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ABSTRACT
For over 50 years, a debate has existed over the use of Native American
sports mascots; however, few empirical studies on the topic exist. The
present study examined if supraliminal exposure to Native American mas-
cots results in the application of negative stereotypes toward Native
American people. Results indicated that the effect of Native American
mascots was moderated by people’s racial attitudes toward Native people.
When exposed to Native mascots, people with a prejudiced attitude rated a
Native American individual more stereotypically aggressive than those with
a non-prejudiced attitude. However, this pattern did not occur when people
were exposed to White mascots or neutral images. Furthermore, this pat-
tern was not evident when people evaluated a non-Native individual. This
overall pattern of results indicates that Native American mascots selectively
facilitate the application of negative stereotypes, resulting in harmful eva-
luations of Native American people.
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The Washington Redskin fan base represents honor, represents respect, represents pride. (Daniel Synder,
Owner of Washington Redskins, as cited by Brady, 2014)

By a preponderance of the evidence, the petitioners established that the term “Redskins” was disparaging of
Native Americans, when used in relation to professional football services. (U.S. Patent and Trademark Office,
2014 decision)

Do Native American sports mascots encourage positive or negative perceptions of Native people?
As these opening quotes about the Redskins suggest, there is disagreement regarding the answer to
this question. The exact nature of Native mascots and their potential impact on Native American
people has been debated for over 50 years, both in the media and scholarly literature (e.g., Churchill,
2003; Davis, 1993; King, 2010; Wolburg, 2006). Empirical research on this topic is more scarce, but
the studies that do exist suggest exposure to such mascots increases the activation of negative
stereotypes (Freng & Willis-Esqueda, 2011; Fryberg, Markus, Oyserman, & Stone, 2008; Kim-
Prieto, Goldstein, Okazaki, & Kirschner, 2010; Leavitt, Covarrubias, Perez, & Fryberg, 2015).
However, no studies to date have examined if exposure to Native American mascots leads people
to apply these stereotypes when evaluating Native people (i.e., stereotype application). The present
study was designed to address this gap in the literature.

Native American sports mascots

Native American sports mascots have had a long and tumultuous history within America (Churchill,
2003; Davis, 1993; King, 2010; Wolburg, 2006). Supporters of Native American mascots argue these
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images reflect Native American pride because they honor the traditions and bravery of Native people
(Price, 2002). Opponents instead argue these images reflect Native American prejudice because they
represent disparaging, stereotypic depictions of Native people (Farnell, 2004; Fryberg & Watts, 2010;
King, 2010). From this latter perspective, Native mascots are seen as an extension of the many ways
that Native people have been stereotypically represented from colonial times to modern society (e.g.,
films, advertisements; Black, 2001; Leavitt et al., 2015; Merskin, 2001). However, Native mascots are
also unique from these other stereotypic images because of their common occurrence and their
specific depiction of Native people as aggressive and violent (Davis, 1993; King, 2010).

Concerns over the negative implications of Native mascots have led teams to drop their Native
mascot name (e.g., Dartmouth, Stanford), have led states to ban such mascots (e.g., Oregon,
Wisconsin), and have led major organizations to condemn their use (e.g., American Psychological
Association, National Collegiate Athletic Association, U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, U.S. Patent
and Trademark Office). However, many sports teams continue to utilize Native mascots (e.g.,
Washington Redskins, Cleveland Indians).

Thus, a great deal of scholarly commentary asserts that Native mascots are harmful to Native
people, but what does the scientific literature have to say about this issue? Unfortunately, empirical
research on Native mascots remains scarce (see Steinfeldt et al., 2012, for review). The majority of
such research focuses on people’s attitudes toward the mascots themselves (Bresnahan & Flowers,
2008; Chaney, Burke, & Burkley, 2011; Neville, Yeung, Todd, Spanierman, & Reed, 2011; Steinfeldt
et al., 2012; Steinfeldt & Wong, 2010). For example, support for Native mascots is more likely to
occur for people who are highly involved in sports (Bresnahan & Flowers, 2008; Sigelman, 2001) or
who have color-blind racial attitudes (Neville et al., 2011; Steinfeldt & Wong, 2010). Furthermore,
people’s implicit attitudes toward Native mascots appear to be indistinguishable from their attitudes
toward Native American people (Chaney et al., 2011).

