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Abstract

Evidence has emerged demonstrating that whites no longer reject negative, explicit racial
appeals as they had in the past. This seeming reversal of the traditional logic of the power-
lessness of explicit appeals raises the question: Why are explicit appeals accepted sometimes
but rejected others? Here, I test whether the relative acceptance of negative, explicit racial
appeals depends on whites’ perceptions of threat using a two-wave survey experiment that
manipulates participants’ feelings of threat, and then examines their responses to an overtly
racial political appeal. I find that whites are more willing to accept a negative, explicit racial
appeal denigrating African Americans when they are exposed to a threat to their status —
and that at least part of this effect is due to anxiety induced by this threat. Further, those
whites who are most racially resentful are also most likely to become anxious in response to
a status threat.
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In 2006, George Allen was running for reelection as a Senator of Virginia against Democrat

Jim Webb. Allen was the clear front runner, but his lead started to crumble when, at a cam-

paign rally, he called a Webb campaign volunteer of Indian descent “macaca” and welcomed

him to America and “the real world of Virginia” (Craig & Shear 2006). Allen’s comment was

broadly publicized as racist and, despite his attempts to backpedal his comment, his support

dropped by 16 points and he eventually lost the election (SurveyUSA 2006). Contrast this

with any number of explicitly identity-based comments that Donald Trump made throughout

his candidacy. He called Mexicans rapists, criminals, and drug dealers, promoted a “Muslim

Ban,” and stated that African American youth “have no spirit” (Desjardins 2017). Yet,

unlike Allen in 2006, Trump has never apologized for the identity-based appeals he made

during his candidacy and despite, or perhaps because of, this explicitly negative rhetoric, he

ultimately won the presidency.

Before the 2016 election, the predominant view was that we were in an era in which only

implicit racial frames were influential in shaping political attitudes, as explicit frames were

thought to violate the dominant American “norm of equality” and as a result, be rejected by

the public (Mendelberg 2001, Valentino, Hutchings & White 2002). In order for racial cues

to be effective, they would have to be subtle (Hutchings & Jardina 2009). Trump’s success

tells a very different story, especially considering many of his supporters like his personality

and specifically the way he “speaks his mind,” more than his policy stances (Pew 2018). This

seeming reversal of the traditional logic of the power of implicit appeals and powerlessness

of explicit appeals leads to the question: Why are explicit appeals tolerated sometimes but

experience backlash other times?

I test whether the relative acceptance of negative, explicit, racial appeals depends on the

dominant group’s perceptions of threat using a two-wave survey experiment that manipulates

participants’ feelings of threat, and then examines their responses to an overtly racial political

appeal. Respondents are exposed to one of three treatment conditions designed to heighten

feelings of threat, reduce feelings of threat, or a control condition. Then, all respondents are
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exposed to the same negative, explicit racial appeal in the form of a fabricated political flyer

denigrating African Americans.

I find that whites’ evaluations of the political flyer are conditional on their treatment

group. Whites in the heightened threat condition, who read an article about the impending

majority-minority status of the United States, are more accepting of the negative, explicit,

anti-black racial appeal that follows. They are more willing to agree with the explicit appeal

and to express interest in voting for the candidate who made the appeal. Further, a key

ingredient in producing this support is the presence of anxiety. When whites feel anxious

in response to the heightened threat, they are more likely to say that the flyer makes a fair

point, that they would be willing to vote for the (fictional) congressional candidate who put

out the flyer, and that they agree with the claims made about African Americans in the flyer.

Finally, I find that anxiety is not evenly distributed throughout the population of whites.

Instead, whites who are more racially resentful are also more likely to become anxious in

response to a heightened threat. All in all, heightened status threat increases the willingness

of whites to approve of overtly racist language in political advertising.

Implicit and Explicit Racial Appeals

Implicit and explicit language have largely been studied with regard to race and, specifically,

anti-black racism in America, as racial political appeals have long been a feature in American

politics. Explicit racial appeals are those that directly mention race or a particular racial

group, while implicit racial appeals evoke race more subtly. The power of implicit appeals,

many argue, followed the success of the Civil Rights Movement. This movement brought

about a new norm in American society that necessitated adherence to the principle of racial

equality. As a result, explicitly racial rhetoric was no longer considered effective as it violated

the now dominant “norm of equality” (Mendelberg 2001, Bonilla-Silva 2009). However,

implicit appeals were still able to evoke race and make it a salient consideration for candidate
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and policy evaluations, while simultaneously allowing respondents to deny that race is a

factor in their decision-making (Valentino 1999, Mendelberg 2001, Valentino, Hutchings &

White 2002, Hurwitz & Peffley 2005, Hutchings & Jardina 2009, Banks & Bell 2013).

The majority of studies on racial priming have found that implicit appeals are more ef-

fective than explicit appeals in eliciting racial considerations for judgments about candidates

or policies. When these appeals become explicit, they lose their effectiveness as individuals

abandon support for the policy or candidate because of its violation of the norm of equality,

and shift their policy positions in a liberal direction (Mendelberg 2001, Valentino, Hutch-

ings & White 2002, Mendelberg 2008, Hutchings & Jardina 2009, Nteta, Lisi & Tarsi 2016).

While there has been some evidence that explicit appeals can be effective at cuing racial

considerations as well, under certain conditions or for certain individuals (Huber & Lapinski

2006, Hutchings, Walton Jr & Benjamin 2010), there are mixed findings on whether this

translates to accepting the explicit appeal: Huber and Lapinski (2006) find that the explicit

appeal is still outwardly rejected while Hutchings, Walton Jr, and Benjamin (2010) find that

explicit appeals can be accepted by a subset of the population (Southern, white, men).1

Most recently, Valentino, Neuner, and Vandenbroek (2018) find that racial attitudes

predict policy attitudes and candidate evaluations — such as the Affordable Care Act (ACA),

Barack Obama, and Sarah Palin — irrespective of whether respondents are exposed to an

implicit cue, explicit cue, or no racial cue. Where it once took a subtle, implicit appeal

to activate racial attitudes, now they appear to be activated by default. It bears emphasis

that this pattern of results cannot be ascribed to obliviousness on the part of the survey

respondents. Respondents readily identified racial content in the explicit but not the implicit

condition, indicating that the treatment did work in the intended manner. Racial content

was more obviously communicated in the explicit condition; it simply was not rejected as

it had been in the past (Valentino, Neuner & Vandenbroek 2018). Clearly something has

1Note that White (2007) also finds that explicit appeals can be effective among blacks — they can prompt
African Americans to think about their group’s interest and thus be more likely to make decisions based
on racial considerations. But, this is a different process than for that of whites, as it is activating in-group
considerations rather than out-group animus (White 2007).
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changed; whites are simply not as averse to explicit appeals as they used to be.

Valentino, Neuner, and Vandenbroek’s findings are replicated across four separate studies

on several different participant pools, indicating that the results likely represent a pattern

rather than an anomaly. In a similar vein, Banks and Hicks (2018) recently find that exposing

the racial content in an appeal causes white racial liberals to withdraw their support, but

not white racial conservatives. Even after racial content is explicitly identified, supporters

remain (Banks & Hicks 2018). But, what has caused this change in the acceptance of explicit

appeals? Possible causal mechanisms behind the shifting acceptance of negative, explicit,

racial appeals remain unclear.

Feeling Threatened

One potential contributor to the renewed effectiveness of explicit appeals may be the exis-

tence of a perceived threat to the dominant group. When whites feel that their group’s status

at the top of the racial hierarchy is threatened, they may be more likely to endorse negative,

explicit appeals directed at minorities. A threat seen as credible or imminent likely erodes

any attempt at adherence to a norm of equality and increases the expression of prejudice

against other groups, as whites attempt to maintain the dominant position.

When there are perceived challenges to historically established hierarchies or positionings

of groups, prejudice is activated as the dominant group seeks to retain its status (Blumer

1958, Bobo & Hutchings 1996, Quillian 1995, Huddy, Feldman, Taber & Lahav 2005). Threat

activates the expression of prejudice, rather than increases prejudice in any way. While

prejudice is difficult to change, the expression of that prejudice is often subject to group

norms, which are more likely to be responsive to a perceived group threat (Paluck & Green

2009, Paluck 2009).

One key is that this threat is felt. This felt threat may be legitimate or illegitimate,

material or symbolic. While it may be connected to some kind of real or credible threat
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(Bobo 1988, Scheve & Slaughter 2001), it is not necessarily (Blumer 1958, Quillian 1995).

A dominant group may be securely in its status on the top of the hierarchy but still feel

threatened. Further, this threat does not need to be material. Instead, the threat is likely

often a more amorphous threat to a group’s status, rather than to its concrete economic

wellbeing or cultural practices.

