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Abstract  

 

The authors examined perceived dis-

crimination directed toward one’s fan 

group and toward oneself in multiple 

groups of fans. Specifically, furries, 

bronies, anime fans, and a group of mis-

cellaneous fans completed measures as-

sessing the extent to which they per-

ceived discrimination toward both their 

fan group and toward themselves. 

Across all samples, participants reported 

greater discrimination directed toward 

their fan group than toward themselves, 

suggesting denial of personal discrimi-

nation. The difference between personal 

discrimination and fandom discrimina-

tion is a reliable one, as suggested by its 

persistence despite considerable differ-

ences between the groups with regard to 

the level of societal stigma. The impli-

cations of these results and future direc-

tions for this line of research are dis-

cussed.  

Keywords: discrimination, stigma, 

furry, brony, anime, fans  

Introduction 

 

Stigmatization between groups is a 

long-studied phenomenon in psychol-

ogy. Henry Tajfel and John Turner 

(1979) attributed intergroup stigmatiza-

tion to a need to perpetuate a sense of 

positive identity by elevating one’s 

group above others. When a group is 

stigmatized, it means that others are ac-

tively discriminating against them, in-

cluding denying the stigmatized group 

access to resources. As such, stigmatized 

group members are often motivated to 

deny the discrimination put upon them. 

People initially belong to a group for the 

social affiliation and, in some cases, as a 

lifeline to get their needs met (Schaller 

& Neuberg, 2012). When individuals 

experience situations where they have to 

decide between having access to re-

sources and remaining with their group, 

then they may stay with the stigmatized 

group while viewing the discrimination 

against themselves as relatively less in-

tense. If this effect exists in groups 
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where people gain resources and fulfill 

their fundamental motives, such as 

gaining status or fulfilling a need for af-

filiation (Neuberg & Schaller, 2012), 

then one could posit that this effect 

should similarly exist for fan groups, 

where similar needs may also be ful-

filled. We present a test of this hypothe-

sis in the present study. First, the litera-

ture on fan groups and the denial of per-

sonal discrimination against fans will be 

reviewed, followed by a review of the 

different fan groups included in the pre-

sent research. We then describe the re-

sults of a large-scale study that sought to 

test whether denial of personal discrimi-

nation exists in fan groups as it does to-

ward other stigmatized groups. Finally, 

we discuss the results and their implica-

tions for the reviewed literature.  

 

Fan Groups  

 

The term “fan” is derived from the 

term “fanatic,” and refers to a person 

with a zealous interest in a particular 

topic (Phelps, 1995; Reysen, 2006). 

While often conceptualized as a personal 

identity, social scientists have increas-

ingly studied fans in the context of fan-

doms, groups of like-minded people who 

share a similar fan-like interest (Reysen, 

2006). Adapted from Tajfel’s (1978) so-

cial identity theory, fandoms, like any 

social group, are comprised of individu-

als who construct social identities in line 

with the goals and demands of the group 

and in service of supporting and sus-

taining the group. Fandoms are a social 

group that, like other social groups, will 

develop group norms to forward the 

group’s central values, ensure the 

group’s survival (Feldman, 1984), create 

and maintain language (Eble, 1996), in-

fluence the actions for those who 

strongly identify with the group (Terry 

& Hogg, 1996), and help to fulfill the 

need to belong for members of the fan 

group (Baumeister & Leary 1995). Pre-

vious research has found that some fan 

groups, such as sport fans, are similar to 

other fan groups, such as media fans 

(Reysen & Branscombe, 2010). Despite 

this, other research (Schroy, Plante, 

Reysen, Roberts, & Gerbasi, 2016) has 

shown that fan groups also differ with 

regard to the underlying motivation of 

those comprising the group. As such, 

when studying fan groups, it is often 

necessary to test hypotheses among a 

variety of fan groups to determine the 

generalizability of the effect. Thus, ex-

amining groups parallel to each other 

will offer key insights into how members 

of groups view discrimination against 

their group, as well as a lesser feeling of 

discrimination toward the self, known as 

the denial of personal discrimination.  

