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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 powerlessness of explicit appeals raises the question: Why are explicit racial 
appeals accepted sometimes but rejected at other times? Here, I test whether the 
relative acceptance of negative, explicit racial appeals depends on whites’ feelings 
of threat using a two-wave survey experiment that manipulates participants’ feelings 
of threat, and then examines their responses to an overtly racist political appeal. I 
find that when whites feel threatened, they are more willing to approve of and agree 
with a negative, explicit racial appeal disparaging African Americans—and express 
willingness to vote for the candidate who made the explicit racial appeal.
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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 crum-
ble when, at a campaign rally, he called a Webb campaign volunteer of Indian 
descent “macaca” and welcomed him to America and “the real world of Virginia” 
(Craig and Shear 2006). Allen’s comment was broadly publicized as racist and, 
despite his attempts to backpedal, his support dropped by 16 points and he eventu-
ally 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 never apologized for these comments and despite, or perhaps 
because of, this explicitly negative rhetoric, he ultimately won the presidency in 
2016.
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Before the 2016 election, the predominant view among scholars was that we were 
in an era in which only subtle references to race were influential in shaping political 
attitudes, as overt references were thought to violate the dominant American “norm 
of equality” and as a result, be rejected by the public (Mendelberg 2001; Valen-
tino et al. 2002). In order for racial appeals to be effective, they would have to be 
implicit rather than explicit (Hutchings and Jardina 2009). Trump’s success tells a 
very different story, especially considering many of his supporters like his personal-
ity and specifically the way he “speaks his mind,” more than his policy stances (Pew 
2018). This seeming reversal of the traditional logic of the powerlessness of explicit 
appeals leads to the question: Why are explicit appeals tolerated sometimes but elicit 
backlash other times?

I test whether the relative acceptance of negative, explicit, racial appeals depends 
on the dominant group’s feelings of threat using a two-wave survey experiment that 
manipulates participants’ feelings of threat, and then examines their responses to an 
overtly racist political appeal. I find that when whites feel threatened, they are more 
accepting of an anti-African American explicit appeal. Feeling threatened is one 
mechanism behind the increased willingness of whites to approve of overtly racist 
language in political advertising. The recent increase in explicit racial rhetoric (Val-
entino et al. 2018b) and lack of backlash to such rhetoric (Valentino et al. 2018a) 
appears to be due, in part, to an increase in whites’ felt threat, and thus their toler-
ance for such appeals.

Implicit and Explicit Racial Appeals

Implicit and explicit appeals have largely been studied with regard to race and, spe-
cifically, anti-Black racism in America, as racial political appeals have long been a 
feature in American politics. Implicit racial appeals are subtle references to race, 
either verbally with coded language such as “welfare” or through the use of race-
neutral language combined with racial imagery. Explicit racial appeals are references 
that directly mention race or a particular racial group with racial nouns, like “Black” 
or “race.” These appeals may be positive (complimentary towards the group they 
reference) or negative (derogatory towards the group they reference) (Mendelberg 
2001; Valentino et al. 2002; Hutchings and Jardina 2009; Hutchings et al. 2010). For 
the purposes of this study, I focus exclusively on negative, explicit appeals—these 
are the types of appeals for which we have observed a shift in acceptability.

Negative, explicit racial appeals largely dominated American political discourse 
until the Civil Rights Movement brought about a new norm in American society 
that necessitated adherence to the principle of racial equality. After this, the power 
of implicit appeals emerged as explicitly racial rhetoric was no longer considered 
effective as it violated the now dominant “norm of equality” (Mendelberg 2001). 
Implicit appeals were still able to evoke race (and racial animus) to make it a salient 
consideration for candidate and policy evaluations, while simultaneously allowing 
respondents to deny that race is a factor in their decision-making (Valentino 1999; 
Mendelberg 2001; Valentino et al. 2002; Hurwitz and Peffley 2005; Hutchings and 
Jardina 2009; Banks and Bell 2013; Stephens-Dougan 2016).
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The majority of studies on racial priming have found that implicit appeals are 
more effective 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 direc-
tion (Mendelberg 2001; Valentino et  al. 2002; Mendelberg 2008; Hutchings and 
Jardina 2009; Nteta et al. 2016). While there has been some evidence that explicit 
appeals can be effective at cuing racial considerations as well, under certain condi-
tions or for certain individuals (Huber and Lapinski 2006; Hutchings et al. 2010), it 
is unclear whether this translates to approving of the overt racial rhetoric used. For 
example, Huber and Lapinski (2006) find that the explicit appeal is still outwardly 
rejected (with their measures, deemed “bad for democracy”), even when it exercises 
power over respondents’ decision making.1

Most recently, Valentino et  al. (2018a) find that racial attitudes predict policy 
attitudes and candidate evaluations—such as approval of the Affordable Care Act 
(ACA), Barack Obama, and Sarah Palin—irrespective of whether respondents 
are exposed to an implicit, explicit, or no racial appeal. Where it once took a sub-
tle, 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 oblivi-
ousness 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, but it was not rejected as it had been in the past (Valentino 
et  al. 2018a). Clearly something has changed; whites are simply not as averse to 
negative explicit appeals as they used to be.