There are different implications for cognitively perceiving threat and emotionally feeling

threat (Brader, Valentino & Suhay 2008, Smith & Mackie 2008). Generally, when people

feel anxious, they are more open to new information, which can result in being open to

invalid or false information as well (Marcus, Neuman & MacKuen 2000, Brader, Valentino

& Suhay 2008, Valentino, Hutchings, Banks & Davis 2008). Brader, Valentino, and Suhay

(2008) measure feeling threatened through the presence of anxiety. They find that the

development of anxiety after reading an article about immigration is more predictive of

anti-immigration policy attitudes than the cognitive perception of such a threat. When

respondents are more anxious about the “threat” that immigration poses, they are more

likely to oppose pro-immigration policies (Brader, Valentino & Suhay 2008).

When members of a dominant group feel that their group’s status is threatened, they may

be more willing to express prejudice against minorities. Further, this connection may operate,

at least partially, through the triggering of anxiety. As such, I expect that feeling threatened

leads to a greater acceptance of negative, explicit derogations against racial minorities — as

whites seek to maintain their dominance.

Forms of Threat

Threat is a broad concept and can come from a variety of sources such as economic, cultural,

political, or status concerns. For example, many studies conclude that while opposition

to immigration is often related to both economic and cultural concerns, it is the latter

that is most predictive of anti-immigrant attitudes (Citrin, Green, Muste & Wong 1997,

Kinder 2003, Sniderman, Hagendoorn & Prior 2004, Kinder & Kam 2010). Beyond economic
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and cultural threats, a group could also feel that their group’s dominant status, broadly

conceived, is threatened. Here, I focus specifically on status threat.

When whites feel that their status as the majority racial group in the United States

is in jeopardy, they are more likely to express their prejudice against all racial minorities

(Craig & Richeson 2014a, Craig & Richeson 2014b, Craig & Richeson 2018, Craig, Rucker

& Richeson 2018a, Craig, Rucker & Richeson 2018b). Craig and Richeson (2014b) find

that increased status threat (to whites) results in greater expressions of implicit and explicit

racial bias against Latinos, blacks, and Asians, and a greater preference for their own racial

group. Increased status threat also results in a shift toward the Republican Party (for

unaffiliated white Americans) and a greater endorsement of conservative policy positions

(Craig & Richeson 2014a, Craig & Richeson 2014b). Further, Jardina (2019) finds that

reminding whites of the impending majority-minority demographic shift in the US makes

white identifiers angry and fearful.

Today, many have argued that whites are starting to perceive a greater threat from racial

minority groups (Jardina 2019), perhaps as a result of economic stagnation, demographic

shifts (Knowles & Peng 2005), or Obama’s election (Kaiser, Drury, Spalding, Cheryan &

O’Brien 2009, Effron, Cameron & Monin 2009, Valentino & Brader 2011). Potentially as

a result, explicit racial appeals are starting to be just as effective as implicit racial appeals

among whites, as they feel more comfortable denigrating racial minorities than they have

in the recent past (Valentino, Neuner & Vandenbroek 2018). When the explicit appeal is

made, whites no longer feel the urge, resulting from social desirability, to reject the appeal

and shift their positions in a liberal direction. Instead, racial attitudes exert power on their

judgments about the appeal, whether it is implicit or explicit.

I propose that feeling threatened is an important ingredient behind the varying accep-

tance of explicit racial appeals. When whites do not feel threatened, a norm of equality may

dominate and, as such, individuals in the dominant group reject negative, explicit appeals

about a minority group. They have no motivation to break with social desirability or social
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norms that dictate an adherence to egalitarianism. However, feeling threatened exerts a

cross-pressure, challenging the dominance of this norm. When individuals feel that their

group is threatened by a political or social minority group, they are likely more receptive to

negative, explicit appeals. However, it is also likely that threat does not operate uniformly

across a population. Instead, it interacts with individual-level characteristics to produce

outcomes.

Racial Resentment and Threat

Given the focus on status threat and the particular operationalization of this broad concept

as population displacement, I expect some whites to find this prospect more threatening

than others. Racially resentful whites, specifically, are probably most averse to the notion

that racial minorities will soon overtake their dominant demographic position.

Racial resentment is a common measure of racial attitudes. This more subtle form of

prejudice combines anti-black affect with the notion that blacks do not live up to traditional

American values (Kinder & Sanders 1996, Jardina 2019). As explanations for racial prejudice

grounded in biology declined, more subtle explanations, like that of racial resentment, grew

(Kinder & Sanders 1996). While racial resentment is a common measure of racial animus

today, it still has critics who argue that it conflates ideology with racial attitudes (Sniderman

& Carmines 1997, Sniderman & Piazza 2002). Nevertheless, it is considered a fairly robust

measure of out-group racial animus.

Whites who are high in racial resentment, then, probably particularly dislike the notion

that racial minorities are growing in population. This out-group animus means that whites

are likely averse to a growing racial minority population, as they harbor hostility toward

racial out-groups. Higher levels of racial resentment, then, should lead to more anxiety in

the face of a status threat. Integrating this with my expectations about status threat, those

whites who become anxious are also more likely to accept negative, explicit racial appeals.

The broad theoretical expectation is represented in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Theoretical expectations

Racial resentment

Status threat Evaluations of explicit appeal

Anxiety

A

B

C
D

First, I expect that status threat should lead to more positive evaluations of explicit

racial appeals. This is represented by the arrow labeled A, and formalized in hypothesis 1:

Hypothesis 1: On average, respondents in the status threat treatment condition will give more

positive evaluations of the explicit racial appeal than those in the control condition.

I also expect that some of this effect will be mediated through the activation of anx-

iety. Status threat leads to greater anxiety (arrow B), which then leads to more positive

evaluations of explicit appeals (arrow C). This expectation amounts to hypothesis 2:

Hypothesis 2: On average, respondents in the status threat treatment condition will give more

positive evaluations of the explicit racial appeal than those in the control condition — as a

result of an increase in anxiety.

However, the effect of a status threat on the development of anxiety will not be uniform

across the population. Instead, those whites with higher levels of racial resentment will likely

become more anxious when under a perceived status threat (arrow D) — leading to the third

hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: Higher levels of racial resentment will lead to the expression of more anxiety

in the status threat treatment condition.

Following developing best practices, I pre-registered this study, and I include the pre-

registration in Appendix F. I pre-registered the expectation that status threat would lead to

an increased acceptance of the negative, explicit racial appeal (hypothesis 1), but I did not
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pre-register the mechanism behind this (anxiety) (hypotheses 2 and 3).

Methods and Design

Untangling the relationship between racial attitudes, threat, and racial appeals can be diffi-

cult for several reasons. First, simply measuring racial attitudes may change how respondents

later evaluate racial appeals. Second, isolating and inducing the feeling of threat can be prob-

lematic, as it is tied to real world events. If threat is already at its peak in the population,

for example, then an experimental treatment intended to heighten it may do nothing — it

is already at a ceiling.

In order to test the relationship between threat and the acceptance of explicit racial

appeals, I designed an experiment to address both of these limitations. Using a two-wave

panel design, I am able to separate measures of racial attitudes from evaluations of the racial

appeal. Then, the experiment embedded in the second wave is composed of three conditions

in order to increase variation in the level of threat induced. The first treatment heightens

threat, the second treatment reduces threat, and the third condition is a pure control. If

threat is at a ceiling, this second treatment condition may still effectively produce variation

in levels of threat by assuaging that threat.

This between-subjects, two-wave panel survey was fielded by the firm Qualtrics on a

nationally representative sample in the winter of 2018-2019. In the first wave, I measure

racial attitudes using the racial resentment scale.2 Measuring racial attitudes in the first

wave ensures that these questions do not affect and are not affected by the experimental

treatment conditions in wave two.3

In the second wave of the survey, I manipulate status threat with stories of demographic

change. There are two treatment conditions and one control condition. Respondents in the

2In a pilot survey fielded on a student sample, I include several measures of racial attitudes including
Candis Smith and Chris DeSante’s new FIRE measure (DeSante & Smith 2017). But, for the Qualtrics
survey (with space limitations), I only include racial resentment. For student sample analysis, see Appendix
D.

3Full question wording is available in Appendix A.
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“status threat” condition read an article titled, “In a Generation, Racial Minorities May

be the U.S. Majority.” This article reported on the accelerating rate at which the nation’s

racial minority population is growing. In the second treatment condition, the “status allay”

condition, respondents read an article titled, “Racial Minorities No Longer Projected to be

the U.S. Majority Any Time Soon.” This article (falsely) reported that the growth rate

among white Americans is out-pacing that of racial minorities, and that projection of an

imminent majority-minority demographic change in the U.S. is unlikely to occur any time

soon. Finally, some respondents read a control article about the growing geographic mobility

of people in the US. The full text of the three articles can be found in Appendix A.4 The

article about the growing racial minority population is intended to heighten feelings of group

status threat (to whites) and the article about the halting growth of the racial minority

population is intended to allay such concerns. After reading this article, the respondents are

immediately asked to report their emotional reactions (whether the article made them feel

anxious, proud, angry, hopeful, worried, or excited) on a 5-point scale from “none at all” to

“extremely” (Brader, Valentino & Suhay 2008).

