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To address anti-Black Racism, systemic change across many domains in American life will be
necessary. There are many barriers to change, however, and progress requires identifying these
barriers and developing tools to overcome them. Given that White individuals disproportion-
ately occupy “gatekeeping” positions of power, one key barrier to systemic change is rooted in
White individuals’ emotional (and emotion-regulatory) responses when considering their own
role in racism (e.g., involvement in racist systems, biased actions). White people often
experience such moments as a jeopardy to their valued goals and are consequently highly
motivated to reduce the negative emotions that they feel by denying or avoiding the issue—a
multifaceted response known as a White fragility response. When White individuals enact a
White fragility response, they can further damage the well-being of Black members of their
community and weaken their own motivation for systemic change. Given its stark costs, it is
critical to understand White fragility responses. In this article, we argue that White fragility can
be usefully viewed through the lens of emotion and emotion regulation theory. In particular, we
describe the emotion and emotion regulation responses that characterize White fragility,
summarize the wide-ranging consequences of White fragility responses, highlight more
sustainable ways forward, and end by considering a broader fragility framework that acknowl-
edges multiple dimensions of power. Although emotion regulation lies at the heart of White
fragility, emotion regulation is also a tool that can be leveraged for greater justice.

Public Significance Statement

To combat deep-seated racism, we must use all of the tools that psychological science has to
offer. We propose that emotion regulation theory can help both to explain why White
individuals are often unwilling to consider their own role in racism and to identify several

promising ways forward, toward a more just future.

Keywords: White fragility, anti-Blackness, racism, emotion, emotion regulation

The killing of George Floyd on May 25, 2020 represents a
devastating milestone in the long history of racial injustice in
the United States. During the unprecedented wave of protests
that followed the killing of yet another Black man by a White
police officer, people demanded that the injustice be ad-
dressed. As people of color have become more vocal about

inequality, White myths about race and inequality are being
challenged (Kraus et al., 2019). This is uncomfortable for
many White individuals, as it is the first time that they have
had to contend with their race and its privileges. White
individuals are being called upon to recognize their role in
the status quo and to actively work toward change across
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many domains in American life. While much important
activism is being led by the Black community, White par-
ticipation is also crucial, in no small part, because Whites
disproportionately occupy “gatekeeping” high-power posi-
tions in society (Boykin et al., 2020). There are many barriers
to fully engaging White individuals in this effort, however,
and progress requires identifying these barriers and develop-
ing tools to overcome them.

We propose that one key barrier to systemic change is rooted
in White individuals’ emotional responses to considering their
own role in racism (e.g., acts of bias, involvement in racist
systems). White people often appraise such moments as jeop-
ardizing their fundamental goal to be “good” (e.g., to not harm
others, to have earned one’s successes: Bergsieker et al., 2010,
Knowles et al., 2014). Such appraisals typically evoke a
negative emotional reaction (e.g., anger, anxiety, guilt, sad-
ness), and very often, these negative emotions evoke attempts
to regulate the emotional reaction (e.g., avoidance, rationaliza-
tion, silence). This constellation of emotional and regulatory
responses has been referred to as “White fragility” (DiAngelo,
2011, 2018). The term “White fragility” may suggest a unitary
phenomenon, but we argue that this is an umbrella term for a
variety of responses which are engendered by various elicitors
and embodied via many different emotions and regulation
strategies. Whatever shape it takes, a White fragility response
has consequences. The emotional response can be harmful to
the people receiving or witnessing it, therefore, risking the well-
being of Black community members (e.g., coworkers, neigh-
bors). Or, the common ways of regulating this emotional
response can provide momentary emotional relief, but can
further demotivate White individuals from addressing under-
lying systemic problems (Knowles et al., 2014).

Given its stark downsides, it is crucial to understand and
disrupt White fragility responses. Here, we propose that

emotion and emotion regulation theory (Gross, 2015) can
be leveraged to gain insight into White fragility and develop
alternative responses more likely to promote justice. In
our analysis, we bridge disciplines within psychology—
integrating emotion and emotion regulation theory with
intergroup relations research—as well as across other fields,
including philosophy and sociology. We aim to build a
conceptual framework that can inspire theoretically grounded
empirical work to thoroughly examine White fragility—a
concept that has significant resonance within the broader
public, but has received little empirical research. We intend
for this framework to bring conceptual clarity to complex
ideas that have been previously discussed in more general
terms (e.g., DiAngelo, 2018). As such, we draw from closely
related research as much as possible (e.g., emotional re-
sponses in intergroup settings) and also draw from more
distal but highly conceptually relevant research (e.g., emo-
tional responding in general), noting when the evidence is
more indirect.

Below, we first describe a conceptual framework for the
emotional responses that characterize White fragility. Sec-
ond, we articulate a conceptual framework for the emotion-
regulation strategies that also characterize White fragility.
Third, we summarize the empirical evidence of the wide-
ranging consequences of these White fragility responses,
including personal, interpersonal, and societal outcomes.
Fourth, we highlight several ways forward, including practi-
cal approaches to dealing with one’s emotions that do not
undermine Black community members or systemic change.
Finally, we show how our analysis suggests a broader
framework for examining White fragility in the context of
other possible forms of fragility—a framework that acknowl-
edges the complex multidimensional social space in which
we are embedded. By understanding the role of fragility in
maintaining various intersecting systemic inequalities, we
can make progress in dismantling these inequalities as well.

White Fragility: The Emotional Response

White fragility' often involves a potent negative emotional
response. Although this response is often discussed as “dis-
tress” or “discomfort” (DiAngelo, 2018), we note that the
response can be diverse, including anger, anxiety, guilt,
sadness, and other emotions. Given that not all instances
of these emotions are White fragility responses, we identify
boundary conditions in our discussion below. The generation
of a White fragility response—such as any other emotional

! We focus our discussion on White people given the historical context of
Whiteness and the privilege associated with it. Although people of other
racial/ethnic backgrounds may also experience negative emotional responses
(and regulate those responses) in contexts where their racial identity is
salient, such responses can only constitute White fragility when experienced
in the context of Whiteness and the privileges afforded to White people (e.g.,
whereby White people’s emotional responses and/or regulatory responses
have a disproportionately large influence on the Black community).
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response—unfolds over time and involves several core ele-
ments: The emotion begins with a situation, which can be
external (in the world) or internal (in one’s mind). A person
attends to the situation and then appraises the situation in
reference to their goals (Moors et al., 2013). This evaluation
sets the stage for an emotional response that prepares the person
to act in the situation (Barrett, 2012). Here, we discuss each of
these elements, drawing upon long-standing theoretical models
of emotional responding (Gross, 2015; Lazarus & Folkman,
1987; Scherer, 2001) and proposing how these elements likely
unfold within a fragility response (Figure 1). Although we
focus on the psychological processes involved in generating a
White fragility response, we also note that these processes take
place in a social context that prioritizes Whiteness on a large
scale and can further shape fragility responses.

