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Figure 1.1    Aggregate Change in White Racial Prejudice During the
2008 Presidential Campaign
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Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey.
Note: Range is 0 to 100, where 0 indicates an absence of prejudice and higher positive values
indicate higher levels of prejudice, although within each wave 95 percent or more of the values
fall within a range of 0 to 40. Data are smoothed by fourteen-day prior moving average and are
unweighted. For statistical tests of whether whites changed their racial attitudes significantly,
we analyzed the data as a three-wave panel in a fixed-effects model of within-person change.
The model predicts change in white racial prejudice based on time—that is, dummy variables
for waves 4 and 5, with wave 3 as the excluded reference category—and controls for the order
in which the racial groups (in-group and out-group) were asked about. The model shows
significant within-person change from wave 3 to wave 4 (−1.07, p < 0.001) and from wave 3 to
wave 5 (−2.08, p < 0.001) (N = 2,636). The means and standard deviations for waves 3, 4, and
5 are 8.16 (15.01), 7.10 (14.57), and 6.09 (13.20) (N = 2,636).

This was the case for whites’ evaluations of themselves relative to blacks as well,
so the average aggregate scores for all dates are positive. In other words, by our
measure most white Americans exhibited racial prejudice before, during, and
after the 2008 campaign. Nonetheless, a quick glance at figure 1.1 makes it
clear that something happened, and it happened gradually over the course of
a single campaign rather than over years or generations. The extent to which
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Figure 2.1    Change in White Racial Prejudice, by Level of Education,
July 17, 2008, to January 31, 2009
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Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey.
Note: A fixed-effects analysis predicting within-person change in prejudice from the wave 4 and
5 dummy variables (with wave 3 as the excluded reference category) and their interactions with
education (in years) shows a positive and significant interaction between education and the
wave 3 to 5 dummy variable (0.22, p < .05, N = 2,636), indicating a steeper decline among
those with lower levels of education.

To the extent that the well-educated are also more sensitive to panel conditioning effects, however, whites could become increasingly more self-conscious
about racial attitudes in later panel waves, thus leading to the appearance of
lower prejudice scores. Did well-educated whites exhibit larger declines in
racial prejudice? As shown in figure 2.1, racial prejudice declined significantly
more among whites with lower levels of education.35 In other words, racial
prejudice declined the most among those presumably least sensitive to social
desirability and panel conditioning.
Unfortunately, panel conditioning is a broader problem than can be examined through educational comparisons alone. Whenever merely answering
a question on one wave influences responses on later survey waves, panel
conditioning is potentially problematic. In this study, panel conditioning could
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Figure 2.2    Change in White Racial Prejudice, by Vote Intention
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Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey.
Note: Vote intention was assessed on wave 3, where 0 equals support for Obama and 1 equals
support for McCain. A fixed-effects model of within-person change reveals a negative and
statistically significant interaction between vote intention and the wave 3 to 5 dummy variable
(–1.72, p < 0.001, N = 2,192).

to which they were exposed refuted stereotypes implicitly, thus operating without their conscious awareness. In fact, because conservatives have higher initial
levels of prejudice, exemplification theory predicts larger reductions in their
prejudice because Obama was likely to differ from their expectations of blacks
more than he did for those with less initial prejudice. Any altering of whites’
implicit associations and how they think about blacks more generally would be
unlikely in a context where this was the obvious persuasive goal. Under those
circumstances, it would be all too easy to dismiss Obama as the exception, as
predicted by subtyping theory, a topic explored more thoroughly in chapter 4.
To examine whether racial prejudice declined more among Obama’s political opponents or his political supporters, we tested for interactions between
individuals’ political predispositions and the wave variables in our fixed-effects
models.48 We measured support for Obama in three ways: pre-election vote
intention, ideology, and party identification. Figure 2.2 shows the extent to
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Figure 2.3    Change in White Racial Prejudice, by Political Ideology
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Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey.
Note: Political ideology was measured on wave 3 or in a previous wave. A fixed-effects model of
within-person change with dummy variables for moderates and conservatives (with liberals as
the excluded category) yields negative and significant interactions between the moderate and
conservative dummy variables and the wave 3 to 5 dummy variable (–2.14 and –2.13, respectively,
p < 0.001, N = 2,583).

which change over time in white racial prejudice varied by vote intention.
Clearly, prejudice declined to a much greater extent among McCain supporters than among Obama supporters. Confirming this impression, a fixed-effects
model of within-person change revealed a negative and statistically significant
interaction between vote intention and the wave 3 to 5 dummy variable.
The results when using political ideology or party identification to identify
those predisposed to like Obama told the same story. As shown in figure 2.3,
prejudice declined substantially more among conservatives and moderates than
among liberals. A fixed-effects model of within-person change with dummy
variables for moderates and conservatives (with liberals as the excluded cate
gory) confirmed the statistical significance of these differential changes, yielding negative and significant interactions between the dummies for moderates
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Figure 2.4    Change in White Racial Prejudice, by Party Identification
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Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey.
Note: Party identification was measured on wave 3 or in a previous wave. A fixed-effects
model of within-person change yields negative and significant interactions between dummy
variables representing Republicans and independents (with Democrats as the excluded
reference category) and the wave 3 to 5 dummy variable (–1.90, p < 0.01 and –1.26, p < 0.05,
respectively, N = 2,636).

and conservatives and the wave 3 to 5 dummy variable (−2.14 and −2.13,
respectively, p < 0.001, N = 2,583).
Finally, figure 2.4 shows a similar pattern using party identification, with
larger declines in prejudice among Republicans and independents than among
Democrats. Again, these differential changes over time are statistically significant. The model yielded negative and significant interactions between dummy
variables representing Republicans and independents (with Democrats as the
excluded reference category) and the wave 3 to 5 dummy variable (−1.90,
p < 0.01, and −1.26, p < 0.05, respectively, N = 2,636).
Importantly, these patterns were not due to regression to the mean, which
would imply random fluctuations between each pair of waves. Between
waves 3 and 4, this would have meant a decrease in prejudice among those
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Figure 2.5    Standardized Change in White Racial Prejudice per
Six-Month Period, 1990 to 2008 and During the
2008 Campaign
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Source: 1990–2008 General Social Surveys, 1992–2008 American National Election Studies,
2008 NAES Panel Survey.

