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Extant literature shows that many black Americans use their racial identity as a 

lens by which to view the political world. What remains unclear is why and how black 

Americans choose certain black Democratic candidates to support over other black 

Democratic candidates. In this dissertation, I introduce the community commitment 

signaling framework to explain why black voters find certain black politicians more 

preferable than others. My argument is that blacks support black candidates who signals 

communicates a higher level of social accountability to the racial group and its goal for 

greater political inclusion. Using experimental methods, I examine whether a black 

politicianôs signaling of community commitment affects how he is evaluated by black 

individuals. Chapter 2 details the community commitment signaling framework, and 

discusses how community commitment signals communicate different levels of social 

accountability, and thus affects the political behavior and attitudes of black voters. In 



 

chapter 3, I use an experimental test to investigate how black individuals evaluate black 

candidate based on the kind of community commitment signal he employs. Chapters 4 

and 5 employ also similar experimental tests to show how community commitment 

signals work when a candidateôs accountability is called into question by an opponent as 

is often the case in electoral contests. Chapter 4 explores black attitudes and behaviors 

when two black Democratic candidates run against one another, while chapter 5ôs 

experimental test investigates how black respondents respond when a white candidate 

displays some sense of community commitment. In both chapters when a candidateôs 

signal involves a physical sacrifice made for the racial group, he receives the most 

positive evaluations. Finally, in chapter 6, I discuss the implications of my results, and 

offer some sense of future directions this line of inquiry offers. Past frameworks have 

placed a strong focus on raceôs role in black politics without much engagement of the 

sophistication with which blacks are holding co-racial candidates accountable to the 

groupôs political goals. This dissertation remedies these oversights, and offers new 

insights into how and why black voters choose certain candidates over others.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

 

In the 2008 and 2012 presidential elections, scholars, political strategists, and 

journalists debated why African Americans showed up to the voting booth in 

unprecedented numbers to elect and re-elect President Obama. One explanation that 

garnered a lot of media attention was the claim that blacks voted for Obama simply 

because ñhe is black.ò1 If phenotype is driving blacksô support for Obama, then why were 

blacks less supportive of him when he ran against former Black Panther Congressman 

Bobby Rush in the 2001 Democratic Primary race for Illinoisôs 1st Congressional 

District? One explanation for Obamaôs lack of success against Bobby Rush might be that 

black votersô support for black candidates is not driven by just skin color. If skin color is 

not the only consideration driving black votersô evaluations of black candidates, what 

other signals are black voters taking into account?  

Despite the fact that both Rush and Obama identify as black in a district where 

65% of its citizens were black (Scott 2007), Rush, who was an incumbent with a strong 

record in Congress for supporting his consistency through his legislative votes, instead 

exploited the drastically different approaches to representing their co-racial constituents. 

He often pointed out Obamaôs connections to largely white educational establishments 

such as Harvard and Columbia, his ties to white wealthy donors, and him being raised by 

his white grandparents while referencing his own long and established history as a civil 

                                                      
1 https://www.mediamatters.org/video/2016/02/10/bill-oreilly-african-americans-voted-

for-obama/208519 ; http://www.thedailybeast.com/colin-powell-can-support-obama-

because-hes-black  
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rights activist working to further the cause of the black community. 2 In a documentary on 

Obamaôs political rise to the presidency, it was noted that ñObama was vulnerable to a 

charge Bobby Rush would surely make: [Obama] didnôt really know these streets, and 

heôs not really an African-Americanò (PBS 2012).  

What did Rush know about his districtôs black voters that led him to believe that 

highlighting Obamaôs lack of connection to the black community was an effective 

political strategy to ensure they did not support another co-racial Democratic candidate? 

What did he stand to gain by placing a stronger focus on the social and racial differences 

between him and Obama when he could have easily relied on his voting record  as the 

districtôs congressman? Moreover, to what extent did Rushôs political choice to focus on 

his history as a Civil Rights leader influence the considerations the districtôs black voters 

made when choosing between two black, Democratic candidates?    

Black voters often have to choose between more than one black Democratic 

candidate. There are currently 44 congressional districts with black representatives, and 

of those3, 23 have a black population that makes of 50% or more of the districtôs overall 

population (www.cbc.org). Although many of these individuals gained office years ago, 

many ran and were challenged, or continue to be challenged, by other black politicians. 

Moreover, 69% of mayors in cities with a population of 50,000 or more4 are black and 

nearly all of them have faced both white and black opponents in pursuit of the mayoral 

                                                      
2 Drawing on the work of Ronald Walters and Robert Smith (1999), I define the black 

community as ña historically constructed community of shared history and memory; with 

distinctive cultural, political, and economic interestsò (249).  
3 There are 45 districts with a black majority, but Steve Cohen, a white Congressman of 

Memphis, Tennessee was excluded from this number.  
4 There are more black mayors who were elected in cities and towns with smaller 

populations and a black majority, thus we can assume that voters in those places face 

similar political contexts as those in larger cities.  
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seat. Despite the prevalence of black voters having to choose between black Democratic 

candidates, political science literature offers little in the way of an explanation of how 

black voters decide when the two most prominent heuristics (race and partisanship) are 

held constant. In other words, contemporary political science research gives little to no 

insight into why black voters were seemingly more persuaded by Bobby Rushôs 

racialized political choices. Nor is it clear in extant literature whether Rushôs strategy 

resonates consistently with black voters. Thus, we are not able to understand the political 

considerations black voters made when choosing between Rush and Obama, which 

presents a paradoxical hole in the black politics literature.  

Argument in Brief  

This dissertation seeks to understand what considerations black voters make when 

choosing to support certain black Democratic candidates over others. Put another way, 

what is it that makes black voters more inclined to support certain black politicians over 

others? To answer this question, I draw on new research within black politics which 

shows that, within the black community, black individuals use social sanctions against 

each other to maintain an accountability and adherence to the shared norms and 

expectations of the racial group (Walton 1985, White et al. 2014, Laird et al. 2017). I 

apply this social accountability mechanism to the relationship between black voters and 

co-racial candidates through the community commitment signaling framework, which 

argues that black politicians send signals of community commitment to black voters to 

show that they can be held accountable to further the political interests of the black 

community.  

I introduce two kinds of commitment signals: sacrifice and social connections. 

Sacrifice signals are those where the candidate places the well-being of the group above 
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their own, while the social connections are signals that convey a personal or institutional 

connection to the black community. In chapter 2, I contend that the black voters use the 

past actions of Civil Rights politicians to determine what signals convey the most 

commitment to the racial group, and prize those signals that involve a politician making 

sacrifices for the group. Each signal type communicates a different level of underlying 

accountability with the sacrifice signals conveying a realized accountability, and the 

social connections signals showing a potential accountability. I argue that black voters 

evaluate black political candidates differently based on how they, the politicians, signal 

their commitment. 

Looking at the Rush and Obama example through the lens of the community 

commitment signaling framework, I argue black voters gave their support to Rush 

because of his discussion of the sacrifices he made during his time as a Black Panther. 

Through his discussions of the sacrifices he made to bring equal rights to black people, 

Rush signaled his commitment to his black constituents and showed a realized 

accountability as an active participant in the Civil Rights Movement because of the 

actions he took in service to the black communityôs desire for socio-political equality. 

Conversely, Obama, who did not reference any sacrifice he made for the black 

community, and instead communicated the potential to be held accountable to the black 

community because of his familial ties. The use of the social tie community commitment 

signals was not enough to convince the districtôs black voters that he would be a better 

representative than Rush. I contend that Rushôs ability to reference sacrifices he had 

already made for the black community showed that he was there when black people 

needed him, was more compelling to the districtôs voters than the possibility of being 
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accountable to black people, which Obamaôs social ties community commitment signal 

presented.  

Evaluating the Theory 

 
This dissertationôs motivation is to understand and test how the political 

considerations black voters make are informed by the desire for commitment to the racial 

group, and unpack the subsequent behavioral and attitudinal changes that may occur. To 

do this, I rely on three original experiments to examine the impact community 

commitment signals have on black voting behaviors and attitudes. The use of 

experiments allows me to vary the kinds of commitment signals politicians can send to 

black individuals. Moreover, experiments allow me to isolate the causal mechanism to 

effectively explain any variation that comes from changing the kinds of signals used.  

In the first experimental test, respondents are randomly put into experimental 

conditions where they are exposed to one of three candidate statements that seek to 

communicate a sense of commitment to the black community. In these statements, I vary 

the kind of community commitment signal sent (either sacrifice or social connection) by 

a black representative. The choice to do this test first stems from a desire to directly and 

cleanly test whether black voters glean a sense of community commitment from different 

community commitment signals. Additionally, this experimental test provides the 

necessary leverage to determine whether skin color is the only factor that black voters 

consider when evaluating black candidates, which is the conventional wisdom that is 

found in public discourse and within much of the literature on black representation. 

Addressing the counterfactual early on allows me to establish the role that phenotype 

plays in black votersô assessments of community commitment signals.  
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I follow up with two similar experiments that test how different kinds of sacrifice 

(physical and financial) and social connection (personal and institutional) signals alter the 

behaviors and attitudes of the black respondents. Moreover, I engage with the question of 

whether the information conveyed by the signals alters the behavior of black voters. . 

These experiments show the nuance and sophistication in black political decision-

making, and answer important questions about how the appeals of black and white 

candidates resonate in similar and different ways based on the kinds of community 

commitment signals they employ. These empirical tests show that race and partisanship 

are not the only factors black voters consider when making political decisions. The level 

of commitment the politician has shown to the group is also an important consideration in 

deciding which politician to support.  

Whatôs to Come 

 
The next chapter provides an overview of the relevant literature on which the 

community commitment signaling framework builds. Discussions of co-racial voting and 

the black communityôs use of a social accountability mechanism provide the scholarly 

context in which this dissertation sets itself. I then provide a detailed explanation of the 

theoretical framework, its inner workings, and how it applies to contemporary political 

science literature as well as the study of black political decision-making.  

The experimental test in Chapter 3 serves as a preliminary look at whether black 

voters do indeed make distinctions between different kinds of community commitment 

signals. The results show that black voters do make distinctions between candidates who 

do and do not employ community commitment signaling, but do not make meaningful 

distinctions between the kind of community commitment signal employed. These 
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findings suggest that black voters only require some kind of signal in order to see a black 

politician as accountable. However, we know that candidates do not campaign in 

isolation, and that opponents often send messages to discredit candidates in the eyes of 

voters.  

With this understanding in mind, Chapter 4 looks at how different community 

commitment signals affect black votersô perceptions and evaluations of black candidates 

when doubt is cast on a black candidateôs ability to represent the interests of black 

people. Moreover, this experimental design complicates the community commitment 

signaling narrative by adding in additional signals of both sacrifice and social 

connections to see if the effects observed in Chapter 3 where both types of signals are 

viewed equally holds. The results suggest that signals of physical sacrifice resonate more 

with black voters on a number of dimensions that leads the candidate to be seen more 

positively and more likely to gain support from black individuals. Moreover, we see that 

when a black candidate highlights his endorsement from the NAACP he receives 

comparable support from respondents which offers a meaningful alternative for black 

politicians who are unable to signal sacrifice.5  

Chapter 5 explores whether the community commitment signaling framework and its 

effects only apply to black politicians by testing how black voters evaluate white 

candidates who use the same signals. While some changes were made for the sake of 

believability, I find that when white candidates signal the physical sacrifice they have 

made for the black racial group, blacks view them more positively. Interestingly, white 

                                                      
5 Because of the unique and intersectional space that black women representatives occupy 

(Gay and Tate 1999) leads to unique and altogether different expectations and evaluations 

of black female representatives which requires separate theorizing and testing, I use male 

pronouns to discuss black representatives. 
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candidates who signal their connection and accountability to the black community by 

discussing their black wife are rewarded in similar ways to sacrifice signals, which differs 

from how they view a black politician who highlights his wife.  

Chapter 6 concludes with the broader implications of this work, and points us in 

future directions of both the empirical and theoretical investigations of black political 

considerations. This chapter also emphasizes this dissertation contributes to the study of 

black politics and political behavior more broadly by showing that, when evaluating 

black Democratic candidates, black voters offer more support to candidates who are more 

reminiscent of the Civil Rights era of black politics. I posit that black voters choose to 

support candidates who signal commitment by way of physical sacrifice because this 

particular signal indicates that the politician puts the racial groupôs interest above her 

own personal interest for the sake greater political inclusion for the black community.  
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Chapter 2 More than Skin Deep- the Community Commitment Signaling Framework 

 

Chapter Overview 

 
This chapter begins with a discussion of what black voters expect from their 

representatives, and how these expectations, and whether they are met, influence their 

voting behaviors and attitudes. I build on existing research about the relationship between 

black voters and co-racial representatives and provide a theoretical account of how 

strategies that rely on community commitment can be influential. Given the historical 

experiences many black Americans share, they tend to view the political world through 

the lens of the racial groupôs political needs (Dawson 1994). This particular view leads to 

unique ways in which blacks see the roles of their elected representatives. Research has 

shown that many black individuals use social sanctions as a political tool to maintain 

political accountability within the black community to ensure certain goals and 

expectations are met (Walton 1985; White et al. 2014). In this chapter, I expand on this 

argument and apply it to the relationship between black voters and black politicians.  

 As members of the black community, many black representatives know of the 

social accountability structure and are motivated to make appeals and connect with black 

voters in numerous ways to show their adherence, or lack thereof, to that structure. Some 

politicians respond to these expectations by working with other racial groups to achieve 

greater political inclusion for black Americans, others focus on the black American 

communityôs group specific needs, while some do not respond to the expectations of the 

community at all (Canon 1999, Walters and Smith 1999; Fenno 2003; Gillespie 2010; 

Stout 2015). I consider how these differences might affect the way black voters respond 

to the variation in the signals of connection used by black political leaders.   



 10 

Researchers have demonstrated that the race of the candidate is an important 

determinant of whether blacks support their representative, but often place a strong 

emphasis on the physical manifestation of oneôs racial identity (i.e., skin color) and not 

on the social aspects. To address this oversight, the theoretical argument presented in this 

chapter focuses on signals of a black candidateôs commitment to furthering the black 

communityôs political interests, which I define as a social signal used by black 

representatives to communicate their accountability to co-racial voters through displays 

of personal sacrifice or social ties to the racial group, and these signals lead to variation 

in the political behaviors and attitudes of black citizens.  

These signals lead black individuals to perceive that a representative can be held 

accountable to further the social and political interests of the black community, which 

leads black voters to evaluate the representative more favorably. I focus on several 

evaluative dimensions - trustworthiness, knowledgeability, helpfulness, willingness to 

support, and perceived viability of the candidate. My expectation is that community 

commitment signaling should cause blacks to view the candidate more positively on all 

of these dimensions.  

In the final section of this chapter, I propose a theory that moves beyond simply 

considering the race of the candidate to explain variation in black support but takes into 

account the role of social accountability in the relationship between black voters and co-

racial representatives. My theory demonstrates the complexity in black political decision-

making by showing that they make considerations besides race and party when deciding 

which candidate to support. Moreover, my theoretical framework shows that blacksô 

decision to vote for co-racial candidates goes far beyond doing so ñbecause they are 
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black,ò which is the conventional wisdom often put forth both in the literature and 

popular discourse. White candidates can also receive an electoral advantage of signaling 

their commitment to the black community.  

Rethinking the Black Voter & Black Representative Relationship 

Black Votersô Expectations & Considerations 

 

Much of the content put forth to voters during elections are forgotten shortly after 

exposure, but scholars have argued and shown that this does not mean voters are 

irrational. Instead, voters seek out heuristics and information shortcuts that inform their 

overall impression of a political candidate, and the valence of that information (e.g., 

positive or negative) affects the way voters evaluate political candidates (Lupia 1994; 

Lodge et al 1995). Many black individuals rely on the black utility heuristic as a tool by 

which to determine what is best for their self-interest based on assessments for what is 

best for the racial group (Dawson 1994). Put another way, many black people view the 

political world through the lens of the racial group. Thus, political candidates, parties, or 

organizations that are viewed as beneficial to furthering the political interests of the black 

community generally garner support from black voters.  

Bridging what we know about campaign messaging and heuristics with the 

established literature on black political behavior, I argue that black individuals expect 

black politicians to employ community commitment signals to show they can be trusted 

or accountable as a method of determining whether they will support a candidate. If, as 

established in the literature, affective evaluations such as perceptions of a candidateôs 

trustworthiness and knowledgeability are used by voters to determine to whom they will 

give their support, I posit that black voters seek out information in order to inform and 

update their affective evaluations of a candidate.  



 12 

Because of their higher political status, black politicians are held to a higher 

standard of norm conformity by black citizens, and expected to make decisions that 

rectify the systematic wrongdoings against blacks by way of political action (Walters and 

Smith 1990; 97). Anecdotal evidence discussed throughout this chapter shows that black 

voters are able to discern that some black politicians will not further the interests of the 

black community, and thus are less likely to support them. Black individuals are looking 

for as much information about a candidate so they can make the decision that best 

benefits the racial group given their preference to elect political representatives that 

would best represent the groupôs interests. The broader understanding of how campaign 

information is often forgotten but affective perceptions of a candidate are integral to 

political decision making is made more apparent for black voters when we consider that 

their preference for candidates, parties, etc. is informed by their prioritization of the racial 

groupôs interests above their own. 

Black Votersô Desire for Racial Accountability 

In order to gain support from black voters, black candidates need to show that 

they care about and will represent the political needs of the black community once in 

office. To be clear, I do not contend that all members of the black community share the 

same expectations. However, Dawson (1994) tells us African Americans tend to support 

individuals, parties, and institutions that they believe are ñmore likely to advance black 

interests (97) (also see Walton 1985). Thus, while there is a vast amount of variation 

within the black community on the ways numerous issues should be addressed (see 

Dawson 2001), scholars of black politics make it clear that many black individuals are 

united in the pursuit of further political inclusion of the racial group (Gurin et al. 1990; 

Dawson 1994; Walters and Smith 1999; Dawson 2001; Tate 2004).   
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The seemingly unified goals for greater social and political inclusion has led 

many within the black community to scrutinize the acts of both fellow community 

members as well as co-racial representatives to ensure that the black community works to 

reach those goals I argue that one way black voters keep representatives who are also 

racial group members in line is through the use of a social accountability structure that is 

unique to the black community. Within political science, accountability generally refers 

to the voterôs ability to elect or reelect politicians based on an assessment of the 

politicianôs performance in office (Persson et al. 1997; Fox and Shotts 2009). However, 

the political exclusion of black Americans led to the creation of a social accountability 

structure that relies on the use of social sanctions such as public ridicule and stereotypes. 

These sanctions were meant to ensure that members of the black community put the 

racial groupôs interests above their own self-interests in order to better the political 

standing of the community (Walton 1985; White et al. 2014; Laird et al. 2017). Studies 

show this awareness leads to changes in black voter behavior when in the presence of 

other black people to avoid the potential of being seen as a sellout (White et al. 2014 and 

Laird et al. 2017). In the same way that black individuals have an awareness of the 

groupôs expectations, I argue that they hold other group members accountable to these 

expectations as well, including black politicians.  

As members and representatives of the black community, black politicians have to 

prove to black voters that they can be held accountable to put the interests of the black 

community above their own interests in order to further the groupôs collective political 

goals. Moreover, black votersô perceptions of a black politicianôs accountability serve as 

the mechanism by which certain community commitment signals are more effective at 
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changing black voterôs evaluations of a politician. 

Black Politiciansô Motivations & Variations 

 

Black Politiciansô Motivations 

I contend that black politicians, as members and products of the black community, 

know about the use of social sanctions used within the racial group, and black votersô 

desire for accountability. This knowledge, I posit, motivates black politicians to work 

within the social accountability structure of the black community in order to curry favor 

with black voters. Because many black politicians at least begin their political careers in 

locales with a high black population (Harden 2015), the necessity to adhere to the 

accountability expectations of the black community is paramount. 

  Broockman (2013) offers strong empirical evidence showing that black politicians 

have an intrinsic motivation to respond to emails from black citizens regardless of 

whether the individual lives within the legislatorôs district. A legislator in Broockmanôs 

study says, ñWhatôs the proof that I care about the black community? Every time I get a 

letter from a black person outside my district, I respondò (521). I contend that the 

politicianôs willingness to help fellow black citizens without the expectation of political 

gain and the intrinsic motivation it reflects is indicative of his knowledge of the 

expectations of the black community. Harden (2015) finds that ñBlack legislators behave 

as race representativesðemphasizing the descriptive dimensionðwhen the group that 

they descriptively represent is larger, and understate that dimensionðor deracializeð

when the group is smallerò (176).  

Both Harden (2015) and Broockman (2013) argue that black politiciansô 

motivation to help black individuals broadly comes from the politiciansô sense of linked 
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fate or symbolic attachment. While I agree that linked fate plays an important part in the 

motivations behind the actions, the feeling that what happens to the group has an effect 

on what happens to the politician does not explain why black politicians tend to make 

their racial backgrounds and experiences more public to black voters than their white 

counterparts (Harden 2015). Why is it that black politicians in the analysis done by 

Harden were more likely to racialize their online biographies than their white 

counterparts? Feeling a connection or sense of linked fate does not warrant actively 

showing that connection to black constituents unless, as I argue, black politicians have an 

awareness of the social accountability structure within which black constituents work. 

Indeed, the choice to be more racialized in oneôs appeals to the black community 

suggests an understanding of what black constituents desire from co-racial candidates, 

and what they expect a same representative to do on behalf of the racial group. Returning 

to the Bobby Rush and Barack Obama example from the introductory chapter, Rushôs 

decision to highlight his past as a Black Panther and a leader in the Civil Rights 

Movement instead of what he had accomplished as the districtôs incumbent shows his 

knowledge of what his constituents want to know about him as a representative. 

Signaling his past involvement in the Civil Rights Movement resonated more with the 

districtôs black voters because of the lack of information voters tend to have in elections, 

the lack of variation in the policy preferences of two black Democratic candidates, and 

the way in which race is used as an important heuristic for many black voters. With the 

knowledge of the social accountability structure black voters use, some black politiciansô 

motivations lead them to make certain political decisions like those displayed by Rush 

while others, like Obama, may make a different strategic choice. 



 16 

Variation within Black Political Leadership 

Canon (1999) argues that there are different kinds of representational styles 

employed by black politicians, which can have implications for whether they win support 

from black and white voters.  He contends that the kind of black politicians who win 

elections in districts with sizeable white populations are not the same as those who win in 

districts with a large proportion of black voters. According to this argument, we largely 

see two kinds of black politicians in majority minority districts: the traditional politician 

and the new-style politician.6 This distinction is important in understanding how black 

voters respond to different signals because traditional and new-style politicians employ 

different strategies to connect with black voters.  Generally, new-style politicians are 

younger and have benefitted from the advances of the Civil Rights Movement, seek to 

build coalitions across racial lines, look at politics ñin biracial or nonracial terms,ò are 

more inclined to seek higher offices, and more successful in districts with a higher 

proportionality of white voters (Canon 1999; Gillespie 2010). Conversely, ñtraditionalò 

black politicians participated in the Civil Rights Movement, have roots in the black 

community and its institutions (i.e., the black church), ñperceive politics in racial terms, 

view differences between the races as central for understanding power relations and 

exclusion, and see oneôs primary constituency as black votersò making them more 

successful in districts with a higher proportionality of black voters (Canon 1999). 

More than Skin Color and Partisanship 

 
For many within the black community, the racial identity and the partisanship of a 

descriptive representative serve as important factors in garnering support. However, in 

                                                      
6 The traditional and new style categorizations are in no way an exhaustive list of the types of black 
politicians, but they are the most represented characterizations of black politicians in the existing 
literature on black political leadership.  
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the context where two black Democratic candidates run against one another, what cues 

are black voters taking from politicians? Very little of current research provides us with 

the necessary theoretical or empirical tools to address this political context, in which 

blacks often find themselves at the local and Congressional level. Moreover, because of 

the political exclusion black Americans faced throughout history those individuals and 

institutions that show support for the inclusion of blacks in the political world, are given 

support from black citizens (Gurin et al. 1990; Dawson 1994; Tate 2004). I believe that 

consideration of the strategies black politicians can employ highlights that all black 

politicians do not seek to further the interest of the racial group, and accordingly black 

voters do not support all black politicians equally. 

 Indeed, Dovi (2002) encourages scholars to recognize that all descriptive 

representatives are not seen in the same way by their same race constituents. We should 

not assume that all black politicians desire to further the interests of the black community 

at the same level of intensity because of their partisanship or skin color. How then, in 

light of this diversity amongst black Democratic political leaders, can we understand how 

black individuals determine whether a same race candidate can be trusted to represent 

and further the interests of the black community? I argue that through the use of signals, 

black politicians are able to communicate to co-racial voters that they can be trusted.  

Not A Policy Story 

 
Some scholars attempt to address the relationship between descriptive 

representatives and co-racial voters by analyzing policy preferences of black voters and 

the legislative record of black politicians to see if congruence on these dimensions leads 

to better representation for black individuals (see Whitby 1997; Lublin 1999). However, 
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this dissertation deviates from this line of inquiry and argues that votersô evaluations of 

descriptive representatives occur in low information environments, which means that 

knowledge of bills passed by descriptive representatives will be minimal (Tate 2004; 

Griffin and Flavin 2007).  

  Indeed, Richard Fenno (2003) argues that the black representatives in his study 

relied on social connections to gain support from their constituents more than hard policy 

stances (258). He goes on to claim that ña vote in Congress is but the tiny tip of a huge 

iceberg of policy dialogue and policy connections at home.ò In his time with 

Congressman Lou Stokes, Fenno notes ñ[Stokes] would be given the benefit of the doubt 

and not held to any strict itemized accounting of his behavior in Washingtonò (31). 

Cohen (2003) affirms Fennoôs observations and shows that group identity has the ability 

to ñoverwhelm policyôs objective content and ideological beliefsò (808). More to the 

point, because most black politicians are Democrats, their policy stances and positions 

will not vary much from their opponents in Democratic primaries. I argue the lack of 

policy distinction leads voters to consider non-policy differences, such as oneôs personal 

sacrifice or social connection to the group, when choosing a candidate to support. The 

theoretical and empirical investigation of this dissertation will engage the relationship 

between black voters and descriptive representatives outside of the policy related 

dimension. 

If Not Policy, Skin Color, Or Party, Then What? 

 
 While oneôs skin color, partisan affiliation, and policy orientations do serve as 

signals or cues to voters about a representativeôs ability to represent the interests of the 

black community, what signals do voters use when two black Democratic candidates with 
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similar policy orientations run against one another? This is a political context that occurs 

often in majority black districts and at lower levels of government in black communities. 

Our understanding of descriptive representation does not provide the tools to understand 

how black representatives gain support outside of a political context in which they are 

running against a white politician with a different policy agenda.   

Scholars of black politics have provided extensive research to show the strength 

of group attachment within the black community. To be sure, black Americansô political 

behavior and attitudes are informed by their perceptions of what is best for the racial 

group (Gurin et al 1990; Dawson 1994). Research has also indicated that many blacks 

believe that what happens to the racial group affects their individual lives, and as a result 

black Americans expect the same from their representatives. What is made less clear is 

how, if oneôs group attachment is not assumed based on physical characteristics, how 

does a black politician signal her group attachment? This dissertation argues that black 

politicians display community commitment to signal they can be trusted by black voters 

to further the political interest of the racial group. Politicians who use community 

commitment signals show black voters, whether through personal sacrifice and/or social 

connections to the black community, that they are trustworthy or accountable to the racial 

group. Put another way, community commitment signals show a candidateôs attachment 

to the racial group, and the way these displays of group attachment are interpreted by 

black voters manifest in attitudinal and behavioral changes as well as variation in 

candidate evaluations. I contend that oneôs skin color, policy preference, and partisanship 

arenôt the only   signals for oneôs trustworthiness. Blacks rely on other informational cues 

to make decisions about which candidates would represent them best.    
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Community Commitment 

 
But what informs the expectations that leads black voters to find traditional black 

politicians more preferable than other black candidates? I argue that the Civil Rights 

Movement and its leaders inform the ways in which blacks view co-racial 

representatives. I argue that traditional black leaders have shown their commitment to the 

black community through their personal sacrifices on behalf of and social connections to 

the racial group. This distinction in community commitment also informs us of how 

blacks decide between two traditional black candidates. If one is seen as more committed 

to the community, she should garner more support from blacks.  

If, as I expect, these characteristics typified by civil rights leaders, like Martin 

Luther King Jr., of personal sacrifice and social connections are what sets traditional 

black candidates apart and make them more preferable to black voters, how do we see 

these commitments to the community operate in post-Civil Rights black politics? I argue 

that black politicians must signal their personal sacrifices and/or social connections to the 

racial group to make it clear to black voters that they have or are willing to place the 

groupôs interests above their own in an attempt to further the groupôs political position.7 

The type of commitment signal a politician chooses to employ communicates how 

accountable she is to the expectations of the racial group, which will lead to variation in 

black voter political behavior. 

To see how these signals work, I apply signaling theory, which is often used to 

                                                      
7 To be sure, these two kinds of community commitment signals are not mutually exclusive. It is 
possible for black representatives to signal community commitment with displays of social 
connection and personal sacrifice, and I expect politicians who send both signals to be the most 
successful. Indeed, politicians who display sacrifice are likely to have strong social connections to the 
black community, which informs their desire to make personal sacrifices. Furthermore, it is possible 
for a politician to not signal community commitment through sacrifice or social connections. 
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explain how information is communicated between two parties (individuals, institutions, 

corporations, etc.), to our understanding of the relationship between black voters and 

black politicians. I create the community commitment signaling framework to show how 

and why certain signals from black political candidates and politicians affect the political 

behaviors and attitudes of black voters.  

Theoretical Inspiration: Signaling Theory 

 
An example often used to explain signaling theory is when one applies for a job. 