Situation

White fragility responses can be evoked in many different
situations that provide the opportunity for someone’s racial
identity as a White person to become salient to them
(DiAngelo, 2018). We propose that this may occur when a
‘White person considers their own racially biased thoughts and
behaviors (Perry et al., 2015), or even when they are merely
asked to consider their race (Helms, 1997) or the implications
of being White (Knowles et al., 2014; Phillips & Lowery,
2018). As such, White fragility can occur within inter-racial
interpersonal interactions (e.g., Trawalter et al., 2009) or
outside of such interactions (e.g., watching the news, con-
versations with other White people), and can occur in situa-
tions that personally involve the individual or are only relevant
to one’s group (setting the stage for a group-based emotion;
Goldenberg et al., 2016; Smith & Mackie, 2008). For this
reason, there are countless opportunities for fragility, depend-
ing on how the attention and appraisal elements unfold.

Attention

Upon exposure to the types of situations outlined above,
the White person may then perceive and attend to the
situation. This attention need not be full or deliberate. Indeed,
part of White people’s privilege (i.e., advantages they have
merely due to being White; Mclntosh, 2020) often involves
not spontaneously considering race (Helms, 1997). However,
we also note that race can still become salient through other
means (e.g., when prompted by the media, friends, or cow-
orkers), which can be quite frequent. Importantly, given that
White people do not often consider their own race or racial
privilege, when it does become salient, it may serve as a
particularly potent stimulus.

Appraisal

Upon attending to a situation in which their racial identity
has become salient to them, the White person appraises the
situation in reference to their own goals. We propose that the
fundamental, superordinate goal to be “good” (i.e., to view
themselves—or be viewed by others—positively) is most
relevant to generating White fragility. Integrating across mul-
tiple psychological traditions centered on how people make
sense of the world in general (Lazarus & Folkman, 1987,
Scherer, 2001), we propose that three core appraisals—when
combined—are sufficient for generating a White fragility
emotional response: Goal relevance, goal incongruence, and
low coping potential. Specifically, we propose that White
fragility emotional responses arise when situations where a
White person’s race is salient to them are appraised as (a)
relevant to their goal to be viewed positively, (b) incongruent
with their goal to be viewed positively (e.g., someone thinks
that they said something racist), and yet (c) they do not think
that they have the resources to successfully handle the situation
(e.g., they do not think that they can manage the situation to
avoid being viewed as racist). This combination of appraisals
can be summarized as one’s core goal to be “good” as being in
jeopardy (i.e., the relevant situation is incongruent with the
goal and the person also does not think that they can rectify the
situation to protect the goal). While this combination is
sufficient to generate a White fragility emotional response,
the precise nature of that emotion hinges on more specific
appraisals (e.g., an appraisal of personal culpability may lead
to guilt or sadness, whereas an appraisal of another’s culpa-
bility may lead to anger or disgust; Siemer et al., 2007).

This approach leverages existing models of emotional
responding (e.g., Scherer, 2001; Lazarus & Folkman,
1987) to provide a more fine-grained analysis that can
account for the emotions that other theorists have noted
are central to White fragility (DiAngelo, 2018; Liebow &
Glazer, 2019). In so doing, we are able to more systematically
articulate the necessary features that underlie White fragility
emotional responses and define useful boundary conditions
that distinguish fragility from other experiences: First, White
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fragility responses are not possible for people who are not
White. This may go without saying, but it is an important
distinguishing feature from other constructs (e.g., inter-racial
anxiety, which people of any race can experience; Plant &
Devine, 2003). Second, White fragility emotional responses
are improbable if their own identity as a White person has not
become salient to them (e.g., a White person is saddened
when learning about the U.S.’s history of anti-Black racism
in the U.S., but their own White identity is not salient). Third,
White fragility responses are improbable in a situation where
White identity is salient, but is not appraised as relevant to
and incongruent with a goal to be “good” (e.g., a White
person is outraged at the societal injustice of anti-Black
racism, but this situation is not appraised as bearing on
the individual’s “goodness”). Finally, White fragility re-
sponses can be unlikely in a situation where White identity
is salient, but is appraised as a situation where they can cope
(e.g., a White person learns that they harmed a non-White
coworker but is confident that they can make amends), but we
also note that low coping potential is not a necessary appraisal
for White fragility: One can appraise the situation as having
high coping potential and still demonstrate White fragility if
this appraisal leads the person to cope with the situation using
emotion regulation characterized by White fragility, as dis-
cussed below in the section on White fragility regulatory
responses (e.g., avoiding the coworker for the foreseeable
future; bullying the coworker to make them back down).
We propose that many different situations in which a White
person’s racial identity is salient to them can evoke this
pattern of appraisals (i.e., that their goal to be “good” is in
jeopardy). Being “good” can mean different things at differ-
ent times and to different people. For example, the goal of
being good by not harming other people can be jeopardized
when people consider racist things that they have said or

done, or when they consider their silence or inaction in the
face of others’ racism (Nelson et al., 2011). Or, the goal of
being good and, therefore, being viewed positively by others
can be jeopardized when people are perceived as prejudiced
themselves (Frantz et al., 2004; Phillips & Lowery, 2018; Plant
& Devine, 2003; Srivastava, 2005), including being implicitly
biased (Plant & Devine, 2003; Vitriol & Moskowitz, 2021), or
when concerned about confirming negative stereotypes about
White people (i.e., social identity threat; Branscombe et al.,
1999). These particular contexts may be particularly powerful
drivers of White fragility for people who are especially con-
cerned about being perceived negatively or as prejudiced
(Bergsieker et al., 2010).