of the significance of this trend. The number-one concern of public opinion
researchers studying race is social desirability bias: do whites hide their real
views in order to appear less racist? Given how strong social norms against
racism are in America today, the potential for social desirability bias is strong.
Knowing this, we designed our study to minimize socially desirable responses
and, critically, to allow us to examine whether we had succeeded. Based on
the variety of tests described in this chapter, we are confident that the decline
in prejudice is real and not based on increased sensitivity to questions pertaining to race. The best evidence of this is, ironically, that most white Americans
gave prejudiced responses on all three waves of the survey, despite showing
significant reductions in prejudice over time.
We also ruled out two potential alternative explanations for the decline
stemming from the panel design of the survey. First we asked whether the
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Table 2.1    White Racial Prejudice by Panel Wave
and Population Subgroup
Change from
Wave 3 to
Wave 5

Wave 3

Wave 4

Wave 5

8.16

7.10

6.09

-2.07***

11.54
9.10
5.91

9.98
7.96
5.13

8.25
6.81
4.56

-3.29***
-2.29***
-1.35***

Age
   Youngest third
  Middle third
  Oldest third

7.82
7.32
9.14

6.70
6.37
8.01

5.98
5.33
6.81

-1.84***
-1.99***
-2.33***

Region
  South
  Non-South

9.82
7.54

9.27
6.27

8.23
5.27

-1.59**
-2.27***

Gender
  Male
  Female

8.69
7.69

7.64
6.60

6.88
5.37

-1.81***
-2.32***

Income
  Lower half
  Upper half

9.24
7.45

8.12
6.42

7.31
5.27

-1.93***
-2.18***

Vote Intention
  McCain voter
  Obama voter

10.97
4.56

9.95
3.66

8.19
3.52

-2.78***
-0.90***

Party Identification
  Republican
  Independent
  Democrat

10.70
7.19
6.25

9.48
6.15
5.34

7.87
4.98
5.34

-2.83***
-2.21***
-0.91*

9.83
9.14
4.26

8.89
7.18
4.07

7.16
6.47
3.81

-2.67***
-2.67***
-0.45

Overall sample
Education
   High school or less
  Some college
   BA degree or more

Ideology
  Conservative
  Moderate
  Liberal

Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey.
Note: The total sample size is 2,636, except for the analyses involving vote intention (N = 2,192)
and ideology (N = 2,583). To assess whether the means in waves 3 and 5 differ significantly
within subgroups we used paired t-tests (two-tailed).
***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; * p < 0.05
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Table 2.2    Within-Person Change in White Racial Prejudice,
Attitudes Toward Blacks, and Attitudes Toward Whites

Time
   Wave 3 to wave 4
   Wave 3 to wave 5
  Constant
  Sample size

White Racial
Prejudice

Attitudes
Toward Blacks

Attitudes Toward
Whites

-1.07***
(0.22)
-2.08***
(0.22)
9.54***
(0.35)
2,636

2.28***
(0.35)
1.74***
(0.35)
3.04***
(0.57)
2,636

1.53***
(0.34)
-0.09
(0.34)
11.53***
(0.56)
2,636

Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey.
Note: The table presents unstandardized fixed-effects regression coefficients, with standard
errors in parentheses. Each column presents a different fixed-effects model and also controls for
the order in which the racial groups (in-group and out-group) were asked about.
***p < 0.001

each individual respondent to himself or herself at an earlier point in time.46
Thus, unlike cross-sectional analyses, which compare different individuals at
a single point in time, fixed-effects models of within-person change assess the
extent to which each individual changed his or her attitudes over time. When
these models include no other independent variables, the wave coefficients
indicate how much total average change has occurred between pairs of waves.47
Using a fixed-effects model, table 2.2 first confirms that white racial prej
udice declined significantly over time at the individual level. As shown in
model 1, both the wave 3 to 4 and the wave 3 to 5 dummy variables indicate
a significant decline in prejudice. Specifically, the coefficient of -1.07 for the
wave 3 to 4 dummy variable indicates that prejudice declined, on average,
by about one point from wave 3 to wave 4. The coefficient of -2.08 for
the wave 3 to 5 dummy variable indicates that prejudice declined, on average,
by two points from wave 3 to wave 5.
Was this decline driven by a positive shift in attitudes toward blacks or a
negative shift in attitudes toward whites? As shown in model 2 of table 2.2,
consistent with our theory, attitudes toward blacks show a significant positive change from wave 3 to wave 4 of 2.28 points on average. From wave 3
to wave 5, however, we see a positive change of just 1.74 points, on average,
implying that attitudes toward blacks became slightly less positive from wave 4
to wave 5. Importantly for our theory, attitudes toward blacks remained far
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Figure 3.1    Change in White Perceptions of Race Relations over the
Last Ten Years, Today, and over the Next Ten Years
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Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey.
Note: Each measure of perceptions of race relations relies on a five-point scale that ranges from
−2 to 2, where negative values indicate a pessimistic view, 0 equals a neutral view, and positive
values indicate an optimistic view of race relations. The sample sizes for perceptions of race
relations over the last ten years are 15,699 for wave 3, 15,247 for wave 4, and 15,300 for wave 5.
The sample sizes for perceptions of race relations today are 15,727 for wave 3, 15,295 for
wave 4, and 15,313 for wave 5. The sample sizes for perceptions of race relations over the next
ten years are 15,665 for wave 3, 15,219 for wave 4, and 15,278 for wave 5.