Then, all respondents are exposed to a negative, explicit racial appeal.5 The explicit

appeal is a fabricated political flyer for a candidate that supposedly circulated during the

2018 Congressional midterm elections.6 As an advertisement, this flyer is able to simulate a

direct political appeal by a politician. The image of this poster is in Appendix A.

After exposure to the appeal, respondents are asked to evaluate the flyer on several

dimensions. The questions were asked in the following order (below) and respondents were

not able to go back and change their answers to any questions. The flyer was pictured above

4The status threat article was largely modeled off Craig and Richeson’s (2014a) treatment, though modi-
fied slightly through the use of other news stories (cited in Appendix A). I developed the status allay article
to mirror the status threat article, but with fabricated statistics that conveyed that the minority population
growth is actually slowing. I then used a Census article on geographic mobility for the control article.

5Note that the only question that separates the treatment and the dependent variables (evaluations of the
explicit appeal) is one that measures emotional reaction to the treatment (which will serve as the mediator).

6Some of the language I used in this flyer was adapted from the language in one of Valentino, Neuner,
and Vandenbroek’s (2018)’s explicit racial appeals. In their work, respondents read a news article about a
recent controversial advertisement. I condense the appeal and make it a flyer instead.
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each question. The questions intentionally moved from general to specific — and from no

racial content to asking about the racial content specifically. I presented the questions in this

order to get respondents’ initial reaction to the flyer as a whole before priming their racial

attitudes by asking questions that evoke race. The expectation is that those respondents who

became anxious in response to the heightened threat treatment will react more positively to

the advertisement and the claims that it makes.

1. Do you think the flyer makes a fair point? (5 point scale; not at all fair to very fair)

2. If he was running in your district, how likely is it that you would support this candidate,
Jacob Miller, for office? (6 point scale; extremely unlikely to extremely likely)

3. Are you offended by the claims made in the flyer? (5 point scale; not at all offended
to extremely offended)

4. How racially insensitive is the flyer, in your opinion? (5 point scale; not insensitive at
all to extremely insensitive)

5. Do you agree or disagree with the flyer’s claim that government handouts to African
Americans need to be decreased? (7 point scale; strongly disagree to strongly agree)

Overall, I expect that respondents in the heightened threat condition will be more willing

to accept the racist flyer. Further, this effect should at least be partially attributable to the

anxiety that the status threat treatment condition induces in respondents. Note that in

my study, unlike studies of racial priming, all respondents are exposed to the same explicit

appeal. Their evaluation of this explicit appeal is the dependent variable. I am testing

whether their evaluation of that appeal is influenced by the treatment: the level of status

threat. I manipulate feelings of status threat through the use of a news article and then

observe the effect of this on variations in approval of the racist flyer.

I use two sets of tests to evaluate my theoretical model. Recall that first, I expect that

respondents in the status threat condition will be more receptive to the explicit appeal, and

that at least some of this acceptance to be mediated by the development of anxiety after

exposure to the treatment. The first set of tests model anxiety as the causal mechanism

by which the treatment affects respondents’ reactions to the racist flyer. Here, I use the
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mediation model developed by Imai, Keele, Tingley, and Yamamoto (2011) to test this

relationship. Anxiety is a mediator in this case because I expect that the treatment will

change the level of anxiety expressed, which will in turn affect evaluations of the explicit

racial appeal. Status threat will heighten anxiety, which will then lead to more positive

evaluations of the racist flyer. A mediation model will produce two statistics that are of

particular interest to me, given my expectations.7 First, it will estimate the total effect of

the treatment on the dependent variable. Then, it will estimate the part of that total effect

that is due to a change in the mediator (anxiety) — which is the average causal mediation

effect. These test the expectations laid out in my first and second hypotheses.

After determining the total effect of the treatment and the causal effect of the mediator, I

turn to understanding variation in the production of anxiety by the treatment. In a second set

of tests, I expect racial resentment to affect both the strength and direction of the treatment’s

effect on the development of anxiety — a moderating relationship. In the control condition,

I do not expect that racial resentment would have any bearing on the expressed anxiety of

respondents about the article that they read. In the status allay condition, it seems possible

that either anxiety will be generally assuaged for all respondents or that respondents low

in racial resentment may become anxious at the proposition of continued white-majority

7Imai, Keele, Tingley, and Yamamoto’s (2011) mediation model is able to produce causal estimates with
little to no assumptions about the distributional or functional form of the models used. However, it does
require one assumption to be made: the assumption of sequential ignorability (Imai, Keele, Yamamoto
et al. 2010). There are two parts to this assumption. The first is that there is no omitted variable bias,
exogeneity, or other outside confounders to the treatment. This part is fulfilled as the treatment assignment
in my survey experiment is randomized. The second part of the assumption is that there are no unmeasured
components that affect both the mediator and the dependent variables. In order to account for this, variables
that are potential confounders can be included in the models. For example, I include the respondent’s level
of racial resentment. This is measured during wave one — well before they receive the treatment (in
wave two). This pre-treatment variable, then, is accounted for in the mediation model in order to better
isolate the causal effect of anxiety itself. I include a host of other variables in the model as well: gender,
party identification, ideology, education, income, and self-reported class. Of course, there is always the
possibility that there are unmeasured confounders that are not included in my model. To borrow Imai,
Keele, Tingley, and Yamamoto’s (2011)’s example, it could be that something like fear disposition affects
both the development of anxiety (in my experiment) and the proclivity to favor the negative, explicit appeal.
The authors conclude that, “It is impossible to entirely preclude the possibility that there exist unobserved
variables that confound the relationships even after conditioning on many observed covariates” (p. 771).
As such, it is most important to be aware of this part of the assumption and interpret results accordingly.
Further, sensitivity tests for all of the models presented are reported in Appendix B.



Christiani 13

dominance. In the status threat condition, though, I have clearer expectations: higher levels

of racial resentment will lead to greater expressions of anxiety — corresponding to the third

hypothesis. Those respondents who are most racially resentful will also be most likely to

express anxiety after reading an article about the accelerating pace of minority population

growth. If racial resentment is truly a moderator as I specify here, then in the status threat

condition, racial resentment will be positively related to the increased anxiety.

Analyses and Results

First, I specify the mediation models that predict support for the flyer containing the neg-

ative, explicit racial appeal. Recall that there are two key expectations here. First, respon-

dents in the status threat condition should be more accepting of the explicit racial appeal,

compared to those in the control condition. Then, at least some of this effect should be

mediated through the expression of anxiety. The models presented in the body of the paper

only use the reported level of anxiety as the mediator. I replicate these in Appendix C with a

scaled measure of anxiety that combines the reported emotions of anxiety, worry, and anger

(α = 0.89), following Brader, Valentino, and Suhay (2008) and results are nearly identical.

A manipulation check on the treatment is presented in Appendix B and demonstrates that

the status threat condition did heighten threat and that the status allay condition reduced

threat.8

Mediation models are specified in three stages. First, the mediator (anxiety) is regressed

onto the treatment. Then, the dependent variable (one of the evaluations of the racist flyer)

is regressed onto the mediator (anxiety) and the treatment. Finally, the two models are

compared and standard errors and confidence intervals are obtained using bootstrapping

8Descriptive statistics of key variables and sensitivity tests for the mediation models are performed and
reported in Appendix B. Further, additional models are estimated (and reported in Appendix B) that
demonstrate that racial resentment does have an effect on evaluations of the flyer, separate from the effect of
the treatment, in the expected directions (e.g. increases believing that the flyer makes a fair point, agreeing
with it, and being willing to vote for the candidate; decreases saying that the flyer is offensive or racially
insensitive).
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(Imai, Keele, Tingley & Yamamoto 2011). The total effect of the treatment produced by

the mediation model can be interpreted as the effect of the treatment, regardless of the

mechanism. The average direct effect is the effect of the treatment that is not due to its

effect on the mediator (the respondents level of anxiety).

