and increase rather than lessen judgments of blame (Monroe & Malle,
2019). Therefore, a second central aim of this research is to examine the robustness
of the socially regulated blame perspective in online environments, which scholars
have speculated might encourage more biased blame attributions (Crockett, 2017;
Monroe & Malle, 2019). Specifically, we test how people react to reports of discrimination in distinct online environments (Study 1: News Website; Study 2: Twitter)
and inspect the moderating role of individual difference variables (i.e., political ideology and internal motivation to respond without prejudice).
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H1: People assign greater blame and condemnation for acts attributed to explicit
biases relative to implicit biases.
We seek to extend upon this work in several ways. First, recent theoretical advances in blame attribution (i.e., the path model of blame) indicate the importance of
going beyond a bifurcation of behavior into categories of intentional versus unintentional to fully explain how people make attributions of blame (see Malle et al.,
2014; Monroe & Malle, 2019). From this perspective, within the category of intentional acts, people consider the reasons why the person performed the normviolating action. Reasons can serve a blame-mitigating function (e.g., knocking
someone over to prevent them from getting hit by a bus) or a blame-exacerbating
Human Communication Research 48 (2022) 31–56
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studies have examined how attributions of blame and condemnation for discriminatory acts can vary depending on whether reports indicate the acts were due to explicit or implicit biases (Daumeyer et al., 2019; Daumeyer, Onyeador, & Richeson,
2020). Although conceptual debates exist (see Greenwald & Lai, 2020; Payne,
Vuletich, & Lundberg, 2017), implicit biases are generally defined as mental associations triggered automatically about a social category (e.g., race, gender) that can
lead to discrimination without intent and possibly awareness (see Payne et al., 2017;
Payne, Vuletich, & Brown-Iannuzzi, 2019). In contrast, people can self-report explicit biases upon introspection (Payne et al., 2019).
Attribution theories help explain why people would evaluate discriminatory acts
differently depending on whether explicit or implicit biases spurred the prejudiced
behavior. Specifically, the path model of blame (Malle et al., 2014) explains how,
upon detecting a norm-violating act, people determine whether the transgressor intentionally committed the violation; judgments of intentionality increase blame
whereas the the lack of intentionality mitigates blame. Although scholars have questioned whether implicit biases truly operate outside of conscious awareness, many
researchers have used the terms implicit and unconscious bias interchangeably (see
Payne et al., 2019). Furthermore, implicit biases are commonly described to the
public as a form of unconscious bias that leads to discrimination without intent or
awareness ; some articles even describe implicit biases as inherently unintentional.
Recently, Daumeyer et al. (2019, 2020) directly examined the implications of citing explicit or implicit bias as the cause of discrimination in news reports. In their
first set of studies, the authors found that reports of various forms of discrimination
(i.e., age, political affiliation, and racial/ethnic) produced less accountability for perpetrators, as well as less punishment, concern, and desire for reform, when they
were described as caused by implicit rather than explicit biases (Daumeyer et al.,
2019). These results subsequently replicated in follow-up studies which considered
whether the observed relationships would generalize to the context of gender discrimination (Daumeyer et al., 2020). Together, this work provides robust evidence
that discrimination attributed to implicit bias receives less condemnation, posing
important implications for those who communicate about issues involving
discrimination.
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The role of reasons
At first glance, the notion that there are “good” reasons for treating someone differently based on their race, gender, or sexual orientation might appear odd or repulsive. However, political spin often emphasizes different aspects of controversial
events, news coverage and social media content can seek to justify the seemingly
unjustifiable (e.g., the killing of Eric Garner; see Dukes & Gaither, 2017), and
victim-blaming regularly occurs (Lumsden & Morgan, 2017; Paterson, Brown, &
Walters, 2019). As such, it is necessary to explore how online reports can cite reasons to mitigate or exacerbate levels of blame and condemnation.
A faithful application of the path model of blame to the current context
would suggest that online commenters can cite reasons to mitigate or exacerbate
blame for transgressors who commit intentional acts of discrimination.
However, the degree to which the presentation of reasons can exacerbate blame
when online reports indicate that an agent intentionally discriminated against
another individual or group is unknown. Intentional acts of discrimination lack
ambiguity, which can standardize blame attributions (see Major et al., 2003).
When no reasoning is presented for why an agent intentionally treated others
differently based on, for instance, their race, it is easier for people to infer reasons (e.g., the agents want to harm the group) or causal history of reason
explanations (e.g., the agents are racist) that exacerbate blame than it is to infer
reasons that mitigate (i.e., lessen, not eliminate) blame (e.g., the agents believe
they are helping the group). If negative reasons are highly accessible and inferred in absence of their explicit presentation, then we should not expect the
presentation of such reasons to substantively increase levels of blame.
Essentially, a ceiling effect might exist wherein it is difficult for the presentation
of reasons to exacerbate blame for online reports that indicate an agent intentionally discriminated against another individual or group.
In general, considering the accessibility and valence of reasons for normviolating acts can provide the same benefits outlined by those who advocate for
an attribute-centered approach to understanding behavioral norms (see Rimal &
Lapinski, 2015). Classifying behaviors by their attributes (e.g., public/private;
frequent/infrequent) can illuminate when particular norms (e.g., descriptive, injunctive) will exert a substantive influence, increasing the predictive and explanatory power of social norm theories. Likewise, considering the accessibility and
valence of reasons available to account for certain behaviors can be informative
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function (e.g., knocking someone over to cause them pain). For unintentional
acts, people consider the degree to which an agent could have prevented the
norm-violating action; preventability assessments involve whether the agent had
the capacity and obligation to prevent the act. Greater perceived preventability
exacerbates blame, whereas lower perceived preventability mitigates blame
(Monroe & Malle, 2019).
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for predicting how strongly reasons will exacerbate or mitigate blame. In the
context of evaluating reports of intentionally discriminatory behavior online, we
suspect the ability of reasons to mitigate blame is greater than the ability to exacerbate blame.

