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ABSTRACT:  American politicians frequently evoke race in their messages to the public. This 

continues to be true even when politicians and candidates often pay a price for racial rhetoric and 

messaging. We propose that elites continue to use messages about race because they can mitigate 

the costs of doing so with another rhetorical tool - a racial denial, or denial of racial intent or 

motivation. Integrating literatures on elite rhetorical tactics and counterframing, we predict that 

when denials and implicit racial messages are combined, elites can mobilize the support for 

racially resentful Whites without alienating others. Using a survey experiment conducted with 

White Americans (N=1,800), we find that racial denials operate as we expect, and we find no 

evidence that politicians receive penalties for these racial denials. With a second survey 

experiment conducted in a very different racial environment, we compare racial denials to other 

rhetorical tactics and consider how Nonwhite Americans respond to these strategies. We discuss 

these results for the larger literature on racial messaging and elite manipulation more generally. 

 

Keywords: racial messages, implicit appeals, experiment 

Draft only - please do not cite or circulate without the authors’ explicit permission  

1 

mailto:andrewthompson2020@u.northwestern.edu


 

Race is an enduring and crucial division in American society, so much so that some suggest it is 

impossible to understand the United States and American politics without incorporating race 

(e.g., King and Smith 2008; 2014; Cramer 2020). In recent years, race and racial identity have 

become even more prominent as demographics and political circumstances have changed (see 

Craig and Richeson 2014; Abrajano and Hajnal 2015; Frey 2015; Jardina 2019). Further, 

majorities of Americans perceive race relations as generally bad, getting worse, and exacerbated 

by current political leaders (Horowitz, Brown, and Cox 2019).  

Given the centrality and salience of race in America, it is unsurprising that many 

American political elites employ racialized messages as they campaign and govern. Consider 

Nixon’s Southern Strategy in the 1960s and 70s or the infamous 1988 Willie Horton ad -- both 

historical examples of racialized messaging for strategic political purposes. These tactics are not 

confined to the past. During the 2008 presidential primaries, then Senator Hillary Clinton came 

under fire for implying that it was a White president (Lyndon B. Johnson) rather than Dr. Martin 

Luther King who effected crucial civil rights reform in the 1960s (Smith 2008). In the 2018 

Florida governor’s race, candidate Ron DeSantis urged voters not to ‘not monkey [the election] 

up’ by electing the state’s first African American governor. President Trump has repeatedly used 

platforms like Twitter to describe nonwhite Democrats in Congress as un-American and 

predominantly black areas as “disgusting, rat and rodent infested” and “very dangerous & 

filthy.”  

Candidates, campaigns, and elected officials rely on these racialized messages 

presumably because they will shore up support among segments of the American public, most 

especially Whites who have more negative views toward racial minorities. However, these kinds 
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of messages are not also without costs. White Americans increasingly recognize racial 

components of indirect messages about race (Reny et al 2019), feel race relations are bad in the 

United States (Younis 2019), blame elite actors for interracial conflict (Horowitz, Brown, and 

Cox 2019), and make up a decreasing portion of the electorate (United States Elections Project 

2018). Further, the accusations that follow racialized messages can polarize the public in ways 

that are just as likely to hurt politicians as help them (Banks and Hicks 2019). As an example, 

consider Steven King of Iowa, who served in the U.S. House of Representatives for nearly two 

decades. Despite his long tenure and history of veiled references to race, support for King eroded 

as he made several statements questioning why it was offensive to use the terms “White 

nationalist” and “White supremacist.” His ultimate censure by the U.S. House (including his own 

party) and defeat in the 2020 Republican primaries serve as a warning to others of the costs of 

going too far in making appeals to the racialized views of American Whites. 

Despite these potential costs, examples of racialized appeals abound in the United States. 

How are elites still able to use these messages to boost their support among some parts of the 

White public without incurring a backlash from others? Put simply, why is this still going on? 

We propose that politicians, parties, and elected officials are still able to reap the benefits 

of racialized messages while avoiding potential costs by combining such statements with racial 

denials - or direct refutations of accusations of racism or racial intent. This rhetorical strategy 

provides elites with several instrumental benefits, most notably more engagement from their 

racially resentful White constituents without a penalty from other White voters. We integrate 

literatures on racial messaging, elite rhetorical tactics, and counterframing to predict the 

consequences of racial denials and predict that when denials and implicit racial messages are 

3 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?KEF2FV
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?KEF2FV


 

combined, elites can mobilize the support for racially resentful Whites without alienating others. 

Using a large-scale survey experiment conducted with White Americans (N=1,800), we evaluate 

our theory, and find that racial denials operate as we expect. Further, we find no evidence that 

politicians receive any kind of penalties for these denials, further suggesting the attractiveness of 

these appeals to elite actors. ADD SOMETHING HERE ABOUT STUDY 2 AND WHAT 

THAT ADDS. We discuss these results for the larger literature on racial messaging and elite 

manipulation more generally. 

Racial Messaging in the United States 

Politicians can use a variety of messages to contact their constituents and try to sway potential 

supporters. For example, elites might reference the stakes of the election, appeal to patriotism, or 

provide damaging information about their opponents. Politicians and elected officials frequently 

use controversial and divisive appeals to shore up support with their base and win over 

persuadable voters (Hillygus and Shields 2008; Jeong et al 2011; Newman, Shah, and 

Collingwood 2018). One prominent, divisive appeal focuses on evoking racial animus. Scholars 

have shown that this type of messaging can alter voters’ attitudes and can even mobilize citizens, 

but only when used in particular ways. While there has been considerable interest in racial 

messages for many years (e.g., Entman 1990), one of the major leaps forward came with the 

theories proposed by Mendelberg (2001). 