In a similar vein, Banks and Hicks (2019) find that exposing the racial content 
in an appeal (making the implicit appeal explicit) causes white racial liberals to 
withdraw their support, but not white racial conservatives. Even after racial content 
is explicitly identified, supporters remain (Banks and Hicks 2019). But, what has 
caused this change in the acceptance of negative explicit racial appeals? Possible 
causal mechanisms remain unclear.

Feeling Threatened

One potential contributor to the renewed effectiveness of explicit appeals may be the 
existence of a perceived threat to the dominant group. It could be that when whites 
feel that their group’s status at the top of the racial hierarchy is threatened, their 
prejudice activates. As a result, they may be more likely to endorse prejudiced lan-
guage or rhetoric—like negative, explicit racial appeals directed at racial minorities. 

1 White (2007) also finds that explicit appeals can be effective among Blacks—but this is a different 
process than for whites, as it is activating in-group considerations rather than out-group animus (White 
2007).
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A threat seen as credible or imminent likely erodes any attempt at adherence to a 
norm of equality, as whites attempt to maintain their 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 and Hutchings 1996; Quillian 1995; Huddy et  al. 
2005). Threat activates the expression of prejudice, rather than increases prejudice. 
While prejudice is difficult to change, the expression of that prejudice is often sub-
ject to group norms, which are more likely to be responsive to a perceived group 
threat (Paluck and Green 2009; Paluck 2009).

One key is that this threat is felt. This felt threat may be legitimate or illegitimate, 
material or symbolic. While this sense of threat may be connected to some kind of 
real or credible threat (Bobo 1988; Scheve and Slaughter 2001), it is not necessarily 
(Blumer 1958; Quillian 1995). A dominant group may be securely positioned 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 could be 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 et al. 2008; Smith and Mackie 2008) as threats tend to evoke 
both anger and fear (Rhodes-Purdy et al. 2020). Generally, when people feel anx-
ious, they are more open to new information, which can result in being open to inva-
lid or false information as well (Marcus et al. 2000; Brader et al. 2008; Valentino 
et al. 2008). Brader et al. (2008) measure feeling threatened through the presence 
of anxiety, anger, and worry. They find that the development of these negative emo-
tions after reading an article about immigration is more predictive of anti-immigra-
tion policy attitudes than the cognitive perception of such a threat. When respond-
ents feel anxious, angry, or worried about the “threat” that immigration poses, they 
are more likely to support anti-immigration policies (Brader et al. 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 as they seek to 
maintain their dominance. They may also, then, be more likely to approve of preju-
diced rhetoric from politicians. I expect that such felt threat leads whites to approve 
of politicians who make overtly negative racial appeals.

Forms of Threat

Threat is a broad concept and can come from a variety of sources such as economic, 
cultural, political, or status concerns (Citrin et  al. 1997; Kinder 2003; Sniderman 
et  al. 2004; Kinder and Kam 2010). Here, I focus specifically on status threat, in 
which members of a group feel that their group’s dominant status, broadly con-
ceived, is threatened.

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 and Richeson 2014a, b, 2018; Craig et al. 2018a, b). Craig et al. 
(2018a) find that increased status threat (to whites) results in greater expressions 
of racial bias against Latinxs, Blacks, and Asians, and a greater preference for their 
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own racial group. Increased status threat also results in a shift toward the Republi-
can Party (for unaffiliated white Americans) and a greater endorsement of conserva-
tive policy positions (Craig and Richeson 2014b). Further, Jardina (2019) finds that 
reminding whites of the impending majority–minority demographic shift in the U.S. 
makes white identifiers angry and fearful.

Today, whites are starting to perceive a greater threat from racial minority groups 
(Jardina 2019), as a result of a confluence of factors including economic stagnation 
(Knowles and Peng 2005), demographic shifts (Knowles and Peng 2005; Jardina 
2019), and the symbolic threat that Barack Obama’s election as the first Black presi-
dent of the United States posed to white political dominance (Kaiser et  al. 2009; 
Effron et al. 2009; Valentino and Brader 2011; Jardina 2019). This environment is 
fertile ground for the reemergence of approval of explicit racial appeals, as whites 
feel more comfortable derogating racial minorities than they have in the recent past, 
due to an increase in feeling like their position at the top of the racial hierarchy is 
threatened.

I propose that feeling threatened is an important ingredient behind the varying 
acceptance of explicit racial appeals. When whites do not feel threatened, a norm of 
equality may dominate and they have no motivation to break with social desirabil-
ity or social norms that dictate an adherence to egalitarianism. Under these circum-
stances, whites reject negative, explicit appeals about racial minority groups as they 
seek to uphold the norm of equality. However, feeling threatened exerts a cross-pres-
sure, challenging the dominance of this norm. When individuals feel that their group 
is threatened by a political or social minority group, their prejudice activates and 
they focus on maintaining their dominant status. They are more willing to express 
prejudice against members of minority groups and, as such, likely more receptive 
to negative, explicit appeals directed at minority groups. This leads to the following 
hypothesis:

Hypothesis On average, white respondents who feel a heightened status threat will 
be more likely to approve of a negative, explicit racial appeal than those who do not.