Interestingly, perceptions of race relations today stand out as systematically
more negative than those in the past and future, although the overall slope is
still positive. But quite logically, perceptions of current race relations also tend
to be much more variable over time, because assessments of the present will
invariably change over shorter periods of time as events unfold. In addition, a
large jump in more positive perceptions of race relations today, but not optimism about the past or future, occurred on August 28, 2008, the day Obama
accepted the Democratic nomination.
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Figure 3.2    Change in White and Black Perceptions
of Race Relations
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Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey.
Note: Perceptions of race relations were assessed using a scale of three items measuring perceptions of race relations today, over the last ten years, and over the next ten years. The scale ranges
from −2 to 2, where negative values indicate a pessimistic view, 0 equals a neutral view, and
positive values indicate an optimistic view of race relations. Among whites, the sample size for
wave 3 is 15,765; for wave 4, 15,323; and for wave 5, 15,365. Among blacks, the sample size
for wave 3 is 1,878; for wave 4, 1,745; and for wave 5, 1,671.

relations improved to a significantly greater extent than whites’ perceptions of
race relations. Overall, blacks’ perceptions of improvement were twice the magnitude of whites’ perceptions of improvement in race relations. Clearly, when it
comes to perceptions of race relations, both blacks and whites responded to the
Obama campaign in similar ways. Both groups perceived substantial improvement in race relations during the Obama campaign.
We have highlighted the fact that other than Obama’s campaign, nothing
particularly momentous happened during this time period that seems likely to

13621-03_Ch03_3rdPgs.indd 43

4/7/14 11:34 AM

56   The Obama Effect

Figure 3.3    Change in White Perceptions of Race Relations,
by Vote Intention
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Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey.
Note: The table presents mean levels of perceptions of race relations separately for whites based
on their vote intention on wave 3 (where 0 = support Obama and 1 = support McCain). Only
whites who had valid values for the three-item scale measuring perceptions of race relations
today, over the last ten years, and over the next ten years on waves 3, 4, and 5 and who
indicated that they planned to vote for either Obama or McCain were included (N = 9,510).
The scale ranges from −2 to 2, where negative values indicate a pessimistic view, 0 equals a
neutral view, and positive values indicate an optimistic view of race relations.

for great optimism about race relations. These people were likely to care a great
deal about improvements in race relations and were more invested in and tied
to the electoral process. Moreover, a certain amount of wishful thinking was
probably also transpiring: more Obama supporters may have wanted to believe
in a dramatic positive impact for the country, whereas McCain supporters had
no such incentive to project a lessening of racial tensions. Importantly, although
racial optimism increased among the citizenry as a whole, these perceptions
were particularly likely to improve among those who supported Obama and
who were energized by the prospect of a black president and his possible impact
on race relations.
Racial prejudice, on the other hand, declined most among those who were
least receptive to Obama’s message. This makes sense for a process of influence
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Table 3.1    The Impact of Within-Person Change in Perceptions
of Race Relations on Within-Person Change
in White Racial Prejudice
Wave 3 to 4
Wave 3 to 5
Perceptions of race relations
Constant
Sample size

-0.91***
(0.22)
-1.95***
(0.22)
-0.75**
(0.23)
9.90***
(0.37)
2,601

Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey.
Note: The table presents unstandardized fixed-effects coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses. Racial prejudice scores range from 0 to 100, where higher positive values indicate higher
levels of prejudice. Perceptions of race relations scores range from −2 to 2, where negative values
indicate a pessimistic view, 0 equals a neutral view, and positive values indicate an optimistic view
of race relations. The analysis controls for the order in which the racial groups were asked about.
***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01

panel data, table 3.1 estimates the relationship between change in perceptions
of race relations and change in racial prejudice.
In table 3.1, we see that among whites, improvements in perceptions of race
relations go along with less racial prejudice, that is, more positive attitudes
toward blacks over time. This is precisely the opposite of what has been suggested by Valentino and Brader. Instead of a post-hoc downgrading of attitudes
toward blacks, whites whose perceptions of race relations improved simultaneously became more positive toward blacks. Above and beyond the over-time
trend represented by the significant wave coefficients in table 3.1, individuals’
improvement in their perceptions of race relations coincided with a decrease in
their levels of racial prejudice. The less individuals view race relations as tense,
the more equal whites’ assessments of blacks and whites become.
Of course, in neither our analysis showing positive effects nor Valentino
and Brader’s suggesting a negative impact can we rule out potential reverse
causation, that is, the possibility that changes in white prejudice toward blacks
changed white perceptions of race relations. Nonetheless, what is most important for our purposes is that more positive perceptions of race relations go
hand in hand with more positive racial attitudes. We find no evidence of a
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Table 3.2    The Impact of Improved and Declining Perceptions of
Race Relations on Change in White Racial Prejudice
Improved perceptions of race relations
Declining perceptions of race relations
Constant
Sample size

Coeff.

Semirobust Standard Error

-1.40***
0.09
-0.64***
2,601

0.40
0.46
0.16

Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey.
Note: The first column presents unstandardized fixed-effects coefficients, with standard errors
in the second column. Racial prejudice scores range from 0 to 100, where higher positive values indicate higher levels of prejudice. Perceptions of race relations scores range from −2 to 2,
where negative values indicate a pessimistic view, 0 equals a neutral view, and positive values
indicate an optimistic view of race relations. The analysis controls for the order in which the
racial groups were asked about. A test for the difference between the size of the coefficients for
improvement versus decline is statistically significant (chi-square = 5.27; p = 0.02).
***p < 0.001

