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Abstract
In February 2012, George Zimmerman, a Hispanic man, shot and killed Trayvon 
Martin, an African-American teen, after encountering Martin walking in a hoodie 
in the rain in his neighborhood. A media frenzy followed, focusing on the racial 
differences between the two and the possible injustice of the incident. A key legal 
and public question was whether Zimmerman was acting in self-defense or based 
on racial stereotypes. Based in the fear of crime and racial socialization literature, 
this study examines the impacts of racial socialization, fear of crime, and subcultural 
diversity on university students’ expected reactions to an incident very similar to the 
Zimmerman–Martin encounter. We find that the race of the person encountered is 
not a significant predictor of how these university students expected to respond. In 
addition, while fear of crime and subcultural diversity also fail to reach significance, 
promotion of mistrust of other races is related in this sample to willingness to pull 
a gun and shoot one. Given the policy and public significance of behavioral reac-
tions to crime, we call for much more research before making conclusions about the 
impact of racial differences and mistrust on how people might react in potentially 
threatening situations.
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On February 26, 2012, George Zimmerman, a 28-year-old, Hispanic neighborhood 
watch member spotted a “suspicious” young black man who he thought was “up to 
no good” in his neighborhood. He called police. The dispatcher said they were on 
their way and asked Zimmerman not to follow the person. The young man walking 
with a sweatshirt hood over his head to shield himself from the rain was 17-year-
old Trayvon Martin, who was returning to a family friend’s home after walking to 
a local 7–11 to get snacks. Zimmerman followed him, they exchanged blows, and 
Zimmerman shot unarmed Martin in the chest, killing him. Zimmerman claimed 
self-defense when the police arrived (Botelho 2012; Serino 2012), and throughout 
the trial where he was eventually acquitted of second-degree murder (Alvarez 2013). 
There apparently were no witnesses who saw the entire skirmish from beginning to 
end or who saw the actual shooting (Alvarez 2013).

After both this incident and acquittal occurred, commentators, the mass media, 
and people in the public spent a great deal of time debating what really happened 
and whether Zimmerman was really defending himself or was a racist who profiled 
a young black man as criminal and wrongly killed an innocent teenager (see Carlson 
2016; Mullen 2015; O’Connor 2015). George Zimmerman’s shooting of Trayvon 
Martin is fraught with elements relevant to the work of fear of crime researchers. 
One core issue in this case was whether Zimmerman was really afraid for his life 
and acted in self-defense. Another primary element that many commentators and 
the public focused on was the racial/ethnic differences between the two men—that 
is, was Zimmerman reacting not based on any real problem from Martin, but rather 
on his own biases about black people—was he racially profiling? The “subcultural 
diversity” or racial heterogeneity approach to explaining fear of crime focuses spe-
cifically on perceived racial and ethnic differences as a factor that increases fear. 
The argument is that people are afraid of others who look different because they do 
not understand the other person’s behaviors and mannerisms (see Merry 1981). Spe-
cifically, it could have been that Zimmerman was afraid of Martin, simply because 
he looked and acted differently than Zimmerman was accustomed to seeing among 
people he knew (e.g., wearing a “hoody” sweatshirt, walking through the neighbor-
hood with his head down, or simply carrying himself in a different manner).

Psychologists have studied the impact of racial socialization on people’s attitudes 
and behaviors, and one of their ideas is that some people are socialized to mistrust 
people of other races/ethnicities and to be more alert around them (Hughes and 
Chen 1997; see also Bentley et  al. 2008; Priest et  al. 2014; Yasui 2015). In other 
words, this might be one explanation for the importance of the subcultural diversity 
argument in explaining fear of crime. If this were true for Zimmerman—if he was 
socialized to mistrust other groups and if he did not understand Martin’s manner-
isms and behaviors, leading to fear of Martin—it might partly explain his shooting 
of the teen.

No one else can know what Zimmerman was really thinking or why he followed 
Martin, even if they listen to his words in interviews or testimony. He may or may 
not have told the truth about what he was thinking or his biases may have been 
implicit (see Greenwald and Krieger 2006, for a review), yet the impact of fear of 
crime and racial socialization can be examined more broadly by asking others how 
they might respond in a similar situation to the Zimmerman–Martin case. Situated 
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in fear of crime theory and psychological research on racial socialization, this article 
examines these two issues by reporting the results of a survey designed to ask under-
graduates in the state of Florida, where the Zimmerman–Martin case occurred, what 
they thought they would do if faced with a situation similar to the one faced by Zim-
merman. Specifically, we focus on three research questions for this undergraduate 
student sample. First, do fear of crime and racial socialization, especially parental 
promotion of mistrust of other races, predict one’s willingness to choose a violent 
reaction in a situation similar to the Trayvon Martin–George Zimmerman case? Sec-
ond, are men in this sample more likely than women to say they would respond with 
violence? Finally, does the race/ethnicity of the “suspicious” person encountered 
affect the likelihood of saying one would choose violence? While results from a con-
venience sample of undergraduates may not generalize to the population at large, 
this study was a first step toward exploring some important issues raised by the Zim-
merman case for fear of crime research.

Gender, race, and fear of crime

Research on fear of crime in recent years has focused on both the possible causes and 
consequences of fear. Many studies have concentrated on what personal and theoret-
ical factors might predict fear of crime among individuals. In terms of demographic 
characteristics, both gender and race of the individual, topics discussed in this paper, 
matter. One of the most consistent and compelling findings in the research over time 
is the almost universal result that women are more afraid of victimization than men 
are, despite their generally lower risk of victimization by street crime. In the fear 
of crime literature, there are generally four theoretical approaches to understanding 
women’s greater fear of crime: physical vulnerability (women are generally actually 
physically weaker and feel more vulnerable to possible harm if victimized) (e.g., 
Skogan and Maxfield 1981), perceived threat of rape (women worry that any type 
of victimization might actually lead to rape) (e.g., Ferraro 1996; Warr 1984), patri-
archy (women’s lived experiences with gender inequality rightly lead to fear of vic-
timization) (e.g., Stanko 1985), and socialization (women are more likely than men 
to be socialized to believe they are weaker than men and cannot fend off an attacker) 
(e.g., Hollander 2001) (see Lane 2013; Lane et al. 2014, for a review). It is this lat-
ter socialization argument that prompted the idea for the current research. Specifi-
cally, if socialization is considered to be an important component of women’s fear of 
crime, it is logical that socialization might also play an important part in explaining 
differential fear among other groups, especially racial and ethnic groups. Yet, fear of 
crime literature has yet to focus much attention on this possibility.

Over time, many studies have found that non-Whites are more afraid than Whites 
are (e.g., Baumer 1978; Ferraro 1995, 1996; Lane and Meeker 2003; Skogan 1995; 
Skogan and Maxfield 1981; Warr 1984; cf. Gainey et  al. 2011; for a summary, see 
Lane et  al. 2014). Consequently, some studies have also examined the reasons for 
greater fear among minorities (see Lane et  al. 2014, for a review). First, racial and 
ethnic minorities statistically are more likely to live in areas plagued by crime (De 
la Roca et  al. 2014; Friedson and Sharkey 2015). Second, minorities, particularly 
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African-Americans, are statistically more likely than Whites are to be victimized (Tru-
man and Morgan 2016). Taken together, these factors make racial and ethnic minori-
ties more socially vulnerable to victimization and therefore, scholars argue, it makes 
logical sense that they would feel more fear of crime (e.g., Ferraro 1995; Parker 1988; 
Parker and Ray 1990; Skogan and Maxfield 1981; see also Lane et al. 2014).