In her book, Mendelberg (2001) provides a robust theory of racial messaging, which she 

calls the Implicit-Explicit (IE) model. She argues that one important way to understand the effect 

of elite’s messages about race is to consider if a message activates racial attitudes in the minds of 

White Americans and how much a racial message contradicts racial norms of egalitarianism. 
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From this point of view, racial messages can be categorized into two broad types: explicit and 

implicit messages. The underlying racial content within both of these messages is similar, but 

each intersects with racial norms differently. Explicit racial messages directly call to racial 

groups and openly express racialized sentiments and stereotypes. According to the IE model, 

these types of messages arouse White people’s existing attitudes about race but simultaneously 

arouse concerns about appearing racist because the racial content of the message is so obvious 

and undeniable. As a result, Whites may censor their reactions to these statements. and the 

influence of racial attitudes is damped by this type of message. 

The other type of message, which Mendleberg calls implicit messages, uses an indirect 

reference to a racial group to express racialized sentiments or stereotypical views. Such messages 

may not directly call out racial groups (such as “Blacks” or “Latinos”) but may use coded words 

highly associated with racial groups (like “urban” or “immigrants”).  Importantly, these 

statements are ambiguous and could be about something other than race - such as poverty, crime, 

or urban blight. Given their surface-level ambiguity, these implicit statements arouse Whites’ 

racial attitudes without directly violating the norm of racial equality because they allow Whites 

to deny the racial interpretation of the message. As a result, White people do not restrain their 

racial attitudes in response to these messages or experience any internal conflict, and these 

activated racial beliefs go on to shape political and interpersonal opinions and behavior. 

Following Mendelberg’s original articulation of this theory, a well-established literature 

finds evidence for how various implicit racial statements activate racial attitudes and therefore 

shape support for specific policies (e.g., Valentino, Hutchings, and White 2002, Hurwitz and 

Peffley 2005, White 2007, Hutchings and Jardina 2009). More recent studies, however, have 
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failed to find support for the IE model and raise a number of questions about the benefits elites 

might gain from these tactics. One set of experiments found that, in the current American 

context, Whites’ racial attitudes are already chronically active and are not further activated by 

either implicit or explicit racial messages (Valentino, Neuner, and Vandenbroek 2018). Another 

group of research concludes that the failure of implicit messages to further activate racial 

attitudes is due, in part, to the ability of American Whites to recognize the racial content in these 

less direct statements about African Americans (Reny, Valenzuela, and Collingwood 2019). 

Other studies find that calling out these messaging tactics as racially motivated can sometimes 

neutralize their effects (Tokeshi and Mendelberg 2015) and polarize the electorate between 

racially progressive and resentful Whites (Banks and Hicks 2019). As a whole, then, this 

research raises serious questions about the strategic benefits elites gain from racialized messages.  

However, many political elites (as illustrated in the examples throughout this paper) 

continue to use racialized appeals. Why? Is this because elites do not recognize the costs pointed 

out by academics or because they know something researchers do not? Combining established 

ideas on racialized messages with new insights about elite tactics, we propose that elites use 

racialized appeals because, when they are combined with racial denials, such statements 

mobilize their core racial base while also avoiding a decrease  in support from all other White 

voters. 

Racial denials 

To understand these questions, we turn to the larger literature on elite rhetorical tactics. When 

confronted with scandals and unpopular records, elites can often avoid a backlash by issuing 

justifications for their behavior or rebuttals of their critics. However, successfully using these 
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tactics is not a guaranteed win; rebuttals, for example, can have a mix of effects on the public 

(Jerit 2009; Weeks 2015) and the success for justifying controversial behavior depends on the 

specific reasons elites give for their actions (McGraw 1990; McGraw 1998). When these 

responses focus on larger social norms and are tailored to the audiences’ preferences, they can be 

successful at sidestepping controversy and shoring up support among loyal followers (McGraw 

1991; Grose et al 2015) 

We focus on a specific kind of elite tactic in the face of controversy - a racial denial. As 

noted earlier, racial denials are statements that directly refute or dismiss accusations of racial 

intent or implications. When faced with accusations of racially insensitive implicit messages, 

many politicians respond by directly denying that their statement was about race or that they 

intended racial animus in their messaging. For example, in response to accusations of using racist 

tropes of African Americans in his “monkey this up” statement, Ron DeSantis’s campaign 

manager emphatically denied any racial undertones of that statement: “Ron DeSantis was 

obviously talking about Florida not making the wrong decision to embrace the socialist policies 

that Andrew Gillum espouses. To characterize it as anything else is absurd” (Jacobs 2018). When 

President Trump was criticized as racist for his tweets about the city of Baltimore, his chief of 

staff flatly denied those accusations, stating “[this] has absolutely zero to do with race” (Miller 

and Yen 2019).  

When elites deny the racialized content of their messages, they provide supporters with a 

nonracial reason to justify (to themselves and others) support for racialized policies. When 

people can turn to these nonracial justifications, they are less prone to consciously counteract 

their racial attitudes (e.g., Mendelberg 2001). Further, these messages signal support for the 
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larger norm of racial egalitarianism - a denial of racism is an indirect endorsement of the idea 

that one should not be a racist. Racial denials can also work to control the framing of a proposal 

or politician: rather than shifting the discussion to accusations of racism or prejudice, the racial 

denial brings the conversation back to the original message and messenger. Under these 

conditions, elites can evade accusations of racial intent and bolster their support among their 

most racially resentful constituencies. 