double-edged sword in this regard. Perceptions of improvement in race relations do not have the ironic backlash that has been suggested.
One remaining question is whether the ups and downs—the declines and
improvements—in perceived race relations are equally tied to racial prejudice.
In other words, does the relationship in table 3.1 occur because improvements
in perceptions of race relations go along with more egalitarian racial attitudes
or because perceived declines in race relations occur when in-group favoritism
increases? In table 3.2, we test the symmetry question in the context of a fixedeffects panel analysis. The results make it clear that this relationship is not at all
symmetric. Improvements in perceptions of race relations correspond to sizable
declines in the extent of prejudice, but the reverse is not true. Declining perceptions of the state of race relations show no relationship whatsoever to over-time
increases in levels of white racial prejudice. This asymmetry defies easy explanation, but we suspect that it occurs because the overwhelming direction of change
at this point in time is toward more positive perceptions of race relations.
Overall Implications of Improved
Perceptions of Race Relations
In the weeks shortly after the 2008 election, over two-thirds of Americans
said that Barack Obama’s election as president was either the most important
advance for blacks in the last one hundred years or among the two or three
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Figure 4.1    Change in White Racial Prejudice in the Top TwentyFive and the Bottom Twenty-Five States in Television
Advertising Spending by the Obama Campaign
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Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey.
Note: To confirm that racial prejudice declined more among whites living in the top twenty-five
states in television advertising spending by the Obama campaign, we conducted a fixed-effects
regression analysis predicting within-person change in white racial prejudice from the wave 4
dummy variable (with wave 3 as the excluded reference category) and its interaction with a
dummy variable where 1 equals living in one of the top twenty-five states in Obama advertising
and 0 equals living in one of the bottom twenty-five states in Obama advertising. The analysis
shows a negative and significant interaction (−1.04, p < 0.05, N = 2,627).

both through the programs and through the advertising appearing during the
commercial breaks. Consistent with this hypothesis, increases over time in
the number of political TV shows viewed produced larger reductions in racial
prejudice among whites living in the top twenty-five states in Obama advertising. That is, a fixed-effects model reveals a negative and significant interaction
between change in the number of political TV shows viewed and residence
in one of the top twenty-five states (-11.49, p = 0.06, N = 2,060). Both of
these findings based on completely different sources of exogenous variance
in Obama exposure point to the same conclusion about the importance of
exposure to a counterstereotypical exemplar.
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Table 4.1    The Effects of Within-Person Change in Exposure
to Obama on Within-Person Change
in White Racial Prejudice
Time
   Wave 3 to 4
   Wave 3 to 5
Exposure to Obama
  Number of political
  TV shows viewed
  Political interest

(1)

(2)

(3)

-.84**
(0.25)
-1.96***
(0.25)

-0.64*
(0.27)
-1.81***
(0.27)

-.77**
(0.27)
-1.76***
(0.27)

-4.51*
(1.88)

  Self-perceived knowledge
  about Obama

-2.91**
(0.90)

-1.46*
(0.71)

Constant

10.61***
(0.53)

12.81***
(1.01)

11.12***
(0.78)

Sample size

2,065

1,812

1,804

Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey.
Note: The table presents unstandardized fixed-effects regression coefficients with standard errors
in parentheses. All of the independent variables range from 0 to 1. Each model also includes the
order in which the racial groups were asked about.
***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; all two-tailed

first column reveals a significant impact of change over time in the number of
political TV shows viewed on change in racial prejudice. Because we recoded
our variable for political television viewing to range from 0 to 1, and racial
prejudice ranges from 0 to 100, the coefficient of -4.51 for political television viewing suggests that whites whose exposure to Obama during the campaign increased the most showed average reductions in racial prejudice of four
and a half points between each pair of survey waves. Across all three waves,
this translates into a nine-point decline in racial prejudice due to exposure to
Obama over the course of the campaign.
This is a relatively large effect. Recall from chapter 2 that the overall decline
in racial prejudice was just two points; even this was big by historical standards

13621-04_Ch04_3rdPgs.indd 70

4/7/14 11:34 AM

The Role of Mass Media in Changing White Racial Attitudes    75

Table 4.2    The Effects of Within-Person Change in Exposure to
Obama on Within-Person Change in White Racial
Prejudice, by Vote Intention
Time
   Wave 3 to 4
   Wave 3 to 5
Exposure to Obama
  Number of political
    TV shows viewed
  Political interest

(1)

(2)

(3)

-0.87**
(0.28)
-1.96***
(0.28)

-0.68*
(0.30)
-1.80***
(0.30)

-0.83**
(0.29)
-1.76***
(0.30)

-0.15
(3.24)

  Self-perceived knowledge
   about Obama
Vote Intention × Exposure
  McCain Supporter × TV
  McCain Supporter × Interest

-9.34*
(4.21)

  McCain Supporter ×
   Knowledge about Obama
Constant

10.97***
(0.59)

Sample size

1,714

0.17
(1.62)

-5.28*
(2.11)

12.22***
(0.88)
1,495

-1.19
(1.33)

-0.84
(1.65)
11.14***
(0.69)
1,489

Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey.
Note: The table presents unstandardized fixed-effects regression coefficients, with standard
errors in parentheses. Vote intention was measured on wave 3 (0 equals support for Obama
and 1 equals support for McCain). Each model also includes the order in which the racial
groups were asked about. Note that the main effects of vote intention drop out of fixedeffects models of within-person change because it is a constant and thus does not change
over time.
***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; all two-tailed
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Table 4.3    The Effects of Within-Person Change in Partisan
Media Exposure on Within-Person Change in
White Racial Prejudice
Wave 3 to 4

-0.80**
(0.25)

Wave 3 to 5

-1.94***
(0.25)

Number of political TV shows viewed

-3.36#
(1.98)

Proportion conservative

-2.05*
(0.89)

Proportion liberal

-0.78
(0.88)

Proportion neutral

-0.75
(0.74)

Constant

11.19***
(0.62)

Sample size

2,065

Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey.
Note: The table presents unstandardized fixed-effects regression coefficients, with standard
errors in parentheses. All of the independent variables range from 0 to 1. Each model also
includes the order in which the racial groups were asked about.
***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; #p < 0.10; all two-tailed

