866268

research-article2019

SRDXXX10.1177/2378023119866268SociusWetts and Willer

Original Article

Who Is Called by the Dog Whistle?
Experimental Evidence That Racial
Resentment and Political Ideology
Condition Responses to Racially
Encoded Messages
Rachel Wetts1

Socius: Sociological Research for
a Dynamic World
Volume 5: 1–20
© The Author(s) 2019
Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/2378023119866268
DOI: 10.1177/2378023119866268
srd.sagepub.com

and Robb Willer2

Abstract
Do appeals that subtly invoke negative racial stereotypes shift whites’ political attitudes by harnessing their racial
prejudice? Though widely cited in academic and popular discourse, prior work finds conflicting evidence for this “dogwhistle hypothesis.” Here we test the hypothesis in two experiments (total N = 1,797) in which white Americans’ racial
attitudes were measured two weeks before they read political messages in which references to racial stereotypes were
implicit, explicit, or not present at all. Our findings suggest that implicit racial appeals can harness racial resentment
to influence policy views, though specifically among racially resentful white liberals. That dog-whistle effects would be
concentrated among liberals was not predicted in advance, but this finding appears across two experiments testing
effects of racial appeals in policy domains—welfare and gun control—that differ in the extent and ways they have been
previously racialized. We also find evidence that the same group occasionally responded to explicit racial appeals even
though these appeals were recognized as racially insensitive. We conclude by discussing implications for contemporary
American politics, presenting representative survey data showing that racially resentful, white liberals were particularly
likely to switch from voting for Barack Obama in 2012 to Donald Trump in 2016.
Keywords
racial politics, racial resentment, political ideology, public opinion

Introduction
Today I’d like to speak to you about a gathering crisis in our
society: It’s a family crisis. To some it’s hidden, concealed behind
tenement walls or lost in the forgotten streets of our inner cities.

With these words from a 1986 radio address, Ronald Reagan
called on the nation to institute welfare reform. Describing
broken families locked in a culture of poverty in America’s
inner cities, Reagan’s speech remains significant for its subtle
evocation of racial imagery stereotypically associated with
African Americans—all while explicitly denying the specifically racial content of the message. Notably, in an interview
published years later, Republican Party strategist Lee Atwater
revealed this to be part of a larger, intentional strategy, an
effort to keep race “on the backburner” without explicitly
connecting policy positions to racial animus (Lamis 1990).
Many scholars argue that messages such as these—ones
in which race is not explicitly mentioned but instead is cued

through coded language or accompanying visuals—subtly
connect racial prejudice to whites’ views of policies and
candidates, a process commonly referred to as “dog whistling” (Haney-López 2014; Mendelberg 2001; Valentino,
Hutchings, and White 2002). Dog-whistle effects are
hypothesized to be central to the way race operates in contemporary American politics, with white Americans’ latent
racial prejudices brought to bear on their policy attitudes
despite strong norms of egalitarianism and colorblindness in
American political culture (Mendelberg 2001). A large body
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of research has found that subtle elite cues harness racial
prejudice and sway white Americans’ political opinions on a
range of issues, including welfare (Mendelberg 1997, 2001;
Peffley, Hurwitz, and Sniderman 1997), food stamps (White
2007), government spending (Valentino et al. 2002), crime
(Domke 2001; Gilliam and Iyengar 2000; Hurwitz and
Peffley 2005; Mendelberg 1997, 2001), and health care
(Tesler 2012). Other research, however, has called into question whether implicit racial appeals are more effective than
explicit appeals, including two studies employing experimental designs and large, nationally representative samples
(Huber and Lapinski 2006; Valentino, Neuner, and
Vandenbroek 2018). These studies suggest that racial appeals
may no longer need to be implicit to engage white prejudice
as explicit references to racial stereotypes may have become
more socially acceptable (Valentino et al. 2018). Still other
work suggests that implicit appeals may be more effective
than explicit or race-neutral appeals in harnessing white prejudice but only among particular demographic groups
(Hutchings, Walton, and Benjamin 2010).
So, are dog-whistle messages uniquely effective in
swaying white Americans’ political opinions? And who is
most likely to respond to implicit or explicit racial appeals?
Here we report the results of two Internet-based survey
experiments (total N = 1,797) designed to answer these
questions. We test for dog-whistle effects among white participants in two policy domains—welfare and gun control—that differ in the extent and ways they have been
previously racialized. Our research improves on most prior
designs by measuring participants’ racial attitudes two
weeks prior to inviting them to an ostensibly unrelated
study in which they were presented with political messages
that vary in whether the racial appeal is implicit, explicit, or
not present at all. To increase external validity, the experimental manipulations feature actual political rhetoric by
conservative political figures, including Ronald Reagan’s
implicit racial appeal to reduce federal welfare spending
quoted earlier. The results of these experiments shed light
on how effective racial appeals can be, and for whom.

The Dog-Whistle Hypothesis
The dog-whistle hypothesis, or racial priming theory, rests
on the assumption that white Americans in the post-Civil
Rights era maintain conflicting and ambivalent attitudes
toward racial issues, particularly those pertaining to African
Americans (Hutchings and Jardina 2009; Mendelberg 2001;
Valentino et al. 2002).1 Although whites increasingly reject

1While

some scholars have extended the analysis of racial priming beyond the black/white racial divide (e.g., H. E. Brown 2013;
Haney-López 2014), most of the theoretical and empirical work in
this tradition concerns the implicit activation of whites’ anti-black
prejudice, a focus we continue here.
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old-fashioned or “Jim Crow-style” racism founded on assertions of biologically based racial difference, they continue
to hold a number of negative attitudes toward African
Americans, including reliance on racial stereotypes and a
tendency to attribute racial inequality to individual failings
of blacks (Bobo, Kluegel, and Smith 1997; Kinder and
Sanders 1996; Schuman et al. 1997; Sears and Henry 2005).
At the same time, whites have shown increasing support for
racial egalitarianism since the Civil Rights era, including
rejection of discrimination and commitment to abstract
norms of racial equality (Bobo et al. 1997; Mendelberg
2001; Schuman et al. 1997). The result is a political environment where whites continue to harbor negative racial stereotypes and varying degrees of anti-minority sentiment, but
strong norms of colorblindness and egalitarianism mean
such attitudes are inappropriate bases of judgment or action.
In such an environment, racial priming theory
(Mendelberg 2001; Valentino et al. 2002) suggests that elite
appeals can harness whites’ underlying racial dispositions
and prejudice to influence their policy opinions, but only
when the racial content of the message remains outside
conscious awareness. As an example of these dynamics,
Mendelberg (1997, 2001) analyzed the impact of messages
featuring the story of Willie Horton—an African American
found guilty of committing assault and rape while using a
weekend furlough program supported by then Massachusetts
governor Michael Dukakis—in George H. W. Bush’s 1988
presidential campaign. She argues that these messages connected whites’ racial prejudice to their policy views and
candidate evaluations, swaying them to favor Bush over
Dukakis. Once the message was critiqued by Jesse Jackson
as designed to appeal to whites’ racial anxieties, however,
its efficacy in harnessing whites’ prejudice decreased, suggesting that the appeal lost its power as its racial content
became recognized (Mendelberg 2001). According to the
theory, racial cues must therefore be subtle and implicit, or
they will be rejected as racist (Haney-López 2014;
Mendelberg 2001). Examples of implicit appeals include
visual presentations of racial minorities in stereotypical
roles such as welfare recipient or use of racially coded language such as inner city to connect policy considerations to
racial considerations without explicitly mentioning race
(Hurwitz and Peffley 2005; Valentino et al. 2002).
A central hypothesis explaining how whites’ opinions on
policy issues and political candidates become linked to their
racial prejudices, racial priming is a topic important for
understanding whites’ views on specific policy issues as well
as broader changes in the American political landscape.
Scholars have documented the relationship between racialized elite discourse, prejudice, and white public opinion on
issues such as crime (Dixon and Linz 2000; Mendelberg
1997; Winter 2008), immigration (Hopkins 2010; Valentino,
Brader, and Jardina 2013), and welfare (H. E. Brown 2013;
Gilens 1999; Hancock 2004; Quadango 1994). Veiled racial
appeals were an important tactic in the Republican Party’s
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“Southern Strategy,” which scholars argue was key to
realignment of the major political parties around issues of
race in the twentieth century (Aistrup 1996; Edsall and Edsall
1992; Lamis 1990). Scholars have further argued that these
appeals have been instrumental in prompting working- and
middle-class voters to vote against their economic self-interest,
leading to the erosion of the American welfare state (J.
Brown 2016; Haney-López 2014; Quadango 1994).