An employer, or the receiver, does not have the necessary information about an 

individualôs ability to meet the requirements of the job. Potential candidates, the 

signalers, use their education as a signal to communicate their underlying ability to fulfill 

the job requirements. Oneôs education indicates an aptitude to learn and adapt for the 

position. Drawing on this model, I contend that to communicate their commitment to the 

racial group, black politicians use certain signals to communicate their accountability to 

black voters 

Theoretical Application: Community Commitment Signaling Framework 

 
Figure 2.1 Community Commitment Signaling Framework 
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The Signalers: Black Politicians 

Black politicians often signal information to voters. They provide underlying, 

unobserved information necessary to convince voters that they, the politicians, can be 

trusted but that information is not inherently known or made available without action on 

the part of the politician. Being perceived as trustworthy or accountable by voters is 

important for a candidateôs evaluation as well as the likelihood that they will be reelected 

(Fenno 1978; Parker 1989). Scholars of signaling theory suggest that the use of signals 

should provide some tangible benefit for the signaler that would not have occurred had a 

signal not been employed. In the case of descriptive representatives, I argue that the 

benefit is higher levels of affective evaluations as well as a greater willingness to support.  

In the context of descriptive representation, much of current literature suggests that black 

descriptive representatives are seen as equally trustworthy. However, much of these 

conclusions are drawn when a descriptive representative is compared to an out-group 

representative. I contend that when comparing across one-racial representatives, we 

should not assume that black voters see them equally. They are identifying signals to 

differentiate between the two. It is for this reason I posit that descriptive representatives 

often communicate certain types of signals to gain support from black voters. 

The Signal: Community Commitment 

Community commitment signals are used by black representatives to 

communicate their accountability to co-racial voters through displays of personal 

sacrifice or social connections to the racial group. In the same way that education was 

used as a signal to communicate competency for a job in the example above, community 

commitment signals show black voters that they can be trusted to represent the interests 

of the group. This contention runs counter to the work in contemporary scholarship as 
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well as the conventional wisdom found in public discourse about the relationship between 

black representatives and black individuals.  

Given the various kinds of strategies employed by black politicians, I expect that 

different black politicians send signals of varying quality. However, whether it be 

because of their past experiences or a desire to appeal to a broader racial audience who 

will not respond well to signals that are perceived to only benefit black voters, not all 

black politicians choose to signal personal sacrifice in order to convey accountability. 

There is a large body of research that shows that white voters often perceive that black 

politicians only seek to represent co-racial voters, which then leads them to be less likely 

to support black representatives (Terkildsen 1993; Sigelman et al. 1995; Schneider and 

Bos 2011; Jacobsmeier 2015). The findings from these works complicate the types of 

signals some black politicians can use, particularly if they are seeking elected office in 

areas with a large numbers of white voters. It is these representatives, specifically, who 

are less inclined to rely on personal sacrifice community commitment signals.  

For those politicians who cannot or choose not to signal personal sacrifice but still 

want to gain support from black voters, they should show their ability to be held 

accountable to the racial group through community commitment signals that highlight 

their connection to an individual or institution who is aware of and enforces the social 

norms and expectations of the black community. To be sure, these two kinds of 

community commitment signals are not mutually exclusive. It is possible for black 

representatives to signal community commitment with displays of social connection and 

personal sacrifice, and I expect politicians who send both signals to be the most 

successful. Indeed, politicians who display sacrifice are likely to have strong social 
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connections to the black community, which informs their desire to make personal 

sacrifices. Furthermore, it is possible for a politician to not signal community 

commitment through sacrifice or social connections. 

Community Commitment Signal Types 

 

Personal Sacrifice 

A community commitment signal in which a black politician makes a personal 

sacrifice is one which requires the signaler to have placed a groupôs interest above their 

personal interests. These signals can include participation in protests or marches, but can 

also include instances where the candidate chooses the communityôs well-being over her 

own financial well-being. I expect that those politicians whose community 

commitment signals display personal sacrifice will be seen as more accountable because 

they have actively placed the groupôs desire for greater political inclusion above their 

own desire for personal gain, and can signal past actions to show that accountability.  

Canon (1999) finds that when black voters are confronted with the choice of two 

black politicians in congressional districts with a black majority, he tends to support the 

ñtraditionalò black leaders with roots in the black church or the Civil Rights Movement 

over ñnew styleò black politicians whose political agendas advocate racial coalitions, and 

whose ties to the community are also not as easily traced (see Gillespie 2010). Canon 

does not consider what it is about these Civil Rights politicians causes blacks to support 

them over ñnew styleò black politicians. I contend that ñtraditionalò black politicians 

convey community commitment through their personal sacrifice engaging in protest and 

demonstrations during the Civil Rights Movement.  

But what does oneôs involvement in the Civil Rights Movement mean to black 

individuals? I contend that the signals of personal sacrifice through oneôs involvement in 
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the Civil Rights Movement communicates oneôs accountability that has been realized 

through past deeds in service of black individuals. Put another way, blacks demand more 

from their leaders. Fighting racial inequality demands more than mere lip service. It 

demands a politician who is willing to risk life and limb for the black community. To be 

sure, the Civil Rights Movement serves as the foundation for modern black political 

incorporation, and the personal sacrifice required to bring about such change for the black 

community symbolizes that the individual can be trusted to work on behalf of and for the 

betterment of the racial group.  

Personal Sacrifice & Realized Accountability 

 
Black politicians signal personal sacrifice when they reference an instance where 

they have already placed groupôs interest above their personal interests. These signals 

can include participation in protests or marches, but also include instances where 

politicians choose the communityôs well-being over their own financial well-being. I 

theorize that politicians who signal personal sacrifice show a realized accountability to 

the black community. The social accountability mechanism of the black community is 

meant to foster the mentality of furthering the racial groupôs interests by placing the 

groupôs interest above oneôs self interest, and I posit that the personal sacrifices of certain 

black politicians embody that ideal. Personal sacrifice allows black politicians to show 

black voters that they have a history of placing the groupôs interests above their own self-

interest for the purpose of helping the black community, even if it means risking their 

lives or their jobs.  

 Returning to the story of Bobby Rush and Barack Obama in 2001, where Obama 

claimed that Rushôs tactics of protesting issues were obsolete and ineffective saying, ñit's 
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not enough for us just to protest police misconduct without thinking systematically about 

how we're going to change practiceò (Kleine 2000). Rush responded saying, ñóBarack is a 

person who read about the civil rights protests and thinks he knows all about itðI helped 

make that history, by blood, sweat, and tears.ôò In this statement, Rush communicates his 

personal sacrifice (i.e., the ñblood sweat, and tearsò he lost) for the sake of black political 

progress. With this message, Rush was able to signal his realized accountability to the 

black community by highlighting his physical sacrifices during the Civil Rights 

Movement, but Obama was unsuccessful in doing so.  

I argue that involvement in the Civil Rights Movement, like Rush had, offers 

black voters a retrospective look at, not only what the candidate has done for the black 

community, but also a sense that they know about the social accountability structure 

blacks use to make sure the goals and norms of the black community are maintained, and 

use these past deeds as signals to communicate their realized accountability to the norms 

and expectations of the racial group. But what of those who have not sacrificed for the 

racial group, or for whom signaling sacrifice is politically costly? I suggest that for those 

candidates, a reliance on their social connections to institutions or individuals within the 

black community to show the potential accountability to the norms and expectations to 

the racial group and its goals is a viable, albeit lesser, alternative. 

Social Connections 

 
Social connection is another type of community commitment signal that conveys 

oneôs connection to the black community through their relationship with individuals, 

institutions, or symbols that have strong meanings and connections the racial group. I 

posit that politicians who highlight their social connections to the racial group are able to 
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convey to black individuals that they can be held accountable to the group by the 

individuals or institutions with which they surround themselves. 

I argue that black politicians without the ability to invoke personal sacrifice for 

the black community do this through social ties to the racial community. I concede that 

these more indirect ties are less likely to demonstrate that the politician can be trusted in 

the same way that their Civil Rights Leader predecessors are, but it is my belief that if a 

politician cannot signal personal sacrifice, they can show black voters that they are 

connected to an individual or organization that black voters can trust to hold the politician 

accountable then that politician will garner support from co-racial constituents.  

Social Connections & Potential Accountability 

Social connection is another type of community commitment that signals oneôs 

connection to the black community through their relationship with individuals, 

institutions, or symbols that have strong meanings to the racial group. I expect that black 

politicians who have not personally sacrificed for the group will employ this type of 

community commitment signal. I contend that those politicians who signal social 

connections indicate the potential to place the groupôs interests above their own to bring 

about better inclusion of blacks into the political arena.  

 During the 2008 presidential campaign, one of the critiques leveraged against then 

Senator Obama was his experiential distance from African American experience. 

Dickerson (2007) argues that, ñto say that Obama isnôt black is merely to say that, by 

virtue of his white American mom and his Kenyan dad who abandoned both him and 

America, he is an American of African immigrant extraction.ò This perceived 

experiential distance between Obama and the struggles many blacks experienced led 

many blacks to consider him outside of the communityôs influence.  Without the 
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knowledge of the black communityôs norms and expectations, community members 

could not be sure that he could be held accountable to the group.  

To combat this critique, Obama conveyed his social connection to the black 

community through frequent discussions of his wife and daughterôs black experience 

growing up in the Southside of Chicago to convey his connection and understanding of 

the black American plight to black voters. Obama attempted to convey that, while some 

may believe that he had not lived through struggles many within the black community 

experience, he is connected to women who know it first-hand. I suggest that by cueing a 

connection to the black community through his connection to his wifeôs narrative, Obama 

is showing the black community that the communityôs accountability structure is found in 

his wife who has that experience and knowledge of the groupôs norms and expectations, 

and thus can make him aware of what he should do in order to be seen as accountable by 

black individuals 

I theorize that black politicians are held accountable to the group by the use of 

social sanctions, and that oneôs ability to be sanctioned is integral to gaining support from 

the black community. This is particularly true for those politicians who are unable to 

signal personal sacrifice. Signals of social ties, or communicating a weaker link to the 

racial group through social connections, black representatives need to show that despite 

their lack of sacrifice for the racial group, they are still subject to the group sanctions and 

can be relied upon to further the political interests of the racial group. In short, if a 

politician has social ties to the racial group black voters will believe that she is not 

outside the collective reach of the group and can therefore be sanctioned by the group 
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members with which she is associated should she deviate from the groupôs norms and 

expectations.  

 Returning to the question of how young, more professionalized black politicians 

without Civil Rights backgrounds can use community commitment as a signal, I theorize 

that the focus on their social ties to the black community will serve as a necessary tool in 

convincing black voters that they will not only prioritize furthering the communityôs 

political interests, but they can also be held accountable to the group. 

The Receivers: The Black Community 

Black voters are the receivers of the signals sent by the black politicians. In low 

information environments, which many voters find themselves in, black voters lack 

certain information, and require the politician to relay that information to them by way of 

certain signals. This work does not consider the role of variation within black 

constituencies. Since this work is building off of existing literature and much of my 

dissertationôs focus is on the signaling of black politicians, this dissertation will not focus 

on the heterogeneity within the black electorate. That said, I acknowledge that the same 

way that I expect black politicians to employ different ways of communicating 

community commitment, I also expect that black voters with varying beliefs and 

connections to the racial group will respond differently. I believe that future work can 

provide the theoretical and empirical analysis necessary to truly explain how variation 

amongst black voters interacts with the ways the variety of behaviors and signals 

employed by black politicians. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I offer a framework through which we can better understand the 

effect of descriptive representation on the attitudes and behaviors of blacks. Specifically, 
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I seek to address black political decision-making in contexts in which the race and 

partisan affiliation of the candidate are held constant in order to investigate how the 

signals and messages employed by these representatives can lead to changes in political 

attitudes and behaviors in black voters. Existing work focuses on the physical similarities 

between descriptive representatives and voters without much regard for the social aspects 

of their connection. This approach to descriptive representation removes the ability to 

interrogate how the variation across descriptive representatives might influence the 

decision-making processes of black voters. If we, as scholars, accept that race is a social 

construction with both social and physical components then, when investigating the role 

that race plays in descriptive representation, we must consider not only the physical 

similarities, but also the social signals used by black politicians when explaining the 

political implications of descriptive representation in various political contexts.  

I assert that community commitment is a social signal used by black politicians to 

convey that they are trustworthy and/or accountable to the racial group as a theoretical 

explanation and mechanism for why some black politicians are viewed as more 

preferable than others. Community commitment offers a more nuanced understanding of 

the social connections between black voters and descriptive representatives by focusing 

on how black voters respond to variation in signals used by black politicians. Those 

politicians whose community commitment signals communicate that they can be trusted 

to further the political interest of the racial group. Those politicians who use personal 

sacrifice as a signal will be seen as more trustworthy. However, because all black 

politician cannot show personal sacrifice for any number of politically motivated reasons, 

I argue that those representatives who cannot will use community commitment signals of 
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social ties to the black community as a means by which to show that they can be held 

accountable to the norms and expectations of the group.  

The perceptions of a candidateôs trustworthiness and/or accountability will lead to 

increases in the candidateôs affective evaluations and willingness to support black voters 

have towards the candidate. This is because black voters tend to look at the political 

world through the lens of the racial group and thus expect that, as black individuals, black 

politicians should work to make the political standing of black citizens better. However, 

because the norms and expectations of the group are well defined, those politicians who 

do not signal that they are committed and can be trusted to furthering the interest of the 

racial group are open to social sanctions and loss of political support.    

While we can look at numerous examples that show that black voters giving 

strong support for same race politicians, we lack the intellectual tools to be able to 

explain what to expect in political contexts where candidates are both black and affiliated 

with the Democratic Party. By understanding how black voters and politicians use social 

connections to connect with same-race voters, we may be able to provide a better 

explanation for the strong support for descriptive representation we see among black 

people other than ñitôs because theyôre black.ò  
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Chapter 3 Two Sides, Same Coin ï How Community Commitment Signals Influence 

Black Political Attitudes 

 

The takeaways from the previous chapter are straightforward. We should not assume 

that black votersô use of their racial identity to inform their political decisions-making is 

solely based on skin color. Instead, we should consider the existing social structures 

within the black community, and explore how they inform the political considerations 

black people make when choosing representatives. As argued in the last chapter, black 

politicians, as members of the black community, understand that the social accountability 

structure is meant to ensure that black individuals place the groupôs interests above their 

own and work to further the groupôs political inclusion. To make it clear to black voters 

that they understand and can be held accountable to those expectations, black politicians 

use either personal sacrifice or social tie community commitment signals to convey their 

accountability.  

In this chapter, I empirically test the community commitment signaling framework, 

and offer it as an alternative to the prevailing paradigm that explains why certain black 

politicians are more successful than others in contexts where two black Democratic 

candidates run against each other. Using an original experiment with 420 self-identified 

black respondents, I test how black voters respond to the two community commitment 

signals discussed in chapter 2- personal sacrifice and social ties. The experimental results 

indicate that while black individuals tend to evaluate candidates who use community 

commitment signals more positively than those candidates who do not, there is little 

difference in their candidate evaluations between the community commitment signals. As 

it stands, contemporary literature offers a typology that, while informative, tends to 

constrain the types of black politicians by the generation or time period into which they 
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were born (i.e. traditional candidates tend to be older and new-style candidates tend to be 

younger). I contend that the community commitment framework offers a better 

alternative to the existing model by focusing on signals as strategies to convey 

accountability as opposed to generational personas. This framework allows us to 

understand not only how but why black voters support certain black politicians regardless 

of their age or background.  

Canon and the Community Commitment Signaling Framework 

 
The results of David Canonôs Race, Redistricting, and Representation: The 

Unintended Consequences of Black Majority Districts suggest that different kinds of 

representational styles employed by black politicians have implications for whether or 

not they gain support from black and white voters. Canonôs primary goal is to show that 

then Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day OôConnorôs concerns that majority black 

districts would lead to problems in the representation of whites in those districts, were not 

true. He argues that because the kind of black politicians who are elected in districts with 

a sizeable white population are not the same as those who win in districts with a large 

proportion of black voters.   

In his explanation of these kinds of candidates, he outlines two kinds of black 

politicians in majority minority districts based on how they interact with and represent 

the interests of their black and white constituents. The traditional candidate is an 

individual who participated in the Civil Rights movement, has roots in the black 

community, and is generally focused on issues that affect blacks in the district. In 

general, these candidates subscribe to what Canon calls ñthe politics of difference,ò 

which is a mindset where black politicians ñperceive politics in racial terms, to view 
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differences between the races as ventral for understanding power relations and exclusion, 

and to see oneôs primary constituency as black votersò (41). In his analysis, these 

traditional candidates tend to be most successful when the district in which they are 

running has a majority of black voters. New-style black candidates, on the other hand, 

seek to build coalitions across racial lines. These kinds of candidates are proponents of 

the ñpolitics of commonality,ò which Canon suggests means they look at politics ñin 

biracial or nonracial terms.ò He goes on to say ñthe politics of commonality produces 

different policy focus and a more pragmatic approach to the legislative process than is 

true of the confrontational and symbolic approach adopted by many practitioners of a 

politics of differenceò (41-42).   

Generally, past authors, like Canon, have viewed black candidates as either 

traditional or new-style black candidates with different strategies for appealing, or not 

appealing, to the black community. I argue that this typology oversimplifies the ways in 

which black politicians are able to communicate with black voters by suggesting the 

traditional and new-style ways of representation are temporally fixed. I argue that instead 

of personas, we should consider how black politicians, regardless of the era from which 

they come, can use certain signals to appeal to the black community. Put another way, 

younger, more professionalized black politicians, who are often suggested to be more 

interested in coalitional movements, can use a more ñblack-centricò signaling strategy to 

gain success with black voters. Similarly, those black candidates with strong roots in the 

Civil Rights movement can run coalitional or deracialized campaigns despite being seen 

as more focused on the black community.  

 For example, after his 1984 Presidential run defeat, Jesse Jackson who is and was 
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a very prominent member of the Civil Rights movement changed his campaign strategy. 

ñEven Jesse Jackson, the preeminent race leader of the post-civil rights era, subordinated 

the strategies and issues of his second presidential campaign to a de-racialized quest for 

inclusionò (Walters and Smith 1999; 97). Jacksonôs change in strategy shows that, though 

he would be considered a more traditional candidate, he employed a new-style strategy. 

Furthermore, current mayor of Newark, New Jersey, Ras Baraka was often involved in 

protests speaking out against police brutality, and hosted forums for Newarkôs gang 

leaders to come and speak peacefully (Gonzalez 2014). Baraka is younger than his 

counterparts with Civil Rights backgrounds but engaged in similar strategies that are 

associated with black politicians who are perceived to be traditional. These examples 

make it clear that the traditional/coalitional paradigm offered in existing literature like 

David Canonôs Race, Redistricting, and Representation: The Unintended Consequences 

of Black Majority Districts may be too restrictive as we consider the ways in which black 

politicians are able communicate with black voters.  

 The community commitment signaling framework, described in chapter 2, can 

serve as an alternative to this current black politician typology. The framework allows us 

to think about the different signals black politicians, regardless of their persona. The 

personal sacrifice and social tie community commitment signals are not confined by the 

period within which a politician grew up and allows us to study how black voters respond 

to these signals, no matter the age of the politician. In this chapter, I test how these 

signals work to explain black individual preferences for certain black candidates over 

others.  
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Hypotheses 

H1: I hypothesize that if a respondent perceives a strong sense of community 

commitment from a signal, it will lead them to provide higher ratings for the candidate 

across the measures of interest because the signal will convey a greater level of 

accountability to the black community and its interests.    

H2: I expect the candidate who signals personal sacrifice will lead respondents to 

perceive him as being more committed to the interests because of the costly nature of the 

personal sacrifice signal.   

Methods: Experimental Test 

 
The use of experimental methodology permits me to vary the type of community 

commitment signal in order to see how different kinds of community commitment affect 

the way black politicians are evaluated by black voters. In their chapter on experimental 

methods in social science Arnoson et al (1998) assert, ñThe great advantage of the 

experimental method is that the causal relationship between variables can be determined 

with much greater certaintyò (102). An experiment allows me  to determine if community 

commitment affects blacksô voting decisions. Here I can manipulate the treatment given 

to subjects and observe its political effects.   

 Arnoson et al (1998) claim, ñRandom assignment is the great equalizer: as long as 

the sample size is sufficiently large, researchers can be relatively certain that difference in 

personalities or backgrounds... are distributed evenly across conditionsò (104). It is 

important when trying to isolate the independent variableôs effect on the dependent 

variable that all other factors are accounted for. Random assignment ensures that all 

extraneous variables are evenly distributed across conditions allowing the researcher to 

be confident that the effect is being produced by the treatment and no other potential 
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confounding factors. Using an experiment is ideal to investigate this kind of inquiry 

because it allows me to properly isolate the independent effect of community 

commitment signals by varying the kinds of signals, which allows a higher level of 

control than other methods. 

Sample 

Table 3.1 Demographic Characteristics of Full 

Sample 

Observations (N) 420 

Sex 

          Male 205 

          Female 215 

Party Identification (%)  

        Strong Democrat 51 

        Weak Democrat 18 

        Leaning Democrat 10 

        Independent 13 

        Leaning Republican 2 

        Weak Republican 1 

        Strong Republican 3 

Ideology (%) 46 

        Liberal 40 

       Moderate 14 

       Conservative  

Age 40 years old 

Income $50,000-59,999 

Education Level Some College 

Note: % Entries are rounded to the nearest whole 

number, and there may not sum to 100. 
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The experiment was conducted online using a national sample8 of four hundred 

and twenty self-identified Black/African American adults. The study was conducted 

between August 7, 2016 and August 9, 2016. Participants in the study were 18 years of 

age and older. The sample was collected using Survey Sampling International (SSI), 

which can provide the sample based on the researcherôs parameters, which optimizes my 

ability to procure a sample of black Americans that is large enough to provide me with 

the statistical power to support my theoretical expectations and make generalizable 

claims. The large sample size coupled with variation along region, gender, and age would 

have been difficult to obtain through a conventional convenient sample, thus an SSI 

sample allows me to make inferences beyond a particular locale or demographic group.  

Procedures 

 At the onset subjects read through the statement of consent, and either provide 

their consent by clicking ñYesò or ñNo.ò Those subjects who select ñNoò are thanked and 

invited to exit the survey. Those who select ñYesò will be directed to demographic 

questions. They will be asked their age, education level, the state in which they reside and 

their sex.  Subjects will then read a brief instructional statement saying that they will be 

shown a candidate profile of Samuel Monroe who is running for office and looking for 

feedback. The choice to use a fictitious candidate removes any prior information a 

respondent might use to evaluate the candidate. With a fictitious candidate I have more 

control over the type of information the respondents are considering when evaluating the 

politician. . 

 Subsequently, subjects are randomized into 1 of 3 experimental conditions- 

Control, Social Ties Community Commitment Signal, and Personal Sacrifice Community 

                                                      
8 SSI uses matching to acquire a requested sample that reflects the demographics of a nationally represented 

population of African Americans. 



 39 

Commitment Signal, which will be embedded in a statement from a fictitious candidate, 

Samuel Monroe. Each profile includes a picture, the candidateôs name, partisan 

affiliation, and an ñAbout Meò statement, which will serve as the experimental 

manipulation in each of the experimental conditions. 

Table 3.2 Text of Samuel Monroeôs Statement Manipulation 

Control 9 Social Ties Personal Sacrifice 

I seek to be a creative 

and compassionate 

leader who offers a fresh 

perspective on how we, 

as Americans, can unite. 

I want the work I do in 

office to alter the 

political landscape in 

such a way that it 

benefits all citizens.  

 

Growing up, my parents were 

members of an organization 

that focused on bringing social, 

economic, and political 

equality to black people. 

During that time, they showed 

me not only how much 

injustice black people endured, 

but also the good work being 

done to assist those who are in 

the constant struggle for 

fairness. I seek to be a creative 

and compassionate leader who 

offers a fresh perspective on how 

we, as Americans, can unite. I 

want the work I do in office to 

alter the political landscape in 

such a way that it benefits all 

citizens.  

 

I have given my blood, sweat, 

and tears to bring justice to the 

black community, and I will 

march, protest, and go to jail if 

it means bringing equality to 

our people. I will continue to 

fight tirelessly because we 

deserve more, and cannot wait 

for the ñpowers that beò to give 

it to us. I seek to be a creative 

and compassionate leader who 

offers a fresh perspective on how 

we, as Americans, can unite. I 

want the work I do in office to 

alter the political landscape in 

such a way that it benefits all 

citizens.  

 

 

Table 3.2 provides the exact wording of Monroeôs statements for the community 

commitment and control conditions. To ensure that any effect in the treatment conditions 

is because of the addition of the community commitment signal, the language for the 

social tie and personal sacrifice signals is added to the control. Making this choice makes 

                                                      
9 The text in the Control condition presents a conservative control because some could perceive that 

Monroeôs statement referencing ñalter[ing] the political landscape in such a way that it benefits all citizensò 

as inclusive of blacks, and thus showing some commitment to helping the community.  
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it clear that any variation in the signal conditions is because of the added language and 

not because the language in the control condition was removed.  

The additional statement used in the personal sacrifice community commitment is 

based on a statement from Chicago, Illinois Congressman Bobby Rush, and signals 

personal sacrifice because the politician speaks of his personal sacrifice and struggle to 

bring his commitment to the black community is one created by his own action. 

Subjects in the social ties community commitment treatment will read a statement 

derived from a quote from then Newark, New Jersey Mayor Cory Booker that signals 

social connections to his parents who show commitment to the black community. His 

commitment to the black community is one by association with his parents, and not one 

created by his own action. 

Outcome Measures 

 
The goal of this chapter is to understand how community commitment signals 

affect candidate evaluations. Extant work within political science shows that individualsô 

decisions are based on attachments and those attachments have a strong influence on 

peopleôs desire to vote for a candidate (Lodge et al. 1995). To do this, I look at the 

following affective outcome measures: 

1. Community Commitment: In order to test whether respondents perceive 

community commitment, they are asked, ñBased on the information you have 

read, on a scale of 0 to 10, how committed do you think Samuel Monroe is to 

interests that are important to the black community? 0 being "Not at all 

Committed" and 10 being "Very Committed.ò This variable is the main 

variable used in the analysis as it shows whether or not the perceptions of 
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Samuel Monroeôs community commitment changed based on the way he 

spoke about what he would do for black people.  All subsequent analysis is 

built on whether or not the respondents believe the candidate to be committed 

to the black community based on his rhetoric.  

2. Trustworthiness: the respondentsô rating of the candidateôs trustworthiness on 

a scale of 0 to 10 where 0 is ñNot at All Trustworthyò and 10 is ñExtremely 

Trustworthyò.  

3. Helpfulness: ñIf you had a problem that Samuel Wallace could do something 

about, do you think he would be very helpful, somewhat helpful, or not very 

helpful?ò with the following response options from ñNot at All Helpful,ò 

ñSomewhat Helpful,ò ñVery Helpful.ò  

4. Willingness to Support: willingness to support is measured on a scale from 1-

10 where 1 is ñNot at All Willingò and 10 is ñExtremely Willing.ò  

Results 

This chapter examines whether community signals convince voters that the 

candidate is committed to their community. I am also interested in examining whether 

these signals have downstream effects to candidate evaluations. To test my predictions, I 

employ a series of t-tests to compare the means of the variables of interests across the 

experimental conditions. This statistical method allows for a clear comparison of the 

effect of the particular type of community commitment signal. I also examine the effect 

community commitment signals have on the percentage of individuals within each 

experimental treatment that perceive or evaluate Samuel Monroe positively. This offers a 

different perspective on the influence community commitment signals have on 
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individualsô attitudes and behaviors by looking at how many within each condition view 

the candidate positively.   

 

Figure 3.1 

 

Note: *p<.05; **p<.01. Significance tests are two-tailed and relative to the 

Control Condition. 
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Figure 3.2 

 

Note: *p<.05; **p<.01. Significance tests are two-tailed and relative to the 

Control Condition. 

 

The first affective measure I test is one that asks respondents whether or not they 

believe the candidate is committed to the interests of the black community. This measure 

displays whether black individuals are perceiving that the candidate cares about the black 

community, and Figures 3.1 and 3.2 demonstrate that indeed black individuals do 

perceive differences in a candidateôs level of commitment to the communityôs interests 

when he uses community commitment signals and when he does not (the control 

condition). Social ties and personal sacrifice by a black politician conveys a greater 

prioritization of the black communityôs interests and concerns relative to the control 

condition (H1). Indeed, the results shown in Figure 3.1 confirm an important part of my 

theoretical argument; social ties and personal sacrifice signals lead respondents to 

changes in how black candidates are perceived.  
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Based on the findings displayed in Figure 3.1, those individuals who read about 

Samuel Monroeôs social tie to his parent who were in involved in a civil rights 

organization perceived him to be the most committed to the interests of the black 

community (M= 8.02; p<.01) relative to the control condition. Moreover, when Samuel 

Monroe invoked his own personal sacrifice for the black community and its political 

advancement, participants perceived his commitment to the community higher relative to 

the control condition (M=7.99; p<.01), and nearly equal to that of the social ties signal 

treatment. Moreover, the percentages of individuals who felt that Monroe was committed 

to the interests of the black community offer similar results. For example, 89.5 percent of 

the respondents in the social ties condition perceived him as committed, and 88.2 percent 

of those in the personal sacrifice condition had the same perception. These results are 

both substantively meaningful as the increase in the percentage of individuals who 

perceive Monroe as committed increases by more than 15 percentage points for each of 

the experimental conditions. They are also statistically significant different from the 

control condition  (p<.01).  