Only a handful of studies have directly examined the negative consequences that directly result
from exposure to Native mascots (Freng & Willis-Esqueda, 2011; Fryberg et al., 2008; Kim-Prieto
et al., 2010; Leavitt et al., 2015). For example, Fryberg and colleagues (2008) found Native American
students reported lower self-esteem and community worth after exposure to Native mascot images.
Among non-Native participants, exposure to Native mascots has been shown to increase activation
of negative stereotypes about Native people (Freng & Willis-Esqueda, 2011) and other racial
minorities (i.e., Asian Americans; Kim-Prieto et al., 2010).

Stereotype activation and stereotype application

These prior studies demonstrate that Native mascots facilitate stereotype activation, which refers to
how accessible a stereotype is in the perceiver’s mind (Kunda & Spencer, 2003; Legault, Green-
Demers, & Eadie, 2009). However, no studies to date have examined if Native mascots also facilitate
stereotype application, which refers to the extent that the perceiver uses the stereotype to judge a
member of the stereotyped group. The distinction between stereotype activation and application is
an important one that has been studied within the context of racial stereotypes more generally
(Gilbert & Hixon, 1991; Legault et al., 2009; Jia et al., 2012; Kunda & Spencer). Stereotype activation
is thought to be a more automatic process and is often measured using implicit tasks, such as speed
of word recognition (e.g., Freng & Willis-Esqueda, 2011). Conversely, stereotype application is
thought to be more controllable and is often measured using explicit tasks. As noted by Kunda
and Spencer (2003), a task can only measure stereotype application if it involves people making
judgments about a specific member of the stigmatized group (rather than the group as a whole).
Typically, this involves reading about a specific individual and rating this individual on a range of
stereotypic and non-stereotypic traits (e.g., “Donald Paragraph” technique; Devine, 1989; Gilbert &
Hixon, 1991; Legault et al., 2009; Payne et al., 2013; Srull & Wyer, 1979). In this context, stereotype
application is indicated by greater stereotypic ratings toward the individual who is labeled a member
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of a stigmatized group (e.g., African American individual) compared to a member of a non-
stigmatized group (e.g., White individual).

Within the literature, it is generally held that stereotype activation is a necessary but not sufficient
condition for stereotype application. This means that when stereotype application occurs, it is clear
that stereotype activation must have preceded it (Kunda & Spencer, 2003). But just because a
stereotype is activated does not mean it will automatically be applied when it is time to judge a
stigmatized target. As such, prior research has identified several factors that moderate the likelihood
that stereotype activation will result in actual stereotype application. Of these factors, the most
studied is people’s racial attitudes (i.e., level of prejudice). Although people with positive and
negative racial attitudes show equivalent levels of stereotype activation (Devine, 1989; Lepore &
Brown, 1997), they do not show equivalent levels of stereotype application. People with negative
racial attitudes are more likely to exhibit stereotype application once the relevant stereotype has been
activated (Brown, Croizet, Bohner, Fournet, & Payne, 2003; Lepore & Brown, 1997). This is likely
because people with positive attitudes are more motivated to inhibit the application of stereotypes
once they become activated (Legault et al., 2009; Plant & Devine, 1998). Thus, it is clear that
stereotype activation and stereotype application represent related but distinct psychological
processes.

