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Abstract
Scholars have argued that racial policy beliefs contributed to a decline in public trust 
among white-Americans, but this effect waned over time as racial policies left the 
agenda. We theorize that beliefs about racial policies may have been integrated into 
whites’ racial attitudes, resulting in a durable association between racial prejudice 
and public trust. Our analysis of eight ANES surveys (1992–2020) shows that racial 
prejudice, measured in terms of anti-Black stereotypes, informs white Americans’ 
beliefs about the trustworthiness of the federal government. LDV models strengthen 
our contention by showing that the relationship persists after an LDV is included 
and it is not reciprocal.
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Introduction

The long-standing malaise about government in America has led scholars to inquire 
into the origins and consequences of low public trust. The consensus in the public 
opinion literature is that short-term factors, such as the direction of the economy 
and the policies and personnel of an administration (e.g., Citrin, 1974; Weatherford, 
1984), drive the ebbs and flows of public trust. In this view, people become dissatis-
fied with government performance and express this dissatisfaction in terms of trust 
in government. In turn, this public mistrust has significant consequences for the abil-
ity of government to deliver—especially on policies that involve concentrated costs/
benefits, such as those that address income inequality (Hetherington & Rudolph, 
2015).

The Great Society introduced new federal policies such as income support for 
the poor, housing subsidies, and affirmative action, promising to address inequality. 
However, these interventions allocated costs and benefits differentially across whites 
and minority groups—or were perceived to do so. As a result, many white Ameri-
cans of the era believed that these new programs unfairly benefited African–Amer-
icans (Gilens, 1999). Scholars argued that these negative policy perceptions con-
tributed to the decline in public trust among whites in the 1970s and 1980s, with 
significant consequences for the federal government’s ability to address economic 
inequality (Hetherington, 1998, 2005; Hetherington & Globetti, 2002).

By the 1990s, the federal government’s efforts to address racial inequality 
through race-based programs had all but ended and even reversed (Soss et al., 2003). 
Furthermore, by this time, white Americans had incorporated their views of racial 
policy into their assessments of government and thus the effect of race policy as a 
driver of public trust was thought to have diminished (Hetherington, 2005). Yet, low 
political trust persists among white Americans. This raises an important question: at 
a time when racial policy is no longer actively on the agenda, and the effect of atti-
tudes about such policies on public trust may have declined, are racial factors not an 
influence on white Americans’ judgements of the federal government?

Studies in psychology suggest that human memory organizes thoughts in interre-
lated networks that are linked by affective ties (Lodge & Taber, 2013). Race-related 
beliefs are organized in well-developed and affectively-laden groups which are 
highly accessible and easy to recall unconsciously (Tesler & Sears, 2010; Winter, 
2008). We argue that whites’ beliefs and attitudes about racial policies have become 
integrated into their broader racial attitudes toward Black people. As a result of 
this integration process, perceptions about the government’s trustworthiness have 
become associated in memory with negative attitudes about African–Americans. 
Thus attitudes about government have become “racialized,” that is people have 
developed a durable unconscious association between racial prejudice and public 
trust.

If this is the case, when racial attitudes become salient, or “primed,” through 
external stimuli, such as the media or political elites, mistrust in government 
increases among racially prejudiced whites for whom racial prejudice is top of mind. 
Even if the policies themselves are no longer consequential in shaping whites’ trust 
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in government (Hetherington, 2005), racial prejudice can directly influence trust in 
government. The racialization of government may explain why racially-prejudiced 
whites perceive the federal government as not “their own” (Parker & Barreto, 2013).

This perspective is important for several reasons. First, it provides one expla-
nation for why public trust among whites has not rebounded even as racial policy 
moved off the political agenda in the 21st century. Second, it suggests that the link 
between racial priors and public trust may be durable and chronically salient. Third, 
this indicates that among racially prejudiced whites, priming of racial attitudes may 
also prime mistrust in government even if racial policies are not mentioned. Further-
more, the racialization of government trust provides another path for the theorized 
“spillover” of racialization which is currently attributed to the Obama Presidency 
(Tesler, 2016). Given that trust in government is known to influence support for 
various policies (Hetherington, 2005; Hetherington & Rudolph, 2015), the racializa-
tion of government trust may have contributed to the racialization of various policy 
domains previously considered to be non-racial. Finally, the racialization of pub-
lic trust may have implications for the ability of government to address the issues 
of social justice raised by the Black Lives Matter mobilization. This mobilization 
may make anti-Black attitudes more salient among whites, further dampening public 
trust.