As mentioned above, another theoretical argument for different levels of fear of 
crime across races lies in the subcultural diversity perspective, which notes that people 
who have language and cultural differences but come into contact may fear each other 
because they do not understand the differences (Merry 1981). For example, people 
who are new to the US may be afraid for their safety if they do not speak English well 
and do not feel they can navigate their social environment effectively (e.g., Lee and 
Ulmer 2000). Moreover, long-term residents may be afraid of newer residents who 
speak an unfamiliar language and whose behaviors are not familiar (see Lane 2002; 
Merry 1981). Another possibility put forth more recently is the possibility that racial 
socialization may play a factor in fear differences among racial and ethnic groups. For 
example, Lane and Fox (2012) noted that just as parents might socialize their daugh-
ters more often to be careful, minority groups may be more likely to socialize their 
children of color to be more aware of crime, as a way of protecting them from harm. It 
is possible that one of the reasons that subcultural diversity might matter in predicting 
fear of crime is that people have been socialized as children to believe that they should 
fear people who are different, racially, ethnically, or culturally.

Racial socialization and promotion of mistrust research

Recently, Hagerman (2018, p. 142), a sociologist, discussed how parents of white 
children talk to them about race, finding that “In some cases, these family conver-
sations attempt to interrupt racism, while in others they attempt to reinforce racial 
stereotypes and myths.” For example, some parents mock the names of black youths 
or call their parents lazy, while others reprimand their kids for saying racist things 
or mentioning racial differences. Yet, most studies on racial socialization by par-
ents appear in the psychological literature and primarily discuss the process in Afri-
can-American families (see Priest et  al. 2014, for a review). Although there is no 
standard definition of this construct, the focus of this literature generally has been 
to examine the messages that black children receive as parents strive to teach them 
about their culture, about relating to other racial and ethnic groups, and to “cope 
with their oppressed minority status” (Lesane-Brown 2006, p. 401). The latter is 
more likely to occur, for example, when families live in more racially mixed areas 
and when parents believe that their children have been treated unfairly (see Hughes 
and Johnson 2001; Lesane-Brown 2006; Thornton et al. 1990). Parents share these 
types of messages to help their children adapt to and negotiate their experiences in 
the outside world (Rollins and Hunter 2013).

The psychological literature argues that parents specifically share messages about 
race and ethnicity in four ways—through cultural socialization, preparation for 
bias, egalitarianism and promotion of mistrust (Hughes and Chen 1997; Priest et al. 
2014). Messages about cultural socialization and preparation for bias are given to 
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children to increase their cultural pride and teach them how to cope with discrimi-
nation (Hughes et  al. 2006), while egalitarianism messages focus on commonali-
ties and shared experiences across groups rather than differences (Priest et al. 2014). 
These socialization practices are meant to have and often result in positive emotional 
and behavioral outcomes, such as more knowledge of group history and traditions, 
group pride, higher social competence, better self-esteem, a better developed racial 
identity, better social functioning and academic efficacy and performance and fewer 
internalizing and externalizing behavior problems (Coard and Sellers 2005; Caughy 
et al. 2002; Evans et al. 2012; Hughes et al. 2009; Smith et al. 2003); although some 
research shows that preparation for bias can cause behavioral problems, especially 
among girls (Caughy et al. 2006). Some have argued that the effects of these mes-
sages may be dependent on the age of the child or the type of neighborhood in which 
one lives (see Caughy et al. 2006).

In contrast to the others, promotion of mistrust messages, which appear to be 
less common and are the subject of fewer studies, teach children to be suspicious 
of and more alert around other racial groups, sometimes focusing on awareness of 
discrimination (Hughes and Chen 1997; Priest et  al. 2014). We expect that these 
types of messages are the ones most likely to lead to the theoretical concept in the 
fear literature called “subcultural diversity,” or a misunderstanding of the behaviors 
and mannerisms of people who look different, eventually leading to fear of crime 
(see Merry 1981). There is not much literature specifically focused on the effects of 
promotion of mistrust. Most research has found that promotion of mistrust messages 
are associated with negative outcomes for children, including depression, deviance, 
and lower social competence (Granberg et al. 2012; Hughes et al. 2006). These stud-
ies overwhelmingly focus on African-American families and show that youths who 
receive racial mistrust messages are more likely to engage in deviant behavior, com-
mit crime, react aggressively toward others, and have poorer school performance 
(Caughy et al. 2006; Smith et al. 2003; Taylor et al. 1994; Biafora et al. 1993). In 
addition, when youths were given messages to be cautious around Whites, they were 
more likely to feel closer to Blacks and support black separatism (Demo and Hughes 
1990). Results also show that racial socialization can increase acculturative stress, or 
discomfort when dealing with Whites (see Thompson et al. 2000).

Only a few studies have examined the effects of promotion of mistrust on peo-
ple of other races and cultures. One study found that among Asian Americans more 
promotion of mistrust messages were related to fewer positive feelings toward social 
interactions and one’s own social abilities (Tran and Lee 2010). Another found that 
they were related to lower academic achievement among Chinese, Hispanics, and 
Whites (Huynh and Fuligni 2008). Still another examined a combined sample of 
African-American, Asian and Latino college students, finding that promotion of 
mistrust was related to depression, in part because it increased pessimism (Liu and 
Lau 2013). Interestingly, although fear of crime researchers have focused on the 
impact of gender socialization on fear of crime among women and men (e.g., see 
Goodey 1997; Hollander 2001), they have basically ignored the possible impacts 
of racial socialization on fear or precautionary behaviors. Although we do not have 
the data to determine if racial socialization, especially promotion of mistrust, leads 
specifically to concerns about subcultural diversity, we contend that it may be an 
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important precursor that could help explain concerns about subcultural diversity 
and subsequently fear and possibly reactions, such as gun carrying, that could make 
problems worse rather than better. This paper is just a first step in exploring the 
connection between promotion of mistrust messages, subcultural diversity, fear, and 
possible behavioral responses to a real threat situation.

Subcultural diversity as a predictor of fear of crime and reactions to it

Fear of crime researchers who have examined the impact of concerns about race have 
done so within the broader framework of social disorganization theory. Social disor-
ganization is a macro-level theory that primarily concentrates on the impact of neigh-
borhood factors such as low socioeconomic status, residential mobility and racial het-
erogeneity on local crime levels, but it can also help researchers understand differing 
fear levels across neighborhoods (macro-level) and people (micro-level) (see Bursik 
and Grasmick 1993; Liska et al. 1982; Sampson and Groves 1989; Shaw and McKay 
1942). Fear researchers have generally focused on how macro-level social disorgani-
zation factors can translate into micro-level (or individual) causes of fear through per-
ceptions. One of the important factors in the social disorganization tradition is racial 
heterogeneity, or differences in races and ethnicities among people living in an area. 
A key theoretical model explaining fear, as mentioned above, is the subcultural diver-
sity argument, which posits that living near people of different racial, ethnic, or cul-
tural backgrounds produces fear because people interpret others’ actions “through the 
lens of their own culture” (Merry 1981, p. 149). Research on the subcultural diversity 
argument has shown that it predicts fear of crime generally and fear of specific per-
petrators (e.g., gangs) (see Covington and Taylor 1991; Lane 2002; Lane and Meeker 
2000, 2003). One study found that racial prejudice among Whites led to more fear 
when they encountered a Black stranger compared to those who were not prejudiced, 
while both groups were more afraid of a Black person than a White one (St. John and 
Heald-Moore 1996). That is, both racial/ethnic differences (subcultural diversity) and 
mistrust or prejudice matter in predicting fear, but research has not yet studied their 
impacts on behavioral precautions in response to fear.1 This study does.