Methods and Design

Measuring the effect of perceived threat on whites’ willingness to accept a negative, 
explicit racial appeal can be difficult to do observationally, as it is nearly impossi-
ble to determine causality with existing survey data. Nevertheless, it can provide a 
hint as to whether or not a link between these concepts exists. In an original analy-
sis of data from the 2016 American National Election Study (ANES), I find that 
white respondents who feel that whites have too little influence in U.S. politics are 
also more likely to believe that people are too easily offended these days by the way 
that others speak (see Online Appendix G for the full analysis). This demonstrates 
that there is potentially a link between feeling threatened (i.e. believing that whites 
have too little influence) and accepting negative rhetoric (i.e. tolerance for poten-
tially offensive language). Of course, there are shortcomings to this analysis. First, 
this link is not necessarily causal. Second, whites’ responses to explicit rhetoric in 
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the abstract may not align with their willingness to approve of such language when 
it comes as a direct appeal from a politician, as racial appeals tend to be highly 
contextual.

As such, I designed a survey experiment to test the link between perceived threat 
and the acceptance of explicit appeals. Even in an experimental setting, untangling 
the relationship between racial attitudes, threat, and racial appeals can be difficult for 
several reasons. First, simply measuring racial attitudes may change how respond-
ents later evaluate racial appeals. Second, isolating and inducing the feeling of threat 
can be problematic, 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.

To address these concerns, I designed a between-subjects, two-wave panel survey 
that was fielded by the firm Qualtrics on a nationally representative sample in the 
winter of 2018–2019.2 In the first wave, I measure racial attitudes using the racial 
resentment scale. Measuring racial attitudes in the first wave ensures that these ques-
tions do not affect and are not affected by the experimental treatment conditions in 
wave two.

In the second wave of the survey, I attempt to manipulate feelings of status threat 
with stories of demographic change. The first treatment heightens threat, the sec-
ond 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. Respondents in the “status threat” con-
dition read an article titled, “In a Generation, Racial Minorities May be the U.S. 
Majority.”3 This article reports 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 Pro-
jected to be the U.S. Majority Any Time Soon.” This article (falsely) reports that the 
growth rate among white Americans is out-pacing that of racial minorities, and that 
the projection of an imminent majority-minority demographic change in the U.S. 
premature. Finally, respondents in the control condition read an article about the 
growing geographic mobility of people in the U.S. The full text of the three articles 
can be found in Online Appendix A, along with all question wording. After reading 
this article, the respondents were immediately asked to report their emotional reac-
tions (whether the article made them feel anxious, proud, angry, hopeful, worried, 
or excited) on a 5-point scale from “none at all” to “extremely” (Watson et al. 1988; 
Brader et al. 2008).4

Then, all respondents were exposed to a negative, explicit racial appeal. Their 
evaluations of this flyer serve as the dependent variables. The explicit appeal is a 

2 Part of a larger, multi-investigator survey (Hetherington et al. 2018). The first wave was fielded from 
November 27, 2018 to December 20, 2018 and the second wave was fielded from January 22 to February 
7, 2019.
3 Modeled off Craig and Richeson’s (2018) treatment.
4 Because the item asks about the news article and does not directly ask for their attitudes about demo-
graphic change, self-monitoring effects are relatively unlikely.
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fabricated political flyer for a candidate that supposedly circulated during the 2018 
Congressional midterm elections, pictured in Online Appendix A.5 In the flyer, there 
is a picture of African Americans protesting. The flyer claims that, “Welfare and 
food stamps are already bleeding taxpayers dry” and, alongside a picture of African 
Americans protesting, asks, “And now, they want MORE?” There is a quote that fol-
lows from the candidate which reads: “This new tax bill is just a giveback to African 
American voters and groups like ACORN and the NAACP who got them elected. 
It’s Big Government forcing us to pay reparations for slavery, and it has got to end.” 
The flyer concludes by urging voters to “Stop the Handouts.”

This is an explicit appeal because it overtly mentions “African Americans.” As 
such, the reference to race by the candidate is undeniable. It is a negative, anti-
African American appeal because it cues negative stereotypes about African Ameri-
cans. It characterizes African Americans as welfare dependent and undeserving. It 
contrasts them with “taxpayers” who are said to be bled dry by this government 
assistance to African Americans. Further, it depicts African Americans as intimi-
dating and demanding, depicting them as ungrateful for the excess of government 
assistance that they supposedly already receive. These characterizations evoke long-
standing, negative stereotypes about African Americans in the U.S. context: welfare 
dependent, undeserving, and entitled (Gilens 2009; Harris-Perry 2011; Dixon 2008; 
Neubeck and Cazenave 2002). The flyer itself is explicitly racist and thus, a high bar 
for whites to come to accept.

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 each question. The questions intentionally move from gen-
eral to specific—and from no racial content to asking about the racial content spe-
cifically. The questions were presented in this order to measure respondents’ initial 
reaction to the flyer as a whole before priming their racial attitudes by asking ques-
tions that evoke race. The expectation is that those respondents who felt threatened 
will react more positively to the flyer and the claims that it makes. The questions 
asked: 

1. Do you think the flyer makes a fair point?
2. If he was running in your district, how likely is it that you would support this 

candidate, Jacob Miller, for office?
3. Are you offended by the claims made in the flyer?
4. How racially insensitive is the flyer, in your opinion?
5. Do you agree or disagree with the flyer’s claim that government handouts to 

African Americans need to be decreased?

