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Abstract

Voter identification laws in the United States are a controversial and often

misunderstood issue. Previous research has found that public opinion of

voter identification laws is influenced by views of race and racial framing.

This paper builds o↵ this research and tests whether support for voter ID

laws among White voters with higher levels of racial resentment increases

when such policies are framed in racial terms. Using an experiment embed-

ded in an original survey, I find that when White voters with strong levels

of racial resentment are informed that voter ID laws disproportionately im-

pact Black voters, their levels of support for such laws increase significantly.

These Whites also become more likely to report that voter fraud is a prob-

lem, and more likely to report favorable evaluations of Donald Trump, who

has repeatedly suggested that voter fraud was a problem in the 2016 presi-

dential election. These findings support the hypothesis that although voter

ID laws are ostensibly race-neutral, the public perceives them as racialized.

This suggests important considerations for the way such laws are framed and

discussed.
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1 Introduction

Long after the Voting Rights Act of 1965 outlawed the Jim Crow era’s egre-

gious e↵orts to restrict access to the polls, state legislatures have sought to

pass increasingly restrictive voter identification laws. In the past half cen-

tury, as partisan divisions became more entrenched, the debates over the

purpose, impact, and necessity of such laws have become tenser and more

divided. Proponents of voter ID laws argue that they prevent voter fraud,

a claim that has been given considerable public attention in the aftermath

of the 2016 election, as President Trump claimed millions of people voted

illegally (Phillip and DeBonis 2017). Critics argue that voter fraud is virtu-

ally nonexistent, and such laws serve only to disenfranchise minority voters

without ready access to a valid ID (Brennan Center 2012). Political battles

over this issue have been waged in Congress, the courts, and state legisla-

tures. But how do ordinary citizens feel about voter ID laws? Research on

the subject is limited, and too often the debate is fought over the news and

social media rather than through grounded, factual political discourse.

These arguments extend far beyond the surface-level talking points on

voter identification. Understanding the historical context of voter suppres-

sion, the partisan practice of policy framing, and how racial attitudes influ-

ence public opinion provides important insights into the factors that motivate

voter ID laws. This paper will provide historical and political context of re-

stricting access to the polls and will demonstrate how individual-level racial

attitudes can help perpetuate such laws. Using an original survey with an

embedded question-wording experiment, I will demonstrate that voter ID
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laws are not race-neutral. Instead, framing the consequences of these laws

around race can have a profound e↵ect on support for these laws. Trou-

blingly, I find that when Whites with higher levels of racial animus toward

Blacks are informed that these laws disproportionately a↵ect Black access to

the polls, these Whites become more supportive of voter ID laws.

2 Literature Review

2.1 Historical Background

The American political system has a long history of restricting minority ac-

cess to voting booths. Since the 15th amendment expanded the right to vote

to include all male citizens regardless of race in 1870, political partisans have

supported and passed state-wide laws designed strategically to reduce the

voting power of di↵erent groups. One of the most egregious and e↵ective of

these attempts was implemented by Whites in southern states, who, fearing

the dilution of their political power, sought to deny non-white voters the right

to vote. They passed laws in the late 19th century severely curtailing the

ability of African Americans to vote by requiring a poll tax and/or a literacy

test to be able to cast a ballot. Although these laws impacted low-income

and uneducated voters regardless of race, many states made legal exceptions

(known as grandfather clauses) that enfranchised anyone who had the right

to vote prior 1867, thereby exclusively disenfranchising blacks. They also al-

lowed voting o�cials discretion in deciding for whom literacy tests and poll

taxes should apply, e↵ectively allowing the laws to be applied disproportion-
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ately to African Americans. Taken together, these laws gave Southern states

a legal basis to keep non-white voters from voting (“Grandfather Clauses”

n.d.).

These laws remained legal until the 1960s, when the 24th amendment

abolished the poll tax and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 (VRA) abolished

literacy tests. The VRA e↵ectively enforced the 15th amendment, prohibit-

ing states from passing any laws that deny citizens the right to vote on the

basis of race, and required states with a history of discrimination to submit

changes to election laws to the federal government for approval (Voting Rights

Act 1965). Since the 1960s, states have used indirect techniques to reduce

the overall voting power of minority groups. These laws have largely been

implemented in states with a history of disenfranchisement, passed by Repub-

lican legislatures, and disproportionately a↵ect non-white voters. However,

unlike poll taxes and literacy tests, many of these laws remain legal largely

because unlike previous e↵orts to limit ballot access, they do not target racial

minorities on their face.

Despite the seemingly race-neutral intent of these policies, there is a

marked racial divide in support for modern voter ID laws (Gallup 2016).

This divide is consistent with other research which has shown that there

are large public opinion divides between Whites and Blacks on both racial-

ized and race-neutral policies (Kinder and Winter 2001). Yet strong support

among Whites for these laws may have important consequences for their

continued implementation. This public support has given legislators cover

to continue to pass and enforce such laws, and has likely contributed to the

rise in voter ID laws in recent decades (Ansolabehere and Persily 2008).
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Perhaps, however, these laws need not appear race-neutral in order to

garner White support. Previous research has found that invoking race on

political issues can influence support, particularly among Whites, for poli-

cies impacting minorities. Some of this work has suggested that in order for

this type of racial framing to be e↵ective, it needed to be subtle and covert

(Mendelberg 2001). But others have found that directly informing Whites

that policies may disproportionately and negatively impact Blacks can also

e↵ectively sway support (Hetey and Eberhardt 2014). Such e↵ects are often

stronger among Whites with high levels of racial animus, particularly racial

resentment (Wilson 2014). This research supports the hypothesis that ap-

pealing to race by framing voter ID laws in terms of race will increase support

among Whites with high levels of racial resentment for voter ID laws.

