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Report

Executive Summary
After the killing of George Floyd in May 2020, a surprising number of Democrats embraced calls 
to “defund” the police. According to data from the 2020 Cooperative Election Survey, 35.4% of 
Democrats expressed support for reducing spending on law enforcement. 

Even as violent crime surged across the country, many Democrats remained supportive of 
defunding, which was supposedly necessary to achieve racial justice and equity. But support for 
defunding and depolicing is actually higher among white (and Asian) Democrats than among 
black and Hispanic Democrats. Relatively stronger support among the former, more affluent 
groups has led some to suggest that these attitudes are “luxury beliefs” that the privileged can 
afford to adopt to signal their virtue because they do not have to suffer the consequences. The 
luxury beliefs thesis thus suggests that socioeconomic status (SES) drives support for depolic-
ing. But it is also possible that a genuine moral-political ideology, not affluence, plays an import-
ant role. This report is an attempt to empirically test the luxury beliefs hypothesis. It ultimately 
finds support for both the SES and ideology-centered accounts. 

Section 1 shows that support for defunding and depolicing policies is indeed greater among 
white and Asian Democrats than black and Hispanic Democrats. Ideological self-identification, 
however, is found to be a stronger predictor of support than household income and education. 

Section 2 examines levels of support when socioeconomic and demographic variables are held 
constant. Doing so nearly eliminates the difference in levels of support between Asian vs. black 
and Hispanic Democrats. The gap in support between these groups and white Democrats, on 
the other hand, is moderated but not eliminated. The results further indicate that ideology is 
a much more important driver of the white vs. nonwhite support gap than all socioeconomic 
and demographic variables combined. 
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Section 3 finds that in areas with high levels of violent crime, support for defunding the police 
generally falls for all groups except white Democrats. This is true even when socioeconomic, 
demographic, and political background variables are held constant. 

Section 4 examines whether local racial residential segregation—which may insulate white 
Democrats from crime in neighboring, heavily minority communities—explains the likeli-
hood of supporting these policies. The data demonstrate little to no evidence for this theory. 

Section 5 argues that white Democrats’ policing attitudes are subject to unique group-based 
moral pressures, including collective moral shame and guilt. I examine the effects of an index 
of racial liberalism—which is found to highly overlap with measures of white moral shame and 
guilt in past research—on support for defunding and depolicing as local violent-crime levels 
increase. Holding all other variables constant, as local violent-crime levels increase, the positive 
effects of racial liberalism on support for defunding and depolicing become stronger for white 
Democrats and weaker for nonwhite Democrats. The effects for white Democrats are generally 
significantly larger than those for nonwhite Democrats.

Introduction
Amid the “racial reckoning” and months of protests that followed the May 2020 killing of 
George Floyd, progressive political activists, politicians, and media pundits increasingly called 
for “defunding”—or even “abolishing”—the police. What was meant by proponents of these 
slogans varied—with relative moderates conceiving it as a reallocation of some police spending 
toward social services—but all generally agreed that too much money was being spent on tra-
ditional policing. Traditional policing practices, the narrative suggested, were “racially biased” 
and disproportionately harmed people of color, and thus scaling them back, if not altogether 
abandoning them, was supposedly crucial for the advancement of racial justice and equity. 

The idea resonated with a surprising number of self-identified Democrats. For instance, accord-
ing to data from the 2020 Cooperative Election Survey, more than one in three Democrats (35.4% 
vs. 3.9% of Republicans) wanted their state legislatures to reduce spending on law enforcement, 
which is up from roughly 1 in 10 (10.2%) in 2018. An even larger share of Democrats (53.6% vs. 
8.3% of Republicans) expressed support for cutting the number of police on the street by 10% 
and spending more on other public services. 

What made these public opinion trends even more surprising was that they coincided with 
surging levels of violent crime in cities across the county. Those that regard the crime-reducing 
effects of policing as “common sense” or empirically undeniable1 are left scratching their heads. 
Against the backdrop of rising crime levels, how can those who purport to care about blacks and 
other disadvantaged minorities be in favor of reckless policies that undoubtedly endanger them? 

Incredulity over the Left’s position on policing tends to beget cynical—though not necessarily 
incorrect—answers to the preceding question. One popular account, for example, is that of “lim-
ousine liberalism”—a pejorative term for the politics of upper-class (and typically white) peo-
ple who sanctimoniously preach support for progressive policies (e.g., racially integrating and 
diversifying public schools) while eschewing the personal sacrifices they entail or require (e.g., 
enrolling one’s child in a racially diverse public school). “Limousine liberals” are status-moti-
vated hypocrites—they support “virtuous” policies for their social-reputational benefits while 
saddling others with the costs of their enactment. Of course, this argument goes, if they expected 
to personally suffer the consequences of such policies, they’d be singing an entirely different tune. 

Contacts 

To request an 
information packet 
about MI, or if you 
have questions about 
how to support us, 
contact support@
manhattan-
institute.org.

52 Vanderbilt Ave.
New York, NY 10017
(212) 599-7000
info@manhattan-
institute.org



3

Is Defunding the Police a “Luxury Belief ”? Analyzing White vs. Non-
white Democrats’ Attitudes on Depolicing

A more sophisticated formulation of this argument is Rob Henderson’s luxury beliefs thesis.2 
For Henderson, a doctoral candidate in psychology at St. Catharine’s College, Cambridge, lux-
ury beliefs are “ideas and opinions that confer [social] status on the rich at very little cost, while 
taking a toll on the lower class.” In the past, he argues, “the wealthy displayed their social rank 
with physical status symbols.” But “as trendy clothing and other material goods become more 
accessible and affordable, less status is attached to them.” Luxury beliefs have thus “arisen as a 
new status symbol.” For Henderson, then, support for defunding the police is an example of a 
luxury belief that the socioeconomically advantaged adopt as a means of signaling membership 
in a higher or “enlightened” social class. Crucially, because of their greater material resources 
and relative insulation from crime, those who espouse these beliefs “are not harmed by them, 
and if they are, the damage they incur is not as severe” as for others. On the other hand, for the 
socioeconomically disadvantaged, who tend to reside in areas with higher crime rates, such a 
policy realistically threatens their personal safety. And if that safety is ultimately compromised, 
they are less able to cope with the fallout. It is no surprise that surveys show that support for 
defunding the police is greatest among those in the highest income categories and smallest 
among those in the lowest.3

The luxury beliefs thesis is both intuitively appealing and consonant with earlier theoretical 
frameworks,4 such as Maslow’s “hierarchy of needs” and Inglehart’s conception of “postmaterial-
ism.”5 It also accords with the recent work of Enke, Polborn, and Wu,6 which, echoing the find-
ings of Inglehart, observed an association between material well-being and voting on the basis 
of moral values (vs. material self-interest). In the authors’ interpretation, rich voters can “afford” 
to prioritize their moral values (which they term “luxury goods”) over their material concerns, 
which explains why wealthy liberals overwhelmingly vote for Democrats despite the party’s “tax 
the rich” economic policies. Similarly, an earlier “Hidden Tribes” report on U.S. political polar-
ization found that the voter groups that attach the greatest priority to moral issues (“progressive 
activists” and “devoted conservatives”) are also the richest.7 However, apart from survey data 
showing its correlation with income, no research has systematically tested the luxury beliefs (or 
goods) thesis as it relates to support for defunding the police. This report is the first to do so. 

Theoretical Implications and 
Empirical Expectations
Henderson argues that the wealthy ultimately needed to adopt new (nonmaterial) status markers 
to better distinguish themselves from those in lower social classes. Accordingly, in the context 
of (de)policing attitudes, one implication of this thesis is that Democrats’ support for defunding 
and depolicing policies is generally superficial. That is, Democrats who support such policies 
do so primarily for social-reputational reasons and only to the extent that they are personally 
costless, or at least “affordable.” They talk the talk, so to speak, knowing that they’re unlikely to 
ever have to walk the walk. 

By this account, socioeconomic status (SES) and material security are central enablers of pro-
depolicing attitudes. First, those of higher SES are more likely to live in low-crime areas. Second, 
should they be victimized by crime, they are more likely to have the resources and support 
system to recover.8 Taken together, Democrats of higher SES are better able to avoid or afford 
the consequences of defunding and depolicing policies. 

If the luxury beliefs account is true, there are several empirically testable implications that follow. 
First and most basic, Democrats’ support for defunding and depolicing policies should increase 
as a function of socioeconomic status. Second, we’d expect support to be greatest among the most 
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socioeconomically advantaged Democrats—namely, whites and Asians. Additionally, differences 
in support between racial/ethnic groups should shrink when all indicators of SES are held con-
stant. Finally, we’d also expect support to decline for all groups as local crime levels increase. 

But what if the role of socioeconomic status is overstated, and these beliefs are in fact the product 
of moral-political ideology? On this view, people support defunding not because it is a status 
marker but because they genuinely believe it is “the right thing to do” in the face of “rampant” 
police racism. Beliefs grounded in moral conviction or “sacred values”9 may be less sensitive 
to considerations of material self-interest, so we might expect such individuals to maintain 
their support for depolicing even when it entails personal risk. Their ideological beliefs may 
lead them to place little weight on these policies’ unintended negative consequences. And if 
they do consider them, they are likely to downplay or rationalize them as morally necessary. 
By this account, material security is incidental rather than instrumental to the expression of 
pro-depolicing attitudes. Wealthier individuals may be more inclined to express them not so 
much because they are better able to “afford” the policy costs but because they are more likely 
to espouse a moral-political ideology that is less sensitive to and/or justifies them. 

If ideology is more central to the expression of pro-depolicing attitudes than socioeconomic 
status, several of the empirical expectations specified earlier must be modified. First, the SES-
adjusted effects of political ideology on support for defunding and depolicing policies will be 
stronger than the ideology-adjusted effects of SES. In other words, even when indicators of SES 
are held constant, political ideology should still strongly influence the likelihood of endorsing 
such policies. When ideology is held constant, though, the effects of SES should be comparatively 
smaller. Second, holding SES indicators constant is not expected to meaningfully account for 
group differences in support for defunding and depolicing policies. Instead, these differences 
are expected to be largely driven by differences in political ideology. 

This report ultimately finds support for both the SES- and ideology-centered accounts. In the 
main, both socioeconomic variables and ideology independently influence the likelihood of 
supporting defunding and depolicing policies, though the latter is relatively more important 
than the former. Further, whereas socioeconomic variables account for higher levels of support 
among Asians relative to black and Hispanic Democrats, ideology matters more for differences 
in support between the foregoing groups and white Democrats. Finally, and quite remarkably, 
local violent-crime levels significantly reduce support among nonwhite Democrats but have no 
effect, to significantly positive effects, on support among white Democrats. This discrepancy 
is not explained by conventional socioeconomic, demographic, and political background vari-
ables. Instead, the data indicate that white Democrats’ defunding and depolicing attitudes are 
powered by a unique group-based (or “privilege conscious”) moral ideology that boosts their 
support for such policies in high-crime areas. 

Overview of Current Study
This report proceeds along five main empirical sections, each of which tests a different theoreti-
cal implication. The first tests whether, as the luxury beliefs thesis would predict, self-identified 
Democrats’ support for defunding and depolicing policies is indeed greatest among the most 
socioeconomically advantaged racial/ethnic groups, namely, whites and Asian Americans. It 
also tests and compares the expected positive effects of socioeconomic status and political ide-
ology on the odds of supporting such policies. As expected, greater household income is found 
to significantly increase the odds of supporting defunding and depolicing policies—though 
these relationships are substantially confounded by educational attainment. White and Asian 
Democrats—the groups that score highest on all available indicators of SES—are significantly 
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more likely than black and Hispanic Democrats, therefore, to support these policies. At the 
same time, ideological self-identification is found to be a stronger predictor of support than 
household income and education. And given that white and Asian Democrats are also more 
likely than their black and Hispanic copartisans to identify as liberal, the relevance of socioeco-
nomic differences to explaining differences in support between these groups is questionable.

Section 2 attempts to resolve this uncertainty by testing whether and to what extent white and 
Asian Democrats’ relatively higher levels of support for defunding and depolicing is a func-
tion of their higher socioeconomic status. If material security facilitates the adoption of luxury 
beliefs, then Democrats of all racial/ethnic backgrounds—when matched on socioeconomic 
and demographic variables—should be equally likely to support defunding and depolicing pol-
icies. Indeed, when these variables are held constant, the difference in levels of support between 
Asian vs. black and Hispanic Democrats nearly vanishes. The gap in support between all of 
these groups and white Democrats, on the other hand, is moderated but not eliminated. The 
data instead indicate that differences in ideological self-identification alone are a much more 
important driver of the white vs. nonwhite support gap than all socioeconomic and demo-
graphic variables combined. 

A possible reason for the weaker influence of SES on white vs. nonwhite differences in support 
is taken up in section 3, which tests whether the odds of Democrats’ support for defunding 
and depolicing policies are conditional on local violent-crime levels. Under the luxury beliefs 
hypothesis, the odds of support would be expected to fall across all racial/ethnic groups as local 
violent-crime levels increase. Although the greater material security of white and Asian Demo-
crats may work to sustain their levels of support in high-crime residential contexts, there is less 
reason to expect differential patterns (e.g., odds of support fall for black and Hispanic Demo-
crats but hold steady for white and Asian Democrats) when all measures of socioeconomic sta-
tus are held constant. Perhaps surprisingly, this section finds that in areas with high levels of 
violent crime, support for defunding the police generally falls for all groups except white Dem-
ocrats. This is true even when socioeconomic, demographic, and political background vari-
ables are held constant. 

Section 4 briefly tests a potential explanation for the relative resilience of white Democrats’ 
defunding and depolicing attitudes in areas with relatively high levels of violent crime. Specifi-
cally, it examines whether local racial residential segregation—which may insulate them from 
crime in neighboring, heavily minority communities—explains the likelihood of supporting 
these policies. But the data demonstrate little to no evidence for this theory. By and large, white 
Democrats in relatively high-crime areas have similar odds of supporting defunding and depo-
licing policies, irrespective of the degree of local residential segregation. 

A fifth and final empirical section explores whether the relative insensitivity of white Demo-
crats’ defunding and depolicing attitudes to local violent-crime levels is at least partly attribut-
able to the influence of a unique underlying moral ideology. Drawing on my dissertation work, I 
make the case that white Democrats’ policing attitudes are subject to unique group-based moral 
pressures, including collective moral shame and guilt; these pressures function to constrain the 
expression of self-interested policing policy preferences while promoting those that are perceived 
to protect people of color from institutional racism. Thus, as threats to self-interest (or personal 
safety) are likely to be greatest in high-crime areas, so, too, is the importance of moral pressures 
for supporting for defunding and depolicing policies. As a partial test of this account, I exam-
ine whether the effects of an index of racial liberalism—which is found to extensively overlap 
with measures of white moral shame and guilt in past research—on white Democrats’ odds of 
supporting defunding and depolicing become stronger as local violent-crime levels increase. I 
also perform the same analysis for nonwhite Democrats—for whom racial liberalism typically 
has less moral significance—and thus the effects should be significantly weaker. Both of these 
hypotheses are generally supported by the data. Holding all other variables constant, as local 
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violent-crime levels increase, the positive effects of racial liberalism on support for defunding 
and depolicing become stronger for white Democrats and weaker for nonwhite Democrats. 
Further, outside of areas with relatively low levels of violent crime, the effects for white Demo-
crats are generally significantly larger than those for nonwhite Democrats.

1. Examining Racial/Ethnic Differences in Democrats’ Support for Defunding 
and Depolicing Policies

If support for defunding and depolicing policies are luxury beliefs whose adoption is facilitated 
by material security, we would expect levels of support for these policies to significantly vary 
across different racial/ethnic groups. Because white and Asian Democrats are socioeconomi-
cally better off than their black and Hispanic counterparts—and those of higher socioeconomic 
status are less likely to be victimized by crime and are thus less likely to bear the consequences 
of these policies—we would expect the former to be significantly more supportive than the lat-
ter. Also, as Henderson argues, when the well-to-do are victimized by crime, they are better 
positioned to recover from it. They can thus “afford” such policies in ways that those of lower 
socioeconomic standing cannot. 