As shown in table 4.3, our analyses revealed that racial prejudice declined
even as a function of viewing partisan programs that were critical of Obama.
In fact, the fixed-effects model shows that increases over time in the proportion conservative produced significant declines in racial prejudice, even
after controlling for changes in the overall number of programs viewed. Put
another way, regardless of how many programs one viewed—that is, the
overall amount of exposure to Obama—the extent to which that exposure
occurred via conservative programs produced some additional reductions in
racial prejudice. This makes sense in light of the fact that more conservatives
than liberals watch conservative programs. These findings support our theoretical prediction that exposure to Obama should reduce prejudice because of
coverage portraying him as countering negative racial stereotypes, even if that
coverage was critical of him politically.
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Figure 5.1     The Relative Amount of Each Type of Coverage
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Source: Lexis-Nexis.
Note: The figure presents the number of hits for each type of coverage from Lexis-Nexis searches
of political television shows for the period July 17, 2008, through January 31, 2009.

Obama alone responsible for the decline in racial prejudice? To answer these
questions we turn next to an examination of the impact of change over time
in exposure on change over time in racial prejudice.
The Impact of Campaign Coverage
Isolating the impact of each type of coverage on individual racial attitudes
requires combining the data from our content analysis with our individuallevel measures of media exposure to the campaign. In our earlier analyses, we
found that the best measure of exposure to the campaign was a simple count
of how many television programs including coverage of the campaign were
viewed regularly by each person. In chapter 4, we demonstrated that increases
over time in political television viewing led to over-time declines in racial
prejudice. In other words, increases in individual exposure to the Obama
campaign helped to reduce racial prejudice. In these additional analyses, we
combine exposure data with the content analysis to isolate which aspect of the
campaign coverage produced these beneficial effects.
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Table 5.1    The Effects of Change in Exposure to Coverage
of Obama on Change in White Racial Prejudice,
Wave 3 to Wave 5
Wave 3 to wave 5
Number of political TV shows viewed
Coverage of Obama

(1)

(2)

-1.99***
(0.28)

-1.99***
(0.28)

-11.38***
(2.77)

-6.22#
(3.73)

1.77
(1.50)

5.31*
(2.27)

Number of shows × Coverage of Obama

-21.55*
(10.41)

Constant

11.03***
(0.83)

10.20***
(0.92)

Sample size

1,956

1,956

Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey.
Note: The table presents unstandardized fixed-effects regression coefficients, with standard
errors in parentheses. All of the independent variables range from 0 to 1. Both models control
for within-person change in the order in which the racial groups were asked about.
***p < 0.001; *p < 0.05; #p < 0.10

and their interactions with political television viewing. We began by testing
the most general type of coverage—the total amount of coverage of Obama—
and then assessed whether each of the more specific aspects of coverage of
Obama produced any additional effect. The analyses here present the signifi
cant changes we uncovered from wave 3 to wave 5.
Table 5.1 replicates our analyses of the impact of overall exposure to cov
erage of Obama. As a baseline from which to assess the interaction between
change in political television viewing and change in coverage of Obama,
column 1 of table 5.1 presents a fixed-effects model that includes just the
main effects of these two variables. Consistent with our findings in chapter 4,
increases over time in political television viewing produced significant declines
in white racial prejudice.
Column 1 of table 5.1 also includes the main effect of change in coverage
of Obama. We did not have specific expectations about the impact of this
variable, given that its impact should logically depend on the extent of indi
vidual political television viewing. Perhaps unsurprisingly then, column 1
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Table 5.2    The Effects of Change in Exposure to Coverage
of Obama Mentioning Race on Change in White
Racial Prejudice, Wave 3 to Wave 5
(1)

(2)

Wave 3 to wave 5

-1.99***
(0.28)

-1.98***
(0.28)

Number of political TV shows viewed

-6.22#
(3.73)

-6.14
(3.95)

Coverage of Obama

5.31*
(2.27)

4.63
(3.60)

-21.55*
(10.41)

-22.04
(15.71)

Number of shows × Coverage of Obama
Coverage of Obama mentioning race

1.06
(3.89)

Number of shows × Coverage of Obama
mentioning race

0.21
(16.56)

Constant

10.20***
(0.92)

10.29***
(0.98)

Sample size

1,956

1,933

Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey.
Note: The table presents unstandardized fixed-effects regression coefficients, with standard
errors in parentheses. All of the independent variables range from 0 to 1. Both models control
for within-person change in the order in which the racial groups were asked about.
***p < 0.001; *p < 0.05; #p < 0.10

significant ( p < 0.10), suggesting little impact from coverage discussing racism.
Moreover, the positive sign of the coefficient indicates that, if anything, cover
age discussing racism may have produced small increases in racial prejudice.
This would be consistent with stereotype suppression rebound, whereby expo
sure to antiracist messages backfires by increasing the salience of preexisting
prejudices. As in the previous analysis, we assessed the potential for collinearity
due to including multiple interactions in the same model, but the results were
again unchanged when the model included only the interaction between televi
sion viewing and coverage of racism. Overall, we found little to no evidence in
support of our plausible rival explanations.
To the extent that coverage mattered, it mattered only that it involved
Obama, and not whether race, racism, or racial unity was discussed.
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Table 5.3    The Effects of Change in Exposure to Coverage
Mentioning Racism on Change in White Racial
Prejudice, Wave 3 to Wave 5
(1)

(2)

Wave 3 to wave 5

-1.99***
(0.28)

-1.87***
(0.31)

Number of political TV shows viewed

-6.22#
(3.73)

-7.55*
(3.79)

Coverage of Obama

5.31*
(2.27)

5.26*
(2.29)

-21.55*
(10.41)

-22.38*
(10.42)

Number of shows × Coverage of Obama
Coverage mentioning racism

-1.18
(1.39)

Number of shows × Coverage mentioning racism

9.79#
(5.32)