The average causal mediation effect (ACME) is the effect of the treatment on the de-

pendent variable, due to its effect on the mediator. In order to obtain this statistic, recall

regression models are first fit for the mediator and for the outcome variable. Then, based

on the regression that predicts the mediator, predictions for the value of the mediator (level

of anxiety) under the treatment and its value under the control are produced. This corre-

sponds to the predicted level of anxiety that a respondent would experience after reading

(1) the article about the accelerating majority-minority status of the United States and (2)

the article about geographic mobility. Then, two more predictions are made. First, the

outcome (evaluation of the racist appeal) is predicted under the treatment condition using

the value of the mediator predicted under the treatment condition. Second, the outcome

is predicted under the treatment condition using the value of the mediator predicted under

the control condition. The average difference between these two values is the average causal

mediation effect. It is the effect of the treatment on the dependent variable that is due to

its influence on the mediator (Imai et al. 2011). Here, it is the average effect that the status

threat treatment had on evaluations of the racist flyer that is attributable to its influence on

the respondent’s level of anxiety.

In order to attempt to address part of a key assumption that this mediation model

makes, the assumption of sequential ignorability, it is vital to include any variables that

may potentially confound the relationship between anxiety and the evaluation of the explicit

appeal. The models presented in Table 1 include controls for the pre-treatment covariates:

racial resentment, baseline perceived status threat, gender, party identification, ideology,

education, age, income, and self-reported class. The controls are included in each stage of

the mediation model.
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For these models, the treatment condition is the status threat condition and the control

is the “true” control (the condition in which respondents read about geographic mobility).

The status allay condition is omitted.9 Separate mediation models are specified for each

measure intended to capture the respondent’s evaluation of the racist flyer. Respondents

were asked whether they felt the advertisement made a fair point, the degree to which they

would support the candidate who put out the flyer, whether they were offended by the flyer,

how racially insensitive the flyer was, and their level of agreement with the central claims

made against African Americans in the flyer. The results of these mediation models are

presented in Table 1.

Table 1: Mediation models predicting acceptance of negative, explicit racial appeal

Fair Point Vote Offend Insensitive Agree
Total Effect 0.24∗ 0.18 −0.12 −0.05 0.02
Avg. Causal Med. Effect (ACME) 0.12∗ 0.15∗ 0.06 −0.04 0.10∗

Avg. Direct Effect (ADE) 0.12 0.03 −0.18 −0.01 −0.07
Proportion Mediated 0.48∗ 0.69 −0.28 0.15 0.18
N 404 404 404 404 404

Note: ∗p < 0.05 for two tailed test. For the dependent variables, higher values mean greater
agreement with the characteristic described by that variable (e.g. greater agreement that
the flyer makes a fair point). For the fair point, agreement, and vote variables, higher values
mean greater acceptance of the racist flyer. Dependent variables for fair point, insensitive,
and offense range 1-5; for vote, 1-6; and for agreement, 1-7. The treatment is the height-
ened status threat condition and the control is the pure control about geographic mobility.
Covariates include gender, party identification, ideology, education, income, class, age, and
wave one perceived status threat.

The first statistic of interest is the total effect. These estimates are plotted in Figure 2.

Respondents in the status threat treatment condition, on average, were more likely to say

that the flyer made a fair point (by about 0.24 points on a 5-point scale) — compared to

9Note that when the status threat condition is treated as the treatment and the status allay condition is
treated as the control, the results are identical in sign and significance, though lower in magnitude. Further,
when the status allay condition is treated as the treatment and compared to the “true” control condition,
the relationship is not the same. This lends some confidence that the status threat condition specifically
heightens anxiety and results in a greater acceptance of negative, explicit racial appeals. See Appendix E
for these models and discussion.
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what would have happened if they had read the control article about geographic mobility.

There is no effect of saying that the flyer is insensitive or offensive, which helps demonstrate

that these effects are not solely due to anxiety’s ability to make respondents more agreeable

overall. Instead, they were only more positive when asked about the merits of the flyer’s

message. There are no statistically significant total effects for whether the respondent would

vote for the politician or whether they agree with the claims made about African Americans

in the flyer. However, the causal mediation effects (ACMEs) in both cases are significant and

positive, meaning that the effects are significant and in the expected direction, but that they

are entirely mediated by anxiety. The total effect estimates from the model lend support

to hypothesis 1, that respondents in the status threat condition would evaluate the racial

appeal more positively — as they are more likely to believe that the flyer makes a fair point.

Figure 2: Total effect of the heightened threat treatment on acceptance of negative, explicit
racial appeal
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The causal mediation effects (ACMEs) are plotted in Figure 3. These effects are positive

and statistically significant effect when it comes to saying that the flyer made a fair point,

the reported likelihood of voting for the candidate who put out the flyer, and agreement with

the claims made in the flyer. Here, the estimates are the differences between the value of

the outcome predicted under the status threat condition using the level of anxiety predicted

under this condition and the value of the outcome predicted under the status threat condition
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using the level of anxiety predicted under the control condition. In this case, it is the effect

of higher anxiety in the treatment condition.

Figure 3: Average causal mediation effect of anxiety on acceptance of negative, explicit racial
appeal
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Under the status threat treatment condition with the treatment level of anxiety (gen-

erally, higher), agreement that the flyer made a fair point tended to be about 0.12 points

higher (on a 5-point scale) than it otherwise would have been with the same treatment,

but with the level of anxiety predicted in the control condition (generally, lower). Similarly,

respondents were more likely to vote for the candidate by about 0.15 points on a 6-point

scale with the level of anxiety induced by the treatment. Finally, respondents said that they

agreed with the claims made about African Americans about 0.10 points higher than they

would if they had the level of anxiety that resulted from the geographic mobility article.

Note that this effect remains even after respondents were asked whether or not they felt the

flyer was racially insensitive or offensive. These slightly leading questions amount to “calling

out” the flyer by identifying its racial content and making some suggestion that it could be

insensitive or offensive. Nevertheless, even after answering these questions, respondents in

the treatment condition were still more willing to agree with the claims made about African

Americans in the flyer as a result of heightened anxiety. These findings corroborate the

second hypothesis: respondents approve of the appeal more in the status threat condition
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partly because of its effect on their level of anxiety. Becoming anxious — feeling threatened

— motivates support for the racist political flyer.

In the status threat condition, respondents were more likely to approve of the explicit

racial appeal and the politician who made it — and this effect is at least partially due to

the threat’s influence on reported anxiety. It should be noted, too, that the status threat

article induced threat by reporting that the minority population was growing and the white

population was shrinking. The article attributed this phenomenon to many minority groups

and did not at all single out African Americans. If anything, the notion of “majority minor-

ity” often sparks thoughts of Latinos and the growing immigrant population. Nevertheless,

though, whites who felt threatened by this story were more likely to approve of a racist

flyer specifically directed at African Americans. This is in line with findings from Craig

and Richeson (2014a) who demonstrate that increased status threat leads to increased racial

animosity against all minority groups.

Who becomes anxious?

Anxiety plays an important role in producing support for the explicit racial appeal. But are

all whites equally likely to become anxious in response to this particular status threat (a

news story about the accelerating growth rate of racial minorities in the U.S.)? Now that

we have examined the causal role that this anxiety plays in the approval of an explicit racial

appeal, we move toward understanding the development of anxiety upon reading the status

threat treatment article.

I model the development of anxiety in response to the treatment as a function of racial

resentment. I expect that racial resentment will be positively related to the development

of anxiety in the status threat condition. The four models predicting the development of

anxiety are reported in Table 2. Models 1 and 2 do not have any control variables included.

Instead, they model the effect that the single interaction (treatment * racial resentment)

has on the development of anxiety. Model 1 includes all three conditions (the status threat
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treatment, the status allay treatment, and the true control condition). Model 2 omits the

true control condition and only compares the status threat condition to the status allay

condition (which is the baseline category in this model). Models 3 and 4 include control

variables, and otherwise follow a similar pattern (i.e. Model 3 uses all three conditions and

Model 4 omits the true control condition).

Table 2: Racial resentment moderates anxious response to treatment

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
(Intercept) 2.06∗ 2.14∗ 2.19∗ 1.94∗

(0.20) (0.21) (0.34) (0.35)
Status Allay (T2) 0.09 −0.00

(0.29) (0.27)
Status Threat (T1) −0.89∗ −0.98∗ −0.78∗ −0.77

(0.28) (0.29) (0.26) (0.27)
Racial Resentment −0.47 −0.37 −0.74∗ −0.63

(0.31) (0.32) (0.32) (0.34)
Status Allay (T2) * Racial Resentment 0.10 0.23

(0.45) (0.41)
Status Threat (T1) * Racial Resentment 2.17∗ 2.07∗ 2.21∗ 1.98∗

(0.43) (0.44) (0.40) (0.42)
Covariates Included No No Yes Yes
R2 0.07 0.08 0.25 0.26
Adj. R2 0.06 0.07 0.23 0.24
Num. obs. 661 445 606 403
RMSE 1.17 1.20 1.06 1.09

Note: ∗p < 0.05 for two tailed test. Racial resentment is scaled 0-1. Dependent variable
(anxiety) ranges 1-5. For both, higher values mean greater levels (of resentment, of anxiety).
Sample is white respondents only. Covariates include gender, party identification, ideology,
education, income, class, age, and whether the respondent reported feeling anxious about
demographic change in wave one.

