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In this article, we present the results from a large-scale field exper-
iment designed to measure racial discrimination among the Amer-
ican public. We conducted an audit study on the general public—
sending correspondence to 250,000 citizens randomly drawn from
public voter registration lists. Our within-subjects experimental
design tested the public’s responsiveness to electronically deliv-
ered requests to volunteer their time to help with completing a
simple task—taking a survey. We randomized whether the request
came from either an ostensibly Black or an ostensibly White
sender. We provide evidence that in electronic interactions, on
average, the public is less likely to respond to emails from people
they believe to be Black (rather than White). Our results give us
a snapshot of a subtle form of racial bias that is systemic in the
United States. What we term everyday or “paper cut” discrimina-
tion is exhibited by all racial/ethnic subgroups—outside of Black
people themselves—and is present in all geographic regions in
the United States. We benchmark paper cut discrimination among
the public to estimates of discrimination among various groups of
social elites. We show that discrimination among the public occurs
more frequently than discrimination observed among elected offi-
cials and discrimination in higher education and the medical sector
but simultaneously, less frequently than discrimination in housing
and employment contexts. Our results provide a window into the
discrimination that Black people in the United States face in day-
to-day interactions with their fellow citizens.

racial bias | audit study | discrimination against African Americans

I n his influential book The Souls of Black Folk: Essays and Reflec-
tions, W. E. B. Du Bois notes that the “problem of the twentieth
century is the problem of the color line” (1), and he characterizes
this color line as “the question of how far differences of race . ..
will be made hereafter the basis of denying to over half the world
the right of sharing to their utmost ability the opportunities and
privileges of modern civilization” (2). Unfortunately, Du Bois’
words remain relevant in the twenty-first century, for the United
States (among many other countries) continues to grapple with
this “question of racial differences.” In fact, one of America’s
enduring legacies is the many active and antagonistic acts of
racial bias visited upon its Black citizens. Violence and overt
hostility against African Americans have been, and continue to
be, integral parts of the story of the United States. From historical
patterns of slavery (3-6), Jim Crow (7, 8), and de facto and de jure
segregation (9) to modern manifestations of police brutality (10,
11), racialized patterns of incarceration (12), unequal treatment
in the labor force (13-15), and racial inequities in public services
(7,16-19), African Americans are acutely experienced with myr-
iad forms of racial bias, each of which cuts deeply and violently
into their lives.

Although volumes of research consider these deep cuts (19—
32), prior work has struggled to capture more subtle types of
discrimination against Black people. These subtler forms of
discrimination may manifest themselves frequently in the simple,
oft-observed social interactions that make up our everyday
lives—from exchanges with one’s neighbors, churchgoers,
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classmates, coworkers, and kinfolk to the many types of elec-
tronic communication that have become so frequent in modern
society. Although opportunities for overt racial hostility are all
too common, these are comparatively rarer when benchmarked
against the many ways that people spend their time in their
day-to-day lives. Furthermore, while overt instances of racial
discrimination have been widely documented and studied, much
less understood is the extent, nature, and origins of subtler, but
pernicious, “everyday racism” (33). These common, seemingly
benign, social interactions that are (potentially) a breeding
ground for what we call “paper cut” discrimination happen
countless times each day. The people doing the cutting may not
always be aware of their actions, and the ones being cut often
struggle to identify and/or respond to these slights (34). While
these indignities may seem minor, their cumulative impact is
likely substantial; indeed, as scholars of racial microaggressions
remind us, seemingly small acts of discrimination are important
to consider (35).

To what extent do Americans of various backgrounds engage in
paper cut discrimination against Black people? To be clear, what
we (and others in this literature) mean when we use the term
racial discrimination is the differential treatment of individuals
who are all else equal, apart from their racial identity. Although
in common parlance, “discrimination” is sometimes used to im-
pute motivations or intentions that are internal to the subjects
being studied, that is not how we (or others in this literature) use
this term. As prominent social scientists who led the charge in
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using audit studies on social elites, Pager and Shepherd (36, p.
182) note that

[r]acial discrimination refers to unequal treatment of per-
sons or groups on the basis of their race or ethnicity ... A
key feature of any definition of discrimination is its focus
on behavior. Discrimination is distinct from racial prejudice
(attitudes), racial stereotypes (beliefs), and racism (ideolo-
gies) that may also be associated with racial disadvantage.
Discrimination may be motivated by prejudice, stereotypes,
or racism, but the definition of discrimination does not
presume [an] underlying cause.