Contested Evidence for the Power of
Implicit Appeals
Claims that implicit racial appeals are prevalent and impactful across several areas of American politics make it important to understand whether racial priming theory is an
accurate account of whites’ reactions to racialized rhetoric.
As earlier scholars have noted, the balance of the literature
tends to support Mendelberg (2001) and Valentino and colleagues’ (2002) account of the power of implicit racial
appeals in harnessing white prejudice for political purposes
(for reviews, see Huddy and Feldman 2009; Hutchings and
Jardina 2009). Racially coded imagery and language
increase the impact of whites’ racial attitudes on views of
welfare, government spending, crime, affirmative action,
and evaluations of political candidates relative to neutral
imagery or language (Domke 2001; Gilliam and Iyengar
2000; Hurwitz and Peffley 2005; Mendelberg 1997, 2001;
Nelson and Kinder 1996; Peffley et al. 1997; Reeves 1997;
Terkildsen 1993; Valentino et al. 2002; White 2007; Winter
2008). Supporting the argument that racial appeals are ineffective if their racial content is consciously recognized,
Mendelberg (2001), Valentino et al. (2002), and White
(2007) found that while implicit racial appeals increase
racially resentful whites’ support for a targeted issue or candidate, explicit appeals either decrease support or have no
effect on whites’ attitudes.
However, other work has called into question whether
explicit racial messages are less effective than implicit messages. In two large, nationally representative experiments,
Huber and Lapinski (2006, 2008) found that both implicit
and explicit racial cues increase the role of racial resentment
in whites’ evaluations of welfare relative to race-neutral or
counter-stereotypical messages, but implicit cues have no
greater effect than explicit cues. They suggested racial priming theory is flawed because most Americans are not politically sophisticated enough to distinguish between implicit
and explicit messages, while those whose political thinking
is sufficiently sophisticated to make this distinction already
bring racial considerations to bear in evaluating political
issues. Therefore, neither racial appeal strengthens the
(already strong) impact of racial resentment among the subpopulation that distinguishes between implicit and explicit
cues, whereas both appeals are equally effective among the
other subpopulation. In debating the significance of these
conflicting findings, Mendelberg (2008) and Huber and

Lapinski (2008) each claimed that the other’s findings are
methodological artifacts. For example, Mendelberg (2008)
argued that Huber and Lapinski (2006) primed racial considerations for all participants by assessing their racial views
shortly before exposure to the experimental prime. The possibility that these results stem from methodological differences makes this debate difficult to resolve without further
empirical tests.
Recently, Valentino et al. (2018) found across four nationally representative survey experiments that implicit appeals
are no more effective than explicit appeals in increasing the
power of racial animus on whites’ policy preferences. They
argued that this is not due to a problem in racial priming
theory as it was initially formulated but rather is due to a
changing political environment in which overt displays of
racial prejudice have become more socially acceptable.
Because their experiments are carefully constructed to avoid
the pitfalls that plagued the Mendelberg (2008) and Huber
and Lapinski (2008) debate, the fact that they found no difference between the effects of implicit and explicit racial
appeals challenges the continuing relevance of racial priming theory, which would predict rejection of explicit appeals.
However, Valentino et al. (2018) also found no difference
between a neutral control condition and either of the racial
appeal conditions. Although they argued that this should be
expected because they were examining issues where race is
already highly salient, this pattern of results leaves open the
possibility that the messages they presented may have been
ineffective for reasons unrelated to their racial content. In
addition, implicit racial appeals could still be more effective
than explicit racial appeals for policy areas where attitudes
have not yet been racialized.
Finally, it is possible that individuals’ responses to
implicit and explicit appeals—and the degree to which one
is more effective than the other—vary depending on the
norms of the communities to which they belong. For example, Hutchings et al. (2010) presented evidence that explicit
racial appeals are just as effective as implicit appeals for
white Southern men, a group that may not have fully internalized the norms of egalitarianism and colorblindness on
which Mendelberg’s (2001) expectation of rejection of
explicit messages depends. In their review piece, Hutchings
and Jardina (2009:401) argued that this work as well as the
debate between Mendelberg (2008) and Huber and Lapinski
(2008) “highlights the need to clarify how much specific
appeals matter, and for whom.”

Empirical Overview
In what follows, we test the dog-whistle hypothesis using
two Internet-based survey experiments. In our first study,
we conducted a pretest measuring several dimensions of
participants’ racial attitudes approximately two weeks
prior to the experiment. This approach offered three advantages over much prior work. By administering a survey of
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racial attitudes well before the study proper, we (1) avoid
the possibility that results might be driven by the explicit
priming of race immediately before the experiment, as in
Huber and Lapinski (2006), (2) avoid the problems of
causal endogeneity associated with posttest measurements
of hypothesized moderators (Montgomery, Nyhan, and
Torres forthcoming), and (3) are able to more extensively
and reliably measure participants’ baseline racial attitudes
than most prior work, including batteries of explicit racial
prejudice and racial resentment.
We then recruited participants (N = 899) to an ostensibly
unrelated study in which they were presented with an implicit
racial message opposing welfare programs, an explicit racial
message opposing welfare programs, or a control message.
To increase the real-world relevance of our findings, the
implicit, explicit, and control conditions each featured real
political rhetoric by actual conservative politicians or groups
(Ronald Reagan, the American Freedom Party, and James
Inhofe, respectively).2 Our second study mirrored the original study’s design except that the implicit and explicit messages were modified so that they represented appeals
promoting stricter gun control laws. In this second study, we
also measured participants’ political knowledge in our pretest to assess Huber and Lapinski’s (2006) claim that racial
priming effects should occur only for those low in political
knowledge, who do not distinguish between implicit and
explicit appeals.
If the dog-whistle hypothesis is correct, we would expect
implicit but not explicit racial appeals to increase the impact
of racial resentment on whites’ policy evaluations. It is less
clear, however, whether the dog-whistle hypothesis would
predict that implicit appeals also can harness explicit racial
prejudice. Mendelberg (2001) and Valentino et al. (2002)
argued that implicit appeals connect policy attitudes to
racial considerations despite white Americans’ conscious
commitment to egalitarianism, but explicit prejudice represents a conscious rejection of egalitarian norms. Because
racial priming theory assumes endorsement of norms that
these attitudes counter-indicate, it is unclear whether we
would expect implicit appeals to (1) connect whites’ policy
evaluations to their explicit racial prejudice, since implicit
appeals invoke racial stereotypes, however subtly, or (b) be
ineffective for individuals high in explicit racial prejudice,
since implicit appeals are thought to tap more unconscious
racial concerns. In the following, we test these competing
intuitions.
The parallel design of the studies allows us to explore
how the dynamics of dog-whistle politics might vary based
on the degree of prior racialization of a political issue.
Whereas previous research suggests that discourse around

2Participants

were not made aware of the source of the message to
avoid confounding their attitudes toward these figures with their
responses to the messages.
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welfare programs has long been highly racialized (e.g., Gilens
1999), racial appeals in support for stricter gun control laws
are less prevalent. In addition, the messages in the second
study used modified conservative rhetoric to make a racial
appeal toward a liberal policy position, so that the political
valence of the messages varies across studies. Finally, the
racial stereotypes used to justify decreased welfare spending
are distinct from those used to justify stricter gun control laws
(derogatory references to black men’s work ethic and black
women’s sexual morality in the former case and to black
criminality in the latter). To the degree that implicit appeals
connect white prejudice to policy evaluations similarly across
the two experiments, this would represent evidence of dynamics generalizable across a variety of issue areas.