Presumably, this kind of racial denial is a popular strategy because it is effective, but 

scholars of racial messaging have not evaluated this point. General research on framing suggests 

that counterframes, if they are stronger or more persuasive, can undermine the effects of earlier 

messages (Chong and Druckman 2007), but this literature has not considered implicit and 

explicit racial communications. Some research within the IE paradigm finds that calling out 

racism in other elites’ messages can mitigate the consequences of those statements (Tokeshi and 

Mendelberg 2015; Banks and Hicks 2019); yet no work to date considers how subsequent racial 

denials by elites influence the effectiveness of their own messages.  

Hypotheses 

We derive a number of specific hypotheses and expectations about the ways elites can use 

denials combined with racial messages to shore up support among their base. These predictions 

are premised on the idea that when political figures make racial appeals in the United States they 

want to activate the attitudes of the racially resentful Whites in their constituency without 

incurring a corresponding backlash among other Whites. Particularly, we focus on the effects of 

denials on Whites who are most racially resentful, what we refer to here as the race base . 
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In general, denials offer a counterframe to critical interpretations of racial messages, 

providing an alternative, nonracial way of viewing the original, racialized statement. This kind of 

framing alters the considerations individuals use about a given politician and policy proposal. 

The goal of the denial is to shift the evaluation of the politician or policy away from racial 

considerations. The effectiveness of this tactic, then, depends on the strength of the 

counterframing and how applicable - or compelling and relevant - that counterargument is 

(Chong and Druckman 2007). These ideas from framing theory complement some of 

foundational ideas from work on implicit and explicit messaging. From a framing perspective , 

racial denials should activate Whites’ racial attitudes because they allow Whites to support 

racialized statements without worrying about violating norms of racial equality(see Mendelberg 

2001, 120). We expect that the strength of the racial denial depends on the attributes of the 

original message and those who hear it: more specifically, the type of the original racialized 

message and the pre-existing racial attitudes of the recipients. 

Table 1 summarizes our expectations for the effects of racial denials. For those low in 

racial resentment, the racial denial will have little effect regardless of the directness of the racial 

message (H1). In the current environment, Whites recognize the racial content of implicit and 

explicit messages (Reny et al 2019), and Whites low in racial resentment are especially 

responsive to claims about racism and racialized messaging (Banks and Hicks 2019). Further, 

this group of Whites will find the denial less persuasive and applicable as they are not motivated 

to find ways to support racialized proposals and statements. 

A racial denial should not be an effective counterframe when combined with explicitly 

racial messages. Here, the obvious racial content of the statement is at odds with the racial denial 
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itself. Under those conditions, the racial denials will not provide a plausible nonracial 

interpretation of the message and will act as a much weaker counterframe (H2). 

Existing studies of racial resentment and racial messaging focus on only those at the ends 

of the distribution, or those low and high in racial resentment (c.f., Reny et al 2019). We 

anticipate that Whites with moderate levels of racial resentment would behave differently from 

those at the low and high end of this spectrum. Whites with moderate levels of racial resentment 

possess a combination of different racial views and are likely cross-pressured and more 

ambivalent by these conflicting beliefs. This internal state of ambivalence and pressure should 

generally create a more mixed response to racial denials but only when they are combined with 

implicit racial messages (H3).  

Table 1: Hypothesized effects of racial denials 

 Directness of the racial message 

Whites’ racial attitudes Implicit racial message Explicit racial message 

Low racial resentment No effect (H1)  
No effect (H2) 

Moderate racial resentment Mixed reaction (H3) 

High racial resentment Increased support  (H4) 

 

Combined with implicit racial messages, the racial denial should produce something quite 

different among racially resentful Whites. When this occurs, the persuasiveness, applicability, 

and deniability of the racial denial is increased - the original racialized message is superficially 

nonracial and the denial further bolsters this interpretation. This presents the race base with a 

reason to support a racialized policy without fear of appearing racist to themselves or to others. 
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As such, racial denials should bolster support for the policy associated with and source of 

implicit racial messages (H4). 

 

Study 1 Experimental Design 

To evaluate our hypotheses in the previous section, we conducted an online survey experiment in 

September of 2019 (N=1,800). The survey, or Study 1, was hosted through Lucid, a platform for 

conducting online experimental and survey research. Lucid has been reliably used to conduct 

survey experiments by political scientists as a way to use cost-effective samples while avoiding 

some of the issues present in other platforms like Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (see Coppock and 

McClellan 2019). Table 2 displays the demographic attributes of our sample, which was 

designed to closely mirror the population of non-Hispanic whites in the United States. 

We rely on a sample of non-Hispanic Whites in this experiment for several reasons. First 

and foremost, the original perspective we use on racial messaging were designed with White 

Americans in mind (Mendelberg 2001, 7). According to the IE theory we build on, for example, 

it is the simultaneous  racial resentment of African Americans and desire to conform to norms of 

racial egalitarianism among White Americans that caused different reactions to implicit and 

explicit messages. Second, the vast majority of research on racial messaging focuses on this 

racial and ethnic group due to their place in the racial hierarchy in the United States and their 

different reactions to implicit and explicit messages (Mendelberg 2001; Valentino, Hutchings, 

and White 2002; Hutchings, Walton, and Benjamin 2010). In addition, the limited work that has 

explored reactions to these messages among other racial and ethnic groups has found that racial 

messaging does not operate among Nonwhites as it does among Whites (White 2007); 
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researchers should, then, consider specific racial groups separately rather than assuming the 

effects from racial messaging are uniform across these parts of the American public. 