Table 1 below, which reports data from the 2020 Cooperative Election Study (CES), shows that 
white and Asian Democrats do indeed fare significantly better than their black and Hispanic 
counterparts across all available indicators of socioeconomic status. Figure 1A illustrates the 
effects of two of these SES indicators, namely family income and educational attainment, on 
the probability of a Democrat endorsing reduced state spending on police, cutting the street 
police presence by 10% and spending more on public services,10 and both policies collectively. 
The left panel graphs the baseline odds of endorsement at varying levels of family income. As 
with the data cited by Henderson, we observe generally linear relationships such that the odds 
of endorsing each outcome increase at higher family-income categories. At the same time, the 
right panel indicates that these effects are heavily confounded by education: when educational 
attainment is held constant, the positive effects of income are substantially moderated. Greater 
income still matters, but the average effects of higher income are a small fraction of their baseline 
size. In contrast (though not shown), adjusting for family income has little to no effect on the 
attitudinal influence of education. Holding family income constant, moving from a high school 
education to a BA degree predicts a nearly 26-point increase (18.2% → 44.2%) in the odds of 
endorsing reduced police spending, a nearly 28-point increase (38.6% → 66.2%) in the odds of 
favoring a 10% reduction in the street police presence, and a 27-point increase (13.7% → 40.9%) 
in the odds of supporting both policies. This suggests that support for defunding and depolicing 
may actually be driven more by nonmaterial factors associated with higher education (e.g., 
moral values, political interest, openness)—and perhaps higher education itself—than it is by 
material security. 
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Table 1

Summary Statistics for Various SES Indicators and Ideological Self-Identification, by Race/Ethnicity

N
Median family 

income category
% BA+ 
degree

% Stock 
ownership

% Home 
ownership

% Living 
in city

% Self- 
identifying  as 

“liberal”

White Democrat 19,192–
19,222 $60,000–$69,999 46.9% 

(1.23)
50.8% 
(0.467)

61.3% 
(0.473)

28.0%  
(0.425)

71.2%  
(0.451)

Asian Democrat 1,032– 
1,036 $70,000–$79,999 63.6% 

(3.72)
57.8% 
(2.18)

54.1%  
(2.18)

38.2% 
 (2.09)

61.3% 
(2.16)

Hispanic Democrat 2,758– 
2,763 $40,000–$49,999 21.1% 

(1.79)
23.2% 
(1.17)

41.8%  
(1.66)

46.3%  
(1.71)

53.2%  
(1.71)

Black Democrat 5,108– 
5,123 $30,000–$39,999 22.7% 

(0.92)
26.3% 
(0.878)

41.4%  
(1.06)

44.1% 
(1.09)

47.9% 
(1.09)

Note: Data are weighted. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. 
Source: 2020 Cooperative Election Study.

Figure 1A

The Baseline and Education-Adjusted Effects of Family Income on the Likelihood 
of a Democrat Supporting Defunding and Depolicing Policies 

Note: Data are weighted. Plots are predicted probabilities from logistic regression models.  
Source: 2020 Cooperative Election Study.
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While greater education and (to a lesser extent) family income matter for the expression of pro-
defunding and pro-depolicing attitudes, the data also suggest that ideological self-identification 
may be relatively more important. As shown in the right panel of Figure 1B, when both 
educational attainment and family income are held constant, moving from the “moderate” to 
“liberal” category on a 7-point measure of ideological self-placement (i.e., 1=very conservative, 
7=very liberal) predicts 22.1-, 22.9-, and 22-point increases in the odds of favoring reduced 
spending on police (17.7% → 39.8%), decreasing the street police presence (40.5% → 63.4%), and 
both policies (13.3% → 35.2%), respectively. In contrast, when ideology and family income are 
held constant, a shift from a high school education to a BA degree corresponds to 22.8-, 18.0-, 
and 7.9-point increases in the odds of these outcomes, respectively. Further, when ideology and 
education are held constant, moving from the bottom (< $20,000) to the top ($200,000+) family-
income category raises the odds of these outcomes by just 10.2, 5.3, and 11.7 points, respectively. 
Thus, while all of these variables independently positively influence the probability of giving 
pro-defunding and pro-depolicing responses, political ideology (followed by education) appears 
to matter the most.

White and Asian Democrats both score highest on measures of socioeconomic status and are 
also most likely to identify as “liberal,” so it follows that they will be the strongest supporters of 
defunding and depolicing policies. Both the CES as well as data from the American National 
Election Study (ANES) show that this is indeed the case, at least as of 2020. Figure 2 below, 
which graphs the CES data (2014–20), displays the percent of Democrats in each racial/ethnic 
group who prefer that their state legislatures reduce spending on law enforcement. Between 2014 
and 2018, the share of Democrats who gave this response was low and differed only modestly 
across racial/ethnic groups. For instance, in 2018, 12.1% of white Democrats supported decreas-
ing police spending, as compared with 9.4% of black Democrats, 6.9% of Hispanic Democrats, 

Figure 1B

The Baseline and SES-Adjusted Effects of Ideological Self-Placement on the 
Likelihood of a Democrat Supporting Defunding and Depolicing Policies 

Note: Data are weighted. Plots are predicted probabilities from logistic regression models. 
Source: 2020 Cooperative Election Study.
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and 9.1% of Asian Democrats. By 2020, though, and likely in response to the Summer of Floyd, 
these figures had jumped to 40% of white Democrats and 36% of Asian Democrats, compared 
with 24.6% of black Democrats and 25% of Hispanic Democrats. 

Figure 2

Percent of Democrats Supporting Decreased State 
Spending on Law Enforcement, by Race/Ethnicity

Note: Data are weighted.  
Source: Cooperative Election Study (2014–2020).

Figure 3 shows comparable ANES data from 1984 to 2020.11 In 2016, 9.4% of 2016 white Dem-
ocrats vs. 11.1% of black Democrats (and 7.1% of Hispanic and 0.6% of Asian Democrats) thought 
that federal spending on “dealing with crime” should be decreased. Four years later, in 2020, 
support for this position spiked, receiving support from 22.4% of white Democrats and 19.8% 
of Asian Democrats, compared with just 14% of black Democrats and 13.4% of Hispanic Dem-
ocrats. Coincidently, support for increasing federal spending on dealing with crime fell 22.7 
and 24.8 points, respectively, among white (from 57.2% to 34.5%) and Asian Democrats (69.9% 
to 45.1%) while declining by just 8.4 points among black (68.4% to 60%) and 12.2 points among 
Hispanic Democrats (68% to 55.8%). 
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Figure 3

Percent of Democrats Supporting Decreased Federal Spending 
on Dealing with Crime, by Year and Race/Ethnicity

Note: Data are weighted. 
Source: American National Election Studies.

Police spending is not the only policy area in which white and Asian Democrats now “out-woke” 
their black and Hispanic counterparts. As shown in Figure 4, as of 2020, white (22.9%) and 
Asian (32.2%) Democrats are also significantly less likely than black (39.1%) and Hispanic (41.4%) 
Democrats to support a 10% increase in the number of police on the street. 

Figure 4

Democrats’ Support for Increasing Street Police Presence, by Race/Ethnicity 

Note: Data are weighted.  
Source: 2016 and 2020 Cooperative Election Study.
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Indeed, Figure 5, which summarizes the data from the 2020 CES, reveals that nearly 60% of 
white Democrats and 50.7% of Asian Democrats expressed support for decreasing the number 
of police on the street by 10% (dark grey bars). Among both black and Hispanic Democrats, 
however, these numbers fall to roughly 42%. Further, whereas 35.9% of white Democrats and 
30.4% of Asian Democrats endorse both defunding and depolicing policies (dark blue bars), 
just 17.8% of black and 19.8% of Hispanic Democrats do. 

All told, as the luxury beliefs thesis would predict, the racial/ethnic groups that rank highest 
on measures of SES (i.e., white and Asian Democrats) are also the groups most supportive of 
defunding and depolicing policies.12 Whether SES alone accounts for these differences is the 
question I turn to next.

2. Do Socioeconomic Differences Actually Explain Racial/Ethnic Differences in 
Support for Defunding and Depolicing Policies?

While suggestive, the fact that Asian and white Democrats tend to fare better on measures of 
socioeconomic status does not necessarily mean that socioeconomic factors explain differ-
ences in support for defunding and depolicing. Indeed, these groups were also the most likely 
to identify as liberal, which is more independently predictive of support than even educational 
attainment. A more rigorous test of this SES-centered hypothesis thus requires examining lev-
els of support when all indicators of SES are held constant. In other words, if white and Asian 
Democrats’ higher levels of support for defunding and depolicing policies are fundamentally 
driven by their relative socioeconomic advantage, we would expect between-group gaps in 
support to largely, if not entirely, dissipate when all groups are matched on socioeconomic and 

Figure 5

Democrats’ Support for Defunding, Depolicing, and Both Policies

Note: Data are weighted.  
Source: 2020 Cooperative Election Study.
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demographic indicators. This prediction is tested below with a series of logistic regression mod-
els that regress each of the three outcome variables on the categorical race variable and differ-
ing combinations of socioeconomic, demographic, and political covariates.13 

Column (a) of Figure 6 reports the baseline odds of endorsement of each policy for each 
of the four main racial/ethnic Democratic groups. Column (b) reports each group’s odds of 
endorsement when the following are held to their median/modal values (shown in parenthe-
ses): age (52), family income ($60,000–$69,999), education (“some college”), stock ownership 
(none), census division (South Atlantic), type of residential area (suburb), marital status (mar-
ried), number of children in the household (0), home ownership (owner), sex (female), and 
immigration status (parents, grandparents, and respondent all born in the U.S.). In the end, 
holding these socioeconomic and demographic indicators constant moderates but hardly elim-
inates white vs. black/Hispanic differences in the odds of supporting defunding and depolic-
ing. The size of these covariate-adjusted differences, which are all statistically significant at the 
p < 0.001 level, averages roughly 10.5 points between white and black Democrats (down from a 
baseline average of 16.7 points) and 11.9 points between white and Hispanic Democrats (down 
from a baseline average of 15.9 points). Meanwhile, differences in support between Asian vs. 
black and Hispanic Democrats are, in fact, largely eliminated and no longer statistically sig-
nificant at even p < 0.05. They now average just 0.5 points for black Democrats (down from 
a baseline average of 10.5 points) and 1.9 points for Hispanic Democrats (down from a base-
line average of 9.7 points). Interestingly, the gap between white and Asian Democrats—which 
averaged 6.2 points at baseline—grows to an average of 10 points when socioeconomic and 
demographic indicators are held constant. This suggests that the (smaller) baseline difference 
between white and Asian Democrats is at least partly due to the latter’s relatively higher socio-
economic status (see Table 1). 

Figure 6

Explaining Racial/Ethnic Group Differences in Democrats’ Support for Defunding and Depolicing Policies

Note: Data are weighted. State-clustered robust standard errors are used. Model A bars represent the baseline odds of support for a given policy 
outcome. Model B bars represent the predicted odds of support when sex, age, educational attainment, household income, stock ownership, 
home ownership, marital status, type of residential area, immigration status, number of children in household, and census division are held to their 
median/modal values. Model C bars represent the predicted odds of support when ideological self-identification and strength of Democratic Party 
identification are held to their median values. Model D bars represent the predicted odds when all socioeconomic, demographic, and political control 
variables are held to their median/modal values. To enable comparisons between estimates, sample sizes are held constant across models.
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Model (c) adjusts14 only for ideological self-placement (“liberal”) and strength of Democratic 
Party identification (“strong Democrat”). These variables account for slightly more of the aver-
age baseline difference between white vs. black (avg. baseline vs. avg. adjusted difference=16.7 vs. 
9.8 points) and white vs. Hispanic (avg. baseline vs. avg. adjusted difference=15.9 vs. 10.7 points) 
differences than model (b), which adjusts for all SES and demographic indicators. The results 
indicate that differences in support between white and nonwhite Democrats are a function of 
political orientation and do not merely reflect socioeconomic and demographic differences. 

Furthermore, whereas holding all socioeconomic and demographic indicators constant enlarges 
the average baseline white vs. Asian difference (avg. baseline vs. avg. adjusted difference=6.2 vs. 
10.0 points), holding ideology and strength of party identification constant all but eliminates it 
(avg. baseline vs. avg. adjusted difference=6.2 vs. 1.2 points). 

Socioeconomic and demographic differences explain most of the differences in support for 
defunding and depolicing between Asian Democrats and black/Hispanic Democrats, but they 
account for only a small share of those between the latter groups and white Democrats. Fur-
ther, the relative SES advantage of Asian Democrats appears to explain why their baseline levels 
of support generally approach those of white Democrats. Indeed, when matched on SES indi-
cators, the white-Asian gap widens. 

What remains to be explained, then, is why SES accounts for more of the difference between 
Asian and other nonwhite racial/ethnic groups than it does for white vs. nonwhite Democrats. 
One possibility, which I further explore below, is that white Democrats of all socioeconomic 
backgrounds are less threatened by violent crime than nonwhite Democrats. 

3. Assessing the Role of Local Violent-Crime Levels

Another way to test the luxury beliefs thesis is to examine whether support for defunding and 
depolicing policies varies as a function of local violent-crime rates. Indeed, conservatives often 
suggest that those on the woke left are siloed in predominantly white and upscale communi-
ties that do not suffer the consequences of the policies they advocate for. This could explain 
why white Democrats are more supportive of depolicing than nonwhite Democrats, who may 
be at greater risk of criminal victimization, which defunding and depolicing policies threaten 
to exacerbate. If relative immunity from the consequences (i.e., increases in violent crime) 
facilitates support for these policies, we would expect to find that support among Democrats, 
including white Democrats, falls (rises) in places with higher (lower) levels of violent crime. 
Alternatively, as Henderson suggests, if those with higher SES are more able to “afford” the 
consequences of these policies in high-crime locales, levels of support among white and Asian 
Democrats may remain stable as crime increases. But if so, we’d expect that, when matched on 
all socioeconomic and demographic indicators, all groups will be less likely to support depo-
licing as crime increases, because the matched groups would be more or less equally capable 
of absorbing the policies’ costs. 

Unfortunately, one of the most readily available and widely used sources of data to measure local 
crime rates—the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) county-level data set—is notoriously 
unreliable.15 First, not all police agencies report data, and thus estimates for many (typically 
small) counties must be imputed, which is likely to induce measurement error. Second, when a 
police agency spans several counties, crimes are distributed according to population. This is a 
problem insofar as crime is not evenly distributed by population. Finally, the most recent UCR 
data are from 2016, which means that I’d be using counties’ estimated 2016 violent-crime lev-
els to measure 2020 policing attitudes. While levels of violent crime in a county in one year are 
likely to be highly correlated with those in subsequent years (e.g., a county that has relatively 
high levels of violent crime in 2016 is unlikely to have relatively low levels in 2020), this mea-
surement strategy is far from ideal.
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Zip code–level violent-crime estimates from CrimeGrade.org offer a potentially superior alter-
native.16 These estimates are outputted from a proprietary machine learning tool that leverages 
a combination of existing crime data and more than 180 indicators of an area’s characteristics to 
generate “crime scores” for zip codes across the United States. The company claims to regularly 
update these estimates, and it boasts the ability to “tell police departments where their common 
reporting errors cause issues.” Beyond this, though, the company provides virtually no informa-
tion about its underlying data and estimation methodology. As such, its reliability is uncertain. 

Given the limitations and uncertainties of both the county-level and zip code–level violent-crime 
indexes, I first test whether each is meaningfully predictive of self-reported past-year crime vic-
timization. The results of these prediction models are visualized in Appendix B.2. Briefly, both 
raw indexes are significantly predictive of reporting past-year victimization. However, and par-
ticularly in the zip code–level models, log-transformed scales show the best fit to the data. For 
this and other reasons,17 these are the scales I use in the prediction models that follow. 

Figure 7A shows the standardized average crime index scores for the zip codes and counties 
of Democrat respondents. Consistent with the “limousine liberal” stereotype, white (and, to a 
lesser extent, Asian) Democrats do indeed tend to reside in zip codes and counties that have 
relatively lower levels of violent crime.18 And, as suspected, Figure 7B shows that white and 
nonwhite Democrats in the lowest family-income categories nonetheless reside in areas with 
significantly different levels of violent crime. Once again, this could explain why socioeconomic 
variables are less relevant to gaps in support between white and nonwhite Democrats. 

Figure 7A

Violent-Crime Levels in Zip Codes and Counties of 
Democrat Respondents, by Race/Ethnicity
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The question at hand is whether white Democrats’ greater support for defunding and depolicing 
is a function of these “sheltered” or low-crime residential contexts. I test this possibility with a 
series of logistic regression models. The first examines the attitudinal effects of zip-code violent 
crime for white vs. nonwhite Democrats as a whole19 by regressing each of the defund, depo-
lice, and “both” variables on a white x zip-code violent-crime score interaction term. A second 
compares the effects for distinct racial/ethnic groups by substituting a categorical “race” variable 
for the white/nonwhite dummy. As a check on the reliability of the zip code–level estimates, I fit 
two additional models in which the FBI UCR’s county-level violent-crime estimates are substi-
tuted in the interaction term. Finally, I fit covariate-adjusted (i.e., “kitchen sink”) models20 that 
hold all SES, demographic, and political background indicators to their median/modal values. 
Further, to account for the possibility that the effects of crime are confounded by local popula-
tion size, and to account for the possibility that group differences in support stem from differ-
ential rates of crime victimization (i.e., black Democrats may be more likely to be victimized by 
crime in high-crime zip codes than others), I also control for zip-code/county population size,21 
as well as a zip-code/county-level violent crime x past-year victimization22 interaction term. 