The interaction between the status threat condition and racial resentment is positive,

statistically significant, and the coefficient is relatively stable across all four model specifica-

tions. After reading the status threat article, a move from the lowest level of racial resentment

to the highest results in approximately a 1.98 point increase in reported anxiety (on a five

point scale). It appears that the status threat treatment induces anxiety in participants,
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especially when they have higher levels of racial resentment. Recall that racial resentment

was measured in wave one, well before the treatment itself, and as such, determines (rather

than is determined by) the anxiety that results from the treatment.

This relationship holds no matter which control variables are included in the model. The

full model with all covariate estimates is reported in Appendix C. One of the covariates

included is a measure that approximates a baseline level of felt threat. In wave one, respon-

dents were asked to report how they felt when they thought about the impending majority

minority status of the United States. Their reported level of anxiety is included as a covari-

ate. This baseline threat variable is effectively a lagged dependent variable for the status

threat condition — as its suggestion about the impending majority minority status of the

United States matches the information conveyed in the status threat treatment condition

article. The estimates in the status threat condition, then, are effectively the anxiety that is

produced by the article, above and beyond the baseline level of anxiety that the respondent

has about this topic.

For the first three models, the effect of the status threat condition is negative and signifi-

cant. This means that when all independent variables are zero, but when respondents are in

the status threat condition, their predicted level of anxiety is slightly lower than that of the

control condition. That is, for respondents who scored a zero on the racial resentment scale,

a treatment about the growing racial minority population produces less anxiety than they

would feel in the control condition. Simply put: racial liberals do not find the status threat

condition threatening. This makes sense, as these racial liberals likely welcome the growth

of the minority population. For them, this may signal a growing diverse population which

they may value — or it even may signal impending electoral success, as they may assume

that racial minorities will vote Democratic. It could be that this group could experience a

threat from minorities, but this particular form is not what activates threat to them.

Using estimates from Model 4, the predicted level of anxiety, over the entire range of

racial resentment is plotted by condition in Figure 4. In the status threat condition, racial
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resentment is positively related to the expression of anxiety after reading the article. When

respondents higher in racial resentment were reminded of the impending majority-minority

status of the United States, they expressed more anxiety. In the status allay condition,

the relationship is reversed. Those respondents low in racial resentment were the ones who

expressed anxiety. These findings are consistent with hypothesis 3.

Figure 4: Predicted values of anxiety, by level of racial resentment and treatment condition
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Whites who are more racially resentful are more likely to feel threatened by a news story

about the impending majority-minority demographic status of the United States. Then,

that anxiety leads to increased support for negative, explicit racial appeals that denigrate

minorities.

Conclusion

The prevalence and effectiveness of explicit racial rhetoric ebbs and flows; appeals seem to be

tolerated at some moments more than others. In this article, I test one causal mechanism by

which whites come to tolerate a negative, explicit racial appeal: status threat. When whites

feel threatened, they are more likely to approve of racist language denigrating a minority

group.
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Whites who were exposed to an article about the impending demographic majority-

minority status of the United States were more likely to approve of a racist political flyer

that targeted African Americans. It bears emphasis that the status threat article reported

accurate statistics and paralleled real news coverage. The experiment is naturalistic in the

sense that white Americans really are being exposed to these messages. The US’s population

is becoming less white, rapidly. The United States is projected to be majority-minority by

2042, just as the article in the treatment condition reports. To many whites, this fact

represents a status threat and when they are reminded of their impending minority status,

they retaliate against racial minorities.

It could very well be that in 2006 when George Allen’s campaign suffered for his racist

comment, this threat felt further away and less pressing to many whites. Thirteen years later

— and perhaps with the election of Obama (Kaiser et al. 2009, Valentino & Brader 2011,

Effron, Cameron & Monin 2009) and economic stagnation (Knowles & Peng 2005) — status

threat is a salient concern for many more whites. Whites are feeling more like a minority

group (Jardina 2019) and consequently, finding it easier to express prejudice against out-

groups that they feel threaten their dominant position. Implicit racial appeals are no longer

unique because whites who feel threatened now readily accept explicit appeals, without any

inhibition.

This study examined one specific type of threat and one kind of explicit appeal but

threat is a broad concept and negative racial appeals can be used against a variety of racial

minorities. Future research should examine the contours of both the type of threat and type

of explicit appeal to better understand this connection. It could be that cultural concerns are

more deterministic of this backlash than economic threats — similar to the development of

anti-immigration attitudes (Sniderman, Hagendoorn & Prior 2004). Further, the strength or

form of backlash may depend on the target of the explicit appeal. In some ways, this study

presented a hard test, as demographic change is often thought to be linked to immigration,

and thus to Latinos or Asians, rather than to African Americans. A threat to whites’
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majority status may actually have resulted in even greater retaliation against these groups.

In this study, I demonstrate a causal mechanism behind whites’ increased acceptance of

explicit racial appeals: feeling threatened. Of course, this is likely not the sole cause for the

variation in the acceptance of explicit racial appeals. It is possible that there are many other

factors that contribute to the acceptance (or rejection) of explicit racial language, such as a

dominant norm of equality. When this norm is stronger, whites are probably less accepting

of explicit language. Perceived threat is possibly one mechanism by which this norm is

eroded — but there are likely other mechanisms through which this norm is strengthened,

like effective social movements. From this analysis, it is clear that perceived threat is at least

one piece of the puzzle, but there is still much more to explore.
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A Study Design

A.1 Experimental Stimuli

Below are the three conditions. The first condition, status threat, was modeled off of Craig and

Richeson’s (2014b) article but with adaptations from other news stories. The second condition was

created by the author and largely follows a similar format to the first. The third condition was

created by the author based on a real article by the Census. All citations are presented after the

text of the treatment conditions.

Figure A1: Treatment Condition 1: Status Threat
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Figure A2: Treatment Condition 2: Status Allay

Figure A3: Control Condition
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Citations for the status threat treatment condition

• Beinart, Peter. “There is no immigration crisis.” The Atlantic. 27 June 2018. Link: theat-

lantic.com

• Cohn, D’Vera. “It’s official: Minority babies are the majority among the nation’s infants,

but only just.” Pew Research Center. 23 June 2016. Link: pewresearch.org

• Craig, Maureen A. & Jennifer A. Richeson. 2014b. “On the precipice of majority-minority

America: Perceived status threat from the racial demographic shift affects White Americans’

political ideology.” Psychological Science 25(6) 1189-1197.

• Frey, William H. “The US will become ‘minority white’ in 2045, Census projects. Youthful

minorities are the engine of future growth.” Brookings. 14 March 2018. Link: brookings.edu

• Poston, Dudley Jr. and Rogelio Saenz. “U.S. whites will soon be the minority in number,

but not power.” The Baltimore Sun. 8 August 2017. Link: baltimoresun.com

• Tavernise, Sabrina. “Fewer births than deaths among whites in Majority of U.S. states.”

The New York Times. 20 June 2018. Link: nytimes.com

Citation for the control condition

• Ihrke, David. “United States Mover Rate at a New Record Low.” Census Blogs. 23 January

2017. Link: census.gov

https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2018/06/democrats-immigration-not-a-crisis/563855/
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2018/06/democrats-immigration-not-a-crisis/563855/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/06/23/its-official-minority-babies-are-the-majority-among-the-nations-infants-but-only-just/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/the-avenue/2018/03/14/the-us-will-become-minority-white-in-2045-census-projects/
http://www.baltimoresun.com/news/opinion/oped/bs-ed-op-0809-minority-majority-20170808-story.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/20/us/white-minority-population.html
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/blogs/random-samplings/2017/01/mover-rate.html
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A.2 Explicit Racial Appeal

This explicit racial appeal was created by the author. It uses some language from the articles from

the studies in Valentino, Neuner, and Vandenbroek 2018 (full citation in references).

Figure A4: Negative, explicit racial appeal
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A.3 Additional Question Wording

Wave One:

• Racial resentment scale: Answer options range strongly agree to strongly disagree on a four

point scale. * = reverse coded. The mean value of the four items was taken and then was

rescaled to range from 0 to 1.

– The Irish, Italians, Jews and many other minorities overcame prejudice and worked

their way up. Blacks should do the same without any special favors.*

– It is really a matter of not trying hard enough; if Blacks would only try harder they

could be just as well off as Whites.*

– Generations of slavery and discrimination have created conditions that make it difficult

for Blacks to work their way out of the lower class.