From a strategic perspective, Whites remain electorally important to political elites and 

are frequently the target of their messaging. White typically turnout to vote more than other 

racial and ethnic groups - with the exception of the 2008 and 2012 elections, Whites voted at 

higher rates than Blacks, Hispanics, and other racial groups.  These trends mean that 1

non-Hispanic Whites make up nearly three-quarters of the electorate in national elections (United 

States Elections Project 2018). Data from the U.S. Census indicate that in 2018, only 5 states 

(Nevada, Texas, New Mexico, California, and Hawaii) and the District of Columbia are not 

majority white (Kaiser Family Health Foundation 2018). As such, Whites remain an important 

part of the electorate across the United States, and it is challenging, if not impossible, to win 

national and state elections without a substantial level of support from Whites.   2

Table 2: Study 1 sample demographics 

 Percent of the sample 
Female 56.9 
Male 43.1 
Republican (includes leaners) 39.5 
Independent 19.9 
Democrat (includes leaners) 35.7 
Household income: Less than $50,000 59.5 
Household income: $50,000 to $99,999 28.5 
Household income: $100,000 to $149,999 7.9 
Household income: $150,000 or more 3.3 
Urban 22.4 

1 Even in 2008 and 2012, Blacks (the highest turnout group) and Whites voted at nearly identical rates. See 
http://www.electproject.org/home/voter-turnout/demographics.  
2 Even Barack Obama, arguably the candidate with one of the most diverse electoral coalitions, won 43 percent of 
the White vote in 2008. See https://www.politico.com/story/2008/11/exit-polls-how-obama-won-015297. 
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Suburban 39.2 
Small town or rural 22.1 
Average age 44.5 
Average number of days watching the news (0-7) 4.8 
Average number of days talking about politics (0-7) 2.5 
Average score on racial resentment index (1-7) 4.2 

. The experiment uses a design similar to many studies of racial messages. First, 

respondents were asked a series of pre-treatment attitude questions – that include perceptions of 

various groups and demographic questions (see section 1 of the Online Appendix for all 

pretreatment items). We include measures of racial attitudes and a subsequent set of nonracial 

items to limit priming race prior to the treatment.   3

Following these questions, all individuals were assigned to one of six vignettes which 

connect to the earlier discussion about racial denials. In each condition, respondents were told 

they would be asked to read an article about a recent statement by the mayor of a local town – 

they were not provided with the name of the town to prevent priming area-specific attitudes. In 

addition, the ideology and partisanship of the mayor are not described in the vignettes in order to 

focus on the racial, rather than partisan, considerations in respondents’ minds.  Each article 4

mimics the structure and style of major news sources to add realism to the experimental stimuli. 

In all six cases, the mayor makes a policy proposal to address a pressing issue in his suburban 

town created by demographic change of some kind; the specific policy proposal and justification 

for that proposal varies between the control and treatment conditions. In the control conditions, 

3 Other research has found that including the kinds of racial questions we use does not prime subjects in a way that 
interferes with treatment effects (Valentino et al 2018). As a result, we include these racial items prior to the 
treatment to faithfully replicate other work and to avoid introducing bias into our causal estimates (Montgomery, 
Nyhan, and Torres 2018). 
4 This is not to imply that considering the combination of partisan and racial considerations is not interesting, 
important, or without precedent in political science research; instead, it is outside of the scope of this project. 
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subjects read about budget troubles caused by population growth in a suburban town and calls 

from the mayor to get spending under control (see Figure 1, C1). In the treatment conditions, the 

vignette instead depicts a town facing increased concerns about crime due to population 

increases from nearby cities -- this proposal is the same for both implicit and explicit conditions. 

The mayor of the town is quoted asserting that crime has grown out of control and calls for 

heavier law enforcement and tough-on-crime policies in order to mitigate this crime. We 

emphasize the issue of crime in these conditions because of its repeated use in racialized 

messaging and its frequent connection to Black communities in the media and broader American 

culture (Mendelberg 2001; Gilens 2000; Reny, Valenzuela, and Collingwood 2019). 

Two elements of the vignettes vary in the treatment conditions -- the type of racial 

message and the presence of a racial denial. In addition, we include a racial denial version of the 

control group for comparison purposes. This creates six different vignettes to evaluate our four 

hypotheses, as shown in Table 3. 

Table 3: Study 1 treatment conditions 

 Explicit Implicit Control 

Racial 
denial 

C1: Explicit with racial 
denial 

C3: Implicit with racial 
denial 

C5: Control with racial 
denial 

No racial 
denial 

C2: Explicit w/o racial 
denial 

C4: Implicit w/o racial 
denial 

C6: Control w/o racial 
denial 

 

The first element of our treatments is the type of message. The implicit/explicit 

treatments vary only the reference to race in the news stories. In the explicit conditions, the 

mayor references the racial group overtly – e.g., “predominantly black areas.” In the implicit 

conditions, the mayor alludes to the racial group through stereotypical language – e.g., “poor, 
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urban neighborhoods.” In both implicit and explicit conditions, an image of a neighborhood with 

a black individual is shown at the end of the text of the story. This language, choice of terms, and 

set up matches existing studies of racial messages (e.g., Valentino, Hutchings, and White 2002; 

White 2007; Valentino, Neuner, and Vandenbroek 2018). See Figure 1 for examples of the 

explicit and implicit treatments used in the experiment. 