5 Some of the language used in this flyer was adapted from the language in one of Valentino, Neuner, 
and Vandenbroek’s (2018a)’s explicit racial appeals. In their work, this language is part of a news story 
about the Affordable Care Act.
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Each question measures a different dimension of the “acceptability” of the flyer. 
The first question measures respondents’ general reactions to the flyer and gets at 
the normative acceptability of these kinds of claims. Whether or not you agree with 
the explicit appeal, is this an okay position to hold? The second question is more 
straight forward: it measures willingness to vote for this candidate. The third ques-
tion measures backlash against the flyer. The fourth question measures the extent to 
which respondents identify hostile racial content in the flyer. Finally, the last item is 
a measure of respondents’ level of agreement with the racial stereotype articulated 
by the flyer.

One question that may arise is why there is no implicit racial appeal in this study, 
as this differs from most studies of racial priming. This study evaluates the anteced-
ents to approval of an explicit appeal, as this is the shift that has occurred: whites 
used to reject explicit appeals, but now they do not (Valentino et al. 2018a). As such, 
evaluations of an explicit appeal are the key dependent variables. The heightened 
level of threat is the treatment. It is designed this way in order to evaluate what leads 
to approving of an explicit appeal; to better understand the causal mechanism behind 
approving of an explicit appeal. Hutchings et  al. (2010) similarly only include 
explicit appeals as they seek to evaluate when explicit appeals, specifically, can be 
effective. The recent shift that this study seeks to understand is whites’ increased 
tolerance for explicit racial rhetoric.

Overall, I expect that respondents exposed to the heightened status threat condi-
tion to be more approving of the racist flyer. They will be more likely to say it makes 
a fair point, that they would vote for the candidate who put it out, and that they agree 
with the claims made in the flyer. They should be less likely to say that the flyer is 
offensive or insensitive, as I expect that they will have a greater tolerance for the 
explicit appeal.

Analyses and Results

Before getting to the results, power and balance analyses demonstrate that the survey 
is sufficiently powered and that its randomization was successful. A manipulation 
check on the treatment demonstrates that the respondents clearly understood and 
retained the information provided in each treatment. Those in the status threat condi-
tion were more likely to agree with the statment that “racial minorities are likely to 
reduce the influence of white Americans in society very soon” and those in the sta-
tus allay condition were more likely to disagree with the statement.

While respondents’ cognitive perceptions of threat were shifted by the treat-
ments, their emotional responses to the two treatments were similar. In terms of 
felt threat, as measured by the development of negative emotions (following Brader 
et al. 2008), the status threat treatment condition did made respondents feel signifi-
cantly more anxious, angry, and worried (i.e. more threatened) than the control con-
dition, as expected. However, the the status allay treatment condition did not make 
respondents significantly less anxious, angry, or worried than the control. In a sense, 
it seems that the status allay condition, merely by bringing up demographic change 
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(even though it reported that it was slowing), cued a small amount of felt threat.6 
For this reason, and because this study theorizes about heightened status threat, it 
focuses its tests on the status threat condition.

Respondents were recruited to match national averages on gender, age, educa-
tion, income, race (though I restrict my analyses to white, non-Latinx respondents). 
In this sample, the mean level of education lies between some college and a two-
year/Associate’s degree, which is comparable to the national average among white 
Americans (1 year of college). The mean age is 52, comparable to the national aver-
age for adult whites which is 49 and the mean household income is between between 
$40,000 and $59,999, which is slightly lower than the average for whites (which 
is about $65,902).7 The sample is slightly skewed toward female respondents, as it 
is comprised of 259 males and 389 females. In terms of partisanship and political 
ideology, the mean respondent is Independent and moderate or middle of the road, 
which mirrors that of the weighted 2018 CCES mean response among whites.

Turning to the analyses, I first calculate the average treatment effects for each of 
the five dependent variables. In order to do so, I estimate a series of OLS regres-
sions that predict the dependent variable with the treatment condition indicator. The 
models are presented in Online Appendix C and the coefficients on the heightened 
status threat treatment condition (compared to the control) are plotted in Fig. 1. In 
the whole sample, the heightened status threat treatment condition has no statisti-
cally significant effect on the dependent variables, though the coefficient for the “fair 
point” model is positive.

There could be several explanations for these null results. First, it could be that 
the treatment truly had no effect on the outcome of interest. Second, it could be 
that the explicit appeal itself ignited threat among respondents, washing out any 
threat effect of the initial treatment. I can test this possibility because respondents 
were asked to report their emotional reactions to the explicit appeal immediately 
after viewing it (using the same battery they saw after the treatment (Watson et al. 
1988; Brader et al. 2008)). Indeed, all respondents reported feeling more anxious, 
angry, and worried (emotional indicators of threat) after seeing this flyer than proud, 

Fig. 1  Average treatment effects
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hopeful, or excited (analyses reported in Online Appendix B.7). There are no signifi-
cant differences between the emotional responses of those in the status threat condi-
tion and those in the control condition. This indicates that the explicit appeal itself 
triggered threat among respondents and thus, may have washed out treatment effects 
from the demographic change article.