 

Denial of Personal Discrimination  

 

Faye Crosby (1984) examined the 

cognitive and emotional barriers that 

may cause people to deny the existence 

of discrimination against the self. She 

investigated differences in grievances at 

home and at work, including differences 

in sex and pay discrimination. However, 

where she expected to find differences in 

grievances, she found instead that 



  

The Phoenix Papers, Vol. 4, No. 1, August 2018 132 
 

women, aware of discrimination, did not 

report grievances that affected them spe-

cifically. According to Crosby, low-sta-

tus group members are motivated to 

deny their own victimization, rather than 

the much-harder-to-deny existence of 

discrimination against the group. This 

phenomenon, defined as denial of per-

sonal discrimination, refers the fact that 

individuals are motivated to perceive 

themselves as less discriminated against 

than the group they belong to.  

In an application of Crosby’s theory, 

researchers proposed the personal/group 

discrimination discrepancy, wherein 

people report significantly lower feelings 

of personal discrimination compared to 

their feelings of group discrimination 

(Crosby, 1984; Taylor, Wright, 

Moghaddam & Lalonde, 1990). This ef-

fect was replicated in a later study by 

Dion and Kawakami (1996), where the 

authors found personal discrimination 

was always lower than reports of group 

discrimination for both visible (racial 

and gender) and invisible (culture, reli-

gion) groups. These researchers have 

shown the existence of self-protecting 

barriers that cause people to feel less 

discrimination, such as against their 

gender or race. The stigmatized person 

views themselves as an individual rather 

than a group, and this carries a number 

of important implications when consid-

ering fan groups.  

To date, studies have examined the 

role of personal and group discrimina-

tion in gender (Crosby, 1984) and racial 

groups (Taylor et al., 1990), as well as in 

both groups at the same time (Dion et 

al., 1996). There has, however, been no 

examination of this theory within the 

context of fandoms. There is evidence to 

suggest discrimination between fan 

groups: anime fans tend to stigmatize 

furries (Reysen, Plante, Roberts, & 

Gerbasi, 2017) and in a study assessing 

fantasy sports fans’ feelings of furries, 

bronies, and anime fans, fantasy sports 

fans rated the other groups significantly 

less positively (Roberts, Plante, Reysen, 

& Gerbasi, 2016). Given that fan groups 

often experience many of the same intra- 

and intergroup effects as other groups, 

and given that fan groups can often be 

highly stigmatized, there is value in 

knowing whether these findings can be 

replicated in fan groups, especially given 

that, unlike race or sex, fan groups rep-

resent an identity that is achieved or 

chosen, not ascribed.  

Finally, there is research assessing 

individuals’ feelings toward fan groups: 

participants from an undergraduate psy-

chology course rated a number of differ-

ent fan groups, and the participants rated 

sport, media, and music fandoms highly 

in normality and prototypicality, and 

furries, bronies, and anime fans much 

lower (but anime fans were rated more 

highly than the other two groups; Reysen 

& Shaw, 2016). Also, non-anime-fans 

stereotyped anime fans as socially awk-

ward and detached from reality (Reysen, 

Plante, Roberts, Gerbasi, Mohebpour, & 

Gamboa, 2016). Therefore, given that 

previous research has shown that denial 

of personal discrimination exists in 

members of stigmatized racial groups, 

we expect members of stigmatized fan 
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groups will feel less personal discrimi-

nation relative to group discrimination. 

One of the most important distinctions 

from this research is that there is a dif-

ference in discrimination between di-

rected toward groups, some groups are 

less stigmatized compared to other 

groups (Roberts et al., 2016), and other 

fan groups may not be stigmatized at all 

for various reasons (such as the size of 

the group or the association the group 

has with the prototypical “fan”) (Reysen 

& Shaw, 2016). Ultimately, there is evi-

dence of the existence of stigma within 

and between different fan groups, and 

that some groups face more stigmatiza-

tion than others.  