We focus on racial messages about Blacks for reasons similar to our earlier justification 

of our non-Hispanic white sample. First, Black-White race relations are some of the most 

prominent and divisive in American politics. For example, in 2018, only 51 percent of 

Americans (and 54 percent of Whites) believed that relations between whites and blacks were 

“good” (Younis 2019). Whites and Blacks perceive dramatic differences with respect to racial 

discirmination and experiences with politics, criminal justice, and law enforcement (Newport 

2020). Second, the vast majority of the work in political science on racialized messaging has 

considered racial messages about blacks (c.f., Reny et al 2019). In her original formulation of the 

IE theory of racial messaging, for example, Mendelberg intentionally emphasizes racial 

statements about Blacks due to their prominence in politics at the time she developed the IE 

model and the place of Blacks in the racial hierarchy of the United States (Mendelberg 2001).   5

  

5 This is a point brought up by a few others studying the IE paradigm and is an important way to expand the existing 
work on racial messaging (see Mendelberg 2001, Reny, Valenzuela, and Collingwood 2019) 
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Figure 1: Study 1 treatment examples 

C1: Control (no racial denial)            C2: Explicit (no racial denial)          C3: Implicit (with racial denial) 

The second element of our treatments is the racial denial. Respondents within the racial 

denial treatment groups read an additional statement in which the mayor is criticized as racist 

and the mayor denies that race motivates his policy proposals. This includes statements from the 

mayor like “Let’s not play the race card” and “this crisis is only about one thing: out-of-control 

crime.” These phrases are modeled after real political messages where political figures 

de-emphasize the role of race in solving policy problems. See Figure 1, C3 for an example of a 

racial denial treatment. 

After reading their assigned vignette, all participants then completed post-treatment 

measures about their policy attitudes and impressions of the mayor. More specifically, they were 
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asked “On a scale from strongly disapprove to strongly approve, how much do you disapprove or 

approve of the measures proposed by Mayor Dalton McKenzie?”  and “How racially insensitive 6

was the proposed plan by Mayor McKenzie?”  Both items were modeled after statements used 7

by other studies of racial messaging (e.g., Valentino, Neuner, and Vandenbroek 2018). 

Respondents were then debriefed about the treatment conditions and the overall purpose of the 

experiment. The full question wordings for all of these items can be found in section 1 of the 

Online Appendix. 

Study 1 Analysis and Results 

We rely on analyses that incorporate respondents’ pre-existing attitudes about race, specifically 

in the domain of racial resentment, to test our hypotheses (see Table 1). In doing so, we use the 

technique recommended by Hainmueller, Mummolo and Xu to consider those low, medium, and 

high in racial resentment and avoid common problems with moderation analyses (2016).  Often, 8

traditional tests of interactions involve regression models where one variable is multiplied by 

another. However, this relies on two assumptions: (1) that there is sufficient statistical power 

across the range of the moderator to produce reliable estimates and (2) that the interaction is a 

linear one across the moderator. In the context of racial attitudes, this translates to assuming a 

substantial number of respondents give responses at each point in the measure of racial attitudes 

and that the effect of these beliefs does not move in nonlinear ways (for example, a positive 

effect only for those very high in racial resentment and a zero effect for everyone else). In the 

case of White racial attitudes these assumptions are not met, and as a result standard interaction 

6 Response options were “strongly disapprove”, “disapprove”, “somewhat disapprove”, “neither disapprove nor 
approve”, “somewhat approve”, “approve”, and “strongly approve” 
7 Answer choices were “not insensitive at all”, “a little insensitive”, “somewhat insensitive”, “insensitive”, and “very 
insensitive”. 
8 We implemented these procedures in R with the interflex package created by Hainmueller, Mummolo, and Xu. 

17 



 

regression models are not as reliable. Given the central role of interactions in evaluating our four 

hypotheses, we rely on the method developed by Hainmueller, Mummolo, and Xu, which creates 

terciles of respondents based on our racial resentment moderator  and then estimates treatment 

effects nonlinearly for each tericle.  This effectively creates bins for low, medium, and high 9

levels of racial resentment, thereby allowing us to make inferences about the moderated effects 

of the treatment across these three levels. In the analyses that follow, low racial resentment 

indicates respondents in the bottom third of the racial resentment distribution, medium in the 

middle third, and high the top third. See the section 2 of the Online Appendix (Figure A.1) for 

more details about the importance of this choice and comparisons of our results here to more 

traditional, linear interactions. 

To consider the effects of these messages and racial denials, we analyze how racial 

messages affect how people think about the policy proposal the mayor puts forth and the 

perceived level of insensitivity of his racial statement. We find stark differences in response to 

the racial denials that are combined with the implicit and explicit treatments. In the figures that 

follow, we use the Hainmueller, Mummolo, and Xu technique to analyze interactions and plot 

the results according to the low, medium, and high groups. We start with the estimated effect of 

racial denials on approval for the mayor’s proposal, which can be seen in Figure 2. The 

quantities plotted in this figure represent comparisons between the racial denial and no racial 

denial treatments for implicit and explicit messages, as indicated in the legend, with 

accompanying error bars.  

9 Notably, one recent study of the IE paradigm also uses this technique (Reny, Valenzuela, and Collingwood 2019); 
all others use traditional, linear interaction terms. This method uses a specific kind of regression with interaction 
terms, as described by the creators of the technique (Hainmueller, Mummolo, and Xu 2016). 
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Importantly, we find that the implicit + racial denial condition causes a higher level of 

support for the mayor’s proposal among whites medium and high in racial resentment.  As we 10

expected in our fourth hypothesis, this pattern across levels of racial resentment shows that the 

racial denial is effective in garnering support from the race base when it is paired with an 

implicit message. Among Whites low in racial resentment, the denial does not provide a boost in 

support nor does it decrease support, confirming hypothesis 1. Within the same group of Whites, 

we do not find differences between the explicit and explicit + racial denial conditions which 

again confirms H1. Moreover, we do not find differences between explicit and explicit + racial 

denial conditions for any level of racial resentment, supporting H2. This suggests that denials do 

not provide an effective counterframe when combined with explicit messages, indicating limits 

on when elites can use racial denials to their advantage. Racial denials cannot effectively be used 

on explicit messages because the racial content of these messages is overt, or as some might say, 

undeniable.  