According to Pager and Shepherd (36), discrimination does not
subsume a singular motive. Indeed, discrimination may be driven
by a bundle of mechanisms, including “taste-based” or “statisti-
cal” considerations (37), pro-White and/or anti-Black attitudes
(38), or something else entirely. Regardless of the exact mech-
anisms, the results of racial discrimination are the same—one
disadvantaged group gets inferior treatment.

Although previous attempts have been made to measure racial
discrimination among the public, this work has faced distinct
and difficult methodological challenges. These challenges are—
in large part—due to the inherent complications of observing and
measuring sensitive attitudes/behaviors (39). To our knowledge,
no previous work has experimentally tested for racial discrim-
ination in the real-world behavior of a large, nationally repre-
sentative sample of the American public. Instead, previous work
has focused on measuring discrimination among social elites and
people in certain occupations—from elected officials to those
who oversee the employment and housing sector to medical
professionals and to those involved in educating young people
(13, 14, 16-18, 40-43).

In this paper, we address this opening in the literature. Specif-
ically, our approach to studying everyday racial discrimination
uses a standardized request for help (in this case, an email request
to volunteer one’s time by taking a short survey) in which subjects
are randomly assigned to one of two treatment arms—receiving
the request from either a Black requester or a White requester.
This request has close parallels to the information/service re-
quests commonly found in audit studies of elites and as we
validate below, elicits similar behavior among this group. Our
specific request involves an invitation to volunteer one’s time
by completing a brief survey. After sending the email, we then
observe whether there are differential rates of helping behavior
(i.e., response and completion rates of the survey) depending on
the race of the sender.

We describe this task in greater detail below; however, we
(briefly) note that this approach circumvents several issues that
have limited prior research. First and foremost, we measure
discrimination by directly examining citizens’ racial actions as
opposed to measuring indirect proxies of their racial attitudes.
We do so by providing a behavioral measure of racial discrimi-
nation that is taken in a real-world setting and not an artificial
laboratory. Further, our approach avoids issues of Hawthorne
effects potentially present in laboratory or survey environments
because the subjects in our study do not know they are being
studied. Moreover, our task is not confounded by other potential
sources of bias—people in our research design are given the same
exact task, with no differences across the task other than the ran-
domly assigned racial manipulation. Our study accomplishes all
of these goals with a large and nationally representative sample
of the public, which allows us to make inferences not only at the
national level but also, in each of the 50 US states individually.
Finally, our work helps benchmark discrimination among the
public to discrimination observed among various social elites. We
do so by 1) providing a direct comparison of our experimental
effects with those observed in an additional audit study that we
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run on an important group of social elites—elected officials—
and 2) drawing from a meta-analysis that outlines the extent
of discrimination shown in audit studies among various other
social elites—including those elites who oversee the employment,
housing, health, and education sectors of our modern society.
This allows us to see whether the public mirrors or contrasts
the behavior of social elites among whom previous research has
focused.

Experimental Design and Methods

To measure citizens’ levels of everyday or paper cut discrim-
ination, we conducted an audit study on a pool of randomly
drawn citizens (pairing it with an audit study of elected offi-
cials). (As we outline in SI Appendix, sections 1.5 and 1.6, our
work is comparable with, but ultimately distinct from, audits of
employers, studies of the race of interviewer effect on response
rates, and studies that use the “Lost Letter” technique.) Our
audit study—Ilike previous studies of public officials (16-18, 40—
42, 44) and other social elites (13, 14, 40, 43)—consisted of us
reaching out to subjects with a simple volunteer-based request
for them to provide information/service/help. To ensure that
our request made sense to both the public and elected officials,
our experiment was couched within a request to volunteer to
take a survey on contemporary political issues. Although at first
blush, this design may seem different from previous audit studies,
our request closely parallels the informational/service requests
commonly found in audit studies of elites. We elaborate on how
our request is similar to those used in other audit studies in
SI Appendix, sections 1.5, 2, and 6. However, we note here that
we empirically validate that this request elicits similar behavior to
the informational/service requests used in previous audit studies
of social elites. At its core, our invitation consists of a simple
request to volunteer one’s time and effort to help in this specific
online domain.