 

Fan Interests Sampled  

 

According to previous research, 

fantasy sport fans, a mainstream fan 

group, reported negative attitudes toward 

furries (Roberts et al., 2016). This may 

be due to media portrayals of furries as 

sexual deviants (Zuiker & Stahl, 2003; 

for a formal review of furry discrimina-

tion, see Roberts et al., 2016). From such 

portrayals, negative stereotypes are often 

attached to the fandom, leading many 

furries to conceal their furry identity 

from others (Mock, Plante, Reysen, & 

Gerbasi, 2013; Plante et al., 2014; Rob-

erts et al., 2016).  

In the present research we sampled 

furries, bronies, anime fans, and college 

students with varied favorite fan inter-

ests (sport, music, media, hobby). 

Furries are fans of media which feature 

anthropomorphized animal characters 

(Gerbasi et al., 2008; Plante, Roberts, 

Reysen, & Gerbasi, 2014), expressing 

this interest through, among other 

means, the generation of animal-themed 

avatars, consumption of furry-themed 

media, and the wearing of animal-

themed mascot costumes known as 

“fursuits” (Plante, Reysen, Roberts, & 

Gerbasi, 2016). 

Bronies are adult fans of the most re-

cent iteration of the television show My 

Little Pony: Friendship is Magic. Prior 

literature has examined some of the rea-

sons for bronies’ zealous interest in the 

show (for a full review see Chadborn, 

Plante, & Reysen, 2016). Bronies, as a 

group, face a degree of stigmatization 

that is not unlike that experienced by 

furries; however, while furries have an 

interest in media featuring anthropomor-

phized animal characters, bronies take 

their interest from the show My Little 

Pony: Friendship is Magic specifically. 

One important distinction between 

furries and bronies is that, despite both 

subject matters centering on anthropo-

morphized animals, bronies do typically 

have less interest in costuming, although 

some may make their own costumes at 

different types of gatherings (Leshner & 

De La Garza, in press).  

Finally, anime fans are enthusiasts of 

Japanese animation, and graphic novels 

and comics. Similar to furries, some 

anime fans will dress up in a style of 

clothing known as cosplay (a portman-

teau of costume and roleplay), wherein 

fans dress and act as characters from a 

favorite anime series (Leshner & De La 

Garza, in press). Stereotypes against 
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anime fans have been examined in past 

work, such as they lack social skills or 

play “too many video games” (Reysen et 

al., 2016; Reysen et al., 2017), and only 

a small proportion of stereotypes actu-

ally held true for the group. Despite this, 

research suggests that anime fans are not 

as stigmatized as either furries or bronies 

(Roberts et al., 2016) owing to more of 

its mainstream acceptance (Reysen & 

Shaw, 2016).  

 

Overview of Present Research  

 

The purpose of the present study is 

to test the hypothesis that among various 

fan groups, including furries, bronies, 

anime fans, and more mainstream fans, 

there is a tendency for fans to deny per-

sonal discrimination while nevertheless 

acknowledging discrimination toward 

their fan group. Past research has shown 

that, among members of stigmatized 

groups, there is a tendency for members 

to deny personal discrimination relative 

to group discrimination (Crosby, 1984). 

This tendency has been shown among 

both racial and gender groups (Dion et 

al., 1996; Taylor et al., 1990), but to our 

knowledge, there is no research that has 

examined this effect in fan groups. The 

present study is a test of the generaliza-

bility of the personal/group discrimina-

tion discrepancy to groups which, unlike 

gender or racial groups, which are as-

cribed, are instead volitional or 

achieved. We hypothesize that the same 

denial of personal discrimination will 

exist among fan groups, in part because 

social identities operate within fan 

groups in much the same way they do 

within other groups (Sherif et al., 1961; 

Tajfel, 1978). We collected respondents’ 

perception of discrimination toward the 

group and the self in groups of furries, 

bronies, anime fans, and a sample of 

college students who identified as fans 

of music, sports, media, and hobby-re-

lated activities. We predict that each 

group will report higher feelings of 

group discrimination than personal dis-

crimination. As well, we predict that 

members of more stigmatized fan groups 

will report higher feelings of stigmatiza-

tion, both group and personal, than 

members of mainstream groups.  