Preventability and implicit bias training
Similar to the role reasons play in mitigating or exacerbating blame for intentional
acts, reporters, and online commenters can bring to the forefront the degree to
which unintentional acts were preventable. When implicit biases are cited as the
cause of discriminatory behavior, one factor that could affect perceptions of preventability is whether individuals have completed implicit bias training. Implicit
bias training is regularly employed to reduce discriminatory behavior in a variety of
professional and societal settings (Blanton & Ikizer, 2019; Sukhera, Watling, &
Gonzalez, 2020). Although the efficacy of implicit bias training is complex
(Bezrukova, Spell, Perry, & Jehn, 2016; Hagiwara, Dovidio, Stone, & Penner, 2020),
and a recent meta-analysis indicates such training appears to produce trivial
changes in explicit behavior (see Forscher et al., 2019), the public is regularly presented with implicit bias training as a viable option to reduce unintentional discrimination. The implications of discussing the presence or absence of implicit bias
training for attributions of blame and the need for reform are understudied from a
communicative perspective (Redfield, 2020).
Blanton and Ikizer (2019) discuss how science communication surrounding implicit bias tests and training might produce unintended consequences. Specifically,
they note (a) how individuals might infer from media descriptions that they should
inhibit implicit biases, but behavioral inhibition strategies often backfire, and (b) if
implicit biases are increasingly described as being common, normative constraints
that might otherwise hold such biases in check are reduced. We seek to examine the
degree to which another mechanism (i.e., preventability perceptions) influences
how people respond to reports of discrimination online. If implicit biases are
reported as the cause of discrimination, specifying an unwillingness or failure to
complete implicit bias training could exacerbate blame. Conversely, those seeking
to mitigate blame might highlight efforts taken to reduce implicit biases through
training completion.

H3: When discriminatory acts are attributed to implicit biases, information
about the completion of implicit bias training mitigates blame (relative to no
information).
Human Communication Research 48 (2022) 31–56
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RQ1: Relative to providing no reasons, can the presentation of bad motives exacerbate blame and condemnation for intentional discriminatory acts?
H2: Relative to providing no reasons, the presentation of reasons that seek to justify intentional discriminatory acts mitigate blame and condemnation.
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H4: When discriminatory acts are attributed to implicit biases, information
about the failure to complete implicit bias training exacerbates blame (relative to
no information).

RQ2: Does IMS influence judgments of blame and condemnation?
Lastly, we seek to extend previous work by examining another individual difference
that may moderate how individuals make blame judgments: political ideology. There is
clear evidence that public opinion on matters of discrimination varies greatly along partisan lines. For instance, in the United States, Democrats and Republicans have “vastly
different views” on the treatment of Black Americans, the amount of attention given to
racial issues, and their willingness to learn about racial inequities (Horowitz, Brown, &
Cox, 2019, p. 8). There are also wide partisan gaps in views on discrimination in society
based on gender, religion, and sexual orientation (Jones, 2019). Given the substantive
differences in views on bias and discrimination in society, we seek to examine if political ideology influences judgments of blame and moral condemnation. Specifically, we
consider whether political ideology influences people to make blame judgments in a
manner less consistent with the socially regulated perspective of blame.
RQ3: Does political ideology influence judgments of blame and condemnation?
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Potential moderating factors
Finally, we examine how individual difference variables might moderate blame attributions. As noted by Monroe and Malle (2019) and empirically documented (e.g.,
Schiller, Baumgartner, & Knoch, 2014), there are circumstances under which people
are likely to attribute blame in a biased manner (e.g., favoring the ingroup and discriminating against an outgroup). The first individual difference that we investigate is internal motivation to respond without prejudice (IMS), which is defined as “the extent to
which people are intrinsically motivated to behave in non-prejudiced ways” (Daumeyer
et al., 2019). In their 2019 article, Daumeyer et al. (Study 3) investigate IMS as a potential moderator of the relationship between the type of information provided to participants and their blame judgments. Specifically, they considered whether those high in
IMS may be especially likely to hold perpetrators of discriminatory acts accountable for
their behavior, especially if the behaviors are grounded in explicit biases, whereas those
low in IMS may be less likely to distinguish the blameworthiness of acts driven by explicit or implicit biases. Indeed, their results detected a moderation effect, suggesting
that participants who were high in IMS generally tended to hold perpetrators more accountable for blameworthy acts. Those high in IMS were also more likely to support
punishment in response to discriminatory acts due to explicit rather than implicit bias.
Daumeyer and colleagues suggest the influence of IMS occurs because those low in
IMS are less motivated to attend to details surrounding issues and information related
to discrimination, whereas those high in IMS are more attentive to such information.
The present study seeks to replicate and explore these relationships further.
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Method