Study 1: The Welfare Dog Whistle
In our first study, we test whether implicit or explicit racial
messages increase the impact of racial prejudice on whites’
evaluations of welfare programs. Much evidence suggests that
welfare is strongly racially coded (Fox 2004; Gilens 1996,
1999; Neubeck and Cazenave 2001). Among whites, racial
attitudes are stronger predictors of welfare views than economic self-interest, egalitarianism, and attributions of blame
for poverty (Gilens 1995), and welfare attitudes are even more
strongly associated with views of blacks than are political attitudes in other racialized domains such as crime, urban spending, and drug addiction (Wilson and Nielson 2011). In addition,
experimental research finds that white Americans withdraw
support for welfare when their racial status is threatened,
demonstrating that the relationship between whites’ racial
resentment and welfare attitudes cannot be fully accounted
for in terms of principled conservatism without prejudice
(Wetts and Willer 2018). Furthermore, whether implicit
appeals are more effective than explicit appeals in swaying
Americans’ welfare attitudes is contested in the literature.
Mendelberg (2001) found that implicit appeals are more effective than explicit or race-neutral appeals in harnessing prejudice to inform Americans’ welfare attitudes, whereas Huber
and Lapinski (2006) found that implicit and explicit appeals
are equally effective relative to race-neutral messages. Thus,
we begin our examination of the dog-whistle hypothesis with
an issue area that is clearly racialized and where prior work
has found conflicting evidence.
After an initial survey of racial attitudes administered
about two weeks prior to the experiment, we presented participants with short political statements from conservative
politicians or groups that varied in racial content. Both the
implicit and explicit appeals presented arguments criticizing
federal welfare programs but varied in the degree to which
the racial nature of the appeal was salient. The control condition featured a conservative argument with no racial content.
Because some scholars have suggested that welfare is so
strongly racialized that any discussion of the issue primes
racial considerations (Gilens 1996; Hurwitz and Peffley
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2005), this control condition discussed a separate political
issue (global warming).
We then measured participants’ welfare support to test
whether implicit or explicit appeals increase the influence of
participants’ preexisting racial attitudes on their evaluations of
welfare programs. In addition, we measured perceptions of
welfare recipient deservingness to examine whether any
effects appear to be driven by derogation of welfare recipients’
character when racial stereotypes are subtly or overtly cued.
Finally, because prior work suggests that individuals’ responses
to racial appeals may be weaker or stronger among different
social groups, we explored whether dog-whistle effects may
be moderated by political ideology. Given scholars’ claims
that veiled racial appeals have been a key tactic in Republican
Party strategy over the past century (Haney-López 2014;
Lamis 1990), we might expect that conservatives are more
responsive to appeals reminiscent of familiar partisan rhetoric.
Alternatively, we might expect dog-whistle effects to be stronger among political liberals, a group particularly likely to have
internalized norms of egalitarianism and colorblindness, thus
meeting the assumptions of racial priming theory.

Method
Participants were recruited via an advertisement posted on
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk), an online marketplace
where individuals complete short jobs posted by “requesters.”
The MTurk participant pool, while self-selected, is more
demographically diverse than the college student samples
often employed in experimental research (Buhrmester,
Kwang, and Gosling 2011). In addition, experiments conducted on MTurk show similar results to experiments conducted on an online platform using population-based sampling
(Weinberg, Freese, and McElhattan 2014). For example,
Mullinix et al. (2015) and Coppock, Leeper, and Mullinix
(2018) found similar treatment effects for over 20 experiments performed on MTurk samples compared to nationally
representative samples, including experiments focused specifically on how framing of political issues affects public attitudes. Studies such as these have led scholars to argue that
“there is emerging consensus that MTurk is largely suitable
for experimental work” (Levay, Freese, and Druckman
2016:2), while they also suggest that experimentalists can
make results more robust to potential heterogeneous treatment effects by oversampling groups underrepresented on
MTurk, as we do here by quota sampling on political ideology
(discussed in the following).
Participants were screened with an initial demographic
survey such that all participants were white U.S. residents
and about one-third identified as liberal, one-third as moderate, and one-third as conservative. One thousand four hundred and ninety-five participants completed a pretest
measuring demographic characteristics and racial attitudes.
A total of 899 of these participants (443 men and 456 women)
then participated in the main study roughly two weeks later.
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Participants who completed both waves of the study ranged
in age from 18 to 86 years (M = 39.8, SD = 12.8), had a
median household income between $40,000 and $49,999,
and 50.7 percent had at least a college degree.
The pretest included standard demographic questions and
two batteries of racial attitudes. Racial resentment was measured using a standard scale (Henry and Sears 2002).
Participants indicated their degree of agreement with eight
items on 7-point scales (e.g., “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.”). These items
were averaged to form a composite (Cronbach’s α = .92),
ranging from 1 to 7. Explicit racial prejudice was measured
with questions asking participants to indicate, again on
7-point scales, the degree to which they see black people as
less moral and intelligent than white people and the degree to
which they favor social integration between the races (e.g.,
“It is a bad idea for blacks and whites to marry one another.”).
Again, these items were averaged to form a composite
(Cronbach’s α = .84), ranging from 1 to 7.
Two weeks after the pretest, we invited participants to
participate in another, apparently unrelated study. Participants
were asked to read an excerpt of a politician or political party
discussing a policy issue. All excerpts were presented anonymously so that participants would not know the source of the
excerpt. Excerpts were all approximately equal length and
featured a conservative argument but varied in whether and
how they presented a racial appeal.
Participants were randomly assigned to one of three conditions. In the no racial appeal condition, participants read
an excerpt from a Senate floor speech by James Inhofe in
which he argued that the science behind global warming is
uncertain. This excerpt contains no mentions of race or reference to racial stereotypes or images. In the implicit racial
appeal condition, participants read an excerpt from Ronald
Reagan’s 1986 radio address to the nation on welfare
reform. In this excerpt, the racial content is limited to
oblique references to racial stereotypes, such as discussion
of unwed mothers in the “inner city” and descriptions of
welfare programs as locking families in a “culture of poverty” (Hurwitz and Peffley 2005). The excerpt’s one explicit
mention of racial groups is to indicate that the message is
not specifically about African Americans (“the welfare
poor, both black and white”).3 Therefore, any racial
3The implicit racial appeal involves an explicit reference to race,
which is somewhat at odds with how most previous studies have
operationalized implicit racial appeals. However, previous scholars have also noted that mentioning race only to deny that minority groups are being specifically referenced is a rhetorical tactic
common to dog-whistle messaging (e.g., Haney-López 2014). So,
although this appeal does mention race, it does so in a particular style
characteristic of dog-whistle messages, where these appeals have a
“subtle and indirect communication style” and the racial message
“appears peripheral and less objectional” (Mendelberg 2008:110).
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prejudice in this message is only expressed covertly.
Finally, in the explicit racial appeal condition, participants
read an excerpt from the website of the American Freedom
Party. Like the implicit racial appeal condition, this message similarly disparages a culture of welfare usage, but
references to racial groups and racial stereotypes are explicitly stated. The message refers to blacks as being “lazy,
uneducated” welfare recipients and whites as the “taxpayer
base” that supports them. Therefore, racial prejudice in this
message is expressed overtly.4 The full text of the excerpts
is available in the Supplemental Material (S2A).
Next, participants’ welfare support was measured via
agreement with two statements adapted from the General
Social Survey: “We are spending too much money on welfare” (reverse-coded) and “Public assistance is necessary
to ensure fairness in our society.” These items were averaged to form a composite (Cronbach’s α = .86), ranging
from 1 to 7.
Next, welfare recipient deservingness was measured with
three items adapted from Gilens (2009) and Petersen and colleagues (2012; e.g., “Welfare recipients are generally deserving of the aid they receive.”). These items were averaged to
form a composite (Cronbach’s α = .87), ranging from 1 to 7.
Finally, participants were thanked, paid, and debriefed about
the study’s purpose.

Results
Thirty-four participants were excluded from analysis
because they spent too little or too much time on the screen
with the political appeal (less than 5 or more than 500 seconds), suggesting that they either did not read the message
or had likely engaged in some other task during this time,
leaving a total of 865 participants for analysis.5 All models
reported use ordinary least squares (OLS) regression to predict participants’ attitudes.