We test the relationship between whites’ racial attitudes and trust in government 
using eight ANES surveys (1992–2020). First, our results show that racial prejudice, 
measured in terms of anti-Black stereotypes, is a negative and significant predictor 
of public trust across the series, controlling for economic evaluations, evaluations of 
the President, partisanship, ideology authoritarian personality, trust in people and 
demographic factors. Parallel analyses show that racial policy has less consistent 
effects on public trust. Second, parallel analyses with a dependent variable related 
to public trust—political efficacy—yield very similar results. Third, an LDV model 
using the 1992–1996 ANES data shows that racial prejudice remains significant 
even after the inclusion of a lagged dependent variable. The reverse model shows 
null effect of public trust on racial prejudice when a lagged DV is included. Finally, 
we show that the negative relationship between racial prejudice and public trust 
remains robust even if we include restrictive immigration policy preferences in the 
model.

Public Trust

The concept of public trust seems straightforward, but it is actually quite complex 
both to conceptualize and to measure. According to Easton (1965), trust can be 
thought of in terms of support for a given government’s policies, or as faith in 
the political system itself. There is some dissension in the literature as to whether 
political trust measures tap satisfaction with policy performance or system level 
support (Craig et al., 1990; Hetherington, 1998; Norris, 2011). Scholars of politi-
cal trust generally believe that as measured in the standardized ANES battery, 
the construct most likely taps attitudes about satisfaction with a given adminis-
tration’s performance and policy direction (Hetherington, 2005). In this sense, 
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political trust refers to a citizen’s evaluation of whether or not the government 
acts on behalf of the public good (Craig, 1979). Public trust is typically measured 
using four items: “how often can you trust the federal government in Washington 
to do what is right,” “Would you say the government is pretty much run by a few 
big interests looking out for themselves or that it is run for the benefit of all the 
people,” “do you think that people in government waste a lot of the money we 
pay in taxes,” and “how many of the people running the government are cor-
rupt.” The focus of these items is generally corruption and waste in Washington, 
likely tapping assessments about government outputs—that is how policies allo-
cate collective resources.

Not surprisingly, it is beliefs about the political personnel, the state of the econ-
omy, and the government’s policy choices that predict public trust. People who dis-
like the president’s character or leadership style (Citrin & Green, 1986), or who find 
his behavior scandalous tend to express lower levels of political trust (Chanley et al., 
2000). Citizens who are dissatisfied with the direction of the economy (Hetherington 
& Rudolph, 2008; Weatherford, 1984), or who are concerned about crime (Chanley 
et al., 2000) tend to also be mistrustful. Similarly, those who are resentful with the 
way the government distributes or redistributes resources tend to be mistrustful of 
government (Hetherington, 2005).

Racial Policy and Public Trust

In the United States, a key cleavage that continues to be central to citizens’ political 
judgements is race. Black inclusion to political rights arrived not as the result of a 
social consensus but rather through changes instituted and enforced by government: 
first the Supreme Court and then Congress dismantled Jim Crow and mandated 
Blacks’ political rights. These institutional changes contributed to important attitu-
dinal change: support for white supremacy and beliefs in white biological superior-
ity declined markedly following the Civil Rights revolution (Schuman et al., 1997). 
However, this change did not mean that racial prejudice subsided or that it no longer 
had substantial influence on whites’ political judgements (Sides et al., 2019; Tesler, 
2016).

The institutional and policy changes that accompanied desegregation and the 
“nationalization of implicitly and explicitly racial policies,” produced noticeable 
declines in political trust among whites (Hetherington, 2005, 21). The transforma-
tion of small social welfare programs to massive entitlements which coincided with 
the Civil Rights transformation and guaranteed blacks equal access to state sup-
ported programs, fueled white mistrust. As Hetherington (2005) has shown, espe-
cially in the 1970s, resistance to racial policies such as busing and government aid 
to Blacks contributed substantively to the decline in public trust among whites. In 
this view, whites may have thought of such policies as programs that imposed direct 
material costs on their group while benefiting Blacks exclusively and this perceived 
unfair allocation in costs and benefits may have fueled their mistrust in govern-
ment. However, Hetherington’s analysis shows that racial policies ceased having an 
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effect on public trust by the 1990s. According to Hetherington, this was the case 
because these programs were no longer new and thus the public had already inte-
grated their perceptions of race policy into their attitudes about government (Heth-
erington, 2005). If race policies no longer influence white opinion on government 
performance, does that mean that racial considerations have no bearing on white 
Americans’ trust in government?