Fear of crime leads to constrained behaviors, but only sometimes 
gun carrying

Fear of crime researchers have found that people who are afraid often engage in 
precautionary behaviors to prevent victimization, and these are often termed “con-
strained behaviors” (Lane et  al. 2014). Some argue that fear of crime and con-
strained behaviors can have reciprocal effects, meaning that people who are afraid 
may engage in more precautionary behaviors, which in turn makes them more 
afraid; yet, there is little research to date to confirm these arguments (see Liska et al. 

1  Although one study found that among white males, those who were prejudiced were more likely to 
own guns to protect themselves (Young 1985).
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1988; Henson and Reyns 2015 for a review). Still, Rader and Haynes (2014) did find 
that people who reported using avoidance behaviors—such as avoiding areas or lim-
iting daily activities–were more worried about crime, while people who engaged in 
other constrained behaviors, including carrying weapons, were not. This section first 
discusses gun ownership and carrying as it relates to fear of crime, because of its 
centrality to the Zimmerman case and this paper more generally, and then discusses 
other behavioral precautions, many of which the research shows are more common 
responses to fear (see Lane et al. 2014).

Statistics regarding constrained behaviors

One behavioral response to fear is carrying a gun for protection, like George Zim-
merman did, and Gallup finds that very few people do so (Carroll 2007). Before 
one can carry a gun, though, one must own (or have) one. A recent study found that 
about 1/3 of Floridians (32.5%) own a gun, compared to a slightly lower percentage 
of gun owners nationwide (29.1%). Yet, many fewer Floridians own guns compared 
to some other Southern states (e.g., 57.9% of residents of Arkansas reported owning 
a gun) (Kalesan et al. 2016; see also “Owning Guns” 2013). Results from the Gen-
eral Social Survey (GSS) show similar numbers of people nationally living in house-
holds with a gun (about 34%) (Smith et al. 2014). Generally, men are more likely to 
personally own a gun than women are, and Republicans are more likely than Inde-
pendents and especially Democrats to own a gun. Older people are also more likely 
than younger people to own a gun (Kalesan et al. 2016; Yuan and McNeeley 2016 
see also “Owning Guns,” 2013). Yet, GSS results show that since the 1970s, gun 
ownership has declined a great deal overall (Smith et al. 2014).

Having a gun in the household, however, is different than carrying one outside 
the home. Gun carrying is more common in the South, which technically includes 
Florida, and West, than other regions of the country (Felson and Pare 2010). Flor-
ida is a “shall issue” state, meaning that people who request a concealed gun carry 
permit must be given one as long as they meet the criteria in the law (US Govern-
ment Accountability Office 2012), although Florida currently does not allow guns to 
be carried openly (Open carrying of weapons, Florida Statute 790.053). As of May 
2017, there were over 1.7 million concealed carry gun permits in Florida, and about 
3/4 of them were issued to males (Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer 
Services 2017a, b).

It is not clear how many gun owners carry for protection. According to a special 
Gallup poll, only about 12% of people nationally carry guns for protection, while 
about a quarter indicate that they bought a gun for protection (23%) (Carroll 2007). 
A 2013 poll by the Pew Research Center, in contrast, found that among gun own-
ers, 48% at least said they owned a gun for protection (Drake 2014). Gallup finds 
that most people do not buy or carry guns or other weapons to protect themselves 
from crime. Rather, they are more likely to avoid certain areas of their communities 
(48%) or do something such as get a dog for protection (31%) or install an alarm sys-
tem in their homes (31%). Women (54%) are more likely than men (41%) to say they 
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avoid places, while men are more likely to indicate they bought a gun for protection 
(32% vs. 15%) or carried a gun (17% vs. 6%) or knife (16% vs. 9%) for self-defense 
(Carroll 2007). A more recent Gallup poll found that men, people in the South, mar-
ried people, Whites, older people, and political conservatives (including Republi-
cans) are more likely to own guns (Jones 2013).

Scholarly research on constrained behaviors

Scholarly research confirms poll results. The most common approach to preventing 
personal victimization is avoiding unsafe areas, especially at night, as well as adding 
locks or lighting to one’s home. Gun carrying is a less common prevention measure 
(see Ferraro 1995; Lane 2009; Lane and Meeker 2004; Wilcox et al. 2006). Studies 
show that men are more likely than women to carry guns (e.g., see Bankston et al. 
1990; Cobbina et al. 2008; Felson and Pare 2010; Ferraro 1995; Lane 2009; Luxen-
burg et al. 1994),2 and males and non-whites are more willing to shoot someone they 
believe is a criminal (Cao et  al. 2002). Generally, then, men are more likely than 
women to do proactive, defensive behaviors that may eventually lead to more crime 
or violence. Some research shows that older people and minorities are more likely to 
own guns for protection (Lizotte et al. 1981), while others show that younger people 
are (Carroll 2007; Luxenburg et al. 1994).

Some research focusing specifically on gun ownership is equivocal on whether 
fear of crime leads to owning or carrying guns (Arthur 1992; DeFronzo 1979; Smith 
and Uchida 1988; Young 1985), while other studies find that fear of crime predicts 
gun carrying. For example, some studies show that fearful males are more likely to 
carry guns than men who are not afraid (Hill et al. 1985), and this is true for adult 
male offenders (Watkins et al. 2008). Still another study found that fear for personal 
safety was a significant predictor of gun carrying for both men and women (Fel-
son and Pare 2010). Perceived risk of crime also predicts gun carrying (Smith and 
Uchida 1988). A more recent study on a number of behavioral precautions, however, 
found that neither perceived risk nor fear of crime predicted gun ownership (Yuan 
and McNeeley 2016).

There are fewer studies that examine race differences in constrained behaviors, 
and findings are inconsistent, suggesting the need for more research. Madriz (1997) 
noted that white women were more likely than women of color to avoid places dur-
ing darkness or when they were alone. Hibdon et al. (2016) also found that white 
college students in residential housing were more likely than non-white ones to 
engage in avoidance behaviors. Yet another study found that Whites were more 
likely than non-Whites to have a burglar alarm but not to have extra locks or leave 
on extra lights or own a weapon (Yuan and McNeeley 2016). In contrast, Lane and 

2  Some of the research on gun ownership uses measures of fear (e.g., being afraid to walk alone in the 
neighborhood at night), which have questionable validity and reliability and may actually measure per-
ceived risk (Ferraro 1995; LaGrange and Ferraro 1987; Ferraro and LaGrange 1987, 1988). It is less 
clear if similar findings would result if better measures of fear were used (e.g., fear of being shot or mur-
dered).



55In the shoes of George Zimmerman: the impact of promotion of…

Meeker (2004) found that Hispanic respondents were significantly more likely than 
Whites to engage in avoidance behaviors while there were no significant differences 
among Whites, Hispanics, and Vietnamese in terms of arming behaviors. Yet, Rader 
et al. (2007) found no race effect in predicting avoidance (i.e., not doing activities 
they would like to do) or defensive behaviors (doing things to protect their home). 
We are aware of no studies that focus specifically on how perceptions of racial diver-
sity affect gun carrying.