Our invitation came from a nondescript survey firm. Unlike
some audit studies, our request was not fictional (45). We were
fielding an actual survey. This allowed a group of scholars to
collect information on where a large sample of public and elected
officials stood on a number of contemporary social and political
issues. [As we outline further in ST Appendix, section 7, this inten-
tional design feature further adds to the value of our study (46).]
We sent the emails using Qualtrics. We randomized the name of
the sender of the survey invitation to be either putatively White
or putatively Black (47). (We also randomized the order in which
we sent the emails.) As we discuss in S Appendix, we used names
that are predominantly White or Black in government records
and that have been shown to also be perceived as predominantly
Black/White by the public (48, 49). All other information about
the requester—including socioeconomic and gender status—was
held constant.

Our public sample consisted of 250,000 randomly chosen in-
dividuals from a nationwide voter registration list compiled and
maintained by the data and analytics firm DT Client Services,
LLC (commonly known as “The Data Trust”). For those un-
familiar, in the United States voter registration lists are public
record. These files are collated together by firms like the one
we used in this study. Voter registration lists include the vast
majority of American citizens and for this reason, have been used
to study a wide variety of social phenomena (50-52). Depending
on the data source one uses, voter registration lists contain
~ 80% of the adult population. Although they do not cover
everyone, voter lists have one of the largest coverage rates among
readily available datasets. For this reason, they are frequently
used by survey firms to measure the public’s attitudes on a host
of social issues. Research has shown that samples from voter lists
produce estimates that are indistinguishable from other sampling
strategies (e.g., random digit dialing) (53). To allow us to make
comparisons within states, using an ex ante power analysis we
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targeted 5,000 as our desired number of randomly selected in-
dividuals in all 50 states. To compile the contact information for
5,000 citizens per state, we oversampled citizens from the voter
lists proportional to the email coverage available in these lists.
We then purchased emails from The Data Trust. Their email list
is drawn from a variety of commercial and public data sources.
For cost purposes and to align with our desired sample size, The
Data Trust stopped matching to emails once we hit our 5,000-
individuals target in each state. (We chose an equal number of
individuals to equally power our treatment effects across states.
However, in SI Appendix, we show that our results are robust to
using state population weights [SI Appendix, Fig. S17].)

As a benchmark for our public estimates, we replicate our
study design with elected officials. This intentional design feature
(along with pairing our estimates with previous meta-analytic
averages of discrimination levels among various social elites) not
only allows us to get a sense of whether our effects among the
public are large or are small but also, allows us to explore ques-
tions of whether previously documented levels of discrimination
among elected officials (SI Appendix, section 1.1 has a review of
this literature and our own original meta-analysis of study esti-
mates therein) are in concordance with what their constituents
themselves exhibit. (We return to the theoretical contribution
of benchmarking public and elected official discrimination esti-
mates in SI Appendix, sections 1.2 and 1.3.) Our elected official
sample consists of all state legislators, mayors, and city councilors
in the United States (N =~ 40,000). To ensure that we did not
cross-contaminate our samples, in local offices we clustered our
treatments among local officials at the municipality level. Data
on these political elites were scraped from publicly available
sources (via https://openstates.org/) and collected from an email
list provided to us by the American Municipal Officials Survey
(54). We included all of these public officials at the state and
local levels so that we may generalize our findings to a nationally
representative pool of elected officials nested in the same states
as the public sample. Like the public sample, this large sample
also allows us to make (well-powered) estimates at the national
and subnational levels. It also allows up to validate that our
specific request produces similar estimates to the other requests
used in the audit study literature.

We intentionally used large samples of both the public and
elected officials for four core reasons. First, we wanted to ensure
that our estimates are sufficiently powered to avoid errors that
often arise in underpowered research designs (55). Second, we
chose to use a large sample to help ensure that we have enough
statistical power to identify effects given the ex ante likelihood of
floor effects in the response rates of our elite and public surveys.
Our sample sizes were chosen by a power analysis conducted at
the design stage of the experiment that assumed a 1% overall
response rate in line with the experiences of other researchers.
In practice, the overall response rate among emails that did
not bounce (due to being invalid addresses) for the public was
~2.0%, and the response rate for elected officials was ~5.7%.
Third, we chose our large sample sizes to allow the consortium
of scholars whose questions were embedded in the survey to
get a sufficiently large sample; given the expected low response
rates and their desired sample size, we needed to send a large
number of invitations. Fourth, we chose a large sample size
because of our (preregistered) desire to look a differences in
response types across states and other individual characteristics.
Previous research has shown that estimating treatment effect het-
erogeneity requires more statistical power than many researchers
suspect, and thus, many subgroup tests are underpowered
(56-58).