4One

might be concerned that the use of real-world appeals meant
that respondents did not perceive these messages as subtly evocative of race (in the implicit racial appeal condition) or explicitly
invoking racial stereotypes (in the explicit racial appeal condition)
and were instead responding to other features of the message. To
alleviate this concern, we performed manipulation checks on these
excerpts with a separate sample of participants (N = 180). These
checks confirm that (1) the general content of the messages was
understood, with more than 90% of participants correctly identifying the content of the message in all experimental conditions. In
addition, (2) the implicit appeal was seen as more racialized than
the control message (p < .001) but less racialized than the explicit
appeal (p < .001). Finally, (3) the explicit appeal was seen as racially
insensitive, whereas the implicit appeal and control messages were
not (ps < .001). See Supplemental Material (S3A) for manipulation
check items and results.
5Results are substantively identical if these participants are retained
in the analysis.
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We first tested the effect of the implicit and explicit
racial appeals on participants’ welfare support and perceptions of welfare recipients’ deservingness relative to
the control condition. Participants assigned to the implicit
racial appeal condition reported significantly less support
for welfare than those assigned to the no racial appeal
condition (p = .02). Participants in the explicit racial
appeal condition were in between, not differing significantly from either the control condition or the implicit
racial appeal condition.
In addition, participants assigned to the implicit racial
appeal condition reported significantly lower levels of the
view that welfare recipients are deserving of aid (p = .02).
Again, participants in the explicit racial appeal did not report
significantly higher levels of this view than participants in
either the control or implicit racial appeal conditions. To test
whether perceptions of welfare recipient deservingness partially mediated the effect of the implicit racial appeal on participants’ welfare attitudes, we conducted a bootstrap analysis
of mediation (Preacher and Hayes 2008). The 95 percent
confidence interval for the indirect effect did not include
zero (lower limit = –.54, upper limit = –.04), indicating a
statistically significant mediation. This offers evidence that
the implicit racial appeal reduced participants’ support for
welfare programs in part by leading them to view welfare
recipients as less deserving.
Next, we examined whether the racial appeals increased
the influence of baseline racial attitudes on participants’
welfare support. In separate models, we interacted levels
of reported (1) racial resentment and (2) explicit racial
prejudice with terms for the two experimental conditions
containing racial appeals to predict participants’ welfare
support. Results of these two models show no evidence
that implicit or explicit racial appeals heighten the influence of racial dispositions on participants’ evaluations of
welfare. As shown in Table 1, none of the interactions
between racial attitudes and experimental condition are
statistically significant.
Finally, we explored whether the racial appeals
increased the influence of baseline racial attitudes among
either more liberal or more conservative participants. In
separate models, we interacted (1) racial resentment and
(2) explicit racial prejudice with the effect of condition
and dummy variables indicating whether participants
identified as liberal or conservative to predict participants’
welfare support (Table 2).
Looking first at the effect of the implicit appeal, results
suggest that the implicit racial appeal increased the effect
of racial resentment on welfare support among liberals
specifically. We find a negative three-way interaction
between liberalism, racial resentment, and the implicit
racial appeal condition (p = .04) such that liberals high in
racial resentment were less supportive of welfare after
reading the implicit racial appeal compared to a message
with no racial appeal. Although this result was not
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Table 1. Ordinary Least Squares Regressions of Welfare Support: Effects of Experimental Condition and Racial Prejudice.
Welfare Support Scale
Model 1: Welfare Support Predicted
by Condition and Racial Resentment
Implicit racial appeal
Explicit racial appeal
Racial prejudice (racial resentment
or explicit racial prejudice)
Implicit appeal × racial prejudice
Explicit appeal × racial prejudice
Intercept
N
R2

Model 2: Welfare Support Predicted by
Condition and Explicit Racial Prejudice

−.736*
(.355)
−.399
(.353)
−.864***
(.0613)
.081
(.086)
.035
(.085)
7.681***
(.256)
864
.403

−.679*
(.303)
−.129
(.297)
−.524***
(.088)
.155
(.122)
−.025
(.118)
5.404***
(.216)
864
.112

Note: “Racial prejudice” is measured as “racial resentment” in Model 1 and as “explicit racial prejudice” in Model 2. Reference category is the no racial
appeal condition. Table entries are coefficients and standard errors.
*p < .05. ***p < .001.

Table 2. Ordinary Least Squares Regressions of Welfare Support: Effects of Experimental Condition, Racial Prejudice, and Political
Ideology.
Welfare Support Scale
Model 1: Welfare Support
Predicted by Condition,
Ideology, and Racial Resentment
Implicit racial appeal
Explicit racial appeal
Liberal
Conservative
Racial prejudice (racial resentment or explicit
racial prejudice)
Implicit appeal × liberal
Explicit appeal x liberal
Implicit appeal × conservative
Explicit appeal × conservative
Implicit appeal × racial prejudice
Explicit appeal × racial prejudice
Liberal × racial prejudice

−1.558*
(.691)
.047
(.713)
.530
(.625)
−.899
(.722)
−.682***
(.122)
1.493†
(.859)
.022
(.864)
.814
(1.040)
−1.729
(1.085)
.259
(.163)
−.083
(.168)
.155
(.164)

Model 2: Welfare Support
Predicted by Condition, Ideology,
and Explicit Racial Prejudice
−.587
(.463)
.075
(.484)
1.780***
(.480)
−.904†
(.461)
−.187
(.131)
.531
(.653)
.251
(.663)
−.760
(.659)
−.496
(.655)
.011
(.186)
−.190
(.191)
−.134
(.232)
(continued)
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Table 2. (continued)
Welfare Support Scale
Model 1: Welfare Support
Predicted by Condition,
Ideology, and Racial Resentment
Conservative × racial prejudice
Implicit appeal × liberal × racial prejudice
Implicit appeal × conservative × racial
prejudice
Explicit appeal × liberal × racial prejudice
Explicit appeal × conservative × racial prejudice
Intercept
N
R2

.041
(.162)
−.480*
(.230)
−.138
(.229)
−.169
(.226)
.424†
(.237)
6.917***
(.510)
864
.490

Model 2: Welfare Support
Predicted by Condition, Ideology,
and Explicit Racial Prejudice
−.063
(.173)
−.284
(.308)
.420†
(.246)
−.291
(.307)
.298
(.242)
4.592***
(.332)
864
.379

Note: “Racial prejudice” is measured as “racial resentment” in Model 1 and as “explicit racial prejudice” in Model 2. Reference categories are the no racial
appeal condition and moderate participants. Table entries are coefficients and standard errors.
†p < .10. *p < .05. ***p < .001.

predicted in advance, robustness analyses presented in the
Supplemental Material (S4) suggest this pattern largely—
though not completely—holds in analyses varying model
specifications and including demographic controls.
This interactive pattern between political ideology, experimental condition, and racial resentment is depicted graphically in Figure 1. After reading an antiwelfare message where
racial cues were subtly implied, liberals high in racial resentment expressed less support for welfare programs than those
who read an excerpt about global warming, while liberals
low in racial resentment voiced approximately equivalent
support across condition (Figure 1a). In contrast, moderates
and conservatives high in racial resentment showed little
effect of the implicit racial appeal condition on welfare support relative to the control condition (Figures 1b and 1c,
respectively).
Turning to the effect of the explicit racial appeal, we find
some evidence that explicit racial appeals also increase the
effect of prior racial attitudes on liberals’ welfare support,
but results here are not statistically significant. As shown in
Figure 1, the nature of the interaction between liberalism,
racial resentment, and the explicit racial appeal condition is
similar to that of the implicit racial appeal condition.
However, this effect is not significant (p = .46). That this
result does not approach statistical significance, while the
corresponding interaction for the implicit racial appeal condition is significant, is surprising given the apparently similar effects of these racial appeals among liberals high in
racial resentment. Examining Figure 1 suggests that this difference is driven by the responses of moderates, the baseline

category in our models. Whereas moderates high in racial
resentment showed lower welfare support after reading the
explicit appeal, moderates low in racial resentment showed
lower welfare support after reading the implicit appeal. This
suggests that the interaction between liberalism, racial
resentment, and the implicit racial appeal condition is driven
in part by an opposite of predicted effect among moderates,
where implicit appeals decrease the effect of moderates’
racial attitudes on their welfare evaluations.