Figure 8A graphs the estimated baseline (dark blue bars) and covariate-adjusted (light blue 
bars) average marginal effect (AME) of a standard deviation increase in log zip-code violent 
crime on white and nonwhite Democrats’ probability of support for the policies. The estimated 
effects for white Democrats are entirely at odds with expectations. In the baseline models, the 
effects on each outcome are significantly positive, which indicates that white Democrats are 
actually more likely to support defunding and depolicing as local violent-crime levels increase. 
Indeed, on average, a 1-standard-deviation increase in log zip-code violent crime predicts a 
2.6-point (p= 0.001) increase in the probability of supporting decreased state spending on law 
enforcement, a 1.4-point (p=0.030) increase in the probability of favoring decreases in the street 
police presence, and a 2.4-point (p=0.001) increase in the odds of endorsing both policies. These 

Figure 7B

Log Zip-Code and County Violent Crime, by Family-Income Category
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effects are reduced to statistical insignificance when all other covariates are held constant, but 
they remain positive, which is revealing, especially when examining the patterns for nonwhite 
Democrats. 

For nonwhite Democrats, the effects of violent crime on the odds of support are significantly 
negative and significantly different from those of white Democrats across all outcomes. Specifi-
cally, a 1-standard-deviation increase in log zip code violent crime predicts a 2.1-point (p=0.005) 
decrease in the probability of supporting decreased spending on law enforcement, a 2.6-point 
(p=0.009) decrease in the probability of supporting a 10% decrease in the street police pres-
ence, and a 2.1-point (p=0.003) decrease in the probability of supporting both policies. Cru-
cially, these effects remain significantly negative—and significantly different from those of white 
Democrats—when all control variables are held constant. 

Figure 8B plots the baseline (solid lines) and covariate-adjusted predicted probabilities (dashed 
lines) of support for each group and outcome at varying levels of zip-code violent crime. We 
see that in zip codes with the lowest (i.e., –3SD) relative levels of violent crime, a white Dem-
ocrat is expected to have a 33.0% chance of supporting decreases in police spending, a 55.8% 
chance of supporting a decrease in the street police presence, and a 29.4% chance of supporting 
both policies. In zip codes with the very highest (i.e., +3SD) relative rates of violent crime, these 
odds jump to 48.2%, 64.5%, and 43.7%, respectively. Although these differences are reduced to 

Figure 8A

Average Effects of Zip-Code Violent Crime on the Probability of a White vs. 
Nonwhite Democrat Endorsing Defunding and Depolicing Policies 

Note: Data are weighted. State-clustered robust standard errors are used. Dark blue bars denote the average baseline effect of a standard-
deviation increase in log zip-code violent crime on the probability of each outcome. Light blue bars denote the average adjusted effect of a 
standard-deviation increase in log zip-code violent crime on the probability of each outcome when ideology, strength of party identification, sex, 
age, educational attainment, household income, stock ownership, home ownership, marital status, type of residential area, immigration status, 
number of children in household, census division, (log) zip-code population size, and past-year crime victimization are held to their median/
modal values.  
Source: 2020 Cooperative Election Study.
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insignificance when adjusting for controls, it is noteworthy that white Democrats in high-crime 
zip codes do not become even nominally less likely to support either or both policies than those 
in low-crime zip codes. Among nonwhite Democrats, by contrast, those in high-crime zip codes 
are always significantly less likely to endorse these policies than those in low-crime zip codes. 
In the lowest-crime zip codes, unadjusted predicted odds of support for nonwhite Democrats 
are virtually identical to those of whites. A nonwhite Democrat in such locales is estimated to 
have a 35.5% chance of supporting decreased police spending, a 54.4% chance of supporting a 
decrease in the street police presence, and a 29.5% chance of supporting both policies. How-
ever, when moving to zip codes with the highest relative levels of violent crime, these figures 
fall to 22.8%, 38.7%, and 16.9%, respectively. 

Local violent-crime rates influence the defunding and depolicing attitudes of nonwhite Demo-
crats more than they do for white Democrats. In the lowest-crime zip codes, support for defund-
ing and depolicing is virtually the same for white and nonwhite Democrats, but in higher-crime 
zip codes, white Democrats are more likely to support and nonwhite Democrats more likely to 
oppose these policies. Finally, when all control variables are held constant (i.e., the kitchen-sink 
models), the positive effects on white Democrats’ odds of support are reduced and no longer 
statistically distinguishable from zero for any outcome. The negative effects on the odds of sup-
port among nonwhite Democrats, however, are similar, if not larger, in magnitude and are still 
statistically significant at the p < 0.01 level for all three outcomes. They are also still significantly 
different from those for white Democrats. In other words, even when all socioeconomic, demo-
graphic, and political background variables are fixed to the same values across groups, nonwhite 
Democrats in high-violent-crime zip codes are still significantly less likely to support defund-
ing, depolicing, or both policies than their white copartisan neighbors. 

Figure 8B

Predicted Probabilities of Supporting Defunding and Depolicing 
Policies at Various Levels of Zip-Code Violent Crime

Note: Data are weighted. State-clustered robust standard errors are used. Solid lines denote the predicted odds of supporting a given policy at differing 
levels of zip-code violent crime. Dashed lines denote the (adjusted) predicted odds of supporting a given policy when ideology, strength of party 
identification, sex, age, educational attainment, household income, stock ownership, home ownership, marital status, type of residential area, immigration 
status, number of children in household, census division, (log) zip-code population size, and past-year crime victimization are held to their median/modal 
values.  
Source: 2020 Cooperative Election Study.



18

Is Defunding the Police a “Luxury Belief ”? Analyzing White vs. Non-
white Democrats’ Attitudes on Depolicing

Figures 8C and 8D graph the average effects and predicted probabilities, respectively, from the 
models in which a measure of county-level violent crime is substituted for the zip-code index. 
These estimates are very similar, if not identical, to those in the zip-code models. 

Figure 8C

Average Effects of Log County Violent Crime on the Probability of a White vs. 
Nonwhite Democrat Endorsing Defunding and Depolicing Policies 

Note: Data are weighted. State-clustered robust standard errors are used. Dark blue bars denote the average baseline effect of a standard-deviation 
increase in log county violent crime on the probability of each outcome. Light blue bars denote the average (adjusted) effect of a standard-deviation 
increase in log county violent crime on the probability of each outcome when ideology, strength of party identification, sex, age, educational attainment, 
household income, stock ownership, home ownership, marital status, type of residential area, immigration status, number of children in household, census 
division, (log) county population size, and past-year crime victimization are held to their median/modal values.  
Source: 2020 Cooperative Election Study.
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Next, I examine the heterogeneity of effects across the three main nonwhite racial/ethnic Demo-
cratic groups (blacks, Hispanics, and Asians). Figure 9A graphs the average baseline (dark blue 
bars) and covariate-adjusted (light blue bars) effects of zip-code violent crime on the odds of 
favoring defunding, depolicing, or both policies for each of the four main racial/ethnic groups. 
For black Democrats, the pattern we observe resembles that of nonwhite Democrats as a whole. 
Both the baseline/unadjusted and covariate-adjusted effects of violent crime are negative and 
statistically significant at the p < 0.05 threshold or lower across all outcomes. Figure 9B, which 
plots the unadjusted and covariate-adjusted predicted odds, shows that in zip codes with the 
lowest relative rates of violent crime, black Democrats have a roughly 32.8% (adjusted=40.5%), 
54.3% (69.4%), and 27.0% (37.5%) chance of supporting defunding, depolicing, or both policies, 
respectively. In zip codes with the highest relative rates of violent crime, these odds drop to 19.9% 
(26.8%), 35.3% (48.8%), and 13.1% (19.6%), respectively. For Asian Democrats, the baseline effects 
are negative but indistinguishable from zero for all outcomes. The covariate-adjusted effects, on 
the other hand, are much larger and are significant at the p < 0.05 threshold or lower. In fact, the 
adjusted effect on Asians’ support for decreasing the street police presence is the largest effect 
observed for any group in any model. Holding all other variables constant, an Asian Democrat 
has an estimated 76.4% chance of supporting this policy in zip codes with the lowest relative lev-
els of violent crime, as compared with a 36.9% chance in zip codes with the highest—a nearly 
40-point difference. Finally, and quite curiously, the baseline effects of violent crime for Hispanic 
Democrats are all positive but near zero, while the adjusted effects are (with one exception) neg-
ative but near zero. Given that their baseline levels of support for these policies are very similar 
to those of black Democrats (for whom the effects of violent crime are all significantly negative), 
these null and directionally inconsistent results are somewhat surprising.23 

Figure 8D

Predicted Probabilities of Supporting Defunding and Depolicing Policies 
at Various Levels of the County Violent-Crime Index

Note: Data are weighted. State-clustered robust standard errors are used. Solid lines denote the predicted odds of supporting a given policy at differing 
levels of county violent crime. Dashed lines denote the (adjusted) predicted odds of supporting a given policy when ideology, strength of party identification, 
sex, age, educational attainment, household income, stock ownership, home ownership, marital status, type of residential area, immigration status, number 
of children in household, census division, (log) county population size, and past-year crime victimization are held to their median/modal values.  
Source: 2020 Cooperative Election Study.
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Figure 9A

Average Effects of Zip-Code Violent Crime on Each Racial/Ethnic Group’s 
Probability of Endorsing Defunding and Depolicing Policies

Note: Data are weighted. State-clustered robust standard errors are used. Dark blue bars denote the average baseline effect of a standard-deviation 
increase in log county violent crime on the probability of each outcome. Light blue bars denote the average (adjusted) effect of a standard-deviation 
increase in log county violent crime on the probability of each outcome when ideology, strength of party identification, sex, age, educational attainment, 
household income, stock ownership, home ownership, marital status, type of residential area, immigration status, number of children in household, census 
division, (log) county population size, and past-year crime victimization are held to their median/modal values.  
Source: 2020 Cooperative Election Study.

Figure 9B

Predicted Probabilities of Supporting Defunding and Depolicing 
Policies at Various Levels of Zip-Code Violent Crime

Note: Data are weighted. State-clustered robust standard errors are used. Solid lines denote the predicted odds of supporting a given policy at differing levels 
of zip-code violent crime. Dashed lines denote the (adjusted) predicted odds of supporting a given policy when ideology, strength of party identification, 
sex, age, educational attainment, household income, stock ownership, home ownership, marital status, type of residential area, immigration status, number 
of children in household, census division, (log) zip-code population size, and past-year crime victimization are held to their median/modal values.
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The results from the county-level violent-crime models, which are shown in Figures 9C and 
9D, are again similar to those obtained in the zip-code models. One clear exception, though, is 
the effect of county-level violent crime on Hispanic Democrats’ odds of supporting a decrease 
in street police presence. Whereas the effects of zip-code violent crime on this outcome were 
positive but close to zero, those of county-level violent crime are both significantly negative and 
relatively large (Baseline AME= –5.3, p=0.012; adjusted AME= –5.9, p=0.002). More precisely, a 
Hispanic Democrat in a county that falls 2 standard deviations below the mean of the violent-
crime index is expected to have a 55.4% chance (adjusted odds=68.7%) of supporting a decrease 
in the street police presence, as compared with a 34.4% (45.2%) chance in a county that scores 
2 standard deviations above the mean. 

Figure 9C

Average Effects of Log County Violent Crime on Each Racial/Ethnic Group’s 
Probability of Endorsing Defunding and Depolicing Policies

Note: Data are weighted. State-clustered robust standard errors are used. Dark blue bars denote the average baseline effect of a standard-deviation 
increase in log county violent crime on the probability of each outcome. Light blue bars denote the average (adjusted) effect of a standard-deviation 
increase in log county violent crime on the probability of each outcome when ideology, strength of party identification, sex, age, educational attainment, 
household income, stock ownership, home ownership, marital status, type of residential area, immigration status, number of children in household, census 
division, (log) county population size, and past-year crime victimization are held to their median/modal values.  
Source: 2020 Cooperative Election Study.
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In sum, the data show no evidence that white Democrats are more likely to support defunding 
and depolicing because they tend to reside in low-crime areas. To the contrary, white Dem-
ocrats in zip codes and counties with the highest relative levels of violent crime are actually 
more likely to support these policies. Even if these positive relationships are largely the work 
of other variables, the best that can be said is that white Democrats’ defunding and depolicing 
attitudes are effectively indifferent to local violent-crime levels. However, the same cannot be 
said of nonwhite Democrats as a whole, and black Democrats in particular. In the lowest-crime 
areas, odds of support among nonwhite Democrats are very similar, but in higher-crime areas, 
levels of support among nonwhite Democrats drop significantly. Even when matched on all 
socioeconomic, political, and demographic covariates, nonwhite Democrats in higher-crime 
zip codes and counties are still significantly less likely than white Democrats to favor defund-
ing and depolicing. This is particularly surprising given that when their relative socioeconomic 
advantage is statistically neutralized, the patterns for Asian Democrats closely approximate 
those of nonwhite Democrats as a whole. And yet, for whatever reason, support among white 
Democrats holds relatively steady. 

We are thus left with the question of “why”—why are white Democrats in higher-crime areas 
more likely to support these policies than nonwhite Democrats of the same socioeconomic 
backgrounds and political leanings? In the section that follows, I briefly consider the potential 
explanatory role of racial residential segregation.

Figure 9D

Predicted Probabilities of Supporting Defunding and Depolicing 
Policies at Various Levels of County Violent Crime

Note: Data are weighted. State-clustered robust standard errors are used. Solid lines denote the predicted odds of supporting a given policy at differing 
levels of county violent crime. Dashed lines denote the (adjusted) predicted odds of supporting a given policy at differing levels of county violent crime 
when ideology, strength of party identification, sex, age, educational attainment, household income, stock ownership, home ownership, marital status, type 
of residential area, immigration status, number of children in household, census division, (log) county population size, and past-year crime victimization are 
held to their median/modal values.  
Source: 2020 Cooperative Election Study.
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4. Assessing the Role of Racial Residential Segregation

Thus far, we have seen that even in higher-crime areas, white Democrats remain uniquely sup-
portive of defunding and depolicing. It is possible, however, that, even in these locales, white 
Democrats are still insulated from violent crime due to high levels of racial segregation within 
the county or zip code. If so, we would expect white Democrats’ support for these policies to 
fall in high-crime areas with low degrees of racial residential segregation. Unfortunately, as far 
as I can tell, the zip code–level residential segregation data needed to test this hypothesis are 
not available. Therefore, I rely on county-level estimates from the American Community Sur-
vey (2015–2019), which I interact with the county-level violent crime variable. I then compute 
the predicted odds of endorsing each or both policies in counties with comparatively very high 
(+2SD) and low (-2SD) rates of violent crime at varying levels along the white-nonwhite resi-
dential segregation index. 

The results are shown in Figure 10. First, we see that the odds of white Democrat support for 
decreased state police spending are indeed somewhat greater in high-crime counties with rel-
atively high degrees of residential segregation and lower in high-crime counties with relatively 
low degrees of residential segregation. For instance, a white Democrat in a county that is +2SD 
on the county violent-crime index and +2SD on the county segregation index is estimated to 
have a 49.4% chance of supporting defunding. In contrast, in counties with the same level of 
crime (+2SD) but that fall two standard deviations below the mean of the segregation index, the 
odds are 43.4%. This 6-point difference, however, is not statistically significant (p=0.423). More-
over, the same pattern of results is even less evident in the remaining two outcomes.2 4 Finally, 
as shown in the bottom three panels of Figure 10, holding all socioeconomic, demographic, 
and political control variables constant eliminates virtually all differences in support between 
counties across the segregation index. 

Figure 10

Predicted Probabilities of a White Democrat Endorsing Defunding and Depolicing Policies in Relatively 
Low vs. High-Violent-Crime Counties with Differing Degrees of Racial Residential Segregation

Note: Data are weighted. State-clustered robust standard errors are used. Solid lines denote the predicted odds of supporting a given policy in counties 
with the lowest (blue lines) and highest (red lines) relative levels of violent crime at differing levels of racial residential segregation. Dashed lines denote the 
(adjusted) predicted odds of support when ideology, strength of party identification, sex, age, educational attainment, household income, stock ownership, 
home ownership, marital status, type of residential area, immigration status, number of children in household, census division, (log) county population size, 
and past-year crime victimization are held to their median/modal values.  
Source: 2020 Cooperative Election Study.
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These findings suggest that residential segregation in and of itself is not a very meaningful buoy 
of white Democrats’ support for defunding and depolicing in higher-crime areas. At the same 
time, the plausibility of this relationship—coupled with the limitations of the segregation data—
cautions against making any strong conclusions. The most that can be said is that the relation-
ship is not clearly manifest in the present data, which is not to say that it doesn’t exist or wouldn’t 
emerge in other data. Only additional research can resolve this question. 