 

Method  

 

Participants and Procedure  

 

Participants included furries (N = 

976, 74.4% male, 0.8% other sex; Mage = 

26.39, SD = 7.10) solicited at Anthrocon 

(furry convention in Pittsburgh, PA), 

bronies (N = 985, 89.3% male, 1.3% 

other sex; Mage = 24.47, SD = 6.84) so-

licited from fan-related websites and 

message boards, anime fans (N = 737, 

54.8 male, 0.7% other sex; Mage = 25.01, 

SD = 8.13) solicited from A-Kon (an 

anime convention in Dallas, TX) and 

anime-related websites, and college stu-

dents (N = 828, 73.5% female; Mage = 

21.90, SD = 5.87) at Texas A & M Uni-

versity at Commerce.  

College students completed the study 

regarding their favorite fan interest. 

Their favorite fan groups were split into 

four groups based on prior research 
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(Reysen & Branscombe, 2010), and in-

cluded: sport (n = 210), music (n = 222), 

media (n = 286), and hobby (n = 110). In 

each of the above samples, participants 

completed measures regarding perceived 

discrimination toward the group and self 

as part of larger surveys concerning fan-

dom.  

 

Measures  

 

Participants completed two items to 

assess group (i.e., “Furries are discrimi-

nated against”) and personal (i.e., “I 

have felt discriminated against because I 

am a furry”) discrimination. Responses 

were made on a 7-point Likert-type 

scale, from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = 

strongly agree. Each of the scales were 

adapted for the participants being meas-

ured (e.g., “furry” was changed to 

“brony” for bronies, “anime fans” for 

anime fans).  

 

Results  

 

Differences in Perceived Discrimina-

tion between Individuals in Groups  

 

To examine whether fans of different 

interests display denial of personal dis-

crimination, we conducted a series of 

repeated measures ANOVAs with the 

ratings of group and self-discrimination 

for each of the fan categories. As shown 

in Table 1, furries, bronies, and anime 

fans all rated their group as more dis-

criminated against than they themselves 

were. Furthermore, this effect occurred 

in sport, music, media and hobby fan 

groups. Thus, across both the under-

graduate fan groups (sports fans, movie 

fans, music fans and hobby fans) and the 

furry, brony and anime fan groups, fans 

perceive they are less discriminated 

against than their group as a whole.  

 

Perceived Group Discrimination be-

tween Fan Groups  

 

To examine whether fans of the dif-

ferent interests sampled in the present 

research differ with respect to perceived 

group discrimination, we conducted an 

ANOVA with group as the independent 

variable and perceived group discrimi-

nation as the dependent variable, F(6, 

3519) = 131.88, p < .001, ηp
2
 = .184 (see 

Table 1 for means). Post hoc analyses 

showed that furry and brony fans did not 

differ significantly, however, furries 

rated group discrimination higher than 

the other groups. Brony and anime fans 

did not differ, but anime fans perceived 

greater group discrimination than the 

four college student fan interests. Sport, 

music, and hobby did not differ from one 

another, but sport and music fans per-

ceived more group discrimination than 

media fans. Lastly, hobby and media 

fans did not differ in perceived group 

discrimination.  

 

 

Perceived Personal Discrimination 

between Fan Groups  

 

To examine differences between per-

ceived personal discrimination between 

groups, we conducted an ANOVA with 
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fan interest as the independent variable 

and perceived personal discrimination as 

the dependent variable, F(6, 3519) = 

47.94, p < .001, ηp
2
 = .076 (see Table 1 

for means). Post hoc analyses showed 

that furries rated personal discrimination 

significantly higher than participants in 

all other groups. Anime and brony fans 

did not differ in ratings, but rated per-

sonal discrimination higher than the four 

categories of fan interests for in the col-

lege student sample. Sport, music, and 

hobby fans did not differ, but sport was 

higher than media fans. Lastly, music, 

hobby, and media fans did not differ.  