– Over the past few years, Blacks have gotten less than they deserve.

• Self-reported class: How would you describe your social class? Are you in the lower class,

the working class, the middle class, or the upper class?

• Baseline status threat: Racial minorities are likely to reduce the influence of White Americans

in society very soon. (Answer choices on 7-point strongly agree to strongly disagree scale.)

• Baseline feeling of threat: When you think about a growing racial minority population in

the US, how does it make you feel? Options: anxious, proud, angry, hopeful, worried, and

excited. Respondents could choose: extremely, very, moderately, slightly, or none at all.

Wave Two:

• Emotional reaction to the treatment: How much did the news story you read make you feel...?

Options: anxious, proud, angry, hopeful, worried, and excited. Respondents could choose:

extremely, very, moderately, slightly, or none at all.
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B Descriptive Statistics and Additional Tests

B.1 Descriptive Statistics of Key Variables

Table B1 reports the means, standard deviations, minima, and maxima for key variables included

in the analysis. The first five variables are the evaluations of the racist flyer (the negative, explicit

racial appeal). The sixth variable reported is the anxiety respondents felt as a result of the treatment

they received (this is the mediator). The seventh variable is respondents’ baseline level of status

threat, measured in wave one. Figure B1 plots the distribution of the racial resentment variable

in the dataset. The distribution is nearly identical for every subset of the dataset as well (i.e.

excluding the control condition, excluding the status threat condition, and excluding the status

allay condition).

Table B1: Descriptive statistics for key variables

N Mean SD Min Max
Flyer: Fair point 650.00 2.84 1.47 1.00 5.00
Flyer: Insensitive 648.00 3.37 1.41 1.00 5.00
Flyer: Agree 649.00 4.09 2.06 1.00 7.00
Flyer: Offend 650.00 2.77 1.45 1.00 5.00
Flyer: Vote 649.00 3.05 1.73 1.00 6.00
Article: Anxiety 661.00 1.97 1.21 1.00 5.00
Status Threat, Wave 1 1352.00 4.64 1.52 1.00 7.00
Feeling Anxious, Wave 1 1352.00 2.10 1.29 1.00 5.00
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Figure B1: Distribution of racial resentment in the sample
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B.2 Manipulation Check

Below, Table B2 presents results from a manipulation check. The same question was asked in both

wave one and wave two intended to tap status threat. This question, adapted from Craig and

Richeson (2014a, 2014b), asks respondents to indicate their level of agreement with the statement:

“Racial minorities are likely to reduce the influence of White Americans in society very soon.”10

In wave two, this question is asked once the experiment, and all relevant dependent variables, have

been asked. Table B2 demonstrates that respondent’s level of status threat reported in wave two is

predicted by their level of status threat in wave one, along with the treatment condition they were

assigned. The baseline here is the true control condition, to which both treatments are compared.

The status threat treatment significantly raised respondents’ level of perceived threat (0.31) and

the status allay treatment significant depressed it (-0.47).

10Craig and Richeson’s question actually begins with “If they increase in status,...” and

does not include “very soon” at the end.
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Table B2: Manipulation Check

Model 1
(Intercept) 2.74∗∗

(0.21)
Status Allay (Treatment 2) −0.47∗∗

(0.15)
Status Threat (Treatment 1) 0.31∗

(0.14)
R’s baseline level of status threat (wave one) 0.38∗∗

(0.04)
R2 0.15
Adj. R2 0.15
Num. obs. 648
RMSE 1.51
∗∗p < 0.01, ∗p < 0.05

B.3 Sensitivity Tests

The assumption of sequential ignorability is impossible to directly test — but sensitivity analyses

can determine the range of values over which the substantive results from the mediation analysis

hold. Note that these tests are specifically about the range of values over which the average causal

mediation effect (ACME) of anxiety hold, not the total effect of the treatment. These sensitivity

tests evaluate how bad a violation of the assumption of sequential ignorability needs to be before

a difference in the ACME is produced.

Here, ρ is the sensitivity parameter which describes a range of violations of the assumption of

sequential ignorability. When ρ = 0, the assumption holds and the ACME that is reported in the

body of the paper is produced. The question that these tests help answer is: how large must ρ be

before the mediation effect essentially becomes zero? This can be thought of as a similar issue to

that of omitted variable bias. The researcher may be concerned that there is some omitted variable

that effects both the independent and dependent variables (here, we are concerned that there is

some omitted variable that effects the mediator and the dependent variable). This essentially asks

how big the effect of the omitted variable must be to produce the effects that we observe, assuming

that the true effect of the mediator is zero.
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Below, Figure B2 plots the range of ρ by the average mediation effect. For the average mediation

effect to become zero, rho must be 0.19 for the “fair point” DV, 0.21 for the “vote” DV, and 0.11

for the “agree” DV. These numbers do not necessarily communicate anything on their own, but we

could compare them to Imai et al. (2011)’s replication of the Brader, Valentino, and Suhay (2008)

analysis in which the value of ρ for which the ACME becomes 0 was 0.34 — so my results are

slightly less robust. Further, we can compare them to one another. The dependent variables that

measure whether the respondent believes that the flyer made a fair point or whether the respondent

would vote for the politician that put out the flyer appear to be more robust than the results for

the DV about agreeing about the claims made about African Americans in the flyer.

Figure B2: Sensitivity analyses for mediation models
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B.4 Resentment as Moderator for Explicit Appeal Acceptance

Here, I replicate Valentino, Neuner, and Vandenbroek’s (2018) model and find similar results:

across all conditions, whites consistently use their racial attitudes in opinion formation. They

do not suppress them in any case (recall in the past, racial priming predicted that whites would

suppress racial attitudes in judgment formation when exposed to an explicit appeal). Note that

these results are nearly identical when the models include the controls: gender, party identification,

ideology, education, income, and class — and when the control condition is excluded. Further, note

one of my initial pre-registration hypotheses was that racial resentment would be used for opinion

formation in the status threat condition. Here, I test that hypothesis and find no evidence for it.

Table B3: Racial resentment as a moderator for approval of the flyer

Fair Point Agree Insensitive Offend Conflict Anxiety Vote
(Intercept) 1.41∗ 1.67∗ 4.90∗ 4.46∗ 4.65∗ 2.65∗ 1.35∗

(0.23) (0.30) (0.22) (0.23) (0.20) (0.22) (0.27)
Status Allay −0.04 0.07 −0.18 −0.28 −0.46 −0.26 0.06

(0.32) (0.43) (0.30) (0.32) (0.29) (0.32) (0.38)
Status Threat −0.35 −0.47 0.26 −0.07 −0.09 −0.33 −0.44

(0.31) (0.42) (0.30) (0.31) (0.28) (0.31) (0.37)
Racial Resentment 2.27∗ 4.14∗ −2.45∗ −2.68∗ −2.06∗ −0.80∗ 2.82∗

(0.35) (0.47) (0.33) (0.35) (0.31) (0.34) (0.42)
Status Allay * RR 0.19 −0.24 −0.05 0.16 0.51 0.52 0.00

(0.50) (0.66) (0.47) (0.49) (0.44) (0.49) (0.59)
Status Threat * RR 0.87 0.65 −0.43 −0.04 0.44 0.74 0.78

(0.48) (0.64) (0.46) (0.48) (0.43) (0.47) (0.57)
R2 0.22 0.29 0.24 0.22 0.14 0.01 0.22
Adj. R2 0.22 0.29 0.23 0.22 0.13 0.00 0.21
Num. obs. 650 649 648 650 651 646 649
RMSE 1.30 1.74 1.23 1.28 1.16 1.27 1.54
∗p < 0.05

These models demonstrate that racial resentment does have an effect on support for the flyer,

separate from the treatments, in the expected directions. The coefficient for racial resentment

shows that higher levels of resentment are linked to a greater acceptance of the flyer (i.e. saying it

makes a fair point, agreeing with it, and voting for the candidate) and with lower levels of saying

that it is insensitive, offensive, or anxiety-inducing.
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C Full Models and Models with Anxiety Scale

C.1 Full Model

First, the full models with estimates for all variables are presented in Table C1.