Current study

Prior research has shown that exposure to Native mascots facilitates stereotype activation, yet no
studies have explicitly examined if such exposure actually alters perceptions of Native people (i.e.,
stereotype application). The work that comes closest to addressing this question is the aforemen-
tioned study by Freng and Willis-Esqueda (2011). These researchers found that subliminal priming
of the Cleveland Indian’s Chief Wahoo image facilitated stereotype activation, which was assessed by
word recognition for negative Native American stereotypes (e.g., savage, crazy, alcoholic). They also
found that this effect occurred regardless of whether the participants had positive or negative
attitudes toward Native people. However, there are several remaining questions that we seek to
address in the current study. First, the Freng and Willis-Esqueda (2011) study relied on exposure to
only one Native American mascot (i.e., Chief Wahoo), so it remains to be seen if the same pattern
generalizes to other mascot images. Second, their study utilized subliminal priming of the mascot
image, meaning the mascot exposure occurred so quickly it was outside of conscious awareness.
Because real-world encounters with Native mascots likely involve both unconscious and conscious
exposure, it is important to examine the impact of both subliminal and supraliminal mascot priming.
Third, and most relevant to the goal of the current study, Freng and Willis-Esqueda (2011) examined
the impact of mascot exposure on stereotype activation but not application. Just because these
mascots make Native American stereotypes more accessible does not necessarily mean these stereo-
types will be applied when making judgments about Native people. As Freng and Willis-Esqueda
(2011, p. 587) stated themselves, “We demonstrated that exposure to Chief Wahoo triggered negative
American Indian stereotypes, but future research should examine the consequences of this activa-
tion. . .stereotype activation does not guarantee application.”

Thus, it is clear that Native mascots facilitate the activation of Native stereotypes, but it remains
to be seen if this in turn leads to greater stereotype application when judging Native people. Given
the controversy surrounding the use of such mascots and the long-held debate over whether these
symbols encourage Native American pride or prejudice, a direct test is required. To accomplish this
goal, the current study used supraliminal priming to expose participants to multiple Native sports
mascots, White sports mascots, or neutral non-mascot images and then employed a common
measure of stereotype application. Specifically, participants read about a target that engaged in
ambiguously aggressive behaviors and then rated the target on a range of traits including those
associated with the aggressive stereotype. We focused exclusively on the application of the aggressive
stereotype in this study because (1) it is a common Native American stereotype (Merskin, 2001;
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Trimble, 1988); and (2) most critics of Native mascots argue that they perpetuate an image of Native
people as aggressive and savage (Davis, 1993; King, 2010). To test if mascot exposure selectively
facilitates application of this stereotype for Native people and not all people, we manipulated the race
of the target as Native American, White, or African American. We included an African American
comparison target because we wanted to compare with a minority group that, like Native Americans,
is also stereotyped to be aggressive but is done so in a manner unrelated to the mascot issue (Devine,
1989; Payne et al., 2013).

Because prior research indicates stereotype activation is most likely to result in stereotype
application among people who endorse prejudiced attitudes (Brown et al., 2003; Lepore & Brown,
1997; Plant & Devine, 1998), we predicted there would be a significant interaction between mascot
exposure and racial attitudes on our stereotype application measure. Specifically, we expected that
when people are exposed to Native mascots, those with a negative, prejudicial attitude toward Native
people would be more likely to stereotypically judge the Native target as aggressive. Conversely, we
expected that when people are exposed to White mascots or neutral images, there would be no
difference in stereotype application between those with a negative or positive attitude toward Native
people. Furthermore, we only expected the interaction between mascot exposure and racial attitudes
to be evident when judging a Native target but not when judging targets of another racial group. If
this were the case, it would suggest that Native mascots selectively facilitate stereotype application
toward Native people, rather than all racial minorities or social groups.

Method

Participants

One hundred and thirty-two students (62 women, 70 men) from a large Southwest university
participated in this study for partial course credit. The study was conducted in compliance with
the university’s Internal Review Board. Participants were predominantly White (71%; 9% African
American; 6% Native American; 4% Asian American; 5% Latino; 5% unidentified) and the mean age
was 19.46 (SD = 2.13). Analyses indicated that gender, age, race, and the distinction between being
White or a participant of color did not influence the results; therefore, these variables are no longer
discussed.

Procedure

Participants completed all study materials on a computer in a research laboratory. Participants were
told the purpose of the study was to examine memory for visual and written information and that
they would be randomly selected to view a series of images within a particular topical category. For
the first task, participants were told they would view visual images from a particular category and
would later be asked to recall what they had seen. They were then randomly assigned to view either
Native American mascots, White mascots, or neutral non-mascot images.