Discussion
In Study 1, we found that an implicit racial appeal subtly
linking welfare usage to racial stereotypes of African
Americans decreases participants’ welfare support. This
decreased support for welfare is partially mediated by perceptions of welfare recipient deservingness. However,
among participants as whole, we found no evidence that the
implicit appeal increases the strength of participants’ racial
prejudice on their evaluation of welfare programs, contrary
to what racial priming theory would predict.
Instead, we found a three-way interaction between experimental condition, racial resentment, and political ideology
suggesting that the dog-whistle effect was driven by liberal
participants. Liberals high in racial resentment were less supportive of welfare after reading the implicit racial appeal
compared to a message with no racial appeal. Results for
explicit messages, however, were more ambiguous. We
found no significant effects of the explicit racial messages
relative to the control message among liberals, suggesting
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Figure 1. (a) Liberals’ welfare support, by experimental condition and racial resentment. (b) Moderates’ welfare support, by
experimental condition and racial resentment. (c) Conservatives’ welfare support, by experimental condition and racial resentment.

these messages did not harness liberals’ prejudice to sway
their policy views. However, we also found no significant
differences between the effects of implicit and explicit
messages. Therefore, we also did not find evidence that
white liberals reject explicit racial appeals.6

Study 2: Dog-Whistling Gun Control

6See

of the implicit and explicit appeals in harnessing liberals’ racial
prejudice. As shown in Tables S4B, S4D, S4F, S4H, and S4J, none
of the interactions between the explicit appeal, racial prejudice, and
liberalism are statistically significant at the p < .05 level, suggesting
similar effects of implicit and explicit appeals.

Supplemental Material (Tables S4B, S4D, S4F, S4H, and S4J)
for models predicting participants’ welfare support by experimental
condition, racial prejudice, and ideology. These models replicate
the results we present in Table 2, except the implicit appeal is left as
the baseline category, allowing for comparison between the effect

Why might we have found that implicit appeals harness racial
prejudice specifically among white liberals? Previously, we
hypothesized that this social group might be particularly likely

10
to exhibit the ambivalent racial attitudes assumed in racial
priming theory, where whites harbor varying degrees of
antiminority sentiment but also hold strong abstract commitments to norms of colorblindness and egalitarianism.
However, some features of our results are not consistent
with this hypothesis—in particular, that liberals did not
appear to reject the explicit racial appeal—and other explanations are possible.
In particular, it is possible that the specific history of
racialization of welfare can explain this finding in Study
1. Our previous study focused on a policy area—welfare—where the prevalence of racialized rhetoric urging
opposition to welfare is well documented (e.g., H. E.
Brown 2013; Gilens 1999; Hancock 2004; Quadango
1994). Therefore, continued exposure to racialized rhetoric around welfare policy may have led to strong chronic
associations between whites’ racial attitudes and their
views on welfare (Gilens 1996; Hurwitz and Peffley
2005), which might decrease the capacity for novel racial
appeals to increase the (already strong) relationship
between racial predispositions and welfare attitudes. If
this chronic association is stronger among conservatives
and moderates than among political liberals, which could
be possible given the historical centrality of opposition to
welfare in conservative rhetoric (e.g., Kuypers et al.
2003), this would explain why implicit appeals harnessed
racial prejudice only among liberals in Study 1.
Thus, we designed our next study to focus on a policy
area—gun control policy—where the extent of prior racial
associations is lower in degree and different in nature.
Though there exist important exceptions (see e.g., Winkler
2011), appeals for stricter firearm regulations historically
have not linked these regulations to negative stereotypes of
racial minorities. This may be in part because gun ownership has traditionally been strongly supported by less educated and rural whites, demographic groups that also report
greater endorsement of negative minority stereotypes. In
line with this observation, whites higher in racial resentment tend to be less supportive of gun control policies
(Filindra and Kaplan 2016). This suggests that to the extent
that this policy area is racialized, it is currently racialized in
a way that leads whites’ racial prejudice to decrease their
support for gun control.
Here, however, we examine the opposite possibility—
that is, we test whether implicit or explicit racial appeals
linking negative racial stereotypes of black criminality to
the prevalence of guns lead whites higher in racial prejudice to increase support for gun control. Because any
chronic associations that may exist between whites’ racial
attitudes and their gun control attitudes appear to run in the
opposite direction, we expect little prior racialization of
this kind. Therefore, if liberals in Study 1 were the only
group whose underlying racial predispositions were harnessed by implicit racial appeals because they have relatively weak prior associations between race and welfare
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policy, we would expect implicit racial appeals to increase
the effects of racial attitudes among all groups in this study.
Alternatively, if we find the same pattern of results we
found in Study 1, then this would suggest that responses to
implicit racial appeals in general are somehow conditioned
by political ideology regardless of the level of prior
racialization.
To increase the comparability of results across studies,
we employed parallel designs and presented the same
racial appeals, modified so that the same or similar language was invoked to urge support for gun control in Study
2 as was used to urge opposition to welfare in Study 1. In
addition, we included a measure of participants’ political
knowledge in the Study 2 pretest to examine the possibility
that racial appeals only increase the impact of racial attitudes among whites low in political knowledge (Huber and
Lapinski 2006).

Method
Participants were recruited via an advertisement posted
on MTurk. One thousand seven hundred and seventeen
participants completed a pretest, and 898 participants
(418 men and 480 women) participated in the main study
two weeks later. Participants who completed both waves
of the study ranged in age from 19 to 88 years (M = 40.8,
SD = 12.7), had a median household income between
$40,000 and $49,999, and 48.6 percent had at least a college degree.
The method used in Study 2 was identical to that of Study
1 but for a few exceptions that we note in the following.
First, to assess political knowledge, the pretest included five
questions asking participants to answer questions about the
structure of U.S. government or the identities of prominent
American politicians (e.g., “Who is the current Speaker of
the U.S. House of Representatives?”). The number of questions participants answered correctly was summed to form a
scale ranging from 0 to 5.
Second, the excerpts that participants read in the implicit
racial appeal and explicit racial appeal conditions were
modified such that these messages now urged readers to
support more stringent restrictions on gun ownership. For
example, the implicit appeal urging opposition to welfare
in Study 1 argued that “The irony is that misguided welfare
programs instituted in the name of compassion have actually helped turn a shrinking problem into a national tragedy.” For this study, we retained most of this language but
changed “misguided welfare programs” to “gun access
laws” and “compassion” to “liberty.” Therefore, while the
focus of the message changed to gun control, the tone of
the message remained largely unchanged, with the implicit
appeal making oblique references to racial stereotypes and
the explicit appeal directly referencing racial groups and
racial stereotypes. Participants were then asked what they
thought the speaker’s main argument was, assessing
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Table 3. Ordinary Least Squares Regressions of Support for Gun Control: Effects of Experimental Condition and Racial Prejudice.
Support for Gun Control Scale
Model 1: Support for Gun
Control Predicted by Condition
and Racial Resentment
Implicit racial appeal
Explicit racial appeal
Racial prejudice (racial resentment or
explicit racial prejudice)
Implicit appeal × racial prejudice
Explicit appeal × racial prejudice
Intercept
N
R2

.280
(.359)
−.049
(.361)
−.543***
(.062)
−.068
(.092)
.039
(.090)
6.478***
(.244)
864
.202

Model 2: Support for Gun
Control Predicted by Condition
and Explicit Racial Prejudice
−.141
(.158)
−.047
(.154)
−.427***
(.073)
−.124
(.115)
.013
(.111)
4.313***
(.105)
864
.102

Note: “Racial prejudice” is measured as “racial resentment” in Model 1 and as “explicit racial prejudice” in Model 2. Reference category is the no racial
appeal condition. Table entries are coefficients and standard errors.
***p < .001.

whether the experimental manipulation was effective.7 The
full text of the excerpts and details on manipulation checks
are available in the Supplemental Material (S2B and S3B,
respectively).
Next, participants’ support for gun control was measured
with four questions adapted from the American National
Election Studies and the General Social Survey asking them
about the degree to which they would support increased
restrictions on gun ownership (e.g., “There should be more
legal restrictions on handguns in our society.”). These items
were averaged to form a composite (Cronbach’s α = .89),
ranging from 1 to 7.
Finally, following research on increasing reliability in
online survey experiments (Berinsky, Margolis, and Sances
2013), we used a more rigorous approach than in our previous study to identify participants who were sufficiently
attentive to the study. Rather than relying on time spent on
the manipulations screen as we did in Study 1, here we
included five screening questions interspersed throughout

7We

also performed a more robust set of manipulation checks on
these excerpts with a separate sample of participants (N = 180).
These checks confirm that (1) the general content of the messages
was understood, with more than 90% of participants correctly
identifying the content of the message in all experimental conditions. In addition, (2) the implicit appeal was seen as more racialized than the control message (p < .001) but less racialized than
the explicit appeal (p < .001). Finally, (3) the explicit appeal was
seen as racially insensitive, while the implicit appeal and control
messages were not (ps < .01). See Supplemental Material (S3B) for
manipulation check items and results.

the study. Participants were coded as inattentive if they
answered more than one of these questions incorrectly.