These findings are inconsistent with my assertion in H2, which claimed that when 

Samuel Monroe discussed his own personal sacrifices for the sake of the black 

community, he would be seen as the most committed to the black community. However, 

the difference in perception of Samuel Monroeôs community commitment between 

community commitment signals is substantively negligible, and statistically 

indistinguishable from 0. I speculate that this could indicate that black voters require 

more context to be able to make distinctions between the community commitment 

signals.   
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The findings shown in Figures 3.1 & 3.2 suggest that the way in which a black 

politician talks about his connection to the black community does have an effect on how 

black individuals view how committed he is to the political problems that plague the 

black community. These results suggest a departure from existing literatureôs supposition 

that race was the only variable predicting black votersô support for a political candidate 

(Tate 2004). If that were true, there would be no difference in the perceived commitment 

of the candidate based on the signals he employed. But what are the implications of being 

perceived to be more committed to the black community? Do they lead to variation in 

evaluative measures commonly ascribed to descriptive representatives? 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.3 

 

Note: **p<.01; *p<.05. Significance tests are two-tailed and relative the Control 

condition 

 



 46 

Figure 3.4 

 

Note: **p<.01; *p<.05. Significance tests are two-tailed and relative the Control 

condition 

 

As shown in Figures 3.1 and 3.2, variation in rhetoric that conveyed social ties or 

personal sacrifice did not lead participants to make a distinction in their perceptions of 

Samuel Monroeôs community commitment. As such, the rest of the analysis will combine 

those individuals who are in the social ties and personal sacrifice conditions into a 

community commitment condition. Since there is no difference in perception in 

commitment between social ties and personal sacrifice, then I do not expect there to 

differences in any of the other subsequent outcome variables.10 I show both of the 

community commitment conditions combined and find that, relative to the control 

experimental condition (M=6.94), perceptions of his community commitment experience 

                                                      
10 Please see the appendix of this chapter to see all of the subsequent analysis that will 

show the impact of personal sacrifice and social connection community commitment 

signals 
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a statistically significant increase (M=8.00; p<.01) when he employs community 

commitment signaling. As with Figure 3.2, we see that 88.8 percent of individuals in a 

community commitment experimental condition felt the candidate was believed the 

candidate was committed to the issues and interests of the black community (p<.01).   

The findings indicate that black politicians can increase blacksô perception that 

they are committed to their community. Skin color does convey this information as the 

control condition demonstrates, but a politician highlighting his social ties or personal 

sacrifice only increases blacksô perception that he cares about the community. At first 

glance, these results show that skin color is not enough for black voters to believe a 

representative to be interested in working towards a solution to the socio-political 

problems black Americans face. But what are the implications of being perceived to be 

more committed to the black community? Do these perceptions translate into the 

candidate being evaluated more positively? 

Figure 3.5 
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Note: **p<.01; *p<.05. Significance tests are two-tailed and relative the Control 

condition 

 

 

Figure 3.6 

 

Note: **p<.01; *p<.05; +=p<.10. Significance tests are two-tailed and relative the 

Control condition 

 

Those respondents who were randomly placed into the experimental conditions 

where community commitment was signaled indicate a greater willingness to support 

Samuel Monroe. Specifically, when Samuel Monroe signals community commitment 

(M=7.36; p<.05) relative to the control, respondents are more willing to support him. 

Additionally, a higher percentage of individuals were willing to support Monroe when he 

signaled some level of commitment to the black community (p<.10) when compared to 

those who read Monroeôs statement that did not include a community commitment signal. 

These results affirm the suppositions made by Stout (2015) by showing us that, for black 

voters all black politicians are not treated in the same way based on race alone. By 
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conveying a sense of community commitment, blacks are more supportive of the 

candidate than if this information is not presented. This finding supports Booby Rushôs 

ability to persuade voter to support his candidacy and not Obama. He signaled his 

commitment to the community, and blacks responded by voting for him.   

Figure 3.7 

 

Note: **p<.01; *p<.05; +=p<.10. Significance tests are two-tailed and 

relative the Control condition 
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Figure 3.8 

 

Note: **p<.01; *p<.05. Significance tests are two-tailed and relative to the 

Control condition. 

 

The results in Figure 3.7 show that the perceptions of trust are not equal across all 

of the experimental conditions. Instead, the perceptions of trust when community 

commitment (M=7.28) is signaled leads respondents to see Monroe as more trustworthy 

(p<.05) relative to the control condition (M=6.83). Politicians who actively signal some 

connection to, or sacrifice on behalf of, the racial group experience an increase in how 

trustworthy they appear to co-racial voters. Figure 3.8 shows that, despite not reaching 

statistical significance, a higher percentage of individuals in the community commitment 

conditions had a greater willingness to trust Samuel Monroe. This is a meaningful 

contribution to our understanding of black voting behavior because it suggests that black 

voters are more inclined to trust individuals who signal some kind of commitment to the 

racial group. It appears that statements with signals of commitment to the racial group 
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carry more weight with black voters than statements that do not. Indeed, the results 

shown thus far tell a different story about the burden of proof placed on black descriptive 

representatives. Showing some commitment to the black community is important for 

candidates who desire to gain a greater share of support from black voters.  

Figure 3.9 

 

Note: **p<.01; *p<.05; +=p<.10. Significance tests are two-tailed and relative the 

Control condition 
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Figure 3.10 

 

Note: **p<.01; *p<.05; +=p<.10. Significance tests are two-tailed and relative the 

Control condition 

 

Tate (2004) finds that blacks who are represented by co-racial representatives are 

perceived as being more helpful to the community. To test whether or not perceptions of 

community commitment influence perceptions of Samuel Monroeôs helpfulness. 

Respondents were asked if you had a problem that Samuel Monroe could do something 

about, do you think he would be very helpful, somewhat helpful, or not very helpful?  

The results in Figure 3.9 indicate that community commitment (M=2.29; p<.05) 

leads to greater perceptions of Samuel Monroeôs helpfulness to the black community. 

Figure 3.10 also shows a 12.2 percentage point increase in perceptions of Monroeôs 

helpfulness (p<.05) relative to the control condition. These findings are consistent with 

the results in Figures 3 and 4. They make it clear that showing some commitment to the 

black community leads to more positive perceptions of a descriptive representative across 

numerous affective dimensions.  
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Figure 3.11 

 

Note: **p<.01; *p<.05; +=p<.10. Significance tests are two-tailed and relative the 

Control condition 

Figure 3.12 

 

Note: **p<.01; *p<.05; +=p<.10. Significance tests are two-tailed and relative the 

Control condition 
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 Figures 3.11 & 3.12 show the effect of community commitment on a composite 

measure comprised of the trustworthiness, knowledgeability, and helpfulness measures.11 

What we see is that subjects in the community commitment condition (M=0.7; p<.05) 

have a higher level of affective attachment to Samuel Monroe relative to those 

individuals who were in the control condition (M=.65). The figure also shows that a high 

percentage of respondents in the community commitment conditions held positive 

affective evaluations towards Monroe (p<.05) when compared to those individuals who 

were not exposed to a community commitment signal. This finding suggests that when 

community commitment is signaled to blacks, they have more positive evaluations to the 

candidate, which generally leads to more positive affective evaluations and a greater 

willingness to support the candidate.   

Discussion 

 
All in all, these findings reveal that signals of community commitment lead to an 

increase in how committed, trustworthy, and helpful black voters believe a black 

representative to be. More to the point, when a candidate uses either kind of community 

commitment signal, black voters are more willing to support him. Moreover, the results 

indicate that blacks use other considerations beside the candidateôs skin color to 

determine if he/she represent their interests.  Politicians who convey a commitment to 

their group are rewarded in a myriad of ways.  

Candidates who signaled personal sacrifice did not receive the highest 

evaluations, relative to the control or the social tie community commitment signal, which 

disproves hypothesis 3. This expectation stemmed from the belief that the invocation of 

                                                      
11 Alpha Cronbach coefficient= .74 
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personal sacrifice on the part of the representative for the black communityôs political 

advancement would resonate more with black voters, and thus lead to a perception of 

higher levels of community commitment as well as more positive evaluations. Instead, 

the experimental condition in which Samuel Monroe signals community commitment 

through social ties led him to be rewarded with higher evaluations. While there is a slight 

substantive difference between the social ties and personal sacrifice signals, in isolation 

black Americans are not making any meaningful distinctions between the two kinds of 

community commitment.  

While we see the social ties community commitment signal works more 

effectively, it could be that my prediction about the influence of the personal sacrifice is 

only made salient when two black representatives are running against each other, or that 

the experimental treatment was not effective. In this study, participants are seeing these 

two signals of community commitment in insolation, and it is not clear whether the 

respondents have an opponent in mind when they are evaluating the perception of 

community commitment to the black community. Indeed, participants could be 

considering a white candidate, which introduces a host of other factors such as out-group 

resentment or a higher level of distrust for white politicians that might explain why there 

is very little distinction between the personal sacrifice and social ties signals of 

community commitment. That is to say, that when evaluating the candidateôs 

commitment to the black community, if respondents are making a mental comparison to 

an out-group candidate then any form of community commitment would be welcome, 

and rewarded in similar ways.  
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Hypothesis 1 was affirmed because Samuel Monroe was perceived to have the 

highest level of community commitment when he signaled social ties, and subsequently 

was rewarded with the highest evaluations across every measure of affective attachment 

and political support. These results affirm that the individual who is seen as being the 

most committed will garner higher levels of support. This confirms the argument about 

the influence and power of community commitment. This consistency in support for the 

community commitment signals suggests that when a black representative shows she is 

committed to the furthering the interests of the black community they experience a boost 

in support. This is meaningful as it, once again, shows how black voters make 

distinctions between black politicians, and those who show they are accountable to the 

black community through community commitment signaling are consistently viewed 

more positively. 

Conclusion 

Within the study of black politics, there are very few works that tackle the 

political decision-making process of black voters in contexts where they have to choose 

between two co-racial co-partisan candidates. The counterfactual to this line of 

questioning is that the influence of community commitment signaling makes no 

difference. Overall, this chapter proves that counterfactual is false by showing under what 

circumstances, and the ways in which using a personal sacrifice and social ties signals of 

community commitment has the ability to change the way black politicians are evaluated. 

Though I do not directly test, in this chapter, how the signals affect black attitudes when 

presented with an electoral context where two black candidates run against one another, I 

am able to show that when a candidate signals community commitment they are more 

likely to receive higher evaluations from black voters.  
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In this chapter, I take the first empirical step in understanding whether and how 

community commitment signals influence candidate evaluations as well as black voter 

behavior and attitudes. I ultimately find that black voters do make distinctions in their 

evaluations of candidates based on whether, or not, the candidate uses community 

commitment signals. While this chapterôs experiment does not delve into the types of 

social ties or personal sacrifice signals are most influential. Indeed, the results from this 

chapter show that even when a black representative provides more information than just a 

picture, as done in the control condition, it is not enough to provide the same support as 

candidates who show community commitment. This chapter builds on that framework by 

providing an experimental test to show the nuance of black votersô evaluative tactics 

when reviewing a co-racial candidate. This preliminary test of my framework implies that 

it is not about which generation a candidate is a part of, but rather how he signals his 

commitment to the racial group.  

In chapter 2, I posit that the reason certain community commitment signals are 

more effective at garnering support from black voters is because they communicate 

higher levels of accountability to the racial group and its political goals. The results of 

this study do not offer strong support for that particular facet of my argument but do 

show that when either of the community commitment signals are used, black voters 

evaluate candidates more favorably. I contend that this is because of the perceived 

accountability conveyed by those signals. However, it could be that the accountability 

mechanism I contend exists in the community commitment framework requires more 

than just a statement from a candidate.  



 58 

While in isolation there appears that black Americans make no distinctions 

between personal sacrifice and social ties community commitment signals broadly, I 

believe this requires further testing with an experiment that puts two candidates head to 

head. In this chapterôs experiment, the necessity to prove oneôs accountability to the 

racial group is diminished because there is no reason to believe that the candidate might 

lack accountability. However, in the common political context in which two candidates 

are running against one another, and doubt is cast about oneôs ability to represent the 

interests of the black community, I believe that the conveyance of accountability will 

play a larger part in how candidates are evaluated.  When participants have to choose 

between two descriptive representatives, that I believe the distinctions will be made 

between these two types of community commitment styles. This provides a more 

conservative test of my theory. From this design, we can determine if a community 

commitment signal will put one black candidate over another black candidate.  

To assess this assumption the experimental design in the next chapter will 

operationalize accountability and expand on personal sacrifice and social tie community 

commitment signals. This experimental expansion will build on the results of this study 

by seeing if different kinds of personal sacrifice or social ties lead to different 

evaluations. Now that I have established that black voters do respond differently to 

community commitment signals, the next chapter will help us understand how 

highlighting oneôs accountability to the racial group through certain community 

commitment signals alters how black voters respond.  
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Chapter 4 Prove It- How Variation in Community Commitment Signals Influences 

Black Political Behavior 

 

In the last chapter, I examined whether black individualsô behaviors and attitudes 

varied when exposed to different community commitment signals. In this chapter, I 

consider how differences within each community commitment signal affect black 

political considerations when an opponent casts doubt on a candidateôs accountability to 

the black communityôs political interests. I examine the influences of an opponent and the 

nuances of community commitment signaling by situating the experimental test in a 

primary election context. I find that when a candidate references his physical sacrifice for 

the racial group in his community commitment signal, black respondents rewarded him 

with the highest evaluations on average. Moreover, a higher percentage of individuals 

who read an article about the candidateôs physical sacrifice evaluated him more positively 

relative to those respondents who read an article about a candidate who did not use a 

community commitment signal at all. These results underscore the importance of 

exploring black political considerations in contexts where race and partisanship, two wide 

used and heavily studied heuristics, are held constant.  

The findings in this chapter suggest that black people desire and reward 

candidates who convey a high level of accountability to the racial group through the use 

of particular community commitment signals, in this case a signal of physical sacrifice. 

Put another way, black voters are not willing to support, trust, or believe co-racial 

candidates solely on the grounds that they are black, but instead prefer those who are 

willing to make costly sacrifices for the sake of political progress for the black 

community. Though these results demonstrate that candidates with the ability to signal a 

physical sacrifice in order to show that their accountable to the racial group are at an 
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advantage, they also provide alternatives to those candidates who may not be able to 

show accountability through the use of sacrifice signals. When examining the decision-

making processes of black voters, we should not only consider the role that racial identity 

plays, but also account for the unique socio-political structures, such as social 

accountability, that inform those processes.  

Race and Black Candidate Evaluations 

 

In chapter 2, I posit that black voters look to support candidates who they believe 

to be accountable to the racial group and its desire for greater political inclusion. As black 

individuals who come from within the black community, black politicians know about 

the social accountability structure and employ certain community commitment signals to 

communicate their accountability. Those candidates whose signals communicate higher 

levels of accountability will receive higher evaluations from black individuals. To 

thoroughly test these claims, I have to examine the ways in which black voter 

considerations change based on the varying levels of accountability conveyed by 

different community commitment signals black politicians can employ.  

Though there is a wide array of work within existing political science research on 

evaluations of black candidates, much of that work investigates the contexts and factors 

that make white voters either positively or negatively evaluate black candidates. Some 

white voters use skin color as a determinant in their evaluations of black politicians 

offering their most negative evaluations to dark-skinned black politicians (Terkildsen 

1993). Others consider the black candidateôs campaign strategy and legislative record 

(Citrin et al. 1990). For some white strong Democrats, the interaction between racial 

prejudice and partisanship results in a decision conflict where these strong partisans who 
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have high levels of racial prejudice must decide to tow the party line or allow their 

prejudice to inform their vote (Krupnikov and Piston 2014). 

Black Voters & Black Candidates  

 

Despite the wide variety of methodological and theoretical explanations offered 

for how and why white voters view black candidates in various ways, there is very little 

work done on how black voters view their co-racial candidates based on different 

messaging strategies. This oversight within political science is problematic because it 

leads scholars and pundits alike to continue the premise that black voters, a very 

influential and prominent voting bloc, make political choices based on race without 

discussing the nuances and sophistication within black racial identity.  

What we do know about the relationship between black voters and black 

representatives comes very heavily from the work on descriptive representation, which 

tells us that black voters not only prefer in-group representatives over outgroup, but tend 

to feel more empowered (Bobo and Gilliam 1990), are more inclined to trust and believe 

that the candidate is more hands-on (Tate 2004). This research while informative is not 

sufficient to fully explain why certain black politicians are seen as more preferable than 

others. I contend that this literature offers very little insight into this particular question 

because much of the data used in existing descriptive representation literature relies on 

observational data, which means that most of the responses are from individuals who are 

already being represented by black representatives. This presents an endogeneity problem 

because it is unclear whether the positive evaluations often given to descriptive 

representatives by black voters are because the candidate has done something to gain 

their trust after gaining office, or whether she did something to gain the participantôs trust 
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prior while campaigning. In other words, how can we know whether the black people 

think a descriptive representative is ñmore hands onò approach (see Tate 2004) is not 

based on something he did once already in office? Moreover, we do not know the voting 

calculus or considerations made by black voters when choosing a candidate to support; 

existing work only provides what they think of the candidate once he has been voted into 

office. This lack of clarity makes it difficult for scholars to investigate the factors black 

voters take into consideration before they choose to support and ultimately vote for a 

candidate.  

In this chapter, I use my community commitment signaling framework to address 

these questions, and further our understanding of how black people view co-racial 

candidate. In chapter 2, I offer two kinds of community commitment signals ï personal 

sacrifice and social ties and test the effects of these signals on black behavior in chapter 

3, and find that black individuals do not make distinctions between the signals. However, 

I contend that within these two kinds of signals there is variation in the ways candidates 

can signal personal sacrifice or social ties that may bring out more variation in black 

behavior and attitudes that the broader test of the two signals in chapter 3 could not. In 

this chapter, I go a step further and delve deeper into the influence of the personal 

sacrifice and social tie community commitment signals by varying the ways in which 

each signal can be employed.  

Nuance within Community Commitment Signaling 

Given that extant research shows black individualsô strong preference for 

representatives with roots in the Civil Rights Movement, I refer to the Civil Rights 

Movement and its leaders, to investigate any nuance that exists within the personal 

sacrifice and social ties community commitment signals. As discussed in chapter 3, I 
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contend that while the individuals who were active in the Civil Rights Movement are 

important figures in the black community, it is their actions that resonated with black 

individuals. Moreover, these actions are not only found in those individuals who 

participated in the movement, but rather are epitomized in those women and men. With 

this in mind, I will extrapolate aspects of Civil Rights leaders to better understand how 

and why these leaders were able to garner such strong support from the black community, 

and how others might emulate these aspects in their own appeals to black voters.  

Personal Sacrifice 

The type of sacrificial behavior that is often associated with civil rights leaders 

who were known to sacrifice their physical (Chong 1999) and financial (Williams 2007) 

well-being for the sake of the black communityôs incorporation into the political arena 

serves as a lens through which black voters view the efficacy of black politicians. As 

discussed in chapter 2, I believe that politicians who signal a personal sacrifice use these 

signals to convey a realized accountability by referencing the things they have already 

done to further the political interests of the black community. The personal sacrifice 

signal conveys realized accountability because the signal communicates that they have 

already done the work for which blacks hold each other accountable- to increase political 

inclusion of blacks.  

An example of physical sacrifice is a statement like that made by Bobby Rush in 

2001 where he references giving his ñblood, sweat, and tears.ò This qualifies as a 

physical sacrifice community commitment signal because he uses this narrative to make 

it clear that he put his physical well-being on the line for the sake of gaining equality for 

the black community. Another example of a physical sacrifice signal can be found on the 

online biography of Congressman John Lewis. His biography states, ñDespite more than 
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40 arrests, physical attacks and serious injuries, John Lewis remained a devoted advocate 

of the philosophy of nonviolenceò (www.house.gov/johnlewis) Again, we see that Lewis 

signals the physical sacrifices he made for the black community by highlighting his 

arrests, physical attacks, and injuries. These signals used by Rush and Lewis highlight the 

ways in which we see black politicians utilizing their past physical sacrifices to inform 

black voters about what they have done to further the political interests and inclusion of 

the black community.  

However, every candidate has not put their physical well-being on the line to 

further the interests of the racial group. Indeed, for some Civil Rights leaders the sacrifice 

came from not having stable or sustainable forms of income while doing the work to 

create a more equitable political landscape for black Americans, I call these kinds of 

sacrifices financial sacrifices.  

Barack Obamaôs time as a community organizer in the South Side of Chicago 

serves as an example of a financial sacrifice. He recognized that membership into the 

black community was attained through ñorganizing and shared sacrifice,ò and thus his 

desire to work within these communities was borne out of both a desire to help, but also 

establish himself as black community member (Obama 1995). Obama earned 

approximately $10,000 a year during his time as an organizer, and worked in 

communities that were often underserved (Kovaleski 2008). This is an example of 

financial sacrifice because Obama could have taken a job doing almost anything and it 

would have paid him more money, but instead he took a job that paid him just the poverty 

line (census.gov) so that he could work in a majority black area and work with the black 

individuals and organizations of the South Side.  
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Another example is Newark, New Jerseyôs mayor Cory Booker living in the cityôs 

projects during much of his tenure. Booker was making $130,721 and living in buildings 

without heat and water. Booker claims that his decision was to save and restore the 

neighborhood to its formal glory (Jacobs 2006). Again, Booker had the means to live in 

any other place in the city both because he was the mayor and because he had the income, 

and instead he lived among the cityôs poorest and worked to broker deals with landlords 

and property owners to keep the properties functioning. Like physical sacrifices, 

signaling a financial sacrifice shows oneôs willingness to put the racial groupôs interests 

above their individual interests to make the black community better. Whether it be 

working to help create coalitions across majority black areas or living in poor parts of a 

city to ensure peopleôs buildings are not torn down, both Obama and Booker made 

decisions that they believed would help the black community. 

Though financial sacrifices are not as costly because oneôs physical well-being is 

not be threatened, the still show a realized accountability because they are actions that 

were taken to improve the standing of the black community. If, as previous research 

details, black individuals hold each other accountable for the sake of strengthening the 

black community, then choices like the ones made by Obama and Booker meet that 

standard because both menôs decisions seemingly reflect a desire to better the black 

communities in their cities.12  

                                                      
12 It is important to note that I am not making an argument that the choices Booker or 

Obama made were genuine or without consideration of the potential political rewards of 

their choices. My argument is that these particular signals can communicate a realized 

accountability to black voters and, regardless of the signalers intent, can influence the 

way the candidate is viewed by co-racial constituents. 
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Social Ties  

In addition to the variation within personal sacrifice signals, there are also 

differences in how one can signal social ties to the black community. Indeed, Civil Rights 

leaders had very strong social connections to the black community through black 

organizations like the black church (Dawson 1994; Williams 1999). An additional 

component worth investigating that has become more common amongst younger, more 

politically professionalized black representatives is the use of individuals such as parents 

or spouses. This is an important perspective to include in this because as Civil Rights 

politicians continue to leave office, their strategies and tactics may persist, but we must 

consider how younger black politicians also seek to connect with the racial group.   

In chapter 2, I offered the example of Obamaôs discussion of his connection to his 

and wife and daughters in order to show how candidates can use personal connections to 

individuals to show a potential accountability. He often discussed how his wife and 

daughters were descendants from enslaved Africans, and thus had a greater understanding 

of the social norms of the black community despite his not being socialized within the 

community himself. To show how the importance of Obamaôs connection, Fraser (2009) 

writes, ñ[w]hile Obamaôs background may have been difficult for many black voters to 

identify with, his wife Michelleôs more conventional background made her a key voice in 

speaking to African-American communitiesò (23). Why is it that Michelle Obamaôs 

background that resonated with African American communities? I contend that the 

reason Michelleôs voice was ñkeyò because black individuals believed her to understand 

the norms and expectations of the group in ways her husband could not.  

The black communityôs social accountability structure was created to ensure that 
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members of the community made political decisions that furthered the groupôs political 

inclusion (Walton 1985). Obamaôs social tie signal is one that suggests a potential 

accountability because he is not highlighting something that he has done, but rather a 

connection that informs his understanding of what the black community expects from 

him as a group member and a perspective group representative. If, as the literature tells 

us, black individuals hold each other accountable by way of sanctions (Walton 1985; 

White et al. 2014, Laird et al. 2017), Obamaôs highlighting his connection to his wife, a 

racial group member, suggests that he has the potential to be held accountable to the 

group through her.  

 In addition to the individual level of social connection black politicians signal to 

black voters to show their accountability to the group, they can also highlight their 

connection to an organization of institution that has strong roots in the black community. 

During the Civil Rights Movement, leaders were often associated with numerous 

organizations that worked to bring about the end of racial injustice. In fact, even in 

contemporary times black politicians highlight their connections to organization. 

Numerous prominent black politicians like G.K. Butterfield, former chairmen of the 

Congressional Black Caucus, heavily highlights his connection to the NAACP. I contend 

that using a community commitment signal that draws on oneôs connection with an 

organization like the NAACP communicates the potential for accountability because 

organizations like the NAACP are known for the work they do on behalf of the black 

community to bring about racial justice.  

Hypotheses 

H1:  I expect that black voters will respond more positively when the community 

commitment signal is one of personal sacrifice than when it is a social ties signal. 
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H1a: Between the physical and financial personal sacrifice community 

commitment signals, I expect that the personal sacrifice signal is most 

effective in leading black voters to positively view the co-racial candidate.  

H2: Between the individual and institutional social ties community commitment 

signals, I expect that the institutional social tie will lead to more positive 

evaluations.   

H3: I hypothesize that when no community commitment signal is employed black 

voters will give the candidate the lowest evaluation.  

Methods 

I begin with an overview of the experimental design which operationalizes a 

candidateôs accountability by varying the kinds of community commitment signals they 

send. I follow with a discussion of both the general expectations of the experiment along 

with the specific hypotheses I have for each of the five experimental conditions. The 

results and analysis from the experiment show that those candidates who signal physical 

sacrifice are more likely to garner support across numerous outcome measures. I 

conclude with a discussion of the implications of the results for what we know about 

descriptive representations and black political behavior broadly as well as what will come 

in the next  

chapter.  

Experimental Context 

This is an important question given that, in campaigns, it is rare that a candidate 

appeals to voters without an opponent casting doubt on his/her ability to represent the 

votersô interests. Indeed, in past elections we have seen black candidates calling into 

question their same race opponentôs ability to represent black interests. For example, 
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during the 2000 Illinois 1st district congressional race another one of Obamaôs other 

opponents, state Senator Donne Trotter called him, ña white man in black faceò (Willis 

2007) suggesting that Obama was unable to represent the districtôs black voter because he 

himself was not black. While strong statements like this were not commonplace, the 

skepticism about a candidateôs ability to represent voter interests was often found in these 

races. Moreover, in races where both candidates were black, accusations based on the 

strength of oneôs racial identity are not uncommon (see also 2000 Newark, New Jersey 

mayoral election and 2000 Congressional primary election in Alabamaôs 7th district).  

By not giving black respondents anything to doubt about a co-racial candidate 

who signals commitment to the racial group in the previous chapterôs experiment, I 

offered no reason for them to believe that a candidate, who signaled commitment, was 

anything but accountable to the racial group and its political interests. To remedy this, the 

experimental design in this chapter includes a slight from a co-racial opponent which 

presents a context in which the potential candidate, Reginald Washington, has to prove 

his accountability by sending a community commitment signal to potential constituents.  

Design 

My aim is to determine the causal effects of certain community commitment 

signals to voters from co-racial candidates. Setting the experimental test in the context of 

a campaign where the candidate is vying for support from voters who know little about 

him, and thus their evaluations of him are based solely on the information provided 

allows me to control the information provided to participants. Moreover, I can isolate the 

effect of different community signals and determine whether the use of signals is the 

causal mechanism that leads to certain black politicians gaining support over others. 
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The procedure of this experiment is similar to the one in chapter 3. For instance, 

subjects read a brief instructional statement saying that they will be shown an article 

about a House of Representatives hopeful Reginald Washington, a fictitious candidate, 

who is considering running for office, and speaking out against the allegation that he is 

ñpart of the white Democratic establishment,ò made by his potential opponent Thomas 

Moseley. Inspiration for this the use of this allegation comes from the Rush/Obama 

example used in this dissertationôs introduction chapter. One of the many critiques 

leveraged against Obama by Rush was his connection to the ñwhite-liberal 

establishmentò by virtue of the composition of his voting base during the election and his 

Ivy League education (Kleine 2000).  

Placing this experimental design in the context of a campaign allows me to create 

a context in which a politicianôs accountability to the racial group is called into question 

and requires him to have to send a community commitment signal that shows his 

accountability. In each of the experimental conditions, the candidateôs response to his 

opponentôs slight shows him explaining the consequences if he did not care about the 

black community. I observe the changes in behavior and attitudes based on the different 

community commitment signals, but do not directly measure whether black individuals 

perceived that the candidate would be held accountable to the racial group because I 

believe those perceptions to be latent. The reason for not directly measuring perceived 

accountability I posit that the norms and expectations of the black community are deeply 

engrained for many within the community that they do not consciously recognize that the 

signals sent by politicians are meant to show accountability but alter their attitudes 

towards the candidate because of them. This is similar to what White et al. (2014) do in 
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not directly measuring whether the respondents in their experiments felt that they had 

been socially sanctioned, instead creating contexts in which individuals felt that actions 

counter to group norms might lead to sanctions and measuring how individualsô 

behaviors changed in those situations. 

The five experimental conditions into which participants are randomized take the 

form of a news article that discusses Washingtonôs Congressional campaign and his 

response. Respondents are randomly placed into one of these five treatments: Control, 

Social Ties- Wife, Social Ties- NAACP, Sacrifice- Physical, Sacrifice- Financial (see 

Table 2 for exact article language). Once subjects finish viewing the online newspaper 

article, they were asked about their perceptions of Reginald Washingtonôs commitment to 

the black community, his racial background, their perceptions of Washingtonôs 

trustworthiness, and a series of questions about their willingness to support Reginald 

Washington in a number of ways.  