2.2 Voter Identification Policies

Although voter identification laws did not become prominent until the early

2000s, the first law requiring voters to show valid identification at the polls

was passed in South Carolina in 1950, and laws requesting IDs in four more

states were passed throughout the 20th century. In 2005, the Commission

on Federal Election Reform made a bipartisan recommendation that states

should require identification at the polls, and a year later, Indiana became

the first state to require a government-issued photo ID. This law was not

implemented until 2008 after the US Supreme Court ruled that requiring a

photo ID was constitutional in Crawford v. Marion County (Davidson 2009).

Crawford v. Marion County thrust voter ID laws onto the national stage, as
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the ruling paved the way for similar laws in other states.

In 2013 the US Supreme Court ruled in Shelby v. Holder that the section

of the 1965 Voting Rights Act requiring certain states to gain federal approval

for election law changes was unconstitutional, making it significantly easier

for these states to pass voter identification laws. From 2013 to 2016, when the

first presidential election under these new laws was held, the states previously

restricted under the Voting Rights Act passed a number of laws restricting

access to polls. Figure 1 shows the states that were previously required to

gain clearance to pass voting restrictions. Of the 10 states, 9 have passed

laws restricting access (United States Department of Justice 2015). Four

of these, North Carolina, Georgia, Texas, and Alabama, have had at least

one of these laws struck down as unconstitutional (“New Voting Restrictions

in Place for 2016 Presidential Election” 2016). North Carolina’s law was

overturned after evidence emerged that Republican lawmakers had targeted

Blacks with almost surgical precision, using data on minority turnout and

driver’s license numbers to create and pass a number of restrictive voting

measures, including one requiring identification to vote (Wan 2016).
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Figure 1: Section 5 State Voter ID Laws

Although it is di�cult to measure how turnout has been impacted, a

study done on seven of these ten states found that they had closed almost

900 polling stations, reducing the total number of stations by 16% (Simpson

2016).

As of October 2016, 34 of the 50 states have passed some form of voter

identification law. Government data generally classifies these on a scale of

strictness, where the most restrictive laws make it the most di�cult for voters

to be able to vote. This information is shown in Table 1. The table reflects

the current laws in e↵ect. Some states, like North Carolina and Arkansas,

have passed more restrictive laws, which have been struck down by various

courts (Underhill 2016).
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Table 1: State Voter Identification Laws

Level Description Number of States

1 No document required to vote 17 and DC

2 An ID requested 14

3 A non-photo ID required 3

4 A photo ID requested 9

5 A photo ID required 7

Voter ID laws have moved further into the political arena since the 2016

election. After losing the popular vote by 2.8 million votes, President Trump

told lawmakers that at least 3 million votes had been cast illegally, and called

for an investigation into widespread voter fraud (Phillip and DeBonis 2017).

This claim has been extensively debunked, but President Trump has given

a national voice to the issue and provided political coverage for Republican

legislatures to pass stricter requirements for voter IDs (Ashby 2017; “Why

Does Trump Lie” 2017).

2.3 Impact of Voter ID Laws on Turnout

The impact of voter ID laws on turnout overall and within various groups

is di�cult to measure. Measures of the percentage of Americans currently

without an eligible ID vary from 1% to 11% (Brennan Center, 2006), and

the US Electoral Assistance Commission (EAC) cautions against reading too

much into raw turnout data, as ‘the dynamics of turnout are complex, much

studied, and only partially understood’ (EAC, 2006). However, even with

its caveat the EAC found a statistically significant negative relationship be-
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tween strictness of voter ID laws and overall turnout. This conclusion is

not universally accepted, as other research argues that overall turnout is not

impacted significantly by voter ID laws, especially when compared to other

factors influencing turnout.

However, research has shown that non-white voters are, or would be, dis-

proportionately a↵ected by voter ID laws. Barreto, Nuno, and Sanchez used

exit polls from three states in 2006 to conclude that minority voters who

actually showed up to vote are less likely to be able to provide a government-

issued form of identification than White voters (2007). Using turnout data,

Alvarez, Bailey and Katz concluded that strict voter ID laws impacted low-

income groups and minorities most significantly (2008). Perhaps most signif-

icant to the debate over laws requiring strict photo IDs, Hajnal, Lajevardi,

and Nielson analyzed data from 2012 from states with the strictest laws and

concluded that strict photo ID laws depressed Latino turnout by 6.3% and

Black turnout by 1.6%, increasing the already significant gap between White

and non-White turnout. Such laws also doubled the turnout gap between

Democrats and Republicans, with Democrats voting at lower rates (Hajnal,

Lajevardi, and Nielson 2016) 1. Taken together, there is significant evidence

that strict photo ID laws impact both Democratic and minority voters at a

higher rate than their counterparts.

