
Received: 16 April 2024 Revised: 7 July 2025 Accepted: 19 July 2025

DOI: 10.1111/1745-9125.70032

ORIG INAL ARTICLE

How do people react to policy reform? Group
cues and persuasion in criminal justice

Dvir Yogev

Criminal Law & Justice Center,
University of California Berkeley,
Berkeley, California, USA

Correspondence
Dvir Yogev, Criminal Law & Justice
Center, University of California Berkeley,
Berkeley, CA, USA.
Email: dyo@berkeley.edu

Abstract
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In this article, I develop a theory of cognitive relat-
edness between race and criminal justice to explain
why people support different policy responses to crime.
This study investigates the factors shaping public atti-
tudes toward criminal justice policy reform, focusing
on dispositional racial attitudes and political and racial
group cues. Employing a conjoint design and a follow-up
survey experiment, I demonstrate that people’s dispo-
sitions toward racial and political groups affect their
criminal justice policy preferences. Both people of color
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role. Furthermore, I find little evidence for an influence
of partisan cues on support for reform. These find-
ings have fundamental implications for political activists
and their efforts to support criminal justice reform
campaigns.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Political communication about criminal justice reform is abundant in current American politics.
Former President Biden promised voters to “reform our criminal justice system,”1 while during
his first presidency Trump signed the First Step Act in December 2018, announcing it would “give
former inmates a second chance at life.”2 Both ran ads in their 2020 campaigns that depicted Black
Americans discussing reforming the penal system.3 In addition, social movements and politi-
cal activists such as Black Lives Matter (BLM) and the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU)
joined the call to adopt policies that restrict the power of police officers and empower prosecu-
tors and judges to hold officers accountable after highly publicized instances of police brutality,
often against Black Americans. Political interest groups raise millions to influence voters’ atti-
tudes toward supporting criminal justice reform.4 Yet, despite the enormous political effort and
financial fortune invested in favor of progressive reform by various groups, we know little about
how group identity and persuasion strategies shape public attitudes in this political context. This
article shows that potential voters follow cues from racial minorities when deciding whether to
support progressive criminal justice reform. I argue that this results from identifying criminal
justice reform with racial justice.
In an environment saturated with information about the connections between race and crime,

this article explains how racial groupsmatter for evaluations of policy reform. I argue that support
for progressive criminal justice reform is closely tied to support for racial justice. Signals about the
relationship between racial groups, racial attitudes, and the criminal justice system are common
(Gilliam Jr. & Iyengar, 2000). In 2022, for example, Los Angeles City Council President NuryMar-
tinez made these remarks while speaking about Los Angeles County District Attorney George
Gascón: “F– that guy . . . He’s with the Blacks.”5 Trump’s campaign ad for criminal justice reform
echoed the style of the Freedom and Civil Rights movement media from the 50s and 60s, linking
criminal rights with civil rights ideas.6
Previous research has predominantly focused on public support for “getting tough on crime”

to comprehend the political triumph of stringent law enforcement policies. But successfully tran-
sitioning away from punitive politics in which “the tougher, the better” requires understanding
progressive policy preferences (Wozniak, 2023). Contemporary movements advocating for crimi-
nal justice reform receive millions of dollars in donations to support progressive criminal justice
campaigns.7 The progressive movement emphasizes alternative strategies to achieve safety, such
as reducing police presence and incarceration rates instead of adopting nonrepressive, rehabil-
itative disciplinary measures. Given the limitations of relying on factual information to nudge
preferences toward progressive change (Esberg et al., 2020), exploring the impact of attitudes
toward social groups on shaping these preferences becomes crucial.
This article combines two studies to find that Black and White Americans are more likely to

support progressive criminal justice reforms if they learn that Black voters support those reforms,

1 Biden campaign.
2 Trump announcement.
3 Trump 2020 Super Bowl ad; Biden 2020 “Shop Talk” ad.
4 For example, RealJusticePAC.org, ColorofChange.org, and Moveon.org publish their donations information, available
here: opensecrets.org.
5 LA Times.
6 Trump 2020 Super Bowl ad.
7 See, for example, Real Justice donors, Color of Change spending by election cycle.
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YOGEV 3

conditional on positive racial attitudes. Study 1 utilizes a conjoint experimental design to causally
gauge the marginal influence of varying policies and group cues on respondents’ advocacy for
reform. Study 2 expands the analysis of group cues and racial attitudes and narrows the focus to
the study of progressive reform.

2 WHY RACIAL GROUP CUESMATTER?

Understanding what affects the public’s support for reform is crucial yet challenging; Dunbar
(2022) finds that support for reform is not influenced by moral arguments and is mainly limited
to nonviolent convicted offenders. This article theorizes that attitudes toward other social groups
and their interests significantly shape preferences for criminal justice reform.Unnever andCullen
(2009) proposed that support for punitive policies could be understood through “Empathetic iden-
tification,” where a person’s ability to “take the role of” an imagined offender influences their
punitive attitudes. This article extends this concept to the social group level, arguing that support
for criminal justice reform is closely tied to one’s political and racial attitudes.While Unnever and
Cullen’s empathetic identification theory focuses on individual-level empathy toward offenders,
the related justice theory extends this framework to group-level dynamics. Rather than emphasiz-
ing personal identification with individual offenders, related justice theory examines how group
identities and intergroup attitudes shape policy preferences in criminal justice reform. This shift
from individual to group-level analysis better reflects the current political landscape, where crimi-
nal justice reform is increasingly framed as a systemic rather than an individual issue. Particularly
amongWhiteAmericans, research indicates thatDemocrats and thosewith liberal ideologies have
shown decreasing racial animosity (Engelhardt, 2019; Hopkins & Washington, 2020; Krysan &
Moberg, 2016). Additionally, there is growing recognition of the harms inflicted by a discrimina-
tory criminal justice system on minority communities (Brenan, 2020; Pew Research Center, 2015,
2020a, 2020b). These two points are the basis for the argument that supporting criminal justice
reform is related to supporting the elevation ofminority citizens’ civil and social rights. This aligns
with evidence regarding support for the BLMmovement (Drakulich et al., 2021).
Citizens’ policy preferences rarely hinge on perceptions of their material interests, and when

it comes to crime, citizens seldom hold the correct knowledge about crime (Esberg & Mummolo,
2018); instead, citizens often depend on loyalties to social groups (Converse, 2006; Krosnick et al.,
2010). Further, people can infer a group’s position on policy, even when not explicitly known, and
support a policy (Brady&Sniderman, 1985; Elder&O’Brian, 2022) if they feel positively toward the
social group that would benefit from it (Nelson & Kinder, 1996). Thus, this article relies on group
cues and heuristic projection theories (Broockman et al., 2024; Bullock, 2020) to extend the knowl-
edge of criminal justice reform support, suggesting that exposure to the preferences of Black voters
may influence other voters’ decisions on their desired policy. The following sections explain, first,
the differences in criminal justice attitudes between racial groups and the relationship to racial
attitudes, and second, the effect of out-group cues on in-group attitudes.