In addition, the goal of being good and, therefore, having
one’s group also be viewed positively can be jeopardized
when people are asked to consider their group’s oppressive
history of White supremacy (i.e., a history of structural
advantages over other ethnic groups; Gillborn, 2005). Or,
the goal of being good and, therefore, having earned one’s
successes (i.e., meritocracy) can be jeopardized when people
are asked to consider their own unearned advantages
(Knowles et al., 2014). These particular contexts may be
more powerful drivers of White fragility for people who are
relatively unconcerned about appearing prejudiced (e.g., who
align more explicitly with racist values) and/or who are more
likely to support systems in which they are embedded (e.g.,
system justification; Jost & Hunyady, 2005).

These few examples are by no means an exhaustive list.
Indeed, we propose that nearly all White people are suscep-
tible to moments of fragility given the variety of situations
that can elicit fragility (including situations that are relevant
to people who are concerned about racism as well as people
who endorse racism). People may still differ in the relative
frequency or intensity of these experiences, however, and it
remains an important empirical question how common White
fragility responses are in daily life which individual differ-
ences predict those responses.

Response

Upon appraising the situation as one where their fundamen-
tal goal of being “good” is in jeopardy, White people experi-
ence unpleasant emotions (e.g., guilt, sadness, frustration,
anger, anxiety)—the White fragility emotional response. The-
orists of White fragility propose these feelings are often intense
(DiAngelo, 2018), but itis also possible for these feelings to be
mild. The precise emotion will also vary depending on the
particular features of the person’s (perceived) situation and
subgoals (Lazarus, 1991). The experience may also be mixed,
given that the current situation may be relevant to (and
incongruent with) multiple subgoals, spurring multiple rele-
vant appraisals and a complex emotional response (e.g.,
sadness when considering the realities of racism and also guilt
when considering one’s role in those realities). For example,
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during a college classroom discussion of White privilege (i.e.,
considering various advantages White people have merely for
being White; Mclntosh, 2020), approximately 75% of White
students reported a wide range of negative emotions (e.g.,
shocked, upset, guilty, uncomfortable, resentment, etc.;
Boatright-Horowitz et al., 2012). This descriptive research
usefully highlights the breadth of the scope of possible fragility
emotional responses, although we also note that these would
only qualify as a White fragility emotional responses if they
matched the pattern of emotion-generating appraisals out-
lined above.

As the emotional response unfolds across time, we propose
that an initial response may even become the object of a
secondary meta-emotional response, which may further
exacerbate the emotional episode (e.g., feeling guilty, and
then feeling angry about feeling guilty). Often, co-occurring
with these emotional experiences are emotional expressions,
which can take many forms based on one’s internal experi-
ences and sociocultural norms for emotion expression (e.g.,
crying, which takes on heightened meaning in an inter-racial
context; cf. Accapadi, 2007). Such emotional experiences
and expressions can, in turn, have an influence on the
dynamically unfolding situation itself, as depicted in Figure 1

Figure 1

(e.g., as an anger expression impacts one’s interaction part-
ner), but this influence can be attenuated by other factors
(e.g., if the individual regulates the emotion).

Interim Summary

In sum, the emotional response element of White fragility
can be elicited in many different situations in which a White
person’s racial identity is salient that and their fundamental
goal of being “good” is jeopardized, resulting in negative
emotions. These emotions, in turn, will often become the
target of regulatory attempts, whereby White people strive to
feel better. This brings us to the issue of emotion regulation—
another crucial element of the White fragility response.

White Fragility: The Regulatory Response

Consistent with other theorizing (DiAngelo, 2018; Langrehr
et al., 2021; Liebow & Glazer, 2019), we propose that White
fragility responses often involve not only a negative emotional
reaction (e.g., anger, anxiety, guilt, sadness), but also attempts
to regulate these emotions (see Figure 1). We note that emotion
generation and regulation often blend together in daily life, but
we maintain a distinction between the two as conceptually and

White Fragility Emotional Response Unfolds (Lighter Gray), and how Each Element of This Response Can
be Targeted by the White Fragility Regulatory Response that White Individuals—Upon Identifying the Need

to Regulate—Select and Implement (Darker Gray)
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This model derives from the process model of emotion regulation (Gross, 2015).
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practically useful. Building upon the process model of emotion
regulation (Gross, 2015), we propose that the regulation of an
emotion in the context of fragility—as in any context—unfolds
over time and involves several core elements: The person
identifies the need to regulate the emotion(s), chooses a
strategy that they think will achieve their desired emotion,
and then implements their strategy (Gross, 2015). Throughout
this process, the person monitors their progress to determine
whether the desired emotion has been achieved (e.g., they feel
better) or if additional regulation is needed. This model can
organize the many ways in which people regulate the emotions
that arise during a White fragility response, providing more
conceptual clarity to guide future empirical work examining
the key nuances of these processes.

Identifying the Need to Regulate

The first step in the regulation process is identifying
whether a particular emotion needs to be regulated. It is
important to note that people do not always strive to reduce
negative emotions, such as anger or guilt. Prior research from
outside race-related contexts indicates that people choose to
experience negative emotions for a variety of reasons: The
emotions feel familiar or authentic (Ford & Tamir, 2014), the
emotions help the person connect to their group (Goldenberg
et al., 2016), or the emotions help the person achieve other
valued goals (Tamir, 2016).

Although there may be several reasons for someone to
choose not to reduce their emotional response, White
Americans often tend to want to reduce distress after a
negative event (Miyamoto et al., 2014), and perhaps espe-
cially in race-centered contexts (Bergsieker et al., 2010). The
person may want to reduce negative emotions for hedonic
reasons (e.g., to feel better), but also for instrumental or
performative reasons (e.g., to save face; cf. Tamir, 2016).
Research suggests that people want to reduce their own
negative emotions even when simply learning about a trans-
gression of an ingroup member (i.e., a group-based emotion),
let alone a transgression they committed themselves (Porat
et al., 2020). Such evidence is consistent with an assumption
of “racial comfort” that White people may hold (DiAngelo,
2018), whereby White individuals will commonly prioritize
their own comfort when considering racism (e.g., their own
biased behaviors or their involvement in racist systems;
Cabrera et al., 2016). Seeking comfort may often take the
form of trying to reduce the negative emotions that charac-
terize the fragility emotional response, but can also take the
form of increasing positive emotion (e.g., hope, in-group
pride).