5. Testing an Alternative Theory 

If residential segregation does not explain white Democrats’ support for defunding and depo-
licing policies in relatively high-violent-crime areas, then what does? What is it that enables 
or incentivizes them to endorse policies that are likely to compromise the personal safety of 
themselves and others? 

Questions like these were the focus of much of my dissertation work. And, following from the 
theory I outline and advance therein, I propose that the answer to this question is the same as 
for why many white Democrats support race-based affirmative action policies, which can also 
impose personal costs. Specifically, I contend that the defunding and depolicing attitudes of 
white Democrats are subject to unique group-based moral considerations and pressures that 
make them less sensitive to, or more tolerant of, personal risk. These group-based moral pres-
sures are founded on guilt over racial inequality and the illegitimate advantages they perceive 
themselves and other white Americans as enjoying and shame over white America’s (im)moral 
legacy and continued racist tendencies. These collective emotions are able to inspire the adoption 
and expression of pro-outgroup (and, at times, anti-ingroup) attitudes and policy preferences. 
While a deeper theoretical discussion of these two collective emotions is beyond the scope of 
this report,25 it is necessary to briefly examine the theoretical underpinning of these constructs. 

Recent theory characterizes collective guilt as a negative self-focused emotion that, generally 
speaking, follows from appraisals of personal moral inadequacy and, more specifically, from 
appraising the self as directly or indirectly complicit in past and/or present wrongdoing(s) 
against an outgroup. Some research finds that ingroup members who feel guilt report feeling 
angry or frustrated, which, in turn, engenders a desire for moral self-reformation. One means 
of coping with or resolving feelings of moral inadequacy is to support policies (or candidates) 
that promise to repair or compensate a victimized outgroup(s). For instance, whites who feel 
guilty because they believe they have benefited from their ingroup’s mistreatment of blacks can 
feel better about themselves by voting for black political candidates and supporting pro-black 
affirmative action policies. 

Collective shame is related to guilt, but it is a more ingroup-focused emotion that relates to a 
global negative description (e.g., “racist”) of an ingroup’s moral character or to the perception 
that an ingroup is a serial violator of important moral values. “Ashamed” ingroup members are 
likely to report anger toward, or frustration with, their ingroup and a desire to morally distin-
guish themselves from it, and to challenge and reform it. They are also likely to feel a strong 
moral obligation to uplift or protect the victims of their ingroup’s cruelty as well as outgroups 
that resemble them (e.g., people of color). Thus, whites who score high on collective shame are 
much more likely to support equity-oriented pro-black policies, such as affirmative action, rep-
arations, and race-based government assistance. 

Guilt and collective shame are highly overlapping, but there are subtle differences between the 
two. “Guilty” whites are motivated by a need for personal psychological relief (via moral self-im-
provement), while “ashamed” whites seek to atone for, and morally distance themselves from, 
white America’s racist essence. The guilty are bothered by their own personal moral shortcom-
ings; the ashamed are disgusted with those of white Americans as a whole. 
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Because guilt is self-focused, it will motivate pro-outgroup attitudes and behaviors only to the 
extent needed to resolve psychological distress. Moral shame, by contrast, is further reaching 
and more enduring because the moral “mission” isn’t complete until white America’s racist char-
acter—and the harms it has inflicted and continues to inflict on people of color—is fully cor-
rected or neutralized. Until then, the “ashamed” must cope with their membership in an ignoble 
ingroup—one that, on account of their skin color, they can’t hide or escape from. By support-
ing policies that benefit nonwhite outgroups, though, they can at least signal to themselves and 
to others that they are morally different from “other” white people. Thus, my research finds26 
white moral shame to be not only strongly predictive of support for pro-black policies but also 
of support for higher immigration levels, open borders, favoritism toward non-European vs. 
European immigrants, and antiwhite/pro-nonwhite sentiment. 

Recent survey data suggest that feelings of race-based moral shame and guilt (to a lesser and 
more uncertain extent) abound among white Democrats. For instance, referring to Table 2 
below, a nationally representative March 2021 YouGov survey reveals that nearly 80% (vs. 20.9% 
of white Republicans) indicate feeling “ashamed for the racist tendencies of white people,” while 
a similar proportion report that whites’ treatment of black people sometimes makes them think 
that white Americans are “racist and mean.” These figures approximate those observed in an 
August 2020 Prolific survey of white Americans that I conducted as part of my dissertation work, 
which, unlike the YouGov survey, included measures of guilt.27 For instance, in the Prolific survey, 
69.7% of white Democrats (vs. 17.7% of Republicans) agreed that they feel “guilty about the social 
inequalities between white and black people,” while another 74.3% (vs. 28% of white Republicans) 
said they feel “guilty for the behavior of white Americans toward black people.” Given that the 
underlying sample was not representative of the wider white American population,28 though, 
these estimates must be treated with caution. That said, data from a nationally representative 
September 2020 Voter Study Group (VSG) survey show that just under half (47.7%) of white 
Democrats (vs. 5.8% of Republicans) agree that “white people should feel guilty about racial 
inequality.” Thus, a conservative estimate is that small to large majorities of white Democrats are 
at least somewhat “ashamed” of white America, while substantial minorities to large majorities 
express feelings of “guilt.” 
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I believe the theories above and related findings have important implications for understanding 
white Democrats’ attitudes toward defunding and depolicing policies. They suggest that 
considerations of self-interest will be relatively weaker determinants of policy preferences that 
implicate blacks and other “persons of color.” Indeed, especially after events like the killing of 
George Floyd,29 concerns of self-interest are likely to be less cognitively salient than—if not 
altogether overshadowed by—perceived group-based moral obligations and the need to affirm 
or distinguish themselves as “good white people.” In other words, white Democrats may be so 
focused on race-based moral concerns that they do not consider self-interest or personal safety. 
And if they do, there’s no guarantee that considerations of self-interest will prevail. Threats to self-
interest may be downplayed, denied, or even rationalized. For instance, as part of my dissertation 
research, I ran an experimental study on a large sample of white Americans that, in part, sought 
to increase support for race-based affirmative action by inducing feelings of white shame and 
guilt. Even though the question measuring support for affirmative action explicitly mentioned 
the risk of discrimination against whites, those in the “shame/guilt” condition still expressed 
significantly higher levels of support, and these differences were largely mediated by my measures 
of moral shame and guilt. As one 38-year-old “strong Democrat” female participant explained:

I believe that African-American voters and citizens are still suffering the discriminations of 
past generations, not to mention ongoing discrimination today; I believe that governmental 
efforts including hiring preference for African-American applicants is the beginning of a 

Table 2

The Prevalence of Expressions of White Moral Shame and Guilt by Party ID

Note: Cell entries are the percent of respondents who gave an “agree” response to a statement with robust standard errors in parentheses. YouGov and Prolific items 
are measured along 5-point (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) and 7-point (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) Likert scales, respectively. YouGov and 
Voter Study Group (VSG) estimates are weighted to be representative of the general white American population. Prolific estimates are derived from a sample that is 
not representative of the general white American population. Though they are weighted to match the average white’s age, educational attainment, and sex in the 2020 
census, they are still of dubious generalizability. The YouGov survey was fielded between March 5 and March 15 of 2021 on a broader sample of 2,600 American adult 
(18+) respondents. The Prolific survey was fielded between August 26 and September 11 of 2020 on a convenience sample limited to white Americans. The Democracy 
Fund Voter Study Group survey was fielded between August 28 and September 28 of 2020 on a broader sample of 5,900 American adult (18+) respondents. 

Moral Shame Guilt

When I think of the 
manner in which 

black people have 
been treated, I some-

times think that we 
white Americans are 

racist and mean.

My racial group’s 
treatment of black 
people makes me 

feel somewhat 
ashamed about what 
it means to be white.

I feel ashamed for 
the racist tenden-

cies of white people.

I do 
not feel 

ashamed 
to be 

white for 
the way 

we treated 
black 

people.

I feel 
guilty for 
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ner in 
which 
black 

people 
have been 

treated 
by white 
Ameri-
cans.

I feel 
guilty 

about the 
social 

inequal-
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between 
white and 

black 
people.

Even if I 
have done 

noth-
ing bad, I 
feel guilty 

for the 
behavior 
of white 

Americans 
towards 

black 
people.

When 
I think 

about the 
racism 

that exists 
toward 
black 
peo-

ple, I feel 
guilty to 

be a white 
American.

White 
people 
should 

feel guilty 
about 
racial 

inequality.

Survey YouGov Prolific YouGov Prolific YouGov Prolific VSG

White 
Democrat

78.2% 
(1.77)

82.7% 
(3.06)

68.4% 
(1.98)

72.9% 
(3.83)

79.8% 
(1.72)

84.8% 
(2.91)

17.1% 
(3.37)

69.7% 
(4.21)

66.4% 
(4.42)

74.3% 
(3.57)

56.1% 
(4.80)

47.7% 
(1.24)

White  
Independent

35.7% 
(3.24)

47.4% 
(8.94)

25.6% 
(2.84)

48.4% 
(8.99)

39.8% 
(3.32)

59.7% 
(8.25)

35.8% 
(7.99)

48.8% 
(8.97)

40.3% 
(9.05)

44.2% 
(9.23)

36.9% 
(9.14)

17.0% 
(1.60)

White 
Republican

19.6% 
(1.65)

18.4% 
(3.50)

14.0% 
(1.45)

17.6% 
(3.40)

20.9% 
(1.69)

26.2% 
(4.58)

61.5% 
(5.65)

24.8% 
(5.65)

17.7% 
(3.30)

28.0% 
(6.02)

10.2% 
(2.51)

5.80% 
(0.63)

N 1,480 922 1,482 922 1,483 922 4,059
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process to improve the long-standing inequality. I do feel fear about my ability to compete 
in a professional world where I am at an explicit disadvantage, but I realize that I have 
to let go of that fear and recognize that many Black applicants have felt and suffered that 
disadvantage for decades.

Moral pressures can cause white Democrats to overlook, justify, or downplay the potential 
personal costs of both race-based affirmative action policies and defunding and depolicing 
policies. Objectively speaking, such policies may marginally increase their risk of criminal 
victimization, but assuming this consequence is even appreciated (and it generally may not 
be), it is the price to be paid for living up to their group-based moral obligations and, thereby, 
addressing feelings of group-based shame and/or guilt. Nonwhite Democrats, by contrast, do 
not carry the same moral burden or approach policing policies with the same group-based 
moral ideology. They may support defunding and depolicing policies when the price is negligible 
(such as when residing in a low-crime area), but they lack the moral drive necessary to sustain 
such support when the personal risks are higher. After all, they are on no moral mission and 
have nothing to prove to themselves or to others. So why risk it? 

But if group-based moral considerations and emotions help to sustain white Democrats’ sup-
port for defunding and depolicing policies in high-crime areas, what evidence of this would 
we expect to observe in the data? Presumably, these moral constructs should have more impact 
on support in higher-crime areas—that is, in the areas where the costs of crime are higher and 
have to be outweighed by something stronger. In low-crime areas, moral conviction may still 
matter somewhat, but it is probably not a necessary condition for support.

Unfortunately, a proper test of this hypothesis requires measures of white shame and guilt, nei-
ther of which is included in any waves of the CES. The 2020 CES, however, does include four 
measures of racial attitudes,30 three of which were found to be highly correlated with white 
moral shame and guilt in the Prolific survey I ran as part of my dissertation work. These mea-
sures and—where available—their bivariate correlations with my dissertation’s indexes of shame 
and guilt are shown in Table 3. The three CES racial attitude items correlate at roughly r=0.74 
with moral shame31 and at r=0.63 with guilt. Thus, though not a perfect proxy for shame and 
guilt, those who score high on the three items will also tend to score high on the shame and 
guilt indexes. The fourth item did not feature in my dissertation survey, though a similar mea-
sure of the perceived severity of existing antiblack discrimination correlated at r=0.681 with 
moral shame and at 0.581 with guilt. Averaging and combining the four items produces a suf-
ficiently reliable index (α=0.896), which I hereafter refer to as “racial liberalism” in the anal-
yses that follow. 

With only a proxy measure of moral shame and guilt, we are forced to slightly modify the ear-
lier prediction. While the effects of racial liberalism on white Democrats’ support for defund-
ing and depolicing policies are still expected to be stronger at higher local levels of violent 
crime, we would also expect them to be stronger than those for nonwhite Democrats. White 
Democrats’ responses to the racial liberalism indicators are likely to substantially reflect group-
based feelings of responsibility for racial inequality and black disadvantage—but for nonwhite 
Democrats, the same responses do not have the same moral implications. For instance, when 
a nonwhite Democrat “strongly agrees” that white people “have certain advantages because of 
the color of their skin” or that slavery and discrimination hinder black social mobility, it may 
simply be an impassive assessment of empirical fact—one with fewer and less obvious moral 
implications. As such, a nonwhite Democrat is likely to be less morally inhibited from sup-
porting or opposing policies purely on the basis of material self-interest. On the other hand, 
for a white Democrat, this acknowledgment is likely to coincide with feelings of group-based 
shame, guilt, and responsibility for the origins and persistence of white advantage—feelings 
that limit or weaken the pull of self-interest and encourage the expression of support for pol-
icies that are perceived to benefit or protect blacks and other racial/ethnic minorities. While 
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maintaining or increasing levels of police spending and the street police presence may objec-
tively enhance their personal safety, it would also (in their view) lead to increased police harass-
ment and violence against people of color—and what “good” liberal white person wants that 
on his/her conscience?

To test the foregoing predictions, I begin by interacting the averaged racial liberalism scale with 
race and the zip-code violent-crime index.32 While holding all other control variables constant,33 
I next calculate the average effects of a standard deviation increase in racial liberalism on the 
odds of endorsing each policy outcome at varying levels of zip-code violent crime. Estimates 
for white Democrats and nonwhite Democrats overall are shown in Figure 11A. With one 
exception, they generally align with expectations. For white Democrats, the effects of racial lib-
eralism on the odds of supporting decreased police spending grow by an average of 2.4 points 
for each standard deviation increase in zip-code violent crime. In zip codes with the lowest rel-
ative levels of violent crime, each standard-deviation increase in racial liberalism is expected 
to result in a 20-point increase in the probability of endorsing this policy. In zip codes with the 

Table 3

Bivariate Pearson R Correlation Coefficients Between Indicators of 
Racial Liberalism and Indexes of White Moral Shame and Guilt

Note: Cell entries are bivariate Pearson correlation coefficients, all of which are significant at the p < 0.001 threshold. Data are derived 
from a convenience sample of 936 white American adult (18+) respondents, which was recruited via Prolific between August 26 and 
September 11 of 2020. Items in the first column form the “racial liberalism” index that is used in this section’s main analyses. 

White Moral Shame White Guilt

When I think of the manner in which 
black people have been treated, I 
sometimes think that we white Amer-
icans are racist and mean.

My racial group’s treatment of black 
people makes me feel somewhat 
ashamed about what it means to 
be white.

I feel ashamed for the racist tenden-
cies of white people.

I do not feel ashamed to be white 
for the way we treated black people. 

I feel guilty for the manner in which 
black people have been treated by 
white Americans.

I feel guilty about the social inequali-
ties between white and black people.

Even if I have done nothing bad, I 
feel guilty for the behavior of white 
Americans towards black people.

When I think about the racism that 
exists toward black people, I feel 
guilty to be a white American.
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Irish, Italians, Jews, and many other minori-
ties overcame prejudice and worked their 
way up. Blacks should do the same with-
out any special favors.

0.646 0.544

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

0.628 0.533

White people in the U.S. have certain advan-
tages because of the color of their skin. 0.673 0.585

Above three items combined 0.738 0.630

Racial problems in the U.S. are rare, iso-
lated situations. --- ----
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highest levels of violent crime, though, the same swing in racial liberalism is expected to pro-
duce a 34.5-point increase in these odds, which amounts to a statistically significant (p=0.007) 
14.5-point growth in effect size. 

For nonwhite Democrats, the pattern runs in the opposite direction. On average, each standard-
deviation increase in violent crime corresponds to a nearly 3.5-point decrease in the effects of 
racial liberalism on the likelihood of a nonwhite Democrat supporting reduced police spending. 
In zip codes with the lowest relative levels of violent crime, a standard-deviation increase in 
racial liberalism is expected to increase the odds of endorsement by nearly 33.4 points, as 
compared with just 12.5 points in zip codes with the highest—a nearly 21-point diminution 
that is significant at the p < 0.05 level (p=0.010). Consistent with expectations, the effects of 
racial liberalism on defunding support in zip codes with the highest relative levels of violent 
crime are 22 points larger (p < 0.001)—or nearly 2.8 times the size—for white vs. nonwhite 
Democrats. This difference is further illuminated in Figure 11B, which plots the predicted 
odds of support for those at the top of the racial liberalism distribution (i.e., roughly 0.92 of a 
standard deviation above the Democrat mean). Specifically, in zip codes with the lowest relative 
levels of violent crime, a maximally “woke” nonwhite Democrat (predicted odds=52%) is 10 
points more likely to support defunding than his/her white Democrat counterparts (42%). 
In zip codes with the highest relative violent-crime levels, however, maximally “woke” white 
Democrats (57.4%) are nearly 28 points more likely to be pro-defunding than their nonwhite 
counterparts (29.6%). 