2.1 Factors related to racial identity and attitudes

Public opinion is “the central consideration in the making of penal policy” (Gottschalk, 2006, p.
12). The prevalent theory suggests that changes in public punitive sentiment significantly impact
policy, predicated on findings showing that policy responsiveness evolves from lawmakers’

 17459125, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1745-9125.70032 by U

niv of C
alifornia L

aw
rence B

erkeley N
ational L

ab, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [26/01/2026]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



4 YOGEV

anticipation of the general policy direction—rather than the exact policies—that the public
prefers (Bartels, 1992; Stimson, 2004; Stimson et al., 1995). The American public’s punitive senti-
ment is known tomove in parallel trends when accounting for race, political ideology, and gender
(Duxbury, 2021b; Enns, 2016; Ramirez, 2013). Ramirez (2013) found highly correlated trajectories
in punitive sentiment for Blacks and Whites, men and women, and different age groups at the
national level. However, public opinion on crime and justice is far from homogeneous, even if
it changes in parallel over time (Duxbury, 2021a, 2021b). Researchers find significant gaps exist
when accounting strictly for the difference between groups in cross-sectional studies (Jefferson
et al., 2021).
Racial differences in punitive sentiment and trust in the police are notably stark (Boudreau

et al., 2019; Jefferson, 2023;Wozniak, 2023). Between 1953 and 2006, only 11% of Black respondents
in 34 national polls supported capital punishment for convicted murderers, in contrast to 89% of
non-Blacks (Shirley & Gelman, 2015). Black Americans are not a homogeneous, one-dimensional
group, and there is a gamut of opinions and attitudes regarding punitive policies (e.g., Dawson,
2001; Forman Jr., 2017; Jefferson, 2019; Jefferson et al., 2021). Yet, evidence on heterogeneous racial
reaction to racial and partisan group cues is sparse (Stephens-Dougan, 2021). Given the historical
intersections of racial and criminal justice in America, it is unsurprising that racial attitudes are
interrelated with punitive attitudes (Dunbar et al., 2022; Pager, 2008; Tonry, 2011). As civil rights
reforms altered racial dynamics, crime became a pivotal battleground for those seeking to main-
tain the racial status quo. In 1960, 37% of America’s prison population was African American. By
1995, it was 50%. As of 2022, Black people make up approximately 32% of the total prison popula-
tion (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2023); however, including jails and other correctional facilities
for adults,8 the Black population is 40% of the total population, despite representing only about
14% of the overall US population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2023). This significant overrepresentation
highlights ongoing racial disparities within the US criminal justice system. In 1960, the incarcer-
ation rate per 100,000 people was 126. In 2006, it was 943. Among Black males, the number was
3042. Among Black males in their late 20s, the rate exceeded 7000. In 2017, there were 1549 Black
prisoners for every 100,000 Black adults—nearly six times the imprisonment rate for Whites (272
per 100,000) and almost double for Hispanics (823 per 100,000). Notably, 32% of the US popula-
tion is African Americans and Hispanics, compared to 56% of the US incarcerated population. If
African Americans and Hispanics were incarcerated at the same rates as Whites, prison and jail
populationswould decline by almost 40%. There are different crime rates in different demographic
groups, but differences in crime rates do not account for the entire difference in the incarceration
rate (Ghandnoosh & Barry, 2023).
It remains unclear if racial identity similarly influences attitudes toward progressive reform

(Boudreau et al., 2022). Reform-oriented politicians have succeeded mainly in urban areas char-
acterized by racial diversity and liberal political leanings (Boudreau et al., 2019). Indeed, the
persistent racial gaps in punitive sentiment and trust in the police, and more recently support
for the BLM movement (Drakulich et al., 2021), reveal a structure of group association in which
Black Americans are less supportive of a punitive legal system.
Furthermore, people’s support for tough-on-crime policies in America is intricately interwo-

ven with racial attitudes (Dunbar et al., 2022; Pager, 2008; Rice et al., 2022; Tonry, 2011). The
racial animus model is the most consistent and robust predictor of punitive attitudes (Unnever &
Cullen, 2010); it contends that negative racial attitudes mediate a preference for punitive policies.
After the civil rights movement, politicians effectively linked race and crime in the public’s mind

8 2022 American Community Survey – Survey Group Quarters Definitions.
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YOGEV 5

(Weaver, 2007). Empirical research consistently supports the correlation between racial animus
and oppressive attitudes toward punishment, demonstrating the significance of the racial divide
in shaping attitudes toward justice and punishment. This association is evident across various
domains, including support for the death penalty (Barkan & Cohn, 1994; Messner et al., 2006;
Trahan & Laird, 2018; Unnever et al., 2008), abstract approval of “get tough” politics (Brown &
Socia, 2017; Buckler et al., 2009;Morris & LeCount, 2020; Unnever & Cullen, 2010), perceptions of
criminal guilt (Rice et al., 2022), and the role of group threat and racial social divides in promoting
excessive punishment in America (Chiricos et al., 2020; Duxbury, 2021a; Smith, 2004).
In recent years, there has been a decline in negative racial attitudes among White Americans,

mainly White Democrats (Engelhardt, 2023; Jardina & Ollerenshaw, 2022). In line with current
trends of diminished racial animus, politicians reduced their use of racialized signals to advance
“tough-on-crime” policies (Mendelberg, 1997; Thielo et al., 2016). This shift has prompted calls for
a broader consideration of positive racial attitudes (Chudy, 2021). This article, therefore, extends
the discourse by examining both negative and positive racial attitudes’ relationship to criminal
justice politics. It seeks to enrich our understanding of how positive racial attitudes may be linked
to support for progressive reform in the criminal justice system. Importantly, whether a trend of
decreased negative racial attitudes results in prevalent positive racial attitudes is irrelevant to the
theory presented in this article, which focuses on the role of racial attitudes in shaping criminal
justice reform, regardless of whether race relations have significantly changed.

2.2 Factors related to group cues

Group cues are messages about which group supports which positions (Coppock, 2023; Leeper &
Slothuus, 2014; Zaller, 2012). A group can be a political group (most commonly parties), a religious
group, a racial group, or any other social group a person might feel related to based on gender,
age, education, or geography. It is important to note that people have many overlapping group
identities.
Notably, group cues are distinguished from implicit priming. Implicit priming in the form of

racialized rhetoric (or racial priming) proved to be effective in influencing preferences for social
policies (Hurwitz & Peffley, 2005; Mendelberg, 2017; White, 2007). However, group cues rely on
explicit signaling of social groups, do not include reasoning, and are also processed orthogonally to
persuasive information (Tappin et al., 2023). As such, it was proposed that theywork as a heuristic
mechanism, allowing people to take a shortcut toward policy positions without the hard work of
learning about the policy (Brady & Sniderman, 1985). Moreover, from a psychological perspective,
it was suggested that conforming to one’s group attitudes leads to pride and a sense of belonging,
while deviance has the opposite pernicious effect (Suhay, 2015).
The effect of group cues, for example, information about where a political party stands on an

issue, depends on groupmembership (Agadjanian et al., 2023; Barber & Pope, 2019; Cohen, 2003).
If a person is a member of a group, then they may follow the group position, but if a person is not
a member of that group, the group cue might have a negative effect. The strength of an in-group
and out-group cue depends on group membership, the relationship between that group and the
policy issue cued, and possibly other personal predispositions (Cavaillé &Neundorf, 2023;Mason,
2018). Research on party cues found that they have the expected heterogeneous effect—increasing
policy support for the in-group and decreasing policy support for the out-group (Cohen, 2003;
Conover, 1984;Nicholson, 2012; Suhay et al., 2020). Researchers have also replicated these findings
outside the United States to varying degrees (e.g., Arriola et al., 2022; Nordø, 2021). Importantly,
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6 YOGEV