1Follow-up research has questioned the validity of this research, suggesting that al-
though these e↵ects may exist, this study relied on flawed data and miscalculations. A
full analysis can be found at http://www.vox.com/identities/2017/3/15/14909764/study-
voter-id-racism.
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2.4 Voter Fraud vs. Disenfranchisement: Partisanship

and Legislative Motivation

What motivates the implementation of these laws? Regardless of political

beliefs or orientation, almost all Americans agree that the goal of electoral

policy is to create an electoral process that Americans trust and to facili-

tate American participation in that process (EAC 2006). However, not all

Americans agree on the role voter identification laws play in achieving this

goal. Proponents of voter identification laws argue that they are necessary

to prevent voter fraud from both non-eligible voters and eligible voters vot-

ing more than once (Kobach 2011). However, there is virtually no evidence

of significant voter fraud. A comprehensive report by the Brennan Center

found a voter fraud rate of 0.00004% (Levitt 2007). Dozens of investigative

reports from governmental agencies and outside groups have found claims

of individual and widespread voter fraud to be myths (Ingraham 2014). On

the other hand, opponents of voter ID laws argue that they prevent voters

without convenient access to identification from voting (EAC 2006). Acquir-

ing government-issued identification can impose a burden on citizens. The

costs of acquiring an ID ranges from $75-$175, taking into account travel,

purchase and time costs (Sobel 2014).

Opponents argue that because reports of voter fraud are practically non-

existent and the burden of acquiring an acceptable ID disproportionately

a↵ects low-income and minority citizens, laws requiring voter identification

are inherently partisan attempts by Republican-led state legislatures to hold

or increase electoral majorities. Although these laws apply to all citizens, the
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voters who do not have easy access to identification are disproportionately

Democratic (Barreto, Nuno, and Sanchez 2007). By passing laws under the

facade of voter fraud prevention, Republicans are able to prevent a higher

proportion of likely Democratic citizens from voting, giving their party an

electoral advantage.

Research demonstrates that voter ID laws are used by Republicans as

a strategy to keep an electoral advantage. Bentele and O’Brien found the

proposal and passage of voter ID laws from 2006-2011 were ‘highly parti-

san, strategic, and racialized a↵airs’ (2013). States under Republican con-

trol with minorities composing a large proportion of the active electorate

and competitive elections were the most likely to both propose and pass

restrictive voter ID laws. Hicks et. al found that from 2001-2012, not all

Republican-controlled legislatures pushed for voter ID laws: the states that

did so were controlled by Republicans, but were also characterized by in-

creasingly competitive elections (Hicks et al. 2015). Additionally, there is

little or no correlation between reports of voter fraud and the introduction

of legislation (Bentele and O’Brien 2013). This particular combination of

factors suggest that a key driver of voter ID legislation is seeking electoral

advantage, not preventing fraud.

Despite these concerns, voter ID laws enjoy exceptionally high levels of

support, specifically among Whites and Republicans. Is this in spite of their

disproportionate impact on minorities, or because of it? This paper seeks to

answer that question by exploring the connection between racial attitudes

and support for such laws.
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2.5 Public Opinion

Despite the fierce debate surrounding voter ID laws at the policy-making

level, public opinion of voter ID laws tends to be favorable. Public opinion

is split along partisan lines, and research has shown that framing the debate

can influence public opinion as well. Several studies conducted between 2012

and 2016 show strong support for laws requiring identification to vote. The

Pew Research Center found in 2012 that 77% of voters favor such laws,

and Gallup found in 2016 that 80% of voters favor them. In both surveys,

political a�liation a↵ected support. Although 95% of Republicans supported

the laws in both 2012 and 2016, only 61% of Democrats in 2012 and 63% of

Democrats in 2016 expressed support. The Pew Research Center also found

that although 98% of voters believe they have the identification necessary to

vote, only 38% of voters were actually aware of the law and what it entailed

(2012). Overall, a 2012 study found that 68% of voters are somewhat or very

familiar with voter ID laws (Wilson 2012). Gallup also found that a strong

majority of non-white respondents supported voter ID laws, but at slightly

lower rates - 77% expressed support versus 81% for white respondents (2016).

When asked about opinions on voter fraud and disenfranchisement, Gallup

found that about a third of voters were worried about each issue. As ex-

pected, this was split along partisan lines. 52% of Republican respondents

reported being concerned about voter fraud compared to 26% of Democratic

respondents, and only 22% of Republicans reported concern over eligible vot-

ers being unable to vote versus 40% of Democrats (Gallup 2016). In a similar

study, Atkeson et. al found that the majority of voters agreed that both pre-
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venting voter fraud and ensuring access to polls were important issues. Like

Gallup, the survey found stronger Republican support for preventing fraud

than Democratic (Atkeson et al. 2014).

When presented with both sides of the debate in relation to support

for voter ID laws, Wilson found that arguments in favor of voter ID laws

did not change the proportion of respondents expressing support. However,

when respondents were told that ‘Opponents of voter ID laws argue they

can actually prevent people who are eligible to vote from voting,’ support

for voter ID laws dropped 12%. Similarly, Atkeson et al. found that more

people prioritize ensuring access for eligible voters over preventing voter fraud

(2014). These results suggest that if given complete information about the

occurrences of both voter fraud and restricted access to polls for eligible

voters, public opinion could shift.