Results and Discussion
Thirty-four participants were excluded from the analysis for
either failing manipulation check or giving incorrect answers
to more than one of the attention check questions, leaving a
total of 864 participants for analysis.8 All models reported
use OLS regression to predict participants’ attitudes.
We first tested the effect of the implicit and explicit racial
appeals on participants’ support for gun control. Unlike in our
first study, we found no significant differences in participants’
gun control attitudes across condition. Participants who read
pro–gun control messages that implicitly or explicitly invoked
racial stereotypes of black criminality overall did not differ statistically in their support for gun control from participants who
read a message about global warming (ps = .72 and .83 for the
implicit and explicit racial appeal conditions, respectively).
Next, we examined whether the racial appeals heightened
the influence of baseline racial attitudes on participants’ support for gun control. In two separate models, we interacted
(1) racial resentment and (2) explicit racial prejudice with the
effects of condition in predicting participants’ support for
gun control. Here also we found no evidence that either
implicit or explicit racial appeals heightened the influence of
racial dispositions on participants’ support for gun control
policies. As shown in Table 3, none of the interactions
8Results are substantively identical if these participants are retained
in the analysis.
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Table 4. Ordinary Least Squares Regressions of Support for Gun Control: Effects of Experimental Condition, Racial Prejudice, and
Ideology.
Support for Gun Control Scale
Model 1: Support for Gun Control
Predicted by Condition, Ideology,
and Racial Resentment
Implicit racial appeal
Explicit racial appeal
Liberal
Conservative
Racial prejudice (racial resentment or
explicit racial prejudice)
Implicit appeal × liberal
Explicit appeal × liberal
Implicit appeal × conservative
Explicit appeal × conservative
Implicit appeal × racial prejudice
Explicit appeal × racial prejudice
Liberal × racial prejudice
Conservative × racial prejudice
Implicit appeal × liberal × racial prejudice
Implicit appeal × conservative × racial
prejudice
Explicit appeal × liberal × racial prejudice
Explicit appeal × conservative × racial
prejudice
Intercept
N
R2

2.321**
(.823)
.873
(.815)
2.315**
(.698)
2.253**
(.846)
−.010
(.149)
−2.954**
(.990)
−1.424
(.968)
−2.408*
(1.192)
−1.422
(1.206)
−.609**
(.207)
−.265
(.201)
−.536**
(.206)
−.602**
(.193)
.917**
(.291)
.615*
(.275)
.596*
(.271)
.364
(.273)
4.393***
(.590)
864
.251

Model 2: Support for Gun Control
Predicted by Condition, Ideology,
and Explicit Racial Prejudice
−.472†
(.274)
−.227
(.262)
.432
(.345)
−.522*
(.247)
−.026
(.148)
.994*
(.496)
.519
(.489)
.443
(.361)
.157
(.352)
−.623**
(.222)
−.056
(.206)
−.520*
(.257)
−.268
(.178)
1.012**
(.368)
.586*
(.275)
.193
(.361)
.108
(.260)
4.342***
(.186)
864
.204

Note: “Racial prejudice” is measured as “racial resentment” in Model 1 and as “explicit racial prejudice” in Model 2. Reference categories are the no racial
appeal condition and moderate participants. Table entries are coefficients and standard errors.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

between racial attitudes and experimental condition reach
conventional levels of statistical significance.
Next, we examined whether the racial appeals heightened
the influence of baseline racial attitudes among either more
liberal or more conservative participants. In two separate
models, we interacted (1) racial resentment and (2) explicit
racial prejudice with dummy variables for condition and
dummy variables indicating whether the participant identified

as liberal or conservative to predict participants’ support for
gun control (Table 4).
Looking first at the effect of the implicit appeal, results
suggest that implicit racial appeals increased the effect of
prior racial attitudes on support for gun control among liberals. We found a positive three-way interaction between liberalism, racial resentment, and the implicit racial appeal
condition (p = .002) such that liberals high in racial
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Figure 2. (a) Liberals’ gun control support, by experimental condition and racial resentment. (b) Moderates’ gun control support, by
experimental condition and racial resentment. (c) Conservatives’ gun control support, by experimental condition and racial resentment.

resentment were more likely to voice support for increased
restrictions on gun ownership after reading the implicit
racial appeal compared to a message with no racial appeal.
In addition, we found a similar positive, three-way interaction between liberalism, explicit racial prejudice, and the
implicit racial appeal condition (p = .006) such that liberals
high in explicit racial prejudice were also more likely to
voice support for gun control after reading the implicit racial
appeal compared to a message with no racial appeal.
In addition, the models in Table 4 suggest that the implicit
racial appeals may also have increased the effect of prior
racial attitudes on support for gun control among conservatives. We found a positive three-way interaction between

conservatism, racial resentment, and the implicit racial
appeal condition (p = .03) as well as a positive three-way
interaction between conservatism, explicit racial prejudice,
and the implicit racial appeal condition (p = .03). However,
examining the interactive pattern between political ideology, experimental condition, and racial attitudes shows that
despite the similar direction of the coefficients, these effects
among liberals and conservatives are different in kind.
The interactive patterns between political ideology,
experimental condition, and racial resentment are shown
graphically in Figure 2. After reading a pro–gun control message where racial cues were subtly implied, liberals high in
racial resentment expressed increased support for heightened
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Table 5. Ordinary Least Squares Regression of Support for Gun Control: Effects of Experimental Condition, Racial Prejudice, and
Political Knowledge.
Support for Gun Control Scale
Model 1: Support for Gun Control
Predicted by Condition, Political
Knowledge, and Racial Resentment
Implicit racial appeal
Explicit racial appeal
Political knowledge
Implicit appeal × political knowledge
Explicit appeal × political knowledge
Racial prejudice (racial resentment or
explicit racial prejudice)
Implicit appeal × racial prejudice
Explicit appeal × racial prejudice
Political knowledge × racial prejudice
Implicit appeal × political knowledge ×
racial prejudice
Explicit appeal × political knowledge ×
racial prejudice
Intercept
N
R2

2.149†
(1.271)
−1.178
(1.148)
.286
(.213)
−.472
(.299)
.333
(.277)
−.222
(.210)
−.332
(.315)
.346
(.274)
−.081
(.050)
.067
(.074)
−.091
(.067)
5.329***
(.902)
864
.228

Model 2: Support for Gun Control
Predicted by Condition, Political
Knowledge, and Explicit Racial Prejudice
.949*
(.478)
.244
(.464)
−.040
(.084)
−.283*
(.118)
−.086
(.117)
−.132
(.246)
.012
(.368)
.468
(.330)
−.075
(.060)
−.042
(.089)
−.135†
(.082)
4.450***
(.340)
864
.133

Note: “Racial prejudice” is measured as “racial resentment” in Model 1 and as “explicit racial prejudice” in Model 2. Reference category is the no racial
appeal condition. Table entries are coefficients and standard errors.
†p < .10. *p < .05. ***p < .001.