researchers found evidence that in-party leader cues influenced partisans’ attitudes but that these
group cues were integrated independently of nonpartisan persuasive messages, suggesting that
party cues and information are conceptually different (Tappin et al., 2023).
Studies about the effect of cues from other groups are less common. Generally, research sug-

gests that people’s political attitudes are affected by various social groups (Conover, 1988; Green
et al., 2004;Miller et al., 1991) and the attitudes of their social network (Sinclair, 2012).More specif-
ically, studies show that church membership affects political behavior (Adkins et al., 2013; Djupe
& Gilbert, 2008). We know much less about explicit policy endorsements by racial groups and
their effect on political behavior.
In understanding public support for criminal justice reform, the influence of group cues has

not been adequately explored. For instance, a study focused on attitudes toward police account-
ability found that the positions of Black lawmakers versus those of law enforcement on police
reform sparked a very modest polarizing effect among partisans, compared to a baseline of broad
bipartisan support (Boudreau et al., 2022). Democrats tended to align their opinions with Black
legislators’ support and Republicans with law enforcement opposition. However, this polarizing
effect was marginal. In another study that examined the impact of factual corrections on pol-
icy opinions, the imperative determinant for criminal justice policy preferences was found to be
in-group pressure, not the corrected information itself (Esberg et al., 2020). These two studies
indicate the influence of group cues, but they provide only a fragmented understanding. Political
science can expand on studying the role of group cues to equip policy advocates with the insights
necessary to devise effective interventions.

3 RELATED JUSTICE: RACIAL AND CRIMINAL JUSTICE LINKAGE

The aggregate trend over time suggests a linear decline in punitive attitudes with a matching
increase in support for progressive reform (Ramirez, 2013).9 For instance, evidence from Texas,
often deemed a “red state,” suggests a nascent consensus favoring rehabilitation, prison down-
sizing, and alternatives to incarceration (Thielo et al., 2016). Despite empirical evidence and
publicized events that bolster the case for reform, past research reveals the inherent challenge
of altering criminal justice policy preferences (Boudreau et al., 2022; Esberg et al., 2020). Factors
that previously bolstered political support for punitive policies, such as racial animus, necessitate
fresh conceptualization and empirical scrutiny to formulate a blueprint for progressive reform
support.
Previous scholarship has provided insights into the genesis of the prison boom. However,

our understanding of the emerging progressive trajectory (policies and legislation that promote
decarceration, police accountability, and alternative sanctions) remains underdeveloped. One
exception is a study that finds high bipartisan support for police accountability policies, con-
ditional on citizens’ attitudes toward the BLM movement (Boudreau et al., 2022). When public
policy is associated with a racial group, voters’ viewpoints toward that group influence their polit-
ical convictions (Elder & O’Brian, 2022). As hostile racial attitudes decline and recognition of
institutional racism has escalated (Engelhardt, 2023), it could be inferred that the link between

9 See also Gallup (41% say justice system is “not tough enough,” while 21% say it is “too tough,” but compared to Gallup’s
initial reading of 83% in 1992 it is half of what it was); ACLU (voters express support for politicians that have a reform
agenda); PEW (support for reducing spending on police has fallen significantly); PEW (support for the death penalty is
still strong).
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YOGEV 7

the positive shift in racial perspectives and the downturn in hardline crime attitudes is due to the
relatedness of criminal and racial justice in the public mind.
This article extends the literature by testing the theory of racial and criminal justice related-

ness (“related justice”). This article tests whether public support for criminal justice reform is
fundamentally linked to attitudes toward racial justice through two mechanisms: (1) a cognitive
association between criminal justice reform and racial equity, and (2) a tendency to defer to groups
perceived as most affected by the policy domain. This theory predicts that individuals’ support
for criminal justice reform will align with their racial attitudes and their responsiveness to racial
group cues, particularly from Black voters who are often perceived as most impacted by criminal
justice policies.

3.1 Hypotheses

This article proposes a theory of the relationship between racial and criminal justice by revisit-
ing the racial animus model and extending its theoretical framework to include positive racial
attitudes within the context of reform. The theory of racial and criminal justice relatedness (or
“related justice”) argues that attitudes toward criminal justice reflect underlying attitudes toward
racial justice.

Hypothesis 1. A negative relationship exists between support for criminal justice reform and
negative racial attitudes (Study 1).

Hypothesis 2. A positive relationship exists between support for criminal justice reform and
positive racial attitudes (Study 1).

Hypothesis 3. Racial minorities’ support for reforms will follow cues from their racial group
(Study 1) and Black voters (Study 2).

Hypothesis 4.White respondents’ response to racial group cues on reformdepends on their racial
attitudes (Study 2).

These hypotheses aim to test the core tenets of the related justice theory, exploring the inter-
connections between racial attitudes, perceptions of justice, and support for criminal justice
reform. By examining these relationships, I explain the factors driving the emerging progres-
sive trajectory in criminal justice policy preferences and the potential for sustained support for
reform.

4 STUDY 1

Throughout the prison expansion period, public opinion mostly supported and contributed to
the rise of mass incarceration (Baumgartner et al., 2023; Stinchcombe et al., 1980). However, the
transferability of research on tough-on-crime politics to progressive reform politics is uncertain
(Wozniak, 2023). It is necessary to shift the dependent variables to understand the process of polit-
ical change. Here, I contrast punitive and progressive alternatives instead of relying solely on
existing concepts of punitive sentiments.
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8 YOGEV

Study 1 scrutinizes the impact of diverse policy parameters on public preferences: contrasting
punitive and progressive policies, employing varied rationales to frame the reform, accounting
for costs, and examining the extent to which political, social, and interest group endorsements
influence these preferences. Importantly, I explore the moderating effect of racial attitudes. Here,
progressive reform is defined as policies that advocate for reducing the extensive and intensive
margins of the criminal justice system: policies that shift the state’s resources toward decrimi-
nalization, less severe punishment, or increased scrutiny of law enforcement. This contrasts with
punitive policies that increase reliance on incarceration, capital punishment, and public spending
on law enforcement (Duxbury, 2021b; Enns, 2016; Ramirez, 2013).

4.1 Data

A total of 1433 Americans were recruited from Amazon MTurk during August 2021 (Table 1).
Whether researchers should use weights in survey experiment analysis depends on the type of
generalization the researcher seeks to achieve (Egami & Hartman, 2023) and on whether we
can identify covariates that predict both treatment heterogeneity and selection into the sample
(Miratrix et al., 2018). In this study, the difference in the composition of units in the experimen-
tal sample and the target population (voting-age Americans) does not raise generalization issues
because selection into the experiment and treatment effect heterogeneity are unrelated to each
other (Egami & Hartman, 2023): In the Supporting Information, I show that I detect only minor
treatment effect heterogeneity on the partisanship and gender covariates, thus controlling for the
pretreatment covariates can fulfill the ignorability of sampling and treatment effect heterogeneity
assumption (Cole & Stuart, 2010; Egami & Hartman, 2023).
To overcome concerns regarding sample quality, this study incorporated policy positions from

the Cooperative Election Study (CES) 2020 survey (Schaffner et al., 2021; questions CC20_334a-
h). The analysis presented in full in the Supporting Information tests the hypothesis that the true
difference between the mean value of each policy in CES and my data are different from zero
(Section B.2); the null hypothesis cannot be ruled out across all eight comparisons between my
estimations and the CES 2020 estimates, providing further confidence in the quality of my data.
As Coppock andMcClellan (2019) note, convenience samples recover political attitudes of the US
population well (see also Coppock, 2023; further discussion of this article’s decision to rely on
convenience samples is in the Supporting Information, B.1).