Constant

10.20***
(0.92)

10.33***
(0.95)

Sample size

1,956

1,974

Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey.
Note: The table presents unstandardized fixed-effects regression coefficients, with standard
errors in parentheses. All of the independent variables range from 0 to 1. Both models control
for within-person change in the order in which the racial groups were asked about.
***p < 0.001; *p < 0.05; #p < 0.10

Obama as Exemplar
The fact that exposure to the 2008 presidential campaign helped to reduce
levels of white racial prejudice is useful information, but from a theoretical
standpoint what is far more important is understanding how the campaign
produced these effects. Public and scholarly debate about the effects of media
portrayals of blacks and other social groups has raged for decades, but with little
beyond speculation on which to base its claims. As a result, scholars often dis
agree about the predicted direction of influence from the same media content.34
In this chapter, we have furthered understanding of the prejudice-reducing
impact of the 2008 campaign bye testing four theories, each relying on a dif
ferent mechanism of influence. Exemplification theory pointed to the impor
tance of the sheer amount of coverage of Obama as a counterstereotypical
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Figure 6.1    Change in White Racial Prejudice from 2008 to 2010
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Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey; 2010 RSF Recontact Study.
Note: White racial prejudice ranges from 0 to 100, where higher positive values indicate higher
levels of prejudice. The figure relies on the 1,533 white respondents who completed the prejudice
measures on all four waves.

How can this be? To understand how increases in exposure may correspond
to decreases in prejudice and yet prejudice increases on the whole, we turned
next to an analysis of over-time changes in exposure.
Post-election Exposure to Obama
How much did people continue to see Obama in their living rooms after
the election? After a presidential election is over and the inauguration has
passed, presidents do not disappear from the news, but politics no longer takes
center stage. After Obama’s election, we looked at two forms of change that
could jeopardize the extent of public exposure to positive black exemplars:
a drop in levels of individual interest in and viewing of political programming, and a decline in the extent of media coverage of Obama’s day-to-day
activities.

13621-06_Ch06_3rdPgs.indd 104

4/7/14 11:34 AM

0
June 19 to 25, 2008
July 3 to 9, 2008
July 17 to 23, 2008
July 31 to August 6, 2008
August 14 to 20, 2008
August 28 to September 3, 2008
September 11 to 17, 2008
September 25 to October 1, 2008
October 9 to 15, 2008
October 23 to 29, 2008
November 6 to 12, 2008
November 20 to 26, 2008
December 4 to 10, 2008
December 18 to 24, 2008
January 1 to 7, 2009
January 15 to 21, 2009
January 29 to February 4, 2009
February 12 to 18, 2009
February 26 to March 4, 2009
March 12 to 18, 2009
March 26 to April 1, 2009
April 9 to 15, 2009
April 23 to 29, 2009
May 7 to 13, 2009
May 21 to 27, 2009
June 4 to 10, 2009
June 18 to 24, 2009
July 2 to 8, 2009
July 16 to 22, 2009
July 30 to August 5, 2009
August 13 to 19, 2009
August 27 to September 2, 2009
September 10 to 16, 2009
September 24 to 30, 2009
October 8 to 14, 2009
October 22 to 28, 2009
November 5 to 11, 2009
November 19 to 25, 2009
December 3 to 9, 2012
December 17 to 23, 2009
December 31, 2009 to January, 2010
January 14 to 20, 2010
January 28 to February 3, 2010
February 11 to 17, 2010
February 25 to March 3, 2010
March 11 to 17, 2010
March 25 to 31, 2010
April 8 to 14, 2010
April 22 to 28, 2010
May 6 to 12, 2010
May 20 to 26, 2010
June 3 to 9, 2010
June 17 to 23, 2010
July 1 to 7, 2010
July 15 to 21, 2010
July 29 to August 4, 2010
August 12 to 18, 2010
August 26 to September 1, 2010
September 9 to 15, 2010
September 23 to 29, 2010

Number of “Obama” Mentions

13621-06_Ch06_3rdPgs.indd 106

Figure 6.2    The Change in Obama Coverage from June 19, 2008 (Pre-election),
to September 29, 2010 (Post-election)
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Source: Lexis-Nexis transcripts.
Note: Entries represent the number of Obama mentions per week in the three network broadcast news programs.
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Figure 6.3    Change in White Perceptions of Race Relations,
Wave 3 to Wave 6
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Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey; 2010 RSF Recontact Study.
Note: The perceptions of race relations index ranges from −2 to 2, where negative values indicate
a pessimistic view and positive values indicate an optimistic view. The figure relies on the 3,032
white respondents who completed the measures on all four waves.

finances or of the nation as a whole, media coverage had the same effects on
the extent of white in-group favoritism.
Post-election Trends in Perceptions of Race Relations
In part because the 2010 findings for racial prejudice indicated some slippage
back to previous levels of white in-group favoritism, we also wanted to follow
up on the trend toward improved perceptions of race relations. As discussed
in chapter 3, increasingly positive perceptions of race relations appeared to
go hand in hand with reductions in prejudice during the campaign; this suggests that the increase in prejudice by 2010 might have been accompanied by
declining optimism about race relations as well.
In figure 6.3, we add our 2010 estimate for the index of perceived race relations to extend the overall trend. As shown, the overall pattern is indeed similar
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Figure 6.4    Change in Black Perceptions of Race Relations,
Wave 3 to Wave 6
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Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey; 2010 ISCAP Recontact Study.
Note: The perceptions of race relations index ranges from −2 to 2, where negative values indicate
a pessimistic view and positive values indicate an optimistic view. The figure relies on the 601
black respondents who completed the measures on all four waves.