We also note that someone does not need to be currently
experiencing an emotion for emotion regulation to occur.
Regulation can be initiated in anticipation of an emotion, to
avoid the emotion before it even starts. Indeed, this anticipa-
tory regulation—which can be very effective—may be one of

the principal reasons that certain emotions, such as group-
based guilt (feeling badly about something one’s group did;
e.g., a White person feeling guilty about their relative advan-
tage as a function of their racial group), are relatively
uncommonly experienced (Wohl et al., 2006). Whether in
response to or in anticipation of an emotion, upon deciding to
prioritize comfort, the individual will then select a strategy
that they believe will help them to achieve this desired state.

Selecting Strategies

To seek comfort and manage negative emotions in daily
life, people have many different strategies to choose from. To
map out these different options, it is again useful to consider
the elements of emotion generation: Each element—the
situation, the attention paid to it, how it is appraised, and
the ultimate response—provides a different target for differ-
ent emotion regulation strategies (Gross, 2015). Specifically,
people can modify the situation, redirect their attention,
reappraise the situation, or modulate their behavioral re-
sponses. This systematic framework can organize many types
of emotion regulation that prior theorizing and limited
research have considered in the context of White fragility
(DiAngelo, 2018; Langrehr et al., 2021; Liebow & Glazer,
2019). See Figure 1 for a visual representation of how
different families of regulation strategies can address each
stage of the generation of a fragility emotional response.

Implementing Strategies

Upon selecting a strategy (or strategies), the individual will
then implement their approach using a specific tactic (or
tactics) to engage in a particular instance of emotion regula-
tion. We specifically propose that White fragility is typically
characterized by people choosing tactics that involve dis-
engagement (i.e., avoiding or turning away from the situation
or one’s emotions, etc.). There are multiple reasons for this
type of regulatory response. For example, most White people
have been socialized to avoid talking or thinking about race
(Loyd & Gaither, 2018), and so, it may be a natural inclina-
tion to manage emotions around race using a similar
avoidance-based approach (Howell et al., 2013). In addition,
White fragility emotional responses are often acutely dis-
tressing and research from outside a racial context suggests
that people often choose disengagement tactics to gain quick
relief from high-intensity stressors (Sheppes et al., 2011).

These disengagement tactics can be implemented at each
step of the process (see examples in Figure 1): In striving to
modify the situation itself, people may exit the situation or
avoid future similar situations. Indeed, prior research con-
firms that White participants often avoid talking about race
and avoid inter-racial interactions, because they expect them
to be unpleasant (Apfelbaum et al., 2008; Plant, 2004). In
striving to redirect their attention, people may tune out or
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redirect attention away from the situation (e.g., distraction).
For example, colorblindness—whereby White individuals
deny seeing color or race in themselves or others (Lewis,
2004; Phillips & Lowery, 2018)—is a common and potent
example of avoiding attention to racial cues. In striving to
reappraise, we propose that people may be particularly likely
to address their original appraisal for whether the situation is
incongruent with their goals by reframing the nature of the
situation itself. That is, reappraisal can be used to reframe the
situation, so it is less incongruent with their goals—for
example, by minimizing its severity (e.g., it’s not that
bad) or denying personal responsibility (e.g., it’s not my
fault; Knowles et al., 2014). It is important to note that many
of these strategies can be used preemptively, to avoid the
emotional experience before it begins or takes hold. Finally,
in striving to modify their behavioral responses, people
may hide the outward expression of their emotions (i.e.,
expressive suppression), stonewall, or otherwise shut down
(Crandall & Eshleman, 2003).

Prior research conducted outside of race-related contexts
indicates that disengagement tactics are relatively successful
at helping reduce negative emotion in the short-run by allowing
distressing information to be circumvented (Sheppes et al.,
2011). White people may even be particularly successful at
using such tactics. For example, due to their relatively privileged
status, White people may be especially able to successfully
avoid situations that would force them to uncomfortably con-
front their own privilege (e.g., maintaining relatively homoge-
nous social networks that limit exposure to Black community
members; Liebow & Glazer, 2019; Phillips & Lowery, 2018).

As people monitor the progress of their implemented
strategy, they often learn that it helped them feel better
(because these strategies are often successful in the short
term). Indeed, although White fragility is often discussed as
involving largely failed emotion regulation, we propose that
fragility regulatory responses are reinforced, because they are
often successful in helping the White person feel better in the
short term. These strategies, however, also deprive people of
valuable sources of external feedback: Due to their disen-
gaged nature, such strategies limit the White person’s oppor-
tunity to learn about the consequences of their response,
outside of their subjective experience. Without learning
about the downsides of their response—and given the per-
sonal benefits of the response—it is likely they will continue
using such strategies in the future.

We have focused here on what prior literature and theory
suggests are the modal forms of emotion regulation employed
during White fragility: Striving to reduce negative emotions
through disengagement-focused tactics. However, it is important
to note that atypical cases may, nonetheless, count as instances of
White fragility. For example, someone can strive to enhance
their negative emotions (e.g., increasing their sadness about
being perceived as racist to convey their good intentions). Or,
someone can strive to reduce negative emotions through

engagement-focused tactics that are antisocial or otherwise prob-
lematic (e.g., upon being angered by feedback that one’s recent
comment was discriminatory, someone can modify the situation
by bullying the feedback-giver, getting them to back down and
making it less likely they will speak up in the future).