The statement in the ñSocial Tiesò conditions in which Reginald Washington 

signals that he is connected to his wife, who is black, or the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), conveys Reginald Washington seeks to show 

that he can be held accountable to the group because of his connection to his wife or the 

respected organization should he deviate from the groupôs expectations. These conditions 

differ from because the ñNAACPò condition invokes a black institution as opposed to a 

black individual to show social connections to the racial group. Given the that NAACP is 

known for its work in furthering the interests of the black community, having an 

endorsement suggests that Washington shares in those interests, and has convinced the 

organization that he will uphold what the NAACP works for and represents. Conversely, 
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Washingtonôs signal invoking his social tie to his wife is a signal of social connection on 

an individual level that stems from the ways in which we have seen candidates like 

Obama emphasize the race of his wife as a means to connect himself to the racial group 

and its norms. In the same way that many blacks looked to Michelle Obamaôs connection 

to the racial group to show that despite Barack Obamaôs deracialized campaign strategy 

could be made aware of and held accountable to the groupôs expectations for co-racial 

candidates.  

In the ñPersonal Sacrificeò conditions, Washingtonôs statement conveys his 

commitment through his discussion of his personal sacrifice of leaving his high-paying 

job to work as an attorney for civil rights organizations or being involved in a protest in 

which he has endured certain physical injuries. These two conditions vary the kind of 

sacrifice Washington makes in recognition that placing the groupôs interests before oneôs 

own does not always mean physical sacrifices. As asserted in chapter 2, the personal 

sacrifice signals, especially the physical sacrifice signals, epitomize the goals of racial 

cohesion and political advancement for the black community the social accountability 

structure is meant to produce. Candidates who signal personal physical sacrifice show 

that they are willing to put the groupôs interests above their own individual well-being in 

order to bring about greater political inclusion for black people. That said, I argue that 

oneôs sacrifice of their physical well-being is the strongest signal of community 

commitment, which leads to more positive evaluations because of the underlying realized 

accountability that this physical sacrifice signal communicates. 
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Experimental Sample 

Table 4.1 Demographic Characteristics of Full 

Sample 

Observations (N) 1150 

Sex 

          Male 575 

          Female 575 

Party Identification (%)  

        Strong Democrat 46 

        Weak Democrat 22 

        Leaning Democrat 9 

        Independent 15 

        Leaning Republican 2 

        Weak Republican 4 

        Strong Republican 2 

Age 39 years old 

Income $40,000-49,999 

Education Level Some College 

Note: % Entries are rounded to the nearest whole 

number, and there may not sum to 100. 

The experiment was conducted online using a national sample13 of one thousand 

one hundred and fifty self-identified Black/African American adults. The study was 

conducted in May 2017. Participants in the study were 18 years of age and older. The 

sample was collected using Qualtrics which, like SSI, can provide the sample based on 

the researcherôs parameters, which optimizes my ability to procure a sample of black 

Americans that is large enough to provide me with the statistical power to support my 

theoretical expectations and make generalizable claims. 

Outcome Measures 

To investigate how community commitment signals affect black respondentsô 

evaluations of candidates, I test their effect on the following outcome measures: 

                                                      
13 Qualtrics also uses matching to acquire a requested sample that reflects the demographics of a nationally 

represented population of African Americans. 



 74 

1. Trustworthiness to Further black interests: How much do you think you can trust 

Reginald Wallace to address the interests that are important to the black 

community? The answer options were on a scale of 0-10, 0 being "Not at All" and 10 

being "Very Much."   

2. Perceived Genuineness: How genuine do you think Reginald Wallace is about 

addressing the interests that are important to the black community? 0 being "Not at all 

Genuine" and 10 being "Very Genuine."  With the answer options being on a scale of 

0-10, 0 being "Not at Genuine" and 10 being "Very Genuine."  

3. Difference in Viability (Blacks-Whites): This measure looks at respondentsô 

perceptions of the candidateôs ability to gain support for white and black voters. The 

question asked for perceptions of black support and white support separately is 

worded as, ñhow likely, if at all, do you think Reginald Wallace will be able to gain 

support from [black or white] voters? With a 5ïpoint Likert scale from Extremely 

Unlikely to Extremely Likelyò 

4. Willingness to Support: Based on the information you have heard, how willing would 

you be to support Reginald Wallace? On a scale of 0 to 10, 0 being "Not at All 

Willing"  and 10 being "Very Willing."   
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Figure 4.1 Example of Experimental Condition- Control 
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Table 4.2 Text of Reginald Washingtonôs Statement Manipulation 

Article Title: ñCongressional Hopeful responds to Opponentôs Slight.ò 

Control 

(N=246) 

Social Ties ï 

Wife 

(N=227) 

Social Ties ï

NAACP 

(N=229) 

Personal Sacrifice- 

Financial 

(N=220) 

Personal Sacrifice- 

Physical 

(N=227) 

ñIôve heard 

Mr. Moseley 

has said that 

I am ópart of 

the white 

establishment 

of the 

Democratic 

Party.ô 

 

Such 

statements 

made to hurt 

my chances 

at election 

are further 

proof of the 

change in 

leadership 

Washington 

needs.ò  

ñIôve heard 

Mr. Moseley 

has said that I 

am ópart of the 

white 

establishment 

of the 

Democratic 

Party,ô which 

shows that he 

clearly does 

not know my 

wife, Kyara, 

because if I 

had turned 

my back on 

black people, 

she would 

have all the 

locks 

changed, and 

my things 

would be on 

the street. 

  

Such 

statements 

made to hurt 

my chances at 

election are 

further proof 

of the change 

in leadership 

we need. 

Iôve heard Mr. 

Moseley has 

said that I am 

ôpart of the 

white 

establishment of 

the Democratic 

Party,ô which 

shows that he 

clearly does not 

know that I am 

backed by our 

local NAACP 

chapter. If I 

turned my back 

on black 

people, they 

mostly 

certainly would 

not support me.  

 

Such statements 

made to hurt my 

chances at 

election are 

further proof of 

the change in 

leadership we 

need.ò 

ñIôve heard Mr. 

Moseley has said 

that I am ópart of the 

white establishment 

of the Democratic 

Party,ô which shows 

that he clearly does 

not know that I 

gave up my job at a 

prominent law firm 

to work as an 

attorney for 

numerous civil 

rights 

organizations. If I 

had turned my 

back on black 

people, I would 

have remained in 

corporate America 

and collected my 

check.  

 

Such statements 

made to hurt my 

chances at election 

are further proof of 

the change in 

leadership we need.ò 

ñIôve heard Mr. 

Moseley has said 

that I am ópart of 

the white 

establishment of the 

Democratic Party,ô 

which shows that 

he clearly does not 

know that I have 

been hit with 

rubber bullets, 

tear gassed, and 

put in jail while 

fighting for 

equality. If I had 

turned my back on 

black people, it 

would be an insult 

to all of those 

people for whom I 

fight.ò  

 

Such statements 

made to hurt my 

chances at election 

are further proof of 

the change in 

leadership we 

need.ò 
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Results 

To analyze the influence of particular community commitment signals, I employ a 

series of t-tests to compare the means or chi-square for proportions of outcomes across 

the experimental conditions relative to the control condition. This statistical method 

allows for a clear comparison of the effect of the particular type of community 

commitment language.  

The first section of the analysis will focus on how variation in community 

commitment signaling leads to variation across several affective outcomes. The second 

section of the analysis will look at the political implications of these evaluations to see 

how certain political decision-making outcomes such as willingness to support are 

affected by different community commitment signals. 

Figure 4.2 

 

Note: +p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; All significance tests are two-tailed and relative 

to the Control Condition 
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Figure 1 shows that black voters are making distinctions between black politicians 

based on the signals they do or do not use when seeking to connect with black voters. 

Few works provide empirical evidence of variation in evaluations of black candidates, 

and fewer show how certain signals or strategies used by black politicians leads to that 

variation in black support (Stout 2015). Based on the proportions presented in Figure 1, it 

is clear that community commitment signals influence how positive a black candidate is 

perceived to be. 

What is clear from Figure 1 is that, on average, those respondents in the 

ñsacrifice-Physicalò condition (0.72) gave Reginald Washington a statistically significant 

increase (p < 0.001) in their evaluation of him relative to the control condition (H5). I 

also observe a substantive and statistically significant increase (p < 0.04) in the 

evaluation of Reginald Washington for those individuals randomized into the ñSacrifice-

Financialò condition (M=0.70) (H4). These results provide a clear indication that 

community commitment signals that use sacrifice, whether physical or financial, lead to 

Reginald Washington being seen as more likeable relative to the control condition where 

no community commitment signal is employed. For those respondents who were 

randomized into either of the experimental conditions where Reginald Washington 

signaled his ties to the black community through his connection with his wife (0.60) or 

the NAACP (0.63), there is very little difference. These findings do not provide support 

for H2 and H3, and suggests that community commitment signals that rely on social ties 

do not lead to meaningful differences in contrast with findings of chapter 3.  
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Figure 4.3 

 

Note: +p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; All significance tests are two-tailed and relative 

to the Control Condition 
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Figure 4.4 

 
Note: +p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; All significance tests are two-tailed and relative 

to the Control Condition 

 

 The results displayed in Figure 4.3 show the perceptions of how genuine 

participants believe Reginald Washington to be in addressing the concerns of the black 

community. We see that, on average, those who were in the ñSacrifice-Physicalò 

condition (M=6.20) believed Reginald Washington to be the most genuine in addressing 

the black communityôs interests (H5). This perception is substantively large, with the 

average perception of genuineness being approximately 0.55 points higher than the 

control condition (M=5.65) where no community commitment signal was conveyed. This 

difference in how black individuals perceive the physical sacrifice community 

commitment signal and no signal of community commitment is also statistically 

significant (p < 0.02).  Participants in the social ties-NAACP condition (M=6.15) also 

shows a statistically significant increase (p < 0.03) in their perceptions of the genuineness 
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of that candidateôs concerns for the black community relative to the control condition 

(H3).  

Moreover, Figure 4.4 shows that in the NAACP condition as well as both 

sacrifice conditions, a majority of blacks in those conditions perceived Reginald Wallace 

as having true concern for the black community and its interests. Most notably, there is a 

nearly 14 percentage point difference in Washingtonôs perceived genuineness when 

compared to the control condition (p<.01). This finding demonstrates that when a black 

candidate highlights his/her physical sacrifices on behalf of the racial group it causes 

black individuals to see the candidate as more caring of the black community. Also, 

worth mentioning is the lower percentage of individuals who saw the social tie signal in 

which Washington discusses his wife as genuine (49.8%). Again, this may point to the 

need for more information about the social tie. Returning to the Obama example, 

Michelle Obamaôs personal narrative about being raised in the majority black community 

of the South Side of Chicago was well known within the discourse surrounding the 

Obamas during the campaign. Perhaps there needs to be more information about the 

candidateôs wife in order to make the use of her as an accountability structure seem less 

disingenuous.  

 The results in Figures 4.3 and 4.4 show that black individuals believe a candidate 

who signals physical sacrifice is more genuinely committed to helping the community. I 

find slightly weaker effect for respondents in the social ties NAACP condition.  This 

result provides the first indication of how political candidates who cannot draw on their 

own experiences of sacrifice can signal their ties to an organization like the NAACP to 

convey commitment to the black community. Indeed, when Reginald Washington signals 
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a connection to the NAACP his concern for the black community is seen as more genuine 

than when he discusses his financial sacrifice. This indicates that, on average, the social 

tie to a well-known and respected organization like the NAACP may be more beneficial 

than signaling oneôs financial sacrifice. Also, noteworthy in Figure 4.3 is the decrease in 

Reginald Washingtonôs perceived genuineness when he references his connection to his 

black wife, Kyara. While not statistically significant, the decrease in perceptions of the 

candidateôs genuineness shows that this kind of signal may be seen as pandering and not 

taken to be a reliable indication of oneôs connection and commitment to the racial 

group.14  

 The overall message from Figures 4.3 is that black voters recognize the strategic 

value of some signals and discount black politicians appropriately. Their determinations 

go beyond whether they like a candidate and go into whether they believe his appeal is 

genuine, which has implications for how helpful and trustworthy they might find him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
14 While the inspiration for this condition was Obamaôs reliance on Michele Obamaôs narrative as an 

individual who has lived the ñtraditional black experience,ò it may very well be that simply cueing his 

connection to his wife by way of her name is not sufficient enough to lead to certain outcomes. That is, to 

say that for candidates to effectively rely on their connection to a spouse or family member, discussion of 

that individualôs narrative and lived experiences may be required to obtain support from black voters.      
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Figure 4.5 

 

Note: +p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01. All significance tests are two-tailed and relative 

to the Control Condition 

 

 As discussed in previous chapter, one of the tenets of having a descriptive 

representative is the perception that she is more helpful than an out-group representative 

(Tate 2004). The findings in chapter 3 indicate that respondents in the condition where 

the candidate does not use a community commitment signal is not seen to be as helpful 

relative to those respondents exposed to the candidate who employed community 

commitment signals. Those results provide support for the claim that all descriptive 

representatives are not seen as equally helpful, but they do not support the expectation 

that black voters make distinctions between the social ties and personal sacrifice 

community commitment signals.  

As discussed in the beginning of this chapter, this experimental design 

investigates how community commitment signals work when doubt is cast upon a 
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candidateôs connection to the racial group. Furthermore, this design looks at the variation 

within the social ties and personal sacrifice community commitment signals. Figure 4.5 

provides stronger evidence and expands what we learned from the results in Chapter 3. 

Black voters not only perceive black politicians who use certain community commitment 

signals to be more helpful, but when Reginald Washington signals a physical personal 

sacrifice (M=1.98), the perception of his helpfulness is statistically significant (p < 0.05) 

relative to the control condition (H5). This finding provides supports my theory that black 

voters are more discerning about the attributes and perceptions that they place on co-

racial politicians than the literature has suggested. 

Figure 4.6 

 

Note: +p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; All significance tests are two-tailed and 

relative to the Control Condition 
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Figure 4.7 

 

Note: +p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; All significance tests are two-tailed and 

relative to the Control Condition 

 

Like perceptions of helpfulness, blacks in Tateôs (2004) study illustrates that 

black representatives are more trustworthy than non-black representatives. And just as the 

results in Chapter 3 indicated that community commitment signals lead black individuals 

to see a candidate as more helpful, using community commitment signals also led black 

participants to see the fictitious black candidate as more trustworthy. Figure 4.6 offers a 

more nuanced understanding of the relationship between trustworthiness and community 

commitment signaling. Most notably we see that those individuals in either the physical 

sacrifice (M=6.37) or the financial sacrifice (M=6.38) community commitment signal 

conditions are perceived to be the most trustworthy - yielding a statistically significant 

difference between both sacrifice conditions (p< .01) relative to the control condition. 

(H4 and H5). Additionally, when Reginald Washington replies to his opponentôs slight 
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against his connection and commitment to the community by citing that the local 

NAACP chapter backs him, he is perceived to be more trustworthy (M=6.28; p < 0.01) 

relative to the control condition (H3). These findings support that blacks can increase 

their trustworthiness by conveying how they have made sacrifice for the black 

community. Candidates can also increase their trustworthiness by discussing oneôs 

connection with an organization like the NAACP.  

Figure 4.7 shows a more nuanced story about how certain community 

commitment signals affect h Reginald Wallaceôs trustworthiness. The figure indicates 

that more people who read the financial sacrifice community commitment signal felt that 

Washington was more trustworthy (p<.01). A slightly lower percentage (64.8%) of those 

individuals in the physical sacrifice condition believed that Reginald Wallace could be 

trusted to further the interest of the black community (p<.01). Additionally, more than 

50% of those in the Social Ties-NAACP experimental condition perceived a high level of 

trustworthiness when compared to the control condition (p<.10).  

Overall, the analysis of the relationship between affective evaluations and 

community commitment signals provide a clear and relatively consistent story.15 

Respondents in the ñsacrifice-physicalò condition see Reginald Washington as more 

likeable, genuine, helpful, and trustworthy (H5). These consistent findings offer empirical 

evidence for why Civil Rights leaders who often discussed their physical sacrifices to 

bring equality to the black community garnered strong support from co-racial 

constituents. These results also suggest that black candidates without the background to 

                                                      
15 The appendix contains an analysis that shows the effect of community commitment signaling on a 

composite affective evaluation measure that was created combining the overall evaluation, genuineness, 

helpfulness, and trustworthiness measures together (alpha= 0.71). As expected, the results provide support 

for the cohesive narrative put forth in Figures 1-4.  
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reference a personal sacrifice can reference a connection to an organization like the 

NAACP and get similar affective responses from voters (H3). This is an important 

contribution to our understanding of black political leadership because it explains how 

younger black politicians might be able to gain support from black voters when they do 

not have roots in the Civil Rights Movement or the experiences to draw on personal 

sacrifices they have made for the black community. 

As argued above, commitment signals do not only impact their affective 

evaluations of candidates but also how viable they are to the black community. The next 

section of this analysis delves into those implications by investigating how certain 

community commitment signals leads variation in perceptions of Reginald Washingtonôs 

viability amongst black and white voters, how responsive participants believed 

Washington would be to their communityôs needs, and the respondentsô willingness to 

support Washington. 
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Figure 4.8 

 
Note: +p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; All significance tests are two-tailed and relative 

to the Control Condition 

 

First, we will look at viability. Figure 4.8 shows us the difference in black 

participantsô perceptions of Reginald Washingtonôs viability amongst black versus white 

voters across experimental conditions.16 I construct a difference measure for the 

perceived viability of Reginald Washington by subtracting respondentsô perception of his 

viability among black voters from the perceived viability score among white voters. The 

difference measure allows me to examine how a given respondent views Washingtonôs 

viability for black citizens relative to his perceived viability amongst whites. The higher 

values represent the perception that Washington is more viable amongst black voters than 

white voters. On average, there is a 0.13 difference between the perceptions of viability 

from those individual in the ñsacrifice-physicalò condition that Reginald Washington 

                                                      
16 The separate analyses for the perceived viability amongst black and white voters can be found in the 

appendix.  
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would be able to gain support from black voters over white voters. This difference in 

viability is statistically different from the viability score difference in the control 

condition (M=0.02; p< 0.000). In the control condition, respondents perceived very little 

difference in whether Washington would be able to gain support from white and black 

voters (H5). Put another way, respondents felt that when Reginald Washington signaled 

his physical sacrifice for the black community he would be able to get more support from 

black voters than white voters. Similarly, respondents in the ñsocial ties- NAACPò 

condition (M=0.11) are more inclined to believe Reginald Washington will be more 

successful with black voters than white voters relative to subjects in the control condition 

(p < 0.001) (H3). On average those in the ñsacrifice-Financialò condition believe 

Reginald Washington will be more likely to get support from black voters than white 

voters (H4). Moreover, those respondents in the ñsocial ties- wifeò condition are slightly 

more inclined to believe that Washington will be more successful, relative to those in the 

control condition, in gaining support from black citizens.  

Figure 4.8 shows that referencing oneôs physical sacrifice or connection to an 

organization known for assisting the black community leads black individuals to think 

that other black people will support him. Moreover, when no community commitment 

signal is invoked, black individuals believe that the candidate has an almost equal chance 

of gaining support from white or black voters (H1). This offers another strong indication 

of the fact black voters use other information besides skin color to evaluate black 

candidates.     
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Figure 4.9 

 

Note: +p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; All significance tests are two-tailed and relative 

to the Control Condition 

Figure 4.10 

 

Note: +p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; All significance tests are two-tailed and relative 

to the Control Condition 
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Consistent with Figures 4.-4.9, Figure 4.10 shows that when Reginald 

Washington signaled his physical sacrifice for the black community (M=5.82), black 

respondents were more willing to support him relative to the condition where he signals 

no commitment to the black community (p<0.01) (H2). Additionally, we see the highest 

percentage of people willing to support Washington in the condition where he cites to his 

physical sacrifice (52%; p<.05). Again, we see that black individuals respond more 

favorably when black politicians invoke sacrifice on behalf of the group. Rewarding a 

black candidate who has sacrificed for the betterment of the group is also apparent when 

examining the difference in willingness to support between the control condition 

(M=5.04) and the ñSacrifice-Financialò condition, which is statistically significant (p < 

0.03) (H4). Also, similar to the physical sacrifice signal, a little more than half of the 

individuals in the financial sacrifice signal condition showed greater support for Reginald 

Washington (p<.10) than blacks in the control condition. The difference between the 

control and physical sacrifice conditions undergirds my claim that black people make 

distinctions between the kinds of signals that black politicians send and respond to them 

in varying ways. However, for those candidates who are unable to signal any form of 

sacrifice, we also see that discussing oneôs connection to an organization known for 

helping the black community like the NAACP (M=5.52) leads to a significant increase in 

the willingness to support Reginald Washington (p < 0.052) relative to the control (H3). 

While this difference is marginally significant, it highlights this social tie does lead to a 

substantively meaningful increase.   
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Discussion 

The results provide a consistent and convincing story about the relationship 

between a black politicianôs community commitment signals and blacksô evaluations of 

the political candidate. In particular, this chapter investigates this relationship when a 

black politicianôs commitment to the racial groupôs political interests is called into 

question. Moreover, this chapter provides answers to whether black voters gravitate 

toward certain kinds of community commitment signals more than others.  

As expected and consistent across most of the outcomes of interests, blacks in the 

ñSacrifice-Physicalò experimental condition gave Reginald Washington, on average, the 

highest evaluations relative to those who read the article where Washington did not signal 

any commitment to the black community. Variation between the signals suggests that the 

use of community commitment signals resonates the most with black individuals when a 

co-racial candidateôs accountability and commitment are called into question. This was 

not the case in chapter 3, which could explain the lack of difference between the two 

community commitment signals. One of the goals of this dissertation, broadly, is to 

understand how and why Civil Rights politicians have traditionally outperformed their 

new-style contemporaries in districts with a large black population. The results show that 

the sacrifice of oneôs physical safety resonates most with black voters and leads black 

voters to see candidates with the ability to sacrifice their well-being as the most viable, 

the most genuine, and the most trustworthy among other things.  

Those participants in the experimental condition where Reginald Washington 

cites to his financial sacrifice also viewed him positively relative to the control condition. 

The evaluations and perceptions they had for him were generally not as positive as those 

given to him in the physical sacrifice condition, but they were more positive than either 
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of the social ties conditions. The implications of these results speak to the sophisticated 

ways in which blacks make decisions about candidates to support. Between the sacrifice 

signals, black individuals show a nuanced understanding of what it means to put group 

interests above self-interests. The financial sacrifice signal resonates less with black 

voters because while a candidate is giving up a job for the sake of the group, it is not 

perceived to be the same as putting oneôs life or health in harmôs way. In other words, it 

is not perceived to be as costly a sacrifice as a physical sacrifice signal, thus black voters 

do not reward candidates who make financial sacrifices as equally. This insight into the 

distinctions black voters make between the kind of signals employed offers an 

undiscussed look into the considerations they make when evaluating co-racial candidates.  

The expectation that signals of community commitment would lead to more 

positive outcomes for Reginald Washington was not completely substantiated. While 

generally signals of community commitment led to an increase in affective evaluations 

and certain political evaluations, when Washington signaled his black wife Kyara, he 

received evaluations that were almost equal to or lower than when he did not signal 

commitment at all. Why this signal was not effective requires further investigation, but 

these results suggest that invoking oneôs spouse or family member as a potential 

accountability structure is not sufficient without providing details about that personôs 

background. When Barack Obama tied his racial narrative to his wifeôs, he often 

discussed her background and experiences instead of simply relying on her race to serve 

as the indication that she could and would hold him accountable to the norms and 

expectations of the black community. The experimental test presented in this chapter did 

not provide that kind of information about Washingtonôs wife, and the finding in Figure 2 
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where respondents indicated that they did not think Reginald Washingtonôs concern for 

the black community was genuine provide some evidence of what black individuals are 

looking for and also how they will respond when desired information is omitted. 

Participantsô lack of willingness to support Washington when he references his wife 

suggests that when trying to communicate that they have the potential to be held 

accountable to the group, black politicians have to provide more information about the 

individual or institution they seek to purport as their accountability mechanism.  

The benefits of signaling oneôs connection to a well-established accountability 

structure can be seen in the positive evaluations and political perceptions from those in 

the ñSocial Ties- NAACPò experimental condition. One of the questions the larger 

dissertation seeks to answer is how black politicians who have not made personal 

sacrifices can still be successful. The reactions from those participants randomly placed 

into the ñSocial Ties- NAACPò experimental condition provide some preliminary 

insights into how younger black politicians can be seen positively and subsequently gain 

support from black voters. Unlike the invocation of his wife, Reginald Washingtonôs 

connection to the NAACP, an organization known for its work on behalf of the black 

community, serves as a potent sign of his ability to be held accountable to the group. 

While the respondents in this condition do not give evaluations, or have perceptions that 

are higher than those given in the physical sacrifice experimental condition, they are 

comparable for many outcomes. This is an important expansion of what we know about 

endorsements from certain organizations as it pertains to the perceived viability and 

supportability of candidates who have constraints on what they can signal.  
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Conclusion 

 This chapter successfully builds off of the results from Chapter 3 by showing that 

black voters do make distinctions between community commitment signal types. 

However, these distinctions are made more apparent when doubt is cast on the 

candidateôs commitment and connection to the black community as is done in this 

chapterôs experimental design. What these results tell us is that black individuals pay 

attention when someoneôs commitment to the group is called into question and discern 

meaningful information from the candidateôs response. The notion that an opponent using 

the slight has to be credible for these doubts to be believed by black voters is moot in this 

design because the in only information given about Reginald Washingtonôs detractor, 

Tyrone Moseley, is that he is a potential opponent and black.  

 The power of community commitment signals is another key takeaway from this 

chapter that provides salient information about black political decision-making. While 

scholars have provided strong theoretical argumentation for the influence placing the 

groupôs interests above their own (Gurin et al 1990; Dawson 1994), this chapter shows 

what outcomes black politicians enjoy when they have personal sacrifice as a potential 

political strategy. This finding supports the theoretical claims in chapter 2 where I argue 

that personal sacrifice resonates more with black voters because the signal communicates 

a realized accountability to the racial groupôs political interests. By signaling their own 

sacrifice for the group, black politicians show that they have already been held 

accountable to the group and its expectations by giving up their well-being for the sake of 

political inclusion. This chapter operationalized realized and potential accountability 

through the experimental design, and shows that realized accountability is consistently 

more meaningful to black voters than displays of potential accountability through signals 
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of social ties. Realized accountability leads black voters to see a candidate as more likely 

to gain support from black voters, makes black individuals more willing to support the 

candidate, and leads to significant increases in affective evaluations of the candidate.   

Those candidates who are able to show that they are accountable to the racial 

group garner more support- meaning that the black community is able to effectively 

screen out politicians who they do not believe have their best interests at heart. These 

determinations are further complicated because they are happening without much regard 

for the candidateôs policy preferences. Most importantly, the results from this chapter 

provide insight into the political decision-making process of black voters, and shows it to 

be more nuanced than simply choosing to support a candidate based on physical 

similarities. The nuance of black political decision making is of particular consequence in 

electoral contexts in which black voters are choosing between two black Democratic 

candidates, and the results presented in this chapter illustrate how and why some black 

politicians are seen as more preferable. It is because the politician signaled a greater level 

of commitment to their community. While existing literature on being represented by a 

co-racial representative offers important information, it is difficult to isolate a mechanism 

to explain black behavior in contexts where blacks are choosing between two black 

candidates to support. This chapter shows that community commitment signals are a 

mechanism that explains black political decision-making in a range of contexts across 

numerous measures.  

This chapter explores this line of research by applying it to the relationship 

between black voters and black politicians, finding that those politicians whose signals 

are not seen as accountable do not enjoy positive evaluations from co-racial constituents. 
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While accountability is generally discussion in terms of election and reelection, for the 

black community it goes beyond that. Black voters want to know that they can hold a 

politician accountable to further the social and political interests of the group, and the 

implications of not being seen in such way go beyond simply not being reelected. When 

Reginald Washington referenced his wife as an accountability mechanism to show that he 

was accountable to group, participants were less inclined to believe he genuinely cared 

about the concerns of the black community and gave him lower evaluations than when he 

did not use any signals at all. This skepticism stems from the fact that, on average, 

respondents did not believe that his wife was an effective accountability mechanism.  

Understanding how the perceptions of potential accountability mechanisms work 

for black candidates who cannot signal sacrifice is an important contribution to what we 

know about black political behavior because it suggests that black voters not only want to 

see whether a politician is accountable but who or what is holding them accountable. This 

is more apparent in the high evaluations given when Reginald Washington highlights his 

connection to and endorsement from the NAACP, which leads to consistent high 

evaluations when compared to the control condition where he offers no signal of 

commitment to the racial group. Overall, black votersô relationship with black politicians 

goes well beyond looking for someone who looks like them to represent the group, and 

instead they seek someone whose signals convey a commitment and accountability to the 

racial group and its interests. This moves the literature on black political behavior 

forward in numerous ways that offers new insights into an important voting bloc in 

American politics.  
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This chapter moves scholarly understanding of how black voters make certain 

determinations when it comes to choosing between two black candidates. Furthermore, it 

provides strong evidence for why leaders during the Civil Rights Movement have been 

able to garner more support from black voters than those without that particular 

background. What this chapter leaves unknown, however, is whether these voting 

considerations are only made when choosing a co-racial candidate? Given that the desire 

for signals of community commitment is borne out of the Civil Rights Movement and its 

leaders, it is possible that black voters only expect that black politicians will only expend 

personal sacrifice, and their expectations for white candidates are different. The next 

chapter seeks to understand the potential generalizability of the community commitment 

signaling framework by using a very similar experimental design but changing the 

political candidateôs race from black to white. If white political candidate can be 

advantaged by community commitment signals, this further demonstrates that race of the 

candidate is not the only criteria blacks use when making voting decisions.   
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Chapter 5 Does It Matter if Youôre Black or White? Community Commitment Signalsô 
effect on White Candidate Evaluations 

 

In the last chapter, I explored how greater variation in a black candidateôs 

community commitment signaling led to changes in respondentsô political considerations 

and evaluations of the candidate when challenged by a fellow black Democrat. In this 

chapter, I seek to understand whether the political considerations made by blacks 

pertaining to a co-racial candidate can be applied to white candidates as well. I examine 

how black voters respond when a white candidate uses community commitment signals 

to convey accountability to the racial group finding that, on average and similar to the 

previous chapter, when a white candidate employs a physical sacrifice community 

commitment signal he is evaluated more positively when compared to a white candidate 

who does not employ a commitment signal. Interestingly, I also find that when a white 

candidate signals social connection to the racial group by referencing his black wife, 

respondents view him more positively than when he uses an endorsement from the 

NAACP as signal. This finding is a departure from chapter 4ôs findings and suggests that 

the effect of certain community commitment signals is contingent on the candidateôs 

race.  