Although research has shown that public opinion of voter ID laws is influ-

enced by the way voter ID laws are framed and that these laws unfairly a↵ect

minority and low-income voters, very little research has been done linking

the two ideas. In the same way that informing citizens about the impact

of voter ID laws caused levels of support to drop, it is possible that among

certain groups support for voter ID laws is impacted by informing citizens

about its disproportionate impact on minority voters. This possibility is sup-

ported by a history of racial bias among White citizens and those with high

levels of racial resentment, and has potential to fill an important gap in our

understanding of support for these types of laws.
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2.6 Racial Framing

To date, very little research has looked specifically at the impact of racial

framing on public opinion of voter ID laws. However, extensive research has

examined its impact in other policy areas. Much of this work demonstrates

that when policies are linked with racial minorities, Whites with higher lev-

els of racial animus become more or less opposed to such policies, depending

on the policy’s intent. In particular, much of this work looks at the rela-

tionship between racial resentment and public opinion. The theory of racial

resentment argues that in modern society, Whites’ racial attitudes are a

mix of anti-Black sentiment and the belief that Blacks do not subscribe to

American values of hard work and individualism. This includes the belief

that Blacks do not try hard enough to overcome adversity, and have been

given too many unearned special favors (Kinder and Sanders 1996). Levels

of resentment are measured with a battery of four survey questions, and are

demonstrably one of the strongest influencers of Whites’ political preferences

across a wide range of opinion domains (Carmines, Sniderman, and Easter

2011).

A substantive body of research has found that, in evaluating public sup-

port for these types of policies, mentioning race can prime White voters to

process that information through a racial framework, and that those voters

with high levels of racial resentment will be more likely to support racially

biased policies (Wilson 2014; Gilliam and Iyengar 2000; Valentino, Hutch-

ings, and White 2002). For example, if voters have pre-existing ideas about

Blacks, such as that they are more likely to commit voter fraud or be in-

15



eligible to vote, this will influence their opinion of voter ID laws (Minnite

2007). Often, invoking race can impact public opinion on both race-related

issues such as a�rmative action and ostensibly non-race related issues such

as welfare and the death penalty (Pe✏ey and Hurwitz 2002).

Opinions on voter ID laws have a strong potential to be influenced by

levels of racial resentment. Historically, they fall into a pattern of voter

suppression laws supported by those with unfavorable views of Blacks. They

also appeal to one of the tenants of modern racism - they allow proponents

to support a policy aimed at negatively impacting Blacks while claiming a

democratic, race-neutral goal of voter fraud prevention. Hicks and Banks

tested measures of racism with levels of support for voter ID laws and found

a strong correlation between White respondents with high levels of both

implicit and explicit racism and levels of support for restrictive photo ID

laws (2015). Similarly, Wilson and Brewer found that high levels of racial

resentment correlate with higher levels of support for voter ID laws (2013).

2.7 Race and Support for Voter Identification Laws

The present study incorporates ideas from two separate examinations of the

e↵ect of racial priming on public opinion of racial policies. The first study

measures White respondents’ levels of support for a policy when told it dis-

proportionately a↵ects Blacks. The second studies White respondents’ levels

of support for voter identification laws when shown images of Black vot-

ers. The ideas from these two studies guide the survey design used in this

research.
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In the first of these studies, researchers at Stanford found that when

Whites were told of higher Black rates of incarceration, they were more

likely to support punitive policies. In particular, they found that almost two

times as many White participants signed a petition to lessen the severity

of a sentencing law when they were shown a set of mug shots where 25%

of the mug shots were Black, as opposed to a set of mug shots where 45%

of the mug shots were Black. In additional analyses, researchers reported

the general incarceration rate, which is 40% Black, to a first group of White

respondents and the New York incarceration rate, which is 60% Black, to a

second group of White respondents. Respondents in the 60% Black group

reported being more concerned about crime and less likely to sign a petition

to end a punitive policy than those in the 40% Black group (Hetey and Eber-

hardt 2014). These studies show a potentially counterintuitive truth about

racially charged policies: when Whites are told that they disproportionately

impact non-Whites, they report higher levels of support for such policies.

The second of these studies, a 2014 study by Wilson, suggests that a

similar phenomenon occurs when White respondents are given information

about the disparate racial impact of voter ID laws. Respondents were shown

either a picture of a Black voter voting, a White voter voting, or no picture at

all. The study found that among White respondents, 73% expressed support

for voter ID laws when shown the picture of a Black voter voting, compared

to 67% overall (Wilson 2014).

These findings carry a set of implications for the future of such racially-

charged laws. Hetey and Eberhardt describe this phenomenon as ‘perpet-

uating a vicious cycle,’ where emphasizing the disproportionate injustice of
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these laws actually increases support for such laws, therefore making it less

likely they will be changed (2014). Understanding this reality is crucial for

the way activist groups and politicians working for change frame the debate

around these laws.

3 Hypotheses

The intention of this project is to study the impact of racial attitudes on

Whites’ opinion of voter ID laws. I argue that although non-racial on their

surface, voter ID laws are inherently connected to race, and hypothesize that

placing an emphasis on race will a↵ect opinion of these laws from White

voters, especially those Whites holding high levels of racial resentment.