Interim Summary

Here, we have emphasized that White fragility typically
consists of patterns of emotional responses and/or patterns of
disengagement-focused emotion regulation that unfold in
response to situations in which a White person’s racial
identity is salient and a core goal to be “good” is jeopardized.
Altogether, we propose that White fragility is most com-
monly manifested in four ways: (a) Someone may have the
emotional response and successfully alleviate it using disen-
gaged forms of emotion regulation; (b) Someone may avoid
the emotional response by preemptively using disengaged
forms of emotion regulation, circumventing the emotional
response; (c) Someone may have the emotional response and
try unsuccessfully to alleviate it using emotion regulation;
and (d) Someone may have the emotional response and not
try to regulate it. Given these various instantiations, some
moments of White fragility can involve intense negative
emotions, while others may not; some moments of White
fragility can involve successful emotion regulation, while
others may not. Given the numerous potential elicitors of
these diverse types of fragility responses, we suggest that
fragility responses are likely common and consequential in
many people’s daily lives.

The Consequences of White Fragility Responses

We propose that White fragility emotions and emotion
regulation efforts have broad consequences. Specifically, a
White person’s fragility response may be associated with
personal costs (e.g., increased anxiety), interpersonal costs
(e.g., decreased perspective taking), as well as societal costs
(e.g., decreased engagement in social action). In our discussion
of the consequences of a White person’s fragility response, we
draw on evidence from research in other race-related contexts,
including work on intergroup emotions and relations, inter-
racial interactions, racial ideology, and solidarity-based collec-
tive action. Given that these bodies of work discuss emotions
that are typically involved in the White fragility response (e.g.,
anger and anxiety experienced in a race-related contexts), it is
useful to draw on this research to provide indirect evidence of
the outcomes associated with White fragility responses.

Consequences of the Emotional Response

White fragility emotional reactions often involve nega-
tive emotions, such as anger, anxiety, guilt, and sadness
(DiAngelo, 2018). These emotional responses can have a
variety of consequences.
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Personal Consequences

Research conducted in the domain of inter-racial interac-
tions has found that experiencing and expressing negative
emotions can be cognitively and physiologically taxing (e.g.,
Trawalter et al., 2009). For example, negative emotions,
including feelings of anxiety, are often linked to physiologi-
cally costly responses such as increases in cortisol levels and
inefficient cardiovascular responses (Mendes et al., 2002;
Trawalter et al., 2012). Specifically, in samples of predomi-
nantly White individuals, interactions with a Black partner
were associated with inefficient cardiovascular responses (e.g.,
Mendes et al., 2002). This indirect evidence suggests that the
negative emotions that tend to characterize White fragility
responses are associated with adverse personal outcomes.

Interpersonal Consequences

Emotional reactions involved in the White fragility response
can also negatively impact interpersonal outcomes. For exam-
ple, in inter-racial interactions, Black individuals can “catch”
stress from anxious White interaction partners (West et al.,
2017), which can damage the longer term health and well-
being of these Black individuals (Levy et al., 2016). Or, in the
classroom, White students who are taught about White privi-
lege tend to evaluate their teachers more negatively, likely
rooted in feelings of discomfort and distress the students
experienced when asked to reflect on their ingroup’s unearned
benefits (Boatright-Horowitz & Soeung, 2009). Given that
course evaluations are weighted heavily when making promo-
tion decisions (Murray et al., 2020), a negative evaluation can
adversely impact an instructor’s career or livelihood, demon-
strating the stark longer term interpersonal drawbacks of White
fragility.

Societal Consequences

Emotional reactions involved in the White fragility
response can also be associated with societal costs. A fragility
response characterized by anger toward the outgroup would
likely promote aggression and confrontation (Mackie et al.,
2000). Likewise, a fragility response characterized by feel-
ings of sadness and tearful denials of personal responsibility
of racism in racism-centered conversations can effectively
sideline further conversation about racial inequality (e.g.,
“White women’s tears”’; Accapadi, 2007). Given that racism-
centered conversations play an important role in increasing
racism awareness and fostering support for affirmative action
(Case, 2007), emotional reactions involved in the White
fragility response can stifle discussions about topics, such
as racial inequality, thereby decreasing the motivation to
change the status quo.

Emotions involved in the White fragility response are
largely associated with personal, interpersonal, and societal
costs. However, certain self-focused emotions such as guilt or

self-focused anger could also be beneficial in coordinating
efforts to solve complex social problems (e.g., racial inequal-
ity; e.g., Swim & Miller, 1999). For example, when White
participants assessed statements about racial inequality that
were framed in terms of White privilege (relative to Black
disadvantage), they experienced more group-based guilt
(Powell et al., 2005), and when advantaged group members
reflected on their unfair advantages over a disadvantaged
group, they experienced more anger about the ingroup
advantage (i.e., self-focused anger; Leach et al., 2006). These
feelings of guilt and self-focused anger predicted willingness
to engage in collective action to redress the disadvantages
faced by a structurally disadvantaged outgroup (e.g., Leach
et al., 20006).

Although some negative emotions that characterize White
fragility may be associated with beneficial collective action
(e.g., collective guilt; Swim & Miller, 1999), these emotional
reactions do not always promote useful behaviors. If feelings
of guilt and self-focused anger are intense, for example, the
individual could be so absorbed by their negative emotions
that they do not take useful action, or they may even punish
the source of their negative emotions (Boatright-Horowitz &
Soeung, 2009). Even in cases where White fragility emo-
tional responses may promote beneficial collective behavior,
people might be so motivated to avoid guilt that they rarely
get the chance to enact those benefits (Rotella & Richeson,
2013)—an idea to which we turn to next.

Consequences of the Regulatory Response

We have proposed that White fragility is also characterized
using disengagement forms of emotion regulation (e.g.,
avoidance, minimizing), which can be effective in reducing
the White fragility emotional responses. The use of these
emotion regulation strategies, however, can still come with
personal, interpersonal, and societal costs.

Personal Consequences

Avoiding anxiety-eliciting situations can be effective strat-
egies for reducing negative emotions in the short term (Gross,
2015), but such strategies can also be associated with long-
term personal costs for White individuals. White individuals,
for example, may avoid intergroup interactions to manage
their anxiety (Plant, 2004), but such intergroup contact plays
an important role in reducing intergroup anxiety (Pettigrew &
Tropp, 2006). Thus, avoiding inter-racial interactions may
reduce intergroup anxiety in the short term, but continued
avoidance of these interactions may maintain or even
increase intergroup anxiety over time.