Table C1: Racial resentment moderates anxious response to treatment

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
(Intercept) 2.06∗ 2.14∗ 2.19∗ 1.94∗

(0.20) (0.21) (0.30) (0.35)
Status Allay (T2) 0.09 −0.00

(0.29) (0.27)
Status Threat (T1) −0.89∗ −0.98∗ −0.78∗ −0.77∗

(0.28) (0.29) (0.26) (0.27)
Racial resentment −0.47 −0.37 −0.74∗ −0.63

(0.31) (0.32) (0.32) (0.34)
Status Allay (T2) * Racial resentment 0.10 0.23

(0.45) (0.41)
Status Threat (T1) * Racial resentment 2.17∗ 2.07∗ 2.21∗ 1.98∗

(0.43) (0.44) (0.40) (0.42)
Gender 0.10 −0.07

(0.09) (0.11)
Party identification 0.01 0.04

(0.03) (0.04)
Ideology −0.01 −0.02

(0.04) (0.05)
Education −0.03 −0.03

(0.03) (0.04)
Income −0.02∗ −0.03

(0.01) (0.02)
Class 0.20∗ 0.21∗

(0.07) (0.10)
Feeling anxious, wave 1 0.30∗ 0.32∗

(0.04) (0.04)
Age −0.01∗ −0.01∗

(0.00) (0.00)
R2 0.07 0.08 0.25 0.26
Adj. R2 0.06 0.07 0.23 0.24
Num. obs. 661 445 606 403
RMSE 1.17 1.20 1.06 1.09
∗p < 0.05
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C.2 Replication with Anxiety Scale

The analysis from the paper is then replicated using a combination of anxious, worried, and angry,

following Brader, Valentino, and Suhay 2008 (in my sample, α = 0.89). Results are similar.

Table C2: Racial resentment moderates anxious response to treatment

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
(Intercept) 1.74∗ 2.11∗ 1.81∗ 1.81∗

(0.18) (0.19) (0.27) (0.32)
Status Allay (T2) 0.37 0.35

(0.25) (0.23)
Status Threat (T1) −0.73∗ −1.09∗ −0.59∗ −0.92∗

(0.25) (0.26) (0.23) (0.24)
Racial resentment −0.23 −0.41 −0.36 −0.78∗

(0.28) (0.29) (0.28) (0.30)
Allay (T2) * Racial resentment −0.18 −0.20

(0.39) (0.36)
Threat (T1) * Racial resentment 2.02∗ 2.20∗ 1.92∗ 2.11∗

(0.38) (0.40) (0.35) (0.37)
Gender 0.05 −0.09

(0.08) (0.10)
Party identification 0.02 0.05

(0.03) (0.03)
Ideology −0.04 −0.04

(0.03) (0.04)
Education −0.02 −0.01

(0.02) (0.03)
Income −0.01 −0.03

(0.01) (0.01)
Class 0.11 0.15

(0.06) (0.08)
Feeling anxious, wave 1 0.29∗ 0.36∗

(0.03) (0.04)
Age −0.01∗ −0.01∗

(0.00) (0.00)
R2 0.10 0.10 0.27 0.30
Adj. R2 0.10 0.10 0.25 0.28
Num. obs. 659 445 604 403
RMSE 1.02 1.08 0.92 0.96
∗p < 0.05
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Table C3: Mediation models, with scaled anxiety as the mediator

Fair Point Vote Offend Insensitive Agree
Total Effect 0.26∗ 0.18 −0.12 −0.06 0.03
Avg. Causal Med. Effect (ACME) 0.16∗ 0.20∗ 0.09∗ −0.03 0.12∗

Avg. Direct Effect (ADE) 0.10 −0.02 −0.22 −0.03 −0.09
Proportion Mediated 0.59∗ 0.91 −0.46 0.12 0.24
N 402 402 402 402 402
∗p < 0.05

Note: For the dependent variables, higher values mean greater agreement with the charac-
teristic described by that variable (e.g. greater agreement that the flyer makes a fair point).
For the fair point, agreement, and vote variables, higher values mean greater acceptance of
the racist flyer. Dependent variables for fair point, insensitive, and offense range 1-5; for
vote, 1-6; and for agreement, 1-7. The treatment is the heightened status threat condition
and the control is the pure control about geographic mobility.
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D Results from the Student Sample

D.1 Descriptive Statistics

Below, Figure D1 plots the distribution of two measures of racial attitudes in the student population:

the racial resentment variable in the student population (left) and the FIRE variable (right). The

racial resentment is clearly very skewed — students tend to be much less racially resentful than the

national population writ large (mean of 0.29 compared to the national sample mean of 0.58). The

FIRE measure appears to better approximate a normal curve in the student population though,

with a mean of 0.52. Then, Table D1 reports the descriptive statistics for key variables. Similar

to the difference in racial resentment levels, there was much less acceptance of the flyer than there

was in the general population.

Figure D1: Distribution of measures of racial attitudes in student sample
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Note: For racial resentment: mean=0.29, sd=0.24, n=257. For FIRE: mean=0.52, sd=0.13,
n=258.
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Table D1: Descriptive statistics of key variables in the student sample

N Mean SD Min Max
Flyer: Fair point 258.00 1.90 0.92 1.00 4.00
Flyer: Insensitive 258.00 3.95 0.99 1.00 5.00
Flyer: Agree 258.00 2.95 1.70 1.00 7.00
Flyer: Offend 258.00 2.72 1.28 1.00 5.00
Flyer: Vote 95.00 2.53 1.43 1.00 6.00
Article: Anxiety 257.00 1.88 1.04 1.00 5.00
Status Threat, Wave 1 258.00 3.93 1.53 1.00 7.00

Note: general agreement with the flyer was much more limited in the student sample.

Table D2 demonstrates that the treatment did manipulate perceptions of threat — those in the

status threat condition did report heightened threat after reading the article (coefficient = 0.46)

and those in the status allay condition did report depressed threat (coefficient = -0.48), above and

beyond the wave one reported baseline level.

Table D2: Manipulation check in the student sample

Model 1
(Intercept) 2.04∗

(0.27)
Status Threat (Treatment 1) 0.46∗

(0.20)
Status Allay (Treatment 2) −0.48∗

(0.20)
R’s baseline level of status threat (wave one) 0.53∗

(0.05)
R2 0.33
Adj. R2 0.32
Num. obs. 258
RMSE 1.32
∗p < 0.05
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D.2 Models for the Student Sample

First, Table D3 reports results from models in which racial resentment moderates anxious reactions

to the treatment. The effect of racial resentment in the status threat and status allay conditions

are not statistically from the effect of racial resentment in the control condition. Models 2 and 4

demonstrate, though, that the effect of racial resentment is negative in the status allay condition

(the baseline) but positive in the status threat condition. In the status allay condition, higher racial

resentment means less anxiety. In the status threat condition, higher racial resentment means more

anxiety. This pattern is consistent with effects found in the national sample (presented in the body

of the paper).

Figure D2 demonstrates these effects — plotting predicted values of anxiety by treatment

condition across the entire range of racial resentment. Clearly, for the students, the status allay

condition produced more variation in anxiety. As racial resentment increased, anxiety decreased.

Because the sample is skewed so heavily toward those lower in racial resentment, this is likely more

telling of the way that the students who were lowest in racial resentment became anxious when

reading an article about the continued dominance of whites in America. Recall the entire sample

is still only white students.

Table D4 then presents results from mediation analysis in which the status threat condition is

the treatment and the pure control is the control. There are no statistically significant results for

the effect of anxiety, the ACME, at the0.05 level. However, there is a slight negative effect (-0.04)

for saying that the flyer made a fair point, which is counter to expectations (that the status threat

condition would make a respondent more likely to agree with the flyer) and there is a positive effect

at the 0.1 level of significance for saying that the respondent would vote for the politician (0.19).

There is also a slight negative effect (-0.06) for being offended by the flyer, as a result of anxiety.

These is in line with expectations that heightened threat would lead to agreement with and support

for the explicit appeal.

The treatment did have an effect on the level of agreement with the flyer and whether the

respondent was offended by the flyer. Those in the status threat treatment condition were more

likely to agree with the flyer, by about 0.38 points on a 7-point scale, than those in the control.

Those in the treatment condition were also less likely to find the flyer offensive, by about -0.27
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points on a 5-point scale (significant at the 0.1 level). So, there appeared to be some hints that the

status threat condition made students more likely to accept the explicit appeal, but the evidence

is less conclusive than it is in the national sample. This is likely at least partially due to the low

levels of racial resentment in the student population.