 

Discussion  

 

The purpose of the present research 

was to test whether the denial of per-

sonal discrimination often observed 

within ascribed group identities like 

gender or race also exist within voli-

tional, achieved identities such as fan 

groups. We predicted, based on prior re-

search (e.g., Crosby, 1984; Dion et al., 

1996; Taylor et al., 1990), that fans in all 

of the groups sampled would report 

greater perceived group discrimination 

than personal discrimination. We also 

predicted that less mainstream fans, such 

as furries, bronies, and anime fans would 

experience greater stigmatization in gen-

eral, as has been found in prior research. 

The obtained results resoundingly sup-

port both hypotheses. The results 

showed that denial of personal discrimi-

nation is not limited to ascribed identi-

ties such as race or gender: denial of per-

sonal discrimination also exists in fan 

groups where identity is chosen by the 

individual. It is also worth noting that 

this denial of personal discrimination 

was robust, having been found across all 

groups. This suggests that the denial of 

personal discrimination exists even in 

groups that are not highly stigmatized. 

This effect, to our knowledge, has never 

been shown in fan groups, and helps to 

build a better understanding of how fan 

groups may feel similar group dynamics 

compared to other groups where identity 

is biological. We also found evidence 

that, as predicted, furries, bronies, and 

anime fans felt more discriminated 

against, both personally and as a group, 

than fans of more mainstream fan inter-

ests (sport, music, media, hobby).  

One future direction would be to ex-

amine whether the ability to hide one’s 

fan identity would affect their denial of 

personal discrimination, as well as their 

actions around members of outgroups. 

When members of stigmatized groups 

experience stigma, one possible response 

is to choose to hide their interests from 

peers and partners so as not to lose peer 

favor and social standing; if an individ-

ual were ostracized by their immediate 

peer group, they would likely face feel-

ings of depression and loneliness (Leary, 

1990). Baumeister and Tice (1990) refer 

to this concern as social anxiety. Ulti-

mately, the more an individual perceives 

that others will discriminate against their 

fan interests, they will develop a distinct 

feeling of social anxiety, where they ei-

ther hide their identity to save face, or 

risk losing the peers that are closest to 

them. This is further evidence about why 
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individuals may put barriers up against 

how they view discrimination against 

themselves (personal discrimination) 

compared to how they view their group 

is discriminated against (group discrimi-

nation).  

This research shows that discrimina-

tion happens in fan groups, and that 

other effects, such as denial of personal 

discrimination, exists in fan groups, just 

like it does in stigmatized racial and 

gender groups (Crosby, 1984; Taylor et 

al., 1990). This implies that people hold 

onto their fan identity in a way that par-

allels how people feel about their racial, 

sex or gender identity, but future re-

search is needed to confirm these ideas. 

Future research is also needed to exam-

ine if stigmatized fan groups suffer from 

the same debilitating effects of minority 

status (Lord & Saenz, 1985; Steele & 

Aronson, 1995). Showing this key simi-

larity of fan groups to minority groups 

would continue to lead to a better under-

standing to how fan groups, based on 

level of stigmatization, respond to dis-

crimination. Showing that the denial of 

personal discrimination exists in groups 

where volitional identity is the unifying 

trait is an important step for under-

standing differences and similarities 

between groups. Future research is 

needed to examine these differences 

between groups, but this research is a 

necessary step for investigating the nu-

ances that define group differences over-

all.  

The results also give credence to 

why there are special events that have 

been created specifically to host individ-

uals with like-minded interests. While 

future research will be necessary to con-

firm the accuracy of this claim, the act of 

having events that are entirely single-

group oriented may create the oppor-

tunity to engage in prosocial behaviors, 

which may be stigmatized if performed 

among the general population. With the 

present conclusions of the research, a 

possible next step would be confirming 

how prosocial behaviors affect people 

when they are around other members of 

their group, as well as how feelings of 

stigmatization change before and after 

events.  