Participants
A total of 1,009 participants were recruited through TurkPrime and paid $2.00 in
exchange for their participation (see Litman, Robinson, & Abberbock, 2017).
Although all participants received compensation, a modified version of a validated
attention check by Berinsky, Margolis, and Sances (2014) was included that 62 participants failed; we subsequently removed these participants from all analyses yielding a final sample of 947. Sample characteristics are described in more detail in
Supplementary Material.
Stimuli
Following the method employed by Daumeyer et al. (2019), participants read an
online news article that varied information surrounding an act of discrimination.
As a conceptual replication and extension, we changed the context surrounding the
act to discriminatory lending, increased the number of bias information conditions,
and varied whether the act of discrimination was undertaken by a single individual
or a collection of individuals. In all conditions, participants read an online news article about the results of a bank audit investigating discriminatory lending practices.
In all conditions, participants read that a report discovered that bank officer(s) approved loans for White applicants at almost double the rate of minority applicants,
and that interviews with co-workers, and a review of video and audio recordings,
confirmed the findings of the report. In the three intentional conditions (intentional
only, mitigating reason, exacerbating reason), participants read that the investigation examined whether explicit biases caused discriminatory lending. The report always concludes that the agent(s) intentionally provided loans to White applicants
at a greater rate than minority applicants. However, in the mitigating reason condition, the bank officer(s) explain that they are members of the local chamber of commerce, that they helped create a program to attract minority business owners in
conjunction with the local credit union, and that they feel obliged to refer minority
applicants to the program as it provides better interest rates. In the exacerbating
reason condition, the bank officers(s) explain that they are members of the local
chamber of commerce, and that it is within their rights to consider the types of
Human Communication Research 48 (2022) 31–56
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Research design overview
A between-subjects experiment was designed to test the hypotheses and research
questions. The bias information factor had six conditions that varied the type of
bias reported (intentional only, intentional mitigating reason, intentional exacerbating reason, unintentional only, unintentional more preventable, unintentional less
preventable). A second factor, agent type, had two conditions (individual or group)
to test if the effects of the bias information factor generalized to both individuals
and a group of individuals committing discriminatory acts. Thus, participants were
randomly assigned to one of the 12 conditions.
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Measures
All items are measured on 7-point Likert style scales with endpoints of strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7) unless otherwise noted. In addition to measuring
blame, multiple indicators of condemnation were included as outcome variables for
two reasons. First, where possible we sought to replicate Daumeyer et al. (2019),
who measured moral accountability and individual punishment. Second, Malle
(2021) documents nuanced differences between classes of moral assessment that are
reflected in our range of outcomes. In addition to measuring blame, we measured
moral responsibility, agent favorability, and punishment perceptions as indicators
of condemnation.
Blame
Following Monroe and Malle (2019), participants responded to the question, “How
much blame does [agent] deserve?” using a slider bar with endpoints of 0–100.
Moral responsibility
Perceived moral responsibility was measured with eight items from Redford and
Ratliff (2016). A sample item is “[The agent] is morally responsible for his actions”
(a ¼ .89).
Agent favorability
Two sets of bipolar adjectives on 7-point scales were used to measure favorability
perceptions. The stem read, “I view the [agent]. . .” and was followed by the bipolar
adjectives unfavorably/favorably and negatively/positively (Spearman’s rho ¼ .96).
Individual punishment
Consistent with Daumeyer et al. (2019), we measured the degree to which individuals (rather than institutions) were perceived to deserve punishment. Participants
read the stem, “The [agent] should be. . .” and responded to the following five items:
reassigned, fined, suspended without pay, demoted, and fired (a ¼ .90).
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businesses and business owners they want to attract to the community and the types
they feel do not fit within the fabric of the community.
In the three unintentional conditions (unintentional only, more preventable, less
preventable), participants read that the investigation examined whether implicit
biases caused discriminatory lending. The report always concludes that the difference in lending rates was unintentional and driven by implicit biases. However, in
the more preventable condition, the report also states that the bank officer(s) failed
to complete mandatory implicit bias training. In the less preventable condition, the
report states that the bank officer(s) completed voluntary implicit bias training.
Please see Supplementary Materials for all versions of the stimuli.
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Internal motivation to respond without prejudice subscale
The modified (Daumeyer et al., 2019) five-item subscale (Plant & Devine, 1998)
was used to assess whether participants personally strive to act in nonbiased ways
with others (a ¼ .86).

Results

Here, we organize the reporting of our results by dependent variable starting with the
outcome of blame; we summarize support for each hypothesis in Table S11 of
Supplementary Material. We first conducted a series of two-way ANOVAs to examine main and interaction effects of the bias information type and agent type factors
for each outcome; A two-way ANOVA indicated a significant main effect for the bias
information type factor, F(5, 935) ¼ 36.24, p < .001, gp2 ¼ .16, a non-significant
main effect for the agent type factor, F(1, 935) ¼ .14, p ¼ .71, gp2 <.001, and a significant bias type x agent type interaction, F(5, 935) ¼ 2.54, p ¼ .027, gp2 ¼ .013 on
blame. Table 1 provides means and standard errors as well as an indication if the
means significantly varied as determined by Bonferroni adjusted pairwise
comparisons.
Hypothesis 1 states that people assign greater blame for acts attributed to explicit
biases relative to implicit biases. Across both agent conditions, there were higher
levels of blame in the intentional only (M ¼ 81.21, SD ¼ 21.15) condition relative to
the unintentional only condition (M ¼ 57.82, SD ¼ 29.43; supporting H1). RQ1 explored whether, relative to providing no reasons, the presentation of bad reasons
can exacerbate blame for intentional acts of discrimination. There was no difference
between the intentional only and exacerbating reason conditions (M ¼ 80.33, SD ¼
21.14), indicating that the presentation of bad reasons did not exacerbate blame.
Hypothesis 2 predicted that, relative to providing no reasons, the presentation of
reasons that seek to justify intentional acts of discrimination mitigate blame. The
mitigating reason condition (M ¼ 52.84, SD ¼ 33.42) had significantly lower blame
scores relative to both the intentional only and exacerbating reason conditions (supporting H2). Hypothesis 3 states that when discriminatory acts are attributed to implicit biases, information about the completion of implicit bias training mitigates
blame, whereas Hypothesis 4 states information about the failure to complete implicit bias training exacerbates blame. The three unintentional conditions (i.e., unintentional only, less preventable, and more preventable) did not vary in blame
within the collective agent condition (not supporting H3 and H4). However, the
significant interaction effect provides some evidence that participants evaluated the
Human Communication Research 48 (2022) 31–56
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Conservativism
Two items were used to assess political ideology (Robinson, Shaver, & Wrightsman,
1999). The items stated “I endorse many aspects of conservative political ideology”
and “I endorse many aspects of liberal political ideology” (reverse-coded;
Spearman’s rho ¼ .53).
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Outcome by Information Condition
Outcome

Blame
Collective Agent

Moral Responsibility

Favorability

Individual Punishment

Estimated
Marginal
Mean

Standard
Error

Intentional Mitigating (a)
Intentional (b)
Intentional Exacerbating (c)
Unintentional Less Preventable (d)
Unintentional (e)
Unintentional More Preventable (f)
Intentional Mitigating (a)
Intentional (b)
Intentional Exacerbating (c)
Unintentional Less Preventable (d)
Unintentional (e)
Unintentional More Preventable (f)
Intentional Mitigating (a)
Intentional (b)
Intentional Exacerbating (c)
Unintentional Less Preventable (d)
Unintentional (e)
Unintentional More Preventable (f)
Intentional Mitigating (a)
Intentional (b)
Intentional Exacerbating (c)
Unintentional Less Preventable (d)
Unintentional (e)
Unintentional More Preventable (f)
Intentional Mitigating (a)
Intentional (b)
Intentional Exacerbating (c)
Unintentional Less Preventable (d)
Unintentional (e)
Unintentional More Preventable (f)