A third possible explanation for these null treatment effects, that is not divorced 
from the second explanation, is that the news story about demographic change did 
not uniformly threaten the white respondents who read it. While this analysis esti-
mates total treatment effects, it cannot capture the effect of the treatment that hinges 
on respondents actually becoming threatened. Recall that the expectation laid out 
with respect to threat relies on respondents in the status threat treatment condition 
actually developing feelings of threat. This is not necessarily a given. The treatment 
condition itself is a dry and straightforward news story about the growing major-
ity–minority population. It reports on this fact in a neutral way and does not attempt 
to elicit feelings of threat with emotional language. Instead, it is simply the presenta-
tion of a demographic fact. Respondents can take that fact however they choose.

In order to understand whether respondents were truly threatened by the treat-
ment, I turn to their reported emotional reaction to the news story they read. In my 
research design, I included one question separating the treatment from the depend-
ent variables: a measure of emotions. I anticipated that the respondent’s emotional 
reaction to the treatment may be more deterministic of their approval of the explicit 
appeal than their cognitive reaction—as was the case in Brader, Valentino, and 
Suhay’s (2008) analysis of the production of anti-immigration sentiment. This ques-
tion measures the potential mediator (feeling threatened) between the treatment and 
the dependent variable. Acceptance of the explicit appeal may depend on respond-
ents becoming threatened, represented in Fig. 2.

Fig. 2  Relationship between treatment and outcome, mediated by emotional reaction to the treatment
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In this model, respondents read the article about changing demographics (the 
treatment) and then some of them become threatened. For the respondents who do 
become threatened, they are more willing to approve of a negative explicit racial 
appeal. This sequence characterizes a mediating relationship. The treatment changes 
the level of threat that a respondent feels (the mediator), which in turn affects their 
evaluation of the explicit appeal (the outcome). I operationalize the mediator, felt 
threat, as the production of negative emotions (anxiety, anger, and worry) because 
this reaction indicates that the respondent is bothered by changing demographics 
in the U.S. Take the production of anxiety, for example, Fig. 3a demonstrates that 
individuals did develop more anxiety in the status threat condition, compared to the 
control. But, within the status threat condition, Fig. 3b and c demonstrate that anxi-
ety was not evenly distributed. People with higher levels of racial resentment and 
Republicans were more likely to become anxious.8 While the status threat treatment 
condition did evoke more anxiety overall, there were individual-level characteristics 
that determined the extent to which individuals developed that anxiety. The distribu-
tions of anger and worry follow a similar pattern to those presented in Fig. 3.

These distributions suggest that there may be a variety of pre-treatment covari-
ates that determine the level of threat that the treatment induces in the respondent. 
In order to get at what happens once a respondent becomes threatened, I rely on a 
mediation model developed by Imai et al. (2011). While mediation has historically 
been difficult to establish (Bullock et al. 2010), the Imai et al. (2011) model allows 
for the unbiased estimation of causal mediation effects with no assumptions about 
the distributional or functional form of the models used.9

I specify sets of mediation models for each emotion measured. I expect that anxi-
ety, worry, and anger (i.e. feeling threatened) will have significant, positive effects 
on approval of the explicit appeal. That is, an increase in anxiety, worry, and anger 
will lead to greater approval of the flyer. I do not expect that any positive emotions 
(i.e. pride, hope, or excitement) will mediate this relationship, as theoretically, feel-
ing threatened should be the mechanism, not feeling good.

The average causal mediation effect (ACME) is the effect of the treatment on the 
dependent variable, due to its effect on the mediator (Imai et al. 2011).10 This sta-
tistic can be interpreted even when there is not a statistically significant total effect 
(Shrout and Bolger 2002; Hayes 2009; Zhao et al. 2010; Rucker et al. 2011; Kenny 
and Judd 2014; O’Rourke and MacKinnon 2015), with attention to sensitivity analy-
ses (Loeys et al. 2015). In the first set of mediation models that I specify with anxi-
ety as the mediator, it is the average effect that the heightened status threat treat-
ment had on evaluations of the racist flyer that is attributable to its influence on the 
respondent’s level of anxiety (one measure of their felt threat).

8 Note that this is not simply a feature of people who are higher in racial resentment or Republicans. In 
the control condition, there were almost no differences in anxiety development. See Online Appendix B.
9 However, it does require the assumption of sequential ignorability—I address this assumption by (1) 
random assignment of treatment and (2) inclusion of potential confounders like racial resentment. See 
Online Appendix B for greater discussion of this assumption, the mediation model, and for sensitivity 
tests.
10 See Online Appendix B for greater discussion of how this statistic is obtained.
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I specify sets of mediation models for each potential emotional reaction to the 
treatment article: anxiety, anger, worry, pride, hope, and excitement. I also specify 
a model for a felt threat scale that combines anxiety, anger, and worry due to their 
strong relationships to one another in this sample ( � = 0.89 ) and following Brader, 
Valentino, and Suhay’s (2008) operationalization of threat. Separate mediation mod-
els are specified for each measure of the respondent’s evaluation of the racist flyer. 
I expect that developing negative emotions after reading the article about demo-
graphic change will lead to more agreement that the flyer makes a fair point, that 
they would vote for the candidate who put the flyer out, and that they agree with 
claims made about African Americans in the flyer—and to less agreement that the 
flyer is offensive or racially insensitive. I also expect that positive emotions (pride, 
hope, and excitement) will have no effect on evaluations of the flyer. The average 
causal mediation effects produced from these mediation models are presented in 
Table 1 and the full mediation models are presented in Online Appendix C.