The second task participants completed was the “Donald paragraph” task, which was designed to
assess their application of the aggressive stereotype toward a specific target individual. For this task,
participants were randomly assigned to read about and evaluate a Native American, White, or
African American target. Participants then rated this target on a range of traits, including those
relevant to the stereotype of interest.

Next, participants completed a filler task and the racial attitude measure. We chose to include the
attitude measure at the end of the study, rather than the beginning, to avoid the possibility that the
attitude measure might prime people’s racial attitudes and thereby alter responses on the stereotype
application measure. However, we had participants complete several filler questionnaires (e.g.,
personality questionnaires) before completing the attitudes measure so as to limit the likelihood
that the manipulated variables in the prior tasks impacted responses on the attitude measure.
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After all tasks were completed, demographic information was measured, and suspicions regarding
the purpose of the study were assessed before the participants were debriefed. No participants
reported awareness of the study’s hypotheses.

Measures

Mascot image exposure
During this task, participants were supraliminally primed with Native American mascots, White
mascots, or neutral non-mascot images. For the selection of images, we sought to extend beyond the
images used in prior research. The majority of mascot research has focused exclusively on either the
Cleveland Indians’ Chief Wahoo image (Freng & Willis-Esqueda, 2011; Fryberg et al., 2008) or the
University of Illinois’ Chief Illiniwek image (Fryberg et al., 2008; Kim-Prieto et al., 2010). Instead, we
exposed participants to eight different mascot images. Our selection of mascots was based on a prior
participant survey of the most commonly listed Native and White sports mascots (Chaney et al.,
2011). Those in the Native mascots condition viewed images of the Washington Redskins, Cleveland
Indians, Atlanta Braves, Chicago Blackhawks, Florida State Seminoles, University of North Dakota
Fighting Sioux, University of Illinois Chief Illiniwek, and the San Diego State Aztecs (Figure 1). Those
in the White mascots condition viewed images of the Boston Celtics, Pittsburgh Pirates, Minnesota
Vikings, University of Mississippi Rebels, USC Trojans, Scranton Pioneers, Notre Dame Fighting Irish,
and the University of Las Vegas Rebels (Figure 1). Finally, those in the neutral images condition
viewed eight clip art images of neutral concepts (e.g., carrots). Each image was presented individually

Native American 

Mascot Images 

White Mascot  

Images 

Neutral 

Images 

Figure 1. Example images.
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in the center of the computer screen (average size of image = 2.5 × 3 inches) and it remained on the
screen until the participant selected “continue” to view the next image.

Stereotype application measure
To assess stereotype application, we used the “Donald paragraph” task (e.g., Devine, 1989;
Gilbert & Hixon, 1991; Lambert, Cronen, Chasteen, & Lickel, 1996; Legault et al., 2009; Payne
et al., 2013; Srull & Wyer, 1979). This task is one of the most common ways researchers assess
stereotype application, especially for the application of the aggressive stereotype (e.g., Devine,
1989; Gilbert & Hixon, 1991; Legault et al., 2009; Payne et al., 2013; Srull & Wyer, 1979). In the
Donald paragraph task, people read a supposed diary excerpt that describes a target engaging in
ambiguously aggressive behaviors (e.g., sitting alone in a cafeteria, angrily demanding a
mechanic to fix his car). All participants read the same excerpt, but some are told the target
is a racial minority stereotyped to be aggressive (e.g., African American), and others are told he
is White. After reading the excerpt, respondents are asked to rate the target along several traits,
most notably traits associated with hostility (e.g., aggressive, friendly, impolite). Stereotype
application is detected by greater stereotypic ratings toward the racial minority target compared
to the White target.

In support of its validity, responses on the Donald paragraph task are often influenced by the
target’s race, such that a racial minority target (e.g., Asian America, African American) is typically
judged to be higher on their corresponding stereotypic traits (e.g., unfriendly, aggressive) than a
White target (Gilbert & Hixon, 1991; Payne et al., 2013). This pattern is especially likely to occur
when participants are high in prejudice (Payne et al., 2013), low in motivation to control their
prejudice (Legault et al., 2009), or unable to control their prejudice due to a lack of available
cognitive resources (Gilbert & Hixon, 1991).