Figure 11A

Average Effects of Racial Liberalism on White and Nonwhite Democrats’ Odds of Supporting 
Defunding and Depolicing Policies at Varying Levels of Zip-Code Violent Crime 

Note: Data are weighted. State-clustered robust standard errors are used. Plots represent the conditional average effects of a standard-deviation increase 
in racial liberalism on the probability of each outcome. Ideological self-identification, strength of party identification, sex, age, educational attainment, 
household income, stock ownership, home ownership, marital status, type of residential area, immigration status, number of children in household, census 
division, (log) zip-code population size, and past-year crime victimization are held to their median/modal values.  
Source: 2020 Cooperative Election Study.
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For the “depolicing” model, the patterns of the estimates are still in the anticipated direction, but 
high- vs. low-crime differences in the effects of racial liberalism are much smaller and approach 
significance only for nonwhite Democrats.34 More precisely, in zip codes with the lowest rel-
ative levels of violent crime, a standard-deviation increase in racial liberalism corresponds to 
26- and 34.9-point increases, respectively, in the odds of white and nonwhite Democrat sup-
port for decreasing the street police presence. In zip codes with the highest relative levels of 
violent crime, these odds go up by just 1.5 points (p=0.662) for white Democrats while drop-
ping by 14.4 points (p=0.063) for nonwhite Democrats. While the average effects of racial lib-
eralism in such zip codes are still larger for the former (27.6 points) than the latter group (20.5 
points), this difference is not distinguishable from zero (p=0.160). 

The results in the “support both” model generally fall between those of the previous two models. 
On average, a standard-deviation increase in zip-code violent crime enlarges the effects of racial 
liberalism on the likelihood of supporting both defunding and depolicing policies by 1.9 points 
for white Democrats while shrinking them by just over 3 points for nonwhite Democrats. When 
moving from zip codes with the lowest to highest relative levels of violent crime, the average 
effects of a standard deviation increase in racial liberalism grow by 11.5 points (22.9 → 34.4, 
p=0.045) for white Democrats and decline by 18.3 points for nonwhite Democrats (38.2 →  19.9, 
p=0.003). Thus, in the zip codes with the highest relative violent-crime levels, the effects of racial 
liberalism on the odds of endorsing both policies are roughly 14.5 points larger (p=0.002) for 
white than nonwhite Democrats. In practical terms, Figure 10B shows that in the lowest-crime 
zip codes, a maximally racially liberal white and nonwhite Democrat has an estimated 40.4% 

Figure 11B

Predicted Odds of Supporting Defunding and Depolicing Policies for Maximally “Racially Liberal” 
White and Nonwhite Democratic Respondents at Varying Levels of Zip-Code Violent Crime 

Note: Data are weighted. State-clustered robust standard errors are used. Plots represent the predicted probabilities of each outcome for white and 
nonwhite Democrats with maximum scores (roughly 0.92 of a standard deviation above the Democrat mean) on racial liberalism index. Ideological self-
identification, strength of party identification, sex, age, educational attainment, household income, stock ownership, home ownership, marital status, type 
of residential area, immigration status, number of children in household, census division, (log) zip-code population size, and past-year crime victimization 
are held to their median/modal values.  
Source: 2020 Cooperative Election Study.
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and 49.7% chance of endorsing both policies, respectively, as compared to a 53.2% and 29.6% chance 
in the highest-crime zip codes. Put differently, whereas the odds of support for maximally racially 
liberal white Democrats trails that of their nonwhite counterparts by 9.3 points at the bottom of 
the violent-crime index, they exceed them by 23.6 points at the top of it. 

Figures 12A-B present the results for black, Hispanic, and Asian Democrats. Estimates for these 
groups are underpowered and thus very noisy.35 Nonetheless, all adhere to the same substan-
tive pattern. Across all outcomes, the estimated effects of racial liberalism for each of these three 
groups become weaker—though not always (statistically) significantly so—as zip-code violent 
crime increases. Furthermore, and without exception, in zip codes with the highest relative vio-
lent-crime levels, the effects of racial liberalism for white Democrats are always at least nominally 
if not significantly larger than those for any of the three nonwhite racial/ethnic groups. 

Figure 12A

Average Effects of Racial Liberalism on Each Racial/Ethnic Group’s Odds of Supporting 
Defunding and Depolicing Policies at Varying Levels of Zip-Code Violent Crime

Note: Data are weighted. State-clustered robust standard errors are used. Plots represent the conditional average effects of a standard-deviation increase 
in racial liberalism on the probability of each outcome. Ideological self-identification, strength of party identification, sex, age, educational attainment, 
household income, stock ownership, home ownership, marital status, type of residential area, immigration status, number of children in household, census 
division, (log) zip-code population size, and past-year crime victimization are held to their median/modal values.  
Source: 2020 Cooperative Election Study.
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In sum, the results are broadly consistent with the notion that group-based moral pressures help 
to sustain white Democrats’ support for defunding and depolicing policies in high-crime areas. 
First, for white Democrats, the effects of racial liberalism—an index that greatly overlaps with 
measures of white moral shame and (to a lesser extent) guilt—become stronger (and, in most 
cases, significantly so) as local violent-crime levels increase. Second, despite being matched on 
all socioeconomic, demographic, and political background variables, the effects of racial liber-
alism in areas with the highest relative levels of violent crime were varyingly but consistently 
(and generally significantly) larger for white than for nonwhite Democrats. Indeed, and con-
tra to the pattern for whites, the effects of racial liberalism for nonwhite Democrats become 
weaker at higher relative levels of violent crime. 

Taken as a whole, these results suggest that racial attitudes are a more important driver of pro-de-
funding and pro-depolicing attitudes for high-crime-area-residing white Democrats than non-
white Democrats. They also suggest that the racial attitudes of white and nonwhite Democrats 
are qualitatively different. Building on my dissertation work, I contend that these differences 
are, at least in part, the result of group-based moral considerations and emotions that are largely 
specific to whites. More specifically, I argue that collective shame, guilt, and a sense of ingroup 
responsibility for the past and continued effects of racism function to constrain or neutralize the 
otherwise dominant influence of material self-interest on white Democrats’ race-related policy 
preferences. Accordingly, to the extent that these moral constructs permeate the racial attitudes 
of white Democrats, they will be less likely to consider or will be less deterred by the potential 
personal costs of defunding and reducing the police presence in high-crime areas. Nonwhite 
Democrats are not subject to the same moral cross-pressure—they are less morally distracted or 
constrained in opposing policies that threaten their personal well-being. Of course, there may 
be alternative explanations for the patterns observed here, one of which I briefly discuss below. 

Figure 12B

Predicted Odds of Supporting Defunding and Depolicing Policies for Maximally 
“Racially Liberal” Democrats at Varying Levels of Zip-Code Violent Crime 

Note: Data are weighted. State-clustered robust standard errors are used. Plots represent the predicted probabilities of each outcome for Democrats 
of different racial/ethnic backgrounds with maximum scores (roughly 0.92 of a standard deviation above the Democrat mean) on racial liberalism index. 
Ideological self-identification, strength of party identification, sex, age, educational attainment, household income, stock ownership, home ownership, 
marital status, type of residential area, immigration status, number of children in household, census division, (log) zip-code population size, and past-year 
crime victimization are held to their median/modal values.  
Source: 2020 Cooperative Election Study.
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6. Summary/General Discussion

Are pro-defunding and pro-depolicing attitudes “luxury beliefs”? Do Democrats who endorse 
such positions do so only to signal higher social status, and only insofar as they are relatively 
shielded from the consequences? This report took a first stab at empirically addressing these 
questions. Ultimately, the data it parses can give only mixed, qualified, and generally uncertain 
answers. On one hand, indicators of socioeconomic status, such as family income and educa-
tional attainment, were indeed predictive of Democrats’ support for defunding and depolic-
ing policies. And holding these and other demographic variables constant virtually eliminated 
gaps in support between black and Hispanic vs. Asian Democrats. As the luxury beliefs thesis 
would predict, support among these groups also tends to fall—in some cases substantially—in 
zip codes and counties with relatively high levels of violent crime. 

On the other hand, despite the emphasis the luxury beliefs thesis gives them, the data show 
that socioeconomic differences are far from the whole story. First, when adjusting for educa-
tion, family income becomes a relatively weak predictor of support for defunding and depo-
licing policies, which calls into question the importance of material security in facilitating the 
expression of these attitudes. Second, the independent effects of education and family income 
on support were relatively smaller than those of ideological identification. Income and educa-
tion, along with other socioeconomic and demographic variables, also collectively explained 
only a portion of the gaps in support between white vs. black and Hispanic Democrats. Addi-
tionally, holding all socioeconomic and demographic indicators constant enlarges the compar-
atively modest baseline white vs. Asian gaps, which further suggests that socioeconomic status 
is more important for the expression of pro-defunding/depolicing attitudes among Asian Dem-
ocrats (and nonwhite Democrats in general) than among white Democrats. 

The data reveal no evidence that white Democrat support for depolicing is due to their ten-
dency to reside in low-crime areas. Indeed, the odds of white Democrats’ support for defund-
ing and depolicing were found to be greatest in areas with the highest relative levels of violent 
crime. When all socioeconomic, demographic, and political variables are held constant, white 
Democrats in these residential contexts are still significantly more likely to support these pol-
icies than their nonwhite counterparts. 

The reasons for white Democrats’ relative indifference or insensitivity to local violent-crime lev-
els are not obvious. One intuitively plausible explanation—and the one most consistent with the 
luxury beliefs thesis—is that white Democrats in high-crime areas tend to live in racially segre-
gated residential communities that buffer them from the crime in adjacent areas. Surprisingly, 
however, this was not clearly borne out in the data. White Democrats in counties with both rel-
atively high levels of violent crime and high degrees of residential segregation were somewhat 
less likely to support decreased police spending than their counterparts in high-violent-crime, 
less segregated counties, but these differences were modest and did not approach statistical sig-
nificance. Their direction was also reversed when it came to support for decreasing the street 
police presence, with those in relatively high-crime and weakly segregated counties having mar-
ginally but insignificantly greater odds of support. Finally, when all control variables were held 
constant, there were virtually no differences in white Democrats’ support for either or both of 
the policies in counties with relatively low vs. high degrees of residential segregation. Given the 
limitations of the data, it is possible that there are meaningful differences. With a larger sam-
ple or a more reliable, individual-level indicator of residential segregation, such effects might 
be present; these tests should thus be an object of future research. 

It is also possible that white Democrats in high-crime areas are still socioeconomically better 
off than their nonwhite counterparts in ways that are not captured by conventional measures 
of family income, education, and stock and home ownership. While plausible, this account 



34

Is Defunding the Police a “Luxury Belief ”? Analyzing White vs. Non-
white Democrats’ Attitudes on Depolicing

doesn’t explain why the adjusted attitudinal effects of violent crime were almost always signifi-
cantly negative for Asian Democrats, who tend to outperform their white counterparts on var-
ious indicators of socioeconomic status (including those controlled for). 

A third and final possibility I considered, which follows from my dissertation work,36 is that 
white Democrats experience unique group-based moral considerations and pressures that make 
them less sensitive to or more tolerant of personal risk. In other words, a “privilege conscious” 
moral ideology constrains the expression of self-interested policing policy preferences (i.e., sus-
taining or increasing levels of police spending and the size of the street police presence), espe-
cially for white Democrats residing in areas with relatively high levels of violent crime. Much as 
feelings of collective shame, guilt, and moral responsibility for racial inequity can cause whites to 
overlook, rationalize, or downplay the potential personal costs of race-based affirmative action 
policies, they can also cause them to overlook, rationalize, or downplay those of defunding and 
depolicing policies (e.g., greater risk of criminal victimization). In both cases, the underlying 
moral imperative is essentially the same—rectifying or preventing racial discrimination and 
furthering racial equity. Thus, in the context of post-Floyd policing, this account holds that for 
white Democrats, considerations of self-interest are less (if at all) salient relative to the moral 
urgency of protecting blacks and other communities of color from a perceived racist institution 
that so regularly victimizes them. It is a trade-off of (some) physical security for the moral and 
psychological security of being a “good” white person who stands up for the racially oppressed.37 

Nonwhite Democrats, by contrast, typically hail from historically victimized or disadvantaged 
racial/ethnic groups and thus do not confront the same group-based moral pressures. They have 
no historical sins or privilege to atone for, nor are they as frequently accused of “racism.” Other 
moral and social pressures, such as the need to signal intergroup or ingroup racial solidarity, 
may still shape policy preferences, but they are unlikely to be strong enough to override self-in-
terest when policies impose costs on personal safety.38 As such, the defunding and depolicing 
policy attitudes of nonwhite Democrats are less morally inhibited or distracted from the pur-
suit of self-interest. Where such policies do not meaningfully or realistically threaten self-inter-
est, such as in low-crime residential contexts, support for them is likely to be greater, as social 
pressures and concerns of racial solidarity will assume greater attitudinal influence. But where 
such policies realistically threaten self-interest, such as in high-crime residential contexts, sup-
port for them is likely to fall, as these other concerns and considerations will be outweighed by 
those of personal safety. 

Unfortunately, a complete test of this theoretical account was not possible with the current data. 
However, this account suggests that group-based moral pressures (collective shame and guilt) 
are more necessary for defunding and depolicing policy support in high-crime areas, and mea-
sures of some of these moral constructs significantly overlap with available measures of racial 
liberalism. Thus, we predicted that the effects of racial liberalism on white Democrats’ support 
would strengthen as local violent-crime levels increase. For nonwhite Democrats, on the other 
hand, these moral constructs do not carry the same personal moral significance or constrain 
preferences—racial liberalism does not implicate themselves or their ingroups in moral wrong-
doings and, therefore, does not impose a moral duty to correct them. Accordingly, for nonwhite 
Democrats, the effects of racial liberalism on support for defunding and depolicing policies were 
expected to weaken in residential areas with relatively high levels of violent crime. Finally, and 
following from these two divergent predictions, the effects of racial liberalism on support in 
high-crime areas were expected to be significantly stronger for white than nonwhite Democrats. 

In the end, the above predictions were generally borne out in the data. For all three policy out-
comes, the effects of racial liberalism on white Democrats’ likelihood of endorsement become 
stronger—and, for two of these outcomes, significantly so—with increases in local violent crime. 
The effects of racial liberalism on nonwhite Democrats’ odds of endorsement consistently shrink 
as local violent-crime levels increase—a pattern that holds for each of the three racial/ethnic 
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groups under study. Though matched on all control variables, the effects of racial liberalism 
on endorsement in high-crime areas were always stronger (and generally significantly so) for 
white than for nonwhite Democrats. Though by no means dispositive, these findings suggest 
that white Democrats continue to support defunding and depolicing policies even in high-
crime areas in part because of a “privilege conscious” or “white savior” moral ideology, which 
constrains self-interested policy preferences and promotes those that are perceived to protect 
or benefit blacks and other marginalized people of color.

It may be true that woke attitudes are luxury beliefs that some express to signal their member-
ship in a higher social class, but this motive may not be uniformly applicable, or may operate 
differently for people of different racial/ethnic backgrounds. In context of pro-defunding/depo-
licing attitudes, a desire for moral self-affirmation—the assurance that one is a “good person”—
seems to be a stronger motivator for white than nonwhite Democrats. And, crucially, the motive 
for white Democrats may not necessarily be to signal virtue to others but rather to prove their 
moral worth or probity to themselves, to prove that they are not like other “racist,” indifferent 
whites. Thus, whereas nonwhite Democrats may be likely to express support (which they are 
likely to jettison when inconvenient) for defunding and depolicing primarily as a means of fit-
ting in with or conforming to group norms and (white) upper-class moral sensibilities, white 
Democrats may be more likely to do so on basis of genuine moral-ideological conviction. 

Of course, even if white Democrats are sincere in their support for defunding and depolicing 
policies, Henderson is still correct that these policies disproportionately harm the socioeco-
nomically disadvantaged, many of whom are “persons of color.” But if this is all that is meant 
by luxury beliefs—that they harm those they are meant to help—then it would not be a novel 
observation, nor would it be particularly relevant to contemporary political phenomena. 