4.1.1 Analytical strategy

Study 1 employs a conjoint experimental design, a methodological approach that allows for the
identification of specific attributes’ effects on respondents’ preferences. A foundational method
in marketing and product design, it is increasingly utilized by social scientists, especially in the
study of electoral politics, but also concerning crime and justice (Bansak et al., 2021; Doherty et al.,
2022; Hainmueller et al., 2014). The conjoint design, unlike other methods, enables the grouping
of individual policies to simultaneously estimate the effect of the policy domain (such as policing,
bail, prison sentencing, and fines) and policy agenda (progressive vs. punitive) on preferences. The
analysis groups 21 punitive and 21 progressive policies into punitive and progressive categories.
In this study, I utilize a “single profile” conjoint design. The single profile design was selected

for its enhanced ecological validity. When voters vote on policies, most commonly in the ballot
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YOGEV 9

TABLE 1 Summary table.

Overall
(N = 1433)

(a) Age
Mean (SD) 38.6 (11.8)
Median [Min, Max] 36.0 [19.0, 83.0]
Missing 1 (0.1%)
Female 585 (40.8%)
In another way 4 (0.3%)
Male 844 (58.9%)
Conservative 306 (21.4%)
Liberal 402 (28.1%)
Moderate 298 (20.8%)
Not sure 3 (0.2%)
Very conservative 220 (15.4%)
Very liberal 204 (14.2%)
Democrat 746 (52.1%)
Independent 264 (18.4%)
Republican 405 (28.3%)
Something else 18 (1.3%)
Asian 100 (7.0%)
Black 169 (11.8%)
Hispanic 67 (4.7%)
Middle Eastern 3 (0.2%)
Mixed 25 (1.7%)
Native American 28 (2.0%)
Other 3 (0.2%)
White 1038 (72.4%)
I own a home 862 (60.2%)
I rent 514 (35.9%)
Other 57 (4.0%)
Associate degree or bachelor degree 816 (56.9%) high school
Master’s degree or higher 358 (25.0%)
No formal schooling 1 (0.1%)
Prefer not to answer 4 (0.3%)
Some college, no degree 155 (10.8%)
Missing 2 (0.1%)
(b) Income
Above avg 228 (15.9%)
Avg 691 (48.2%)
High 76 (5.3%)
Low 438 (30.6%)
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10 YOGEV

proposition process, they do not choose between competing policies (as they often dowhen voting
for political candidates). Moreover, to further increase ecological validity, the ballot propositions
information environment was used to design the conjoint (see Section A in the Supporting
Information for examples of the official voter guide, which includes a short description, cost,
arguments, official supporters, and opponents).10
Conjoints are regularly analyzed using the average marginal component effect (AMCE), which

estimates the average effect of each attribute level on the respondent’s preferences while account-
ing for the presence of all other attribute levels in the profiles. The AMCE analysis estimates
the average change in the probability of a profile being chosen or rated higher when a specific
attribute level is present compared to when it is absent, averaging over all possible combinations
of the other attribute levels. Positive AMCE coefficients indicate that an attribute level increases
the likelihood of a profile being preferred, while negative coefficients suggest a decrease in prefer-
ence. I cluster standard errors at the respondent level because each respondent evaluates multiple
policies, creating a within-subject correlation in responses. Failing to account for this correla-
tion through clustering would underestimate standard errors and potentially lead to incorrect
statistical inference.
In conjoint designs, profiles can be distributed either uniformly (equal probability for all combi-

nations) or targeted (weighted toward realistic combinations; Bansak & Jenke, 2025; De la Cuesta
et al., 2022). The theoretical distribution of interest is modeled in Section C.3 in the Supporting
Information. Of the 9880 possible profiles in our design, I identified realistic combinations based
on two criteria: (1) logical consistency between policy type and supporter type (e.g., police unions
supporting progressive policies would be unusual), (2) higher probability of cues about non-White
voters’ preferences appearing alongside policies endorsed by the Democratic party, mitigating
the potential for erroneous signaling of bipartisan or consensus support. This approach yielded
8309 realistic profiles used in our main analysis, though results remain robust when including all
profiles (see Supporting Information: Section C.3).

4.1.2 Design

The respondent views a table featuring the proposed policy and indicates whether they support or
oppose it (1). Each iteration has its unique set of possible policies (not shared between iterations),
and a single policy is drawn randomly for presentation. Respondents go through seven iterations
of the conjoint table (Figure 1).
Independent variables: Informational persuasion. The first four iterations display poli-

cies adapted from real-world policies (new legislation being proposed across the United States).
Each iteration draws from a distinct pool of policies. The first iteration randomly displays
one policy related to bail, the second related to fines and misdemeanor punishment, the third
related to policing, and the fourth related to maximum sentences. The last three iterations
use policies adapted from CES surveys on minimum sentences, violent crime, and policing. I
used a manipulation check for the respondent’s subjective judgment on the policy’s direction
of change: more or less punitive than the status quo; the relationship between the classifi-
cation of the policy as punitive and the respondents’ assessment of the policy indicated a
significant association between the researcher’s classification and the respondents’ assessments,

10 For example, see this website for voter information, and all California official pamphlets.
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YOGEV 11

F IGURE 1 Conjoint screen. Note: Participants were presented with seven iterations. Half were randomly
assigned not to receive the "Party position" attribute. The reported race of the participant was inserted in the "Past
[reported race] participants" attribute. Participants could not receive the same policy twice or view the progressive
and punitive versions of the same policy. [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

χ2(1, n = 8156) = 664.09, p < 0.001 (contingency tables in the Supporting Information:
Section C.2).
The process resulted in a total of 42 policies, which are all presented in Figure 2 along with

their average independent favorability. The most popular policy, all else equal, is to require police
officers towear body cameraswhile on duty. The least popular policywas to prohibit suing a police
officer for damages.
Independent variables: Group cues, and racial attitudes. Each iteration presented the

respondent with a randomized set of policy supporters: party, interest groups, administrative offi-
cials, and racial groups (Table 2). Regarding themeasurement of racial animus, themost dominant
scale is racial resentment, also known as symbolic racism (Kinder & Sanders, 1996). The scale
can also suggest the prevalence of positive racial attitudes for those scoring low on the battery of
questions (Agadjanian et al., 2023).
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12 YOGEV

F IGURE 2 All policies.Note: This figure presents all the policies considered in Study 1 (N= 1433), categorized
as either progressive or punitive, and by domain: six for fines and misdemeanors; 20 for policing; 10 for prison
sentences; six for bail. [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

4.2 Results

Study 1 supports a theory of group cues in understanding attitudes toward reform. Respondents’
dispositional attitudes (partisanship and racial resentment) moderated their preferences (H1).
Party cues and racial group cues had significant effects on preferences: Respondents follow their
racial group (H3), and when a policy is supported by the opposite party, it decreases respondents’
support.
Figure 3 presents the AMCE analysis. The log odds from the AMCEwere converted to a proba-

bility scale, making it easier to interpret. The effect of group cues from the respondent’s reported
racial group was significant and crucial in decision-making (the relative weight of each attribute
is discussed below and presented in Figure 4), in both the positive direction (same race group
supports the reform) and the negative direction (same race group opposes the reform; H3). When
the opposite party supports the policy, the support probability is lower than the control (no infor-
mation about party position); the negative effect of opposite-party endorsement is stronger than
the positive effect of in-party endorsement (not statistically significant compared to the control
condition).
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14 YOGEV