To further increase the robustness of our design and to ensure
that our effects do not vary by the timing of the study, we employ
a within-subjects design for both the public and elected official
samples. This means that all subjects received emails to two
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separate surveys. As in all within-subjects designs, the ordering
of the treatments in our study is randomly assigned (59), thus
removing context between the periods of study as a reason for
the effects observed. The two survey invitations were separated
by a roughly 3-mo period—the first wave was sent at the end of
January 2020, and the second wave was sent at the end of April
2020 (i.e., both waves were conducted before the George Floyd
protests that began in May and June of 2020). Combining our
data across these two survey waves, our end sample consists of
500,000 citizen-wave observations for the public and just over
81,000 elected official-wave observations. Our unit of analysis
with this sample is the individual wave. In our models, we include
individual fixed effects as well as indicators for which treatment
the individual was assigned in that wave. (In practice, these
turn out to be slightly more precise than models that include
fixed effects for blocks. However, as we show in SI Appendix,
Figs. S19 and S20, both approaches yield similar conclusions.)

As in audit studies of elites, our key outcome of interest
is whether the recipients responded to the email request (i.e.,
whether they clicked an embedded link to the first question of
the survey, thus choosing to volunteer their time and reply to
our request for help with providing the requested information
embedded in the survey questions). We focus on whether a
recipient responded as opposed to measures of response quality,
like response tone, given that focusing on the latter can induce
posttreatment bias (60, 61). That is, in only being measured
among those who take the survey, many measures of response
quality effectively break the randomization of the experimental
design. These problems are unavoidable with many traditional
measures of response quality. Hence, conditioning on response
in an audit study is generally a bad idea (60). That said, measures
of response quality can be used, with care—as long as one does
not condition on response. For instance, we examine the extent
to which participants not only started the survey but whether they
also finished it (with nonrespondents being marked as neither
starting nor finishing the survey) and find substantively similar
results. Taken literally, these measure respondents’ willingness to
respond to and complete surveys based on whether the requester
is White or Black. However, on a more basic and abstract level,
this provides us with a behavioral measure of the public’s decision
to volunteer their time and effort (i.e., to provide time and
information) to the senders of our emails.

Our project was approved by the Brigham Young University
Institutional Review Board (E17512 and X19052), which waived
informed consent.

Results

Black senders received fewer responses than White senders.
Overall, among the public, 1.6% in the White sender group
responded; in the Black sender group, 1.4% of the public re-
sponded. Put in terms of counts, the Black sender received 3,620
responses (of 250,000), whereas the White sender received 4,007
responses (of 250,000). While the substantive significance of
effects is always, to varying degrees, in the eye of the beholder
(62), there are several comparison points that we can provide to
give a sense for how large or small this difference in response
patterns is.

First, the response patterns we observe correspond to an indi-
vidual fixed effects adjusted odds ratio (OR) of 1.155 (95% CI:
[1.095, 1.219]; without fixed effects OR: 1.109; 95% CI: [1.06,
1.16])—meaning that the odds that the White sender received
a response were (on average) 15.5% higher than the odds of
receiving a response from the Black sender. The risk ratio for the
White sender coefficient is 1.11 (95% CI: [1.06, 1.16])—meaning
that response was increased by a factor of (approximately) 1.11
for senders who were White vs. senders who were Black.

Another comparison we include to assess how large/small our
effects are is to benchmark them to the base response rate in
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our control group. We do this because in designing our study, we
anticipated that floor effects would come into play. [Comparing
with base rates is a commonly used technique in economics,
political science, and other disciplines (e.g., refs. 63—-67).] The
discrimination effect among the public is equivalent to a (on
average) 9.7% discriminatory response toward African American
senders. This effect is statistically significant (P < 0.0001, which
is also significant at the Benjamini-Hochberg multiple compar-
isons adjusted critical value: 0.017) and is precisely estimated
(95% CI: [—-13.2%, —6.1%]).