First, examine the average causal mediation effects attributable to the production 
of negative emotions. When the respondent becomes anxious, angry, or worried, 
they become more willing to agree that the flyer makes a fair point, that they would 
vote for the candidate who put the flyer out, and that they agree with claims made 
about African Americans in the flyer. There are no statistically significant effects 
on being offended by the flyer or believing that it is racially insensitive. Threat 
seems to motivate individuals to agree with the flyer, but not significantly depress 
any backlash to it. As the development of anxiety, anger, and worry are closely 
related in this survey (between the three, � = 0.89 ), it is impossible to disentangle 
effects attributable to one specific emotion with this sample. Nevertheless, there is 

Table 1  Average causal mediation estimates for each dependent variable (approval of explicit appeal), 
with seven different emotional mediators

∗
p < 0.05 , ∗∗p < 0.01 , ∗∗∗p < 0.001 for two tailed test. Estimates reported for average causal mediation 

effects in the treatment (heightened status threat) condition. For the dependent variables, higher val-
ues mean greater agreement with the characteristic described by that variable. For the fair point, agree, 
and vote variables, higher values mean greater acceptance of the racist flyer. Dependent variables for 
fair point, insensitive, and offend 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. Covari-
ates include gender, party identification, ideology, education, income, age, and racial resentment. Sample 
sizes are: anxiety (404), anger (402), worry (404), scale (402), pride (402), hope (403), and excitement 
(403). Full models reported in Online Appendix C

Fair point Vote Offend Insensitive Agree

Negative emotions
   Anxiety 0.16∗∗∗ 0.19∗∗∗  0.01 − 0.06 0.16∗∗

   Anger 0.20∗∗∗ 0.17∗∗  0.01 − 0.07 0.13∗∗

   Worry 0.21∗∗∗ 0.25∗∗∗ -0.01 − 0.06 0.19∗∗

   Felt Threat Scale 0.23∗∗∗ 0.25∗∗∗  0.00 − 0.08 0.20∗∗∗

Positive emotions
   Pride 0.06∗  0.03 0.04 0.01  0.01
   Hope 0.02 − 0.01 0.04 0.02 − 0.02
   Excitement 0.05∗  0.02 0.03 0.00  0.01
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a clear, statistically significant and substantively meaningful effect on approving of 
the explicit appeal when the respondent develops negative emotions after reading an 
article about demographic change.

The difference that results from the development of negative or positive emo-
tions is stark. Models that specify positive emotions as the mediators make it 
clear that it is not simply emotional arousal that leads to agreement with this 
flyer, as they do not replicate effects produced by negative emotions. While there 
are positive and statistically significant effects for saying that the flyer makes a 
fair point in the pride and excitement models, the magnitudes of these effects are 
close to zero (pride = 0.06 and excitement = 0.05), and are tiny in comparison 
to the effects observed for the development of negative emotions (e.g. ranging 
from 0.16 to 0.25). Further, these effects only exist for one of the five dependent 
variables whereas the effects borne out of the development of negative emotions 
consistently pervade all of the models that measure approval of the flyer.

The coefficients on the mediation effects for the models specified with the felt 
threat scale as the mediator are plotted in Fig. 4. These estimates are the differ-
ences between the value of the outcome predicted under the status threat condi-
tion using the level of felt threat predicted under this condition (i.e. higher threat) 
and the value of the outcome predicted under the status threat condition using the 
level of felt threat predicted under the control condition (i.e. lower threat). They 
are the effects of heightened felt threat (i.e. more anxiety, anger, and worry) in 
the treatment condition. Respondents in the status threat treatment condition who 
became anxious, angry, and worried are more likely to say that the flyer made a 
fair point, that they would vote for the candidate who put out the racist flyer, and 
that they agree with the claims made in the flyer about African Americans.

The average causal mediation effects can be interpreted similarly to OLS coef-
ficients. In the status threat treatment condition, a one unit increase in felt threat 
(on a 5-point scale) leads to a 0.23 point increase in agreeing that the flyer made 
a fair point (on a 5-point scale). The same increase in felt threat also led to a 0.25 
increase in willingness to vote for the candidate who put out the racist flyer (on a 
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6-point scale) and a 0.20 increase in agreement with the flyer’s claim that African 
Americans receive too many handouts from the government (on a 7-point scale). 
This is all to say: respondents who become anxious, angry, and worried (who 
feel threatened) after reading about the growing majority–minority population, 
are more approving of the explicit, anti-African American appeal.

Note that the effect on whether or not the respondent agrees with the flyer remains 
even after respondents were asked whether or not they thought 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 these questions, respondents in 
the treatment condition who felt threatened were still willing to agree with the most 
overtly racial dependent variable: they were willing to endorse the stereotype that 
African Americans get too many handouts from the government.