whether blacks’ perceptions moved in the same direction. To find out we recontacted a representative subsample of blacks in the fall of 2010 under the auspices of the Institute for the Study of Citizens and Politics at the University of
Pennsylvania.11
Figure 6.4 shows the trend for the index of perceived race relations from
the summer of 2008 through the fall of 2010 among African Americans. The
first thing to notice is the astonishing improvement in blacks’ perceptions
of race relations during and immediately after the 2008 campaign—a jump
more than twice the size of the changes we observed among whites. But
matching the increasing optimism of 2008 is the significant decline in optimism over the next two years. Indeed, blacks’ perceptions of race relations
in the fall of 2010 were statistically indistinguishable from their perceptions
in the summer of 2008.
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Table 6.1    The Effects of Change in Political TV Exposure on
Change in White Racial Prejudice, 2008 to 2010
Change in Racial Prejudice
Number of political TV shows viewed

-4.41*
(2.05)

Wave 5 to wave 6

1.61***
(0.21)

Constant

9.67***
(0.57)

Sample size

3,222

Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey; 2010 RSF Recontact Study.
Note: The table presents unstandardized fixed-effects coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses. The model controls for change in the order in which the racial groups were asked about.
***p < 0.001; *p < 0.05; all two-tailed

the cumulative effects of changes in Obama exposure on racial attitudes with
waves two years apart. Nonetheless, as shown in table 6.1, the findings are virtually identical to what we saw in chapter 4. Just as seen in the first column of
findings in table 4.1, increases in the number of political programs that a given
individual viewed resulted in significant decreases in racial prejudice. In addition, the size of the coefficient corresponding to change from 2008 to 2010
(-4.41) is virtually identical to the coefficient in table 4.1 (-4.51). Despite the
fact that our sample in 2010 was smaller, changing media consumption was
still significantly tied to changing levels of prejudice toward blacks. Those with
the largest increases in the number of programs viewed regularly exhibited a
drop of just over four points on the prejudice scale. As discussed at length in
chapter 4, although the extent of this change may be modest by most standards, by historical standards it is relatively large.
Was this change driven particularly by those whose level of exposure to
Obama dropped? Of course, after the election almost everyone’s exposure to
Obama dropped to some extent because political television featured him less
often. In our model, any across-the-board impact is captured by the dummy
variable representing change from one wave to the next; that dummy variable
does indeed suggest an overall decline. But the prediction in this case would
be that those individuals whose exposure to Obama decreased the most would
also increase the most in prejudice from 2008 to 2010.
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Table 6.2    The Effects of Increases and Decreases in Political
TV Exposure on Change in White Racial Prejudice
During the 2008 Obama Campaign
Number of political TV shows viewed

-4.29*
(2.07)

Increases in the number of political TV shows viewed

-9.76**
(3.11)

Decreases in the number of political TV shows viewed

1.02
(3.19)

Constant

-0.98***
(0.13)

-0.64**
(0.19)

Sample size

2,065

2,065

Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey.
Note: The table presents unstandardized fixed-effects coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses. The independent variables are coded to range from 0 to 1. Each model controls for
change in the order in which the racial groups were asked about. A chi-square test showed that
the difference between the coefficients for increases and decreases was significant (chi-square =
5.17, p < 0.05).
***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; all two-tailed

Obama was increasing in the time leading up to the election, then decreasing
during the first two years of the administration. Because only a change in the
status quo flow of exemplars should produce changes in whites’ racial stereotypes, periods of rapid change in coverage are particularly important.
To test this explanation we separated our exposure variables into two different measures, one indicating increasing exposure to Obama, and the other
indicating decreasing exposure. We then reran our fixed-effects analyses of
change over time, putting these variables into the models simultaneously.
Tables 6.2 and 6.3 present the results of these analyses for the period surrounding the election and the post-election period, respectively.
In the first column, we show the average overall effect of media exposure. In
the second column, we separate this effect into the impact of increases versus
decreases. As shown in table 6.2, the significant negative coefficient observed
in the original panel occurs because increases in political media exposure during the election correspond to decreases in racial prejudice. The relatively small
number of people whose exposure decreased did not change significantly in
racial prejudice. Interestingly, the coefficient corresponding to the impact of
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Table 6.3    The Effects of Increases and Decreases in Political TV
Exposure on Change in White Racial Prejudice During
the First Two Years of the Obama Administration
Number of political TV shows viewed

-4.41*
(2.05)

Increases in the number of political TV shows viewed

1.14
(4.24)

Decreases in the number of political TV shows viewed

-7.64*
(2.98)

Constant

1.61***
(0.21)

1.33***
(0.28)

Sample size

3,222

3,222

Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey; 2010 RSF Recontact Study.
Note: The table presents unstandardized ordinary least squares (OLS) coefficients, with standard
errors in parentheses. The independent variables are coded to range from 0 to 1. Each model
controls for change in the order in which the racial groups were asked about. A chi-square test
showed that the difference between the coefficients for increases and decreases was not significant (chi-square = 2.24, p = 0.13).
***p < 0.001; *p < 0.05; all two-tailed

increasing exposure during this period was even larger than the original estimate, suggesting a nine-point decline in prejudice scores among those whose
program viewing increased the most.
As shown in table 6.3, the same summary coefficient for media exposure
meant something quite different in the post-election period. As shown in the
second column of table 6.3, in this case the significant negative effect was driven
by decreases in exposure, which corresponded to increases in prejudice. Given
that almost everyone declined in their exposure in the post-election period, this
is precisely what one would predict: as the barrage of Obama imagery dropped
off dramatically, so too did the more positive associations that whites had with
African Americans. Unless coverage changes, people’s underlying associations
remain relatively stable. But given sufficient reinforcement, these associations
can change even in a relatively short period of time.
Plausible Alternatives
Although this evidence makes a great deal of sense in light of our theoretical
explanation for what happened, several plausible rival hypotheses are worth
further examination. As with any observational study, no matter how power-
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Table 6.4    The Effects of Change in Partisan Media Exposure
on Change in White Racial Prejudice During the
First Two Years of the Obama Administration
Wave 5 to wave 6