I use an experimental design similar to the second Stanford study, in

which respondents are provided information on the impact of policies on mi-

norities. As with voter ID laws, the sentencing policies discussed in Hetey

and Eberhardt’s study are not explicitly racial, but are often linked to race

in today’s dialogue. I hypothesize that levels of support for these voter ID

policies will increase whenWhite respondents with high levels of racial resent-

ment are informed of the policy’s disproportionate racial impact. Specifically,

I hypothesize that informing racially resentful respondents that Blacks are

disenfranchised will increase levels of support for voter ID laws compared to

a control group.

To test if the e↵ect from receiving the Black treatment is specific to only

Blacks, I test the e↵ect of informing Whites that two other groups, Hispanics

and poor people, are disenfranchised. I include Hispanics to test if Whites
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respond to any non-White race, and poor people to test if the e↵ect is seen

on any historically marginalized group.

I expect to find less of an e↵ect from the Hispanic and poor framing,

if any. Voter ID laws are part of a set of policies that have historically

suppressed Black voters specifically, and racial resentment is a measure of

Whites’ feelings towards Blacks. Although it may also correlate with negative

opinions of other minorities and poor people, I expect the impact to be most

significant when Blacks are explicitly invoked.

If this hypothesis is supported, it will add to the body of literature linking

racial resentment to public support for voter identification laws. As with the

studies done by Wilson and Hetey and Eberhardt, it will carry a strong set of

implications for policy makers looking to shape public opinion on such laws.

4 Methodology

4.1 Research Design

The best way to study the impact of racial framing on public opinion is

through a randomized experiment embedded in a survey. To test my hy-

potheses, I employed a survey with an embedded experiment in which re-

spondents were randomly assigned to either a control condition or one of

three treatment groups. In the control condition, subjects read a brief vi-

gnette about voter ID laws that informed them that Americans without a car

are less likely to have the required identification. The question then asked

respondents to indicate whether they approved or disapproved of these laws,
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on a seven point scale from ‘Strongly Oppose’ to ‘Strongly Favor.’

Each of the treatment groups saw the same text about voter ID laws in

addition to a statement explaining that the laws disproportionately a↵ect

certain groups. The three treatment groups were told voter ID laws unfairly

impact either Blacks, Hispanics, or poor citizens (see Appendix A for all

question wordings). After being assigned to one of these conditions - the

Black condition, Hispanic condition, or poor condition - respondents were

asked whether they approved or disapproved of voter ID laws, on the same

seven-point scale ranging from ‘Strongly Oppose’ to ‘Strongly Favor.’ This

design allowed me to compare the responses of the treatment group to those

in the control groups.

Following the experiment, all respondents were also asked a series of ques-

tions about their demographic characteristics, their party identification, and

other attitudes that might be related to opinion of voter ID laws. In partic-

ular, the survey asked respondents questions designed to measure levels of

egalitarianism and stereotypes against Blacks. Because party ideology and

other factors have been shown to correlate with support for voter ID laws,

respondents answered questions on which party they identify with, their per-

sonal ideology classification, opinions on current economic state and views on

limited government (Pew Research Center 2012; Gallup 2016). Additional

demographic factors such as age, socioeconomic status, education, and geo-

graphic location were also included.

My primary variable of interest was racial resentment, which was mea-

sured using a series of four questions designed to measure attitudes towards

Blacks (see Appendix B for question wording). Answers to these questions,

20



along with secondary indicators, allow me to examine whether levels of racial

resentment are associated with support for voter ID laws and whether the

di↵erent experimental treatments moderate the relationship between racial

resentment and voter ID laws.

Finally, I asked questions designed to measure attitudes towards other

related topics. These included opinions on whether voter IDs helped prevent

fraud, whether voter fraud was a significant issue in our elections, and feelings

towards President Trump. I hypothesized that respondents with high levels

of racial resentments will respond more strongly to these questions if they

are framed by statements linking race and voter ID laws.

4.2 Sample and Limitations

The target population is all White US citizens eligible to vote, so only re-

spondents who indicated they were White, a US citizen, and 18 years or older

were allowed to participate. 427 respondents were surveyed. The group was

half male and half female, with over half aged 25-44.

The survey was distributed using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk service,

which imposes important considerations on the data analysis. This is a con-

venience sample, where all respondents voluntarily agreed to participate in

exchange for a fee. Because the survey has an experimental design, many

of the limitations from this collection method are less significant. However,

research has shown that in general, Mechanical Turk users tend to live in

more urban areas and are more liberal, young, and educated than the US

population (Hu↵ & Tingley 2015).
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Table 2 illustrates similar di↵erences in the demographics of this study.

As a whole, respondents were younger, more educated, and more liberal than

the American population 2.