Method

Study context and recruitment

For this exploratory study, we collected data during the 2013 spring semester at the 
University of Florida, a school that is situated in the heart of the state where the 
Trayvon Martin shooting and subsequent trial and acquittal of George Zimmerman 
occurred. We recruited participants using a convenience sample from the Depart-
ment of Sociology and Criminology & Law’s participant pool. Undergraduate stu-
dents in some criminology courses were required each semester to participate in 
the participant pool (or choose to do an alternative assignment), and others were 
allowed to participate as an extra credit option. Students generally could choose 
among many research projects to fulfill their course requirements. Because some 
of the participating classes were considered “general education” courses at the uni-
versity and fit within a group of social science classes that any student could take to 
meet university requirements, students in the pool were not necessarily criminology 
majors. While the results of this study may not generalize beyond this sample, this 
was a first step to examine the possible effects of racial socialization on possible 
reactions to “suspicious” people.

Design and variables

This study uses survey data that examines what actions respondents would con-
sider doing should they be faced with a situation similar to the Zimmerman–Mar-
tin interaction, using a 2 × 3 factorial design, varying the gender (male or female) 
and race (white, black or Hispanic) of the suspicious person. Participants in 
this study took an anonymous online survey through www.qualt​rics.com and 
answered questions about their personal characteristics, racial socialization, con-
cerns about subcultural diversity, and fear of crime. Then, each participant read 
a hypothetical situation, which was very similar to the Trayvon Martin case but 
varied the race and gender of the “suspicious person.” The Qualtrics software 
randomly assigned scenarios to participants. After they read the scenario, partici-
pants then answered related questions about how they would consider reacting in 
that particular situation to protect themselves, and then answered additional ques-
tions not analyzed here.

http://www.qualtrics.com
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Independent variables

Racial socialization

Informed by the psychological literature, we measured racial socialization using 
three scale measures, designed to capture cultural socialization, preparation for 
bias, and promotion of mistrust (Hughes and Chen 1997; Hughes and Johnson 
2001). The stem question asked, “I would like you to indicate how often your 
parents engaged in the following behaviors when you were growing up.” This 
was followed by 15 behaviors related to racial socialization. Response options 
included: never (1), rarely (2), sometimes (3), and often (4).

A principal component factor analysis using Varimax rotation of the racial 
socialization items revealed three constructs (Eigenvalues greater than 1.0), and the 
included items were used to create three racial socialization scales: cultural sociali-
zation (7 items, Cronbach’s α = 0.89), preparation for bias (6 items, Cronbach’s 
α = 0.88), and promotion of mistrust (2 items, Cronbach’s α = 0.92). The cultural 
socialization measure used here consisted of the following behaviors (factor load-
ings in parentheses): talked to you about important people or events in the history 
of different racial or ethnic groups other than your own (0.82), encouraged you to 
read books about other racial or ethnic groups (0.79), talked to you about important 
people or events in your racial or ethnic group’s history (0.72), talked to you about 
discrimination against a racial or ethnic group that is not your own (0.79), explained 
something on TV that showed discrimination (0.74), encouraged you to read books 
about your own racial or ethnic group (0.63), and did or said things to show that 
all are equal regardless of race or ethnicity (0.67). Preparation for bias scale items 
included: talked about discrimination against your own racial or ethnic group (0.75), 
talked about others trying to limit you because of your race or ethnicity (0.83), told 
you that you must be better to get the same rewards because of your race or ethnic-
ity (0.80), told you your race or ethnicity is an important part of self (0.66), talked 
to someone else about discrimination when you could hear (0.52), and talked to you 
about unfair treatment due to your race or ethnicity (0.82). Promotion of mistrust 
scale items included: did or said things to keep you from trusting kids of other races 
or ethnicities (0.92) and did or said things to encourage you to keep your distance 
from people of other races or ethnicities (0.94).

Fear of crime

We measured fear of crime using two constructs—fear of property crime and fear of 
violent crime (Lane and Meeker 2003; Lane 2006, 2009). The stem question read: “I 
would like to ask you about how personally afraid you are of the following crimes. 
For each of the following crimes, please indicate if you are not afraid (coded 1), 
somewhat afraid, afraid, or very afraid (coded 4). In the past year how personally 
afraid have you been of:”.

A principal component factor analysis using Varimax rotation of the fear of 
crime items revealed two constructs (two Eigenvalues greater than 1.0; factor load-
ings in parentheses after each item). We used these two constructs to create two 



57In the shoes of George Zimmerman: the impact of promotion of…

fear of crime scales: fear of property crime (5 items, Cronbach’s α = 0.89) and fear 
of violent crime (10 items, Cronbach’s α = 0.97). The fear of property crime scale 
included: having your car stolen (0.66), having your property damaged (0.76), hav-
ing your property damaged by graffiti or tagging (0.83), having someone break into 
your home while you are away (0.74), and having your money or property taken 
from you without using force or a weapon (0.68). The fear of violent (or personal) 
crime scale included: having someone break into your home while you are there 
(0.70), being raped or sexually assaulted (0.80), being murdered (0.89), being 
attacked by someone with a weapon (0.84), being robbed or mugged on the street 
(0.75), being shot at while walking down the street (0.85), being shot at with a con-
cealed weapon (0.86), being the victim of a drive-by or random shooting (0.84), 
being physically assaulted or attacked by someone (0.84), and having your money or 
property taken from you with force or a weapon (0.73).

Subcultural diversity

The stem for the subcultural diversity construct read, “with regard to the neighbor-
hood that you consider to be your home neighborhood please indicate whether or 
not the following problems characterize your neighborhood. Please indicate if the 
following items are a big problem (4), a problem (3), somewhat of a problem (2), or 
not a problem (1).” A principal components factor analysis of the subcultural diver-
sity items revealed one construct (one Eigenvalue greater than 1.0; factor loadings 
in parentheses). We used this set of questions to create a subcultural diversity scale 
(3 items, Cronbach’s α = 0.79). The scale included: language differences between 
residents (0.83), cultural differences between residents (0.89), and racial differences 
between residents (0.81) (see Lane and Meeker 2003, 2004).

We also included personal characteristics of the respondents (sex, age, race, and 
political orientation) as control variables in the multivariate models when they were 
significantly associated with the dependent variables at the bivariate level. We coded 
sex so that 1 = female and 0 = male, because research on fear of crime shows that 
women are consistently more afraid of crime than men are (Ferraro 1996; McGarrell 
et al. 1997; May et al. 2010; Schafer et al. 2006; Warr 2000). We measured political 
orientation on a scale from very liberal (1) to very conservative (5). Age was a con-
tinuous variable. For race, we included the individual racial and ethnic identities in 
the descriptive statistics table for informative purposes, but recoded them into White 
(coded 1) and non-White (coded 0) for the analysis due to small numbers in some 
racial/ethnic categories.

Conditions

Participants were assigned to read one of six hypothetical scenario conditions. The 
conditions varied by two levels of the gender of the suspect (male and female) and 
three levels of the race of the suspect (White, Black, and Hispanic). Therefore, there 
were six conditions total (White male, White female, Black male, Black female, 
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Hispanic male, and Hispanic female). The following is an example of the scenario 
(underlined words changed based on condition).