If White individuals are not able to avoid an inter-racial
interaction, they may engage in other forms of disengagement-
focused emotion regulation within these interactions. For
example, White individuals might effortfully try to suppress
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stereotypical thoughts and/or anxious expressions and beha-
viors, especially when having race-related relative to race-
neutral conversations (Richeson & Trawalter, 2005). In turn,
White participants who appeared to be suppressing their
behaviors in an inter-racial interaction performed more poorly
on a measure of response inhibition (i.e., Stroop color-naming
task; Richeson & Shelton, 2003), suggesting that their cogni-
tive functioning was compromised. Taken together, this
research suggests that in contexts that evoke White fragility,
the use of disengagement strategies to manage negative emo-
tional reactions can exacerbate these negative emotions in the
long run and adversely impact cognitive functioning which
could jeopardize the use of less problematic emotion regula-
tion strategies (e.g., Ford & Troy, 2019).

Interpersonal Consequences

In contexts where racial identity is made salient,
disengagement-focused emotion regulation strategies can
have a negative impact on interpersonal outcomes. In
inter-racial interactions, White people often engage in strate-
gic colorblindness where they avoid talking about race
(Apfelbaum et al., 2008) to appear nonprejudiced and man-
age the discomfort associated with race-related discussions
(Apfelbaum et al., 2008; Mekawi et al., 2020), but these
efforts often backfire. For example, in a series of studies
(Apfelbaum et al., 2008; Norton et al., 2006), White parti-
cipants completed a photo identification task with either a
Black or White partner, trying to get their partner to identify a
target photograph using as few yes/no questions as possible.
Although photos varied on several dimensions, including race
and gender, White participants were less likely to mention race
(i.e., engaged in strategic colorblindness) when paired with a
Black relative to a White partner. When White individuals
engaged in strategic colorblindness, they displayed behavior-
ally avoidant nonverbal behaviors (Apfelbaum et al., 2008;
Norton et al., 2006), and as a result, Black observers rated them
as less friendly (Apfelbaum et al., 2008).

White people may also minimize or deny the prevalence of
racism to manage feelings of collective guilt. Avoiding
feelings of guilt, however, is related to reduced intergroup
empathy and less perspective taking (Mekawi et al., 2017,
2020). Reduced intergroup empathy and perspective taking
can, in turn, hinder the development of cross-race friendships
(Spanierman et al., 2009).

In racism-centered conversations, White people may also
manage their own emotions by trying to change the emotions
of their Black interaction partners (i.e., by engaging in extrinsic
emotion regulation). Theorists have described this scenario as a
form of affective injustice: Situations where people of color are
called upon to regulate their feelings of anger triggered by
perceived injustices. In addition to the original injustice (e.g.,
being the target of discrimination), the expectation that people of
color will reduce their anger represents an additional affective

injustice (Archer & Mills, 2019; Srinivasan, 2018). Such
affective injustices likely benefit White individuals: When
people of color regulate their own anger, it might prevent
their White interaction partners from feeling uncomfortable.
However, engaging in such forms of extrinsic emotion
regulation shifts attention away from the racial injustice and
prioritizes the White individual and alleviating their discom-
fort (Bryant-Davis, 2005). This process invalidates an interac-
tion partner’s point of view and prevents further discussion of
racial inequality. Overall, disengagement-focused emotion
regulation strategies are associated with personal benefits
(e.g., reduced negative affect), but even greater interpersonal
costs (e.g., reduced intergroup empathy).

Societal Consequences

Disengagement-focused forms of emotion regulation often
serve to deny the underlying problem of racism or distance
oneself from one’s role in that problem (e.g., Mekawi et al.,
2020), which can bring broader societal consequences. Spe-
cifically, these forms of emotion regulation are particularly
likely to impair White people’s motivation to address anti-
Black racism and White privilege (cf. Knowles et al., 2014;
Phillips & Lowery, 2018). For example, avoiding inter-racial
contact may reduce the likelihood of taking collective action
in concert with members of disadvantaged groups (e.g., Craig
et al., 2020). In addition, undergraduates who reported
denying racism and minimizing the extent of racism were
less interested in campus diversity activities and less sup-
portive of affirmative action (Mekawi et al., 2020). Overall,
engaging in disengagement forms of emotion regulation that
reduce or sideline conversations about racial inequality can
negatively impact collective outcomes over the long term.

These forms of emotion regulation can also be undertaken
on behalf of other people. As one particularly potent example
of this, a number of U.S. legislators in 2021 specifically
sought to prevent the emotional “discomfort, guilt, anguish or
another form of psychological distress” associated with
confronting racism by introducing laws limiting how teachers
can talk about race in the classroom (Foster et al., 2021). This
is a powerful example of White people enacting (and insti-
tutionalizing) disengagement strategies that prioritize the
emotional comfort of White people over opportunities to
critically reflect upon and change the status quo.

Interim Summary

White fragility emotional reactions and efforts to regulate
these emotional reactions are associated with personal, inter-
personal, and societal consequences, many of which are
harmful. Although there is overlap in the consequences
associated with White fragility emotional responses (e.g.,
experiencing negative emotions) and with White fragility
regulatory responses (e.g., avoiding these negative emo-
tions), they do not always lead to the same outcomes. For
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example, although some White fragility emotional responses
could even be interpersonally or societally beneficial (e.g.,
guilt promoting reparative behaviors), these benefits are often
negated by White fragility emotion regulation (e.g., because
guilt feels unpleasant, people often use disengagement-
focused emotion regulation to avoid it, therefore, negating
its possible benefits). This pattern highlights the unique
consequences of White fragility emotions and White fragility
emotion regulation, which both merit future empirical inves-
tigation. Overall, given the short-term and long-term con-
sequences of the emotional and regulatory responses that
characterize White fragility, it is important to identify ways
forward that avoid these consequences.

Ways Forward

We have argued that emotion and emotion regulation theory
provide important insights into White fragility responses and
their consequences. Although we highlighted many existing
lines of work that begin to speak to these issues, much of this
research is relatively indirect and there remain many avenues
for future work to examine the numerous elicitors and contexts
of fragility, as well as the numerous emotional responses and
regulation strategies that characterize fragility. For example,
we often illustrated White fragility in the context of Black
people (due to the historical significance of these groups and
because empirical research on race has often focused on these
groups), but we note that White fragility should theoretically
be relevant to all people of color who face oppression. We
hope that the conceptual framework provided here serves to
both structure and inspire future work.