  

10 This boost in support is higher than for those low in racial resentment (p = 0.07 compared to medium and p=0.05 
for high) 
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Figure 2: Study 1 policy approval 

 

Next, we analyze the effect of racial denials on perceptions of insensitivity in the mayor’s 

proposal. Figure 3 presents these results. Again, this graph shows the effect of adding the racial 

denial to the racial statement for those with different levels of racial resentment, along with the 

corresponding error bars. 

For implicit messages, the racial denials again lead to a boost in support for the mayor 

and his message. Among those high in racial resentment, the racial denial decreases perceptions 

that the mayor’s proposal is insensitive; this is not the case for those low or medium in racial 

resentment (p = 0.022 and 0.003 for comparisons of the effect of the denial between the high and 
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low and high and medium levels of racial resentment). In this case, we do not observe an effect 

from the denial for those with low and medium levels of racial resentment.  Comparing this 11

pattern to the results on policy approval suggests support for our prediction of more mixed 

responses by those with medium levels of racial resentment, a point future research should 

consider and explain in more detail. 

We again fail to see signs of increased support for the mayor when the racial denial is 

added to the explicit message.  Those low and high in racial resentment do not shift their 

evaluations of insensitivity when presented with a racial denial; these two groups are also not 

statistically different from each other (p = 0.19). Interestingly, those with medium levels of racial 

resentment do seem to consider the explicit message to be less insensitive when it is combined 

with a racial denial, although this is significant only when compared to the low and not high 

levels of racial resentment (p = 0.056 and 0.55 respectively). 

  

11 Comparisons of the effects of the denials for those low and medium in racial resentment are statistically 
insignificant (p = 0.24) 
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Figure 3: Study 1, sensitivity ratings 

 

One potential concern about these results is that the racial denial changes the implicitness 

of the implicit racial message. Because the racial denial directly mentions race and responds to 

accusations of racism,  it may be the case that the implicit message becomes explicit. When the 12

racial content of such messages shifts from direct to indirect, others have found implicit 

messages lose their ability to activate whites’ racial attitudes (Mendelberg 2001; Reny, 

Valenzuela, and Collingwood 2019). As such, the racial denial may make implicit racial 

messages operate in the same way as explicit ones. 

12 Note that the denial mentions race and racism, but does not make mention of specific racial groups (e.g., whites 
and blacks). 
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This prediction, however, is not supported by our findings. If anything, the implicit and 

explicit messages are more similar without the racial denials; as shown in figures 2 and 3, the 

racial denial seems to increase the activation from the implicit message rather than suppress it. 

Whatever explicitness comes from the racial denial appears to be counterbalanced by the 

increase in deniability from the message. Considering that deniability was a key attribute of 

implicit messages in the original IE framework, this is consistent both with our expectations here 

and more general approaches to racial messaging. 

Another area of concern focuses on our emphasis on the implicit and explicit conditions 

rather than to a control group. This leaves unanswered the question of which kind of message 

prompts individuals to change from their typical patterns of thought and behavior. The results 

presented so far could be created by a shift in response to the implicit messages (and resulting 

racial denial) or the explicit messages - the estimates in the preceding figures would look the 

same in either case.  

While we focus on the implicit and explicit conditions in the prior paragraphs for ease of 

presentation, considering the control conditions does not change our conclusions. Recall that our 

design included two control conditions, one with a racial denial and one without, focusing on 

city spending and not on crime. The differences we report earlier remain the same if we consider 

the control group as the comparison point for the implicit group. In the control conditions, there 

is no evidence of a boost in support for the mayor’s proposal when he also uses a denial; this is 

true for every level of racial resentment. This null effect of the control condition operates 

similarly to the explicit message and differently from the implicit message.  
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We would suggest that this lack of a response to the racial denial occurs because the 

accusation of racism is less credible in the control condition (given that the proposal has little 

direct connection to race). The racial denial, then, has no substantial effect on respondents given 

the weakness of the original accusation. Overall, considering the control group does not change 

the conclusions we draw about our predictions and theory. 

Study 1 Discussion 

In our first study we find support for all of our predictions (see Table 2). Messages with 

racial denials do not boost the policy support of more racially progressive whites. We find this to 

be true for both implicitly and explicitly racial versions of the message. For the race base, on the 

other hand, racial denials work entirely in elites’ favor when they are combined with implicit 

messages  (i.e., driving up policy support and decreasing feelings of insensitivity about the 

message). The benefit from racial denials is statistically significant and substantively meaningful 

- it provides a boost between 7.5 and 11 percent. This pattern of results indicates that elites can 

use racial denials to galvanize their racially resentful Whites constituents without prompting a 

backlash among their more racially progressive counterparts. This helps to explain why elites 

continue to use racialized messages in the current political environment.  

In addition, the results for Whites with moderate levels of racial resentment indicate the 

importance of using the analytic method proposed by Hainmueller, Mummolo and Xu (2016) 

and thinking about different levels of racial resentment seriously. Perhaps we need to consider 

racial attitudes in the nuanced way we present to better understand how they are affected, allow 

for more concrete hypothesizing, and to give a more complete sense of how race is affecting the 

American public. 
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 Several questions arise from this experiment. First, our experiment compared racialized 

statements to similar statements with denials, but elites can combine their messages with other 

kinds of racial tactics. How do denials compare to other counter-framing strategies public figures 

might use? Second, while our first experiment explored support for policies and impressions of 

the mayor, do indicators of direct electoral support follow the same patterns? Third, these 

patterns show support among different groups of Whites; do elites gain benefits or incur losses 

among Nonwhites?  