It is about 7:00 P.M., dark, and raining. You are returning home in your car 
from a personal errand and see a suspicious man walking around in your 
neighborhood. The man looks like he is up to no good and may be on drugs. 
You’ve had a string of break-ins in your neighborhood, so you are alerted to 
it because he is walking around the area staring at all the houses. The man is 
white, in his late teens, and wearing a sweatshirt, pants, and tennis shoes. You 
put a call into the police to get an officer over to the area. When you are on 
the phone with the police dispatcher, the man begins to run toward the back 
entrance of your neighborhood. The dispatcher tells you not to follow him and 
there is an officer on the way. However, you get out of your car and follow the 
man so he does not get away before the police get there. You confront the man 
and a struggle ensues.

Dependent variables

Reactions

After they read the scenario varying the race and gender of the suspicious person, 
participants answered the following question, “In order to protect yourself during 
the fight described in the previous situation you read, what would you consider 
doing?” The answer options were: scream for help, run away, fight back, pull a gun, 
pull a weapon other than a gun, shoot at them with a gun, and use a weapon other 
than a gun. These items constitute the dependent variables in the study. For each 
answer option, the respondents could indicate yes, no, or don’t know. We dummy 
coded each variable, so that yes equals 1 and no equals 0. We coded people who 
indicated “don’t know” as missing.

Analysis

Our first research question asked whether fear of crime and racial socialization mes-
sages—especially promotion of mistrust—predicted one’s propensity to choose a 
violent reaction in a situation similar to the George Zimmerman–Trayvon Martin 
case. To assess this question, we ran descriptive and bivariate analyses to determine 
distributions and associations between personal characteristics, racial socialization, 
fear of crime, and reactions to the scenario. Next, we ran multiple logistic regres-
sion models to determine which of those independent variables that were correlated 
at the bivariate level predicted people’s choice of reactions to this potentially scary 
situation (e.g., whether they would consider screaming, running, fighting, pulling a 
gun, or shooting the person). Predictor variables included in the models are fear of 
crime, racial socialization, subcultural diversity, and personal characteristics. Our 
initial goal was to include demographics and promotion of mistrust first, then add 
subcultural diversity, and then add fear of crime to the models. This would have 
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allowed us to examine and compare the effects of subcultural diversity and fear of 
crime, after controlling for racial socialization. However, because some of these var-
iables were not correlated with expected reactions at the bivariate level, it generally 
did not make sense to include them in the multivariate equations.

Our second research question asked if men were more prone to choose a vio-
lent reaction, and so we pay particular attention to these findings. Our final research 
question asked whether the race of the suspicious person (e.g., white, black or His-
panic) would affect expected reactions, particularly use of violence.

Results

We first report descriptive statistics for the sample, including their demographic 
characteristics and their responses to the predictor variables of interest. We then 
present the bivariate analysis, showing the relationships between the independent 
variables and the expected reactions to the hypothetical situation similar to the Zim-
merman–Martin case. Finally, we present the multivariate logistic regression analy-
sis for each of the expected reactions in which there was more than one significant 
independent variable correlated at the bivariate level.

Descriptive statistics

The sample consists of 386 undergraduate students (see Table 1 for descriptive sta-
tistics). The majority of the sample is female (65.8%) and White (57.0%). About 
16% were Black, 18% were Hispanic, and 9% were “others.” Ages ranged from 18 to 
39, but most were young (mean = 20.38 years old). In terms of political orientation, 
4.1% of the sample indicated they were very liberal, 30.2% were liberal, 34.1% were 
middle of the road, 26.1% were conservative, and 5.5% were very conservative. The 
mean (2.99) indicates that as a group they were more “middle of the road” on poli-
tics rather than at the extremes. A majority of the sample was majoring in the social 
sciences (81.5%). After the participants answered the questions used in the analysis 
reported here, we asked them if they had heard of the Trayvon Martin case, and 
approximately 89% said they had.

As shown in Table 1, respondents were much more likely to indicate that they 
would scream (84.8%), run away (74.7%), or fight back (77.6%) if confronted 
with a situation similar to the Zimmerman–Martin encounter than pull a weapon 
other than a gun (33.6%), use this weapon (32.5%) or pull a gun (15.0%) or shoot 
one (7.7%). That is, very few respondents indicated that they would consider pull-
ing a gun, and even fewer said they would consider shooting one. In contrast to 
George Zimmerman’s reaction, an overwhelming majority of this sample indi-
cated that shooting was not something they would do.

In terms of racial socialization, respondents as a group generally indicated that 
their parents “rarely” engaged in promotion of mistrust (mean = 1.82) and prepa-
ration for bias (mean = 2.39) and “sometimes” (mean = 2.89) provided cultural 
socialization. The mean (1.32) for the group on their perceptions of subcultural 
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diversity issues in their home neighborhoods was also low, indicating they gener-
ally did not see language, cultural and racial differences between residents to be 
a problem there. That is, generally, race and racial differences, as measured here, 
do not appear to be particularly salient to this group.

Fear of crime is our third primary predictor variable of interest, and fear was 
more relevant for this group than issues of race were. Respondents were more 
likely to indicate that they currently were “afraid” of violent crime (mean = 2.44) 
than property crime (mean = 2.03), for which they were generally “somewhat 
afraid.” This level of violent crime-related fear is especially interesting, given 
that the respondents were college students on a residential campus at a large uni-
versity, which some assume are generally safe places (but see Sloan and Fisher 
2011).

Table 2   Bivariate correlations with key variables and expected reactions to a suspicious person

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Scream Run Fight Pull gun Pull weapon 
other than 
gun

Shoot Use weapon 
other than gun

Personal characteristics
 Sex (1 = female) 0.44*** 0.48*** − 0.06 − 0.21*** − 0.07 − 0.13* − 0.09
 Age − 0.06 − 0.10 0.00 0.07 0.03 0.11 0.07
 Political orienta-

tion (Conserva-
tive)

− 0.12* − 0.15** 0.02 0.10 0.02 0.02 − 0.01

 Race (1 = White) − 0.02 − 0.01 0.09 − 0.08 − 0.07 − 0.08 − 0.10
Racial socialization
 Cultural socializa-

tion
0.08 0.01 − 0.03 − 0.09 0.00 − 0.03 0.00

 Preparation for 
bias

0.00 0.01 0.03 − 0.04 0.04 0.05 0.06

 Promotion of 
mistrust

− 0.03 − 0.04 0.05 0.15** 0.09 0.16** 0.04

Subcultural diver-
sity

− 0.13* − 0.07 − 0.08 0.04 0.05 0.03 − 0.01

Fear of crime
 Violent crime 0.25*** 0.16** − 0.07 − 0.05 0.06 − 0.09 0.04
 Property crime 0.18*** 0.15** − 0.13* − 0.03 − 0.01 − 0.04 0.03

Gender of suspicious person
 Male 0.07 0.04 − 0.01 0.13* 0.10 0.06 − 0.13*

Race of suspicious person
 White − 0.02 − 0.03 0.03 0.02 0.02 0.04 0.05
 Black − 0.03 − 0.02 0.04 0.01 0.00 − 0.03 − 0.04
 Hispanic 0.04 − 0.05 − 0.07 − 0.04 − 0.02 − 0.01 − 0.01
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Bivariate correlations

Table 2 shows a bivariate correlation matrix with personal characteristics, fear of 
crime, subcultural diversity, racial socialization, and reactions to the hypothetical 
situation similar to the Zimmerman–Martin case. Despite our expectations, race of 
the subject was not correlated at the bivariate level with anticipated personal reac-
tions. However, the bivariate results show that females were more likely to say they 
would consider screaming for help and running away. Males were more likely to say 
they would consider pulling a gun and shooting a gun. Participants who responded 
as being more liberal were more likely to say they might choose to scream or run 
away, but political orientation was not correlated with the other responses. People 
who were afraid of both violent and property crime were more likely to say they 
would consider screaming for help and running away. Those who feared property 
crime were less likely to say they would fight. People who reported that their parents 
taught them to distrust other races (promotion of mistrust) were more likely to say 
they would consider both pulling a gun and shooting. Participants who indicated 
more concerns about subcultural diversity in their home neighborhood were slightly 
less likely to say they would react by screaming, but this variable was not signifi-
cantly correlated with any of the other reactions.