Table 2: Demographics
Demographic Voter ID Survey US Census Data

Education
Some High School 0.23% 3.5%
High School Degree 11.0% 28.0%
Some college or Associate’s Degree 35.1% 31.3%
Bachelor’s Degree 40.0% 17.4%
More than Bachelor’s 13.6% 9.8%
Age
18-24 11.2% 9.7%
25-44 62.5% 26.4%
45-64 21.6% 26.2%
65+ 4.7% 14.8%
Median Income $40,000-$50,000 $53,889
Party
Democrat 40% 30%
Independent 28% 40%
Republican 28% 30%
Voted For Hillary Clinton 54% 48%
Voted For Donald Trump 46% 46%

However, what may be viewed as a limitation may actually provide stronger

support for my hypothesis. Respondents with these characteristics are less

likely to be racially resentful and less likely to support voter ID laws. Ob-

taining a statistically significant result from such a skewed sample makes a

strong case that the result will be replicated and perhaps even more signifi-

cant when applied to the national public. Further research can be done on

whether the e↵ects seen here are found in equal or greater proportion when

2Source: Pew Research Center, US Census.
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surveying an older, less educated, and more conservative population - closer

to the actual American demographic.

4.3 Data Analysis

I examine the data in three ways. I first looked at baseline support for voter

ID laws. Second, I tested my hypothesis by examining the e↵ect of racial

resentment on support for such laws, conditioned on each of the treatments

- the Black, Hispanic, and poor treatment. Finally, I tested whether indi-

vidual levels of racial resentment moderated the relationship between the

experimental treatments and attitudes toward other issues related to voter

ID laws.

5 Results

5.1 Baseline Opinions

Figure 2 plots the percentage of respondents in the control group that re-

ported each level of support for voter ID laws. On average, respondents

slightly supported voter ID laws. However, Figure 2 shows that the results

are heavily skewed towards both ends, with the majority of respondents re-

porting that they ‘Strongly Oppose’ or ‘Strongly Favor’ such laws.
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Figure 2: Baseline Level of Support

Figure 3 shows that support for voter ID laws varied significantly between

Republicans and Democrats, with almost 90% of Republicans but only 31%

of Democrats expressing support for such laws.
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Figure 3: Level of Support by Party
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Finally, Figure 4 plots support for voter ID laws by level of racial resentment

within the control group. It demonstrates that levels of racial resentment

are strongly correlated with support for voter ID laws.

Figure 4: Support by Level of Racial Resentment

This strong baseline correlation between levels of racial resentment and

support for voter ID laws is important to note. Without any treatment,

respondents who have strong negative feelings towards Blacks are already

more likely to support these laws. This is consistent with research arguing

that although voter ID laws are not explicitly racial policies, they fall into a

category of laws that Whites associate with race and therefore view through

a racial lens, even without any framing.
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5.2 E↵ect of Treatment on Levels of Support

I ran an ordinary least squares (OLS) regression to model voter ID support

as a function of racial resentment. The analysis used dummies for each

treatment condition and calculated the interaction between racial resentment

and each treatment. Table 3 shows the results of this analysis. The e↵ect

of receiving the Black treatment, conditioned on levels of racial resentment

(the coe�cient on the interaction between resentment and the treatment),

is positive and significant at the 95% level. This shows that respondents

with high levels of racial resentment are significantly more likely to support

voter identification laws when told that they disproportionately impact Black

voters and provides strong support for my hypothesis.
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Table 3: E↵ect of Racial Resentment on Support for Voter ID Laws

Support for Voter ID Laws

Racial Resentment 0.678***
(0.0793)

Black Condition -0.0493
(0.0682)

Poor Condition 0.0143
(0.0652)

Hispanic Condition 0.126*
(0.0689)

Black Condition * Racial Resentment 0.243**
(0.122)

Poor Condition * Racial Resentment 0.112
(0.116)

Hispanic Condition * Racial Resentment 0.00143
(0.117)

Constant 0.223***
(0.0447)

Observations 427
R-squared 0.451

Standard errors in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

These results provide further support for the idea that voter ID laws are

highly racial, and that when racially resentful White voters are primed with

the idea that they prevent Black voters from casting their votes, they support

these policies significantly more. Figure 5, which plots the marginal e↵ect of

the treatment at each level of racial resentment on levels of support for voter

ID laws, also shows that the e↵ect is being driven by high levels of support

by racially resentful people, not low levels of support by non-resentful ones.
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Although those with the lowest levels of racial resentment tend to oppose

such laws when told they impact Black voters, the result is not statistically

significant.

Figure 5: Racial Resentment and Voter ID Law Support

Additionally, these results provide support that voter ID laws e↵ectively

serve as a continuation of laws targeting Blacks specifically. Although levels

of support increase when told that Hispanics and poor voters are dispropor-

tionately impacted, the increases are less steep and remain below the level

of statistical significance.

In analyses not shown here, other predictors proved less significant than

levels of racial resentment. Levels of egalitarianism, stereotypes about Blacks,

and political party were all correlated with increased levels of support, but
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not at a significant level. Although I would expect egalitarianism and stereo-

types regarding Blacks to have similar predictive ability as levels of racial

resentment, part of the explanation as to why this was not statistically sig-

nificant comes from the strong levels of baseline support for these laws by

respondents who stereotype Blacks and hold low levels of egalitarianism.

Alone, these factors served as powerful predictors of levels of support. In

fact, this makes it even more compelling that racial resentment was statisti-

cally significant, as any changes in levels of support must be in addition to

this high baseline support.