Racial Attitudes and Public Trust

Political psychologists have shown that concepts related to race, such as beliefs 
about African–Americans (racial prejudice) and beliefs about racial policy, are 
closely networked and linked in people’s memory and these associations are 
stored together along with an overall evaluative tally. More so than the specific 
underlying information, for example about the policy content, it is the general 
positive or negative evaluation related to this network of interlinked beliefs 
about racial groups that is easily accessible and people can quickly retrieve when 
prompted to consider race-related topics. Therefore, if in the white mind govern-
ment performance is linked to an associative network of beliefs related to Black 
people, then individuals are likely to unconsciously draw from this set of beliefs 
when asked to respond to questions about public trust (Tesler & Sears, 2010).

Over time, racial policy-specific beliefs may become less central and less 
coherent when it comes to white-Americans assessment of government perfor-
mance. These policies may move on and off the agenda and as they do so, they 
become less top-of-mind when individuals are asked to evaluate the federal gov-
ernment (Hetherington, 2005). However, even if racial policy beliefs remain sali-
ent, such beliefs will still likely be connected to the individual’s broader beliefs 
about African–Americans. Therefore, thinking about the performance of the fed-
eral government is likely to also activate thoughts about Black people and thus 
negative assessments of African–Americans may influence judgements about the 
trustworthiness of the government.

Among white Americans, racial beliefs are well-developed, strongly asso-
ciated to each other and easily accessible (Winter, 2008). The accessibility of 
these ideas suggests that racial considerations are easily primed, meaning that 
information encountered in the environment can prompt people to automatically 
recall these ideas below consciousness. In turn, these racial considerations can 
influence subsequent thoughts, disproportionately weighing on candidate assess-
ments (Buyuker et al., 2021; Mendelberg, 2001), policy preferences (Filindra & 
Kaplan, 2016; Tesler, 2016), or –in this case—attitudes about the government 
itself. Thus, even when racial policy issues are no longer on the agenda, feelings 
about such policies may continue to influence judgements about the government’s 
trustworthiness.

The democratization of the polity ushered in by the Voting Rights and Civil 
Rights Acts and the desegregation decisions of the U.S. Supreme Court, contrib-
uted to the development in the white mind of a link between racial attitudes and 
public trust in government. The race riots of the late 1960s likely strengthened 
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this relationship. As early as 1970, Aberbach and Walker (1970) reported that in 
promoting racial integration in schools and neighborhoods, “government officials 
are faced with an increasingly angry, bitter and frightened group of white peo-
ple who feel persecuted and unrepresented. These feelings are undermining their 
basic trust in government” (p. 64). Even after the battles over desegregation were 
over, white people’s feelings about the changes introduced by the Civil Rights era 
were likely incorporated into their attitudes about African–Americans. The same 
may be the case for affirmative action and welfare which exited the agenda by the 
late 1990s (Hetherington, 2005). This process was further aided by white reac-
tionary movements, from the New Right, to the Tea Party, to “MAGA,” which 
actively linked racial grievances to government performance and beliefs about 
government trustworthiness (Parker & Barreto, 2013; Sides et al., 2019).

A link between white racial prejudice and mistrust in government has several 
implications. First, unlike public policies that can be abandoned and forgotten, 
racial prejudice emerges early and persists over the lifetime of individuals and is 
also transmitted across generations (Kinder & Sanders, 1996). This means that 
the effect of racial attitudes may not be limited to a specific time period when 
concerns about racial policies are new or salient. If attitudes about government 
are “racialized,” that is, connected in memory to beliefs about racial groups, then 
the abandonment of racial policy may not be sufficient to produce substantive 
increases in public trust among racially prejudiced whites. Other factors, such as 
the presence of prominent African–Americans in office or in government posi-
tions, or images of African-American social movements making claims on gov-
ernment may be sufficient to activate the negative associations between Black 
people and government performance. Such links may accentuate the belief among 
racially prejudiced whites that government is “not ours” that both the Tea Party 
and the MAGA movement expressed (Parker & Barreto, 2013; Sides et al., 2019).