In the current study, participants were told that in a prior study students kept a diary of the
events that happened to them throughout the day and that they were to read a randomly selected
diary entry from this study. Participants were then randomly assigned to read an entry that was
ostensibly written by a Native American, White, or African American target. Specifically, biogra-
phical information was presented that included the target’s race (Native American/Caucasian/African
American) and a racially stereotypic name (John Longfellow/John Longhorse/Darrion Johnson). Also
included in this information was the target’s sex (male) and academic year (sophomore). After this
biographical information, all participants were presented with the same one-paragraph summary
that described a man engaging in a series of aggressively ambiguous behaviors (e.g., arguing with a
mechanic; summary taken from Payne et al., 2013). Participants then rated this target on a range of
traits, including several filler traits (e.g., successful) and six traits of interest that assessed application
of the aggressive stereotype (i.e., aggressive, cooperative, sociable, friendly, impolite, easy to get along
with). Both filler items and stereotypic items were taken from prior research that used the Donald
paragraph (Lambert et al., 1996; Payne et al., 2013). Trait ratings were made on a 1 (not at all) to 7
(very much) scale. The aggressive and impolite items were reverse scored, and then all items were
combined into a mean composite score of stereotype application (α = .81). Thus, lower scores reflect
a more negative (i.e., more stereotypic) trait rating, and higher scores reflect a more positive (i.e., less
stereotypic) rating.

Prejudiced attitudes measure
To assess prejudiced attitudes toward various racial groups, participants completed a feeling thermo-
meter (Dovidio, Hewstone, Glick & Essess, 2010). As the name suggests, the feeling thermometer
assesses how people feel toward a particular racial group. It therefore serves as a measure of the
attitude- and affect-based concept of prejudice, rather than the more cognitive-based concept of
stereotypes (Dovidio et al., 2010; Nelson, 2009). As such, the feeling thermometer is one of the most
common instruments used to measure racial prejudice (e.g., Dasgupta & Greenwald, 2001;
Hugenberg & Bodenhausen, 2004; Payne, Burkley, & Stokes, 2008).
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In support of its validity, ratings on the feeling thermometer have been shown to correlate with
other explicit racism measures (e.g., Dasgupta & Greenwald, 2001; Payne et al., 2008), as well as
implicit racism measures (e.g., Payne et al., 2008). Evidence also suggests that feeling thermometer
scores are a more stable assessment of racial prejudice over time than other racism measures
(Schuman, Steeh, Bobo, & Krysan, 1997).

In the current study, participants were asked to rate their feelings toward a particular racial group
using a 1 (extremely cold/unfavorable) to 7 (extremely warm/favorable) scale. To hide the true
purpose of the measure, participants were asked to make this rating for five different racial groups
(i.e., White Americans, African Americans, Native Americans, Latino Americans, and Asian
Americans). We were primarily interested in the attitude rating for Native Americans, but we also
included ratings for White Americans and African Americans in some of our analyses.

As previously stated, we included a filler task to reduce the likelihood that the experimental manipula-
tions impacted the prejudiced attitudes, but we also conducted analyses to assess if this had indeed occurred.
The results indicated that attitudes toward Native people were not significantly impacted by the mascot
manipulation, target’s race manipulation, or the interaction between these two (all F’s < 1.0).

Results

Statistical analyses overview

To test our predictions, two dummy code variables were created to define the three mascot
conditions (Jaccard, Turrisi, & Wan, 1990). The first dummy code identified the Native mascot
condition (Native mascot code: 1 = Native mascots; 0 = other conditions), and the second identified
the White mascot condition (White mascot code: 1 = White mascots; 0 = other conditions). Thus,
the neutral image condition (coded 0 on both dummy code variables) served as the reference group.

Hierarchical regression was then used to regress the stereotype application ratings onto these two
dummy code variables, the relevant racial attitude variable (mean centered), and the interaction
between these variables. For the purposes of clarity and consistency with our predictions, these
regression analyses were conducted separately for participants who read about a Native American,
White, and African American target. Thus, the Native attitude variable was included when the target
was Native American, the White attitude variable was included when the target was White, and the
African American attitude variable was used when the target was African American. In all cases, the
two dummy code variables and the attitude variable were entered in the first block of the regression
equation, and the cross-products of each dummy code with the attitude variable were added in the
second block (Blanton & Jaccard, 2006; Jaccard et al., 1990).