A third way of getting a sense how large/small effects are is
to benchmark them to an outside group of substantive interest.
Given that 1) many previous studies have studied whether politi-
cians discriminate against Black people and 2) the public that
we are studying includes the constituents who vote for/against
these elected officials, we can usefully benchmark our effects to
those in this literature. As can be seen in Fig. 1, we are able to
replicate the finding of other audit studies of elites that elected
officials discriminate on the basis of race in simple requests
for help; 4.2% of elected officials in the control (White) group
responded, whereas again, only 3.9% of elected officials in the
treatment (Black) group responded. This produces an (individual
fixed effect adjusted) OR of 1.103 (95% CI: [1.011, 1.203]) and
a risk ratio of 1.07 (95% CI: [1.00, 1.14]) for White senders
vs. Black senders. Relative to the base rate, elected officials
are 6% less likely to respond to a Black sender than a White
sender. This effect is statistically significant (P = 0.027, which
is significant at the Benjamini-Hochberg multiple comparisons
adjusted critical value: 0.033) and is precisely estimated (95%
CI: [-11.2%, —0.7%]). It is also similar in size to previous race-
based audit studies of elected officials; for instance, the average
effect in our meta-analysis of previous studies is also ~6% of the
base rate (SI Appendix, Fig. S1). This suggests that our request—
volunteering to take a survey—elicits a similar type of behavior
as previous informational/service requests used in the literature,
such as requests for help registering to vote and informational
requests related to accessing various public services. (More on
the parallels between our request and those in previous studies
is in SI Appendix, sections 1.5, 2, and 6.) In short, our replica-
tion experiment corroborates that elected officials discriminate
against Black people in simple informational/help requests like
the one we use in our study.

It is important to note, however, that the public effect that
we document is substantively larger than the effect we observe
for elected officials. This suggests the public actually discrimi-
nates more than their political representatives. This would imply
that elected officials’ discrimination against Black people is a
moderation of what their constituents themselves do. However,
despite our pooled sample being large (just under 600,000),
the difference between the public and elected officials is not
statistically distinct (P = 0.353, a value that is not significant at
the Benjamini-Hochberg multiple comparisons adjusted critical
value: 0.05). Using equivalence testing, we can rule out modest
effects (95% CI: [—15.1%, 5.3%]). Based on these CIs, we can
conclude, at minimum, that elected officials do not discriminate
(substantially) more than the public. However, we cannot rule
out that the public and elected officials discriminate against Black
people at the same level. Put differently, the effects we document
among the American public are just as large, if not larger, than
the effects documented in audit studies of elites.

More generally, we can compare our results with those pro-
duced by audit studies looking at racial discrimination among
social elites in the employment, health, housing, and education
sectors. Recall that the White/Black risk ratio for our study is
1.11 for members of the public. Based on a recent meta-analysis
of 74 different audit studies conducted on social elites involv-
ing White and African American identities (68), discrimination
among the public falls somewhere in the middle of previous
estimates. According to that work, Black people experience the
most discrimination in the labor (1.27 risk ratio) and housing
markets (1.17). On the other hand, however, Black people experi-
ence less discrimination in public services, higher education, and
medical studies (1.0 to 1.1 risk ratios). Viewed in this light, our
findings suggest that paper cut discrimination among the public
falls squarely in between the types of other discrimination faced
by African Americans in interactions with social elites.

The effects we document, however, need to be placed within
the broader context of Black people’s interactions in America.
On the one hand, the paper cut discrimination we observe here
is not a one-off experience but rather, a repeated occurrence,
as many people engage in electronic interactions with unknown
individuals over the internet. These multiple small, seemingly
negligible doses of social interactions add up to many opportuni-
ties for paper cut discrimination to occur. On the other hand, we
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Discrimination against Black people compared with White people by the public and elected representatives. Left displays the effect of an African

American sender (vs. a White sender) on response rates of the public and of their elected officials. Effects listed here are within subjects and as such, include
individual fixed effects. Effects are scaled relative to the mean response rate in the control group (i.e., they are in percentage of the base rate units). N
(public) = 500,000; N (elected officials) = 81,024. The distributions in Right show results from permutation tests that randomly shuffle the data 1,000 times
and estimate a treatment effect for each random draw. For the sake of computation time, individual fixed effects are omitted in the permutations. The
reference lines show the observed effects, with labels for the number of permutation draws as extreme also labeled. In both panels, green indicates elected
officials, and purple indicates the public. The public discriminates against Black people, and although discrimination among the public may be slightly larger,
elected officials” discrimination is (statistically) a mirror image of the public’s discrimination.
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do not know if our results generalize to contexts when Americans
receive emails from individuals they know. More than that, the
consequences of this type of discrimination are potentially less
profound than those experienced in other contexts, such as the
housing and rental marks.