In addition, these kinds of findings are likely linked to the larger social and political 

context around race in the United States. The spring and summer of 2020 was a period of 

significant social and political unrest in the U.S. on the topic of race, with significant protests 

about police killings of people of color, calls for significant policy change in the area of racial 

equity, and pushes to remove symbols of racism across the country. This environment was very 

different than in the Fall of 2019, when experiment 1 was conducted. How do these results 

replicate in a very different moment in American society?  

Study 2: 

To answer these questions and further explore the role of racial denials, we designed and 

conducted a second experiment in the summer of 2020. The goal of this study was to verify the 

results of experiment 1 while providing answers to the questions posed in the preceding 

paragraphs. In addition to the racialized message and denial conditions, we added a different 

rhetorical strategy, a racial embrace, which we explain in the sections below. We also included 

measures of direct support of the mayor, in addition to the sensitivity and policy-focused 

outcomes. Finally, this experiment contained a significant sample of Nonwhite Americans, and 
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we consider if the same strategy that works for the race base - racially resentful Whites - incurs 

losses among Nonwhite Americans. 

Additional theory: 

Study 2 design: 

● 1800 Whites 
○ Three cell design - implicit message, implicit message + denial, implicit message 

+ embrace (see image below) 
○ Determine how denial compares to other potential tactics 
○ Consider how denials operate in the current environment 

● 800 Nonwhites (about 250 Blacks, 250 Hispanics, 300 other) 
○ Two cell design - implicit message, implicit message + denial 
○ Do elites incur costs among Nonwhites? Specific Nonwhite groups? 

● New dependent variables (in addition to the old ones) 
○ Support for BLM protests 
○ Support for defunding the police 
○ Would you vote for the mayor? 
○ FT of the mayor 

 
Study 2 results: 

Discussion: 

General discussion/conclusion: 
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Racial embrace treatment: 
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Online Appendix: 

Section 1: Survey instrument and treatment text 

1. On a scale from 0 (coldest) to 100 (warmest), how do you feel about the following people 

and groups? 

a. Whites 

b. Blacks 

c. Republicans 

d. Democrats 

e. Journalists 

f. The police 

2. How often do you consume news media (watch news, read articles, etc.)?  

a. Never 

b. One day a week 

c. Two days a week 

d. Three days a week 

e. Four days a week 

f. Five days a week 

g.  Six days a week 

h.  Seven days a week 

3. How often do you talk about politics?  
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a. Never 

b. One day a week 

c. Two days a week 

d. Three days a week 

e. Four days a week 

f. Five days a week 

g.  Six days a week 

h.  Seven days a week 

4. On a scale from disagree strongly to agree strongly, how much do you disagree or agree with 

the following statements: 

 

  Disagree 

strongly 

(1) 

Disagree 

(2) 

Somewhat 

disagree (3) 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

(4) 

Somewhat 

agree (5) 

Agree 

(6) 

Agree 

strongly 

(7) 
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Irish, Italians, 

Jewish and many 

other minorities 

overcame 

prejudice and 

worked their 

way up. Blacks 

should do the 

same without 

any special 

favors (1) 

o   o   o   o   o   o   o   

Over the past 

few years, 

blacks have 

gotten less than 

they deserve (2) 

o   o   o   o   o   o   o   

Generations of 

slavery and 

discrimination 

have created 

conditions that 

make it difficult 

for blacks to 

work their way 

o   o   o   o   o   o   o   
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out of the lower 

class. (3) 

It's really a 

matter of some 

people not trying 

hard enough; if 

blacks would 

only try harder 

they could be 

just as well off 

as whites. (4) 

o   o   o   o   o   o   o   

 

5. Should people these days pay less attention to discrimination against African-Americans, 

more attention, or the same amount of attention they have been paying lately? 

a. A great deal less attention 

b. Somewhat less attention 

c. A little less attention 

d. Same amount of attention 

e. A little more attention 

f. Somewhat more attention 

g. A great deal more attention 

6. Please choose one or more races or ethnicities that you consider yourself to be (mark all that 

apply). 
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a. White 

b. Black or African American 

c. Hispanic/Latino(a) 

d. Asian or Asian American 

e. Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 

f. Middle Eastern or North African 

g. American Indian or Alaska Native 

h. Other ________________________________________________ 

7. How important is being white to your identity? 

a. Not at all important  

b. Not very important  

c. Somewhat important  

d. Very important  

e. Extremely important  

 

8. On a scale from disagree strongly to agree strongly, how much do you disagree or agree with 

the following statement: “Putting racial labels on people obscures the fact that everyone is a 

unique individual.” 

a. Disagree strongly 

b. Disagree 
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c. Disagree somewhat 

d. Neither disagree nor agree 

e. Agree somewhat 

f. Agree 

g. Agree strongly 

9. How much confidence do you have in the U.S. military? 

a. None at all 

b. A little 

c. A moderate amount 

d. A lot 

e. A great deal 

10. Do you disapprove or approve of the job the president is doing? 

a. Strongly disapprove  

b. Slightly disapprove  

c. Neither approve nor disapprove  

d. Slightly approve  

e. Strongly approve  

11. Generally speaking, do you consider yourself to be a(n) 

a. Strong Democrat 

b. Not so strong Democrat 

c. Independent leaning Democrat 
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d. Independent 

e.  Independent leaning Republican  

f. Not so strong Republican  

g. Strong Republican 

h. Other 

12. On a scale of political views from liberal to conservative, where would you place yourself?  

a. Extremely liberal 

b. Liberal 

c. Slightly liberal 

d. Moderate, middle of the road 

e. Slightly conservative 

f. Conservative 

g. Extremely conservative 

h. Have not thought much about it  

13. How much attention do you pay to news about national politics on TV, radio, printed 

newspapers, or the Internet? 