Our analysis highlights the utility of conceiving of a White
fragility response as a state evoked by particular underlying
processes (e.g., processes involved in generating emotional
responses and emotion regulation efforts), rather than as a
trait (i.e., a characteristic of particular people). Although
certain traits may increase the likelihood that someone
may have more frequent and/or intense fragility responses,
we have argued that the numerous possible elicitors of
fragility make fragility responses a possibility for nearly
all White people. This process-oriented perspective, in
turn, suggests points of intervention that can help in devel-
oping practical tools to overcome White fragility responses.
Here, we argue that the broader emotion regulation literature
can again be leveraged to identify promising approaches for
dealing with White fragility responses that do not undermine
racialized community members or systemic change.

Given that systemic change across many domains in
American life is necessary (e.g., addressing disparities in
the systems for criminal justice, education, health care, etc.),
some may wonder whether focusing on individuals’ emotion
regulation is a productive path forward. We propose that this
is a useful entry point, because systems do not often change
themselves—people need to change them, through collective

action and/or the direct action of people in power. Gaining
traction within individuals should be an important precursor
to many forms of sustainable systemic change, and because
White fragility responses represent a barrier to that traction,
reducing that those responses should be useful. Below, we
describe several promising approaches, noting that although
they are theoretically justified and supported by preliminary
findings, these ideas are largely speculative and additional
future research is needed to verify their efficacy before that
they are implemented broadly.

Acceptance of Discomfort

One potential step forward is for White people to build
acceptance for their discomfort. It is uncomfortable to con-
sider one’s racism and involvement in racist systems, and we
have argued that White people will often prioritize their
comfort during such moments, using strategies characterized
by disengagement and avoidance, even though these strate-
gies are likely to perpetuate longer term harm. One viable
way to avoid the harm that these strategies can cause within
this context is to question the premise that one needs to get rid
of their discomfort in the first place (e.g., to “problematize”
the notion of comfort in this context; cf. Frawley, 2018).
Rather than trying to avoid one’s emotions, one can accept
one’s emotions. Notably, we do not suggest that emotional
acceptance is not an end in itself, but rather, is a first step that
can allow for more productive subsequent responses.

Emotional acceptance involves actively acknowledging
and bringing awareness to negative emotions without judging
or attempting to avoid those emotions (Segal et al., 2004). In
doing so, negative emotional episodes are allowed to run
their natural course and then dissipate, even in highly stress-
ful situations (Ford et al., 2018; Shallcross et al., 2010).
Emotional acceptance can also help avoid negative meta-
emotions, or emotional reactions to one’s own emotions (e.g.,
feeling angry about feeling guilty), which can be particularly
damaging. Emotional acceptance can also be applied extrin-
sically, as White people accept the negative emotions of
Black community members experiencing racism and, there-
fore, avoid the affective injustice of expecting or encouraging
Black people to manage these emotions (cf. Archer & Mills,
2019; Srinivasan, 2018). Moreover, acceptance of discomfort
might allow for more productive emotions to follow, such as
gratitude for the opportunity to grow, or curiosity about
oneself or others (DiAngelo, 2018).

Crucially, emotional acceptance is also thought to promote
self-awareness by allowing people to acknowledge emotions
as they unfold, as well as the underlying reasons for those
emotions (Hayes & Wilson, 2003). For example, a more
accepting approach toward one’s emotions may help some-
one stay attuned to and tolerate their unpleasant emotions
(e.g., guilt) at a moderate level, which could be ideal for
promoting effective reparative action (e.g., apologizing; cf.
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Liebow & Glazer, 2019). Indeed, a moderate amount of
discomfort can serve as an important catalyst for action
(Carter et al., 2020; Ford & Feinberg, 2020). However,
some emotions may still impair effective reparative action
(e.g., distractingly intense emotions) or lead to further con-
frontation (e.g., out-group anger), and would benefit from
more direct management, which we turn to next.

Enacting Less Problematic Emotion Regulation

Given that many White fragility emotional responses may
need to be regulated to reduce the interpersonal and societal
costs of those emotions, it is crucial to identify regulation
strategies that are unlikely to come with their own costs. One
way to avoid the costs of using disengagement-based
strategies—the characteristic regulatory choices of White
Fragility—is to use alternative strategies that are centered
on engagement (cf. Sheppes et al., 2011): Managing emo-
tions using strategies that allow the individual to stay con-
nected to the situation, connected to what it means, and
connected to the people who would benefit from support.” To
organize the conceptual space of these strategies, we again
consider the different elements of emotion generation, given
that each element—the situation, the attention paid to it, how
it is appraised, and the ultimate response—provides a differ-
ent target for alternative, engagement-focused emotion regu-
lation strategies, which we describe below.

When considering how to address the situation itself, rather
than avoiding situations that might require one to think about
one’s race, racial privilege, or potential biased behavior,
White people can seek out these situations as beneficial
opportunities. For example, in a brief intervention, research-
ers highlighted for participants the fact that anxiety often
spurs people to avoid inter-racial interactions and that choos-
ing to instead approach such interactions may be more
beneficial in reducing longer term anxiety (Schultz et al.,
2015). In turn, participants in this intervention (vs. controls)
were more likely to choose to interact with a Black partner
over a White partner and showed more positive nonverbal
engagement during the inter-racial interaction. By gaining
awareness of the emotion-regulatory role of avoidance,
participants counteracted their natural tendency to disengage
from possibly distressing situations and were instead able to
have a more positive interaction. Although such interactions
may be less frequent for White people who live in racially
homogenous environments (which is common; Rothstein,
2017), White people can still seek out opportunities to
productively engage with—and not avoid—race and racial
privilege (e.g., in the media and stories they consume, the
businesses they support, the policies they vote for).