Two other points should be made, however, about effect sizes.
While our design can provide evidence of discrimination, we
cannot assess whether this discrimination is driven by pro-White
preferences or anti-Black biases. We also cannot assess potential
mechanisms that drive this discrimination. For example, we do
not know if a request for something other than a political survey
could manifest in effects that are either bigger or smaller. For
example, maybe the effects we observe are driven by respon-
dents who, because they assume a Black sender has different
politics than they do, feel uncomfortable revealing their views
to somebody who may disagree with them (a common concern
among survey researchers). Or, maybe respondents are more
likely to exhibit discrimination against Black senders when they
are strangers, as our fictional identities would have likely been
perceived. On the other hand, perhaps the official-sounding
nature of this email made people more likely to respond evenly
than an email that is of a different nature.

With these caveats in mind, our results suggest that the pub-
lic exhibits discrimination against African Americans compared
with White people in this small, seemingly negligible interaction
with their fellow citizens. This effect is robust to a host of robust-
ness checks that we include in ST Appendix.

Hispanics, Asians, Other

Does discrimination also manifest in how high of a qual-
ity response members of the public give? We show the results
from our measure of response quality (survey completion) in
SI Appendix, Fig. S16. Among the public, Black requesters are
9.5% less likely to receive a completed survey than all else equal
White requesters. (For politicians, this number is 7.5%.) This
suggests that Black people receive lower response rates and
lower-quality responses.

Do the discriminatory effects vary depending on the race or
ethnicity of the recipient? Fig. 2 shows our treatment effects
organized by whether the recipient is White, Black, Asian, His-
panic, or some other identity category. As can be seen, the
only racial group that does not discriminate against African
Americans is Black people themselves. All other groups discrim-
inate at comparable levels; White citizens and citizens of other
racial minorities (when pooled together for the sake of statistical
power) are just as likely to discriminate against Black people.
This finding is important in that it provides strong evidence
that other racial/ethnic minorities (when pooled together) also
discriminate against Black people.

Do the discriminatory effects vary depending on the political
affiliation of the recipient? Among the public, discrimination
occurs among Republicans and Independents. Fig. 3 shows this
visually. Republicans are 12% less likely (P = 0.00007) relative
to the base rate to respond to a Black sender (all else equal),
and Independents are 13% less likely (P = 0.004) relative to
the base rate to respond to a Black sender (all else equal).
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Fig. 2.

Discrimination effects among the US public broken by recipient race. The effect of an African American sender (vs. a White sender) on response

rates of the public. Points are coefficients (sized by N), and bars are the respective 90% (thicker) and 95% (thinner) Cls. Effects listed here include individual
fixed effects. Effects are scaled relative to the mean response rate in the control group (i.e., they are in percentage of the base rate units). Public: N(ALL) =
500,000; N(W) = 352,632; N(B) = 55,320; N(A) = 14,344; N(H) = 38,650; and N(HAO) = 92,048. The public discriminates against Black people. This is driven
by Whites and other non-Black respondents; Black people do not discriminate against Black senders.
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Republicans e e—-
Democrats e ——
Independents —+—
-0.2 -0.1 0.0 0.1 0.2
Difference in Discriminatory Effects by Political Party
Fig. 3. Discrimination among the public is driven by Republicans and

Independents. The figure displays the effect of an African American sender
(vs. @ White sender) on response rates of the public among various parti-
san/racial subgroups. Points are coefficients (sized by N), and bars are the
respective 90% (thicker) and 95% (thinner) Cls. Effects are scaled relative to
the mean response rate in the control group (i.e., they are in percentage of
the base rate units). Discrimination among the public is driven primarily by
Republicans and Independents. Discrimination is larger for White Democrats
than Black Democrats (S/ Appendix, Fig. S27).

In contrast, Democrats are only 3% less likely to respond to
a Black sender; that said, this effect, although negative, is not
statistically significant (P = 0.41). (The Democratic effect is sig-
nificantly different from both the Republicans and Independents
effects.) We have also crossed our effects by political party and
race together. SI Appendix, Fig. S28 shows this visually. There,
we test differences in levels of discrimination across White and
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Black people in these political parties. As can be seen, White
Democrats discriminate 18.8% more (relative to the base rate)
than Black Democrats. The same cannot be said of Republicans
and Independents, where all races in these groups show signs of
discriminating against Black email senders.