a. None at all 

b. A little 

c. A moderate amount 

d. A lot 

e. A great deal  

14. In general, do you think most people who live in RURAL areas have values that are 
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a. Very similar to your values 

b. Somewhat similar to your values 

c. Somewhat different from your values 

d. Very different from your values 

15. In general, do you think most people who live in SUBURBAN areas have values that are 

a. Very similar to your values 

b. Somewhat similar to your values 

c. Somewhat different from your values 

d. Very different from your values 

16. In general, do you think most people who live in URBAN areas have values that are 

a. Very similar to your values 

b. Somewhat similar to your values 

c. Somewhat different from your values 

d. Very different from your values 

17. How would you describe the community where you currently live? 

a. Urban 

b. Suburban 

c. Rural 

d. Other __________ 

18. Many people mean different things when they talk about the suburbs, and we are interested in 

what you think.  
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In at least a few sentences, what are the first things that come to mind when you think of the 

suburbs? 

19. Now we'd like you to read an excerpt from one article in a series of news articles. 

Afterwards, we'll ask you some questions about what you read. Subjects are randomized to 

one of the following six articles 
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Vignettes 

Control, no denial 
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Control, denial 
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Implicit, no denial 
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Implicit, denial 
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Explicit, no denial 
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Explicit, denial 
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Post-treatment items  

20. Now we'd like to ask you some questions related to what you just read. 

21. From not important at all (1) to extremely important (7), how important are the following 

issues to you personally? 

  Not 

important 

at all 

Not too 

important 

A little 

important 

Somewhat 

important 

Important Very 

important 

Extremely 

important 

Crime (1) 
o   o   o   o   o   o   o   

Race relations 

(2) 

o   o   o   o   o   o   o   

Government 

spending (3) 

o   o   o   o   o   o   o   

Education (4) 
o   o   o   o   o   o   o   

Poverty (5) 
o   o   o   o   o   o   o   

The 

environment 

(6) 

o   o   o   o   o   o   o   
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22. On a scale from disagree strongly to agree strongly, how much do you disagree or agree with 

the following statements: (answer choices were disagree strongly, disagree, somewhat 

disagree, neither agree nor disagree, somewhat agree, agree, and agree strongly) 

a. The justice system is too lenient with criminals. 

b. We need tougher prison sentences for repeat offenders. 

23. On a scale from disagree strongly to agree strongly, how much do you disagree or 

agree with the following statements: 

  Disagree 

strongly 

Disagree Somewhat 

disagree 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Agree Agree 

strongly 

I wish people 

in this society 

would stop 

obsessing so 

much about 

race. (1) 

o   o   o   o   o   o   o   

People who 

become 

preoccupied 

by race are 

forgetting that 

o   o   o   o   o   o   o   
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we are all just 

human. (2) 

When one 

group gets 

ahead, the 

others are 

held back. (3) 

o   o   o   o   o   o   o   

Decreased 

bias towards 

one group 

naturally 

means another 

group will 

experience 

more bias. (4) 

o   o   o   o   o   o   o   

 

24. On a scale from strongly disapprove to strongly approve, how much do you disapprove or 

approve of the measures proposed by Mayor Dalton McKenzie? 

a. Strongly disapprove 

b. Disapprove 

c. Somewhat disapprove 

d. Neither disapprove nor approve 
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e. Somewhat approve 

f. Approve 

g. Strongly approve 

25. How racially insensitive was the proposed plan by Mayor McKenzie? 

a. Not insensitive at all 

b. A little insensitive 

c. Somewhat insensitive 

d. Insensitive 

e. Very insensitive 

26. Now we’d like to ask you a few questions about your perceptions of Mayor McKenzie’s 

political views. Where would you put Mayor McKenzie on this scale? 

a. Extremely liberal 

b. Liberal 

c. Slightly liberal 

d. Moderate, middle of the road 

e. Slightly conservative 

f. Conservative 

g. Extremely conservative 

27. Would you say that Mayor McKenzie probably belongs to the Democratic Party, Republican 

Party, or neither? 

a. Democratic Party 

b. Republican Party 
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c. Neither 

 

  

53 



 

Section 2: Additional results, figures, and tables 

In the main text, we describe the method we use to estimate the activation or moderation by 

racial resentment (Hainmueller, Mummolo, and Xu 2016). For the reasons described in the main 

text, we prefer this method; however, it is different from the technique used by other studies of 

the IE paradigm. To that end, we re-estimate our results using a more standard approach that 

involves separately estimating the regression coefficient for racial resentment for each of the 

treatment conditions. Figure A.1, below, presents those findings. 

These estimates support the conclusions presented in the main text, namely that the 

implicit and denial condition leads to increased activation of racial resentment (represented by 

larger coefficients in the figure).It does not allow for an nonlinear exploration of racial 

resentment, and for that reason, we prefer the method used in the main text. 
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Figure A.1: Racial Resentment Regressions 
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For interested readers, we also include figures A.3 and A.4, which replicate the denial 

figures from the main text but also include the control conditions. 

Figure A.3: Effect of denials with control, approval 
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Figure A.4: Effect of denials with control, insensitivity 
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