In the heightened status threat condition, respondents who felt threatened were 
more likely to approve of the explicit racial appeal and the politician who made it. 
While this study demonstrates a causal link between feeling threatened and approv-
ing of an explicit racial appeal, the effect sizes themselves are fairly small. Neverthe-
less, this is a conservative test. The “threatening” treatment is tame compared to real 
world media coverage or political rhetoric. This treatment merely reports on chang-
ing demographics in a scientific and straightforward way. Contrast this with media 
narratives that often warn of violence, invasion, and attack (Garber 2020). Further, 
while the treatment in this experiment is fairly mild, the explicit appeal itself is not. 
This flyer is recognizably stereotypical and racist in its direct indictment of African 
Americans—both verbally and visually. Recent works in progress demonstrate that 
people are less willing to accept explicit appeals directed at African Americans than 
at other minority groups (Arora 2019). Thus, approving of this flyer at all is quite a 
hurdle.

Finally, it should be noted that the status threat article induced threat by report-
ing that the minority population was growing and the white population was shrink-
ing. The article did not single out African Americans as the cause of this change. 
If anything, the notion of “majority minority” often evokes the Latinx community 
and growing immigrant populations. Nevertheless, whites who felt threatened by 
this story were more likely to approve of a racist flyer specifically directed at Afri-
can Americans—a group that is not stereotypically associated with demographic 
change. This is in line with findings from Craig and Richeson (2014a) who dem-
onstrate that increased status threat leads to increased racial animosity against all 
minority groups, not solely the group who is purportedly posing the threat.

Subgroup Analyses

To investigate whether some white respondents are more sensitive to this particu-
lar form of status threat, demographic change, the analyses were repeated for two 
sets of subgroups: by partisanship, and by racial resentment level. Mediation mod-
els are specified using the felt threat mediator (scale of anxiety, anger, and worry) 
and are presented in Online Appendix C.10. Indeed, subgroup differences do appear. 
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Republicans (and those who lean Republican) who become threatened after reading 
about demographic change are more likely to state that the explicit appeal made a 
fair point ( � = 0.30 , p = 0.00 ), that they would vote for the politician who put out 
the advertisement ( � = 0.35 , p = 0.00 ), and that they agree with the claims made 
about African Americans ( � = 0.23 , p = 0.05 ). There are no significant results for 
Democratic respondents.

This could mean that white Democrats are simply less likely to experience (or 
express) racial status threat—but it could also mean that this specific form of sta-
tus threat (demographic change) is not one that is particularly bothersome to white 
Democrats. Perhaps increasing demographic change makes white Democrats think 
about increasing electoral victories, as racial minorities tend to vote in higher mar-
gins for the Democratic Party. This would not mean that white Democrats could 
never experience racial status threat—but instead, that this particular operationali-
zation of racial status threat is not threatening to them. Future work should exam-
ine partisan-specific forms of racial threat to better understand the conditions under 
which white Democrats do feel threatened, and the consequences of that felt threat.

Similarly, there are no significant results for whites with lower racial resentment 
scores (below 0.42 on a 0-1 scale, N = 117). However, respondents in the medium 
resentment (above 0.42 but below 0.70; N = 139) category who become threatened 
after reading the article about demographic change are more likely to say that the 
flyer makes a fair point ( � = 0.23 , p = 0.01 ), that they would vote for the candidate 
who put out the flyer ( � = 0.29 , p = 0.00 ), and that they agree with claims made 
about African Americans in the flyer ( � = 0.20 , p = 0.03 ). The magnitude only 
grows for respondents with higher levels of racial resentment (greater than or equal 
to 0.70; N = 146 ). Respondents in the higher resentment category who become 
threatened after reading the article about demographic change are more likely to say 
that the flyer makes a fair point ( � = 0.32 , p = 0.01 ), that they would vote for the 
candidate who put out the flyer ( � = 0.39 , p = 0.01 ), and that they agree with claims 
made about African Americans in the flyer ( � = 0.39 , p = 0.05).

This makes sense, as white respondents with higher levels of resentment are 
likely most bothered by the notion that their racial group will soon be displaced as 
the majority. Again, this could mean that whites with lower levels of racial resent-
ment do not experience racial threat. However, a more likely explanation may be 
that those particular whites are not sensitive to demographic change as a threat. In 
the future, work should examine the way that different forms of racial threat could 
elicit reactions among whites with lower levels of racial resentment.
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Limitations

This study finds that the development of anxiety, anger, and worry after exposure to a 
racial status threat leads whites to approve of an explicit racial appeal. In this sample 
and with this measure of emotions,11 the high degree of correlation between anger, 
anxiety, and worry12 prevents disentangling effects that may be due specifically to 
anxiety, say, as opposed to anger—which are distinct emotions that are known to have 
politically disparate effects (Best and Krueger 2011; Valentino et al. 2011; Albertson 
and Gadarian 2015; Phoenix 2019). Future work could start to uncover when threat 
cues distinct emotions, and the consequences on accepting explicit appeals that these 
emotions may have. Here, I am only able to point to a broad range of felt threat (anxi-
ety, anger, and worry) that produces support for derogations of racial minorities.