Table D3: Racial resentment moderates anxiety about the article, student sample

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
(Intercept) 1.96∗ 2.13∗ 1.67∗ 1.71∗

(0.18) (0.16) (0.28) (0.27)
Status Allay (T2) 0.16 0.14

(0.25) (0.26)
Status Threat (T1) −0.44 −0.61∗ −0.50 −0.64∗

(0.25) (0.24) (0.26) (0.24)
Racial resentment 0.16 −1.04∗ −0.28 −1.59∗

(0.46) (0.49) (0.55) (0.65)
Status Allay (T2) * Racial resentment −1.19 −1.19

(0.68) (0.69)
Status Threat (T1) * Racial resentment 0.53 1.72∗ 0.58 1.76∗

(0.64) (0.66) (0.66) (0.67)
Gender 0.10 0.16

(0.14) (0.16)
Party identification 0.02 0.07

(0.07) (0.09)
Ideology 0.04 −0.03

(0.10) (0.13)
Wave 1 feeling threat 0.12 0.24∗

(0.09) (0.12)
R2 0.04 0.04 0.06 0.08
Adj. R2 0.02 0.03 0.02 0.04
Num. obs. 256 174 240 163
RMSE 1.01 0.99 1.02 0.99
∗p < 0.05
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Figure D2: Predicted anxiety from article in the student sample, by condition
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Table D4: Mediation models for student sample

Fair Point Vote Offend Insensitive Agree
Total Effect 0.09 0.10 −0.27† 0.08 0.38∗

ACME −0.04† 0.19† −0.06† 0.02 −0.03
ADE 0.05 −0.09 −0.22 0.08 0.41∗

Prop. Mediated −0.21 0.32 0.17 0.06 −0.07
N 159 62 159 159 159
∗p < 0.05;† p < 0.1 for two-tailed test. Treatment is the status threat condition and control
is the pure control condition about geographic mobility. For the dependent variables, higher
values mean greater agreement with the characteristic described by that variable (e.g. greater
agreement that the flyer makes a fair point). For the fair point, agreement, and vote variables,
higher values mean greater acceptance of the racist flyer. Dependent variables for fair point,
insensitive, and offense range 1-5; for vote, 1-6; and for agreement, 1-7.
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E Additional Mediation Models

The first set of additional mediation models are estimated specifying the status threat condition as

the treatment and comparing that to the status allay condition, as the control. The true control

condition is omitted from these models — presented below in Table E1. The results largely mirror

those presented in the body of the paper (with status threat as the treatment and the “true”

control about geographic mobility as the control). The exception is that there are no total effects

significant in these models — and that some of the effects are smaller in magnitude. But, in general,

respondents in the status threat condition were still more likely to say that the flyer made a fair

point, that they would vote for the candidate, and that they agree with the claims made in the

flyer than those respondents in the status allay condition due to their change in anxiety level. Note

that here the effect for saying the flyer is offensive is also positive and significant (though small in

magnitude).

Table E1: Mediation models for Status Threat as treatment, compared to Status Allay as
control

Fair Point Vote Offend Insensitive Agree
Total Effect 0.12 0.01 0.10 0.18 0.00
ACME 0.07∗ 0.11∗ 0.04∗ −0.01 0.11∗

ADE 0.05 −0.10 0.06 0.19 −0.10
Prop. Mediated 0.39 0.25 0.20 −0.04 0.10
N 393 393 393 393 393
∗p < 0.05

Next, mediation models are estimated in which the status allay condition is treated as the

treatment, and compared to the true control condition about geographic mobility — presented in

Table E2.
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Table E2: Mediation Models for Status Allay as treatment, compared to true control

Fair Point Vote Offend Insensitive Agree
Total Effect 0.12 0.10 −0.25 −0.26∗ −0.05
ACME 0.02 0.04 0.04 0.01 0.03
ADE 0.10 0.06 −0.29∗ −0.27∗ −0.08
Prop. Mediated 0.08 0.17 −0.14 −0.02 −0.06
N 379 379 379 379 379
∗p < 0.05

The first takeaway is that there are no causal mediation effects of anxiety. Indeed, it is a little

less clear in this case what becoming anxious about the treatment about continued white dominance

would mean for accepting a negative, explicit racial appeal. This does help give some confidence that

anxiety did not simply make people more agreeable overall and as a whole. Instead, heightened

anxiety specifically in the status threat condition had meaningful effects for the acceptance of

explicit appeals

The second takeaway is that the treatment had a direct effect on making the respondents more

likely to be offended by the flyer or state that it is insensitive. This could be because whites who

are not under a status threat will make a stronger attempt at adherence to the dominant norm of

equality.



Christiani 49

Appendix F: Pre-registration

This pre-registration was filed before my student sample closed. The data collection was already in

process but I had not yet downloaded or analyzed it in any way. It includes three broad expectations

that I wanted to test. The first was that participants in the heightened threat condition would

be more likely to approve of the explicit racial appeal. This is the thrust of this current paper.

As I mentioned in the body of the paper, I pre-registered that broad expectation (which composes

hypothesis 1) but I did not pre-register the mechanism of anxiety (which composes hypotheses 2

and 3). The corollary to this expectation — that participants in the status allay condition would

be less likely to approve of the explicit appeal than those in the status threat condition — is tested

in Appendix E (Additional Mediation Models) and finds support.

The second set of expectations from the pre-registration was that in the heightened threat

condition, respondents would use their racial attitudes more than in the control or status allay

condition. This composes the second set of expectations outlined below. This is tested in Appendix

B (B.4 Resentment as Moderator for Explicit Appeal Acceptance) and does not find support.

Instead, it corroborates findings from the Valentino, Neuner, and Vandenbroek (2018) studies.

Finally, the last set of expectations outlined in this pre-registration is that respondents will shift

their policy preferences and party identification. I was not able to test party identification in the

national sample, due to space limitations. However, I did test whether respondents differed on pref-

erences about immigration, welfare, and affirmative action. The results were neither consistently

statistically nor substantively significant.
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https://osf.io/gs3dq/register/5771ca429ad5a1020de2872e 1/3

This registration is a frozen, non-editable version of this project (/mht3p/)

Register

Preregistration Template from AsPredicted.org

Have any data been collected for this study already?

What's the main question being asked or hypothesis being tested in this study?

Please choose

Yes, at least some data have been collected for this study already

The main research question is whether varying perceptions of racial threat a�ect respondents' 
approval of an explicit, racial appeal (in the form of a fabricated racially insensitive political �yer) 
and whether they allow this appeal to cue their racial attitudes.  
 
I expect that under heightened threat, respondents will: 
1) Be more likely to approve of the explicit appeal than respondents in the allayed threat or control 
conditions 
2) Rely on (rather than suppress) their racial attitudes when forming political judgments (i.e. about 
issues, party identi�cation, and ideology)  
3) Be more likely to report more conservative and Republican political preferences in the allayed 
threat condition 
 
I expect that under allayed threat, respondents will: 
1) Be less likely to approve of the explicit appeal than respondents in the heightened threat 
condition 
2) Be more likely than respondents in the heightened threat condition to suppress their racial 
attitudes when forming political judgments (i.e. about issues, party identi�cation, and ideology)  
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https://osf.io/gs3dq/register/5771ca429ad5a1020de2872e 2/3

Describe the key dependent variable(s) specifying how they will be measured.

How many and which conditions will participants be assigned to?

Specify exactly which analyses you will conduct to examine the main question/hypothesis.

Any secondary analyses?

3) Be more likely to report more liberal and Democratic political preferences than respondents in 
the heightened threat condition

1) Reactions to the explicit appeal itself: responses to the �yer (i.e.: do you think the �yer made a 
fair point? How did the �yer make you feel? Was the �yer racially insensitive? Did it focus on con�ict 
between blacks and whites in America? Were you o�ended by the �yer? Do you agree with claims 
made in the �yer?)  
2) Self-reported attitudes on immigration, a�rmative action, welfare, environment, opioid crisis, 
party identi�cation, reported ideology.

Three conditions: heightened threat, allayed threat, and control condition. In heightened threat, 
respondents read an article about the impending majority-minority status of the US. In the allayed 
threat condition, respondents read a fabricated article about how the majority-minority status is 
actually much further out than expected and that declarations of such a status were made too 
soon. In the control, they read about geographic mobility. 

Main analyses will focus on comparing responses to the explicit appeal and self-reported political 
attitudes across the three conditions. Also, they will use respondents' reported racial attitudes (in 
wave one) to predict their responses to political attitude questions in wave two (and look at how 
this varies by treatment group). 
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https://osf.io/gs3dq/register/5771ca429ad5a1020de2872e 3/3

How many observations will be collected or what will determine sample size? No need to
justify decision, but be precise about exactly how the number will be determined.

Anything else you would like to pre-register? (e.g., data exclusions, variables collected for
exploratory purposes, unusual analyses planned?)

I measure other moderators in wave one, beyond racial attitudes, that may have an e�ect like 
white identity, partisanship, and attitudes about group deservingness. 

In the fall 2018 semester, the survey is run on approximately 300 undergraduates. A cropped 
version of this survey is likely going to be run on a nationally representative sample of US voting-
age adults (approximately N=3,000). This survey may be run again in the spring semester on an 
undergraduate sample (approx. N=300). 

I want to note that even though some of the data have been collected (i.e. the survey is currently 
live), I have not downloaded or opened the data yet. 
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