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations

Means and standard deviations for the primary dependent variable (stereotype application ratings)
are provided in Table 1. In terms of bivariate correlations, the primary dependent variable signifi-
cantly correlated with the Native attitude measure (r = .18, p = .04) but did not correlate with the
White or African American attitude measure.1

Table 1. Means and standard deviations for aggressive target ratings.

Native American White African American

Target Target Target

Image Condition M SD M SD M SD

Native Mascots 5.03 .96 4.65 1.23 4.76 .63
White Mascots 4.84 1.06 4.51 .90 4.46 .68
Neutral Images 4.98 .67 4.66 1.46 4.21 .71
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Stereotype application measure

Native American target
For the full model, R2 = .25 (Figure 2). Results revealed amain effect of Native attitude, B = .29, t(40) = 2.55,
p= .02. Peoplewith a negative attitude towardNativeAmericans (i.e., low score on the feeling thermometer)
rated the Native American target more stereotypically aggressive (i.e., more negatively) than those with a
positive attitude. There were no main effects of the two mascot dummy codes.

As predicted, there was also a significant interaction between the Native mascot code and the
Native attitude variable, B = .67, t(38) = 2.20, p = .03. This result indicates that the slope of Native
attitude on stereotypic target ratings in the Native mascot condition is significantly different (and
larger) than the slope in the neutral image condition. The interaction between the White mascot
code and the Native attitude variable was not significant, B = .43, t(38) = 1.65, p = .11. This indicates
that the slope of Native attitude on stereotypic ratings in the White mascot condition is not
significantly different than the slope in the neutral image condition.

To explore the significant interaction, we conducted simple slope analyses using procedures
outlined in Preacher, Curran, and Bauer (2006). Since only the dummy code comparing the
Native mascot and neutral image conditions (i.e., Native mascot code) was found to significantly
interact with Native attitude, these analyses were restricted to just the Native mascot and neutral
mascot conditions. For these analyses, we defined a negative attitude toward Native Americans as 1
SD below the mean on the feeling thermometer and a positive attitude as 1 SD above the mean.

For the neutral images condition, participants with a negative attitude evaluated the target similarly to
those with a positive attitude, t(23) = .43, p = .67. However, for the Native mascot condition, participants
with a negative attitude evaluated the targetmore stereotypically aggressive (i.e.,more negatively) than those
with a positive attitude, B = .59, t(23) = 3.00, p = .006. Thus, exposure to Native mascots led people with a
negative attitude (but not a positive one) to stereotype the Native target as aggressive.2 Importantly, this
same pattern was not seen in regards to exposure to neutral images. This implies that stereotype application
is most likely to occur when people with a prejudiced attitude are exposed to Native mascot imagery.

White and African American targets
When the regression analyses were conducted on people who read about a White target (with the
White attitude variable replacing the Native attitude variable), the main effects and interactions were

Figure 2. Trait ratings of Native American target as a function of image condition and attitude toward Native Americans. The lower
the trait rating, the more negative (i.e., more stereotypic) the evaluation. A negative (i.e., prejudiced) attitude is defined as 1 SD
below the mean on the feeling thermometer and a positive attitude is defined as 1 SD above the mean. Error bars represent 95%
confidence intervals.
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not statistically significant, t’s < .90, p’s > .40. The same was the case when the regression analyses
were conducted on people who read about an African American target (with the African American
attitude variable replacing the Native attitude variable), t’s < 1.96, p’s > .06.

Discussion

Overview of findings

Despite the social and political controversy associated with Native American sports mascots, they
continue to be an understudied topic in the scientific literature (King & Springwood, 2001).
Opponents of Native American sports mascots have long argued that these images encourage people
to view Native people as savage and hostile, yet there is little empirical data to support this claim.
The present study provides the first evidence to date in support of this argument, at least when it
comes to perceivers who hold prejudiced attitudes toward Native people. Specifically, we found that
when people with a prejudiced attitude are exposed to Native mascots, they evaluate a Native
individual as more stereotypically aggressive than people with a non-prejudiced attitude.
Importantly, the same pattern does not seem to emerge when people are exposed to White mascots
or neutral images. Thus, these results suggest that for some perceivers, Native mascots facilitate
stereotype application toward Native people. Policy makers and sports team owners should carefully
consider their stance on the use of Native mascots in light of these findings.