5.3 E↵ect of Racial Framing on Other Opinions

Finally, I tested whether respondents with high levels of racial resentment,

when told that voter ID laws impacted racial minorities, displayed di↵erent

opinions on the prevalence of voter fraud or towards President Trump (see

Appendix C for question wording). I ran a separate OLS regression models

testing the impact that receiving each of the treatments, conditioned on levels

of racial resentment, had on these two issues.

Table 4 shows that respondents with high levels of racial resentment who

were assigned the Black treatment were significantly more likely to report

that voter ID laws reduce fraud and that ineligible voters casting a vote is a

major problem. The coe�cient for this interaction is positive and significant

at the 90% level. This results indicates that reminding these Whites that

voter ID laws disproportionately a↵ect Blacks actually altered their opinion

on the importance of voter ID laws and prevalence of voter fraud.
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Table 4: E↵ect of Racial Resentment and Treatment on Beliefs

ID laws reduce fraud Ineligible voting is an issue

Racial Resentment 2.289*** 0.434***
(0.318) (0.0883)

Black Condition -0.160 -0.0365
(0.274) (0.0760)

Poor Condition -0.194 -0.0757
(0.262) (0.0727)

Hispanic Condition 0.0138 0.0258
(0.276) (0.0768)

Black Condition * Racial Resentment 0.853* 0.253*
(0.487) (0.135)

Poor Condition * Racial Resentment 0.518 0.239*
(0.466) (0.129)

Hispanic Condition * Racial Resentment 0.460 0.144
(0.468) (0.130)

Constant 0.992*** 0.225***
(0.179) (0.0498)

Observations 427 427
R-squared 0.389 0.286

Standard errors in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

That racially resentful Whites who believe that voter ID laws disenfran-

chise Black voters view these laws as e↵ective supports the idea that racially

resentful people are more inclined to to believe that Blacks are voting fraud-

ulently and therefore voter ID laws are necessary. These results also support

the idea that Whites aiming to suppress the Black vote may believe and re-

port higher levels of voter fraud and the need for voter ID laws. This finding
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backs the theory that voter ID laws fall in a group of policies implemented

to disproportionately negatively impact Blacks that are justified using other

means.

President Trump has repeatedly alleged that voter fraud is a major prob-

lem, and that Democrats are rigging the election by allowing ineligible vot-

ers to vote (Bump 2016). To test if support for President Trump and these

claims increased when racially resentful Whites were told that voter ID laws

disenfranchised Black voters, the survey also asked respondents to rate their

feelings towards President Trump. As Table 5 illustrates, when respondents

with high levels of racial resentment were assigned the Black treatment, they

rated President Trump significantly higher at the 95% confidence level. This

suggests the idea that racially resentful Whites who believe that voter ID laws

can suppress Black voters are more likely to support a politician pledging to

enforce stronger ID laws and prevent this alleged fraud by minorities.
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Table 5: E↵ect of Racial Resentment & Treatment on Trump’s Rating

President Trump rating

Racial Resentment 0.592***
(0.0809)

Black Condition -0.0873
(0.0696)

Poor Condition -0.0997
(0.0666)

Hispanic Condition -0.0471
(0.0705)

Black Condition * Racial Resentment 0.269**
(0.124)

Poor Condition * Racial Resentment 0.242**
(0.119)

Hispanic Condition * Racial Resentment 0.0828
(0.119)

Constant 0.0702
(0.0456)

Observations 425
R-squared 0.413

Standard errors in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

6 Conclusion

In a time when elections are decided by only a few thousand votes, laws

impacting voter turnout have received renewed attention. A growing body

of research has shown that voter identification laws have the potential to

keep minority and low-income voters from the polls. However, much of the

research has focused on this negative impact on minorities, under the as-
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sumption that if they can be proven to be unnecessary and harmful, the

public will no longer support them. This paper challenges this assumption,

and argues that in many communities, the opposite may be true: informing

voters that they disenfranchise minorities, specifically Black voters, increases

levels of support. The e↵ect of this type of racial framing on support for

voter identification laws has not been researched extensively. However, a

body of research exists on the impact of racial appeals on public opinion of

similar laws that, like voter ID laws, are not outwardly racial but impact

racial minorities.

The results found here provide empirical evidence for these theoretical

ideas and confirm that public opinion of voter ID laws is influenced by racial

appeals. Previous research has found a causal link between racial framing

and support for voter ID laws among White voters, and this study confirmed

this basic hypothesis (Wilson 2014). However, this is the first study to addi-

tionally find a significant link between racial resentment and public opinion.

The results imply that White respondents with high levels of racial re-

sentment were influenced by the treatment condition, and reported higher

levels of support for these laws when told that they disproportionately im-

pact Blacks. This e↵ect was not seen when respondents were told voter ID

laws impact Hispanic or poor voters. These results are consistent with my

hypothesis and historical context. Voter ID laws are part of a long history

of White suppression of Black votes, from the original Constitution to Jim

Crow-era laws. This complicated history of racial relations between Black

and White Americans does not exist for any other minority, and it fuels

both the levels of racial resentment in White voters and their opinion on
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voting-related policies.

Given other secondary indicators such as stereotypes and levels of egali-

tarianism, the treatment was not a statistically significant predictor of public

opinion, but this may be due to the impact these indicators had on opinion

of voter ID laws on their own. Even within the control group, those with less

egalitarianism, stronger stereotypes about Blacks, and high levels of racial

resentment were significantly more likely to support voter ID laws.