Interestingly, although we found that some participant characteristics, fear of 
crime, subcultural diversity, and racial socialization variables were associated with 
particular reactions to the situation at the bivariate level, we did not find significant 
differences in how people responded when we examined the particular race and gen-
der of the “suspicious person” (Hispanic male, Hispanic female, etc.) at the bivariate 
level. This in part may be due to the small numbers of people in each of the 6 condi-
tions (ranging from 53 for suspicious white male to 74 for suspicious white female). 
However, when we compared reactions based on the gender of the suspicious person 
only (combining all races into the two to gender groups), we found that participants 
were more likely both to pull a gun and use a weapon (other than a gun) if the sus-
pect was male. Additionally, there were no significant bivariate correlations among 
the variables when we compared reactions based only on the race of the suspicious 
person (combining genders). That is, the race of the suspicious person did not pre-
dict reactions to the situations at the bivariate level. Due both to the lack of bivariate 
correlations and to the small numbers in the individual conditions when separated 
by both race and gender, we present here only the models for the sample as a whole.

Multivariate logistic regression

Tables 3, 4, 5 and 6 show the multivariate logistic regression models predicting peo-
ple’s expected choice to scream, run, pull a gun, and shoot a gun if put in a situation 
similar to the Trayvon Martin–George Zimmerman case. Recall that we did not run 
regression models for reactions with no (or only one) significant predictors at the 
bivariate level (that is, fight back, pull a weapon other than a gun, or use a weapon 
other than a gun). The presented regression models include only the independent 
variables that were significant at the bivariate level, except that we also include 
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variables for the gender (female is the reference category) and race (white is the ref-
erence category) of the suspicious person in each of the sets of models. We include 
these gender and race variables despite their apparent statistical irrelevance at the 
bivariate level (except for gender and pulling a gun) not only because they focus on 

Table 4   Logistic regression predicting run reaction to suspicious person (N = 317)

OR odds ratio, SE standard error
***p < 0.001

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Coefficients OR SE Coefficients OR SE Coefficients OR SE

Female 2.40*** 10.97 0.31 2.41*** 11.09 0.34 2.48*** 11.97 0.35
Political orientation − 0.22 0.8 0.15 − 0.29 0.75 0.16 − 0.27 0.77 0.16
Fear of violent crime − 0.27 0.76 0.22 − 0.24 0.79 0.23
Fear of property 

crime
0.45 1.56 0.34 0.44 1.55 0.34

Suspicious male 0.20 1.22 0.31
Suspicious black 

person
0.41 1.50 0.38

Suspicious Hispanic 
person

0.61 1.84 0.40

Constant 0.55 1.73 0.52 0.49 1.63 0.67 − 0.10 0.91 0.75
χ2 78.18*** 77.21*** 80.23***
− 2 Log-likelihood 277.79 268.61 265.60
Cox and Snell R2 0.22 0.22 0.23
Nagelkerke R2 0.32 0.33 0.34

Table 5   Logistic regression predicting pull gun reaction to suspicious person (N = 339)

OR odds ratio, SE standard error
**p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Coefficients OR SE Coefficients OR SE Coefficients OR SE

Female − 1.15*** 0.32 0.31 − 1.11*** 0.33 0.31 − 1.13*** 0.32 0.32
Promotion of mistrust 0.35* 1.42 0.14 0.36* 1.43 0.15
Suspicious male 0.74* 2.10 0.32
Suspicious black person − 0.28 0.76 0.38
Suspicious Hispanic 

person
− 0.30 0.74 0.40

Constant − 1.08*** 0.34 0.22 − 1.76*** 0.17 0.36 − 1.97*** 0.14 0.45
χ2 13.86*** 19.49*** 25.44***
− 2 Log-likelihood 273.58 267.63 261.67
Cox and Snell R2 0.04 0.06 0.07
Nagelkerke R2 0.07 0.10 0.13



66	 J. Lane, A. P. Kuhn 

our theoretical questions of how much gender and race of the suspicious person mat-
ters, but also because the racial difference between Zimmerman and Martin has been 
a key focus of the media and commentary attention since the incident occurred. We 
expect that the racial difference is the key reason the case received so much atten-
tion and that readers will be interested in seeing these variables in the final analysis. 
Yet, given their lack of correlation with the reactions, we did not expect them to be 
significant predictors in the multivariate models.

For the first two sets of models—the avoidance behaviors (Tables  3, 4)—the 
relevant variables differed slightly in that subcultural diversity was included in 
Table 3 but not Table 4. For the first group of models (scream reaction; Table 3), 
the included variables were sex, political orientation, subcultural diversity, fear of 
violent crime, and property crime, as well as the sex and race of the suspicious per-
son (see Table 2 for details). For the second group of models (run reaction; Table 4), 
the independent variables included were sex, political orientation, fear of violent 
crime, fear of property crime, and the sex and race of the suspicious person. For the 
remaining two sets of models (Tables 5, 6)—the defensive behaviors, or pull a gun 
and shoot a gun—the included independent variables were sex and promotion of 
mistrust as well as the sex and race of the suspicious person.

As noted, Tables  3 and 4 focus on avoidance behaviors. Table  3 shows the 
set of models predicting the possibility that the person would “scream for help.” 
The first model (column 1) includes the independent variables sex and political 
orientation. The overall model is significant (χ2 = 56.58, p < 0.001). However, 
after controlling for sex, political orientation is no longer a significant predictor 
of choosing to scream. Females are over 11 times more likely to say they would 
react by screaming for help than males (b = 2.42, p < 0.001; OR = 11.21). The 
second model (column 2) adds subcultural diversity (χ2 = 64.96, p < 0.001), which 
is significantly, but negatively related to screaming—people with more concern 

Table 6   Logistic regression predicting shooting gun reaction to suspicious person (N = 338)

OR odds ratio, SE standard error
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Coefficients OR SE Coefficients OR SE Coefficients OR SE

Female − 0.93* 0.4 0.41 − 0.86* 0.42 0.42 − 0.89* 0.41 0.42
Promotion of mistrust 0.46** 1.58 0.17 0.49** 1.62 0.18
Suspicious male 0.52 1.68 0.42
Suspicious black person − 0.60 0.60 0.52
Suspicious Hispanic 

person
− 0.31 0.73 0.51

Constant − 1.96*** 0.14 0.29 − 2.92 0.05 0.49 − 2.93*** 0.05 0.59
χ2 5.02* 11.41** 14.09*
− 2 Log-likelihood 178.47 171.92 169.24
Cox and Snell R2 0.02 0.03 0.04
Nagelkerke R2 0.04 0.08 0.10
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about subcultural diversity in their neighborhoods were less likely to say they 
might scream (b = − 0.81, p < 0.01, OR = 0.44). The third model (column 3) adds 
the independent variables of fear of violent and property crime, and the over-
all model is significant (χ2 = 67.01, p < 0.001). As in the previous model, after 
controlling for sex and subcultural diversity, the other variables—political ori-
entation, fear of violent and property crime—are not significant predictors of 
choosing to scream. Women were still over 8 times more likely to say they would 
scream than males were (b = 2.13, p < 0.001, OR = 8.44). Also, participants that 
reported more subcultural diversity in their home neighborhoods were much less 
likely (about a third as likely) to say they would scream (b = − 0.96, p < 0.01, 
OR = 0.38).