49.22b, c, f
81.85a, d, e, f
84.33a, d, e, f
52.37b, c, f
58.51b, c
66.01a, b, c, d
56.36b, c
81.78a, d, e, f
76.33a, d, e, f
59.19b, c
57.09b, c
57.70b, c
4.36b, c, f
5.62a, c, d, e, f
5.57a, d, e, f
4.49b, c
4.63b, c
4.79a, b, c
4.15b, c, e, f
2.54a, c, d, e, f
2.75a, d, e, f
3.85b, c
3.49a, b, c
3.44a, b, c
3.68b, c
5.09a, c, d, e, f
4.91a, d, e, f
3.86 b, c
3.85b, c
3.89b, c

3.06
2.98
2.98
3.10
2.96
2.96
3.02
2.96
2.98
3.02
3.04
2.96
.10
.10
.10
.10
.10
.10
.15
.14
.15
.15
.15
.14
.13
.12
.13
.13
.13
.12

Note: Different letters in the same row indicate means that signiﬁcantly differ at p < .05
after Bonferroni adjustment for multiple pairwise comparisons.

less preventable and more preventable conditions differently. Within the individual
agent condition, the less preventable condition (M ¼ 52.36, SD ¼ 26.76) received
significantly lower blame scores in comparison to the more preventable condition
(M ¼ 66.01, SD ¼ 25.06; providing partial support for H3 and H4).
We repeated this analysis approach for the remaining outcome variables, which
we collectively referred to as indicators of condemnation. However, given (a) the
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Blame
Individual Agent

Information Condition
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interaction of the bias information and agent factors was not significant for the
remaining dependent variables, and (b) the main effect of agent type was not significant for any of the remaining dependent variables, we focus our reporting on the
main effects of the bias information factor.
A significant main effect of the bias information type factor was detected for the
moral responsibility outcome, F(5, 925) ¼ 32.53, p < .001, gp2 ¼ .15. The intentional only condition and the exacerbating reason condition did not vary (informing RQ1) but had significantly higher scores for perceived moral responsibility
relative to all other conditions (supporting H1 and H2). The mitigating reason condition did not differ from the less preventable condition but was significantly lower
in perceived moral responsibility relative to the more preventable condition (lending minimal support to H3 and H4).
A significant main effect also emerged for the perceived favorability variable,
F(5, 935) ¼ 18.12, p < .001, gp2 ¼ .09. Again, the intentional only and exacerbating
reason conditions did not vary (RQ1) and were significantly lower in perceived
favorability than all other conditions (supporting H1 and H2). The mitigating reason and less preventable condition did not vary; however, favorability perceptions
were significantly higher in the mitigating condition relative to the unintentional
only and more preventable conditions (lending minimal support to H3 and H4).
A main effect was also detected for individual punishment, F(5, 933) ¼ 24.38,
p < .001, gp2 ¼ .12. Again, the intentional only and exacerbating reason conditions
did not vary (RQ1) and were significantly higher in reported individual punishment
than all other conditions (H1 and H2 supported); the remaining four conditions
did not vary (no support for H3 or H4).
Next, we examined how conservatism and internal motivation to respond without prejudice (IMS) related to each dependent measure and whether conservatism
and IMS moderated the effects of the bias information type factor on the dependent
measures. As indicated by the results of multiple regression analyses presented in
Table S3, conservatism and IMS independently predicted each outcome measure
with one exception; conservatism did not significantly predict individual punishment scores when controlling for IMS. IMS positively predicted all outcome measures, except perceived favorability, with which it had a significant negative
association. Higher scores on the conservatism measure were associated with lower
scores for blame and moral responsibility and greater perceived favorability of the
agent(s).
Model 1 in PROCESS (Hayes, 2018) was used to examine conservatism and IMS
as moderators generating estimates of conditional effects based on 10,000 resamples. Given the multi-categorical nature of the bias information type factor, we examined if the difference between specific conditions (intentional only vs.
unintentional only; exacerbating reason vs. mitigating reason; less preventable vs.
more preventable) on each outcome varied as a function of conservatism or IMS.
Tables S4–S6 provide the results of moderation analyses for IMS, and Tables S7–S9
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Discussion