Second, given that considerations about Black people are easily primed by 
political elites and the media (Mendelberg, 2001), and as a result of President 
Barack Obama and now Vice President Kamala Harris in the most prominent 
political roles in the federal system, racial prejudice may be chronically primed 
(Tesler & Sears, 2010). This suggests that elites with incentives to direct white 
racial prejudice toward government institutions can do so easily and effectively, 
and often in ways that don’t require conscious processing. Historical accounts 
of the New Right movement show that elites have employed racial priming to 
undermine trust in national government institutions by employing implicit racial 
frames (Edsall & Edsall, 1992).

Third, if beliefs about government are racialized, perhaps even chronically, 
then the effect of racial attitudes may spillover to many policy domains, racial 
and nonracial, where political trust is a factor. Hetherington’s (2005) research has 
already demonstrated that political trust moderates the effect of racial attitudes 
on support for various racial policies. If racial attitudes directly predict one’s 
level of political trust, then these results certainly suggest that racial priors have 
both direct and indirect effects—through political trust—on policies that are not 
thought to be subject to racialization. In Tesler’s (2016) terminology, attitudes 
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about government may be another pathway through which “spillover of racializa-
tion” can occur, and one that well predates the Obama era.

Hypotheses 

1.	 We expect that racial prejudice (anti-Black stereotypes) is a negative and signifi-
cant predictor of trust in government.

2.	 We expect that attitudes towards racial policies should also be negatively cor-
related with public trust, but the relationship should be weaker and inconsistent 
over time.

ANES Analyses (1992–2020)

The dependent variable consists of the four items discussed earlier which are used in 
most of the research on public trust (e.g., Hetherington, 2005). When it comes to our 
predictors, racial prejudice is measured using a composite variable based on anti-
Black stereotypes. There are many different ways to measure racial prejudice. One 
popular measure is that of modern racism or racial resentment which is considered 
the form of racial prejudice most prevalent today (Kinder & Sanders, 1996). How-
ever, for our purposes, modern racism is a suboptimal measure because critics have 
shown that it may conflate racial prejudice with ideology and policy preferences 
(Feldman & Huddy, 2005; Neblo, 2009). Ours is a measure of traditional rather than 
modern racial prejudice and thus does not suffer the limitations of the modern rac-
ism measure.

The stereotypes measure also has advantages relative to the Black thermom-
eter measure. Thermometers have been included in the ANES since the 1960s, 
so in principle, using the thermometer would enable us to extend the analysis to 
the Civil Rights era. However, there is good reason to expect a low correlation 
between the Black thermometer and attitudes about government. The Black stereo-
type (and also racial resentment) are measures based on cognitions, that is, discreet 
types of thoughts about Black people. Public trust is a cognitive evaluation meas-
ure. However, the Black thermometer measures affect, that is positive or negative 
emotional responses to African–Americans. Psychologists have demonstrated that 
these are distinct processes. Cognitive beliefs or attitudes are linked to conceptual 
judgements, while affective responses are better correlated with other affect-based 
responses (Fiske & Taylor, 2013, 212–213).1

We also refrain from using the difference in Black and white stereotypes as a 
measure. This is because studies assert that ingroup and outgroup attitudes fall on 

1  Models with the Black thermometer as the key independent variable are included in Appendix 
Table A7. As expected, the thermometer does not perform as well as the stereotypes. Although all except 
one coefficients are in the expected direction, only three (1992, 2000, 2008) are statistically significant.
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distinct dimensions and thus are not commensurable (Brewer, 1999). When white 
Americans think about the ingroup, these considerations are qualitatively different 
from those related to a racial outgroup. In essence, we don’t use the same standards 
to think about the ingroup as we use to assess outgroups (Jardina, 2019).2