An alternative and more general interpretation of these results, which follows from the recent 
work of political scientist Eric Kaufmann,39 is that political ideology is a more important and 
all-encompassing social identity for white than nonwhite Democrats. The policy attitudes of lib-
eral white Democrats exhibit greater ideological consistency or coherence than those of liberal 
nonwhite Democrats. And because ideology is more central to the social identity of the former, 
this consistency persists even when policies impose personal costs. Thus, by this account, racial 
liberalism has stronger positive effects on the defunding and depolicing attitudes of white Dem-
ocrats in high-crime areas because they are more ideologically consistent and because polit-
ical ideology is a more important component of their identity. The question, however, is why 
political ideology is more important and totalizing for liberal white than nonwhite Democrats. 
The results presented here are robust to controls for education and political knowledge, which 
suggests that differences in political sophistication—a critical antecedent of ideological consis-
tency—do not appear to be decisive. 

Kaufmann suggests that political ideology’s greater identity centrality for white Americans 
stems, at least partly, from their relatively weaker racial/ethnic attachments. The void of a strong 
“ascribed” identity—one inherited through birth—liberates whites to pursue “achieved,” or self-
constructed, identities, including ideological progressivism. Nonwhites, by contrast, derive meaning 
and purpose from their racial/ethnic identities, and thus feel less need for all-encompassing 
political substitutes. Assessing the validity of this account—including whether it holds true for 
all nonwhite subgroups—is beyond the scope of this report. But it does not necessarily conflict 
with the theory I have outlined. First, white Democrats’ weaker racial/ethnic attachments may 
result from the shame they feel toward “whiteness.” Indeed, as discussed earlier, the desire to 
morally distance and distinguish oneself from a perceived ignoble ingroup (by, for example, 
adopting “woke” attitudes) is one of the hallmarks of group-based moral shame. Second, and 
relatedly, the absence of a strong positive “white” identity does not preclude the existence of a 
strong negative or “ingroup-critical” white identity. This antiwhite identity may be subsumed 
under a broader progressive ideology, but it is likely an important—if not the defining—feature 
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of it. After all, race and racism are central to contemporary progressivism’s cosmology of human 
affairs, relations, and outcomes. Finally, as I expound on in my dissertation,40 ideological 
orientations are likely to condition whites’ susceptibility to negative, white-focused moral 
appraisals and emotions. For instance, white liberals are far more likely than conservatives to 
attribute existing racial disparities mostly, if not entirely, to past and/or enduring white racism. 
As such, they are (naturally) also more likely to experience feelings of shame and/or guilt when 
racial categories and inequities are made salient (such as after the killing of George Floyd). 

Limitations and Future Research
Beyond those that apply to all correlational studies (e.g., relationships that cannot be shown to 
be causal), this report has at least two critical limitations. The first, which most severely affects 
analyses of the race x violent-crime interactions, is a lack of statistical power. While 23,000–
28,000 observations are more than sufficient for detecting small between-group differences in 
policing policy support, this sample size is less than sufficient for detecting small between-group 
differences across different zip codes and counties. Zip codes in the 2020 CES, for instance, con-
tained a median of four Democratic respondents (range=1–28), while counties had a median 
of 60 (range=1–749). Consequently, estimates of the attitudinal effects of violent crime for each 
racial/ethnic group are very noisy. The hope is that the aggregation of observations in zip codes 
and counties with similar levels of violent crime allows some meaningful signal, however faint, 
to emerge. And though I believe this signal is present, the level of noise doesn’t permit any con-
fident inferences regarding the heterogeneous attitudinal effects of violent crime. Combining 
data from earlier CES waves doesn’t really help matters, either, as gains in statistical power are 
offset by decreases in effect size (because Democrats’ support for defunding and depolicing was 
substantially lower in 2016 and 2018). Future researchers thus have two conceivable (and rather 
inconvenient) options for improving the reliability of these estimates: independently acquire an 
even larger sample (i.e., where N is in the hundreds of thousands, if not millions) or patiently 
await the release of additional CES waves (and hope that existing attitudinal trends persist and 
that the same or similar measures are included). 

A second limitation concerns this study’s measures of violent crime. These data likely suffer from 
considerable measurement error, and their time-limited nature only compounds this issue. Spe-
cifically, the county-level estimates were derived from aggregations of the 2014 and 2016 UCR 
violent-crime data, while CrimeGrade’s zip code–level estimates are regularly updated and not 
time-differentiated, which can be a problem to the extent that levels of violent crime in any given 
area can vary from year to year. Consequently, rather than modeling the effects of 2020 vio-
lent-crime levels on 2020 attitudes, the analyses modeled the effects of earlier (2014, 2016) and 
later (2022) violent-crime levels on 2020 attitudes. However, crime levels within counties and 
zip codes are correlated across time, so the degree of bias is unlikely to be large enough to ren-
der estimates useless. In fact, measurement bias can depress estimates, in which case this study is 
likely to have understated the attitudinal effects of violent crime. Still, researchers should aspire 
for measures that are maximally bias-free. Until more reliable annual zip-code and county-level 
estimates become available,4 1 researchers interested in further testing this relationship may have 
to make do with aggregated multiyear and/or cross-sectional measures of local violent crime. 

Finally, additional research is needed to better understand the nature of white Democrats’ polic-
ing policy attitudes. One possible experimental approach is to test whether, as earlier suggested, 
manipulating group-based feelings of guilt and shame affects whites’ support for defunding and 
depolicing policies. Another can examine whether, or to what extent, white Democrats’ sup-
port for these policies rests on overestimates of their support among their nonwhite counter-
parts. White Democrats—perhaps because they are mostly exposed to the sentiments of social 
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media activists—may believe there are high levels of black and Hispanic support for defunding 
and depolicing policies, and these (mis)perceptions may, in turn, inform their own support for 
them. Future research can test this possibility by examining whether informing white Demo-
crats of the actual rates of black and Hispanic Democrats’ support reduces or moderates their 
endorsement of “woke” policing policies. 

Closing Thoughts
As far as I’m aware, this report constitutes the first systematic attempt at empirically testing the 
implications of Henderson’s luxury beliefs theory (and similar theories) as they relate to polic-
ing policy attitudes. My hope is that it won’t be the last. If the luxury beliefs theory is to become 
a viable empirical framework, rather than a mere culture war “own,” it behooves its proponents 
to formulate and test falsifiable predictions. If nothing else, I hope this report helps to move the 
ball closer to this end and that it encourages other researchers to move it still closer. 
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Appendix A. Replication Materials
All replication materials—including do-files and both raw and working data sets—can be accessed via https://osf.io/
cq8rt/?view_only=761cad4f425f4f9fa2537e7905b521e6.

Appendix B. Violent-Crime Measures
Appendix B.1

Untransformed and Transformed Distributions

https://osf.io/cq8rt/?view_only=761cad4f425f4f9fa2537e7905b521e6
https://osf.io/cq8rt/?view_only=761cad4f425f4f9fa2537e7905b521e6
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Appendix B.2.1

Tests of Predictive Validity

Note: Data are weighted. State-clustered robust standard errors are used. Plots are the predicted probabilities of a respondent reporting past-
year crime victimization at varying levels along the zip-code and county-level violent-crime index. Error bars are 95% confidence intervals. 

Appendix B.2.2

Tests of Predictive Validity

Note: Data are weighted. Cell entries in third row are odds ratios from logistic regression models with state-clustered robust standard errors in 
parentheses. Outcome variable is self-reported past-year crime victimization.  
†*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

Untransformed 
Index

Log- 
Transformed Index

Square-Root-
Transformed Index

Yeo-Johnson-
Transformed Index

Zip County Zip County Zip County Zip County

Odds Ratio
1.09**  
(0.034)

1.24*** 
(0.036)

1.39*** 
(0.057)

1.31*** 
(0.068)

1.25*** 
(0.038)

1.26*** 
(0.045)

1.35*** 
(0.047)

1.27*** 
(0.051)

Pseudo R2 0.002 0.006 0.011 0.006 0.008 0.006 0.011 0.006

Log Pseudolikelihood -9688.0 -9547.2 -9600.5 -9552.8 -9626.5 -9545.8 -9599.9 -9547.8

N 60,878 60,297 60,878 60,297 60,878 60,297 60,878 60,297
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Appendix C. Weighted and Unweighted Model 
Results for Transformed and Original Violent-
Crime Indexes

Appendix C.1.1

Log-Transformed Scales (Weighted)

Note: Cell entries are the average marginal effects of a standard deviation increase in zip-code and county-level violent crime on the probability 
of each outcome. State-clustered robust standard errors are in parentheses. Adjusted models hold ideology, strength of party identification, sex, 
age, educational attainment, household income, stock ownership, home ownership, marital status, type of residential area, immigration status, 
number of children in household, census division, (log) zip-code population size, and past-year crime victimization to their median/modal values.  
†p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 

Support decreased spending 
on law enforcement

Support decreased street 
police presence Support both

Zip Code County Zip Code County Zip Code County

Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted

White 
(N=16,861–18,936)

0.026** 
(0.007)

0.010 
(0.008)

0.028** 
(0.009)

0.003 
(0.007)

0.014* 
(0.007)

0.002 
(0.006)

0.013† 
(0.007)

-0.007 
(0.006)

0.024** 
(0.007)

0.010 
(0.006)

0.028** 
(0.008)

0.003 
(0.006)

Nonwhite 
(N=7,752–9,793)

-0.021** 
(0.007)

-0.023** 
(0.007)

-0.023** 
(0.007)

-0.020* 
(0.010)

-0.026** 
(0.010)

-0.029** 
(0.010)

-0.044*** 
(0.010)

-0.046*** 
(0.012) 

-0.021** 
(0.007)

-0.024** 
(0.007)

-0.029*** 
(0.005)

-0.033** 
(0.009)

Black 
(N=3,756–4,941)

-0.021* 
(0.009)

-0.023* 
(0.010)

-0.022* 
(0.010)

-0.036** 
(0.014)

-0.032** 
(0.012)

-0.035** 
(0.013)

-0.033* 
(0.016)

-0.042* 
(0.017)

-0.023*** 
(0.006)

-0.030** 
(0.009)

-0.021* 
(0.009)

-0.041** 
(0.015)

Hispanic 
(N=2,068–2,656)

0.003 
(0.014)

-0.014 
(0.023)

0.005 
(0.019)

-0.002 
(0.018)

0.008 
(0.014)

0.004 
(0.017)

-0.053* 
(0.021)

-0.059** 
(0.019)

0.006 
(0.012)

-0.007 
(0.017)

-0.009 
(0.018)

-0.020 
(0.018)

Asian  
(N=890–1,017)

-0.010 
(0.016)

-0.044** 
(0.015)

-0.001 
(0.025)

-0.014 
(0.028)

-0.035† 
(0.019)

-0.069*** 
(0.017)

-0.039* 
(0.020)

-0.064** 
(0.023)

-0.001 
(0.018)

-0.035* 
(0.015)

-0.014 
(0.019)

-0.032 
(0.021)

White/nonwhite 
x crime model N

24,767 24,590 27,550 27,331 23,755 23,580

Race x crime 
model N

23,771 23,596 28,729 28,507 24,751 24,574

P-value: 
White = Nonwhite

< 0.001 0.001 < 0.001 0.018 < 0.001 0.007 < 0.001 0.002 < 0.001 < 0.001 < 0.001 < 0.001

White/nonwhite 
x crime 

Pseudo R2
0.014 0.204 0.014 0.204 0.016 0.135 0.017 0.135 0.020 0.231 0.020 0.231

Race x crime 
Pseudo R2

0.018 0.204 0.018 0.204 0.020 0.136 0.017 0.136 0.027 0.231 0.027 0.231
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Appendix C.1.2

Log-Transformed Scales (Unweighted)

Note: Cell entries are the average marginal effects of a standard-deviation increase in log zip code and county-level violent crime on the 
probability of each outcome. State-clustered robust standard errors are in parentheses. Adjusted models hold ideology, strength of party 
identification, sex, age, educational attainment, household income, stock ownership, home ownership, marital status, type of residential area, 
immigration status, number of children in household, census division, (log) zip-code population size, and past-year crime victimization to their 
median/modal values.  
†p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 

Support decreased spending 
on law enforcement

Support decreased street 
police presence Support both

Zip Code County Zip Code County Zip Code County

Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted

White 
(N=16,861–18,936)

0.022** 
(0.008)

0.005 
(0.005)

0.024** 
(0.008)

0.003 
(0.007)

0.013* 
(0.006)

-0.004 
(0.005)

0.010 
(0.006)

-0.008* 
(0.004)

0.020** 
(0.007)

0.004 
(0.005)

0.024** 
(0.008)

0.001 
(0.005)

Nonwhite 
(N=7,752–9,793)

-0.025*** 
(0.006)

-0.019*** 
(0.007)

-0.033*** 
(0.007)

-0.020* 
(0.008)

-0.026** 
(0.009)

-0.026*** 
(0.007)

-0.044*** 
(0.010)

-0.046*** 
(0.012) 

-0.021** 
(0.007)

-0.017** 
(0.005)

-0.034*** 
(0.006)

-0.025** 
(0.008)

Black 
(N=3,756–4,941)

-0.017** 
(0.006)

-0.018* 
(0.008)

-0.027** 
(0.009)

-0.036** 
(0.014)

-0.028** 
(0.009)

-0.029** 
(0.009)

-0.036*** 
(0.008)

-0.035*** 
(0.010)

-0.017* 
(0.007)

-0.019* 
(0.008)

-0.025** 
(0.009)

-0.032* 
(0.013)

Hispanic 
(N=2,068–2,656)

-0.009 
(0.012)

-0.022† 
(0.012)

-0.005 
(0.015)

-0.002 
(0.018)

-0.009 
(0.011)

-0.018† 
(0.011)

-0.049** 
(0.018)

-0.049* 
(0.019)

-0.006 
(0.013)

-0.017 
(0.013)

-0.011 
(0.015)

-0.012 
(0.015)

Asian 
(N=890–1,017)

0.001 
(0.011)

-0.027* 
(0.012)

0.007 
(0.018)

-0.014 
(0.028)

-0.013 
(0.016)

-0.039* 
(0.017)

-0.024 
(0.017)

-0.034 
(0.024)

0.011 
(0.011)

-0.017 
(0.011)

0.009 
(0.019)

-0.005 
(0.018)

White/nonwhite  
X crime model N

24,767 24,590 27,550 27,331 23,755 23,580

Race x crime  
model N

23,771 23,596 28,729 28,507 24,751 24,574

P-value:  
White = Nonwhite

< 0.001 0.001 < 0.001 0.005 < 0.001 0.012 < 0.001 0.002 < 0.001 0.001 < 0.001 < 0.001

White/nonwhite 
 x crime  

Pseudo R2
0.007 0.202 0.007 0.202 0.009 0.134 0.009 0.134 0.010 0.219 0.010 0.219

Race x crime  
Pseudo R2

0.012 0.203 0.012 0.203 0.012 0.135 0.012 0.135 0.017 0.220 0.017 0.220
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Appendix C.2.1

Yeo-Johnson-Transformed Scales (Weighted)

Note: Cell entries are the average marginal effects of a standard-deviation increase in zip code and county-level violent crime on the probability 
of each outcome. State-clustered robust standard errors are in parentheses. Adjusted models hold ideology, strength of party identification, sex, 
age, educational attainment, household income, stock ownership, home ownership, marital status, type of residential area, immigration status, 
number of children in household, census division, (log) zip-code population size, and past-year crime victimization to their median/modal values.  
†p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 

Support decreased spending 
on law enforcement

Support decreased street 
police presence Support both

Zip Code County Zip Code County Zip Code County

Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted

White 
(N=16,861–18,936)

0.028*** 
(0.007)

0.012† 
(0.007)

0.025** 
(0.008)

0.002 
(0.006)

0.015* 
(0.007)

0.002 
(0.006)

0.013* 
(0.006)

-0.006 
(0.005)

0.026*** 
(0.007)

0.011† 
(0.006)

0.026*** 
(0.007)

0.002 
(0.006)

Nonwhite 
(N=7,752–9,793)

-0.020** 
(0.007)

-0.020** 
(0.007)

-0.020** 
(0.006)

-0.017* 
(0.008)

-0.024** 
(0.009)

-0.029** 
(0.011)

-0.036*** 
(0.008)

-0.038*** 
(0.010)

-0.019** 
(0.006)

-0.021** 
(0.006)

-0.025*** 
(0.005)

-0.026** 
(0.008)

Black 
(N=3,756–4,941)

-0.021** 
(0.007)

-0.022* 
(0.009)

-0.019* 
(0.008)

-0.031** 
(0.011)

-0.029** 
(0.009)

-0.031** 
(0.011)

-0.026† 
(0.013)

-0.034* 
(0.014)

-0.021*** 
(0.005)

-0.027** 
(0.008)

-0.018* 
(0.007)

-0.032* 
(0.013)

Hispanic 
(N=2,068–2,656)

0.006 
(0.014)

-0.010 
(0.022)

0.005 
(0.016)