Broadly, the results of this chapter emphasize the importance of delving further 

into our understandings of black political considerations. It is clear that black individuals 

are more discerning of white candidates than contemporary literature suggests. While 

scholars have often studied the social accountability structure of the black community in 

an intra-group context, this chapter shows that black individualsô preference for a 

representative that shows a realized accountability through personal sacrifice, particularly 

physical sacrifice, is not confined to the co-racial voting paradigm. Despite the clear 
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preference given to white candidates who show their accountability through the use of 

physical sacrifice community commitment signals, respondentsô evaluations when the 

candidate refers to his black wife shows how influential a black spouse can be for black 

votersô evaluations of an out-group representative. This chapter builds on the rest of the 

dissertation by showing that the community commitment signaling framework candidates 

use to show their accountability to the racial group is generalizable outside of the 

relationship between black voters and black candidates.  

Black Voters and White Candidate Evaluations  

The current work in political science on white candidate evaluations that tends to 

focus on how white individuals evaluate white candidates but does not actively engage 

how black voters look at white candidates. This is an important question to consider 

given that at numerous levels of government, black voters are choosing between white 

candidates. This is particularly true for higher political offices such as governors and 

Senators. If we rely on extant literature we are left to assume that black voters make no 

distinctions between white candidates, and that all white Democrats will be viewed 

positively by black voters. It seems unlikely that all black voters will positively evaluate 

white candidates, thus further investigation into what factors black voters account for 

when choosing white candidate is required. In particular this chapter seeks to situate itself 

in extant literature as well as explore how the community commitment signaling 

framework can applied when the signaler is white.  

There is some work that looks at how black voters evaluate white candidates, but 

these works are few. Among these works, Burge et al. (2018) seek to better understand 

how black individuals respond to targeted appeals radio advertisements. The authors find 

that black individuals who are exposed to stereotypical appeals (operationalized as radio 
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advertisements with rap music), black individuals do not punish white candidates. Indeed, 

the difference in their willingness to support the candidate, perceptions of the candidatesô 

trustworthiness, and willingness to mobilize for the candidate are no different from when 

the candidate uses no music in the radio advertisement. The authors go on to suggest that 

this surprising finding is the result of there being a floor affect for the white candidate, 

meaning that regardless of what the candidate does to appeal to black candidates their 

evaluations of him do not increase or decrease. Like Burge et al (2018), Wamble and 

Crawford (2018) confirm that when white candidates do things that would be construed 

by most as negative (i.e., appeal to the group with rap music or rely on stereotypes to 

critique blacks), black individualsô evaluations and attitudes towards the candidate are 

relatively unaffected. The authors find that when the critique is framed in a derogatory 

manner (ñBlacks focus too much on raceò) there is no meaningful difference in level of 

agreement from black respondents. The authors conclude that black individualsô 

willingness to agree with perceived out-group critics is unaffected if the critique is 

framed in a derogatory way. In other words, when the conservative critique of the black 

community is negative, black individuals make no distinction between the negatively 

framed critique and the critique without a frame.  

Additionally, Wamble and Crawford (2018) find that when black individuals read 

conservative critiques from perceived out-group candidates framed in ways that affirm 

the racial group (ñBlacks have worked hard to overcome discriminationò), black 

individuals are more likely to agree with the critiques. This suggests that when a 

perceived out-group or white candidate positively addresses the black community they 

may be perceived more positively.  These results show how black people use the black 
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utility heuristic or view the political world and their political decisions through the lens of 

the racial group, to evaluate white candidates. Because black people view the political 

world through the lens of their race, white candidates are more successful with the black 

community when they use racial appeals that affirm that group. However, while this 

literature expands much of what we know about how black individuals view and evaluate 

white candidates, it shines little light on whether the evaluative considerations blacks 

make for co-racial candidates are the same considerations made for racial out-group 

candidates.  

Dawson (1994) also argues that, because of the way black individuals use race in 

their political considerations, political candidates, parties, or organizations that are 

viewed as beneficial to furthering the political interests and inclusion of the black 

community generally garner support from black voters (98). With this framework in mind 

that I expect that the desire for accountability many black people have is not limited to 

co-racial candidates. If, as Dawson suggests, black voters will support those individuals 

who they perceive care about the black communityôs political goals, we should expect 

that it is possible for white candidates to gain support from black voters. However, I 

believe that black voters do not view and evaluate all white Democrats in the same way. 

Thus, those white candidates who employ community commitment signaling will be 

perceived as more preferable to those white candidates who do not.  

White Politicians and Community Commitment Signaling 

Like their black counterparts, many white politicians at different levels of elected 

office have to appeal to the black community and like black politicians, they employ 

different strategies to do so. For example, during his 2016 Presidential campaign, 

Vermont Senator Bernie Sanders released his ñProgressò advertisement where he spoke 
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of his time as an activist saying, ñAt the University of Chicago, I got involved in the Civil 

Rights Movement. We ended up engaging in a sit in demonstrationé I went to 

Washington [D.C.] to demonstrate, on the mallé I had the feeling that, at the moment, I 

was a part of historyò (Sanders). This quote is accompanied by pictures of him during his 

time as a student as well as pictures of him and others during the sit-in. In another 

interview on ñMeet the Pressò Sanders said, ñI've been involved in the Civil Rights 

movement all of my life. And I believe that we have to deal with this issue of institutional 

racismò (NBC News). I contend that statements like these is a way for Sanders to signal 

physical sacrifice. By not only connecting himself with the Civil Rights Movement, but 

also discussing his personal involvement in the movement, Sanders makes it clear that he 

has done work to further the interests of the black community. Indeed, during his 

campaign, photographs of his 1963 arrest during a protest against segregation surfaced 

and ñbolster[ed] the candidateôs narrative about his civil rights activismò (Skiba 2016). I 

argue that Sanders and his campaign used his statements about his time as an activist and 

the photographs of his arrest to signal to black voters that he has sacrificed his physical 

well-being for the sake of racial equality.  

Though former Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton was unable to reference any 

Civil Rights movement activism during her campaign, she signaled social ties to the 

black community by aligning herself with the ñMothers of the [Black Lives Matter] 

Movement,ò who are the mothers of 5 black individuals who were all killed in police 

related shootings. The women often spoke about Clintonôs compassion for racial issues 

and encouraged their fellow black community members to vote for her (Siddiqui 2016). I 

contend that through her association with these individuals, Clinton is able to signal to 
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the black community that she understands the plight many black individuals face at the 

hands of racial injustices, and can be held accountable to address them because of this 

association with prominent women in the black community.  

New York City Mayor Bill deBlasio also relied on social connections to the black 

community, and often showed his ability to be held accountable to the racial group by 

employing social tie community commitment signals that involved his black wife and 

their bi-racial children. Bill deBlasioôs use of his family as signals to the black 

community that he could be held accountable played a large role in his success in gaining 

96% of the black vote (Grynbaum 2013). Indeed, one writer writes ñIn the Bronx, some 

African-American voters defaulted to a shorthand: ''the man with the black wifeò and 

quotes another black individual from Harlem who said, ñ[w]hen people saw his family, 

they felt, 'Here is someone who understands and relates to me on a level on which I can 

be comfortableôò (Grynbaum 2013). In these quotes we that many within New Yorkôs 

black community saw deBlasioôs black family members as a sign that he would be able to 

understand their perspectives and experiences. In particular, people valued his wife, 

Chirlain McCray saying, 

 

ñThe central role of Ms. McCray, who Mr. de Blasio has declared will be a 

significant figure in his administration, also buoyed those who felt previous 

mayors simply did not have a direct connection to African-Americans. 'You have 

a black woman sitting there who can say, 'My side of the family is hurting over 

here, now.' He's going to hear that direct,'' said Walter Edwards, a real estate 

developer in Harlem. ñHe's not going to get it from somebody off the street he has 

no relationship withò (Grynbaum 2013).   

 

Many took his marriage to a black woman to mean that the black community and 

its goals and expectations would met because deBlasioôs family, in particular his wife, 

are members of the black community who can voice the communityôs concerns and see to 
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it that he addresses them.  Black voters saw deBlasioôs marriage and perceived that 

because of his social tie to the community, Bill deBlasio would be held accountable when 

his wife ñfamily is hurting.ò The passages also suggest the assumption that the direct 

connection he has with his wife holds more weight than any other relationship with black 

individuals he might have were he not married to her.   

The final example of white candidates employing community commitment signals 

can be found in the electoral success of Memphis Congressman Steve Cohen, a white, 

Jewish, Memphis native who gained office in a majority black district in 2007 and has 

since maintained his seat (Brown 2009). Extant literature cannot explain how a white 

man has been able to keep his seat in a majority black district despite having run against 

numerous viable and well-known black opponents. My theory of the community 

commitment signaling framework offers an explanation for why, despite not being a 

black representative, Cohen has maintained support amongst his black constituents. He 

has shown his commitment to the issues that constituents face. Additionally, he tried to 

join the Congressional Black Caucus (referred to as CBC from this point) because of the 

racial makeup of his district, and while the CBC did not allow him to join they have 

endorsed him in many of his elections over his black opponents (Brown 2009). These 

gestures, many of which are symbolic, show Cohenôs accountability to the black voters in 

his district by showing his prioritization of their interests and strong connections to 

meaningful organizations in the black community. His desire to join the CBC could be 

perceived as an attempt to better work on behalf of black voters, and the endorsements he 

receives from well-respected black leaders serve as a signal to voters that, though he is 

not black, he has support from black members who are perceived to be working to help 
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the black community who can hold him accountable to the groupôs political needs. This 

chapter seeks to better understand how signals, like those employed by Cohen and others, 

affect the ways in which black voters evaluate white candidates and behave politically.  

Hypotheses 

Given the lack of literature investigating the considerations black voters make as 

it pertains to white candidates, and the prominence of the black utility heuristic within 

black political behavior, I crafted the following hypotheses:  

H1:  I expect that black voters will respond more positively when the community 

commitment signal is one of personal sacrifice than when it is a social ties signal. 

H1a: Between the physical and financial personal sacrifice community 

commitment signals, I expect that the personal sacrifice signal is most 

effective in leading black voters to positively view the candidate.  

H2: Between the individual and institutional social ties community commitment 

signals, I expect that the institutional social tie will lead to more positive 

evaluations.   

H3: I hypothesize that when no community commitment signal is employed black 

voters will give the candidate the lowest evaluation.  

Methods 

Experiment and Sample 

To test my arguments about the effect of different community commitment 

signals on the candidate evaluations of a white candidate, I use a similar experimental 

design from chapter 4 with some slight alterations for the sake of validity to observe how 

blacks evaluate candidates based on the information the candidates provide pertaining to 

their sacrifices or connections to the racial group. As in chapter 4, respondents are 
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exposed to an article about a House of Representatives hopeful, Reginald Wallace17, a 

fictitious candidate, who is considering running for office. In the experiment, instead of 

responding to being called a member of the ñwhite Democratic establishment,ò Wallace 

addresses the allegation that he ñcannot represent the interests of the communityò made 

by a black politician, with the same name as in chapter 4, Thomas Moseley.18 The 

experimental manipulation is in Wallaceôs response to his opponentôs claim. I 

operationalize the realized and potential accountability mechanisms discussed in the 

community commitment framework by varying the signals Wallace uses to refute the 

claims made by Thomas Moseley.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
17 The change in the candidateôs last name was for believability. As mentioned in the last 

chapter, according to the 2010 Census, approximately 87.5% of the individuals with the 

last name of ñWashingtonò are African American. In order to ensure no doubt was cast 

about the white candidate I changed the last name to Wallace, and, according to the 2010 

Census, approximately 69% of individuals with this last name are white.  

 
18 This change was made from the last chapter because the slight that Wallace is ñpart of 

the white Democratic establishmentò is a moot point considering he is white. The effect 

of that particular slight would not carry the same weight, if any, as it did when leveraged 

against a black candidate. Instead, I looked to the Congressional race in Memphis, TN 

where W.W. Herenton ran against Steve Cohen, and leveraged the racial differences as an 

explanation for why Cohen was unfit to be able to represent the interests of Memphisôs 

black population.   
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Table 5.1 Demographic Characteristics of Full 

Sample 

Observations (N) 1150 

Sex 

          Male 575 

          Female 575 

Party Identification (%)  

        Strong Democrat 51 

        Weak Democrat 16 

        Leaning Democrat 9 

        Independent 15 

        Leaning Republican 3 

        Weak Republican 2 

        Strong Republican 5 

Age 38 years old 

Income $40,000-49,999 

Education Level Some College 

Note: % Entries are rounded to the nearest whole 

number, and there may not sum to 100. 

Design 

 Respondents were randomly assigned to 5 experimental conditions. The 

conditions are similar to the design in Chapter 4 with four treatment conditions Social 

Ties- Wife, Social Ties- NAACP, Sacrifice- Physical, Sacrifice- Financial (see Table 2 

for exact article language). The look of the experimental conditions into which 

participants are randomized is nearly identical to the look of the conditions in chapter 4. 

However, in this design, the photograph of the candidate depicts a white candidate 

instead. The content of the article still discusses Wallaceôs Congressional campaign and 

his response to the slight leveraged by Tyrone Mosely, a black opponent.  After the news 

article, respondents were asked about their perceptions of Reginald Wallaceôs 

commitment to the black community, his racial background, their perceptions of 
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Wallaceôs trustworthiness, and a series of questions about their willingness to support 

Reginald Wallace in a number of ways.  

There are two Social Ties condition in which Reginald Wallace signals that he is 

connected to his wife or the NAACP. These signals convey Reginald Wallace 

commitment to the black community and that he can be held accountable to the group 

through his wife or the organization. I argue that Wallace will use these signals of 

community commitment because he wants to show black constituents that he has the 

potential, through these associations, to be held accountable to meet the expectations of 

many black voters. These conditions differ from one another because the ñNAACPò 

condition invokes a prominent black institution as opposed to a black individual to show 

social connections to the racial group. Given that the NAACP is an important institution 

within the black community, I posit that, as a white candidate, Wallaceôs use of the 

organizationôs endorsement of him as a candidate as a signal will lead individuals to see 

the potential of his being accountable to the racial group. I think that this will be 

particularly true because Wallace is white, and thus blacks are less inclined to offer him 

higher levels of affective attachment they might give to co-racial candidates. To that end, 

I expect that the NAACPôs endorsement of a white candidate suggests that he, Wallace, is 

a worthy advocate of the community and deserving of black support.   

In the two ñPersonal Sacrificeò conditions, Wallace shows uses physical or 

financial personal sacrifice community commitment signals to show black individuals 

that he has already acted in ways that shows his understanding to the black communityôs 

goals and his accountability as a white representative to make sure those goals are met by 

putting his personal interests behind black peopleôs political needs. These two conditions 
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vary the kind of personal sacrifice Wallace makes in recognition that placing the groupôs 

interests before oneôs own does not always mean physical sacrifices. That said, I argue 

that oneôs involvement in a protest in which oneôs physical safety is a strong signal that 

suggests high levels of accountability to the racial group. As theorized in chapter 2, I 

contend that blacks expect black representatives to  

Figure 5.1 Example of Experimental Condition- Control 
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Table 5.2 Transcripts of Reginald Wallaceôs Statement Manipulation 

Article Title: ñCongressional Hopeful responds to Opponentôs Slight.ò 

Control 

(N=229) 

Social Ties - 

Wife 

(N=234) 

Social Ties - 

NAACP 

(N=238) 

Personal Sacrifice- 

Financial 

(N=221) 

Personal Sacrifice- 

Physical 

(N=228) 

ñIôve heard 

Mr. 

Moseley has 

said that I 

am óunable 

to represent 

the interests 

of the 

community.ô 

 

 Such 

statements 

made to hurt 

my chances 

at election 

are further 

proof of the 

change in 

leadership 

Washington 

needs.ò  

ñIôve heard Mr. 

Moseley has 

said that I am 

óunable to 

represent the 

interests of the 

community,ô 

which shows 

that he clearly 

does not know 

my wife, 

Kyara, 

because if I 

had turned my 

back on black 

people, she 

would have all 

the locks 

changed, and 

my things 

would be on 

the street. 

  

Such statements 

made to hurt 

my chances at 

election are 

further proof of 

the change in 

leadership we 

need. 

Iôve heard Mr. 

Moseley has said 

that I am óunable 

to represent the 

interests of the 

community,ô 

which shows 

that he clearly 

does not know 

that I am 

backed by our 

local NAACP 

chapter. If I 

turned my back 

on black people, 

they mostly 

certainly would 

not support me.  

 

Such statements 

made to hurt my 

chances at 

election are 

further proof of 

the change in 

leadership we 

need.ò 

ñIôve heard Mr. 

Moseley has said 

that I am óunable to 

represent the 

interests of the 

community,ô which 

shows that he 

clearly does not 

know that I gave 

up my job at a 

prominent law firm 

to work as an 

attorney for 

numerous civil 

rights 

organizations. If I 

had turned my 

back on black 

people, I would 

have remained in 

corporate America 

and collected my 

check.  

 

Such statements 

made to hurt my 

chances at election 

are further proof of 

the change in 

leadership we need.ò 

ñIôve heard Mr. 

Moseley has said 

that I am óunable to 

represent the 

interests of the 

community,ô which 

shows that he 

clearly does not 

know that I have 

been hit with 

rubber bullets, 

tear gassed, and 

put in jail while 

fighting for 

equality.  

If I had turned my 

back on black 

people, it would be 

an insult to all of 

those  

people for whom I 

fight.ò  

 

 

Such statements 

made to hurt my 

chances at election 

are further proof of 

the change in 

leadership we need. 
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Outcome Measures 

This chapter seeks to understand the relationship between white candidates who 

employ community commitment signals. I investigate this relationship by looking at 

numerous outcome variables to better investigate how community commitment signals 

affect the behaviors and attitudes of black voters. Instead of relying on hard facts, voters 

seek out information that informs their overall impression of a political candidate, and the 

valence of that information (e.g., positive or negative) affects the way voters evaluate 

political candidates (Lodge et al 1995). If, as established in the literature, affective 

evaluations such as perceptions of a candidateôs trustworthiness and Feeling 

Thermometers, ability to represent, etc. are used by voters to determine to whom they 

will give their support, I posit that black voters seek out information in order to inform 

and update their affective evaluations of a candidate. To investigate how community 

commitment signals affect black respondentsô evaluations of candidates, I test their effect 

on the following outcome measures: 

1. Feeling Thermometer: We would like to get your feelings about some groups and 

public figures in American society. When you see the name of a person or group, 

please rate it with what we call a feeling thermometer by moving the mouse 

pointer and clicking on the thermometer on a number from 0 to 100. Ratings 

between 0 and 49 degrees mean that you don't feel favorably toward the person or 

group and that you don't care too much for that person or group; ratings between 

51 and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorably and warm toward the person or 

group. If you don't feel particularly warm or cold toward a person or group you 

would rate them at 50 degrees. 
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2. Trustworthiness to Further black interests: How much do you think you can trust 

Reginald Wallace to address the interests that are important to the black 

community? The answer options were on a scale of 0-10, 0 being "Not at All" and 

10 being "Very Much."   

3. Perceived Genuineness: How genuine do you think Reginald Wallace is about 

addressing the interests that are important to the black community? 0 being "Not 

at all Genuine" and 10 being "Very Genuine."  With the answer options being on 

a scale of 0-10, 0 being "Not at Genuine" and 10 being "Very Genuine."  

4. Perceived Partisanship: Based on what you read, with which political party do 

you think Reginald Wallace is affiliated?1. Democrat, 2. Republican 3. 

Independent. 

5. Perceived Constituency: Based on what you read, who do you think Reginald 

Wallace will represent best? With 1 being African American and 2 White, 

6. Difference in Viability (Blacks-Whites): This measure looks at respondentsô 

perceptions of the candidateôs ability to gain support for white and black voters. 

The question asked for perceptions of black support and white support separately 

is worded as, ñhow likely, if at all, do you think Reginald Wallace will be able to 

gain support from [black or white] voters? With a 5ïpoint Likert scale from 

Extremely Unlikely to Extremely Likelyò 

7. Ability to Represent: Based on what you read, how likely are you to believe that 

Reginald Wallace can represent your political interests? With a 5ïpoint Likert 

scale from Extremely Unlikely to Extremely Likelyò 
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8. Willingness to Support: Based on the information you have heard, how willing 

would you be to support Reginald Wallace? On a scale of 0 to 10, 0 being "Not at 

All Willing"  and 10 being "Very Willing."  

Results 

To analyze the influence of particular community commitment signals, I employ a 

series of t-tests to compare the means or proportions of outcomes across the experimental 

conditions. This statistical method allows for a clear comparison of the effect of the 

particular type of community commitment condition. In addition, I display the percentage 

of individuals within each condition that responded positively to the candidate.  

Figure 5.2 

 
Note: *=p<.05; **p<.01; All significance testing is two-tailed and relative to the 

Control Condition 
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Figure 5.3 

 
Note: *=p<.05; **p<.01; All significance testing is two-tailed and relative to the 

Control Condition 

 

We begin this analysis by investigating how Figure 5.2 shows that all the 

community commitment signals lead to an increase in trustworthiness, but the strongest 

effect is among those in the physical sacrifice condition.  When Wallace signals his 

physical sacrifice (M=5.80) for the black community, respondents perceived him to be 

the more trustworthy to advance the black communityôs political interests (p<.01) 

compared to when he did not employ any community commitment signaling (M=5.12). 

Similarly, signals where Wallace claims he sacrificed his financial well-being for to work 

for civil rights organizations (M=5.78) also led to Wallace being seen as more 

trustworthy relative to when he signaled no commitment at all (p<.01). These two 

findings suggest that signaling a form of sacrifice for the sake of the racial group 

resonates the most with black individuals compared to when no signal is used at all 
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confirming my argument that when candidates, regardless of race, employ costlier 

signals, they are rewarded by black constituents. Wallaceôs discussion of social tie to his 

wife Kyara (M=5.67) led to him being seen as more trustworthy (p<.05) for those in that 

experimental condition than for respondents randomized into the condition where he did 

not signal any commitment to the community at all. Being connected to a black 

individual carried more weight for respondents than being endorsed by the NAACP 

suggesting that having a personal social tie to the black community communicates a 

stronger level of accountability to the black community than having an institutional tie. A 

possible explanation for this unexpected finding could be found by returning to the 

deBlasio example discussed earlier. Black individuals, like those interviewed, could feel 

that a white man being married to a black woman is a meaningful step given the general 

feelings around interracial marriage, and as such Wallaceôs invocation of his wife as an 

accountability structure is seen as genuine because it shows deference to an in-group 

member.  

 Figure 5.3 shows the influence the experimental conditions had on the percentage 

of respondents who believed that Reginald Wallace could be trusted to further the 

interests of the black community. Consistent with the average effects in Figure 5.2, we 

see that when Wallace signals his commitment by physical sacrifice, almost 56% of 

respondents see him as trustworthy relative to when he uses no community commitment 

signal and a little more than 41% of respondents in that condition perceived him as 

trustworthy (p<.01).  Also, consistent with the results in 5.2, we see that 53% of 

respondents who read about how Wallaceôs wife Kyara would hold him accountable, and 

52.2% of respondents exposed to Wallaceôs discussion of his financial sacrifice perceived 
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him to be more trustworthy when compared to those respondents in the control condition 

(p<.05). Again, we see a white candidate who employs physical sacrifice signals 

resonating the most with black respondents leading a greater number of them to see him 

as trustworthy, which offers more evidence for the effect of that community commitment 

signalôs strength for white politicians when it comes to influencing the political attitudes 

of black voters.  

Figure 5.4 

 

Note: *=p<.05; **p<.01; All significance tests are two-tailed and relative to the 

Control condition. 
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Figure 5.5 

 

Note: *=p<.05; **p<.01; All significance tests are two-tailed and relative to the 

Control condition. 

 

 An important aspect of oneôs evaluations that is often measured in research is the 

candidateôs ability to represent votersô interests. In contemporary literature, scholars find 

that white voters believe black politicians are unable to represent their interests because 

of their racial identity (Terkildsen 1993; Schneider and Bos 2011; Krupnikov and Piston 

2014; Jacobsmeier 2015) When asked if Reginald Wallace would be able to represent 

their interests, subjects who read that Wallace had given his blood, sweat, and tears for 

the black community (M=3.28) believed he was able to represent their interests much 

more able to represent their interests (p<.01) than those subjects in the control condition 

who read the article where he used no signals (M=2.91). Additionally, those subjects in 

the conditions where Wallace mentioned his financial sacrifice (M=3.15) or his 
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relationship with his wife Kyara (M=3.15) were also seen as having a greater ability to 

represent the interests of the subjects in those conditions relative to the evaluations 

earned by Wallace from those in the control condition (p<.05). The results presented in 

Figure 5.4 show that signaling physical sacrifice leads to being perceived to have a 

greater ability to represent black people, and that being married to an individual of the 

black community or giving up a high paying job to work for the black community also 

leads to being seen as able to represent the groupôs political interests.  

 Figure 5.5 offers further evidence that community commitment reassures 

respondents the candidate will represent their interests. For example, nearly 42% of the 

respondents in the physical sacrifice condition believed he could represent the black 

communityôs political interests. Relative to the control condition, where only 26.6% of 

the respondents believed him to be able, and this difference is statistically significant 

(p<.01). Higher percentages of participants who read the articles about Wallaceôs wife or 

his financial sacrifice believed Wallace to be able to represent black interests relative to 

the control (p<.01 for both) providing greater evidence how certain community 

commitment signals have a strong influence on how candidates are perceived.  

It is worth noting that because Reginald Wallace is a white candidate, we would 

expect perceptions of his ability to represent the black community to be diminished 

because of the lack of positive affect black individuals tend to have towards out-group 

members. The fact that a white candidate can employ community commitment signals to 

garner more support from the black community shows how powerful these signals can be 

in altering perceptions of candidates who would, without these signals, be seen as less 

able to represent blacks.  
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Figure 5.6 

 

Note: *=p<.05; **p<.01; All significance tests are two-tailed and relative to the 

Control condition. 

Figure 5.7 

 
Note: *=p<.05; **p<.01; All significance tests are two-tailed and relative to the 

Control condition. 
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Scholars of candidate evaluations often use the feeling thermometer to gauge the 

general feelings individuals have for prominent political figures or groups. The 

thermometer allows for us to be able to better gauge the nuances of peopleôs emotional 

attachment, or lack thereof for individuals. When asked to rate their feelings about 

Reginald Wallace on a scale of 0-100, respondents in the control condition, where 

Wallace does not signal commitment, (M=47.28) give him a low or ñcoolò feeling 

thermometer rating suggesting negative sentiments about him. Comparatively, Wallace is 

viewed more warmly when he signals his community commitment through a discussion 

of his physical sacrifice for the racial group (M=56.07; p<.01). Wallaceôs display of his 

financial sacrifice also resonated with respondents and led to more positive ratings 

(M=55.21; p<.01). Consistent with the other evaluations, the mention of Wallaceôs wife 

Kyara as a social tie and potential accountability mechanism led respondents in the 

condition to rate him highly (M=53.87) when compared to the control condition (p<.01), 

and while not statistically different from 0, when highlighting his endorsement from the 

NAACP, Wallace is evaluated higher (M=51.80) than when no community commitment 

signal is used. In sum, when Reginald Wallace signals any form of community 

commitment, he is evaluated more positively, but the evaluation given to Wallace from 

those participants in the physical sacrifice experimental condition suggests that this 

particular signal meaningful.  

 Figure 5.7 shows the percentage of individuals who feel warmly towards Reginald 

Wallace (rated him above 50 on feeling thermometer). A greater percentage (57.5%) of 

respondents felt warmer towards Wallace when he responded to his opponentôs slight by 

referencing his physical sacrifice for the black community relative to when he did not 
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reference any commitment to the black community (41.9%). This difference is 

statistically significant (p<.01), and provides support for how the physical sacrifice 

community commitment signal leads to higher positive evaluations of a white political 

candidate. Moreover, consistent with the other outcomes of interests and the means 

presented in Figure 5.6, when Wallace referenced his wife (54.3%) or giving up his high 

paying job to work for civil rights organizations (56.8%), a higher percentage of 

respondents rated him warmly (p<.01).  

 

Figure 5.8 

 

Note: *=p<.05; **p<.01; All significance tests are two-tailed and relative to the 

Control condition. 
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Figure 5.9 

 
Note: *=p<.05; **p<.01; All significance tests are two-tailed and relative to the 

Control condition. 