The results indicate that the presentation of reasons and information about implicit
bias training influence how people respond to reading about discrimination online.
The exacerbating and intentional only conditions did not vary from one another
but consistently led to more blame, moral responsibility, and punishment (and less
agent favorability) than the other conditions. Overall support was found for H1 in
that participants readily distinguished between intentional and unintentional acts.
Whereas the mitigating reason condition reduced blame and condemnation (supporting H2), the exacerbating condition did not increase blame and condemnation
relative to the intentional only condition (informing RQ1). For the outcome of
blame, there was partial support for H3 and H4. The less preventable condition received significantly less blame than the more preventable condition, but only when
individual targets were evaluated. However, for the other outcome measures, little
support was obtained.
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show the results of moderation analyses for conservatism. We also visualize these
results in Supplementary Materials.
IMS moderated the effect of the intentional only versus unintentional only condition on blame, moral responsibility, and favorability. The nature of the moderation varied (see Holbert and Park, 2020); contributory (blame, moral responsibility)
and contingent (favorability) moderation was detected. For the contributory moderation, higher scores on IMS led to greater significant differences between the intentional only versus unintentional only conditions. For the contingent moderation,
there was only a significant difference between conditions at moderate and high levels of IMS.
IMS also moderated the effect of the exacerbating reason versus mitigating reason condition on blame, moral responsibility, and individual punishment. All of the
moderation effects were contributory in nature, with significant differences at all
levels of IMS that increased in magnitude as IMS increased. There was not clear evidence of moderation by IMS for the less preventable versus more preventable condition for any of the outcomes.
Conservatism moderated the effect of the intentional only versus unintentional
only condition on all outcomes. Contributory moderation was detected for blame,
moral responsibility, and individual punishment, whereas contingent moderation
was detected for perceived favorability. For the contributory moderation, the effect
was significant at all levels of the moderator; however, the difference between conditions increased as conservatism scores increased. For the contingent moderation,
there was not a significant difference between conditions at low levels of conservatism; however, there was a significant effect at moderate and high levels.
Conservatism did not moderate the effect of the exacerbating reason versus mitigating reason conditions or the less preventable versus more preventable conditions on
any outcome.
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Study 2
Study 2 expands upon Study 1 in the following ways. First, Study 1 examined reactions to one form of discrimination (racial/ethnic) in one context (banking). Study
2 follows the stimulus sampling approach of Monroe and Malle (2019) and examines the predictions and research questions outlined in Study 1 across reports of six
different forms of discrimination (i.e., racial, gender/sex, sexual orientation, age, religious, and cultural) to increase the generalizability of our findings. Second,
Monroe and Malle (2019) speculate that certain online environments (e.g., Twitter)
might not possess the characteristics necessary for a socially regulated perspective
to accurately account for blame attributions. They note, “Central to the socially regulated perspective is the claim that social demands for warrant motivate systematic
moral information processing and judgments of blame. What follows from this contention is that intensifying or relaxing the requirement for warrant should modulate
whether people are relatively more systematic or more biased in their judgments”
(p. 233). We explore the degree to which the socially regulated perspective holds
when evaluating accusations of discrimination in an online environment that potentially relaxes the need to justify or defend accusations of blame.
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Addressing RQ2, IMS was independently associated with all dependent variables and moderated many of the relationships reported above. Greater IMS was
associated with more blame and condemnation and greater differences between
conditions. The moderation effects were primarily contributory in nature.
Addressing RQ3, conservatism was significantly associated with most outcomes
and consistently moderated the main effects between the intentional only and
unintentional only conditions. The moderation effects were primarily contributory in nature.
Overall, the findings support a socially regulated perspective of blame.
Participants consistently reduced blame and condemnation when intentional acts
of discrimination were accompanied by a mitigating reason and when the same acts
of discrimination were presented as unintentional and caused by implicit biases.
Conservatism and IMS moderated some of the reported relationships; however, the
moderation effects were primarily contributory in nature, indicating that participants all made significant adjustments in their levels of blame and condemnation,
albeit of different magnitude. The data also support our speculation that the presentation of reasons might not be able to exacerbate blame above the amount people
already assign for intentional acts of discrimination given the accessibility of bad
motives for such acts. It is possible, however, that participants did not interpret the
“exacerbating” reason presented in Study 1 as a bad motive. To address concerns
about the unique effect that single messages for a specific act of discrimination
might have had in Study 1, we sought to replicate our findings with multiple stimuli
following the method of Monroe and Malle (2019).
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Method

Participants
A total of 126 participants were recruited through TurkPrime and paid $2.00 in
exchange for their participation (see Litman et al., 2017). Participants from
Study 1 were excluded from taking Study 2. Five participants failed the attention
check for a final sample of 121 participants. Sample characteristics are available
in Supplementary Material.
Procedure and stimuli
Participants were told that the researchers were interested in understanding how
people react to events reported on Twitter and that they would view six different
tweets (i.e., posts on Twitter) and provide their feedback on the events that were
described. Participants were presented a series of six tweets that contained each
bias information type. The source of each ostensible Tweet and reaction metrics
(i.e., number of likes and retweets) were blacked out for all conditions. Six different events of discrimination (i.e., racial, gender/sex, sexual orientation, age, religious, and cultural) were created with unique versions for each bias information
condition (intentional only, intentional mitigating reason, intentional exacerbating reason, unintentional only, unintentional more preventable, unintentional less
preventable) for a total of 36 conditions (six of each topic  six of each information type). Participants were assigned to view six tweets containing each bias information condition in a randomly determined event and in a randomly
determined order; participants never saw more than one version of each event or
bias information type. See Supplementary Materials for the wording of all stimuli.
Measures
All items are measured on 7-point Likert scales with endpoints of strongly disagree
(1) to strongly agree (7) unless otherwise noted. Whereas in Study 1 participants
evaluated a single online news article, participants were required to evaluate six different tweets in Study 2 that described six different discriminatory events. As a result, it was necessary to adjust the number of items used to evaluate each event.
Blame, agent favorability (Spearman’s rho ranged from .88 to .97), IMS (a ¼ .85),
and conservativism (Spearman’s rho ¼ .78) were measured in the same manner as
in Study 1.
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Research design overview
Following the method of Monroe and Malle (2019), bias information type was a
within-subjects factor with six conditions (intentional only, intentional mitigating
reason, intentional exacerbating reason, unintentional only, unintentional more
preventable, unintentional less preventable) and stimulus sampling was employed
to enhance the generalizability of the results. We only included an individual agent
version of each condition due to the results of Study 1.
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Moral responsibility
Perceived moral responsibility was measured with four items from Cameron,
Payne, and Knobe (2010). The additional items added by Redford and Ratliff
(2016) and used in Study 1 were dropped. Reliability estimates ranged from a ¼ .72
to .83.