-0.002 
(0.015)

0.009 
(0.014)

0.005 
(0.016)

-0.043* 
(0.018)

-0.050** 
(0.017)

0.007 
(0.012)

-0.007 
(0.016)

-0.007 
(0.015)

-0.016 
(0.014)

Asian  
(N=890–1,017)

-0.005 
(0.015)

-0.034* 
(0.015)

-0.002 
(0.021)

-0.012 
(0.024)

-0.029† 
(0.017)

-0.059*** 
(0.014)

-0.035* 
(0.016)

-0.054** 
(0.019)

0.004 
(0.017)

-0.026† 
(0.015)

-0.014 
(0.016)

-0.026 
(0.017)

White/nonwhite  
X crime model N

24,767 24,590 27,550 27,331 23,755 23,580

Race x crime  
model N

23,771 23,596 28,729 28,507 24,751 24,574

P-value:  
White = Nonwhite

< 0.001 < 0.001 < 0.001 0.019 < 0.001 0.011 < 0.001 0.003 < 0.001 < 0.001 < 0.001 0.001

White/nonwhite 
x crime  

Pseudo R2
0.014 0.204 0.014 0.204 0.016 0.135 0.017 0.135 0.021 0.231 0.021 0.231

Race x crime  
Pseudo R2

0.019 0.204 0.018 0.204 0.020 0.136 0.020 0.135 0.027 0.231 0.027 0.231



43

Is Defunding the Police a “Luxury Belief ”? Analyzing White vs. Non-
white Democrats’ Attitudes on Depolicing

Appendix C.2.2

Yeo-Johnson-Transformed Scales (Unweighted)

Note: Cell entries are the average marginal effects of a standard-deviation increase in zip code and county-level violent crime on the probability 
of each outcome. State-clustered robust standard errors are in parentheses. Adjusted models hold ideology, strength of party identification, sex, 
age, educational attainment, household income, stock ownership, home ownership, marital status, type of residential area, immigration status, 
number of children in household, census division, (log) zip-code population size, and past-year crime victimization to their median/modal values.  
†p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 

Support decreased spending 
on law enforcement

Support decreased street 
police presence Support both

Zip Code County Zip Code County Zip Code County

Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted

White 
(N=16,861–18,936)

0.024** 
(0.007)

0.007 
(0.005)

0.022** 
(0.007)

0.001 
(0.005)

0.014* 
(0.006)

-0.003 
(0.005)

0.010† 
(0.006)

-0.007* 
(0.004)

0.022** 
(0.007)

0.005 
(0.004)

0.022** 
(0.007)

0.000 
(0.004)

Nonwhite 
(N=7,752–9,793)

-0.022*** 
(0.005)

-0.014† 
(0.008)

-0.021* 
(0.009)

-0.015* 
(0.007)

-0.024** 
(0.007)

-0.023*** 
(0.011)

-0.036*** 
(0.005)

-0.029*** 
(0.007)

-0.016** 
(0.006)

-0.016** 
(0.005)

-0.029*** 
(0.005)

-0.026** 
(0.008)

Black 
(N=3,756–4,941)

-0.016† 
(0.005)

-0.016* 
(0.006)

-0.023** 
(0.007)

-0.026** 
(0.019)

-0.026*** 
(0.009)

-0.026*** 
(0.007)

-0.030*** 
(0.013)

-0.030*** 
(0.008)

-0.016** 
(0.006)

-0.018** 
(0.007)

-0.021** 
(0.007)

-0.026* 
(0.010)

Hispanic 
(N=2,068–2,656)

-0.007 
(0.011)

-0.020 
(0.012)

-0.002 
(0.016)

-0.002 
(0.024)

-0.007 
(0.010)

-0.015 
(0.011)

-0.039* 
(0.016)

-0.041* 
(0.016)

-0.005 
(0.012)

-0.016 
(0.013)

-0.007 
(0.013)

-0.008 
(0.012)

Asian 
(N=890–1,017)

0.003 
(0.011)

-0.022† 
(0.012)

0.005 
(0.016)

-0.004 
(0.016)

-0.012 
(0.015)

-0.035* 
(0.016)

-0.020 
(0.014)

-0.029 
(0.021)

0.011 
(0.010)

-0.013 
(0.010)

0.007 
(0.014)

-0.003 
(0.015)

White/nonwhite  
X crime model N

24,767 24,590 27,550 27,331 23,755 23,580

Race x crime  
model N

23,771 23,596 28,729 28,507 24,751 24,574

P-value:  
White = Nonwhite

< 0.001 < 0.001 < 0.001 0.015 < 0.001 0.008 < 0.001 0.003 < 0.001 < 0.001 < 0.001 0.002

White/nonwhite 
x crime  

Pseudo R2
0.007 0.201 0.007 0.202 0.009 0.134 0.009 0.134 0.010 0.219 0.010 0.219

Race x crime  
Pseudo R2

0.012 0.203 0.012 0.203 0.012 0.135 0.012 0.135 0.017 0.220 0.017 0.220
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Square-Root-Transformed Scales (Weighted)

Note: Cell entries are the average marginal effects of a standard-deviation increase in zip code and county-level violent crime on the probability 
of each outcome. State-clustered robust standard errors are in parentheses. Adjusted models hold ideology, strength of party identification, sex, 
age, educational attainment, household income, stock ownership, home ownership, marital status, type of residential area, immigration status, 
number of children in household, census division, (log) zip-code population size, and past-year crime victimization to their median/modal values.  
†p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 

Support decreased spending 
on law enforcement

Support decreased street 
police presence Support both

Zip Code County Zip Code County Zip Code County

Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted

White 
(N=16,861–18,936)

0.027*** 
(0.006)

0.009 
(0.007)

0.025** 
(0.008)

0.002 
(0.006)

0.011* 
(0.005)

-0.002 
(0.005)

0.013* 
(0.006)

-0.003 
(0.005)

0.025*** 
(0.006)

0.007 
(0.005)

0.026*** 
(0.007)

0.002 
(0.006)

Nonwhite 
(N=7,752–9,793)

-0.018* 
(0.007)

0.020** 
(0.007)

-0.020** 
(0.006)

-0.017* 
(0.008)

-0.021* 
(0.010)

-0.025** 
(0.009)

-0.034*** 
(0.009)

-0.034** 
(0.010)

-0.017** 
(0.006)

-0.020** 
(0.006)

-0.024*** 
(0.006)

-0.025** 
(0.009)

Black 
(N=3,756–4,941)

-0.021* 
(0.008)

-0.023* 
(0.010)

-0.019* 
(0.007)

-0.030** 
(0.011)

-0.027* 
(0.011)

-0.031** 
(0.011)

-0.023† 
(0.013)

-0.029* 
(0.013)

-0.021*** 
(0.006)

-0.028** 
(0.010)

-0.017* 
(0.007)

-0.030* 
(0.013)

Hispanic 
(N=2,068–2,656)

0.010 
(0.012)

-0.005 
(0.019)

0.005 
(0.015)

-0.002 
(0.014)

0.012 
(0.012)

0.004 
(0.014)

-0.040* 
(0.018)

-0.047** 
(0.017)

0.010 
(0.010)

-0.003 
(0.015)

-0.005 
(0.014)

-0.014 
(0.014)

Asian  
(N=890–1,017)

-0.010 
(0.013)

-0.035* 
(0.014)

-0.003 
(0.021)

-0.011 
(0.023)

-0.022 
(0.016)

-0.050** 
(0.016)

-0.036* 
(0.016)

-0.052** 
(0.018)

0.000 
(0.013)

-0.026* 
(0.013)

-0.015 
(0.016)

-0.026 
(0.017)

White/nonwhite  
X crime model N

24,767 24,590 27,550 27,331 23,755 23,580

Race x crime  
model N

23,771 23,596 28,729 28,507 24,751 24,574

P-value:  
White = Nonwhite

< 0.001 0.003 < 0.001 0.018 0.003 0.040 < 0.001 0.006 < 0.001 0.001 < 0.001 0.002

White/nonwhite  
x crime  

Pseudo R2
0.014 0.204 0.014 0.204 0.016 0.135 0.017 0.135 0.020 0.231 0.021 0.231

Race x crime  
Pseudo R2

0.019 0.204 0.018 0.204 0.020 0.136 0.201 0.135 0.027 0.231 0.027 0.231
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Square-Root-Transformed Scales (Unweighted)

Note: Cell entries are the average marginal effects of a standard-deviation increase in zip code and county-level violent crime on the probability 
of each outcome. State-clustered robust standard errors are in parentheses. Adjusted models hold ideology, strength of party identification, sex, 
age, educational attainment, household income, stock ownership, home ownership, marital status, type of residential area, immigration status, 
number of children in household, census division, (log) zip-code population size, and past-year crime victimization to their median/modal values.  
†p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 

Support decreased spending 
on law enforcement

Support decreased street 
police presence Support both

Zip Code County Zip Code County Zip Code County

Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted

White 
(N=16,861–18,936)

-0.020** 
(0.006)

0.007 
(0.005)

0.022** 
(0.007)

0.001 
(0.005)

0.009† 
(0.005)

-0.006 
(0.005)

0.010† 
(0.006)

-0.006 
(0.003)

0.023*** 
(0.005)

0.006 
(0.004)

0.022** 
(0.007)

0.001 
(0.004)

Nonwhite 
(N=7,752–9,793)

0.025*** 
(0.005)

-0.016** 
(0.005)

-0.027*** 
(0.006)

-0.014* 
(0.006)

-0.021** 
(0.007)

-0.019*** 
(0.005)

-0.034*** 
(0.005)

-0.026*** 
(0.006)

-0.018** 
(0.007)

-0.014** 
(0.005)

-0.027*** 
(0.006) 

-0.016* 
(0.007)

Black 
(N=3,756–4,941)

-0.015* 
(0.006)

-0.015* 
(0.007)

-0.022** 
(0.007)

-0.024** 
(0.008)

-0.023** 
(0.007)

-0.022** 
(0.007)

-0.028*** 
(0.006)

-0.027** 
(0.008)

-0.016** 
(0.006)

-0.017** 
(0.006)

-0.020** 
(0.007)

-0.024* 
(0.010)

Hispanic 
(N=2,068–2,656)

-0.003 
(0.010)

-0.014 
(0.012)

0.002 
(0.013)

0.000 
(0.012)

-0.006 
(0.008)

-0.013 
(0.009)

-0.036* 
(0.016)

-0.037* 
(0.016)

-0.002 
(0.010)

-0.012 
(0.013)

-0.003 
(0.013)

-0.005 
(0.013)

Asian  
(N=890–1,017)

-0.002 
(0.011)

-0.024* 
(0.011)

0.005 
(0.016)

-0.003 
(0.015)

-0.007 
(0.014)

-0.025 
(0.016)

-0.019 
(0.014)

-0.025 
(0.019)

0.006 
(0.010)

-0.014 
(0.010)

0.007 
(0.014)

-0.002 
(0.015)

White/nonwhite  
X crime model N

24,767 24,590 27,550 27,331 23,755 23,580

Race x crime  
model N

23,771 23,596 28,729 28,507 24,751 24,574

P-value:  
White = Nonwhite

< 0.001 < 0.001 < 0.001 0.021 < 0.001 0.060 < 0.001 0.006 < 0.001 0.001 < 0.001 0.006

White/nonwhite 
x crime  

Pseudo R2
0.007 0.202 0.007 0.202 0.009 0.134 0.009 0.134 0.010 0.219 0.011 0.219

Race x crime  
Pseudo R2

0.013 0.203 0.012 0.203 0.012 0.134 0.012 0.135 0.017 0.220 0.017 0.220
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Z-Scored Original Scales (Weighted)

Note: Cell entries are the average marginal effects of a standard-deviation increase in zip code and county-level violent crime on the probability 
of each outcome. State-clustered robust standard errors are in parentheses. Adjusted models hold ideology, strength of party identification, sex, 
age, educational attainment, household income, stock ownership, home ownership, marital status, type of residential area, immigration status, 
number of children in household, census division, (log) zip-code population size, and past-year crime victimization to their median/modal values.  
†p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 

Support decreased spending 
on law enforcement

Support decreased street 
police presence Support both

Zip Code County Zip Code County Zip Code County

Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted

White 
(N=16,861–18,936)

0.012† 
(0.007)

0.003 
(0.004)

0.024** 
(0.009)

0.001 
(0.006)

-0.001 
(0.003)

-0.005† 
(0.003)

0.013* 
(0.007)

-0.003 
(0.005)

0.011† 
(0.006)

0.003 
(0.004)

0.025*** 
(0.007)

0.002 
(0.006)

Nonwhite 
(N=7,752–9,793)

-0.022* 
(0.011)

-0.023* 
(0.010)

-0.019** 
(0.006)

-0.016* 
(0.007)

-0.018 
(0.013)

-0.022† 
(0.012)

-0.028** 
(0.010)

-0.026* 
(0.010) 

-0.019* 
(0.010)

-0.022* 
(0.010)

-0.021** 
(0.007)

-0.021* 
(0.009)

Black 
(N=3,756–4,941)

-0.025† 
(0.014)

-0.025 
(0.017)

-0.018* 
(0.007)

-0.026* 
(0.010)

-0.024 
(0.018)

-0.027 
(0.017)

-0.018 
(0.013)

-0.021 
(0.013)

-0.026* 
(0.011)

-0.032† 
(0.018)

-0.014† 
(0.007)

-0.024† 
(0.013)

Hispanic 
(N=2,068–2,656)

-0.001 
(0.010)

-0.011 
(0.016)

0.007 
(0.015)

-0.002 
(0.014)

0.006 
(0.010)

-0.000 
(0.010)

-0.035† 
(0.018)

-0.042* 
(0.016)

0.001 
(0.009)

-0.008 
(0.015)

-0.000 
(0.015)

-0.010 
(0.015)

Asian  
(N=890–1,017)

-0.017 
(0.017)

-0.049** 
(0.018)

-0.003 
(0.020)

-0.009 
(0.021)

-0.023 
(0.023)

-0.055* 
(0.025)

-0.037* 
(0.015)

-0.048** 
(0.016)

-0.001 
(0.016)

-0.032† 
(0.015)

-0.015 
(0.016)

-0.023 
(0.016)

White/nonwhite  
x crime model N

24,767 24,590 27,550 27,331 23,755 23,580

Race x crime  
model N

23,771 23,596 28,729 28,507 24,751 24,574

P-value:  
White = Nonwhite

0.008 0.019 < 0.001 0.024 0.170 0.180 < 0.001 0.022 0.010 0.021 < 0.001 0.015

White/nonwhite 
x crime  

Pseudo R2
0.013 0.204 0.014 0.204 0.015 0.135 0.017 0.135 0.019 0.231 0.021 0.231

Race x crime  
Pseudo R2

0.017 0.204 0.018 0.204 0.019 0.135 0.020 0.135 0.026 0.230 0.027 0.231
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Z-Scored Original Scales (Unweighted)

Note: Cell entries are the average marginal effects of a standard-deviation increase in zip code and county-level violent crime on the probability 
of each outcome. State-clustered robust standard errors are in parentheses. Adjusted models hold ideology, strength of party identification, sex, 
age, educational attainment, household income, stock ownership, home ownership, marital status, type of residential area, immigration status, 
number of children in household, census division, (log) zip-code population size, and past-year crime victimization to their median/modal values.  
†p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 

Support decreased spending 
on law enforcement

Support decreased street 
police presence Support both

Zip Code County Zip Code County Zip Code County

Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted Baseline Adjusted

White 
(N=16,861–18,936)

0.011 
(0.007)

0.003 
(0.003)

0.022** 
(0.006)

0.000 
(0.005)

-0.001 
(0.009)

-0.005† 
(0.002)

0.010† 
(0.005)

-0.005 
(0.003)

0.010 
(0.006)

0.003 
(0.003)

0.022*** 
(0.006)

0.001 
(0.004)

Nonwhite 
(N=7,752–9,793)

-0.022* 
(0.010)

-0.016† 
(0.008)

-0.024*** 
(0.006)

-0.011* 
(0.006)

-0.019* 
(0.009)

-0.015* 
(0.007)

-0.029*** 
(0.006)

-0.021** 
(0.006)

-0.021* 
(0.010)

-0.014† 
(0.008)

-0.024*** 
(0.007)

-0.012† 
(0.007)

Black 
(N=3,756–4,941)

-0.013 
(0.010)

-0.011 
(0.011)

-0.019** 
(0.007)

-0.021** 
(0.008)

-0.021† 
(0.012)

-0.018 
(0.012)

-0.024*** 
(0.007)

-0.022** 
(0.008)

-0.016† 
(0.009)

-0.015 
(0.011)

-0.017* 
(0.008)

-0.019* 
(0.009)

Hispanic 
(N=2,068–2,656)

-0.011 
(0.010)

-0.017 
(0.015)

0.008 
(0.014)