Across all ANES surveys includes one item that asks respondents to place Blacks 
on a seven-point continuum between lazy and hardworking. A second item, intel-
ligent/unintelligent, is included in all except 2016 and 2020. For those years, ANES 
included a second item that measures stereotyping Blacks as violent or peaceful 

     a- Public Trust

           b – Anti-Black stereotypes

Fig. 1   a public trust, b anti-Black stereotypes

2  Factor analysis of the Black and white stereotype items in the ANES confirms that they do not fall on a 
single dimension. See Appendix Table A2.
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(7-pt). Figure 1a shows the distributions of the public trust for each year. The graphs 
show a fairly normal distribution with a large proportion of people in the middle. 
Figure 1b shows the distribution of our key independent variable—anti-Black stere-
otypes—for each ANES year. For most years, the data show a one-tailed distribution 
with relatively few people expressing strong anti-Black attitudes. This is consistent 
with what analyses of blatant prejudice report (Krysan, 2012).

For reasons of consistency, we use two policy items that have appeared in all sur-
veys: support for affirmative action (preferential hiring) and support for government 
help (aid to Blacks).3 Models that include policy are in the supplemental Appendix. 
Consistent with earlier research trust in government, the cross-sectional models con-
trol for support for the president (thermometer), trust in people, authoritarian per-
sonality, prospective economic evaluation, partisanship, and ideology (Citrin, 1974; 
Hetherington, 2005; Weatherford, 1984). The models also account for key demo-
graphics: gender, age, education, income, residence in the South, and religion (Prot-
estant). In all models, we only include respondents who self-identified as non-His-
panic whites. All variables in the models are rescaled on 0–1 scales consistent with 
the nature of the original variable. This allows us to conceptualize the coefficients as 
maximum effects and consequently compare the size of coefficients across models. 
Descriptive statistics and exact wording of the items can be found in Appendix A7.

We specified OLS regression models for each of the cross-sectional ANES sur-
veys from 1992 to 2020.4 Since racial policy preferences and racial prejudice are 
likely endogenous, we run separate sets of models with prejudice and racial pol-
icy to assess the degree to which these two factors consistently predict government 
mistrust.5

First, Table 1, shows the results including racial prejudice but not racial policy 
preferences. Given that public trust is thought to primarily tap beliefs about political 
performance, it is reassuring and consistent with expectations that the presidential 
thermometer is positively and significantly correlated with government trust across 
all surveys. As expected, all else being equal, positive evaluations of the economy 
also boost public trust: the measure is positive and significant in all surveys except 
2000. Although trust in people is thought to have a relatively weak correlation with 
trust in government, our results indicate that the relationship is positive and signifi-
cant in seven of the eight models. Partisanship and ideology are generally not sig-
nificant in the models as much of the effect here is likely absorbed by the evaluation 
of the president. Authoritarianism is only significant in 2020. These results are reas-
suring since they are generally consistent with established literature.

3  The 2020 ANES included only one racial policy item: affirmative action. Following Hetherington 
(2005), we use individual policy controls, one for each policy, but our results as far as the significance of 
racial prejudice remain consistent if an additive policy index is used instead.
4  The 1988 ANES did not include measures of racial stereotypes, so we did not include it in the analysis. 
We use the time series data files in the analysis not the cumulative ANES file because the 2020 data are 
not in the cumulative file.
5  Results with both factors in the same model can be found in Appendix Table A3. These results are 
similar to what we present here.
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Moving to the variable of central interest to us, as Table 1 shows, the coefficient 
associated with the Black stereotype measure is negatively signed and statistically 
significant at conventional levels (p < 0.05) in all years. The negative sign of the 
coefficient indicates that the more racially prejudiced a respondent is, the more mis-
trustful of government they are likely to be. This is consistent with our expectations.

In terms of substantive effects, the presidential thermometer is in a top tier of pre-
dictors and across the series has the strongest substantive effect. Since all predictors 
are recoded on 0 to 1 scales, the coefficients can be understood as the “maximum” 
effect of the variable, that is, the change in probability if we switch the predictor 
from zero to one, holding all others constant. The maximum effect of the presiden-
tial evaluation ranges from + 0.05 in 2020 to + 0.25 in 2004. Not surprisingly, given 
the rhetoric of the Trump presidency, positive evaluations of Trump did not contrib-
ute much to trust in government.