Results

We first conducted a series of repeated measures ANOVAs to examine the effect of
the information condition on each outcome measure. When a main effect was
detected, we employed Bonferroni adjusted pairwise comparisons to determine significant differences between the six information conditions (see Table 2). For the
outcome of blame, a significant main effect was detected, Wilks’ lambda ¼ .38, F(5,
115) ¼ 37.90, p < .001, gp2 ¼ .62. Similar to Study 1, the intentional only and exacerbating conditions were significantly higher than all other conditions (supporting
H1 and H2) and did not vary (RQ1). The mitigating reason, unintentional only,
and less preventable conditions all had significantly lower blame scores than the
more preventable condition, providing partial support for H3 and support for H4
(see Table 2).
A significant main effect was detected for the outcome of moral responsibility,
Wilks’ lambda ¼ .47, F(5, 114) ¼ 25.60, p < .001, gp2 ¼ .35. Again, the intentional
only and exacerbating conditions were significantly higher than all other conditions
(supporting H1 and H2) and did not vary (RQ1). The mitigating and unintentional
only conditions did not vary from the less preventable condition but were significantly lower in perceived moral responsibility than the more preventable condition
(providing minimal support for H3 and support for H4).
A significant main effect was detected for perceived favorability, Wilks’ lambda ¼
.40, F(5, 115) ¼ 34.49, p < .001, gp2 ¼ .60. The intentional only and exacerbating
conditions were significantly lower in perceived favorability relative to all other conditions (supporting H1 and H2). The more preventable condition was significantly
lower than the mitigating, unintentional only, and less preventable conditions (providing partial support for H3 and support for H4).
A significant main effect was detected for the individual punishment measure,
Wilks’ lambda ¼ .41, F(5, 115) ¼ 32.19, p < .001, gp2 ¼ .59. The intentional only
and exacerbating conditions were significantly higher than all other conditions in
individual punishment scores (supporting H1 and H2). The unintentional only condition did not vary from the less preventable condition but was significantly lower
Human Communication Research 48 (2022) 31–56
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Punishment
For the individual punishment measure, participants read the stem, “The [agent]
should be. . .” and responded to the following four items: punished, suspended, demoted, and removed from their position. Reliability estimates ranged from a ¼ .90
to .97.
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Table 2. Study 2 Descriptive Statistics for Outcomes by Information Comparison
Outcome
Blame

Favorability

Individual
Punishment

Estimated Marginal
Mean

Standard
Error

Intentional Mitigating (a)
Intentional (b)
Intentional Exacerbating (c)
Unintentional Less Preventable (d)
Unintentional (e)
Unintentional More Preventable (f)
Intentional Mitigating (a)
Intentional (b)
Intentional Exacerbating (c)
Unintentional Less Preventable (d)
Unintentional (e)
Unintentional More Preventable (f)
Intentional Mitigating (a)
Intentional (b)
Intentional Exacerbating (c)
Unintentional Less Preventable (d)
Unintentional (e)
Unintentional More Preventable (f)
Intentional Mitigating (a)
Intentional (b)
Intentional Exacerbating (c)
Unintentional Less Preventable (d)
Unintentional (e)
Unintentional More Preventable (f)

51.80b, c, f
77.79a, d, e, f
83.63a, d, e, f
55.08b, c, f
48.84b, c, f
63.96a, b, c, d, e
4.32b, c, f
5.52a, d, e, f
5.78a, d, e, f
4.60b, c
4.36b, c, f
4.93a, b, c, e
3.77b, c, f
2.47a, d, e, f
2.14a, d, e, f
3.40b, c, e, f
3.72b, c, d, f
3.00a, b, c, d, e
3.51b, c
4.89a, d, e, f
5.41a, d, e, f
3.66b, c
3.24b, c, f
3.94b, c, e

3.15
2.57
2.17
2.75
2.59
2.73
.14
.12
.11
.12
.11
.12
.15
.14
.13
.11
.11
.13
.18
.16
.15
.15
.14
.16

Note: Different letters in the same row indicate means that signiﬁcantly differ at p < .05
after Bonferroni adjustment for multiple pairwise comparisons.

in perceived moral responsibility than the more preventable condition (providing
minimal support for H3 and support for H4).
Following Study 1, we next examined if IMS and conservatism moderated any of
the above relationships. Model 2 in the MEMORE macro (Mediation and
Moderation for Repeated Measures; Montoya & Hayes, 2017) was used to probe interaction effects. Given the multicategorical nature of the bias information type factor, we again examined if the difference between specific conditions (intentional
only vs. unintentional only; exacerbating reason vs. mitigating reason; less preventable vs. more preventable) on each outcome varied as a function of IMS or conservatism. MEMORE calculates a difference score for each condition (e.g., intentional
only blame score minus the unintentional only blame score) and then formally tests
if this difference varies as a function of the moderator. In addition, MEMORE estimates the relationship between the moderator and each condition (e.g., regressing
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Moral
Responsibility