F IGURE 3 Average marginal component effects (AMCEs) plot showing changes in probability. Note: This
plot uses a generalized linear model (GLM) with a binomial family (N= 1433). The displayed coefficients represent
the change in the probability of the dependent variable occurring, expressed as percentage points, for a one-unit
change in the independent variable, holding all other variables constant. Error bars represent the standard errors
of these probability changes. [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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YOGEV 15

F IGURE 4 Importance weights of attributes from the conjoint analysis. Note: These weights are calculated
using an ordinary least squares (OLS) regression-based method (N = 1433). Each attribute’s range of part-worth
utilities (i.e., the contribution of each attribute level to the overall preference) is computed. The weights are then
the ranges for each attribute, normalized to sum to 100, representing the relative importance of each attribute.
[Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

Figure 4 presents the importance weights for the study’s attributes. Importance weights
elucidate the relative importance of different attributes in decision-making processes. These
weights represent the change in preference for a unit change in an attribute, holding other
attributes constant. Calculating importance weights in conjoint analysis involves dividing the
range of part-worth utilities for each attribute by the sum of ranges across all attributes. For
instance, if the Party attribute has part-worth utilities ranging from −2 to +2 (a range of 4),
and the sum of ranges for all attributes is 10, the importance weight for Party would be 4/10
or 40%. The higher the weight, the more significant the attribute influences preference within
the range of levels tested in the study. It is crucial to note that importance weights are derived
from each attribute’s range of part-worth utilities, not directly from regression coefficients.
These weights are normalized to sum to 1 (or 100%), making them a relative measure rather
than an absolute one. Due to their nature as relative, normalized measures, it is inappropri-
ate to associate variances with these weights or perform significance tests on them directly.
Instead, they provide a comparative view of attribute importance in the overall preference
structure.
The two most influential attributes were whether the policy is punitive or progressive and the

cue regarding past racial group support of the policy.
Figure 3 shows that progressive policies affect support positively, compared to tough-on-crime

policies. A breakdownof support by domain, using amarginalmeans analysis (Leeper et al., 2020),
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16 YOGEV

F IGURE 5 Marginal means (MM) plot. Note: In this analysis, I show the marginal means (N = 1433), repre-
senting the mean outcome across all appearances of a particular conjoint feature level, averaging across all other
features. Marginal means analysis provides a description of the preference structure for each attribute level. [Color
figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

revealed that most of the progressive support was driven by respondents’ dislike of punitive police
reform and punitive fines reform (Figure 5).
In terms of moderators (H1), compared with those low on the racial resentment scale, White

participants who scored high on racial resentment11 were more supportive of tough-on-crime
(Figure 6b) and less supportive of progressive reform (Figure 6a).
These results clearly show that racial resentment is a powerful predictor of both a preference

toward tough-on-crime policies and opposition to progressive policies. This is also apparent in the
analysis of differences in conditional marginal means (Leeper et al., 2020), as shown in Figure 7,
which also demonstrated that racial resentmentmoderates attitudes toward endorsement by BLM
and the ACLU.
An analysis of differences in conditional marginal means (Leeper et al., 2020) revealed that

Republicans are significantly more likely to support tough-on-crime policies (12.9 percentage
points more than Democrats) and significantly less likely to support progressive policies (7.7
percentage points less; Table F.3).
To conclude Study 1, I find evidence for the importance of following group cues, both racial

and partisan. Study 2 extends these results to out-group racial group cues, specifically regarding
progressive reform. It will also explore how positive racial attitudes relate to progressive reform
support. Finally, to investigate a possible mechanism, Study 2 examines whether respondents
associate the impact of progressive criminal justice reform with minorities.

11 For an analysis based on the racial resentment score I use only participants reporting White identity (Kam & Burge,
2018).
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YOGEV 17

F IGURE 6 Reform preferences by racial resentment scores. (a) Support for progressive reforms. (b) Support
for punitive reforms.Note: Themean support for policy-group by racial resentment subgroups, with 95% confidence
intervals (CIs). Racial resentment subgroups are calculated by grouping White respondents between these mean
scores on the scale: 0.2, 0.4, 0.6, and 0.8. The dotted line is the average support for the group of reforms. Left
panel (progressive reforms): N = 1028; Right panel (punitive reforms): N = 1010. [Color figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]

F IGURE 7 Subgroup marginal means (MM) analysis. Note: Figure displays differences in marginal means
(N = 530), representing average treatment effects for each conjoint feature level while averaging across all other
randomized features. Points indicate point estimates with horizontal lines representing 95% confidence intervals.
Statistical significance can be inferred when confidence intervals do not overlap with the zero line. [Color figure
can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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18 YOGEV

5 STUDY 2

Study 2 extends the analysis of racial group cues beyond the respondents’ groups. I examine how
group cues regarding White voters differ from Black voters’ group cues.12 In addition, racial atti-
tudes continually evolve—changing from generation to generation and through time (DeSante
& Smith, 2019; Engelhardt, 2023; Lee, 2002; Valenzuela & Reny, 2021). Importantly, we do not
know how positive racial attitudes affect people’s perceptions of crime and justice. Hence, Study
2 extends the study of racial attitudes to positive racial attitudes and asks whether respondents
believe progressive reform would impact mostly minorities.13

5.1 Data and design

The sample comprises both an MTurk sample (N = 226) and a Lucid Theorem sample (N = 284)
(Table 3).14 Lucid Theorem employs quota sampling to produce samples matched to the US
population on age, gender, ethnicity, and geographic region; recent research demonstrates the
suitability of the Lucid platform for evaluating social scientific theories (Coppock, 2023; Coppock
& McClellan, 2019). The use of weights in survey experiment analysis hinges on the researcher’s
intended generalization and the ability to identify covariates that predict both treatment hetero-
geneity and selection into the sample (Egami & Hartman, 2023; Miratrix et al., 2018). In this
study, the design assumes treatment heterogeneity based on reported race and political identity.
The difference in the composition of units in the experimental sample and the target popula-
tion (voting-age Americans) is a concern for the MTurk sample solely, which might compromise
external population validity but not treatment validity (Egami & Hartman, 2023), which is the
validity of interest in this study. Thus, the assigned and target treatments generate identical aver-
age treatment effects in expectation. All participants gave their explicit consent to participate in
the research study. The study was fielded in February 2022.

5.1.1 Materials and dependent variables

Respondents read four policies and answered: “Do you support this policy? How would you
vote if you could?” The policies were chosen to represent different domains of criminal jus-
tice and four different baselines of support based on the results of Study 1. The policies were:
(1) “The policy would make it possible for convicted felons to reduce up to 50% of their sen-
tence, using ‘good time credits’” (56% mean support in Study 1); (2) “The policy would make
it possible for people sentenced to one (1) year in jail or less, to apply for substituting the
remainder of their sentence with a fine” (60% mean support in Study 1); (3) “The policy would
make it possible for people waiting for their criminal trial to apply for immediate release,
without paying cash bail” (64% mean support in Study 1); (4) “The policy would allow some

12 In Study 2, non-White, non-Black respondents were always provided with an “out-group” racial cue.
13 Study 1 also found that learning that the opposing party supports a policy has a negative effect on preferences when
compared to no party cue present. Thus, Study 2 focuses on this finding to understand the effect of out-party support,
reported in the Supporting Information, Section F.0.1.
14 This allowsmy findings to be robust for systematic differences between the samples. Seemore regarding utilizingMTurk
and Lucid in the Supporting Information, Section B.1; and Section 5.1.
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YOGEV 19

TABLE 3 Summary table.