Does our measure of paper cut discrimination vary by social
context? Below, we provide evidence that the discrimination we
document is not concentrated in any individual region; rather,
it is widespread across the United States. In this way, it is sys-
temic; regardless of where they live, Black people are likely
to face everyday discrimination. There are several ways to see
this result visually. Fig. 4 plots our discrimination estimates for
all states in the contiguous United States (Hawaii and Alaska
are omitted for ease in visualization). Fig. 4 4 and B shows
effects broken down by state for the public and elected officials
separately. States with darker shading see higher levels of dis-
crimination against Black people. Fig. 4 shows that, although
there is some variation in treatment effects across the country,
discrimination occurs in most states. In states like Tennessee
and New Mexico (where Black residents are, all else equal,
26.2% less likely to get a response than Whites), Pennsylvania
(where Blacks are, all else equal, 35% less likely to get a re-
sponse than Whites), Utah and Iowa (where Blacks are, all else
equal, 38.7% less likely to get a response than Whites), and
Oklahoma (where Blacks are, all else equal, 39.9% less likely
to get a response than Whites), discrimination appears to be
especially high. That said, discrimination also appears to be the
norm rather than the exception. SI Appendix, Fig. S31 shows the
effect estimates shown in the map along with their corresponding
95% Cls. SI Appendix, Fig. S31 shows that the states with the
highest and lowest levels of discrimination against Black people
are statistically distinct from one another, but many states in
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Paper cut discrimination by the public and elected officials across the United States. (A) Paper cut discrimination among the public. (B) Paper cut
discrimination among politicians. (C) Difference between politicians and the public. Discrimination effect estimates by state. For the maps in A and B, darker
colors correspond. to higher levels of discrimination against Black people. In the map in C, purple states are where elected officials discriminate more than
the public, and in green states, the public discriminates more than elected officials. Paper cut discrimination is systemic, and the modal state exhibits no

difference between elected officials’ and citizens” behaviors (S/ Appendix, Fig. S18).
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the middle categories are not. SI Appendix, Fig. S24 shows this
information in a slightly different way—omitting (iteratively)
one state at a time. That figure shows that no individual state
disrupts the general pattern of systemic discrimination among
the public. As best we can tell, there are a few outlier states
where discrimination against Black people is especially high;
however, in a dominant majority of states, discrimination is the
same.

Some may be surprised by these patterns. Indeed, many may
expect that discrimination occurs mostly in the South and less
so in other regions. However, this is not uniformly what other
measures of racial animus/discrimination show (69), nor what
we find (SI Appendix, Figs. S38 and S39). Our results suggest that
paper cut discrimination against Black people in the United
States is systemic; it is a problem that manifests itself across the
country, and (in many instances) these levels of racial discrimina-
tion are more homogeneous than a simplistic South/non-South
characterization would suggest.

When it comes to differences between elected officials and the
public, it is possible that in some locations, elected officials are a
moderating force when compared with their constituents, while
in other areas, elites are more extreme than the citizens they
represent. To explore this possibility, we estimate our effects
among the public, elected officials, and the difference between
the two (across all 50 states in the United States). Fig. 4C plots
the difference between the public and elected officials (purple
states are where elected officials discriminate more than the
public; in green states, the public discriminates more than elected
officials). As can be seen, although there are some differences in
places where the public discriminates more (and vice versa),
the modal result is for states to have no difference between
the public and their elected officials (SI Appendix, Figs. S18
and S29).

Finally, in SI Appendix, we collected 60 observable state-level
social, demographic, and political characteristics and used them
to predict levels of discrimination among the public, levels
of discrimination among elected officials, and the differences
between the two. SIAppendix, Figs. S14 and S15 show the
correlates among the groups individually. While most of
the correlations are small, interestingly one of the strongest
predictors of the public’s racial response patterns is the political
climate of the state; discrimination against Black people is lower
in states controlled by Democratic governors. This does not
hold true among elected officials; Democratic- and Republican-
controlled states see similar levels of racial discrimination
among politicians. Moreover, SI Appendix, Fig. S13 shows that
none of the 60 characteristics we collected predict the gap in
discriminatory behavior between the two groups. Any differences
between politicians’ and the public’s behavior are outliers that
do not appear to be explained by readily available empirical
explanations. This provides further support to the idea that, as
a general rule, the public and their elected officials tend to be
aligned when it comes to racial discrimination.