0.004 
(0.012)

-0.008 
(0.005)

-0.010 
(0.008)

-0.029† 
(0.016)

-0.032* 
(0.016)

-0.010 
(0.010)

-0.016 
(0.015)

0.004 
(0.014)

0.001 
(0.013)

Asian  
(N=890–1,017)

-0.004 
(0.014)

-0.027* 
(0.012)

0.005 
(0.015)

-0.001 
(0.015)

0.001 
(0.021)

-0.013 
(0.026)

-0.019 
(0.014)

-0.023 
(0.018)

0.008 
(0.013)

-0.012 
(0.012)

0.007 
(0.014)

0.000 
(0.014)

White/nonwhite  
x crime model N

24,767 24,590 27,550 27,331 23,755 23,580

Race x crime  
model N

23,771 23,596 28,729 28,507 24,751 24,574

P-value:  
White = Nonwhite

0.004 0.018 < 0.001 0.046 0.033 0.159 < 0.001 0.014 0.007 0.025 < 0.001 0.028

White/nonwhite 
x crime  

Pseudo R2
0.006 0.202 0.007 0.202 0.008 0.134 0.009 0.134 0.009 0.218 0.010 0.219

Race x crime  
Pseudo R2

0.011 0.203 0.012 0.203 0.011 0.134 0.012 0.135 0.016 0.219 0.017 0.220
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Appendix D. Supplemental Graphs
Appendix D.1

Democrats’ Support for Various Policing Reforms, by Race/Ethnicity

Note: Data are weighted. Error bars are 95% confidence intervals. 
Source: 2020 Cooperative Election Study 

Appendix D.2.1

Unadjusted Average Effects of Racial Liberalism on White and Nonwhite Democrats’ Odds of 
Supporting Defunding and Depolicing Policies at Varying Levels of Zip Code Violent Crime 



49

Is Defunding the Police a “Luxury Belief ”? Analyzing White vs. Non-
white Democrats’ Attitudes on Depolicing

Appendix D.2.2

Unadjusted Predicted Odds of Supporting Defunding and Depolicing 
Policies for Maximally “Racially Liberal” White and Nonwhite Democratic 
Respondents at Varying Levels of Zip-Code Violent Crime 

Appendix D.2.3

Unadjusted Average Effects of Racial Liberalism on Each Racial/Ethnic Group’s Odds of 
Supporting Defunding and Depolicing Policies at Varying Levels of Zip-Code Violent Crime
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Appendix D.2.4

Unadjusted Predicted Odds of Supporting Defunding and Depolicing Policies for 
Maximally “Racially Liberal” Democrats at Varying Levels of Zip-Code Violent Crime 

Appendix D.2.5

Unadjusted Average Effects of Racial Liberalism on White and Nonwhite Democrats’ Odds of 
Supporting Defunding and Depolicing Policies at Varying Levels of County Violent Crime 
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Appendix D.2.6

Unadjusted Predicted Odds of Supporting Defunding and Depolicing 
Policies for Maximally “Racially Liberal” White and Nonwhite Democratic 
Respondents at Varying Levels of Zip-Code Violent Crime 

Appendix D.2.7

Adjusted Average Effects of Racial Liberalism on White and Nonwhite Democrats’ Odds of 
Supporting Defunding and Depolicing Policies at Varying Levels of County Violent Crime
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Appendix D.2.8

Adjusted Predicted Odds of Supporting Defunding and Depolicing Policies for Maximally “Racially 
Liberal” White and Nonwhite Democratic Respondents at Varying Levels of County Violent Crime
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Endnotes
1 	 For a recent overview of existing evidence for the policing-crime relationship, see Aaron 

Chalfin and Justin McCrary, “Are U.S. Cities Underpoliced? Theory and Evidence,” Review 
of Economics and Statistics 100, no. 1 (March 2018).

2	 Rob Henderson, “Luxury Beliefs with Rob Henderson,” interviewed by Thomas Prosser, 
Feb. 23, 2022. 

3	 YouGov/Yahoo! News Poll, Race and Politics, June 11, 2020. 

4	 In fact, one could argue that Henderson’s theory is just a repackaging of earlier theories, 
all of which hold that the satisfaction of material needs facilitates the individual pursuit 
of postmaterial or moral/value-related interests. 

5	 Ronald Inglehart, The Silent Revolution: Changing Values and Political Styles Among West-
ern Publics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1977). 

6	 Benjamin Enke, Mattias Polborn, and Alex Wu, “Morals as Luxury Goods and Political 
Polarization,” NBER, Working Paper no. 30001, April 2022.

7	 Stephen Hawkins et al., “Hidden Tribes: A Study of America’s Polarized Landscape,” More 
in Common, 2018. 

8	 Henderson has yet to elaborate on what this means, but one can imagine a wealthy crime 
victim being better positioned to cope with the damage. 

9	 Jeremy Ginges, “Sacred Values and Political Life,” in Social Psychology and Politics, ed. 
Joseph P. Forgas, Klaus Fiedler, and William D. Crano (New York: Routledge, 2015).

10	 This outcome variable is actually derived from two separate items, one of which measures 
support for increasing and the other for decreasing the number of police on the street by 
10%. Respondents who both oppose increasing and support decreasing the street pres-
ence are coded as “1,” while all others are coded as “0.” The reader should also be aware 
that when I refer to “support for depolicing,” I am referring to this combined variable. 

11	 The samples of Asian and Hispanic Democrats in earlier ANES years were too small for 
generating reliable estimates. I thus combine them into an “Other Dem.” for graphing 
purposes but report the estimates for Asian and Hispanic Democrats for the years 2016 
and 2020. 

12	 In fact, Appendix D.1 shows that white Democrats were at least slightly to the left of black 
and Hispanic Democrats on each of the eight policing policy proposals measured in the 
2020 CES.

13	 Links to replication materials are provided in Appendix A.

14	 In truth (though not shown in Figure 6), ideological self-placement is driving most if not 
all of the moderation in these models. When strength of Democratic identification alone 
is held constant, the estimated odds are little different from those observed at baseline.  

https://direct.mit.edu/rest/article-abstract/100/1/167/58429/Are-U-S-Cities-Underpoliced-Theory-and-Evidence?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://docs.cdn.yougov.com/86ijosd7cy/20200611_yahoo_race_police_covid_crosstabs.pdf
https://www.nber.org/papers/w30001
https://www.nber.org/papers/w30001
https://hiddentribes.us/media/qfpekz4g/hidden_tribes_report.pdf
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15	 Jacob Kaplan, “Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) Program Data: A Practitioner’s Guide,” 
Mar. 21, 2022, chap. 10, “County-Level UCR Data.” 

16	 CrimeGrade.org, “Crime by Zip Code.” 

17	 First, the distributions of both the zip code and county-level violent-crime indicators are 
severely right-skewed (as they should be, given the rarity of violent crime). Additionally, 
both indicators are likely to suffer from appreciable degrees of measurement error. San-
chez et al. (2021) find that the consequences of this error can be mitigated by log-trans-
forming the original crime scales. I thus follow this guidance and use the natural log of 
each crime indicator. Accordingly, the CrimeGrade crime variable is the average of the 
natural logs of zip codes’ murder, rape, robbery, and assault scores. The FBI UCR coun-
ty-level crime index is the natural log of the number of murders, rapes, robberies, and 
assaults per 100,000 people. In Appendix C, I show that the substantive pattern of results 
is robust to alternative transformations, such as square-root and Yeo-Johnson transfor-
mations. Further, while all transformed scales fit the data better than the original scales, 
I also show that the same general pattern of results obtains when the latter are used. 

18	 Zip code violent crime is measured as the average of the CrimeGrade scores for assault, 
robbery, rape, and murder. County violent crime is measured as the sum total of assaults, 
robberies, rapes, and murders per 100,000 people. Both measures are z-scored to facili-
tate comparison along a common y-axis. 

19	 Part of the logic for examining nonwhite Democrats relates to considerations of statistical 
power. Specifically, the samples of each of three main nonwhite racial/ethnic groups are 
a small fraction of the size of that of white Democrats. Tests of race x crime interactions 
thus stretch the data thin, especially given the small number of respondents in each zip 
code and county. Consequently, estimates for each group are likely to be noisy and unre-
liable, and small but real between-group differences will be difficult to detect. Grouping 
all nonwhite respondents into a single “nonwhite” category is thus a means of boosting 
statistical power. 

20	 Lest the reader assumes otherwise, the estimates from these adjusted models are not nec-
essarily superior to, or more reliable, than those from the baseline models. In fact, the for-
mer run the risk of controlling for mediator variables, in which case the estimates derived 
therefrom are likely to be misleading. I include them only to examine the independence 
of the effects of violent crime from those of other variables. 

21	 These data are estimates from the 2015–2019 American Community Survey.

22	 This dummy variable (1=Yes, 0=No) is from a CES question that asks respondents whether 
they have been “a victim of a crime” over “the past year.” Admittedly, this is a very imper-
fect measure of victimization—especially for current purposes. Ideally, and to the extent 
that they are attitudinally consequential, measures of crime victimization should also ask 
about personal lifetime victimization as well as the victimization of friends and family 
members. Needless to say, I didn’t design the survey and thus have to rely on the mea-
sures available. 

23	 In the unweighted models—the results of which are reported in the appendix—both the 
baseline and covariate-adjusted effects of zip-code violent crime on the odds of Hispanic 
support are actually negative across all outcomes. However, none are significant at the 
95% threshold, though the covariate-adjusted effects on support for decreased spending 

https://crimegrade.org/crime-by-zip-code/


55

Is Defunding the Police a “Luxury Belief ”? Analyzing White vs. Non-
white Democrats’ Attitudes on Depolicing

(AME= –0.016, p=0.087) and for decreasing the street police presence (AME= –0.020, 
p=0.073) do approach it. All of this suggests that the ostensibly positive (if null) estimates 
for this group are likely an artifact of the sampling weights. 

2 4	 White Democrats residing in high-crime counties have virtually the same likelihood of 
supporting a decrease in street police presence (–2SD vs. +2SD: 66.9% vs. 63.2%, p=0.579) 
and both policies (–2SD vs. +2SD: 40.6% vs. 44.9%, p=0.556). In fact, what significant dif-
ferences obtain in all of these models are limited to those between low-crime counties 
(–2SD) at differing levels of residential segregation.

25	 Interested readers can refer to section 2.2.3 of my dissertation: Zachary Goldberg, “Explain-
ing Shifts in White Racial Liberalism: The Role of Collective Moral Emotions and Media 
Effects,” PhD diss., Georgia State University, May 2, 2022. 

26	 These findings are the focus of ibid., chapter 6. 

27	 These measures of moral shame and guilt were adapted from Rupert Brown et al., “Nues-
tra Culpa: Collective Guilt and Shame as Predictors of Reparation for Historical Wrong-
doing,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 94, no. 1 (January 2008). Factor anal-
yses of their constituent items can be found in chapter 6, section 3.1 of my dissertation. 

28	 The Prolific sample was far more liberal, Democratic, younger, and more educated than the 
general white American population. To improve representativeness, I weighted it to match 
the average white’s age, sex, and educational level in the 2020 census. The corresponding 
estimates in Table 2 are thus “weighted,” but their external validity is still questionable. 

29	 This is relevant to this study’s analyses, as the 2020 CES was fielded in the months pre-
ceding the Floyd incident. In chapter 5 of my dissertation, I provide causal evidence that 
the Floyd incident occasioned increases in white (and especially white Democrat/liberal) 
racial attitudes (e.g., unfavorability of whites) and policy preferences (e.g., reparations) 
that are strongly predicted by moral shame and guilt. It’s thus conceivable that these moral 
emotions were still salient in the minds of white Democrats and liberals who participated 
in the 2020 CES.  

30	 In truth, three additional measures were included but were administered only to a small 
subset of white respondents (including just 200 or so white Democrats). As using these 
measures would entail a considerable loss of statistical power, I opt to stick to those admin-
istered to the sample as a whole. 

31	 A similar estimate obtained in the 2021 YouGov survey, which featured two of the racial 
liberalism (namely, the “special favors” and “generations of slavery” items) and three of 
the moral shame indicators (all except for the “do not feel ashamed” item). The bivariate 
Pearson correlation coefficient between these two abbreviated indexes was 0.75. As such, 
we can be confident that the Prolific estimate is reliable and not an artifact of the under-
lying convenience sample. 

32	 The estimates when using the county-level crime index are substantively similar. In the 
interest of space, I consign graphs thereof to Appendix D.2.5–2.8. 

33	 Here I focus on the adjusted results to exclude the possibility that the differential effects 
of racial liberalism spring from differences in other covariates, such as education and 
ideological self-identification. Graphs of unadjusted results can be found in Appendix 
D.2.1–2.4.

https://scholarworks.gsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1079&context=political_science_diss
https://scholarworks.gsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1079&context=political_science_diss
https://scholarworks.gsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1079&context=political_science_diss


56

Is Defunding the Police a “Luxury Belief ”? Analyzing White vs. Non-
white Democrats’ Attitudes on Depolicing

34	 This appears to be due to ceiling effects. Specifically, because white Democrats’ baseline 
support for depolicing is already very high, it has less room to grow (though plenty of 
room to fall) as a function of racial liberalism and local crime levels. 

35	 This is due to the three-way interaction term, which stretches the data even further than 
was the case in the two-way race x crime interaction models. With a three-way interac-
tion term, we are not only comparing group attitudes across zip codes but also in rela-
tion to scores on the racial liberalism index. 

36	 Goldberg, “Explaining Shifts in White Racial Liberalism.”

37	 Of course, it’s possible that at least some “woke” white Democrats don’t even believe there’s 
a causal relationship between policing and crime, which would naturally preclude per-
sonal safety from even registering as a consideration. Yet this, too, would be an instanti-
ation of moral ideology’s dominance over policy preferences. For the idea that policing 
doesn’t affect crime is likely to be counterintuitive to the average person. Its plausibility 
hinges on a belief system in which the prevalence of crime is understood to be mostly, 
if not entirely, a function of poverty and weak social safety nets. And it’s this same belief 
system that, in faulting white America for the disadvantages of other racial/ethnic groups, 
also promotes feelings of collective shame and guilt among whites who espouse it. The 
point, then, is that, whether by drowning out other considerations, justifying personal 
sacrifice, or denying the risks altogether, moral ideology enables white Democrats to sup-
port policies that are not in their objective self-interest. 

38	 See Ismail K. White and Chryl N. Laird, Steadfast Democrats: How Social Forces Shape 
Black Political Behavior (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2020), which empha-
sizes the influence of ingroup social pressure on (nonimmigrant) black political attitudes. 
In particular, these authors demonstrate that blacks report significantly higher levels of 
support for the Democratic Party and Democratic political candidates when in the pres-
ence of black vs. nonblack survey interviewers. Additionally, they also show that blacks 
tend to overreport voting for Democratic candidates when faced with a black interviewer. 
While they neglect to examine whether this ingroup pressure dynamic extends to racial 
attitudes and policy preferences, my own analysis of some of their data suggests that it 
does. For instance, black respondents in the 2012 ANES who were interviewed in person 
by black (vs. nonblack) interviewers scored more than half a standard deviation higher 
on an index of racial liberalism (i.e., reverse-coded “racial resentment”), were roughly 26 
percentage points more likely to say that the “government should help blacks” (vs. a neu-
tral or “blacks should help themselves” response), 13 points more likely to say that black 
people experience “a great deal” or  “a lot” of discrimination in contemporary American 
society, and 12 points more likely to favor affirmative action in university admissions. 
Taken as a whole, these findings suggest that blacks’ racial attitudes and policy prefer-
ences are, to some extent, grounded more in ingroup conformity pressures than genu-
ine moral conviction. And a potential consequence is that the ability of these pressures 
to induce black support for defunding and depolicing policies may be limited in high-
crime areas. 

39	 Eric Kaufmann, “Black Moderation: Why African-Americans are Less Polarized,” paper 
prepared for American Political Science Association meetings, Seattle, 2021.

40	 See chapter 3, section 3 of Goldberg, “Explaining Shifts in White Racial Liberalism” for a 
longer discussion.
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4 1	 With the FBI recently announcing its plan to completely replace the UCR with the National 
Incident-Based Reporting System (NIBRS), better data may actually be on the horizon. 
Compared with the UCR, the NIBRS data are much more detailed, cover a wider range 
of crimes, and feature complete counts of every crime reported to the police (the UCR, in 
contrast, adheres to the “hierarchy rule” whereby only the most serious crime is counted 
when incidents span multiple offenses). The major limitation at the moment is that most 
(55%) law enforcement agencies have yet to shift over to the NIBRS, though this will 
undoubtedly change in the years ahead.

https://nibrsbook.com/overview-of-the-data.html
https://www.fbi.gov/news/pressrel/press-releases/fbi-releases-2019-nibrs-crime-data