Racial prejudice (stereotypes) can be placed in a second tier of predictors along 
with economic evaluation and trust in people. Its maximum effect ranged from a low 
of − 0.06 in 2016 to a high of − 0.23 in 1996. It is important to note that the effect 
of racial prejudice on trust in government does not seem to have increased in the 
Obama era, so we do not observe an “Obama effect” when it comes to the associa-
tion between prejudice and public trust. In part, this could be because of the correla-
tion between the Presidential thermometer and racial prejudice during this period.6 
These effects are in the same range as for trust in people and economic evaluation. 
Specifically, the substantive effect of trust in people ranges from a low of + 0.03 in 
2016 to a high of + 0.11 in 2020. Similarly, the effect of economic evaluation ranges 
from a low of + 0.05 in 2020 to a high of + 0.12 in 2008 and 2016.

What about the effect of racial policy which theory suggests drives public trust 
(Hetherington, 2005)? Appendix Table A4 shows the same models as Table 1 except 
that we have replaced the stereotypes measure with two measures of racial policy: 
affirmative action (preferential hiring), and government help (aid to Blacks). The 
effect of the two policy items is inconsistent across surveys. The affirmative action 
item is statistically significant in 1992, 1996, 2012, 2016, and 2020 and its substan-
tive effect is relatively small ranging from -0.01 in 2012 to −  0.13 in 1996. The 
government help item is statistically significant in 2000, 2012 and 2016 and the sub-
stantive effect ranges from − 0.04 in 2016 to − 0.12 in 2000. The measure was not 
included in 2020 (only one policy item was included in that year). These results 
suggest that even though racial policy continues to play some role in shaping white 
Americans’ trust in government, the effect is relatively small and inconsistent across 
surveys.7

The ANES contains a second measure that is conceptually and operationally cor-
related with public trust (Craig, 1979; Craig et al., 1990). This is known as political 
responsiveness or external political efficacy. Political efficacy measures the degree 

7  This remains the case in models in which the Black stereotypes are included in the same models as 
racial policy. See Appendix Table A3.

6  Removal of the Presidential thermometer from the models leads to an increase in the size of the coef-
ficients for the Black stereotype measure.



973

1 3

Political Behavior (2022) 44:961–979	

to which people’ think that government is responsive to their demands. The relevant 
items can be found in Appendix A4. Since the two measures are closely related, we 
use political responsiveness to demonstrate the robustness of our results. As Appen-
dix Table A5 shows, the anti-Black stereotype measure is negative and statistically 
significant in all models with the exception of 1992. The substantive effect of the 
stereotype measure ranges from −  0.10 in 2012 to −  0.22 in 2004. However, as 
Appendix Table A6 shows, there is less consistency in the effect of the racial policy 
measures on political responsiveness. Preferential hiring (affirmative action) is sig-
nificant only in 2020 and government help is significant only in 2008 and 2012.

Lagged Dependent Variable Analysis (1992–1996 ANES Panel)

As a further robustness check, we used the 1992–1996 ANES panel survey to 
specify lagged dependent variable analyses (LDV). LDV analyses can be helpful 
in two ways. First, an LDV model of public trust can reassure us that our results 
are not an artifact of omitted variable bias. Second, we can use the anti-Black ste-
reotype as the DV to test for reverse causation. Theory suggests that racial preju-
dice is formed early in childhood while attitudes about government and the politi-
cal system emerge much later (Kinder & Sanders, 1996; Sears & Henry, 2003). 
However, the panel data enable us to test the possibility of a reciprocal relation-
ship rather than take the direction of effect for granted.

The 1992 (post) election wave and the 1996 (post) election wave included the 
stereotype questions. Consequently, we ran a lagged DV model using this dataset. 
In other words, we ran a model which was identical to the model used to analyze 
the 1996 cross-sectional data, except we added a lagged dependent variable (from 
the 1992 wave) to the right-hand side of the model. As specified in the introduc-
tion of the codebook of the panel dataset, there are 545 cases that participated in 
relevant four waves (the pre and post waves of 1992 survey and the pre and post 
waves of the 1996 survey). Non-white respondents are dropped since we restrict 
the analysis to whites only. Of the remaining 469 cases, 33 are lost to item non-
response. Please note that the ANES did not provide weights for the 545 panel 
cases.