Lucid Theorem MTurk
(N = 284) (N = 226)

Age
Mean (SD) 47.6 (16.8) 38.3 (10.3)
Median [Min, Max] 47.0 [20.0, 81.0] 36.0 [24.0, 68.0]
Female 146 (51.4%) 94 (41.6%)
Male 135 (47.5%) 131 (58.0%)
In another way 3 (1.1%) 1 (0.4%)
Very liberal 36 (12.7%) 46 (20.4%)
Slightly conservative 21 (7.4%) 24 (10.6%)
Neither liberal nor conservative 76 (26.8%) 23 (10.2%)
Somewhat liberal 29 (10.2%) 31 (13.7%)
Slightly liberal 38 (13.4%) 31 (13.7%)
Somewhat conservative 34 (12.0%) 29 (12.8%)
Very conservative 50 (17.6%) 42 (18.6%)
Independent 61 (21.5%) 38 (16.8%)
Democrat 127 (44.7%) 132 (58.4%)
Republican 75 (26.4%) 55 (24.3%)
Something else 21 (7.4%) 1 (0.4%)
White 207 (72.9%) 179 (79.2%)
Asian 12 (4.2%) 13 (5.8%)
Black 32 (11.3%) 12 (5.3%)
Hispanic 11 (3.9%) 8 (3.5%)
Native American 4 (1.4%) 9 (4.0%)
Mixed 14 (4.9%) 4 (1.8%)
Middle Eastern 2 (0.7%) 1 (0.4%)
Other 2 (0.7%) 0 (0%)
I own a home 172 (60.6%) 142 (62.8%)
I rent 97 (34.2%) 77 (34.1%)
Other 15 (5.3%) 7 (3.1%)
Master’s degree or higher 50 (17.6%) 62 (27.4%)
High school 57 (20.1%) 19 (8.4%)
Associate degree or bachelor degree 117 (41.2%) 124 (54.9%)
Some college, no degree 55 (19.4%) 19 (8.4%)
Prefer not to answer 3 (1.1%) 2 (0.9%)
No formal schooling 2 (0.7%) 0 (0%)
$10,000–$39,999 64 (22.5%) 52 (23.0%)
$90,000–$139,999 38 (13.4%) 26 (11.5%)
More than $140,000 46 (16.2%) 12 (5.3%)
$40,000–$89,999 95 (33.5%) 129 (57.1%)
Less than $10,000 41 (14.4%) 7 (3.1%)
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20 YOGEV

nonviolent drug offenders to avoid mandatory minimum sentences” (72% mean support in
Study 1).
Finally, all respondentswere asked a final question before the end of the experiment: “If youhad

to guess, would you say these policies will have the most impact on which racial group? Choose
as many as you like.”

5.1.2 Treatment conditions: Group cues and positive out-group
attitudes

Respondents were randomly assigned with equal probability to receive one of five possible group
cues. Racial group cues included five randomized conditions: “The policies we want your opinion
onwere previously SUPPORTED [/OPPOSED] by themajority ofWhite [/Black] voters in [insert-
ing the respondent’s region in the United States]. They believed these policies can [/can’t] lower
crime and increase safety.” The fifth condition was a control: “The policies we want your opinion
on are new attempts to lower crime and increase safety.”
Partisanship cues included four conditions: “The policies we want your opinion on are part

of the Democratic party’s [/Republican /bipartisan] new criminal justice reform campaign.” The
fourth condition was a control: “The policies we want your opinion on are part of a new crimi-
nal justice reform campaign.” Respondents also must demonstrate they understand which party
backs the reform before proceeding.
Attitudes. For positive racial attitudes, I use an adapted version of the FIRE scale (DeSante &

Smith, 2020) and the sympathy scale (Chudy, 2021; Cullen et al., 2021; full wording in the Sup-
porting Information, Table F.4). Racial sympathy is a form of affect whereby Whites, because of
their discontent with the plight of Black Americans, will be inclined to support policies that ben-
efit them. Racial sympathy is distinct from a more general sympathy, as it does not shape opinion
related to other groups (Chudy, 2021). A 2019YouGov survey showed that racial sympathy is signif-
icantly related to the view that capital punishment is discriminatory andwas positively associated
with the idea that rehabilitation is the main goal of prison (Hannan et al., 2022).

5.1.3 Analytical strategy

Study 2 used a simple survey experiment and relied on the chi-square test of independence for
categorical variables to test for the effect of treatment conditions on the outcome. In addition, to
directly test for the differences in the effects between the two groups (based on reported racial
identity), I test the significance of the interaction terms in a pooled model. My analysis used the
following interaction model:

Vote𝑖 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1Race group cue𝑖 + 𝛽2Reported race𝑖 + 𝛽3 (Race group cue𝑖 × Reported race𝑖)

+𝛽𝟒Demo graphics𝑖 + 𝛽𝟓Attitudes𝑖 + 𝛽6MTurk𝑖 + 𝜀𝑖

Similar to Study 1, standard errors are clustered at the respondent level because each respon-
dent evaluates multiple policies, creating a within-subject correlation in responses. The analyses
employ linear probabilitymodels with standard errors clustered at the respondent level to account
for the nonindependence of observations from the same individual evaluating multiple policies.
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YOGEV 21

TABLE 4 Racial group endorsement effects on policy support: Interaction model testing differential effects
by respondent race.

Interaction model
(Intercept) 0.61 (0.21)**
White support 0.16 (0.08)
Black opposition 0.17 (0.08)*
Black support 0.22 (0.08)**
White opposition 0.15 (0.08)
Non-White respondent (binary) 0.30 (0.11)*
White support * non-White respondent −0.26 (0.14)
Black opposition * non-White respondent −0.51 (0.16)**
Black support * non-White respondent −0.20 (0.14)
White opposition * non-White respondent −0.39 (0.14)**
R2 0.15
Adj. R2 0.12
Num. obs. 1012
F statistic 20.53
RMSE 0.46
N clusters 253

Note: Sample size variations across tables reflect the experimental design where respondents were randomly assigned to either
racial group cues (N= 253) or party cues (N= 252) treatments. The number of observations (N= 1012) represents the total number
of policy evaluations (4 policies× 253 respondents), whileN clusters indicates the number of unique respondents. Each respondent
evaluatedmultiple policies, necessitating clustering at the respondent level for accurate standard error estimation. The interaction
model tests the impact of all variables and their interaction effects on the outcome. Each cell provides the estimated effect size
and the SE, controlling for all other variables (demographics, attitudes, and sample source) in the model; full statistical results are
reported in the Supporting Information, Section F.2.
***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.

Sensitivity analyses using logistic regression models produced substantively identical results (see
Supporting Information Tables 7.7 and F.8).