firearm restrictions compared to those who read an excerpt
about global warming, while liberals low in racial resentment voiced approximately equivalent support across conditions (Figure 2a). Moderates high in racial resentment, on the
other hand, show sharply decreased support for gun control
after reading the implicit racial appeal (Figure 2b), while
conservatives show approximately equal support across conditions (Figure 2c). Thus, the significant interaction between
conservatism, racial resentment, and the implicit racial
appeal condition does not appear to represent a dog-whistle
effect but rather a difference between conservatives showing
no effect of condition and moderates showing an opposite of
predicted effect. The interactive pattern between political
ideology, experimental condition, and explicit racial prejudice is similar in character.
Turning to the effect of the explicit racial appeal, we also
found evidence that explicit racial appeals increased the
effect of racial resentment on support for gun control among
liberals. As shown in Figure 2, the nature of the interactions

between liberalism, racial resentment, and the explicit
racial appeal condition is similar to that of the implicit
racial appeal condition. Unlike in Study 1, this interaction
is significant (p = .03).
Finally, we examined Huber and Lapinski’s (2006) claim
that racial appeals heighten the influence of racial attitudes
on policy evaluations only for whites who are not politically
sophisticated enough to distinguish between implicit and
explicit racial appeals. In separate models, we interacted (1)
racial resentment and (2) explicit racial prejudice with the
effect of condition and participants’ score on the political
knowledge scale to predict participants’ support for gun control. We find little support for this claim. As shown in Table
5, neither the effects of political knowledge nor any of its
interactions reach conventional levels of statistical significance (p < .05).
To summarize, in Study 2, we found that neither implicit
nor explicit racial appeals heightened the influence of racial
prejudice on gun control attitudes among participants on the
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whole, contrary to what racial priming theory would predict.
Neither implicit nor explicit appeals had any effect on conservatives’ support for gun control. Among moderates, pro–
gun control messages implicitly invoking racial stereotypes
decreased support for gun control among those high in racial
prejudice, the opposite effect of what the dog-whistle hypothesis would predict.
Instead, we found that implicit racial appeals heightened
the influence of racial attitudes on support for gun control
among liberals specifically. Whereas in Study 1 we found
this effect for the racial resentment measure of racial prejudice, in Study 2 we found this effect for both racial resentment and explicit racial prejudice measures. In addition, we
found that explicit racial appeals also heightened the influence of racial resentment on support for gun control among
liberals. Although in our previous study we found some limited evidence that explicit appeals increase the strength of
racial resentment on welfare evaluations among liberals, we
found statistically reliable evidence of this effect for support
for gun control.

General Discussion
We began our research motivated by two questions: (1) Do
political messages that subtly cue racial stereotypes harness
whites’ racial prejudice to sway their views on public policy?
And, (2) Who is most responsive to implicit and explicit
racial messages?
In our first experiment, we found that participants who
read an implicit racial appeal linking welfare usage to racial
stereotypes of African Americans reported greater opposition to welfare programs than participants who read a control
message. In addition, we found that this effect was partially
mediated by decreased perceptions of welfare recipient
deservingness when racial stereotypes were subtly cued.
Finally, we found a three-way interaction between experimental condition, racial resentment, and political ideology
suggesting this decreased support for welfare was driven by
liberal participants high in racial resentment.
A follow-up experiment tested the effects of messages
supporting a political position—support for gun control—
that is currently negatively correlated with endorsement of
negative stereotypes of minorities. Again, we found a threeway interaction between experimental condition, racial
resentment, and political ideology suggesting that the
implicit racial appeal increased support for gun control
among liberals high in racial resentment. In this second
study, we also found that this effect occurred for liberals high
in explicit racial prejudice. In addition, we found that liberals
high in racial resentment showed significantly greater support for gun control after reading the explicit racial appeal.
Returning to the questions that motivated our research,
our findings suggest that (1) political appeals that subtly
invoke negative stereotypes of racial minorities can still
influence whites’ policy views by harnessing their racial
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prejudice, though, as we discuss in the following, this
response is conditioned by political ideology. Importantly,
however, (2) appeals that explicitly reference racial stereotypes have similar though less consistent effects. Whereas
in our first study we found that implicit appeals harness
liberals’ racial resentment relative to a message presenting
no racial appeal, in our second study we found that both
explicit and implicit appeals harness prejudice among this
group. Furthermore, in contrast with the vast literature on
racial priming effects and in line with the smaller number
of studies questioning the unique efficacy of implicit
appeals (Huber and Lapinski 2006; Valentino et al. 2018),
we found no statistically significant differences between
implicit and explicit appeals’ effects in their ability to
increase the impact of racial dispositions on whites’ policy
views. This is surprising given the overtly racially hostile
content of the explicit appeals, which was recognized as
racially insensitive.9 This might indicate that changing
norms around racial discourse have led these appeals to
become more socially acceptable, as evidenced by the
inflammatory racial rhetoric of Donald Trump’s 2016 successful presidential campaign (Valentino et al. 2018).
In addition, we find (3) that liberals high in racial resentment are particularly responsive to implicit racial appeals
and sometimes explicit appeals as well. Although results
differ across studies in other ways, in both studies we find
that racial appeals harness racial resentment to shift whites’
views, but this effect occurs among liberals specifically.
That we find similar effects for both opposition to welfare
and support for gun control is notable because of the many
ways that these two policy domains—and the racialized
rhetoric surrounding them—differ. Whereas racially coded
language and imagery has long been a feature of messages
urging opposition to federal welfare spending, these images
have been largely absent in messages urging support for
increased gun control. In addition, racial appeals in support
of gun control or in opposition to welfare have opposite
political valence (liberal vs. conservative, respectively) and
draw on different racial stereotypes (stereotypes of black
criminality vs. stereotypes regarding work ethic and sexual
morality, respectively).
Across these many differences, the pattern of results suggests that racial appeals increase the impact of racial resentment on policy views but that this effect is driven by liberals.
Moderates and conservatives, on the other hand, had responses
to racial appeals that varied across studies but that suggest
these appeals either have little effect or can backfire for members of these groups. For example, in Study 2, we found an
opposite of predicted effect among moderates, where pro–
gun control messages implicitly invoking racial stereotypes
decreased support for gun control among moderates high in

9See Supplemental Material for full text of the messages (S2) and
manipulation check items and results (S3).
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racial prejudice. Although beyond the scope of the current
research, we would welcome future research exploring what
causes racial appeals to backfire.
These findings extend the dog-whistle hypothesis by
demonstrating that ideology can condition whites’ responses
to racial appeals. However, the current research has limitations that we hope future research will address. Here we used
actual political rhetoric employed by conservative politicians
or groups to increase the real-world relevance of our findings, but we acknowledge that we sacrificed some internal
validity for external validity. Although we attempted to
match the implicit and explicit appeals as closely as possible
for length, racial themes employed, and content of the arguments, there are stylistic differences between the excerpts
that are difficult to avoid in testing effects of naturally occurring racial appeals. For example, the invocation of racial
conflict in the explicit appeal might be threatening to white
participants, and this sense of racial threat could have downstream effects on their policy attitudes (Blumer 1958; Bobo
1999; Chow, Lowery, and Hogan 2013; Wetts and Willer
2018). The fact that we find that implicit and explicit appeals
largely show similar effects partially alleviates this concern,
but we hope that future research will continue to probe the
differential impact of implicit and explicit racial appeals
while balancing concerns for internal and external validity.