The fourth model (column 4) adds the gender and race of the suspicious person, 
and the overall model is significant (χ2 = 71.47, p < 0.001). Similar to the previ-
ous models, after controlling for gender and race of the suspicious person, female 
participants were over 9 times more likely to say they would scream than males 
were (b = 2.30, p < 0.001). Also, participants that reported more subcultural diver-
sity in their home neighborhoods were much less likely to say they would scream 
(b = − 0.97, p < 0.01, OR = 0.38). Yet, as expected based on bivariate results, the 
gender or race of the suspicious person was not a significant predictor of one’s like-
lihood of screaming.

Table 4 shows the models predicting person’s expectation that they might “run 
away.” The first model (column 1) includes the demographic variables. The over-
all model is again significant (χ2 = 78.18, p < 0.001). However, again, after control-
ling for gender, political orientation is no longer significant. Women are almost 11 
times more likely to say they would choose to run away than males are (b = 2.40, 
p < 0.001, OR = 10.97). The second model (column 2) adds fear of violent and prop-
erty crime, with the overall model significant (χ2 = 77.21, p < 0.001). As in the previ-
ous model, after controlling for sex, the other variables—political orientation and 
fear of violent and property crime—are not significant predictors of choosing to run 
away. As with the scream reaction, women were over 11 times more likely to run 
than males (b = 2.41, p < 0.001; OR = 11.09). The third model (column 3) adds gen-
der and race of the suspicious person, with the overall model significant (χ2 = 80.23, 
p < 0.001). Similar to previous models, after controlling for sex of the participant, 
the other variables in the model are not significant predictors of choosing to run 
away. In the final model, women were about 12 times more likely to say they would 
run than males were (b = 2.48, p < 0.001; OR = 11.97). In sum, for the avoidance 
behaviors, gender—or being female—is the strongest predictor of indicating one 
would consider screaming or running away in a scuffle with a suspicious person in 
the neighborhood.

The next two tables reflect defensive behaviors, or those that are more assertive 
rather than passive. Table  5 shows the models predicting the willingness to “pull 
a gun” in the potentially threatening situation. The first model (column 1) only 
includes respondent sex, because the other personal characteristics were not corre-
lated at the bivariate level. The overall model is significant (χ2 = 13.86, p < 0.001). 
Men were three times more likely to say they would consider pulling a gun com-
pared to females (b = − 1.15, p < 0.001, OR = 0.32), when other variables are not in 
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the model. The second model (column 2) includes the sex of the participant and pro-
motion of mistrust, because those are the only theoretical variables of interest that 
were correlated at the bivariate level with choosing to pull a gun. The overall model 
is significant (χ2 = 19.49, p < 0.001). After controlling for sex, promotion of mistrust 
remains a significant predictor of pulling a gun (b = 0.35, p < 0.05, OR = 1.42). Peo-
ple whose parents more often promoted mistrust of other races and ethnicities were 
almost one and a half times more likely to say they would consider pulling a gun. 
This model shows that again men are over three times more likely to say they would 
pull a gun than females were (b = − 1.11, p < 0.001, OR = 0.33). The third model 
(column 3) includes the sex of the participant, promotion of mistrust, and gender 
and race of the suspect. The overall model is significant (χ2 = 25.44, p < 0.001). 
After controlling for gender and race of the suspicious person, both gender of the 
participant (b = − 1.13, p < 0.001) and promotion of mistrust (b = 0.36, p < 0.05) 
remain significant. People whose parents promoted mistrust of other races and eth-
nicities were almost one and a half times more likely to say they would consider 
pulling a gun. Women were about 1/3 as likely to say they would pull a gun as men 
were. Additionally, participants were twice as likely to say they would pull a gun if 
the suspicious person was male (b = 0.74, p < 0.05, OR = 2.10) rather than female. 
But, interestingly and as expected based on the bivariate analysis, encountering a 
black or Hispanic suspicious person did not increase the likelihood willingness to 
pull a gun when compared to encountering a suspicious white person.

The final models in Table 6 show a multivariate logistic regression model pre-
dicting the willingness to shoot a gun in a situation similar to the George Zimmer-
man–Trayvon Martin case. This scenario is closest to the circumstances that hap-
pened in that case. The first model only includes participant sex, and males are over 
2 times more likely to say they might choose to shoot a gun than females (b = − 0.93, 
p < 0.05, OR = 0.40). The second model adds the only theoretical variable that was 
significant at the bivariate level—promotion of mistrust (see Table 2 for details). The 
overall model is significant (χ2 = 11.41, p < 0.01), and both variables remain signifi-
cant in this model. Males were still about 2 times more likely to say they might react 
by shooting a gun than females were (b = − 0.86, p < 0.05; OR = 0.42). People who 
heard more promotion of mistrust messages about other races/ethnicities as children 
were significantly more likely (1.58 times) to say they might react by shooting a gun 
compared to those who did not hear those messages (b = 0.46, p < 0.01; OR = 1.58). 
The third model adds gender and race of the suspicious person, with the overall 
model significant (χ2 = 14.09, p < 0.05). Both gender of the participant and promo-
tion of mistrust remain significant in this model. Males were still about 2 times 
more likely to say they might react by shooting a gun than females were (b = − 0.89, 
p < 0.05; OR = 0.41). People who heard more promotion of mistrust messages about 
other races/ethnicities as children were significantly more likely (1.62 times) to say 
they would react by shooting a gun compared to those who did not hear those mes-
sages (b = 0.49, p < 0.01; OR = 1.62). Contrary to what some might expect but con-
sistent with the bivariate results, the characteristics of the suspicious person are not 
significant predictors of willingness to shoot a gun, at least in this sample.
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Discussion and conclusions

We set out to examine three research questions. First, we asked if fear of crime and 
racial socialization, particularly parental promotion of mistrust of other races during 
childhood and subcultural diversity concerns, predicted one’s willingness to choose 
a violent reaction if faced with a situation similar to the George Zimmerman–Tray-
von Martin case. We found that few of our respondents overall reported promotion 
of mistrust by their parents or concerns about subcultural diversity in their home 
neighborhoods. We also found that respondents were more afraid of violent crime 
than property crime. In terms of their relationship to expected reactions to a con-
frontation, we found that fear and mistrust mattered in some cases. Specifically, at 
the bivariate level, fear of both violent and property crime was associated with the 
willingness to scream and run away, and fear of property crime was significantly 
related to the willingness to fight when encountering a suspicious person. Promotion 
of mistrust was significantly associated with both being willing to pull a gun and 
shoot one, but not other reactions.