 

One concept that I felt was important to include in this work was the perception of 

genuineness to get a sense of respondents who were exposed to certain signals were more 

inclined to think the candidate was pandering to them, or if they believed that his concern 

for the black community was real. The results in Figure 5.8 show that when Wallace 

shows his community commitment by sacrificing his physical well-being, he is seen as 

having being more genuine (M=5.7) in his concern for the black community relative to 

when he does not show any commitment (M=5.02; p<.01). When discussing his financial 

sacrifice (M=5.46), Wallace is seen as more genuine though it falls outside of 

conventional statistical significance (p<.10). The findings presented in this picture could 

be indicative of the difficulties white candidates face in proving their genuine concern for 

the black community. Black respondents seem to respond the most to the costliest signal 

of physical sacrifice which suggest that black individuals need to see strong signals in 
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order to believe that a white candidateôs purported concern for the community is genuine. 

Figure 5.9 shows that in the condition where Wallace discusses his wifeôs reaction to the 

potential of him turning his back on black people, approximately 51% of the respondents 

in that condition perceived him to be genuine. This is statistically different from the 

neutral condition where he offers no commitment signal (p<.05). We find similar results 

when he discusses his financial sacrifice. However, we also see that less people, relative 

to the control condition, believed him to be genuine when he referenced his physical 

sacrifice (p<.10).  

Figure 5.10 

 

Note: *=p<.05; **p<.01; All significance tests are two-tailed and relative to the 

Control condition. 

 

Next, I consider if respondents can infer his partisan affiliation from his 

commitment to the community. Although his party affiliation is not explicitly stated, and 

the findings in Figure 6 show that subjectsô perceptions of his affiliation varied greatly 

based on the kind of community commitment signal they were exposed to. Respondents 
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in the control condition saw Wallace as being much closer to a Republican than a 

Democrat. Conversely, when Wallaceôs response to Moseleyôs claim that he could not 

represent the interests of the black community referenced his physical sacrifice for the 

racial group, subjects were more likely, when compared to the control condition, to 

perceive him as being closer to a Democrat (p<.01). Subjects in the NAACP social ties 

condition also perceived his affiliation to be closer to the Democratic Party than when he 

sent no signal of community commitment (p<.10). These findings provide meaningful 

insights into the kind of information community commitment signals communicate when 

certain details about a candidate are not made available. The fact that subjects in the 

physical sacrifice condition see the partisanship of Reginald Wallace as being closer to 

their own (67% of the sample identifies as Democrat) suggests a perceived political 

closeness with the candidate when he highlights that particular sacrifice.  

Figure 5.11 

 

Note: *=p<.05; **p<.01; All significance tests are two-tailed and relative to the 

Control condition. 
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The results presented in Figure 5.11 build on the findings in Figure 5.10 about 

Reginald Wallaceôs perceived partisan affiliation. Respondents in the physical sacrifice 

condition were more likely when compared to those in the control condition to believe 

that he would represent black people best (p<.05). This finding suggests that when white 

candidates signal physical sacrifice they are more likely to be seen as better representing 

blacks relative to whites. No other signal of community commitment led subjects to 

believe that Reginald Wallace would represent blacks best, which speaks to the power of 

that particular community commitment signal.  

Figure 5.12 

 
Note: *=p<.05; **p<.01; All significance tests are two-tailed and relative to the 

Control condition. 

 

I examine whether the candidateôs viability differs as a function of the condition 

to which respondents are randomly assigned. Figure 5.12 shows us the difference in 

participantsô perceptions of Reginald Wallaceôs viability. I construct a difference measure 
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for the subjectsô perceived viability of Reginald Wallace by subtracting respondentsô 

perception of his ability to get support from black voters from their perception of his 

ability to get support from white voters. The difference measure allows me to examine 

how a given respondent views Wallaceôs viability for blacks relative to his perceived 

viability for whites. The higher, more positive values represent the survey participantôs 

perception that Wallace is more viable amongst black voters than white voters. We see 

that, on average, when Wallace employs the physical sacrifice (M=.02) he perceived to 

be more viable for black voters relative to when he employs no commitment signal (M=-

.15; pÒ.01). When discussing his endorsement from the NAACP (M=-.06) and his 

financial sacrifice (M=-.07), Wallace is seen as more viable for black voters relative to 

the control condition (pÒ.05). The findings presented in Figure 8 show that blacks require 

the costliest signal in order to believe that black voters will vote for a white candidate. 

Despite being seen as more viable for blacks the other community commitment signals 

were not convincing enough for black voters to believe that Reginald Wallace would be 

more likely to gain support from black voters over white voters.  
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Figure 5.13 

 

Note: *=p<.05; **p<.01; All significance tests are two-tailed and relative to the 

Control condition. 

 

Figure 5.14 

 
Note: *=p<.05; **p<.01; All significance tests are two-tailed and relative to the 

Control condition. 

 



 129 

 On average, those who were randomly placed into the experimental 

condition where Reginald Wallace responded to Tyrone Moseley by pointing out his 

physical sacrifice for the black community (M=5.46) are more willing to support Wallace 

than those participants in the control condition (M=4.68; p<.01). Wallaceôs financial 

sacrifice (M=5.29) resonated with respondents leading for a significant increase their 

willingness to support him relative to those who read the article where he did not offer 

any sense of community (p<.05). Both the sacrifice signals lead to meaningful increases 

in willingness to support Wallace while the social ties conditions where Wallace 

references his wife (M=5.19) or his endorsement from the NAACP (M=5.13) lead to 

increases that fall outside of conventional significance (p<.10). As with all the findings in 

this chapter, Reginald Wallace is more likely to gain support from black voters when he 

signals physical sacrifice. While financial sacrifice generally leads to positive evaluations 

of Wallace from those in that experimental condition, it is not as meaningful as when he 

discusses how heôs put himself in harmôs way in order to help the black community.  

A greater percentage of the respondents in the physical sacrifice and financial sacrifice 

experimental conditions were willing to support Reginald Wallace (50% and 48% 

respectively; p<.01 for both) when compared to the control condition. Additionally, 44% 

of those respondents in the experimental condition when Wallace referred to his wife, 

Kyara, as holding him accountable were willing to support him, which is a meaningful 

difference (p<.05) in percentage relative to the percentage of those willing to support him 

in the control condition.  

Overall, these results demonstrate that the physical sacrifice has the strongest effect 

on causing blacks to be more supportive of a white political candidate.  Additionally, we 
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see that the lack of community commitment signals consistently leads to lower 

evaluations while using some kind of sacrificial signal leads to the highest average 

evaluation and a greater percentage of individuals exposed to those signals viewing the 

candidate positively, which leads to a greater willingness to support him.  

Discussion 

The findings presented in this chapter demonstrate that community commitment 

signals also benefit white political candidates. This chapter offers a fresh perspective on 

our understandings of the ways in which white politicians can appeal to black voters, and 

which of these appeals are most effective at garnering positive evaluations. Furthermore, 

this chapter furthers our intuition about how black votersô affinity for white candidates 

vary based on the type of community commitment signals they employ. 

As expected, and consistent across numerous outcome variables, when Reginald 

Wallace referenced his physical sacrifice for the black community, he received, on 

average, the highest evaluations relative to when he did not signal any community 

commitment at all in the control condition. Signaling oneôs physical sacrifice for the 

racial group is the costliest of the signals offered, and the results in this chapter tell us 

that the costliness of signal resonates in a similar fashion for both white and black 

candidates. This moves our understanding of this particular community commitment 

signal forward because it suggests that its impact is generalizable to politicians from 

other groups, and that black voters want to see candidates, regardless of their racial 

background, embodying the actions of Civil Rights leaders who often sacrificed 

physically for the sake of black political progress.  

In addition to the positive evaluations when Reginald Wallace signaled physical sacrifice, 

we also see that those respondents who read about his financial sacrifice evaluated him 
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positively compared to when he used no community commitment signal. Again, these 

results suggest that black voters prize signals that show a candidate choosing the black 

communityôs interests over their own personal gain. This expectation and desire are not 

confined to co-racial candidates, which provides further evidence of the power and 

influence community commitments of sacrifice have on black perceptions of political 

candidates. Moreover, the fact that the evaluations for Wallace are not as high when he 

signals financial sacrifice as when he speaks about his physical sacrifice indicate that 

black individuals are making distinctions about the sacrifices candidates make, and 

evaluating them based on those distinctions despite the fact that the signal is still one 

where the candidate places the groupôs interest above their individual interest. The 

display of physical sacrifice signals a realized accountability that shows black voters that 

the candidate has already worked on behalf of the black community, which leads to a 

higher percentage of black voters believing his trustworthiness. Moreover, on average, 

black respondents in the physical sacrifice condition perceive higher levels of trust 

relative to when no signal is used.  

These similarities in the results presented in chapter 4 and this chapter drive home 

the point that black voters desire representatives who have the ability to use signals that 

reference what they have already done for the black community. Community 

commitment signals of personal sacrifice, while inspired by the acts of the leader of the 

Civil Rights Movement, are not only effective for black representatives, and offers white 

politicians, of whom black voters may be more critical, the opportunity to prove that they 

are committed to the racial group and its political interests. The general acceptance of this 

signal shows black votersô preference for a representative, regardless of race, that is able 
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to show realized accountability to the racial group. White candidates who can use signals 

of past sacrifices on behalf of the racial group are able to communicate that they 

understand and have already placed the groupôs political interests above their individual 

interests to further the black communityôs political inclusion. We saw these kinds of 

signals from Bernie Sanders who often cited his experience in the Civil Rights Movement 

to explain his understandings of the racial injustices many black people face, and why he 

was qualified to handle them having already been active in the past.  

Despite the consistency in findings for the personal sacrifice community 

commitment signals the evaluations when the white candidate employs social tie 

community commitment signals tell a different story than his black counterpart in chapter 

4. When Reginald Wallace, the white candidate references his wife, he receives high 

evaluations relative to the control condition across numerous evaluative outcomes. 

Conversely, when he signaled his endorsement from the NAACP, respondents gave him 

lower evaluations relative to the social ties wife condition. It appears that the individual 

connection to a member of the black community by way of marriage is a meaningful 

signal to black voters about a white candidateôs ability to further the interests of the black 

community. I believe that the conscious effort to marry outside of the race is meaningful, 

but in particular marrying a person who seemingly cares about the black community 

enough to reprimand the candidate should he deviate from the norms of the black 

community signals something stronger and more intentional than being endorsed by a 

black organization. This result was not seen as pandering as the perceptions of Reginald 

Wallaceôs genuineness was higher and statistically significant relative to the control 
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condition suggesting that blacks in the condition where Wallace references his wife 

perceived his concern for the black community to be real.  

As alluded to before, the example of New York City mayor Bill de Blasioôs 

marriage and meant a lot to black people namely because of the belief that he could not 

overlook the needs of the black community because he was married to a racial group 

member. Here we see the directness of de Blasioôs relationship with his wife resonates 

with black voters, and I believe we see a similar sentiment reflected in the evaluations 

given to Reginald Wallace from black participants in the experimental condition where 

he discusses his wife. This finding is an interesting and unexpected departure from the 

findings in chapter 4, which showed that when a black candidate invoked his wife, he 

was seen as disingenuous and received no evaluations that were more positive than the 

control condition.   

However, why does being endorsed by a well-known black organization not 

signal higher amounts of commitment to the black community and its goals than being 

married to a black woman? I think that being endorsed by the NAACP is a meaningful 

signal to black voters, but the personal connection to the black community that being 

married to a black woman signals a stronger accountability to the group than merely 

having a NAACP endorsement. Thereôs no sense of direct accountability and is more 

political in nature, which may yield to the perception of pandering. Of all the community 

commitment signals, the one discussing the endorsement from the NAACP yields the 

lowest perceptions of genuine concern for the black community.  

Conclusion 

This chapter builds off the results from Chapter 4 by investigating whether the 

community commitment signaling framework is generalizable to white candidates. In this 
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chapter I show that black voters evaluations of white candidates do vary based on the 

community commitment signals they employ in similar ways to black candidates. 

Overall, this chapter proffers support for the generalizability of the community 

commitment signaling framework by showing that the physical sacrifice signals 

communicates the strongest levels of accountability to the black community, and thus 

lead to higher candidate evaluations for a white candidate. While the community 

commitment signals do lead to meaningful variation in black political attitudes and 

behaviors when white politicians are the signalers, they do lead to different results than 

those seen for the black candidate in chapter 4. In particular, we see that white candidates 

have a higher bar to meet for black citizens. The signals that yielded the highest rewards 

were those that clearly conveyed a strong, personal connection to the racial group by way 

of physical or financial sacrifice, or being married to an in-group member. These specific 

signals require the candidate to do something, whether it is place oneôs physical or 

financial well-being on the line for the sake of the racial group, or choose to marry 

someone who is a member of the community. These signals provide black voters with 

proof of the candidateôs realized accountability. Black individuals require white 

candidates to have the strongest ties possible since they are not part of the racial group 

and thus cannot be held to the same expectations as black candidates who have been 

socialized to understand the accountability structure of the black community. Thus, 

despite the fact that they sent the exact same signals, I posit that the perceived 

accountability for the candidates was lower because black individuals did not have high 

expectations for white candidatesô accountability to the group.  
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Having a personal connection to the black community suggests a higher level of 

commitment and underlying accountability for those white candidates who cannot refer 

to a sacrifice they have made for the racial group. This is an important contribution in 

numerous ways chief among them being that it shows that black voters want the same 

commitment from all political candidates but certain signals are more effective based on 

the candidateôs race. Additionally, it speaks to how co-racial spouses play a part in how 

black voter perceive an out-group political candidate. In chapter 4, we saw that signaling 

a potential to be held accountable by referencing his wife led Reginald Washington to be 

seen as disingenuous. However, in this chapter he is not only seen as genuine in a 

statistically meaningful way but this signal is the most effective outside of signaling 

physical and financial sacrifice.  

There is a dearth of literature on how black voters perceive and evaluate white 

politicians. I suspect this lack of literature is because scholars believe that black voters 

rely on partisanship over race when evaluating white politicians. This chapter contributes 

greatly to our understanding of black political behavior by revealing that blacks have the 

same expectations for candidates who seek to represent them, regardless of their race but 

their perceptions of the candidate are different based on candidate race despite using the 

same signals to convey their commitment to the black community. This is important as 

we consider the role that racial identity and skin color play in our understandings of black 

political decision-making. The results of this chapter make it clear that as blacks look 

through the lens of their racial identity they are looking for representatives that they 

perceive have the best interests of the community at heart, and while there are some 

assumptions made about candidates based on their skin color, the use of certain 
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community commitment signals is not constrained by skin color similarities. The next 

chapter will review the findings of the overall dissertation and offer insights into the 

contribution this research offers.  
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Chapter 6 A New Framework for Understanding Black Political Considerations 

 

The preceding chapters have investigated the political considerations black voters 

weigh when selecting candidates to support in political contexts where their race and/or 

partisan affiliation are the same. In this examination, I have established and tested a new 

theoretical framework that offers unique insights into what black voters want from their 

elected officials. This concluding chapter discusses the broader implications of my 

results. I speculate about future applications and directions the community commitment 

signaling framework has in explaining not only black political behavior but also that of 

other politically marginalized communities.  

 This dissertation contributes to understanding of political decision-making at the 

group level. Much attention has been devoted to how partisanship (Achen and Bartels 

2004) and ideology (Kinder and Kalmoe 2016) informs the political choices people make 

and as two potential group categories that have the potential to explain why citizens make 

certain choices. What we know about the considerations black individuals make largely 

comes from Dawsonôs (1994) black utility heuristic, which asserts that black voters view 

the political world through the lens of their racial identity. Within this heuristic, scholars 

often draw on the feeling of linked or shared fate that many blacks possess as an 

explanation for why certain political choices, such as candidates to support, are made. 

While the black utility heuristic and linked fate do offer meaningful insights into black 

political decisions, they do not necessarily offer the most complete explanation for the 

considerations black voters make when candidatesô race and/or partisanship are the same.  

This dissertationôs main contribution is the community commitment signaling 

framework, which argues that race is made relevant to electoral choice because black 
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voters are seeking likely to be held accountable to the racial group. To meet these 

expectations, black politicians send community commitment signals of sacrifice and/or 

social connections to the black community to convey a realized or potential 

accountability to the black communityôs norms and expectations. The political 

consequences of this framework are apparent in many electoral contexts, but most 

notably in circumstances where candidatesô race and/or partisan affiliation are held 

constant where other, simpler, signals will not suffice.  

Community Commitment Signaling & Black Politicians 

The community commitment signaling framework deviates from the general practice 

of analyzing the black votersô behavior through the lens of shared fate. Instead, I build on 

the contemporary work of White et al. (2014) and Laird et al. (2017), and argue that 

black individuals rely on the social accountability structure established within the black 

community during the times of its political exclusion. While the linked fate narrative 

offers insights into why black politicians make certain political decisions (i.e., 

corresponding with black voters regardless of their district) (Dawson 1994), it is 

insufficient to explain why politicians feel compelled to display these acts to black voters. 

This dissertation argues that black politicians understand that, to be successful, they must 

display an accountability to the black communityôs norm of placing the groupôs interest 

above oneôs individual interest to further the political inclusion of blacks. To do this, 

politicians send signals of their commitment to black voters to communicate an 

understanding and accountability to these expectations. This is a meaningful step forward 

in the study of black politics because it demonstrates a higher level of political 

sophistication in black votersô decisions than is suggested in much of the extant literature 

on black political decision-making.  
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While White et al. (2014) and Laird et al. (2017) move us forward by showing how 

concern of social sanctions and being seen as a good racial group member keep some 

black people from deviating from certain norms and expectations, the authors do not 

explain how this theory is applied to the relationship between black voters and political 

candidates. By looking through the lens of social accountability, the community 

commitment signaling framework shows that black voters are not only looking for 

politicians who will represent their political interests, but whose actions are likely to 

change with the threat of social sanctions from the black community. It also shows that 

politicians cannot simply assume that the things they do for black people because of their 

sense of linked fate is inherently known by black voters. Instead, my theoretical argument 

and the subsequent tests show that black voters require politicians to publically 

communicate their accountability.   

One of the most well-established facts within black politics is the high degree of 

success of candidates with Civil Rights movement backgrounds in garnering black voter 

support (Canon 1999; Gillespie 2010). What is less clear is why these candidates are 

often seen as more preferable than candidates whose backgrounds are not grounded in the 

protest tradition, but who might otherwise be equally or more qualified in other 

dimensions. I explain that the level of accountability that was shown by sacrificing oneôs 

physical and financial well-being led black voters to see these Civil Rights leaders as 

optimal representatives to ensure the political needs and concerns of the black community 

remain a priority. I argue further in this dissertation that the Civil Rights leaders set the 

bar of expectations for what black voters want from their political representatives. This 

assertion is supported strongly in the results of Chapters 3 and 4, where we see the 
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physical and financial sacrifice signals led to the most positive evaluations. Black voters 

use Civil Rights leaders as the benchmark for the kinds of representatives they prefer, and 

those who meet the benchmark, regardless of when they were born, are rewarded while 

those who do not see no improvement in how blacks view them, which could make the 

difference in a primary election where numerous candidates of the same party and 

perhaps the same race are running against one another.  

One might wonder how important these findings are given that those individuals with 

roots in the Civil Rights movement are dying out or leaving public office. While this is 

true, the signals of sacrifice often associated with the Civil Rights leaders are not bound 

to that era or to those individuals. Moreover, with the assurgency of movements like 

Black Lives Matter, we are seeing similar sacrificial choices being made by black 

individuals who may choose to participate in politics. Indeed, in the most recent 

Cincinnati mayoral race, candidate Yvette Simpson cited to her personal involvement in 

the Black Lives Matter protests as a way to distinguish herself from her opponent (Knight 

2017). This serves as just one example of how the signals of sacrifice are not artifacts of 

1960s black political leaders, but rather archetypes of certain political candidates that can 

be embodied in contemporary politics. Understanding how black individuals respond to 

these signals not only explains Civil Rights leaders have been more successful in black 

districts, but also predicts future candidates who convey similar signals should garner 

similar support.    

Importantly, this theoretical framework does not rely on the policy positions or 

preferences of either voters or politicians to explain the electoral decisions black 

individuals make. This establishes another departure from existing literature, which often 
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looks for policy congruence as a measure of connection between black candidates and 

constituents (Whitby 1999; Lublin 1999). The signaling framework offers an explanation 

for why black candidates in Hardenôs (2015) study relied more on race-related 

information rather than policy-focused information like their white counterparts. The 

black candidates examined in the study understood that they needed to signal their 

understanding and adherence to the social accountability structure of the black 

community. By placing more race-related content on their website biographies, those 

candidates are hoping black voters will receive the signals and support them. While 

scholars have found that black representatives do provide more substantive representation 

for black voters (Lublin 1997; Whitby 1997), the research presented in this dissertation 

suggests that perhaps it is because voters chose a candidate who was accountable to the 

racial group, and thus predisposed to making sure her policy preferences worked in favor 

of the black community.  

Community Commitment Signaling & Black Voters 

Beyond the motivations of politicians making appeals to black voters, I shine new 

light on some of the considerations black voters make when looking for potential 

representatives. Much of existing literature  on black political behaviors focuses on the 

consequences of co-racial voting and not the antecedents that lead certain representatives 

to be selected or overlooked by black voters. This dissertation offers a lens through which 

we are able to analyze the representational considerations black voters make as they think 

of candidates to support prior to their election into office.  

By applying the social accountability structure to their relationships with political 

candidates, black voters have effectively created a screening process by which 

candidates, regardless of their race, have to prove their accountability to the norms and 
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expectations of the racial group. This expands our understandings of how and why black 

voters support some candidates over others by moving beyond a shared descriptive 

categorization, and differentiating it from a simple rational policy maximizing model. My 

model tells us why there have been cases such as the 2014 Maryland Gubernatorial 

election where Anthony Brown, a highly viable black candidate who sent very few 

signals of commitment to the black community, was unable to secure the black vote and 

win. This framework also tells us about why Representative Steve Cohen of Memphis has 

been able to maintain his seat despite having viable and well-known black opponents 

challenge him. Black people want a politician who is committed and accountable to the 

racial group regardless of her race, which challenges some of the prevailing notions of 

what black voters are looking for in candidates. The results presented show that black 

voters have a preference for co-racial politicians, but the meaningful increases across 

numerous outcomes for both the black and white candidates when sacrifice community 

commitment signals were used suggests that the desire for a candidate who shows 

commitment and accountability is meaningful consideration blacks make for all potential 

representatives. These results are best captured in a quote from Reverend O.C. Collins of 

Bethlehem Baptist Church in Memphis, Cohen supporter, who says, ñYes, we want black 

representation, but we donôt want black representation at the cost of getting rid of good 

representationò (Cornish 2007). Black voters want, regardless of the candidateôs racial 

identity, an individual who they believe has been or can be accountable to the racial 

group, and they have a sense of what cues to that accountability look like. 

While the expectation that one should prove accountability to the racial group has 

its foundation in an intra-racial dynamic, this dissertation shows that these expectations 
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of accountability are leveraged against out-group representatives as well. This has 

implications for our understandings of contemporary politics broadly construed, as the 

black electorate is a meaningful voting bloc within American politics, and because many 

of the representatives they vote for at higher levels of government tend to be white. More 

to the point, existing literature tells us very little about how black voters view or evaluate 

white politicians, and the results presented here tell us that while white candidates are not 

inherently viewed as favorably as black candidates, black voters will offer positive 

evaluations if the candidate is perceived to be accountable to the racial group and its 

political interests.  

Implications for Descriptive Representation 

Much of the literature on descriptive representation focuses on black voting 

behavior as it relates solely to the race of the candidate with little regard to the strategic 

choices or various personas black politicians can employ. This oversight overlooks the 

nuanced ways in which both black voters and black politicians engage with one another. 

Most of the literature that focuses on the relationship between black politicians and black 

voters examines the outcomes (i.e., greater political efficacy, perceived trustworthiness, 

etc.) and not the considerations made prior to the election of the candidate that lead to 

those outcomes.  

Moreover, it is unclear whether the outcomes found in the descriptive 

representation literature occur because the candidate is believed to be a good 

representative when she runs for office or perceived to be one once already in office. 

Most of the surveys and examinations occur post-election and engage with perceptions of 

a candidate after she has won, making our understanding of the role that race plays in 

candidate perceptions more difficult to ascertain because of the issues of spuriousness. 
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The community commitment signaling framework helps overcome this problem by 

focusing on how black voters make decisions based on the variety of appeals a politician 

can make during a campaign. This framework makes it clear that some descriptive 

representatives are not seen in the same way as others and may be less likely to get 

support from black voters depending on how, and if, they use signals to convey their 

accountability. By tackling the endogeneity problem through the use of multiple 

experimental studies, I push us toward better understanding the order by which 

determinations about candidates are made by black voters, and what outcomes are 

produced by way of those determinations. This is an important contribution because it 

suggests that the outcomes associated with being represented by an in-group member 

may be because black voters have screened other potential descriptive representatives 

during the election process, and selected the most optimal politician to further their 

political interests.  

To be sure, selecting candidates based on perceptions of their ability to represent 

oneôs interest is something we see within many elections across different identity groups. 

However, the mechanisms used by black voters are not only racially focused but operates 

within a social accountability structure based on racial group norms. In the same way that 

black individuals police the behaviors of fellow racial group members who deviate from 

the groupôs norms and expectations, perceptions of a political officialôs ability to 

represent the group are informed by her proof of accountability to the racial group and 

susceptibility to sanctions. This development in our understanding of black political 

behavior shines new light on the importance of recognizing the kinds of descriptive 

representatives that are elected and how black voter preference for certain politicians has 
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implications for the political outcomes often observed in extant research, such as turnout, 

political efficacy, etc.  

Future Research Implications 

 While the results of this dissertation offer new and intriguing answers to 

important political questions, they also lead to more questions that future research should 

investigate to continue diving deeper into the complicated political decision-making 

process of black Americans.  

 I examine the influence of explicit signals of commitment to the black 

community. More subtle forms of community commitment signals that are available to 

politicians, and their influence should be explored for the sake of understanding just how 

politically nuanced black voters are. Signals such as church affiliations, attending a 

Historically Black College or University, or perhaps even being a member of a 

traditionally black fraternity or sorority could all serve as signals of oneôs commitment to 

the black community. These signals are of particular importance to those younger, more 

professionalized black politicians who feel that to signal their sacrifice for the black 

community might isolate white voters. This line of research offers a much deeper look 

into the framework introduced in this dissertation, and it would expand what we know 

about how black politicians seeking higher offices are constrained but might be able to 

send more subtle signals to black voters without isolating whites.  

 Building on this premise, I investigate how black voters respond to these signals 

of commitment, and do not engage with how white voters as the receivers of the signals 

might alter the ways in which politicians are evaluated. Some work suggests that more 

explicit forms of compassion towards the black community leads many whites, regardless 

of their partisan affiliation, to negatively evaluate the candidate (Stephens 2013, Wamble 
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and Laird 2017). Based on those results, it is reasonable to expect that when politicians 

employ the sacrifice commitment signals, white voters will be less inclined to offer 

positive evaluations. What is not clear is how white voters will respond to the social tie 

signals, and whether the way in which the signals are conveyed will matter.  

 I also uncover a paradox presented in these studies between perceived candidate 

viability and community commitment that I intend to investigate. Gates et al. (2009) tell 

us that blacks are aware that candidates who are perceived as viable are ones who are 

believed to be able to gain white support. How, then, do black voters navigate the desire 

for a candidate who is accountable to the racial group and yet remains viable? There are a 

number of confounds to consider that future research needs to address to adequately 

answer this question.  

Finally, future research should investigate whether the community commitment 

signaling framework is generalizable to other groups. This dissertation focused on black 

voters because they serve as the optimal case to study. The effects of signals were 

expected to be significant because of black individualsô strong and consistent levels of 

group cohesion in politics and perception of the electoral world through the lens of their 

black identity, which leads to the establishment and maintenance of norms and 

expectations over time. Though high amounts of behavioral and attitudinal variation 

within the black community occur, research has also shown that on numerous dimensions 

such as partisanship that black voters not only behave similarly but also enforce this 

shared behavior amongst fellow group members. The use of social sanctions as an 

enforcement tool stems from the black communityôs shared desire for racial uplift and 

greater political inclusion (White et al 2014).  
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In many ways blacks set the standard for our ability to truly understand whether 

signals of commitment to other identity groups will work in a similar fashion. As argued 

throughout this dissertation, the expectations that black voters have for representatives 

come from their experience with politicians with roots in the Civil Rights Movement. The 

results of the experimental tests further support the claim that black voters prefer 

politicians whose actions resemble those made by Civil Rights leaders. The desired 

signals black voters expect to see are informed by this historical event, which is not 

necessarily found in the histories of other groups, making the establishment of shared 

norms and expectations for descriptive representatives difficult to ascertain. While not 

impossible, the lack of a historical narrative that not only unified the group, but also set 

up expectations for representatives, presents a high hurdle for testing the effect of these 

signals for other groups. Additionally, the high amounts of political and racial variation 

within other politically marginalized identity groups such as women, Latinxs, and Asian 

Americans adds to the difficulty of nailing down what these groups want from 

representatives, and what in turn representatives need to signal to meet those 

expectations. Some groups such as feminists may provide the necessary characteristics 

because of the shared desire for a singular goal that allows for concrete expectations that 

politicians can meet.   

This dissertation offers a meaningful step forward in understanding black political 

behavior broadly. Moreover, the community commitment signaling framework offers a 

potentially generalizable way of understanding how and why politically marginalized 

groups select certain representatives over others, and why representatives make certain 

strategic choices in their appeals. If we do not move forward with this line of inquiry we 
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risk drastically overlooking and underestimating the political sophistication of these 

groups on the grounds that the mechanisms and tools they use are different from those 

traditionally studied within political science.  
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APPENDIX A: Experiment Questionnaires and Experimental Treatments for Chapter 3 
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Experiment Questionnaire 

consent  

 Julian Wamble at the University of Maryland, College Park, is inviting you to participate 

in this research study. The purpose of this study is to get a sense of how effective some 

campaign materials are at optimizing the success of an emerging political candidate. 