When considering how to change their attention to the
situation, rather than paying less attention (e.g., distracting
oneself, tuning out), White people can bring more awareness
to the moment. It is plausible that many of the emotion

regulation strategies people use during White fragility could
be activated outside of conscious awareness, which means
that increasing awareness is a crucial early step. For example,
raising awareness of the racism that Black individuals face as
they navigate daily American life may be a crucial precursor
to experiencing empathic concern (i.e., compassion for an-
other’s welfare) which can promote prosocial behavior (cf.
Batson et al., 2007; Todd et al., 2012). However, whether this
attention is directed internally (e.g., awareness of one’s
distress) or externally (e.g., awareness of another’s distress),
this attention could exacerbate one’s emotional response and
prompt disengagement strategies to reduce that distress
unless the attention is paired with a change in mindset—
how one appraises the context—which we turn to next.

When considering how to change their appraisal(s), rather
than relying on disengagement-focused tactics that reframe the
situation so it is less incongruent with their goals (e.g.,
minimizing the situation’s severity or denying personal respon-
sibility), White people can use engagement-focused reap-
praisal tactics that involve turning toward the situation and
considering other valued goals (McRae et al., 2012; Murphy
et al., 2011). For example, the situation could be reframed as a
valuable opportunity to grow, learn, connect with others, or put
another’s needs above one’s own (Park, 2010). Reframing the
situation as an opportunity for growth and learning can help
with responding more adaptively to negative feedback about
the self or one’s group which could promote better outcomes
when similar situations arise in the future (Yeager & Dweck,
2012). Reframing the situation by doing one’s best to consider
it from the perspective of Black community members could
help override the powerful ingroup—outgroup representations
White people often hold (cf. Fraser et al., 2020; Gutsell &
Inzlicht, 2010) and promote feelings of sympathy or moral
outrage that can enhance support for antiracism efforts (cf.
Hoffman, 1990). Engagement-focused reappraisals may even
deter disengagement-focused reappraisals: For example, re-
considering a race-centered situation as an opportunity to
demonstrate personal strengths (i.e., a self-affirmation manip-
ulation) disrupted advantaged people’s tendency to defensively
rationalize their privilege—a key path through which White
people maintain dominance (Phillips & Lowery, 2018). Over-
all, there are many ways in which White people can change
how they are thinking about a situation to mitigate negative
emotions without downstream costs to Black community
members.

2 We also note two important caveats of engagement. First, there can be
drawbacks to excessive engagement from White individuals, such as when
they rely too heavily on Black community members for information or
feedback and therefore become a burden (cf. DiAngelo, 2021), even leading
to burnout among Black activists (Gorski & Erakat, 2019). Second, engage-
ment can be used in the service of White fragility (highlighted above in the
section on “White Fragility: The Regulatory Response”). For example,
someone receives feedback from a coworker about biased behavior and
to cope with the situation they bully the coworker into backing down, also
making it less likely they will speak up in the future.
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When considering how to change their behavioral re-
sponses of emotion, White people can again shift away
from disengagement (e.g., stonewalling). For example,
engaging in paced deep breathing can directly reduce physi-
ological activation (Pal et al., 2004), which can calm the body
in service of also calming one’s emotional response. Such
approaches may be especially useful when paired with other
engagement strategies mentioned above that target the root of
the emotional experience (e.g., changing one’s appraisals).

In sum, we suggest that an emotion regulation perspective
can be used to both elucidate the problems inherent in White
fragility and point toward more effective paths forward.
Although it is likely that some people are not motivated to
reduce White fragility responses (e.g., those who do not
believe such a response is problematic), change must begin
somewhere. It may be reasonable to begin with those who are
already motivated to make change (especially given that
well-intentioned White people can still exhibit harmful
race-related behaviors; DiAngelo, 2021). Changes within
this group can then result in broader shifts, as they bring
their approach to others, creating community-level shifts in
norms or behaviors over time and increasing the fertility of
the ground for subsequent wider-scale intervention. We
highlight that emotion regulation is not the endpoint, but
rather is a tool that can address White fragility in vivo and
help avoid the damage White fragility can have on racial
justice. To achieve sustainable change, an emotion-
regulation perspective may be usefully paired with other
tools that combat racism, such as prejudice-reduction inter-
ventions, where White fragility is likely to arise. Indeed, a
recent meta-analysis indicates that such interventions are
often short-lived and have modest effect sizes (Paluck
et al., 2020). As such, an emotion-regulation perspective
could provide practical insights into a more effective man-
agement of White fragility when needed most, enhancing
interventions that target structures in deep need of change.

Beyond White Fragility: A Broader Theoretical Lens?

In this article, we have focused on White fragility re-
sponses. However, it is important to acknowledge that we
are all embedded in a complex multidimensional social
space, where each person is a part of multiple groups or
spectra—including but not limited to race—and each is
associated with their own power differentials (e.g., gender,
sexual orientation, social class, religion). Although scholarly
pursuits can often benefit from considering one dimension at
atime, as we have done in this article, this does not reflect the
reality of daily life. Day to day, these dimensions co-occur
and intersect, often becoming more versus less salient due to
relevant contextual factors. Beyond White fragility, we pro-
pose that people at the more powerful ends of any socially
constructed dimension could exhibit a fragility response. A
high-power fragility framework allows us to consider

fragility responses based on multiple and possibly interacting
high-power positions.

As an example of an additional power dimension on which
fragility can be experienced—and intersect with White
fragility—Ilet us consider gender. A man could experience
a fragility response upon being called out for a sexist
behavior: He experiences an emotional response (e.g., anger,
guilt) which he tries to regulate (e.g., denying personal
responsibility, I didn’t mean it that way). This fragility
response, in turn, comes with costs as the emotion and/or
its regulation negatively affects both his female interaction
partner and others who witness the exchange. These costs
will be even greater when additional power differentials are
layered in, as when a White man has a fragility response to
being called out for sexist and/or racist behavior toward a
Black woman. Given the unique, historically rooted power
structures that support White people, and particularly White
men, a White man’s emotional response and/or regulation of
that response have particularly powerful implications for
immediate and longer term wellness of the people that he
interacts with.

An intersectional framework is essential for acknowledg-
ing the layers of oppression that can come from multiple
marginalized identities (Lorde, 2020) and exploring how
people can experience fragility based on multiple privileged
identities. This broader “high-power” fragility framework, in
turn, can help unpack the role of fragility—both the emo-
tional response and its regulation—in maintaining various
intersecting systemic inequalities. By understanding this role,
psychological science can play a vital role in dismantling
these inequalities.
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