Despite the novelty of the findings, 

there are limitations of the present re-

search. First, the surveys were adminis-

tered in English. Thus, fans that speak a 

different language were unable to par-

ticipate. Additionally, most participants 

across the different samples were from 

the US. Future researchers should ex-

amine whether the same tendency to 

deny personal discrimination relative to 

group discrimination is observed in other 

cultures. At present, the lack of under-

standing of how other cultures would 

respond to these measures ultimately re-

duces the generalizability of our results. 

A second limitation of the present study 

stems from the use of a single item to 

assess each of the felt discrimination 

constructs, leading to concerns about 

their validity. Interpretations of ques-

tions are susceptible to the participant’s 

own beliefs and idiosyncrasies, and sin-

gle-item questionnaires may not eluci-

date information about why someone 

answered a question a certain way, only 
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that they, in-fact, answered the question. 

A third limitation of the present study is 

its lack of an objective measure of stig-

matization. All responses assess the ex-

tent to which individuals feel discrimi-

nated against, rather than assessing the 

frequency or extent to which individuals 

and groups themselves are actually sub-

ject to discrimination or prejudice. A fi-

nal limitation of the present study is its 

lack of outcome variables used. For in-

stance, participants were not surveyed on 

how they felt about being discriminated 

against. As such, the potential impact of 

this discrimination on well-being can 

only be inferred, as can many of the po-

tential long-term implications of the re-

sults. Due to the study’s correlational 

nature, which limits the ability to test 

questions of such a directional nature, 

future research is needed which attempts 

to measure such outcomes within the 

framework of an experimental design.  

 

 

Conclusion  

 

This paper shows that denial of per-

sonal discrimination exists in fan groups, 

when previous research had only shown 

a denial of personal discrimination in 

race, gender and socioeconomic status 

groups. In this research, the goal was to 

show that denial of personal discrimina-

tion exists in fan groups as it does in 

other stigmatized groups. We found that 

there were significant differences be-

tween most of the groups, and that the 

felt personal discrimination was signifi-

cantly lower in each of the groups rela-

tive to the felt group discrimination. An 

important takeaway from these results is 

that the denial of personal discrimination 

exists in fan groups, where previously 

this effect had only been shown in 

groups where identity was not volitional 

(i.e., gender and race are both traits de-

termined by one’s biology). If individu-

als feel similar psychological effects re-

gardless of if identity is volitional or bi-

ological, then future research can deter-

mine how else groups differ based upon 

volitional identity. Fandom research is 

an important topic as it can shed light on 

how differences in volitional identity 

may emulate differences in biological 

identity, but more research is required to 

determine how parallel the effects are.  
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Table 1 

 

Repeated Measures ANOVA of Perceived Group and Personal Discrimination Across 

Studies 

 

 

  Group  Personal df 

Sample Mean (SD) Mean (SD) error F-Value p-Value ηp
2
 

 

 

Furry   4.64 (1.64)a 3.75 (2.00)a 975 279.79  < .001  .22 

Brony  4.43 (1.64)ab 3.19 (1.87)b 984 604.86  < .001  .38 

Anime  4.09 (1.87)b 3.14 (2.07)b 736 274.76  < .001  .27 

College Student Sample 

  Sport 2.83 (1.71)c 2.51 (1.74)c 209 11.49  .001  .05 

  Music 2.80 (1.73)c 2.37 (1.63)c 221 27.09  < .001  .11 

  Media 2.27 (1.53)d 2.02 (1.50)d 285 15.71  < .001  .05 

  Hobby 2.64 (1.53)cd 2.22 (1.48)cd 109 15.11  < .001  .12 

 

 

Note. Responses made on a 7-point response scale, from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = 

strongly agree. Subscripts that differ indicate significant (p < .05) difference between 

means within each column.  