It may seem odd that people with a non-prejudiced attitude were unaffected by the mascot
exposure in our study, however the lack of an effect within this group may also be informative.
Although the current study did not test for the underlying reasons for this difference, prior research
suggests two possible explanations. First, it may be that Native mascot exposure activates stereotypic
thoughts among people with a prejudiced attitude, but it activates counter-stereotypic thoughts
among people with a non-prejudiced attitude (Kawakami, Dion, & Dovidio, 1998; Lepore & Brown,
1997). Thus, the difference in responses between people with prejudiced and non-prejudiced
attitudes may occur at the stereotype activation level. Second, it may be that Native mascot exposure
activates stereotypic thoughts in both types of people, but those with a non-prejudiced attitude are
more likely to inhibit these thoughts or actively replace them with egalitarian thoughts (Devine,
1989; Devine Plant, Amodio, Harmon-Jones, & Vance, 2002). Thus, the difference may instead occur
at the stereotype application level. If the latter case is true, both types of people would both show
evidence of stereotype activation after mascot exposure, but only those with a prejudiced attitude
would show evidence of stereotype application. When the results of our stereotype application study
are combined with prior mascot research on stereotype activation (Freng & Willis-Esqueda, 2011),
this is the exact pattern that we see. Thus, it seems likely that the participants with a non-prejudiced
attitude in our study actively inhibited the stereotypes that became active after the mascot exposure.
To further explore this possibility, future research should incorporate variables known to disrupt this
inhibition process (e.g., cognitive busyness; Gilbert & Hixon, 1991) to determine if inhibition does in
fact underlie the differences in stereotype application seen in the current study. But regardless of the
exact underlying process, the take home message is that Native mascots impact stereotype applica-
tion differently among people who do and do not endorse prejudiced attitudes.

Importantly, we did not find interactions between racial attitudes and mascot exposure when
participants were evaluating a non-Native target. This lack of interactions for the White and African
American targets is theoretically important because it suggests that Native mascot exposure selec-
tively facilitates stereotype application toward Native people, but it does not facilitate stereotype
application to all racial minorities or prime general hostility toward all groups. At first, this pattern
of results may appear to be inconsistent with prior research that found exposure to the Chief
Illiniwek mascot’s increased endorsement of stereotypes toward a non-Native racial group (i.e.,
Asian Americans; Kim-Prieto et al., 2010). However, the stereotype measure used in this prior work
did not assess the endorsement of stereotypes toward a specific group member in the way that is
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necessary for stereotype application (Kunda & Spencer, 2003). So rather than assessing stereotype
application, their measure likely assessed stereotype activation or stereotype knowledge (Devine &
Elliot, 1995). Furthermore, this prior study was conducted at the university where Chief Illiniwek
was the official school mascot and therefore a strong in-group symbol. Thus, it is unclear if their
increase in non-Native stereotyping is due to Native mascots per se or to in-group symbols of any
kind. So although Native mascots appear to increase the activation of other racial stereotypes, the
present work indicates that their effect on the application of stereotypes is more nuanced and
selective. Importantly, this overall pattern adds to a large body of work indicating important
differences between stereotype activation and application processes (Gilbert & Hixon, 1991;
Legault et al., 2009; Kunda & Spencer).