1.63***
(0.21)

Number of political TV shows viewed

-5.46*
(2.17)

Proportion conservative

0.66
(0.93)

Proportion liberal

1.32
(0.91)

Proportion neutral

0.55
(0.74)

Constant

9.30***
(0.64)

Sample size

3,222

Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey; 2010 RSF Recontact Study.
Note: The table presents unstandardized fixed-effects regression coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses. All of the independent variables range from 0 to 1. Each
model also includes the order in which the racial groups were asked about.
***p < 0.001; *p < 0.05; all two-tailed

stereotypes. Indeed, here as in previous evidence, liking Obama seemed to be
entirely beside the point of being affected by his exemplar.
In addition to the argument that coverage changed qualitatively as well as
quantitatively during this period, the most obvious large-scale change going
on was the economic collapse. As mentioned briefly in chapter 4, the decline
in prejudice witnessed from the summer of 2008 through the inauguration
in January 2009 was particularly surprising given the dramatic economic
downturn that transpired during that same period. Although people knew the
economy was in bad shape by the summer preceding the election, their sense
of economic decline only intensified after that, as evidenced by continuously
declining assessments of national economic conditions as well as declining
assessments of their personal financial conditions.
It would be easy to understand how such a large and wide-reaching economic threat might overshadow the subtle associational learning suggested by
exemplification theory. According to realistic group conflict theory, feelings
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Table 6.5    The Effects of Change in Economic Perceptions on
Change in White Racial Prejudice
During the 2008
Campaign

During the First Two Years
of Obama’s Presidency

Number of political TV shows
viewed

-4.28*
(1.89)

-4.61*
(2.07)

Perceptions of national economy

-0.36
(0.25)

-0.55**
(0.16)

Perceptions of personal finances

0.23
(0.21)

0.20
(0.19)

Wave 3 to wave 4

-0.95***
(0.26)

Wave 3 to wave 5

-2.10***
(0.26)

Wave 5 to wave 6

2.14***
(0.26)

Constant

10.46***
(0.61)

9.56***
(0.62)

Sample size

2,038

3,163

Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey; 2010 RSF Recontact Study.
Note: Table entries show unstandardized fixed-effects coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses. Each model also includes the order in which the racial groups were asked about.
***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; all two-tailed

of Obama’s presidency. Far from overshadowing the media’s impact on the
tendency toward white in-group favoritism, economic change had at most a
very small impact, while media exposure was consistently linked to declines
in whites’ tendency to negatively stereotype blacks.
To ensure that we left no stone unturned and no possible relationship with
economic change went unnoticed, we ran numerous additional models to
evaluate whether those whose attitudes toward the economy were particularly
negative at a given point in time were more likely to be affected by media
coverage. Given that economic perceptions were already extremely negative
by 2008, it seemed quite plausible to us that perhaps we were observing “floor
effects.” In other words, there was relatively little room for change toward
more negative economic perceptions to matter. However, we found no evidence to this effect. Regardless of individuals’ assessment of their personal
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Figure 7.1    Change in White Racial Prejudice from 2008 to 2012
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Source: 2008 NAES Panel Survey; 2010 RSF Recontact Study; 2012 ISCAP Survey.
Note: White racial prejudice ranges from 0 to 100, where higher positive values indicate higher
levels of prejudice. The figure relies on the 684 white respondents who completed the prejudice
measures on all four waves.

what exemplification would predict. Based on a new panel wave collected
right before the 2012 election, white racial prejudice once again declined
from the fall of 2010 through the 2012 campaign. Consistent with predictions and prior evidence, this decline was driven by improved attitudes
toward blacks, with no change in attitudes toward whites. As shown in figure 7.1, the size of the decline in prejudice also appears strikingly similar
in size—about two points—which is about the same size as the decline in
prejudice during the 2008 campaign.
As we have noted many times in this book, the Obama effect is highly
unusual insofar as one man (and his family) single-handedly changed the
dominant image of blacks in mass media. However, an Obama effect on a
smaller scale or from an ongoing flow of positive exemplars could become
more frequent in years to come. Research on exemplar effects and intergroup
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Appendix C
Demographics of the Survey Samples
of Non-Hispanic Whites

Table A.1    Appendix C: Demographics of the Survey Samples,
Non-Hispanic Whites

Education
   High school or less
  Some college
  College graduate
  Postgraduate work
Income
   Less than $25,000
   $25,000 to 49,999
   $50,000 to 74,999
   $75,000 to 99,999
   $100,000 or more
Age
   Eighteen to twenty-nine
   Thirty to forty-four
   Forty-five to fifty-nine
   Sixty or older
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U.S. Census
( July 2008 CPS)

NAES, Waves 3,
4, and 5 (2008)

RSF, Wave 6
(2010)

40.3%
29.3
19.9
10.5
(N = 74,315)

21.7%
32.3
27.3
18.7
(N = 2,636)

23.3%
31.0
26.3
19.4
(N = 3,263)

16.3%
24.6
21.6
14.6
22.8
(N = 60,790)

13.4%
26.4
21.8
16.6
21.7
(N = 2,636)

13.0%
27.9
22.7
15.7
20.7
(N = 3,263)

17.9%
24.5
29.9
27.7
(N = 74,315)

6.0%
24.0
36.9
33.0
(N = 2,636)

7.1%
24.0
37.4
31.5
(N = 3,263)
(continued)
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142   The Obama Effect

Table A1    (Continued)

Gender
  Male
  Female

U.S. Census
( July 2008 CPS)

NAES, Waves 3,
4, and 5 (2008)

RSF, Wave 6
(2010)

48.3%
51.7
(N = 74,315)

47.6%
52.4
(N = 2,636)

47.3%
52.7
(N = 3,263)

Source: 2008 CPS; 2008 NAES Panel Survey; 2010 RSF Recontact Study.
Note: Data are unweighted.
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