Further, this study tackles when whites approve of explicit appeals and does not 
speak to their approval of implicit appeals, as the recent shift has been in whites’ 
increased tolerance for explicit appeals. Understanding when whites accept explicit 
appeals is a harder test, as whites who approve of explicit appeals would almost 
certainly approve of subtler, more discrete, implicit appeals. However, it could be 
fruitful to measure the likely more pronounced effects that felt threat would have on 
accepting subtler, implicit appeals. This study presumably underestimates the role of 
felt threat in producing support for racist rhetoric and the politicians who disparage 
racial minorities, compared to what is witnessed in U.S. politics today.

Finally, the findings presented in the body of this manuscript center on one sam-
ple. However, another survey experiment fielded in the summer of 2019, presented 
in Online Appendix H, replicates these results, finding that the development of nega-
tive emotions after reading an article about the cultural implications of the changing 
demographics of the U.S. leads to an increased approval of a similar explicit racial 
appeal. This second experiment has some shortfalls in design (e.g. not a two wave 
study) and implementation (e.g. group imbalances). Nevertheless, the results from 
this second experiment suggest that the findings presented in the body of this manu-
script are not confined to one sample. Further, both of these experiments corroborate 
findings from a 2016 ANES analysis demonstrating that there is an observational link 
between felt threat and approval of potentially offensive language (see Online Appen-
dix G). This ANES analysis lends external validity to the study presented here.

Discussion

The prevalence and effectiveness of explicit racial rhetoric ebbs and flows; appeals 
seem to be tolerated at some moments more than others. This study tests one causal 
mechanism by which whites come to tolerate a negative, explicit racial appeal: 

11 Regression-based mediation models similarly reveal significant effects at various times for anxiety, 
anger, and worry. See Online Appendix C.9 for more detail, and supplemental analyses of subgroup anal-
yses in Online Appendix C.10.
12 Anxiety and anger correlate at 0.70; anxiety and worry correlate at 0.78; and anger and worry cor-
relate at 0.74.
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status threat. When whites feel threatened, they are more likely to approve of rac-
ist language disparaging African Americans—and they are more willing to vote for 
a politician who uses such language. The key dependent variables in this study are 
evaluations of an explicitly racist flyer—it is a high bar for whites to accept these 
claims, and troubling that they come to.

It bears emphasis that the article that threatened white respondents in this study 
reported accurate statistics and paralleled real news coverage. The experiment is 
naturalistic in the sense that white Americans really are being exposed to these mes-
sages. The U.S. population is becoming less white, rapidly. To many whites, this fact 
represents a status threat and when they are reminded of their impending minority 
status, they retaliate against racial minorities. One important caveat that this study 
makes clear is that some whites experience demographic change as a racial status 
threat to a greater degree than others. Future work should examine the particular 
forms of racial status threat that do bother white Democrats and whites with lower 
racial resentment to better understand the implications of racial status threat for all 
whites.

When George Allen’s 2006 campaign suffered for his racist comment, this threat 
likely felt further away and less pressing to many whites. Thirteen years later—with 
the election of the first Black president (Kaiser et  al. 2009; Valentino and Brader 
2011; Effron et al. 2009), economic stagnation (Knowles and Peng 2005), and soon-
to-be demographic minority status (Knowles and Peng 2005; Jardina 2019)—sta-
tus threat is now a salient concern for many more whites. Indeed, the experimental 
manipulation in this study demonstrates that any mention of demographic change 
appears to cue some degree of felt threat among whites. This may indicate that 
whites are particularly sensitive to demographic threat, even when it is presented as 
mild and far off, in our current moment.

Explicit racial rhetoric in contemporary politics is not confined to the United 
States. Across the world, overt, negative references to racial and identity minori-
ties by politicians appear to be increasing. Jair Bolsonaro, the man elected as Presi-
dent of Brazil in 2018, has referred to black activists as “animals” (Forrest 2018) 
and the leader of Hungary’s conservative party has characterized refugees as “Mus-
lim invaders” (Pearson 2018). In the U.S., the frequency of overt racial references 
has been steadily increasing since the election of the first Black president, Barack 
Obama (Valentino et al. 2018b).

This change in the acceptability of explicit rhetoric is concerning. Not only can 
racist language—whether it is implicit or explicit—be harmful to members of the 
groups that it stigmatizes on a discursive level (Matsuda 1989; Lawrence 1990), 
there is also a connection between racist language and racist action, like hate crimes 
(Edwards and Rushin 2018; Müller and Schwarz 2018), and between racism and 
concrete outcomes in realms like health and education (Paradies 2006; Marx 2006). 
An increase in racist language, which is at least partially due to whites’ increased 
willingness to approve of it, hurts members of the groups that it stigmatizes.

This study makes clear that one causal mechanism behind whites’ increased 
acceptance of explicit racial appeals is 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 
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rejection) of explicit racial language. Successful social movements, like the Civil 
Rights Movement, for example, are mechanisms by which the norm of racial equal-
ity is strengthened, which leads whites to reject negative, explicit rhetoric. From this 
analysis, it is clear that racial status threat is one piece of the puzzle, but there is still 
much more to investigate.

Supplementary Information The online version containssupplementary material available at https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1007/ s11109- 021- 09688-9.
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