Conclusion

In this paper, we reported results from a large-scale audit study
of the public. Our experimental results show that Americans
discriminate against African Americans in small, seemingly
negligible but vitally important everyday online interactions.
Taken literally, our results show that Black people are less likely
to receive an email response (and a high-quality one at that) from
their fellow citizens when the email includes a request to fill out
a survey. In a broader sense, however, our results reveal that
Whites and members of other racial/ethnic groups (not including
Black people themselves) are less inclined to volunteer their time
to assist Black individuals in simple requests for help than they
are to respond to such requests from people who are exactly the
same in every way apart from the fact that they are White. Our
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results are present across individuals of all races/ethnicities
except African Americans, among all geographic regions, and
within individuals of various political parties/backgrounds.
Our work is important in that it explores elite- and mass-
level behaviors, and the discrimination that the public exhibits
shows an unsettling degree of congruence with (or if anything,
heightened levels of discrimination compared with) what elected
officials and some other social elites themselves do.

Our experimentally derived measure takes an important
next step in understanding the nature, scope, and coverage
of everyday racial discrimination in the United States. We
capture a type of discrimination not previously measured. To
drive home this point, we provide one additional comparison.
SI Appendix, Figs. S38 and S39 relate our measure to those used
in the literature. As can be seen in these figures, our measure is
largely independent from previously used metrics. The form of
everyday or paper cut discrimination that we document here has
not been fully documented in previous research.

Measuring racial discrimination is an area of social science that
has been well trod but is, simultaneously, in need of continued
rigorous research designs. Our paper offers some methodological
advances and overcomes some methodological issues that have
proved to be tricky in the past. Our measure has some key
desirable features in that it provides 1) a behavioral measure—
rather than an attitudinal one—of racial discrimination that is
assessed in 2) a real-world setting—rather than in an artificial
laboratory—with 3) an experimental research design that holds
other factors constant among 4) a nationally representative and
large pool of participants.

Our paper provides important insights into discrimination
against African Americans in the United States. Particularly,
our research design allows us to study an important and un-
derappreciated form of discrimination—what we call paper cut,
“everyday,” or “day-to-day” discrimination. This form of discrim-
ination potentially occurs in simple everyday interactions—like
responding to a request for information/help—that our study
explicitly measures. Since the forms of social interactions that
breed paper cut discrimination are often more common than
those that breed more extreme discriminatory acts, documenting
the nature and scope of this important form of bias provides
us with a fuller understanding of the broad spectrum of racial
discrimination that African Americans face.

Our work adds to the study of racial discrimination in impor-
tant ways. That said, it does have some limitations. Our paper
does not document all of the many variants of racial discrimi-
nation that Black people face across contexts and interactions
(although we argue that no single paper can be reasonably ex-
pected to do that). Moreover, as our primary goal was the first-
order task of documenting the extent, nature, and scope of paper
cut discrimination, we did not tease apart all of the many poten-
tial mechanisms driving our effects. Future work would do well to
dig deeper into the mechanisms driving paper cut discrimination
among the public, be they motivated by taste-based or statistical
considerations, whether they stem from pro-White favoritism or
anti-Black animosity, whether they are due to features correlated
with race, or if we can attribute them to something else entirely.
Similarly, future research should examine the extent to which pa-
per cut discrimination occurs against other racial/ethnic groups
and along other socially relevant dimensions, like gender, social
class, sexuality, and so on. Doing so will help tease apart potential
mechanisms and give a sense of the breadth and scope of discrim-
ination against other marginalized groups. Finally, our paper uses
a specific type of helping behavior—volunteering to respond to
an email invitation to take a survey—that approximates the types
of interactions people have every day. However, in this paper, we
have not addressed whether our effects vary by the difficulty of
the request. If paper cut discrimination increases as the cost of
the request for help increases, we would expect our effects to be
a conservative estimate of just how much discrimination African
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Americans face in the United States. Future research should test
this theory.

Even with these limitations, our paper offers an important
contribution in the current moment, given the heightened atten-
tion to racial injustices in the United States. Our work provides
further evidence that, in addition to examining discrimination
against racial minorities in the employment and public service
domains, scholars should also focus on the many interpersonal
interactions common to everyday life.

Data Availability. The data and code for this article are posted on the
Harvard Dataverse at https:/doi.org/10.7910/DVN/CJ7YRF (70).
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