Information Condition

Bias and Blame

D. C. DeAndrea & O. M. Bullock

Discussion

Consistent with Study 1, the results of Study 2 indicate that the presentation of reasons and information about implicit bias training can influence how people respond
to reading about discrimination on Twitter. Again, support was found for both H1
and H2; participants readily distinguished between intentional and unintentional
acts, and the mitigating reason condition reduced blame, moral responsibility, and
individual punishment while increasing the perceived favorability of the agent. As
in Study 1, the exacerbating condition did not increase blame and condemnation
relative to the intentional only condition (informing RQ1). There was minimal support for H3 and consistent support for H4 in this study. The results indicated that
failing to complete mandatory implicit bias training (more preventable) increased
blame and condemnation relative to the unintentional only condition. Although the
less preventable condition and more preventable conditions significantly differed
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intentional only blame score on IMS and regressing unintentional only blame score
on IMS). Tables S12–S19 in Supplementary Materials provide the complete results
of all moderation analyses.
IMS moderated the difference between the intentional versus unintentional conditions and the mitigating versus exacerbating conditions for all four outcome
measures. A consistent pattern of contributory moderation was detected; higher
IMS scores corresponded to a larger difference between conditions (see Tables S12–
S15). For the intentional versus unintentional conditions, the significant moderation was more attributable to differences in the intentional conditions relative to the
unintentional conditions. For the mitigating versus exacerbating conditions, the significant moderation was almost exclusively attributable to differences in the exacerbating conditions relative to the mitigating conditions. For the less preventable
versus more preventable analyses, no moderation was detected. However, higher
IMS scores in both the less preventable and more preventable conditions were associated with higher perceptions of moral responsibility and lower perceptions of
agent favorability.
Conservatism only moderated the difference between the intentional only and
unintentional only conditions for the outcome of moral responsibility; contributory
moderation was detected such that as conservativism scores increased, the difference between scores for moral responsibility in the intentional only condition relative to the unintentional condition decreased. Although the difference between
conditions (intentional vs. unintentional; mitigating vs. exacerbating; less preventable vs. more preventable) did not vary as a function of conservatism for almost every outcome, conservativism was significantly associated with several outcome
measures. Specifically, conservativism was significantly related to every outcome for
the intentional only, exacerbating, less preventable, and more preventable conditions. A consistent pattern emerged (see Tables S16–S19); higher scores of conservativism were associated with less blame and condemnation.
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General discussion
Communicating about discrimination and bias
The collective results of our studies provide insight for how communicating about
discrimination can affect perceptions of blame and condemnation. In online news
articles and on social media, stating that discrimination occurred due to explicit or
implicit biases meaningfully affected the amount of blame and condemnation that
transgressors received. As outlined by the path model of blame, reasons were able
to mitigate blame. However, as speculated, reasons were not able to exacerbate
blame above and beyond the high levels already assigned when reports indicated
that the discriminatory acts were intentional.
We chose to specifically examine how messaging about the completion (or lack
thereof) of implicit bias training affects attributions of blame and condemnation
when implicit biases are cited as the cause of discriminatory acts. Online sources
regularly report on an array of organizations, companies, and government agencies
that are seeking to reduce or eliminate discrimination due to implicit biases through
training efforts. Overall, there was some evidence, particularly in Study 2, that
blame and condemnation vary when information is presented about the completion
of implicit bias training with stronger evidence that the failure to complete training
increases blame rather than the completion of training lessening blame.
Both internal motivation to respond without prejudice (IMS) and conservatism
were significantly associated in many instances with blame and condemnation.
However, IMS demonstrated more robust moderation effects. Consistent with
Daumeyer et al. (2019), higher IMS was associated with more blame and condemnation and a greater propensity to differentiate between discrimination due to implicit and explicit biases. Notably, the nature of the moderation was primarily
contributory. The results of Study 1 indicated that conservatism moderated the effect of the intentional and unintentional conditions on outcomes, with evidence of
contributory moderation for three outcomes and contingent moderation for one
outcome. Study 2 indicated a lack of moderation by conservatism. Overall, the absence of moderation for significant effects and the detection of contributory moderation suggests that people across the political spectrum either adjust evaluations of
blame and condemnation similarly based on intentionality information (no
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for the outcomes of blame and favorability, the less preventable condition rarely differed from the unintentional only condition.
Addressing RQ2, the results were similar to Study 1. Higher scores of IMS corresponded with a larger difference between outcomes in the intentional and unintentional conditions and the exacerbating and mitigating conditions. Unlike Study 1,
only one instance of moderation was detected for conservativism (RQ3). However,
conservatism was significantly associated with many of the outcome measures in a
similar manner as occurred in Study 1.
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moderation) or make similar, substantive adjustments that vary in magnitude (contributory moderation).