Liberals’ Responses to Racial Appeals
Why might white liberals be most responsive to racial
appeals in these studies? As noted previously, it is possible
that dog-whistle messages were most effective in leading liberals high in racial resentment to oppose welfare in Study 1
because moderates and conservatives already have strong
chronic associations between welfare usage and stereotypes
of African Americans, leading these appeals to be ineffective
for these participants. However, this explanation cannot
account for why liberals were most responsive to a dogwhistle message in support of gun control, where racial
appeals have largely been absent. It is also possible that we
find this effect because racial resentment is a more valid
measure of prejudice for liberals than it is for conservatives
(Feldman and Huddy 2005). However, this explanation does
not account for why we find that the implicit racial appeal
increased the influence of explicit racial prejudice on liberals’ support for gun control in Study 2.
Although the current research cannot definitively answer
this question, we offer two possible explanations of this pattern that we hope future research will pursue. First, it is possible that liberals are most responsive to dog-whistle
messages because liberals as a group are likely to endorse
norms of colorblindness and egalitarianism. Therefore,
racially resentful liberals are particularly likely to demonstrate the ambivalent racial attitudes assumed in racial priming theory, where whites hold negative racial stereotypes but
also are motivated to appear egalitarian. This explanation is
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consistent with previous research suggesting that implicit
racial appeals are more effective than explicit appeals only
among social groups that endorse norms of egalitarianism
(Hutchings et al. 2010). Some aspects of our findings, however, are not consistent with this explanation. If this explanation were correct, we would expect that explicit racial appeals
should have very different effects from implicit appeals
among liberals because explicit appeals should be particularly likely to be rejected by liberals as racist. Instead, we
found evidence that both explicit and implicit appeals can
harness liberals’ racial attitudes.
Another possible explanation is that norms of colorblindness in liberal political culture impair the development of
structural explanations of negative outcomes among black
Americans, leaving liberals ill equipped to rebuff messages
linking outcomes such as welfare utilization or criminal justice involvement to negative racial stereotypes. While liberal
news sources are more likely than conservative news sources
to frame responsibility for negative outcomes as resulting
from social causes rather than personal problems or inadequacies (Kim, Carvalho, and Davis 2010), strong norms of
colorblindness in liberal political culture mean negative outcomes among black Americans as a group are rarely discussed. Rather than tracing these outcomes to structural
factors like concentrated poverty or lack of access to dominant institutions, discussion of these issues is often self-censored (Bonilla-Silva and Ashe 2014). Therefore, social and
structural explanations of disproportionate incidence of negative outcomes like welfare usage and crime may not be
readily accessible to liberals, leaving them vulnerable to rhetorical attempts to link their views about the proper political
response to these issues to latent racial stereotypes.
Conservative politicians and news sources, on the other
hand, regularly discuss the disproportionate incidence of welfare usage and crime among black Americans, often implicitly
or explicitly tying these negative outcomes to moral or cultural
failings of blacks (Haney-López 2014). Similar to our previous
argument as to how the historical racialization of welfare might
make racial appeals ineffective, these discussions in conservative media may lead moderates and conservatives to form
strong chronic associations between welfare usage and stereotypes of African Americans that dampen the effect of any novel
racial appeal. In the case of gun control, conservative news
sources’ discussions of the disproportionate incidence of crime
among black Americans may have a similar effect of leading to
greater opinion rigidity among moderates and conservatives.
These discussions in conservative media mean that conservatives and moderates have likely regularly encountered conservative elites’ arguments about how to respond to criminal
activity among black Americans—and specifically, have
encountered arguments that gun control policies will not solve
the problem because these policies take guns out of the hands
of “law-abiding,” implicitly white, citizens (Filindra and
Kaplan 2016). We might therefore expect racial appeals to be
ineffective for moderates and conservatives because their
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exposure to elite cues about how to think about negative outcomes among black Americans leads them to be able to defend
their previously held positions when presented with a novel
racial appeal.
Although here we only speculate on why liberals might be
more likely than other Americans to respond to this rhetoric,
we hope that future research will further test our finding that
implicit (and sometimes explicit) racial appeals increase the
impact of racial prejudice on liberals’ policy views. This
result was not predicted in advance of Study 1, and there are
relatively few self-identified political liberals who fall above
the median value of whites’ racial resentment, both in our
data or in nationally representative surveys, leaving open the
possibility that our results were driven by the responses of a
small, idiosyncratic group.10 We have taken steps to ensure
that this represents a reliable result, including (1) providing
robustness checks in Supplemental Tables S4A–S4L and (2)
replicating this result in Study 2 using a different political
issue. However, this unpredicted result deserves further
investigation, so we hope that future research will attempt to
replicate our results.
In addition, it would be valuable for future research to
examine more closely the sociodemographic characteristics
and political attitudes of self-identified liberals high in racial
resentment, whom our studies suggest are most swayed by
racial appeals.11 Ideally, this work would be done with nationally representative samples. Although the MTurk samples we
use in the current research are appropriate given our primary
concern for causal inference (Coppock et al. 2018; Levay
et al. 2016), they are not well suited for descriptive purposes
like examining the characteristics of specific subpopulations.
Therefore, future research should investigate the attitudes and
10About 20 percent of white liberals in each of our samples and in
the 2016 survey wave of the American National Election Studies
fall into this group (or approximately 6 percent of all participants in
our all-white samples and about 3 percent of the general American
population). For further details on the distribution of racial resentment among these samples, see Supplemental Material (S5).
11For example, because ideological self-identification does not have
a universal meaning across social contexts (e.g., Feinberg et al.
2017), it is possible that these racially resentful liberals would not
be considered liberal by the standards of most sociologists or other
self-identified liberals. If such racially resentful liberals are largely
conservative in their policy positions, our characterization of these
participants as liberals could be potentially misleading. We do not
have sufficient data to fully address this concern because we lack
data on participants’ nonracial policy attitudes. However, our data
on these participants’ partisan affiliations suggest they are more
similar to other liberals than they are to conservatives or moderates. For example, in Study 1, about 62 percent of racially resentful
liberals identify as Democrats, which is comparable to about 66
percent among liberals as a whole. Only about 4 percent identify
as Republicans. See Table S5B for descriptive statistics comparing these participants to liberal, moderate, and conservative participants on sociodemographic variables and partisan identification.

Figure 3. Predicted probability of white American switching
vote from Obama in 2012 to Trump in 2016, by ideology and
racial resentment.

Note: Predicted probabilities generated based on logistic regression
model presented in Table S1B in the Supplemental Material, with control
variables held at their medians. See Supplemental Material (S1) for details
on methods used in analysis of American National Election Studies
(ANES) data.

responses of racially resentful liberals using nationally representative samples.
For now, we note that while white liberals high in racial
resentment are a relatively small group, there is reason to
suspect that they are also politically impactful. Based on
analysis of 2016 American National Election Studies (ANES)
data, this group constitutes about 3.1 percent of the population, or about 10 million people, large enough to be a consequential voting bloc. For comparison, this number is roughly
equivalent to the number of Americans who identify as gay,
lesbian, bisexual, or transgender (Gallup 2015). Furthermore,
many political commentators have suggested that Donald
Trump’s presidential victory in 2016 turned in part on traditionally Democratic white voters with whom Trump’s racial
rhetoric resonated (e.g., Roberts 2016). The current research
lends credibility to this idea, suggesting that racially resentful liberals would be the group most responsive to the
implicit—and sometimes explicit—racial appeals of Donald
Trump’s presidential campaign (Manza and Crowley 2018).
In line with this observation, analyses of ANES data show
that among whites, liberals high in racial resentment were
particularly likely to switch from voting for Barack Obama in
2012 to voting for Donald Trump in 2016. We perform a
logistic regression predicting whether a white respondent
switched their vote to Trump by control variables, respondent’s ideology, racial resentment, and the interaction between
ideology and racial resentment (see Supplemental Material,
S1, for methods used in analysis of ANES data). We find a
significant interaction between ideology and racial resentment
(p < .001) such that white, racially resentful liberals were particularly likely to switch their vote to Trump. Figure 3 displays
the predicted probability of a white American switching his
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or her vote by ideology and racial resentment with other
demographic and socioeconomic variables held at their
medians. Among those liberals highest in racial resentment,
the predicted probability of switching to Trump rises above
50 percent.
Although the current research cannot speak directly to
whether these individuals voted for Donald Trump because
his campaign messages invoked negative stereotypes of racial
minorities (Manza and Crowley 2018), this finding provides
suggestive evidence that the dynamics we see in our experiments may have consequential effects in American politics.

Conclusion
Our findings suggest that implicit racial appeals can sway
whites’ views by linking their policy evaluations to their racial
prejudice and that these effects are driven by political liberals.
In addition, our findings suggest that explicit racial appeals
have similar though less consistent effects. This research adds
support to the mounting evidence that white Americans no
longer consistently reject explicit racial appeals, while highlighting the need for a better understanding of why liberals
appear to be the group most called by the dog whistle.
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