
Does Racial Animus Determine Redistributive 
Policy in the U.S.?

Jeffrey Carpenter 
Jakina Debnam Guzman 

Peter Matthews 
Erin Wolcott

NBER Race and Stratification 
April 2025



Is support for safety net polices racialized?

• Real benefits levels for UI (dash) and Welfare (solid) were maintained or 
grew through the civil rights (and “Great Society”) era.

• However, they began to fall after 1975.
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Motivation

• Racial beliefs are associated with support for redistributive policy 
(Alesina et al., 2021; Alesina & La Ferrara, 2000; Luttmer, 2001; McGhee, 2021; 
Quadagno, 1996; Wolcott, 2022)

• And specifically, beliefs about Black Americans matter (Akesson et al., 
2022; Alesina et al., 2021; Fong & Luttmer, 2011; Gilens, 1996)

But are these relationships causal?
• We use two parallel information experiments 𝑛𝑛 ≈ 3000  (Akesson et 

al., 2022; Alesina et al., 2021; Haaland & Roth, 2020, 2023; Kuziemko et al., 2015) 
to explore the causal impact of racial beliefs on redistributive policy 
preferences. 





What does the correlation look like?

• Consistent with Luttmer and Gilens.



Consider two respondents, one has no racial preference 
and the other has ill feelings toward Black people.

• Before asking for their support of welfare, suppose they are both told the 
correct number, 29.

• If they both guessed 29, how should this information affect their support choices?
• Both learn nothing new  no effect for either.

• If they both guessed less than 29 (say 5), what should happen?
• No preference  no effect.
• Animus  “bad surprise” and reduce support.

• If they both guessed more than 29 (say 65), what should happen?
• No preference  no effect.
• Animus  “good surprise” and increase support.

• Hence, we can compare respondents with the same belief, one of whom is 
“corrected,” to estimate the causal effect of racial animus on policy support.



What should (and what does) happen?

• If treated animus-motivated respondents update completely, they should (on average) 
support TANF as much as the control respondents with correct beliefs.

• We are the first to estimate a large and significant treatment effect.



Subgroup effects
• We expected the treatment effects to be stronger in certain subgroups 

(and pre-registered these hypotheses).
• We consider:

• Race (are white respondents different from the others?)
• Measured racial animus (both implicit and explicit)
• Political ideology (liberal versus conservative)
• Belief confidence (are those more confident of their beliefs more surprised?)



Participant characteristics

• Our experiment is “powered” to detect a 0.15 sd effect.
• Connect was able to give us a representative sample (except people older than 64).
• With 94% of people returning for Stage 2, there was no selection.
• 82% returned for Stage 3 and the only difference at the 5% level is that returners are 1.4 years 

older, on average.



Randomization to treatment

• Appears to have worked.



Estimation (Information Gradient)

• We expect:
• When participant beliefs are correct, those who are treated learn nothing and  
𝛽𝛽1 = 𝛽𝛽2 = 𝛽𝛽3 = 0.

• 𝛽𝛽2 < 0 is the slope for respondents biased against Black people.
• 𝛽𝛽3 > 0 is the flattening response of biased participants to “good” and “bad” news.
• Also, is information the perfect antidote to misperception (i.e., 𝛽𝛽3 = −𝛽𝛽2 )?



Average treatment effects in the welfare experiment



Average donation treatment effects



Are all safety net programs treated similarly?
• We ran two parallel experiments in which we hypothesized our results 

would change because the programs differ in the extent to which there is 
racial stigmatization of the beneficiaries.

• Specifically, given the “pull yourself up by your bootstraps” ethos of 
American political discourse, we posited that support would be less 
racialized for Unemployment Insurance.

• To this end, in Stage 2 of the experiment we asked people:



Fault and deservingness (mean by condition)

• As expected, respondents think that UI recipients are more deserving and 
less at fault for their situation.



Average treatment effects in the UI experiment

• Broader support and less stigmatization result in no significant correlation 
between misbeliefs and support and no animus-based treatment effect.



External validity (sort of)
• We argue that for information provision to be policy relevant, treatment 

effects must persist beyond the immediate timeframe of the intervention.
• It must be the case that:

• Uncorrected misbeliefs are persistent/stable.
• Corrected misbeliefs are updated in the direction of the correct statistic.

• Stage 3 of the experiment collected posterior beliefs in both experiments 
one month after the intervention.

• Like in Stage 2, these beliefs are also incentivized.



Posterior beliefs (one month later)

• Respondents in both experiments appear Bayesian:
• Uncorrected misbeliefs are highly correlated with prior misbeliefs in both experiments.
• Corrected misbeliefs are much closer to the true statistic in both experiments.
• Because the effects are similar in both experiments, they are additional evidence that the racial 

history of the programs accounts for the treatment effect differences.



Conclusion
• Ours appears to be the first causal evidence of the effect of racial animus 

on social safety net policy support.
• These estimates:

• are robust to experimenter demand effects.
• are stronger in the anticipated subgroups.
• vary in strength by the deservingness of program recipients.
• indicate that the information provided is salient and persistent.

• Although we provide strong evidence of the effects of racial animus, we 
do not think that simply providing information about actual recipients 
will solve the problem.
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