Limitations and future directions

The present study represents an important first step in examining the effects of mascot exposure;
however, there were several limitations that should be addressed in future research. First, the sample
for our study was small and only included college students. Future research should utilize a larger
sample and perhaps a non-college sample to ensure the robustness of our effects. Second, our study
focused exclusively on one stereotype (i.e., aggressive). We chose this stereotype because it is a
common Native American stereotype (Merskin, 2001; Trimble, 1988), and it is the stereotype most
often mentioned when discussing concerns about Native American sports mascots (Davis, 1993;
King, 2010). However, future research could examine if mascot exposure facilitates the application of
other stereotypes commonly associated with Native Americans (e.g., lazy, alcoholic; Merksin, 2001;
Willis-Esqueda & Swanson, 1997). Third, the present study relied on an explicit racial attitude
measure (i.e., feeling thermometer), but because of social desirability concerns, future research on
this topic may want to include implicit racial attitude measures instead (e.g., Greenwald, McGhee, &
Schwartz, 1998; Payne, Cheng, Govorun, & Stewart, 2005). Fourth, the present study included several
control conditions, but it did not include a non-human sports mascot condition. Consistent with the
current study, prior research on Native mascots has either used non-mascot images (Kim-Prieto
et al., 2010) or White mascot images (Freng & Willis-Esqueda, 2011) as control conditions. But no
study has yet to compare the effects of Native mascots with non-human sports mascots. Future
research could include an exposure condition involving popular animal mascots (e.g., Chicago Bulls,
Georgia Bulldogs) to provide another level of control. Lastly, we focused exclusively on exposure to
Native mascot images. However, it is possible that exposure to other stereotypic depictions of Native
Americans produce the same effects seen in our study. For example, several scholars have discussed
the potentially harmful effects of stereotypic depictions of Native people in films (e.g., Pocahontas,
Peter Pan) and food products (e.g., Land O’ Lakes butter, Eskimo Pie; Buscombe, 2006; Merskin,
2001). Future research should examine if the effects seen in our study are unique to sports mascots
or if they generalize to other stereotypic representations of Native people.

Implications

The present work offers several theoretical and practical implications. First, it extends prior research
on Native mascots in important ways. Prior work on the impact of mascots focused exclusively on
stereotype activation (Freng & Willis-Esqueda, 2011; Kim-Prieto et al., 2010), whereas the present
study is the first to indicate mascots also impact the more distal process of stereotype application by
influencing evaluations of Native people. Prior work also focused on subliminal priming of mascot
images, whereas the current study used supraliminal priming (Freng & Willis-Esqueda, 2011). This
means that participants in our study were given adequate time to view the images and thus were
consciously aware of their mascot exposure. Importantly, even though the mascot images occurred
within the participants’ conscious awareness, they still impacted participants’ responses. When the
results of the present study are combined with that of Freng and Willis-Esqueda, it suggests that
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Native mascots can impact people’s responses through both unconscious and conscious processes.
This insight is important, especially given that everyday exposure to Native American mascots likely
includes both subliminal and supraliminal priming.

Second, the present work offers new directions for future Native mascot research. In addition to
the suggestions for future research mentioned above, we also believe our work could be extended by
employing other types of application measures beyond just trait ratings. For example, stereotype
application has been shown to also impact job-hiring decisions (Yogeeswaran & Dasgupta, 2010),
voting decisions (Ehrlinger et al., 2011), and non-verbal expressions (Richeson & Shelton, 2005).
Future research could examine if mascot exposure impacts these responses in order to identify
additional negative consequences.

Notes

1. The three attitude measures showed moderate correlations with each other: Native and White: r = .57, p < .001;
Native and African American: r = .81, p < .001; African American and White: r = .43, p < .001.

2. We also explored the alternative set of simple slopes. These results did not reach statistical significance but
they do identify theoretically consistent trends. For participants with a negative attitude, exposure to the
Native mascots led to more negative (more stereotypic) target ratings than exposure to the neutral images,
B = .81, t(23) = −1.74, p = .09. Conversely, for participants with a positive attitude, exposure to the Native
mascots led to more positive (less stereotypic) ratings than exposure to the neutral images, B = .87, t
(23) = 2.00, p = .06. All other comparisons did not reveal trends. The fact that Native mascot exposure led to
more positive ratings among people with a non-prejudiced attitude may seem counterintuitive, but it is
consistent with the stereotype literature (Kawakami et al., 1998; Lepore & Brown, 1997) and may occur
because race primes activate compensatory responses in people with a non-prejudiced attitude (Devine et al.,
2002; Kawakami et al., 1998).
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