The LDV results are in Table  2. The first model uses political trust as the 
dependent variable. Controlling for the 1992 measure of trust in government, we 
show that the Black stereotypes measure is negative and statistically significant 
(p < 0.05, one tailed). Given the directional orientation of our hypothesis, a one-
tailed test is sufficient to reassure us that prejudice depresses political trust. How-
ever, the same is not true for the second model which uses anti-Black stereotypes 
as the dependent variable. Here, when the 1992 measure of negative Black ste-
reotypes is taken into account, government trust is not a statistically significant 
predictor of the 1996 negative Black stereotype measure and its substantive effect 
is close to zero. This reassures us that the relationship is not endogenous and it 
likely runs from racial prejudice to trust in government, not the other way around.
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Table 2   OLS analyses of 1996 
trust in gov’t and 1996 black 
stereotypes using 1992–1996 
ANES panel

Trust Black
In gov’t Stereotypes

Lagged trust in gov’t (1992) 0.578*** − 0.013
(0.06) (0.04)

Lagged negative Black stereotypes 
(1992)

– 0.317***

(0.07)
Negative Black stereotypes − 0.136** –

(0.08)
Economic evaluation 0.051 − 0.002

(0.04) (0.02)
Trust people 0.020 − 0.037***

(0.03) (0.02)
Presidential thermometer 0.083 − 0.101***

(0.06) (0.04)
Authoritarianism − 0.016 − 0.001

(0.05) (0.03)
Republicanism (ND) − 0.097** 0.060**

(0.06) (0.03)
Conservatism (ideology) − 0.186*** 0.024

(0.08) (0.05)
Conservatism not known − 0.108 0.113***

(0.09) (0.05)
Age 30–44 0.091*** − 0.005

(0.04) (0.02)
Age 45–64 0.105*** 0.043

(0.04) (0.03)
Age 65 ifc over 0.212*** 0.090***

(0.04) (0.03)
Female − 0.054*** − 0.013

(0.03) (0.02)
Protestant − 0.024 0.009

(0.03) (0.02)
South − 0.004 − 0.004

(0.03) (0.02)
Income 0.083 0.014

(0.06) (0.04)
Income not known 0.010 − 0.031

(0.05) (0.04)
Education − 0.036 0.011

(0.06) (0.04)
Constant 0.208*** 0.382***

(0.07) (0.06)
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What About Anti‑immigrant Policy Preferences?

Finally, another important consideration is the possibility that other outgroup 
attitudes or outgroup-related policy preferences may also have an effect on pub-
lic trust. Although American political and social hierarchies are primarily built 
on the white/Black divide, there is evidence of a second important cleavage in 
shaping whites’ political judgements. This is the native/foreign cleavage (Zou & 
Cheryan, 2017). A large number of studies have shown that anti-immigrant atti-
tudes influence policy preferences (e.g., Filindra & Pearson-Merkowitz, 2013; 
Pearson-Merkowitz et al., 2016). Studies from Europe show that anti-immigrant 
attitudes do negatively influence government trust (McLaren, 2012). It is thus 
possible that the effect of anti-Black stereotypes reflects anti-immigrant atti-
tudes and once we control for that factor, the effect of anti-Black stereotypes 
will diminish or disappear. The ANES surveys include one item related to immi-
gration that is consistent across all cross-sectional studies. This item asks: “Do 
you think the number of immigrants from foreign countries who are permitted 
to come to the United States to live should be increased a lot, increased a little, 
left the same as it is now, decreased a little, or decreased a lot?” This item meas-
ures immigration policy preferences not attitudes about immigrant groups. We 
recoded this item to range from 0 to 1 in the direction of stronger anti-immigrant 
policy preferences. We then re-specified the models from Table  1 to include 
this item. Results of these analyses are included in Appendix Table  A9. The 
results show that even when anti-immigrant policy preference is accounted for, 
the negative Black stereotype measure continues to be statistically significant 
in all eight models and the substantive effects do not change markedly. Support 
for immigration restrictionism is also negative and significant in six of the eight 
models and its effects tend to be similar or qualitatively smaller than those of 
the anti-Black stereotype measure. However, given that this is not a measure of 
group attitudes but rather immigration policy preferences, we resist any conclu-
sion that anti-immigrant attitudes are directly implicated in the decline of pub-
lic trust. For our purposes, these results strengthen our assertion that anti-Black 
prejudice depresses public trust even controlling for immigration restrictionism. 
Future research should focus on the role of attitudes towards immigrants and 

Table 2   (continued) Trust Black
In gov’t Stereotypes

N 403 391
Adjusted-R2 0.252 0.145
F-value 11.560 3.967

Robust standard errors in parentheses
White respondents only
**p < 0.05 (one-tailed)
*** p < 0.01
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other racial groups—such as Latinos— and ethnocentrism more broadly in shap-
ing white attitudes toward government.