  Your participation in this study will involve you completing a brief questionnaire. You 

will be presented with a copy of a candidateôs campaign materials and asked questions 

about the material's content as well as your policy preferences. The study will take 

approximately 15 minutes to complete.  

  The Institutional Review Board requires me to disclose that the risks to you as a 

participant are minimal, and that efforts have been made to keep your study-related 

information confidential.    

                            For   your participation, you will be rewarded redeemable credit as 

previously   agreed with the designated third survey party, Survey Sampling International   

(SSI). You may refuse to participate in this study without penalty or loss of   benefits to 

which you are otherwise entitled.                      There are no direct benefits from 

participating in this research. However, possible benefits include expanding 

understanding of the political role of candidate profiles.  

                          Any potential loss   of confidentiality will be minimized by a firewall-

protected computer   maintained by UMDôs department of Government and Politics, with 

access   limited to the investigator and the university technical support staff. Besides   

simple demographic characteristics (age, sex, race, etc.), no other   personally identifying 

information will be collected from the subjects. At   the conclusion of the data collection 

portion of the study, there will be no   record linking the subjects' data to any uniquely 

identifying information.       If we write a report or article about this   research project, 

your identity will be protected to the maximum extent   possible. Your information may 

be shared with representatives of the   University of Maryland, College Park or 

governmental authorities if you or   someone else is in danger or if we are required to do 

so by law.            If you decide to stop taking part in the study, if you have questions, 

concerns, or complaints, or if you need to report an injury related to the research, please 

contact the investigator: 

 Julian Wamble 

 5141 Tydings Hall 

 301-405-4557 

 jwamble@umd.edu  

  

 If you have questions about your rights as a research participant or wish to report a 

research-related injury, please contact: 

   

 University of Maryland College Park  

 Institutional Review Board Office 

 1204 Marie Mount Hall 

 College Park, Maryland, 20742 

  E-mail: irb@umd.edu  
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 Telephone: 301-405-0678 

   

 This research has been reviewed according to the University of Maryland, College Park 

IRB procedures for research involving human subjects.         Your clicking "Yes" 

indicates that you are at least 18 years of age; you have read this consent form or have 

had it read to you; your questions have been answered to your satisfaction and you 

voluntarily agree to participate in this research study. 

   

 If you agree to participate, please click ñYesò below. 

o Yes  

o No  

 

age  

Provide your age in years (e.g., 26) 

________________________________________________________________ 

educ  

What is the highest level of education you have completed? 

o Less than High School  

o High School / GED  

o Some College  

o 2-year College Degree  

o 4-year College Degree  

o Masters Degree  

o Doctoral Degree  

o Professional Degree (JD, MD)  

 

State 

 In which state do you currently reside? 

Ƹ Alabama ... I do not reside in the United States 
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Gender 

What is your sex? 

o Male  

o Female  

o Other  

 

 

Q36 You will now be presented with a screenshot of an emerging political candidate's 

profile. After seeing the screenshot, you will be asked a series of questions.   

    

Please read the questions carefully and answer honestly as the candidate and his 

campaign want feedback as they prepare their campaign materials. 

 

[PARTICPANTS WERE RANDOMLY TO ONE OF THE FIVE CONDITIONS IN 

THE EXPERIMENT AT THIS POINT IN THE SURVEY]  

 

SM_commit  

Based on the information you have read, on a scale of 0 to 10, how committed do you 

think Samuel Monroe is to interests that are important to the black community? 0 being 

"Not at all Committed" and 10 being "Very Committed."  

 Not At All Committed Very Committed 

 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

SM_VCp If given the chance, what is the percent chance that you would vote for Samuel 

Monroe?  

 

 

The percent chance can be thought of as the number of chances out of 100. You can use 

any number between 0 and 100. For example, numbers like 2 and 5 percent may be 

"almost no chance," 20 percent or so may mean "not much chance," a 45- or 55-percent 

chance may be a "pretty even chance," 80 percent or so may mean a "very good chance," 

and a 95- or 98-percent chance may be "almost certain." 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 
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FT  

We would like to get your feelings about some groups and public figures in American 

society. When you see the name of a person or group, please rate it with what we call a 

feeling thermometer by moving the mouse pointer and clicking on the thermometer on a 

number from 0 to 100. Ratings between 0 and 49 degrees mean that you don't feel 

favorably toward the person or group and that you don't care too much for that person or 

group; ratings between 51 and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorably and warm 

toward the person or group. If you don't feel particularly warm or cold toward a person or 

group you would rate them at 50 degrees. 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

 

Samuel Monroe 
 

 

 

 

cand_race 

Is Samuel Monroe African American/Black? 

o Yes  

o No  

SM_donate 

 If you were given $100 to donate in support of Samuel Monroe's campaign and could 

keep the money you did not donate for yourself, how much of the $100 would donate? 

 

 

0 means you would donate no money to Monroe's campaign and keep the $100 for 

yourself and 100 means you would donate all $100, keeping no money for yourself. 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

 

Donation Amount 
 

 

SupSM  

Based on the information you have read, on a scale of 0 to 10, how willing would you be 

to support Samuel Monroe? 0 being "Not at All Willing" and 10 being "Very Willing."  

 Not At All Willing  Very Willing 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 7 8 9 10 
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SM_trust  

Based on what you have read and heard please answer the following questions: On a 

scale of 1 to 10 where 1 is "Not at All Trustworthy and 10 is "Very Trustworthy," how 

trustworthy do you think Samuel Monroe is? 

 Not at All Trustworthy Very trustworthy 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 7 8 9 10 

 

  
 

 

SM_Know  

Based on what you have read and seen please answer the following question: On a scale 

of 1 to 10 where 1 is "Not at All Knowledgeable and 10 is "Very Knowledgeable," how 

knowledgeable do you think Samuel Monroe is? 

 Not At All 

Knowledgeable 

Very Knowledgeable 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 7 8 9 10 

 

  
 

 

SM_CC 1 Based on what you have read:  

How committed do you think Samuel Monroe will be to the challenges the black 

community is facing? 

o Strongly Committed  

o Somewhat Committed  

o Somewhat Not Commited  

o Not At All Committed  
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Mobil_1 Based on what you have read, during the campaign, would you talk to any 

people and try to show them why they should vote for Samuel Monroe? 

o No  

o Yes  

 

Mobil_2 Based on what you have read, would you wear a Samuel Monroe campaign 

button, put a campaign sticker on your car, or place a sign in your window or in front of 

your house? 

o Yes  

o No  

 

Mobil_3 Based on what you have read, would you go to any political meetings, speeches, 

dinners, or things like that in support of Samuel Michaels? 

o No  

o Yes  

 

Engage_1 Would you be willing to write a letter, call, or send an email to Samuel 

Monroe giving him your opinion about something that should be done? 

o Yes  

o No  

 

Engage_2 Would you be willing to discuss Samuel Monroe with your family or friends? 

o No  

o Yes  
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Engage_3 If you had a problem that Samuel Monroe could do something about, do you 

think he would be very helpful, somewhat helpful, or not very helpful? 

o Not Very Helpful  

o Somewhat Helpful  

o Very Helpful  

o Depends  

 

SM_Rep How likely are you to believe that Samuel Monroe can represent your political 

interests?  

o Very Unlikely  

o Unlikely  

o Likely  

o Very Likely  

 

GovtAsst Some people feel that the government should not make any special effort to 

help blacks because they should help themselves. Suppose these people are at one end of 

a scale, at point 1. Others feel the government in Washington should make every effort to 

improve the social and economic position of blacks. Suppose these people are at the other 

end, at point 7.  

Where would you place yourself on this scale?  

          1.Blacks Should Help Themselves- 7. Government should make an effort to 

improve position of blacks   

 1 2 3 5 6 7 

 

Place Yourself on this Scale 
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Control_ MC   

Of the below statements, which statement did Samuel Monroe say?  

o ñI want the work I do in office to alter the political landscape in such a way that it 
benefits all citizensò  

o ñMy daughter graduated magna cum laude from Harvard Universityò  

o "Itôs time for us to move beyond race, and focus on what it means for us to be 
Americansò 

 

 

Social Ties_MC  

Of the below statements, which statement did Samuel Monroe say?  

o ñGrowing up, my parents were members of an organization that focused on 
bringing political equality to black peopleò  

o ñMy daughter graduated magna cum laude from Harvard Universityò  

o "Itôs time for us to move beyond race, and focus on what it means for us to be 
Americansò  

 

Personal Sacrifice_MC  

Of the below statements, which statement did Samuel Monroe say?  

o ñI have given my blood, sweat, and tears to bring justice to the black communityò  

o ñMy daughter graduated magna cum laude from Harvard Universityò  

o "Itôs time for us to move beyond race, and focus on what it means for us to be 
Americansò  
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meet In the future, how likely are you to attend a meeting to talk about political or social 

concerns?  

o Extremely Likely  

o Very Likely  

o Slightly Likely  

o A little Likely  

o Not at all Likely  

 

info In the future, how likely are you to distribute information or advertisements 

supporting a political or social interest group? 

o Extremely Likely  

o Very Likely  

o Slightly Likely  

o A Little Likely  

o Not at all Likely  

 

march In the future, how likely are you to join in a protest march, rally, or 

demonstration? 

o Not At All Likely  

o A Little Likely  

o Slightly Likely  

o Very Likely  

o Extremely Likely  
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money In the future, how likely are you to give money to an organization concerned with 

a political or social issue? 

o Extremely Likely  

o Very Likely  

o Slightly Likely  

o A little Likely  

o Not at all Likely  

 

 

How much do you agree or disagree with the following statement? 

Black politicians have an obligation to represent the political interests of their racial 

group. 

o Strongly Agree  

o Somewhat Agree  

o Neither Agree nor Disagree  

o Somewhat Disagree  

o Strongly Disagree  

 

Districts Some people think that districts should be drawn so that blacks and Hispanics 

have their own representatives in government and white have their own representatives in 

government. Other people think that districts should be drawn without regard to race.   

 Which do you think is bestïïdistricts should be drawn so that blacks, Hispanics, and 

Whites all have their own representatives in government, or districts should be drawn 

without regard to race? 

o Blacks/Hispanic/Whites own representatives  

o Pay No Attention to Race  

o Don't Know  
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District_A  Would your position change if Blacks, Whites, and Hispanics having their 

own representatives meant more Republicans and fewer Democrats would be elected to 

Congress? 

o Yes  

o No  

 

District_B  Would your position change if drawing districts without regard to race meant 

that Blacks and Hispanics would continue to be underrepresented in government?  

o Yes  

o No  

 

 

RaceRep Does having a representative who shares the same race as you make him or her 

a better representative?   

o Yes  

o No  

 

 

RaceRep_1 You have indicated that having a candidate who is the same race makes them 

a better representative. For you, how important is having a representative of the same 

race? 

o Very unimportant  

o Somewhat unimportant  

o Somewhat important  

o Very Important  
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Election Some people think that election rules should be changed so that the number of 

blacks and Hispanics in Congress is equal to the population in the country. Other people 

think that the election rules should remain as they are.   

 Which one do you think is best ïï election rules should be changed so that the number of 

blacks and Hispanics is equal to the population in the country, or the election rules should 

remain as they are? 

o Election rules change  

o Election rules remain as they are  

o Don't Know  

 

 

Election_A Would your position change if changing election rules so that the number of 

blacks and Hispanics in Congress is equal to the population meant adopting the system 

currently used in many European democracies, but not in the United States? 

o Yes  

o No  

 

Election_B Would your position change if keeping the election rules as they are meant 

that the number of blacks and Hispanics in Congress would always be less than the black 

and Hispanic populations in the country? 

o Yes  

o No  

 

 

DR_2 How important is it that more legislators of your race or ethnicity are elected to the 

state legislature or Congress?  

o Very important  

o Somewhat important  

o Not at all important  

o Don't Know  
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DR_1 How much do you agree or disagree with the following statement? 

 

 

Black politicians should represent the interests of the black community.  

o Strongly Agree  

o Somewhat Agree  

o Neither Agree nor Disagree  

o Somewhat Disagree  

o Strongly Disagree  

 

disc_wom How much discrimination against WOMEN  do you feel there is in the United 

States today, limited their chances to get ahead?  

o A lot  

o Some  

o Just a little  

o None at all  

 

disc_white How much discrimination against WHITE AMERICANS  do you feel there 

is in the United States today, limited their chances to get ahead?  

o None At All  

o Just a Little  

o Some  

o A lot  
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disc_blk How much discrimination against BLACK AMERICANS  do you feel there is 

in the United States today, limited their chances to get ahead?  

o A lot  

o Some  

o Just a little  

o None at all  

 

 

disc_blk2 How much of the racial tension that exists in the United States today do you 

think BLACK AMERICANS  are responsible for creating? 

o All of it  

o Most  

o Some  

o Not much at all  

o None  

 

 

BlkPol Do you think blacks are unfairly targeted by police? 

o Yes  

o No  

o I don't know  
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Affirmative action policies in higher education are an effective way to rectify past 

discrimination. 

o Strongly Agree  

o Agree  

o Neither agree nor Disagree  

o Disagree  

o Strongly Disagree  

 

 

BO_JA  

Now we would like you to answer a series of questions about Barack Obama's presidency 

 

 

Please indicate if you approved or disapproved of the following: 

 
Disapprove 

Strongly 

Disapprove Not 

Strongly 

Approve Not 

Strongly 

Approve 

Strongly 

Barack 

Obama's 

handling of the 

economy  
o  o  o  o  

Barack 

Obama's 

handling of his 

job as president  
o  o  o  o  

Barack 

Obama's 

handling of 

relations with 

foreign 

countries  

o  o  o  o  

 

 

 

 

bo_race In thinking about Barack Obamaôs presidency, do you think he has spent too 

much time addressing issues that affect that black community, do you think he has spent 
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the right amount of time addressing these issues, or do you think he has spent too little 

time/not spent enough time addressing the black community's issues? 

o Too Much Time  

o Right Amount of Time  

o Too Little Time  

 

bo_vc During the 2008 and 2012 presidential elections, many celebrities and public 

figures claimed to vote for Barack Obama "because he's black." From what you 

remember, did you have any friends or family who supported Obama because of his skin 

color? 

o Yes  

o No  

o  
bo_bc Throughout his presidency, many have said that President Obama has not done 

enough to help the black community, how much do you disagree or agree with this 

critique?  

o Strongly agree  

o Agree  

o Neither agree nor disagree  

o Disagree  

o Strongly disagree  

 

 

bo_blk During the 2008 and 2012 presidential elections, many people critiqued President 

Obama for not being "black enough" because of his personal background. From what you 

can remember, did you have friends or family who considered whether Obama was 

"black enough" when decided whether to support him?  

o Yes  

o No  
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Huddy_1 How important is being black to you? 

o Extremely Important  

o Very important  

o Not Very Important  

o Not at all important  

 

Huddy_2 How well does the term "black" describe you? 

o Extremely Well  

o Very Well  

o Not Very Well  

o Not Well at All  

 

Huddy_3 When talking about black people, how often do you use "we" instead of 

"they"? 

o All of the time  

o Most of the time  

o Some of the time  

o Rarely  

o Never  
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Huddy_4 To what extent do you think of yourself as "black"? 

o A great deal  

o Somewhat  

o Very Little  

o Not at all  

 

 

LF  Do you think what happens generally to Black people in this country will have 

something to do with what happens in your life? 

o Yes  

o No  

 

LFa You indicated that what happens generally to black people in this country will have 

something to do with what happens in your life. Will it affect you a lot, some, or not very 

much?   

       

o A lot  

o Some  

o Not very much  

 

 

FT_Dem We would like to get your feelings about some groups and public figures in 

American society. When you see the name of a person or group, please rate it with what 

we call a feeling thermometer by moving the mouse pointer and clicking on the 

thermometer on a number from 0 to 100. Ratings between 0 and 49 degrees mean that 

you don't feel favorably toward the person or group and that you don't care too much for 

that person or group; ratings between 51 and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorably 

and warm toward the person or group. If you don't feel particularly warm or cold toward 

a person or group you would rate them at 50 degrees. 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

 

Democrats 
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FT_CRM  We would like to get your feelings about some groups and public figures in 

American society. When you see the name of a person or group, please rate it with what 

we call a feeling thermometer by moving the mouse pointer and clicking on the 

thermometer on a number from 0 to 100. Ratings between 0 and 49 degrees mean that 

you don't feel favorably toward the person or group and that you don't care too much for 

that person or group; ratings between 51 and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorably 

and warm toward the person or group. If you don't feel particularly warm or cold toward 

a person or group you would rate them at 50 degrees. 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

 

Civil Rights Movement Leaders 
 

 

 

 

 

FT_Trump  We would like to get your feelings about some groups and public figures in 

American society. When you see the name of a person or group, please rate it with what 

we call a feeling thermometer by moving the mouse pointer and clicking on the 

thermometer on a number from 0 to 100. Ratings between 0 and 49 degrees mean that 

you don't feel favorably toward the person or group and that you don't care too much for 

that person or group; ratings between 51 and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorably 

and warm toward the person or group. If you don't feel particularly warm or cold toward 

a person or group you would rate them at 50 degrees. 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

 

Donald Trump 
 

 

 

 

 

FT_Hisp We would like to get your feelings about some groups and public figures in 

American society. When you see the name of a person or group, please rate it with what 

we call a feeling thermometer by moving the mouse pointer and clicking on the 

thermometer on a number from 0 to 100. Ratings between 0 and 49 degrees mean that 

you don't feel favorably toward the person or group and that you don't care too much for 

that person or group; ratings between 51 and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorably 

and warm toward the person or group. If you don't feel particularly warm or cold toward 

a person or group you would rate them at 50 degrees. 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 
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Latinos 
 

 

 

 

 

FT_BRep We would like to get your feelings about some groups and public figures in 

American society. When you see the name of a person or group, please rate it with what 

we call a feeling thermometer by moving the mouse pointer and clicking on the 

thermometer on a number from 0 to 100. Ratings between 0 and 49 degrees mean that 

you don't feel favorably toward the person or group and that you don't care too much for 

that person or group; ratings between 51 and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorably 

and warm toward the person or group. If you don't feel particularly warm or cold toward 

a person or group you would rate them at 50 degrees. 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

 

Black Republicans 
 

 

FT_Obama We would like to get your feelings about some groups and public figures in 

American society. When you see the name of a person or group, please rate it with what 

we call a feeling thermometer by moving the mouse pointer and clicking on the 

thermometer on a number from 0 to 100. Ratings between 0 and 49 degrees mean that 

you don't feel favorably toward the person or group and that you don't care too much for 

that person or group; ratings between 51 and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorably 

and warm toward the person or group. If you don't feel particularly warm or cold toward 

a person or group you would rate them at 50 degrees. 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

 

Barack Obama 
 

 

FT_White We would like to get your feelings about some groups and public figures in 

American society. When you see the name of a person or group, please rate it with what 

we call a feeling thermometer by moving the mouse pointer and clicking on the 

thermometer on a number from 0 to 100. Ratings between 0 and 49 degrees mean that 

you don't feel favorably toward the person or group and that you don't care too much for 

that person or group; ratings between 51 and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorably 

and warm toward the person or group. If you don't feel particularly warm or cold toward 

a person or group you would rate them at 50 degrees. 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

 

Whites 
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FT_BLM  We would like to get your feelings about some groups and public figures in 

American society. When you see the name of a person or group, please rate it with what 

we call a feeling thermometer by moving the mouse pointer and clicking on the 

thermometer on a number from 0 to 100. Ratings between 0 and 49 degrees mean that 

you don't feel favorably toward the person or group and that you don't care too much for 

that person or group; ratings between 51 and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorably 

and warm toward the person or group. If you don't feel particularly warm or cold toward 

a person or group you would rate them at 50 degrees. 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

 

Black Lives Matter Activists 
 

 

 

 

FT_Black We would like to get your feelings about some groups and public figures in 

American society. When you see the name of a person or group, please rate it with what 

we call a feeling thermometer by moving the mouse pointer and clicking on the 

thermometer on a number from 0 to 100. Ratings between 0 and 49 degrees mean that 

you don't feel favorably toward the person or group and that you don't care too much for 

that person or group; ratings between 51 and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorably 

and warm toward the person or group. If you don't feel particularly warm or cold toward 

a person or group you would rate them at 50 degrees. 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

 

Blacks 
 

 

 

 

FT_Reps We would like to get your feelings about some groups and public figures in 

American society. When you see the name of a person or group, please rate it with what 

we call a feeling thermometer by moving the mouse pointer and clicking on the 

thermometer on a number from 0 to 100. Ratings between 0 and 49 degrees mean that 

you don't feel favorably toward the person or group and that you don't care too much for 

that person or group; ratings between 51 and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorably 

and warm toward the person or group. If you don't feel particularly warm or cold toward 

a person or group you would rate them at 50 degrees. 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

 

Republicans 
 

 

 

FT_HClin  We would like to get your feelings about some groups and public figures in 

American society. When you see the name of a person or group, please rate it with what 
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we call a feeling thermometer by moving the mouse pointer and clicking on the 

thermometer on a number from 0 to 100. Ratings between 0 and 49 degrees mean that 

you don't feel favorably toward the person or group and that you don't care too much for 

that person or group; ratings between 51 and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorably 

and warm toward the person or group. If you don't feel particularly warm or cold toward 

a person or group you would rate them at 50 degrees. 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

 

Hillary Clinton 
 

 

 

 

 

FT_Police We would like to get your feelings about some groups and public figures in 

American society. When you see the name of a person or group, please rate it with what 

we call a feeling thermometer by moving the mouse pointer and clicking on the 

thermometer on a number from 0 to 100. Ratings between 0 and 49 degrees mean that 

you don't feel favorably toward the person or group and that you don't care too much for 

that person or group; ratings between 51 and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorably 

and warm toward the person or group. If you don't feel particularly warm or cold toward 

a person or group you would rate them at 50 degrees. 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

 

The Police 
 

 

 

 

FT_Sanders We would like to get your feelings about some groups and public figures in 

American society. When you see the name of a person or group, please rate it with what 

we call a feeling thermometer by moving the mouse pointer and clicking on the 

thermometer on a number from 0 to 100. Ratings between 0 and 49 degrees mean that 

you don't feel favorably toward the person or group and that you don't care too much for 

that person or group; ratings between 51 and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorably 

and warm toward the person or group. If you don't feel particularly warm or cold toward 

a person or group you would rate them at 50 degrees. 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

 

Bernie Sanders 
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Can_Sup_B In a few sentences, please explain what you expect to see from a black 

political candidate before you give him or her your support.  

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q92 In a few sentences, please explain what you expect to see from a white political 

candidate before you give him or her your support.  

________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Q93 In a few sentences, please explain what you expect to see from a political candidate 

before you give him or her your support.  

________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

PID Generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a Republican, a Democrat, 

or Independent? 

o Democrat  

o Republican  

o Independent  

 

 

PID_Dem Would you call yourself a strong Democrat or a not very strong Democrat? 

o Strong Democrat  

o Weak Democrat  

 

 

 

PID_Rep Would you call yourself a strong Republican or a not very strong Republican? 

o Strong Republican  

o Weak Republican  
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PID_Ind  Do you think of yourself as closer to the Republican or Democratic Party? 

o Republican  

o Democratic  

o No Preference  

 

ideology We hear a lot of talk these days about liberals and conservatives.  Where would 

you place yourself on the scale below? 

o Very liberal  

o Liberal  

o Slightly liberal  

o Moderate,middle of the road  

o Slightly conservative  

o Conservative  

o Very Conservative  

 

income Please indicate your yearly household income. 

o Less than $30,000  

o $30,000 ï $39,999  

o $40,000 ï $49,999  

o $50,000 ï $59,999  

o $60,000 ï $69,999  

o $70,000 ï $79,999  

o $80,000 ï $89,999  
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o $90,000 ï $99,999  

o $100,000 -$124,999  

o $125,000- $149,999  

o $150,000- $174,999  

o $175,000 or more  

 

race What is your race? 

o White/Caucasian  

o Black/African American  

o Hispanic  

o Asian  

o Native American  

o Pacific Islander  

o Other  

 

Debrief  

Thank you for your participation. During this study, you may have been shown a 

candidate's picture and profile. These materials were not real. They were constructed 

stories to find out how voters would react to different candidate profiles. This was done 

because discussions on issues of race are sensitive to some people.  

Thank you very much for your time. Should you have any questions regarding your rights 

as a participant in this research, please inform or contact Julian Wamble 

at jwamble@umd.edu or 301-405-4557. 

If you are upset with this study you have the right to have your data withdrawn from this 

study at any point within two weeks of your participation. If within two weeks of your 

participation you decided you would like to have your data removed please send an 

email jwamble@umd.edu or call 301-405-4557. 
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Experiment Treatments 

 

Figure A1. Control Condition 
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Figure A2. Social Ties Condition 
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Figure A3. Personal Sacrifice Condition 
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Appendix B: Balance Statistics and Supplemental Analysis for Chapter 3 
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Table B1. Balance Statistics  

Note: **p<.01; A statistically significant number of individuals in the Control make more 

money relative to the other experimental conditions. 

 

 

 

Figure B1. 

 
Note: **p<.01. All significance tests are two-tailed and relative to the Control condition 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Control  Social Ties Personal Sacrifice 

Age 39.6 years 40.0 years 39.8 years 

% Female 51.2% 50.4% 52% 

Education Some College Some College Some College 

Ideology Slightly Liberal Slightly Liberal Slightly Liberal 

Partisanship Weak Democrat Weak Democrat Weak Democrat 

Income $50,000 ï 

$59,999** 

40,000 ï $49,999 40,000 ï $49,999 

% From South 52% 52.6% 58% 
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Figure B2. 

 
Note: *p<.05; +p<.10. All significance tests are two-tailed and relative to the Control 

condition 

 

Figure B3. 

 
Note: + p<.10. All significance tests are two-tailed and relative to the Control condition 
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Figure B4. 

 
Note: *p<.05; +p<.10. All significance tests are two-tailed and relative to the Control 

condition 

 

Figure B5. 
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Note: **p<.01. All significance tests are two-tailed and relative to the Control condition 

 

 

Figure B6. Mean Differences in Affective Attachment by Experimental Condition 

 
Note: **p<.01. All significance tests are two-tailed and relative to the Control condition 
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SUPPLEMENTAL ANALYSIS  

 

Figure B7. Mean Differences in Affective Attachment by Experimental Condition 

and Respondent Gender (N=420; 95% CIs)
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Figure B8. Mean Differences in Affective Attachment by Experimental Condition 

and Respondentôs Generation Cohort 

 
Note: *p<.05. All significance tests are two-tailed and relative to the cohortôs 

respective Control condition 

 

Figure B9. Mean Differences in Affective Attachment by Experimental Condition 

and Level of Linked Fate  
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Figure B10. Mean Differences in Willingness to Participate by Experimental 

Condition 

  
 

Figure B11. Adjusted Predictions of Respondentôs Affective Attachment based by 

Experimental Condition 

(Baseline- Control Condition)   
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Experimental Questionnaire  

 

Consent  

Consent for Research Participation  Julian Wamble at the University of Maryland, 

College Park, is inviting you to participate in this research study. The purpose of this 

study is to get a sense of how effective some campaign materials are at optimizing the 

success of an emerging political candidate.     Your participation in this study will involve 

you completing a brief questionnaire. You will be presented with a copy of a candidateôs 

campaign materials and asked questions about the material's content as well as your 

policy preferences. The study will take approximately 15 minutes to complete.       

The Institutional Review Board requires me to disclose that the risks to you as a 

participant are minimal, and that efforts have been made to keep your study-related 

information confidential. Moreover, you do not have to answer any questions with which 

you feel uncomfortable.     There are no direct benefits from participating in this research. 

However, possible benefits include expanding understanding of how candidate profiles 

the make accessible to the public.     Any potential loss of confidentiality will be 

minimized by a firewall-protected computer maintained by UMDôs department of 

Government and Politics, with access limited to the investigator and the university 

technical support staff. Besides simple demographic characteristics (age, sex, race, etc.), 

no other personally identifying information will be collected from the subjects. At the 

conclusion of the data collection portion of the study, there will be no record linking the 

subjects' data to any uniquely identifying information.     If I  write a report or article 

about this research project, your identity will be protected to the maximum extent 
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possible. Your information may be shared with representatives of the University of 

Maryland, College Park or governmental authorities if you or someone else is in danger 

or if we are required to do so by law.     For your participation, you will be rewarded 

redeemable credit as previously agreed with the designated third survey party Qualtrics. 

You may refuse to participate in this study without penalty or loss of benefits to which 

you are otherwise entitled.     Your participation in this research is completely 

voluntary.  You may choose not to take part at all.  If you decide to participate in this 

research, you may stop participating at any time.  If you decide not to participate in this 

study or if you stop participating at any time, you will not be penalized or lose any 

benefits to which you otherwise qualify.  

  

If you decide to stop taking part in the study, if you have questions, concerns, or 

complaints, or if you need to report an injury related to the research, please contact the 

investigator: Julian Wamble  5141 Tydings Hall  301-405-4557 

 jwamble@umd.edu       If you have questions about your rights as a research participant 

or wish to report a research-related injury, please contact:  University of Maryland 

College Park  

 Institutional Review Board Office 

 1204 Marie Mount Hall 

 College Park, Maryland, 20742 

  E-mail: irb@umd.edu  

 Telephone: 301-405-0678 

    This research has been reviewed according to the University of Maryland, College 

Park IRB procedures for research involving human subjects. IRB #: 1037240-1 

  

 Your clicking ñYesò below indicates that you are at least 18 years of age; you have read 

this consent form or have had it read to you; your questions have been answered to your 

satisfaction and you voluntarily agree to participate in this research study. Should you 

desire, you may print/download a copy of the consent form for their own records. 

   

 Do you consent to participate in this study?  If you agree to participate, please click 

ñYes. I will participate in this study.ò below. 

o Yes, I will participate in this study.  

o No, I will not participate in this study  
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screener_1  

"We care about the quality of our survey data, for us to get the most accurate measures of 

your opinions, it is important that you thoughtfully provide your best answers to each 

question in this survey." 