5.2 Results

First, for respondents identifying as “non-White,” the racial group cues treatment was statistically
significant according to a chi-square test of independence for categorical variables (χ2 = 11.723,
df= 4, p= 0.019). ForWhite voters, the treatment had a statistically significant effect (χ2 = 25.077,
df = 4, p < 0.0001).
The primary analysis utilizes an interactionmodel because I am interested in howdifferent cues

about racial group behavior affect people reporting different racial groups and attitudes. Study 1
finds that a respondent’s response to a cue can be positive or negative, depending on their racial
attitudes. Thus, the interaction model holds racial attitudes constant to estimate the experiment’s
effect. Table 4 presents the estimated coefficients for the interaction terms between racial group
cues and reported race (coded as “1” for reporting non-White identity and “0” for White); the
control group is the reference category.15

15 Full statistical results are reported in Supplementary Information, Section F.2.
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22 YOGEV

F IGURE 8 Racial group cues. Note: Mean support for the four progressive policies by racial group cues
with 95% confidence intervals (CIs). Left panel (White respondents): N = 776; Right panel (people of color [POC]
respondents): N = 244. [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

The noninteraction coefficients in Table 4 estimate the difference in progressive support like-
lihood between the control group (no cue) and the other conditions for respondents reporting a
White identity. Study 2 finds that for respondents identifying as White, a cue about Black vot-
ers’ attitudes had a statistically significant effect on a decision to support a progressive policy,
compared to no cue (Table 4).
The interaction terms (“. . .∗ non-White respondent”) estimate how these differences change

when the reported respondent identity becomes non-White. For example, Black Opposition ∗

non-White respondent is the interaction term for receiving a cue about Black citizens’ preferences
and reporting a non-White identity. The negative coefficient indicates that the effect of this cue
(compared to the control group) decreases the likelihood of supporting progressive reform when
respondents report a non-White identity (compared to reporting aWhite identity). The significant
negative coefficient for “White Opposition ∗ non-White respondent” (−0.39, p< 0.01) reveals that
when non-White respondents learn thatWhite voters oppose progressive criminal justice reforms,
they become significantly less likely to support these policies compared to White respondents in
receiving the same cue. This result highlights the complexity of how racial cues operate across
different demographic groups and warrants further investigation in future research.
The secondary analysis visualizes treatment conditions with 95% confidence intervals (CIs) by

racial group (Figure 8) and within the White respondents’ group only (Figure 9). In Figure 8, we
notice stark differences in baseline progressive reform support in the control conditions (about
40% vs. 75%). For non-White respondents, information about Black opposition had a significant
negative effect (H3). White respondents were the most likely to be swayed by cues indicating the
preferences of Black voters (H3). Notably, all racial cues—regardless of the racial groupmentioned
or its stated position—appear to increase the likelihood ofWhite respondents supporting progres-
sive policies compared to the no-cue condition. This consistent positive shift suggests thatmaking
racial dimensions salient may prime White respondents to express more progressive criminal
justice positions, particularly when racial attitudes are controlled for in the model.
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F IGURE 9 Racial group cues—White respondents by racial resentment score. Note: Mean support for
the four progressive policies by racial group cues with 95% confidence intervals (CIs). Total N = 776,
with treatment conditions administered equally through random assignment. [Color figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]

However, the theory predicts heterogeneous treatment effects according to racial attitudes;
thus, Figure 9 separates White respondents by their pre-existing racial attitudes and reveals the
heterogeneous treatment effects forWhite respondents (H3 andH4).White respondents with low
racial resentment scores (less than the median in the sample) always supported criminal justice
reform more than their counterparts high on the racial resentment scale (except for the “White
voters support” treatment, which is expected, yet the sample might be too small to detect signifi-
cant differences in this group). Notably, when receiving the “White voters oppose” treatment, the
difference between the two groups is stark and significant (p = 0.001). White respondents with
low racial resentment show the highest support for reform (0.74), precisely when they are told
that other White voters oppose these reforms. This suggests these respondents are responding
against the White opposition cue, potentially because they infer that such opposition might be
racially motivated. This directly supports the central theoretical argument that racial justice and
criminal justice attitudes are cognitively connected. Indeed, White respondents with high racial
resentment follow theWhite opposition cue, showing significantly reduced support (0.417) for the
reforms when told other Whites oppose them.
Crucially, this study finds that high-resentmentWhite respondents showed significantly higher

support for progressive policies when told Black voters supported them (M = 0.671) compared to
the control condition (M = 0.363). I perform a direct statistical comparison (t-test), using Welch’s
two-sample t-test to compare policy support between the two high-resentment groups; the dif-
ference in means was 0.309 (95% CI [0.157, 0.460]), t(153.9) = 4.03, p < 0.0001. To further ensure
robustness using a method tailored for binary outcomes, I also performed a logistic regression
analysis predicting policy support within this same subgroup (high-resentment Whites, compar-
ing “Black voters support” to “Control”). This analysis strongly confirmed the t-test findings: the
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TABLE 5 The comparative impact of racial sympathy, racial resentment, and FIRE attitudes on progressive
policy support.

Predicting progressive
policies support

Racial sympathy 0.27***
(0.07)

Racial resentment −0.14
(0.09)

FIRE scale −0.13
(0.13)

R2 0.10
Adj. R2 0.08
Num. obs. 2020
RMSE 0.47
N clusters 505

Note: The table displays the results of anOLS regression analysis with standardized coefficients. The dependent variable is a binary
vote in favor of progressive policy reform (0 = oppose, 1 = support). All three racial attitude scales (racial sympathy, racial resent-
ment, and FIRE) are standardized (mean = 0, SD = 1) to directly compare effect sizes. The model includes demographic controls,
treatment condition indicators, and participant recruitment sources, not shown here. The number of observations (N = 2020)
represents the total number of policy evaluations (4 policies × 505 respondents), while N clusters indicates the number of unique
respondents. Each respondent evaluated multiple policies, necessitating clustering at the respondent level for accurate standard
error estimation.
***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.

odds of supporting the progressive policy were significantly higher for those receiving the “Black
voters support” cue compared to the control condition (odds ratio = 3.59, 95% CI [1.87, 7.04],
p = 0.00015).
In terms of reform predictors, scoring high on racial sympathy predicts support for progressive

reform (H2), controlling for all other covariates and experimental conditions (Table 5). Moreover,
the predictive effect of racial sympathy is the only racial attitude related to progressive reform
support.
Finally, about half of the respondents believed progressive criminal justice reform would ben-

efit racial minorities. Hence, people might follow minorities more because they think the reform
concerns themmore.When askedwhether the policies presentedwould benefitWhite people—or
other groups of people of color (POC), about 48% of respondents (231 respondents) indicated they
believed a criminal justice reform would benefit POC.16 On the other hand, approximately 34%
of respondents (164 respondents) indicated they believe the same reforms would benefit White
people. Further, I find that respondents who believe reform would benefit POC do not believe
it would also benefit White people, and vice versa; there is a statistically significant association
between beliefs about the benefits of criminal justice reform for POC and White people (χ2 (1,
N = 477) = 231.74, p < 0.001; complete distribution in Table F.9 in the Supporting Information).
I find a perception gap: A belief that reformwould benefit one group does not coincide with the

belief that it would benefit the other. This gap suggests a cognitive mechanism for this article’s
findings. People might follow minorities more because they believe the reform concerns them
more. When a policy is linked to a racial group, voters’ attitudes toward that group shape their

16 There is no difference in these responses between the racial and party group cues treatments.
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TABLE 6 Summary of hypotheses and key findings.