Taken together, our ANES findings provide support for the theory that racial 
attitudes predict lower trust in government and they do so consistently over 
more than two decades. Therefore, the ANES data suggest that racial attitudes 
have become intertwined with political trust in the white mind. Furthermore, we 
have no evidence that the relationship is reciprocal with public trust influencing 
anti-Black prejudice. Furthermore, the effect of racial policy is weaker and less 
consistent over time.

Conclusion

Our results suggest that white Americans’ beliefs about the trustworthiness of 
the federal government have become linked with their racial attitudes. The study 
shows that even when racial policy preferences are weakly linked to trust in gov-
ernment racial prejudice does not. Analyses of eight surveys of the ANES from 
1992 to 2020 show a negative correlation between racial prejudice (measured 
in terms of anti-Black stereotypes) and trust in government which is significant 
statistically and substantively, as well as persistent. Replication of these mod-
els using political responsiveness as the dependent variable—a measure closely 
linked to public trust—further strengthen our contention. Furthermore, LDV 
analyses of the 1992–1996 ANES panel provides additional evidence for the 
one-directional link between prejudice and public trust among white Americans. 
Overall, our ANES analyses indicate a significant negative association between 
Black stereotypes and public trust that has persisted over three decades and which 
exists independent of racial policy attitudes.

More research is necessary to understand the mechanisms that underline these 
responses. For example, our data cannot address the question of whether the 
decline in public trust is related to whites’ perceptions of loss of political power 
to African–Americans within the electorate through the emergence of a “major-
ity-minority” voter base, or whether it is caused by the growing numbers of Afri-
can-American public officials who are expected to represent Black interests at the 
detriment of white interests. We are not able to ascertain whether and to what 
degree it is the changing face of the electorate, the changing face of government 
or a combination of both that may be driving low public trust among whites.

The racialization of public trust can have major implications for American 
political life. Over time, the feedback process of grievance and mistrust can 
undermine the effectiveness of national institutions in enacting and enforcing 
policies meant to protect minority and immigrant rights, and address social and 
economic inequality. The racialization of government trust, as we are witnessing 
in real time today in the context of the COVID-19 crisis, can introduce serious 
obstacles in the ability of government to enforce rules and regulations meant to 
sustain the general welfare, including the democratic process itself.

Furthermore, these analyses can be used as the impetus to ask similar ques-
tions about trust in other divided societies and even minority groups that inhabit 
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a middling position within racial hierarchies—such as Asians and Latinos. Racial 
and ethnic cleavages exist across the world, in democratic and authoritarian coun-
tries alike. It is worth investigation whether group conflicts in other institutional 
contexts are linked to attitudes toward government and whether this relationship 
endures even as policy conflict comes and goes. In the United States, studies sug-
gest that Latinos are embracing white identity (Filindra & Kolbe, 2020) with 
important implications for partisanship, ideology, and policy preferences. Such 
processes could also influence public trust.

Finally, the stability of the relationship between racial prejudice and public 
trust challenges the conclusion that public trust evaluations are simply about gov-
ernment performance and outputs. If the racialization of public trust is related to 
the political empowerment of African–Americans and the increased visibility and 
power of Black elected officials, then it is possible that prejudiced whites are not 
simply disaffected by government performance but rather feel that the institutions 
themselves do not represent their group interests. Our analyses cannot disentangle 
the question of meaning, but they do suggest that performance may not be the 
only thing that public mistrust measures. Especially in the post January 6th era, 
and in the context of studies linking prejudice to white support for anti-demo-
cratic norms (Bartels, 2020; Buyuker & Filindra, 2020; Miller & Davis, 2021), 
this possibility deserves to be taken seriously and investigated further.

Supplementary Information  The online version contains supplementary material available at https://​doi.​
org/​10.​1007/​s11109-​022-​09774-6.
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