Path model of blame
Overall, the data provide robust support for a socially regulated perspective of
blame that diverges from central elements of motivated blame perspectives (see
Monroe & Malle, 2019). In general, there was consistent evidence that people were
willing to minimize levels of blame and condemnation due to a lack of intentionality and the presentation of mitigating reasons. This evidence was obtained (a) for
the evaluation of discriminatory acts which increase the potential for social desirability biases (see Perinelli & Gremigni, 2016), (b) in online settings anticipated to
favor motivated blame perspectives, and (c) across individual differences that research suggests would minimize the likelihood of blame mitigation.
Although moderation effects were found for IMS across Study 1 and Study 2,
and for conservatism in Study 1, a clear majority of these moderating effects were
contributory in nature; participants significantly adjusted their blame and condemnation judgments due to the lack of intentionality or the presentation of mitigating
reasons, but did so to different degrees. Digging deeper into the nature of the moderation effects provides additional illumination.
In Study 2, IMS moderated the magnitude of the differences between conditions.
However, the moderation was primarily due to participants who varied in IMS providing different evaluations in the intentional only and exacerbating conditions.
That is, participants who varied in IMS reduced blame and condemnation similarly
in the unintentional only and mitigating conditions, whereas participants who varied in IMS differed in the level of blame they assigned to transgressors in the intentional only and exacerbating conditions. This suggests that all participants were
willing to consider factors that mitigate blame; however, some participants (low in
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Theoretical and practical implications
It has been over a decade since communication scholars have explicitly advocated
(Bazarova & Hancock, 2010) and empirically documented (DeAndrea & Walther,
2011) the benefits of using recent advances in attribution theory to illuminate communication phenomena. The folk conceptual theory of explanation (Malle, 1999)
and the path model of blame (Malle et al., 2014) emphasize that people take into account decidedly different factors when evaluating intentional and unintentional behavior. Furthermore, the path model of blame provides nuanced explanations for
how people evaluate behavior within these categories while avoiding problems that
accompany alternative theoretical approaches (e.g., the covariation principle,
person-situation distinctions; see Malle, 2011) often used by communication scholars (e.g., Tamborini et al., 2018). The current results indicate the value of these nuanced explanations; they elucidate how controversial topics of social importance
can be communicated to the public in a manner that produces intended effects and
minimizes unintended effects.
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Implications for science communication
Blanton and Ikizer (2019) encourage researchers to, “. . .apply exploratory and confirmatory methods to develop and test theories about both the intended and unintended influences that dominant science communications are having on public
perception, with an eye toward ideological difference that might moderate effects”
(p. 174). Following this directive, the current work documents how the path model
of blame can be used by science communication scholars to predict and explain
why science messages are more or less likely to produce intended and unintended
effects. Through the lens of the path model of blame, identifying implicit biases as
the cause of discriminatory behavior raises certain complexities—complexities that
are not unique to the scientific communication of the causes of discrimination. If
science communicators wish to educate the public on the causes that lead people or
organizations to unintentionally produce negative outcomes, the path model of
blame identifies ways to have nuanced discussions about such issues without reducing the culpability of transgressors.
For instance, if discrimination due to implicit bias is described as unintentional,
communicating about the preventability of implicit biases can affect behavioral
attributions and public opinion. In our work, a brief statement indicated whether or
not agents completed some form of implicit bias training. Our subtle inductions led
to some small effects on blame assessments wherein those who failed to complete
required training received higher levels of blame and condemnation. Future work is
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IMS) reported lower levels of blame and condemnation than others (high IMS) for
intentional acts of discriminatory behavior.
Furthermore, in Study 2, the way conservatism was associated with blame scores
is consistent with a socially regulated perspective of blame. For instance, conservatism was associated with blame in the exacerbating condition with participants 1
SD below the mean having an average blame score of 92.53 and participants þ1 SD
above the mean having a score of 74.74. Conversely, in the mitigating condition,
blame scores did not significantly vary by conservatism (1 SD below the mean ¼
55.10; þ1 SD above the mean ¼ 48.49). Thus, blame mitigation consistently occurred across the political spectrum. The ceiling of blame judgments varied by conservatism but the gradedness of differences between conditions was similar.
That a socially regulated perspective of blame held under conditions anticipated
to favor motivated blame perspectives helps extend the explanatory range and predictive scope of the path model of blame. However, our results also help establish a
boundary condition that can increase the predictive accuracy of the path model of
blame moving forward. The results help inform how the valence and accessibility of
reasons commonly connected to specific actions can be used to explain and predict
the degree to which reasons are likely to mitigate or exacerbate blame. Particularly
in Study 2, a range of noxious reasons were cited as the cause of various forms of
discrimination and yet participants reported an equivalently high level of blame
and condemnation for intentional acts of discrimination presented without reasons.
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Implications for mass media research
The scope and nature of framing is debated (see Cacciatore et al., 2016), yet there is
a clear consensus that news media regularly employ episodic frames in their coverage (Boukes, 2021; Iyengar & Simon, 1993). Unlike thematic frames that discuss
issues in a more general and abstract manner, episodic frames present specific, concrete events—similar to the reports across our two studies. Although researchers often compare episodic and thematic news frames, the current findings and the path
model of blame can inform our understanding of how variation within episodic
frames can meaningfully influence attributions of blame. Episodic frames can
greatly influence attributions of responsibility (Boukes, 2021), with recent findings
in the context of reporting on a financial crisis indicating that episodic frames can
transfer responsibility away from the individual toward societal structures. Such
findings run counter to expectations that individuals struggle to generalize from the
specific (i.e., the episodic frame), thus keeping blame more at the individual level.
The path model of blame provides the potential to organize conflicting findings in
the literature on the effects of episodic frames; episodic frames that document intentionality, the absence of mitigating reasons, and/or the presence of exacerbating
reasons should intensify the focus on the individual. In contrast, episodic frames
that highlight the lack of intentionality and the inability or capacity to prevent negative outcomes might not only minimize attributions of blame, but also might encourage a focus on larger-scale causes of societal ills.
Our findings are also relevant to work that examines the effects of mass media
depictions of minority groups (see Dixon, 2020). Recent work indicates how negative news coverage can inspire minority groups to engage in collective action due to
increased collective efficacy (Saleem, Hawkins, Wojcieszak, & Roden, 2019).
However, increased perceptions that the negative depictions of one’s minority
group were accurate muted these effects. The current results indicate how news coverage that emphasizes mitigating reasons, the lack of intentionality, or limited preventability can reduce blame and condemnation. If coverage includes justifications
for events or policies that are discriminatory or portray minority groups negatively,
viewers might be more inclined to view the hyperbolic, inaccurate, or one-sided
coverage as an accurate snapshot of reality. Furthermore, if the negative coverage itself is presented, for instance, as fair and balanced, viewers might not recognize to
the same degree the inaccurate and one-sided nature of the coverage.
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needed to further examine how implicit biases can be discussed as causes of discriminatory behavior in conjunction with emphasizing the capacity and obligation
that agents have to overcome these biases, so as to not impede efforts of reform and
produce unintended effects by reducing normative constraints (see Blanton &
Ikizer, 2019). More generally, science communication and framing scholars can test
messaging strategies that best convey to the public the capacity and obligation individuals have to prevent unintentional acts that contribute to negative societal
outcomes.
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Correspondingly, future work should seek to examine how news coverage that disproportionately focuses on mitigating factors or frames its coverage as fair can influence the degree to which viewers believe the coverage is negative and accurate,
thus influencing their likelihood to engage in collective action.

Limitations
A notable limitation of this work relates to our implicit bias training inductions.
From a message effects perspective (see O’Keefe, 2003), our primary focus was to
examine how including information about completing or failing to complete implicit bias training would influence attributions of blame; ensuring variability in
preventability perceptions was not our primary goal. An alternative approach would
have been to maximize the experimental variance in preventability perceptions.
Future work should seek to examine how highlighting the completion (or not) of
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Implications for new media research
Finally, our results have implications for studying how channel differences might
influence the production and evaluation of moral condemnation. Scholars have suggested that features of online environments encourage the expression of moral outrage (see Crockett, 2017) and relax the need to justify accusations of blame and
condemnation (Monroe & Malle, 2019). However, the results of Study 2 were
largely consistent with Study 1 despite (a) the accusations of discrimination appearing on Twitter, and (b) the reduction of contextual information that justified the
claims. Thus, the results reinforce that future work needs greater precision when determining how the production and evaluation of moral outrage meaningfully varies
due to the channel through which it is expressed.
DeAndrea & Walther (2011) cautions communication technology scholars to
avoid assuming qualities of digital media influence behaviors without engaging
in careful channel comparisons that isolate features of media purported to produce an effect and examining their import. Huskey et al. (2018) make similar
arguments directly related to examining the role that features of digital media
might play in the production and evaluation of moral outrage online, suggesting
more universal factors that might help account for what occurs on primarily
text-based social media such as Twitter. The results of the current study bolster
assertions that future work should seek to examine how, for instance, the salience of source cues, audience metrics, or perceived affordances (e.g., anonymity) of social media influence the production or evaluation of moral outrage,
disentangling more universal human communication processes from communicative exchanges that are at least somewhat a byproduct of their medium.
Deterministic claims that media (partially) drive specific behavior should be understood as such and directly tested. An array of individual and socio-cultural
factors can interact with features of online environments to affect the processing
of information online (see Weeks & Lane, 2020), and scholars have suggested intriguing places to start (e.g., Crockett, 2017; Huskey et al., 2018).
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