A detailed analysis of the results shows that the e↵ect of the Black condi-

tion given levels of racial resentment is most significant when resentment is

highest. The e↵ect is therefore driven by the most racially resentful people,

as opposed to lower levels of support by non-racially resentful respondents.

Additionally, the sample tested here is more liberal, young, and educated

than the American population. Finding significant results among these de-

mographics suggest that there may be an even stronger relationship among

the American public.

This research tested only the impact of racial framing on White voters.

While this limits its applicability, it does not diminish its importance. Many

of the states with the most restrictive voter ID laws, such as Indiana, Kansas,

Tennessee, Wisconsin and others are three quarters or more White. Even

states with higher minority populations are over 50% White, making white

voters the core voting bloc.

These results carry serious implications for politicians and advocacy groups.

First, the traditional strategy used by opponents of voter ID laws may be

backfiring with key constituencies. Highlighting the disparate impact on mi-

norities, specifically Blacks, may in fact increase levels of support among
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many White voters. Arguments that further invoke racial resentment, such

as arguing that all citizens ‘deserve’ the right to vote, may increase levels

of support among certain groups even further. Unfortunately, these results

show that opponents of voter ID laws have an uphill battle ahead. Even

without the racial framing, White voters - especially those with high levels

of racial resentment - were highly likely to support these policies. Perhaps

the most e↵ective course of action may be to remove the implicit association

between voter ID laws and Black voters, and instead seek to educate the

public on the lack of voter fraud or highlight the impact on non-minorities

such as those without a car.

Further research can be done to expand on these results. This study

casts doubt on using racial appeals to build opposition to voter ID laws, but

it may be useful to test what type of messaging is e↵ective in doing so. Ad-

ditionally, this study was limited to White voters, but with an increasingly

diverse electorate, the e↵ects of racial framing on Black, Hispanic, and other

minorities are important to consider as well. Other characteristics, such as

gender, income, and education may be studied in depth. Regardless, this re-

search serves as important starting point for a more in-depth analysis of how

messaging and framing can influence public opinion of voter identification

laws, and in turn impact policy.

This research highlights a paradoxical injustice in our society: the more

you emphasize the racial disparities that exist today, the more likely many

Americans are to support policies that perpetuate them. Repealing these

laws and others disenfranchising minorities is an important step towards

justice, but these results illustrate that we are far from solving the underlying
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issue: a fundamental contradiction between the values we preach and, too

often, those we practice.
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7 Appendixes

7.1 Appendix A: Control and Treatment Groups

Introduction to Control and Treatment

As you may know, a number of states have passed voter ID laws require
individuals to show a form of government issued identification when they
attempt to vote. Supporters argue that these laws are necessary to pre-
vent voter fraud, but opponents argue that they will prevent people who are
eligible to vote from voting.

Control Text

Research has shown that these laws often prevent voters who do not own a
car from casting their ballots more than any other group.

Black Treatment

Research has shown that these laws often prevent Black voters from casting
their ballots more than any other group.

Hispanic Treatment

Research has shown that these laws often prevent Hispanic voters from cast-
ing their ballots more than any other group.

Poor Treatment

Research has shown that these laws often prevent poor voters from casting
their ballots more than any other group.

Question Wording

What is your opinion? Do you strongly favor, somewhat favor, slightly fa-
vor, neither favor nor oppose, slightly oppose, somewhat oppose, or strongly
oppose voter ID laws?

• Strongly favor

• Somewhat favor

• Slightly favor
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• Neither favor not oppose

• Slightly oppose

• Somewhat oppose

• Strongly oppose
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7.2 Appendix B: Racial Resentment Question Word-
ing

Please tell us whether you strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat dis-
agree, or strongly disagree with the following statements:

Irish, Italians, Jewish and many other minorities overcame prejudice and
worked their way up. Blacks should do the same without any special favors.

• Strongly agree

• Somewhat agree

• Somewhat disagree

• Strongly disagree

Generations of discrimination have created conditions that make it di�-
cult for blacks to work their way out of the lower class.

• Strongly agree

• Somewhat agree

• Somewhat disagree

• Strongly disagree

Over the past few years, blacks have gotten less than they deserve.

• Agree Strongly

• Agree Somewhat

• Neither Agree nor Disagree

• Disagree Somewhat

• Disagree Strongly

It’s really a matter of some people not trying hard enough; if blacks would
only try harder they could be just as well o↵ as whites.

• Agree Strongly
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• Agree Somewhat

• Neither Agree nor Disagree

• Disagree Somewhat

• Disagree Strongly
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7.3 Appendix C: Additional Question Wording

ID Laws Reduce Fraud

To what extent do you think that requiring voters to show a photo ID at the
polls reduces voter fraud?

• A great deal

• A lot

• A moderate amount

• A little

• None at all

Ineligible Voting is an Issue

In most U.S. elections, do you think votes being cast by people not eligible
to vote is a major problem, a minor problem, or not a problem at all across
the country?

• Major problem

• Minor problem

• Not a problem at all

President Trump Rating

How would you rate Donald Trump?

• Scale from 0 - Cold to 100 - Warm
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