 

 

"Do you commit to thoughtfully provide your best answers to the questions in the 

survey?" 

o I WILL provide my best answers  

o I will NOT provide my best answers 

age  

What is your age?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

educ 

Please indicate the highest level of education you have completed. 
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o No formal education  

o 1st, 2nd, 3rd, or 4th grade  

o 5th or 6th grade  

o 7th or 8th grade  

o 9th grade  

o 10th grade  

o 11th grade  

o 12th grade NO DIPLOMA  

o High School Graduate- High school diploma  

o Some college, no degree  

o Associate Degree  

o Bachelors Degree  

o Masters Degree  

o Professional or Doctorate Degree  

 

sex  

Please indicate your sex. 

o Male  

o Female  

 

 



 191 

region  

Which region of the country do you live in? 

o Midwest - IA, IL, IN, KS, MI, MN, MO, ND, NE, OH, SD, WI  

o Northeast - CT, DC, DE, MA, MD, ME, NH, NJ, NY, PA, RI, VT  

o Southeast - AL, AR, FL, GA, KY, LA, MS, NC, SC, TN, VA, WV  

o Southwest - AZ, NM, OK, TX  

o West - AK, CA, CO, HI, ID, MT, NV, OR, UT, WA, WY  

 

race  

Do you consider yourself primarily White or Caucasian, Black or African American, 

American Indian, Asian or Pacific Islander, Hispanic or Latino or something else?  

o White or Caucasian  

o Black or African American  

o American Indian  

o Asian or Pacific Islander  

o Hispanic or Latino/a  

 

Screener 2  

Please select "Red". 

¶ White  

¶ Black  

¶ Red  

¶ Pink  

¶ Green  

¶ Blue  

 

You will now be shown a news article that follows a developing story  about a 

Congressional hopeful, Reginald Wallace.   

    

 Pay close attention to the article's content as you will be asked questions about the 

article.    
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**NOTICE**  You will not be able to proceed to the next page for 45 seconds. Once the 

timer is at :00 you can click the button to proceed to the next page    

   

rw_trust_1  

How much do you think you can trust Reginald Wallace to address the interests that are 

important to the black community?  

 

 

On a scale of 0-10, 0 being "Not at All" and 10 being "Very Much."   

 Not At All  Very Much 

   

 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

  
 

 

 

trust_oe  

Please explain whether the statement made by Reginald Wallace was enough to gain your 

trust. If not, what would he need to do to gain it? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

trust_wife  

How much do you think you can trust Reginald Wallace's wife Kyara ensure he addresses 

the interests that are important to the black community?  

 

On a scale of 0-10, 0 being "Not at All" and 10 being "Very Much."   

 Not At All  Very Much 

 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
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trust_naacp  

How much do you think you can trust the local NAACP chapter to ensure that Reginald 

Wallace addresses the interests that are important to the black community?  

 

 

On a scale of 0-10, 0 being "Not at All" and 10 being "Very Much."   

 Not At All  Very Much 

 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

  
 

 

rw_gen  

How genuine do you think Reginald Wallace is about addressing the interests that are 

important to the black community? 0 being "Not at all Genuine" and 10 being "Very 

Genuine."  

 

 

On a scale of 0-10, 0 being "Not at Genuine" and 10 being "Very Genuine."   

 Not At All Genuine Very Genuine 

 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

  
 

 

rw_account  

How confident are you, if you are at all, that Reginald Wallace would change his 

behavior should you and members of your community voiced concerns about how he 

represented your community in office? 

 Not At All Confident Very Confident 

 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

  
 

 

OE_2  

Please explain how would you respond if Reginald Wallace was proven unable to 

represent the interests of the community. 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

End of Block: Open Ended Question 2 
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Start of Block: Willingness to Support Wallace 

rw_sup  

Based on the information you have heard, how willing would you be to support Reginald 

Wallace?  

 

 

On a scale of 0 to 10, 0 being "Not at All Willing" and 10 being "Very Willing."  

 Not At All Willing  Very Willing 

 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

  
 

 

 

 

rw_eval  

Based on what you read, do you like Reginald Wallace? 

o Yes  

o No  

 

rw_eval2  

Based on what you read, please explain why you do OR do not like Reginald Wallace. 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

church_attend  

Do currently attend, or are a member or involved in a church, mosque, or synagogue, or 

other place of worship? 

o Yes  

o No  
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rw_viablew  

How likely, if at all, do you think Reginald Wallace will be able to gain support from 

white voters?  

o Extremely Unlikely  

o Moderately Unlikely  

o Neither Likely nor Unlikely  

o Slightly Likely  

o Extremely Likely  

 

rw_viableb  

How likely, if at all, do you think Reginald Wallace will be able to gain support from 

black voters?  

o Extremely Unlikely  

o Moderately Unlikely  

o Neither Likely nor Unlikely  

o Slightly Likely  

o Extremely Likely  

 

rw_trust_2  

Based on what you heard, please answer the following questions: On a scale of 1 to 10 

where 0 is "Not at All Trustworthy and 10 is "Very Trustworthy," how trustworthy do 

you think Reginald Wallace is? 

 Not at All Trustworthy Very trustworthy 

 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
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rw_ft  

We would like to get your feelings about some groups and public figures in American 

society. When you see the name of a person or group, please rate it with what we call a 

feeling thermometer by moving the mouse pointer and clicking on the thermometer on a 

number from 0 to 100. Ratings between 0 and 49 degrees mean that you don't feel 

favorably toward the person or group and that you don't care too much for that person or 

group; ratings between 51 and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorably and warm 

toward the person or group. If you don't feel particularly warm or cold toward a person or 

group you would rate them at 50 degrees. 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

 

Reginald Wallace 
 

 

rw_pid  

Based on what you read, with which political party do you think Reginald Wallace is 

affiliated? 

o Democratic  

o Republican  

o Independent  

 

rw_rep  

Based on what you read, how likely are you to believe that Reginald Wallace can 

represent your political interests? 

o Very Unlikely  

o Unlikely  

o Neither likely nor unlikely  

o Likely  

o Very Likely  

 

 



 197 

engage_1 Would you be willing to write a letter, call, or send an email to Reginald 

Wallace giving him your opinion about something that should be done? 

o Yes  

o No  

 

 

engage_2 Would you be willing to discuss Reginald Wallace with your family or 

friends? 

o No  

o Yes  

 

 

engage_3 If you had a problem that Reginald Wallace could do something about, do you 

think he would be very helpful, somewhat helpful, or not very helpful? 

o Not Very Helpful  

o Somewhat Helpful  

o Very Helpful  

 

mobil_1 Based on what you read, during the campaign, would you talk to any people and 

try to show them why they should vote for Reginald Wallace? 

o No  

o Yes  

 

mobil_2 Based on what you read, would you wear a Reginald Wallace campaign button, 

put a campaign sticker on your car, or place a sign in your window or in front of your 

house? 

o Yes  

o No  
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mobil_3 Based on what you read would you go to any political meetings, speeches, 

dinners, or things like that in support of Reginald Wallace? 

o No  

o Yes  

 

 

mobil_4 During an election year people are often asked to make a contribution to support 

campaigns, based on what you read, would you provide a financial contribution to 

Reginald Wallace's campaign? 

o Yes  

o No  

 

rw_constit Based on what you read, who do you think Reginald Wallace will represent 

best? 

o White or Caucasian  

o Black or African American  

 

mc1 Based on what you read, what did the Reginald Wallace opponent say about him? 

o "A clown"  

o "he is unable to represent the interests of the community"  

o "A family man"  

 

mc2 Based on what you read, what is the name of Reginald Wallace's wife? 

o Denise  

o Kyara  

o Barbara  
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mc3 Based on what you read, which organization supports Reginald Wallace? 

o Urban League  

o NAACP  

o ACLU  

 

mc4 Based on what you read, for whom did Reginald Wallace work after leaving his job 

at a "prominent law firm"? 

o JP Morgan Chase  

o Civil Rights Organizations  

o Goldman Sachs  

 

mc5 Based on what you read, what did Reginald Wallace get hit with while fighting for 

equality? 

o Rocks  

o Rubber Bullets  

o Nothing  

 

desc_rep How important is it to you that your elected representative is the same race or 

ethnicity as you? 

o Very Important  

o Somewhat Important  

o Neither Important nor Unimportant  

o Slightly Unimportant  

o Not at all important  
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LF Do you think what happens generally to Black people in this country will have 

something to do with what happens in your life? 

o Yes  

o No  

 

LF_a You indicated that what happens generally to black people in this country will have 

something to do with what happens in your life. Will it affect you a lot, some, or not very 

much?   

       

o A lot  

o Some  

o Not very much  

 

huddy_1 How important is being black to you? 

o Extremely Important  

o Very important  

o Not Very Important  

o Not at all important  

 

huddy_2 How well does the term "black" describe you? 

o Extremely Well  

o Very Well  

o Not Very Well  

o Not Well at All  
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huddy_3 When talking about black people, how often do you use "we" instead of "they"? 

o All of the time  

o Most of the time  

o Some of the time  

o Rarely  

o Never  

 

huddy_4 To what extent do you think of yourself as "black"? 

o A great deal  

o Somewhat  

o Very Little  

o Not at all  

 

 

ft We would like to get your feelings about some groups and public figures in American 

society. When you see the name of a person or group, please rate it with what we call a 

feeling thermometer by moving the mouse pointer and clicking on the thermometer on a 

number from 0 to 100. Ratings between 0 and 49 degrees mean that you don't feel 

favorably toward the person or group and that you don't care too much for that person or 

group; ratings between 51 and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorably and warm 

toward the person or group. If you don't feel particularly warm or cold toward a person or 

group you would rate them at 50 degrees. 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 
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Donald Trump 
 

Black Republicans 
 

Barack Obama 
 

Whites 
 

Blacks 
 

 

pid Generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a Republican, a Democrat, or 

an Independent? 

o Democrat  

o Republican  

o Independent  

 

dem_str Would you call yourself a strong Democrat or a not very strong Democrat? 

o Strong Democrat  

o Weak Democrat  

 

rep_str Would you call yourself a strong Republican or a not very strong Republican? 

o Strong Republican  

o Weak Republican  

 

id_close Do you think of yourself as closer to the Republican or Democratic Party? 

o Republican  

o Democratic  

o No Preference  
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ideo We hear a lot of talk these days about liberals and conservatives.  Where would you 

place yourself on the scale below? 

o Very liberal  

o Liberal  

o Slightly liberal  

o Moderate, middle of the road  

o Slightly conservative  

o Conservative  

o Very Conservative  

 

income Please indicate your yearly household income. 

o Less than $30,000  

o $30,000 ï $39,999  

o $40,000 ï $49,999  

o $50,000 ï $59,999  

o $60,000 ï $69,999  

o $70,000 ï $79,999  

o $80,000 ï $89,999  

o $90,000 ï $99,999  

o $100,000 -$124,999  

o $125,000- $149,999  

o $150,000- $174,999  
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o $175,000 or more  
 

 

debrief  

Thank you for your participation. During this study, you may have been shown an article 

about Reginald Wallace. These materials and the candidate you read about were not real. 

They were constructed stories to find out how voters would react to certain political 

statements. The use of fabricated texts was done because discussions on issues race are 

sensitive to some people.  

 

Thank you very much for your time. Should you have any questions regarding your rights 

as a participant in this research, please inform or contact Julian Wamble 

at jwamble@umd.edu or 301-405-4557. 

 

If you are upset with this study you have the right to have your data withdrawn from this 

study at any point within two weeks of your participation. If within two weeks of your 

participation you decided, you would like to have your data removed please send an 

email jwamble@umd.edu or call 301-405-4557. 
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Experimental Conditions 

 

Figure C1. Control Condition
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Figure C2. Social Ties- Wife Condition
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Figure C3. Social Ties- NAACP Condition  
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Figure C4. Personal Sacrifice- Financial Sacrifice Condition
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Figure C5. Personal Sacrifice- Physical Sacrifice Condition 
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Table D1. Summary Statistics by Experimental Conditions  

Note: *p<.05; There are less people from the South in the Physical Sacrifice condition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Experimental Conditions  

Control  Social Ties- 

Wife 

Social Ties- 

NAACP 

Personal 

Sacrifice-  

Financial 

Personal 

Sacrifice-  

Physical 

Age 37.0 38.0 36.8 36.3 36.6 

% Female 52% 48.5% 49% 50% 49.8% 

Education Some College Some College Some College Some College Some College 

Ideology Slightly Liberal Slightly Liberal Slightly Liberal Slightly Liberal Slightly Liberal 

Partisanship Weak Democrat Weak Democrat Weak Democrat Weak Democrat Weak Democrat 

Income $40,000- 

$49,000 

$40,000- 

$49,000 

$40,000- 

$49,000 

$40,000- 

$49,000 

$40,000- 

$49,000 

% From 

South 

49.6% 48.9% 47.2% 49.1% 41%* 

Level of 

Linked Fate 

(0-1) 

.6 .53 .61 .63 .55 
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SUPPLEMENTAL ANALYSIS - 

Moderating Effects 

 

The effect of Linked Fate on Candidate Evaluations by Condition 

 

Linked Fate Question Wording: Do you think what happens generally to Black people 

in this country will have something to do with what happens in your life?  

¶ Yes 

¶ No 

Branching question for those you answer ñYesò to the previous question: You 

indicated that what happens generally to Black people in this country will have 

something to do with what happens in your life. Will it affect you a lot, some, or not very 

much?  

¶ A lot  

¶ Some  

¶ Not very much 

Note: These two questions are combined and scaled from 0 (No Linked Fate) to 1 (A lot). 

 

Figure D1. Average Experimental Effects on Feeling Thermometer Ratings by Level 

of Linked Fate (N=1,150; 95% CIs) 

 
Note: ** p<.01. All significance tests are two tailed and between high and low linked fate 

within each condition. There is also a statistically significant difference between the 
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control condition and the physical sacrifice condition for those who have high linked fate 

(p<.05).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure D2. Average Experimental Effects on Affective Attachment by Respondent ós 

Level of Linked Fate  

(N=1,150; 95% CIs) 

 
Note: * p<.05. All significance tests are two tailed and between high and low linked fate 

within each condition.  
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Figure D3. Average Experimental Effects on Willingness to Support by Respondent 

ós Level of Linked Fate  

(N=1,150; 95% CIs) 

 
Note: ** p<.01. All significance tests are two tailed and between high and low linked fate 

within each condition.  

 



 215 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure D4. Average Experimental Effects on Perceptions of Candidateôs Ability to 

Represent Interests by Respondent ós Level of Linked Fate  

(N=1,150; 95% CIs) 

 
Note: ** p<.01. All significance tests are two tailed and between high and low linked fate 

within each condition.  
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Figure D5. Average Experimental Effects on Affective Attachment by Level of 

Respondent Sex (N=1,150; 95% CIs) 

 
Note: + p<.10. All significance tests are two tailed and between male and female within 

each condition 
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Figure D3. Average Experimental Effects on Affective Attachment by Respondent ós 

Generational Cohort  

(N=1,150; 95% CIs) 
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Experimental Questionnaire  

 

Consent  

Consent for Research Participation  Julian Wamble at the University of Maryland, 

College Park, is inviting you to participate in this research study. The purpose of this 

study is to get a sense of how effective some campaign materials are at optimizing the 

success of an emerging political candidate.     Your participation in this study will involve 

you completing a brief questionnaire. You will be presented with a copy of a candidateôs 

campaign materials and asked questions about the material's content as well as your 

policy preferences. The study will take approximately 15 minutes to complete.       

The Institutional Review Board requires me to disclose that the risks to you as a 

participant are minimal, and that efforts have been made to keep your study-related 

information confidential. Moreover, you do not have to answer any questions with which 

you feel uncomfortable.     There are no direct benefits from participating in this research. 

However, possible benefits include expanding understanding of how candidate profiles 

the make accessible to the public.     Any potential loss of confidentiality will be 

minimized by a firewall-protected computer maintained by UMDôs department of 

Government and Politics, with access limited to the investigator and the university 

technical support staff. Besides simple demographic characteristics (age, sex, race, etc.), 

no other personally identifying information will be collected from the subjects. At the 

conclusion of the data collection portion of the study, there will be no record linking the 

subjects' data to any uniquely identifying information.     If I  write a report or article 

about this research project, your identity will be protected to the maximum extent 

possible. Your information may be shared with representatives of the University of 

Maryland, College Park or governmental authorities if you or someone else is in danger 

or if we are required to do so by law.     For your participation, you will be rewarded 

redeemable credit as previously agreed with the designated third survey party Qualtrics. 

You may refuse to participate in this study without penalty or loss of benefits to which 

you are otherwise entitled.     Your participation in this research is completely 

voluntary.  You may choose not to take part at all.  If you decide to participate in this 

research, you may stop participating at any time.  If you decide not to participate in this 

study or if you stop participating at any time, you will not be penalized or lose any 

benefits to which you otherwise qualify.  

  

If you decide to stop taking part in the study, if you have questions, concerns, or 

complaints, or if you need to report an injury related to the research, please contact the 

investigator: Julian Wamble  5141 Tydings Hall  301-405-4557 

 jwamble@umd.edu       If you have questions about your rights as a research participant 

or wish to report a research-related injury, please contact:  University of Maryland 

College Park  

 Institutional Review Board Office 

 1204 Marie Mount Hall 

 College Park, Maryland, 20742 

  E-mail: irb@umd.edu  

 Telephone: 301-405-0678 

    This research has been reviewed according to the University of Maryland, College 
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Park IRB procedures for research involving human subjects. IRB #: 1037240-1 

  

 Your clicking ñYesò below indicates that you are at least 18 years of age; you have read 

this consent form or have had it read to you; your questions have been answered to your 

satisfaction and you voluntarily agree to participate in this research study. Should you 

desire, you may print/download a copy of the consent form for their own records. 

   

 Do you consent to participate in this study?  If you agree to participate, please click 

ñYes. I will participate in this study.ò below. 

o Yes, I will participate in this study.  

o No, I will not participate in this study  

 

screener_1  

"We care about the quality of our survey data, for us to get the most accurate measures of 

your opinions, it is important that you thoughtfully provide your best answers to each 

question in this survey." 

 

 

"Do you commit to thoughtfully provide your best answers to the questions in the 

survey?" 

o I WILL provide my best answers  

o I will NOT provide my best answers 

age  

What is your age?  
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educ 

Please indicate the highest level of education you have completed. 

o No formal education  

o 1st, 2nd, 3rd, or 4th grade  

o 5th or 6th grade  

o 7th or 8th grade  

o 9th grade  

o 10th grade  

o 11th grade  

o 12th grade NO DIPLOMA  

o High School Graduate- High school diploma  

o Some college, no degree  

o Associate Degree  

o Bachelors Degree  

o Masters Degree  

o Professional or Doctorate Degree  

 



 223 

sex  

Please indicate your sex. 

o Male  

o Female  

 

 

region  

Which region of the country do you live in? 

o Midwest - IA, IL, IN, KS, MI, MN, MO, ND, NE, OH, SD, WI  

o Northeast - CT, DC, DE, MA, MD, ME, NH, NJ, NY, PA, RI, VT  

o Southeast - AL, AR, FL, GA, KY, LA, MS, NC, SC, TN, VA, WV  

o Southwest - AZ, NM, OK, TX  

o West - AK, CA, CO, HI, ID, MT, NV, OR, UT, WA, WY  

 

race  

Do you consider yourself primarily White or Caucasian, Black or African American, 

American Indian, Asian or Pacific Islander, Hispanic or Latino or something else?  

o White or Caucasian  

o Black or African American  

o American Indian  

o Asian or Pacific Islander  

o Hispanic or Latino/a  
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Screener 2  

Please select "Red". 

¶ White  

¶ Black  

¶ Red  

¶ Pink  

¶ Green  

¶ Blue  

 

You will now be shown a news article that follows a developing story  about a 

Congressional hopeful, Reginald Wallace.   

    

 Pay close attention to the article's content as you will be asked questions about the 

article.    

    

**NOTICE**  You will not be able to proceed to the next page for 45 seconds. Once the 

timer is at :00 you can click the button to proceed to the next page    

   

rw_trust_1  

How much do you think you can trust Reginald Wallace to address the interests that are 

important to the black community?  

 

 

On a scale of 0-10, 0 being "Not at All" and 10 being "Very Much."   

 Not At All  Very Much 

   

 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

  
 

 

 

trust_oe  

Please explain whether the statement made by Reginald Wallace was enough to gain your 

trust. If not, what would he need to do to gain it? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
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trust_wife  

How much do you think you can trust Reginald Wallace's wife Kyara ensure he addresses 

the interests that are important to the black community?  

 

On a scale of 0-10, 0 being "Not at All" and 10 being "Very Much."   

 Not At All  Very Much 

 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

  
 

 

 

trust_naacp  

How much do you think you can trust the local NAACP chapter to ensure that Reginald 

Wallace addresses the interests that are important to the black community?  

 

 

On a scale of 0-10, 0 being "Not at All" and 10 being "Very Much."   

 Not At All  Very Much 

 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

  
 

 

rw_gen  

How genuine do you think Reginald Wallace is about addressing the interests that are 

important to the black community? 0 being "Not at all Genuine" and 10 being "Very 

Genuine."  

 

 

On a scale of 0-10, 0 being "Not at Genuine" and 10 being "Very Genuine."   

 Not At All Genuine Very Genuine 

 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
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rw_account  

How confident are you, if you are at all, that Reginald Wallace would change his 

behavior should you and members of your community voiced concerns about how he 

represented your community in office? 

 Not At All Confident Very Confident 

 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

  
 

 

OE_2  

Please explain how would you respond if Reginald Wallace was proven unable to 

represent the interests of the community. 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

End of Block: Open Ended Question 2 
 

Start of Block: Willingness to Support Wallace 

rw_sup  

Based on the information you have heard, how willing would you be to support Reginald 

Wallace?  

 

 

On a scale of 0 to 10, 0 being "Not at All Willing" and 10 being "Very Willing."  

 Not At All Willing  Very Willing 

 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

  
 

 

 

 

rw_eval  

Based on what you read, do you like Reginald Wallace? 

o Yes  

o No  
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rw_eval2  

Based on what you read, please explain why you do OR do not like Reginald Wallace. 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

church_attend  

Do currently attend, or are a member or involved in a church, mosque, or synagogue, or 

other place of worship? 

o Yes  

o No  

 

 

rw_viablew  

How likely, if at all, do you think Reginald Wallace will be able to gain support from 

white voters?  

o Extremely Unlikely  

o Moderately Unlikely  

o Neither Likely nor Unlikely  

o Slightly Likely  

o Extremely Likely  

 

rw_viableb  

How likely, if at all, do you think Reginald Wallace will be able to gain support from 

black voters?  

o Extremely Unlikely  

o Moderately Unlikely  

o Neither Likely nor Unlikely  

o Slightly Likely  

o Extremely Likely  
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rw_trust_2  

Based on what you heard, please answer the following questions: On a scale of 1 to 10 

where 0 is "Not at All Trustworthy and 10 is "Very Trustworthy," how trustworthy do 

you think Reginald Wallace is? 

 Not at All Trustworthy Very trustworthy 

 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

rw_ft  

We would like to get your feelings about some groups and public figures in American 

society. When you see the name of a person or group, please rate it with what we call a 

feeling thermometer by moving the mouse pointer and clicking on the thermometer on a 

number from 0 to 100. Ratings between 0 and 49 degrees mean that you don't feel 

favorably toward the person or group and that you don't care too much for that person or 

group; ratings between 51 and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorably and warm 

toward the person or group. If you don't feel particularly warm or cold toward a person or 

group you would rate them at 50 degrees. 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

 

Reginald Wallace 
 

 

rw_pid  

Based on what you read, with which political party do you think Reginald Wallace is 

affiliated? 

o Democratic  

o Republican  

o Independent  
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rw_rep  

Based on what you read, how likely are you to believe that Reginald Wallace can 

represent your political interests? 

o Very Unlikely  

o Unlikely  

o Neither likely nor unlikely  

o Likely  

o Very Likely  

 

 

engage_1 Would you be willing to write a letter, call, or send an email to Reginald 

Wallace giving him your opinion about something that should be done? 

o Yes  

o No  

 

 

engage_2 Would you be willing to discuss Reginald Wallace with your family or 

friends? 

o No  

o Yes  

 

 

engage_3 If you had a problem that Reginald Wallace could do something about, do you 

think he would be very helpful, somewhat helpful, or not very helpful? 

o Not Very Helpful  

o Somewhat Helpful  

o Very Helpful  
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mobil_1 Based on what you read, during the campaign, would you talk to any people and 

try to show them why they should vote for Reginald Wallace? 

o No  

o Yes  

 

mobil_2 Based on what you read, would you wear a Reginald Wallace campaign button, 

put a campaign sticker on your car, or place a sign in your window or in front of your 

house? 

o Yes  

o No  

 

mobil_3 Based on what you read would you go to any political meetings, speeches, 

dinners, or things like that in support of Reginald Wallace? 

o No  

o Yes  

 

 

mobil_4 During an election year people are often asked to make a contribution to support 

campaigns, based on what you read, would you provide a financial contribution to 

Reginald Wallace's campaign? 

o Yes  

o No  

 

rw_constit Based on what you read, who do you think Reginald Wallace will represent 

best? 

o White or Caucasian  

o Black or African American  
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mc1 Based on what you read, what did the Reginald Wallace opponent say about him? 

o "A clown"  

o "he is unable to represent the interests of the community"  

o "A family man"  

 

mc2 Based on what you read, what is the name of Reginald Wallace's wife? 

o Denise  

o Kyara  

o Barbara  

 

mc3 Based on what you read, which organization supports Reginald Wallace? 

o Urban League  

o NAACP  

o ACLU  

 

mc4 Based on what you read, for whom did Reginald Wallace work after leaving his job 

at a "prominent law firm"? 

o JP Morgan Chase  

o Civil Rights Organizations  

o Goldman Sachs  
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mc5 Based on what you read, what did Reginald Wallace get hit with while fighting for 

equality? 

o Rocks  

o Rubber Bullets  

o Nothing  

 

desc_rep How important is it to you that your elected representative is the same race or 

ethnicity as you? 

o Very Important  

o Somewhat Important  

o Neither Important nor Unimportant  

o Slightly Unimportant  

o Not at all important  

 

 

LF Do you think what happens generally to Black people in this country will have 

something to do with what happens in your life? 

o Yes  

o No  

 

LF_a You indicated that what happens generally to black people in this country will have 

something to do with what happens in your life. Will it affect you a lot, some, or not very 

much?   

       

o A lot  

o Some  

o Not very much  
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huddy_1 How important is being black to you? 

o Extremely Important  

o Very important  

o Not Very Important  

o Not at all important  

 

huddy_2 How well does the term "black" describe you? 

o Extremely Well  

o Very Well  

o Not Very Well  

o Not Well at All  

 

huddy_3 When talking about black people, how often do you use "we" instead of "they"? 

o All of the time  

o Most of the time  

o Some of the time  

o Rarely  

o Never  
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huddy_4 To what extent do you think of yourself as "black"? 

o A great deal  

o Somewhat  

o Very Little  

o Not at all  

 

 

ft We would like to get your feelings about some groups and public figures in American 

society. When you see the name of a person or group, please rate it with what we call a 

feeling thermometer by moving the mouse pointer and clicking on the thermometer on a 

number from 0 to 100. Ratings between 0 and 49 degrees mean that you don't feel 

favorably toward the person or group and that you don't care too much for that person or 

group; ratings between 51 and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorably and warm 

toward the person or group. If you don't feel particularly warm or cold toward a person or 

group you would rate them at 50 degrees. 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

 

Donald Trump 
 

Black Republicans 
 

Barack Obama 
 

Whites 
 

Blacks 
 

 

pid Generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a Republican, a Democrat, or 

an Independent? 

o Democrat  

o Republican  

o Independent  
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dem_str Would you call yourself a strong Democrat or a not very strong Democrat? 

o Strong Democrat  

o Weak Democrat  

 

rep_str Would you call yourself a strong Republican or a not very strong Republican? 

o Strong Republican  

o Weak Republican  

 

id_close Do you think of yourself as closer to the Republican or Democratic Party? 

o Republican  

o Democratic  

o No Preference  

 



 236 

ideo We hear a lot of talk these days about liberals and conservatives.  Where would you 

place yourself on the scale below? 

o Very liberal  

o Liberal  

o Slightly liberal  

o Moderate, middle of the road  

o Slightly conservative  

o Conservative  

o Very Conservative  

 

income Please indicate your yearly household income. 

o Less than $30,000  

o $30,000 ï $39,999  

o $40,000 ï $49,999  

o $50,000 ï $59,999  

o $60,000 ï $69,999  

o $70,000 ï $79,999  

o $80,000 ï $89,999  

o $90,000 ï $99,999  

o $100,000 -$124,999  

o $125,000- $149,999  

o $150,000- $174,999  



 237 

o $175,000 or more  
 

 

debrief  

Thank you for your participation. During this study, you may have been shown an article 

about Reginald Wallace. These materials and the candidate you read about were not real. 

They were constructed stories to find out how voters would react to certain political 

statements. The use of fabricated texts was done because discussions on issues race are 

sensitive to some people.  

 

Thank you very much for your time. Should you have any questions regarding your rights 

as a participant in this research, please inform or contact Julian Wamble 

at jwamble@umd.edu or 301-405-4557. 

 

If you are upset with this study you have the right to have your data withdrawn from this 

study at any point within two weeks of your participation. If within two weeks of your 

participation you decided, you would like to have your data removed please send an 

email jwamble@umd.edu or call 301-405-4557. 
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Experimental Conditions 

 

Figure E1. Control Condition 
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Figure E2. Social Ties- Wife Condition
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Figure E3. Social Ties- NAACP Condition  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 




