Hypothesis Key finding Supporting evidence
H1: Negative relationship
between reform support and
negative racial attitudes

Supported: Higher racial
resentment predicts lower
support for progressive reforms

Study 1: Figure 6 shows declining
reform support as racial
resentment increases

H2: Positive relationship between
reform support and positive
racial attitudes

Supported: Higher racial
sympathy predicts greater reform
support

Study 2: Table 3 shows significant
positive effect of racial sympathy

H3: Racial minorities follow cues
from their racial group and Black
voters

Partially supported: Strong
response to Black voter cues,
mixed response to own-group
cues

Studies 1 and 2: Figures 3, 8 and 9
show significant effects of racial
group cues

H4: White respondents response
to racial cues depends on racial
attitudes

Supported: Racial attitudes
moderate White respondents’
response to group cues

Study 2: Figure 9 shows
heterogeneous effects by racial
resentment levels

political beliefs (Elder &O’Brian, 2022). Indeed,moderated by positive (and negative, as per Study
1), both POC andWhite people are more likely to align with Black voters’ support of a policy than
any other information on group preferences (Table 6).

6 DISCUSSION AND LIMITATIONS

This article’s main findings are that criminal justice reform preferences are affected by respon-
dents’ information on their racial group preference and, conditional on respondents’ pre-existing
racial attitudes, general deference to Black voters. Unnever and Cullen (2009) connected puni-
tiveness and individual empathy; in turn, the related justice theory emphasizes identifying with a
group’s political cause. Possibly, Whites’ support of racial justice relates to their ability to identify
with individuals who they perceive to be most affected by criminal justice disparities, a topic for
future research. While empathetic identification theory focuses on individual-level psychological
processes of identifying with offenders, this article’s findings demonstrate the distinct mecha-
nisms of related justice theory operating at the group level. Rather than personal empathy driving
reform support, I find that perceptions of group-level impacts and racial justice considerations
shape policy preferences. The effects of racial group cues and racial attitudes, combined with
respondents’ perception that reforms primarily benefit racial minorities, suggest that criminal
justice reform support stems frombroader intergroupdynamics, perhaps in addition to individual-
level empathy. This group-level mechanism is directly supported by my finding that respondents
view criminal justice reform through a group lens—48% believed reforms primarily benefit POC
while only 34% saw benefits for White people, with almost no overlap between these perceptions.
This article’s findings align with emerging research on the explanatory power of racial iden-

tity and attitudes in portions of the political criminal justice reformmovement. On the one hand,
support for reform relates to attitudes toward BLM (Boudreau et al., 2022; Jackson et al., 2023)
and racial attitudes (Dunbar, 2020). On the other hand, providing participants with information
about racial disparities in the prison population has no impact on their support for related poli-
cies (Dunbar, 2020). Similar to this article’s results, Laterzo-Tingley and Christiani (2024), find
that Democrat voters follow the Black candidate but not the White candidate’s attitude on crim-
inal justice reform. Democratic voters do not punish Black mayoral candidates for being tough
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on crime, yet their White counterparts get penalized if they do not support reform. In addition,
Laterzo-Tingley and Christiani (2024) also find evidence that deference to Black people’s posi-
tions on crime policy is related to the perception that Black communities are disproportionately
affected by the criminal justice system.More broadly, this article’s findings are supported by recent
findings regarding political mobilization; when an advantaged group had a supportive role in a
political movement while disadvantaged group members led the movement, disadvantaged and
advantaged group observers increased their support (Kutlaca et al., 2022). This effect was absent
when the advantaged group members had a leadership role.
According to legal scholar Derrick Bell, racism in America is a permanent component of Amer-

ican society that has been institutionalized to maintain social hierarchy (Bell, 1992). Bell’s theory
of “interest convergence” posits that racial progress for Black Americans occurs only when it
converges with the interests of White Americans and the broader power structure (Bell, 1980),
suggesting that apparent advances are often conditional and reversible. This article is not wholly
alignedwith thismore pessimistic view. The empirical findings presented here suggest that, under
certain conditions, policy reforms—such as those in criminal justice—can garner genuine cross-
racial support from White voters with low racial resentment who may perceive shared interests
with racial minorities (Bobo & Thompson, 2010; Enns & Ramirez, 2018; Morris & LeCount, 2020).
Even racistWhitesmay support reform, not out of solidarity, but because the reform is understood
in a way that appears to serve their own goals, maintain social stability, or reinforce their group’s
status (Hutchings & Jardina, 2015). Indeed, these “peaks of progress” might be incremental and
temporary, per Bell’s theory.
Themain limitations and avenues for future research include the need to keep tracking changes

in racial attitudes as they evolve alongside a complex and dynamic political and social environ-
ment. Longitudinal studies can reflect how changes in racial attitudes relate to external events
and impact political attitudes on criminal justice. Further, when using experimental conditions,
respondents do not have real stakes in their judgments. I also focus on single group cues presented
in isolation; Investigating how individuals process such conflicting information, and whether
one cue source consistently dominates another, particularly among different subgroups based
on racial attitudes, remains a crucial avenue for future research, which should strive to leverage
real-world cues to estimate their effect on voting behavior.

7 CONCLUSION

I show a positive relationship between support for criminal justice reform and racial justice
attitudes. Possibly, because people believe that criminal justice reform would benefit racial
minorities, people with positive racial attitudes will follow cues made by Black voters.
These findings have practical implications for criminal justice reform advocates and policy-

makers. First, reform campaigns might benefit from connecting their proposals to racial justice
goals while highlighting support from Black voters. Second, organizations should consider that
the effectiveness of theirmessagingmay vary based on their audience’s racial attitudes, suggesting
the need for targeted communication strategies. Third, coalition-building efforts might be more
successful when led by Black communities while maintaining support from other groups rather
than attempting to build support primarily through partisan or other social group affiliations.
Future research should examine how these strategies perform in real-world reform campaigns
and electoral contexts.
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Changes in racial attitudes matter most for the politics of criminal justice reform (Boudreau
et al., 2019). As racial attitudes have become less hostile and awareness of the systemic racism
in political and legal institutions has grown in some segments of the population (Engelhardt,
2023), future research should consider whether the correlation between positive changes in
racial attitudes and the decline in tough-on-crime perspectives over time may be the result of
criminal and racial justice relatedness in the public’s mind. This is aligned with previous findings
that support for police reform is tightly related to support for the BLM movement, surpassing
and overcoming any effect of partisanship or elite (Black lawmakers and law enforcement
agencies) cues (Boudreau et al., 2022). Furthermore, given the variance in racial attitudes among
White respondents compared to non-White respondents, future research should investigate the
heterogeneous effects on White respondents to better understand the role that racial attitudes
play in supporting criminal justice reform.
An increasing number of political organizations now focus on transforming criminal justice

politics. Therefore, understanding the “politics of downsizing” is crucial for advocacy organiza-
tions and activists developing a politically viable alternative to excessively harsh penal policies
(Petersilia & Cullen, 2014). The potential success of progressive crime policies hinges on rec-
ognizing that voters do not rely on cost concerns, accurate information about crime rates, or
straight-forward partisanship cues (Esberg et al., 2020). Racial attitudes and beliefs about the
relationship between criminal justice and racial justice may be vital to achieving political reform.
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