We ran multivariate models only in cases where more than one variable was sig-
nificant at the bivariate level—scream, run away, pull a gun and shoot a gun. In the 
multivariate models, we found that fear of crime dropped out of both the scream and 
run models after we controlled for other variables. Promotion of mistrust remained 
a significant predictor of being willing to both pull a gun and shoot one, even after 
controlling for the participants’ gender, and the characteristics of the suspect. Recall 
that we included subcultural diversity as a theoretical predictor, because we thought 
that concern about other races might be, in part, due to racial socialization in child-
hood. This variable was only related at the bivariate level to the scream reaction, and 
negatively so. In other words, people who were more concerned about subcultural 
diversity were less likely to scream. In the multivariate models, we found this rela-
tionship remained. We do not have the data to help us understand why this is so, but 
it may be that people who are concerned about racial differences in the neighbor-
hood do not trust their neighbors enough to scream for help.

Second, we asked if men were more likely than women to say they would con-
sider responding with violence in this type of situation. We found that in general 
they were. Gender was the most consistent predictor in the models overall, but find-
ings depended on the expected behavior. At the bivariate level, women were more 
likely to say they would consider screaming and running, and men were more likely 
to say they might pull a gun or shoot one if faced with a situation similar to the 
Zimmerman–Martin case. When we ran multivariate models for these reactions, we 
found gender held strong as a predictor in these same directions, no matter what 
other variables were in the models. Women were still more likely to say they would 
probably scream or run. Men were more likely to say they would pull a gun and 
shoot a gun, and this was true even though promotion of mistrust was also signifi-
cant in these models. Gender was a clear predictor of the likely reaction to the inci-
dent—in line with prior research, women were more likely to choose avoidance 
behaviors and men were more likely to choose defensive reactions (see Lane et al. 
2014, for a summary).
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Finally, we asked if the race/ethnicity of the “suspicious” person encountered 
affected the likelihood of being willing to choose violence. In general, we found 
that it did not. Race of the suspicious person was not related at the bivariate level to 
any of the possible reactions. Yet, because there still was so much media coverage 
focused on this issue before and during the Zimmerman trial, we used race of the 
suspicious person as a predictor in the multivariate models. As expected, based on 
the bivariate results, in none of the models for this sample was race of the suspicious 
person a significant predictor of expected reactions in an encounter.

This is the first study we know of that explicitly examines the issue of racial 
socialization and one’s expected reactions if put in the position George Zimmerman 
faced when he encountered Trayvon Martin. There are limitations to this study that 
reduce its generalizability, but the study produces some interesting findings and at 
least raises some interesting questions for future study.

First, we did not expect to find that people who encountered a hypothetical Black 
or Hispanic person would be no more likely to choose any of the reactions than 
those who encountered a White one, especially if implicit bias was affecting results. 
There are some limitations to this study that could explain these findings. It could be 
in part because respondents were hyper aware of race and cautious in their responses 
when they saw a racial or ethnic minority in the vignette and were not honest. Gal-
lup found as recently as 2017 that almost half of Americans worried “a great deal” 
about race relations, and that these concerns are greater than they have ever been 
before (Swift 2017), which may point to this possibility. In addition, the sample 
included only undergraduates and they were going to school in Florida, where the 
Trayvon Martin–George Zimmerman incident was a regular point of discussion in 
the news and elsewhere at the time of this data collection. After answering the ques-
tions analyzed here, an overwhelming majority said they knew about the case. Given 
this context, respondents may not have been willing to admit that would consider 
shooting a black or Hispanic person who looks suspicious; even though they in fact 
would consider such an action. Undergraduates are also an educated group who may 
be more open-minded, or at least less likely to admit to unease with other races gen-
erally, than people in their age group not going to college.

Future studies may be able to examine this issue in different ways—by looking at 
different samples (e.g., not college students or not in Florida), conducting the study 
at a different time (e.g., not when the Trayvon Martin case is still such a hot issue) or 
asking additional questions in an attempt to better explain this finding (e.g., asking 
how comfortable people feel talking about racial differences and measuring preju-
dice or bias). In addition, it would be useful to increase the sample size to allow for 
separate multivariate models by race and/or gender of the suspicious person.

Still, despite the obvious racial characteristic of the other failing to reach sig-
nificance, in some cases promotion of mistrust—or negative parental socialization 
about other racial groups—mattered. Interestingly, promotion of mistrust mattered 
most when we measured willingness to pull or use a gun. We expected fear of crime 
and promotion of mistrust to be correlated, but they were not in this sample. That 
is, based on these results we cannot say that the connection between promotion of 
mistrust and willingness to use a gun is related to fear of crime. Although the rela-
tionship among these variables clearly needs more study, it may be that in the South, 
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mistrust of other races and willingness to carry and/or use a gun are more embedded 
in culture and socialization than connected to fear of crime.

In fact, in this sample fear of crime was not related to willingness to shoot, even 
at the bivariate level. We expect that this is because so few people were willing to 
shoot (N = 26, 7.7%). Future studies of people who own guns might be better situ-
ated to examine the connection between racial socialization, fear of crime and 
willingness to shoot in a potentially threatening situation. Gun socialization—or 
parental training about the positive and negative aspects of guns, when to use guns, 
etc.—may be an important predictor of how people might be willing to react in scary 
encounters (see Lizotte et al. 1981), especially if it is combined with racial mistrust 
or prejudice. This data set does not contain measures to test this idea. Future studies 
might collect measures to allow researchers to examine how racial socialization, gun 
socialization, fear of crime, and expected reactions in threatening situations connect 
and interact. Gun carrying is more common in the South (Felson and Pare 2010), 
where this study occurred. One limitation of this study, consequently, is that it did 
not measure gun socialization or gun ownership or prejudice directly.

Another noteworthy finding here is that gender matters in terms of expected reac-
tions; we think pointing to both the importance of gender and gender socialization 
as fear of crime literature has consistently considered (see Lane et al. 2014). Women 
were more likely to indicate that they would scream or run away regardless of their 
own race or that of the person they encountered, while men were more likely to 
say they would consider pulling or using a gun. In fact, in the multivariate models 
where fear of crime was correlated at the bivariate level (i.e., scream and run), it 
was no longer significantly related once gender was included as a predictor in the 
model. This points to the consistent finding in fear of crime research that gender is a 
fundamental predictor of crime-related fear. Moreover, it likely points to the impor-
tance of gender socialization in how one responds to threatening situations—that 
is, women are more likely than men are to choose avoidance responses (see Lane 
2013; Lane et  al. 2014, for a review). Related to these gender differences is what 
may be a measurement limitation of this survey. We asked if subjects would con-
sider “screaming,” and as another fear researcher mentioned to us, this word choice 
may make it difficult for men to respond affirmatively due to gender expectations. 
As he correctly noted, if we had also asked if they would consider “yelling,” more 
men may have agreed that they might, because the word “scream” may be associ-
ated in their minds with femininity and therefore possibly weakness (Farrall 2013, 
personal communication).

While this study has limitations and it is too early to make policy recommen-
dations, this research is a first step toward thinking about the possible impacts of 
racial socialization as a child on fear of crime and possible reactions during a scary 
encounter. The results show that promotion of mistrust of other racial groups is 
related to willingness to both pull a gun and shoot one when in a scuffle. In addition, 
the study points to the importance of studying both racial and gender socialization, 
and to looking at how these two phenomena interact to lead to how people think 
they might react if put in a situation where they face the immediate possibility of 
victimization. Yet, there is good news here in that only about 8% of the respondents 
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would react the same way as Zimmerman in a similar situation, regardless of the 
race of the person they encountered.
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