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ABSTRACT
How do people explain persistent inequality between whites and
blacks? Research has focused on two dimensions of explanation,
or attribution: internal (regarding shortcomings in black
motivation and capability); and external (regarding the
socioeconomic context). We argue that a third type of attribution
– cultural – augments internal attributions, making them more
compelling. A survey-based experiment with a white sample
showed that internal attributions elicited greater agreement
when framed in cultural terms – that is, when black character and
behavior were linked to a distinct black culture. High knowledge
participants responded more strongly to framing than low
knowledge participants. Culturally framed internal attributions
predicted issue attitudes more powerfully than traditional internal
attributions. The results indicate that we should change how we
conceptualize and measure public beliefs about racial inequality.
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Introduction

This story isn’t about the loss of life, but a loss of living, of wealth and prosperity and pos-
sibilities that still reverberates today… Imagine all those hotels and diners and mom-and-
pop shops that could have been passed down this past hundred years. Imagine what could
have been done for Black families in Greenwood: financial security and generational wealth.

US President Joe Biden made the above remarks during a June 1, 2021 commemora-
tion of the 100th anniversary of a destructive racist attack on the prosperous black neigh-
borhood of Greenwood in Tulsa, Oklahoma (Biden 2021). Biden drew attention to how
racism has impeded black economic progress and contributed to the substantial, persist-
ent wealth and income gap between black and white Americans (Creighton andWozniak
2019; Hunt 2007). Racial inequalities in standards of living are mirrored by a dispropor-
tionate representation of African-Americans among the less educated and the incarcer-
ated (Walton, Smith, and Wallace 2020). Like Biden, many Americans attribute racial
inequality to external forces such as prejudice, discrimination, and lack of opportunity,
while others attribute racial inequality to forces that are internal to blacks: poor

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.

CONTACT Thomas E. Nelson nelson.179@osu.edu Department of Political Science, The Ohio State University,
2140 Derby Hall, Columbus, OH, 43210, USA

POLITICS, GROUPS, AND IDENTITIES
https://doi.org/10.1080/21565503.2022.2061361

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/21565503.2022.2061361&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-04-25
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:nelson.179@osu.edu
http://www.tandfonline.com


motivation, a penchant for violence, and substandard skills and abilities (Drakulich 2015;
Kluegel 1990; Kluegel and Bobo 1993; Knight 1998; Shelton 2017).

This internal-external dimensional framework dominates research on the white
public’s attributions for racial inequality. We call for a substantial change in the concep-
tualization and measurement of political attributions to bring culture into the framework.
Previous investigations have argued that culture amounts to a separate, independent attri-
butional dimension of its own. In other words, people believe that inequality is due to
external, internal, or cultural forces. Our view merges internal and cultural forces into
a single hybrid dimension. We believe culturally framed internal attributions better rep-
resent white Americans’ thoughts about racial inequality than internal attributions
absent a cultural frame. We present two findings to support this claim. First, white Amer-
icans found culturally framed internal attributions more convincing explanations for
racial inequality than internal attributions without a cultural frame. Second, culturally
framed internal attributions better predicted attitudes on race-relevant policies than
internal attributions sans a cultural frame.

The attributions we make, both for specific events like a school shooting, and for
general conditions like racial inequality, carry important political consequences (Joslyn
and Haider-Markel 2013; Nelson 1999; Sahar 2014; Weiner, Osborne, and Rudolph
2011). The belief that blacks themselves are mostly or entirely responsible for their dis-
advantaged economic status, for example, is among the strongest predictors of opposi-
tion to welfare policies (Gilens 1995). By better capturing the attributions for racial
inequality, we will achieve a more complete understanding of the micro-foundations
of contemporary racial politics.

Attributions for racial inequality

Research on attributions for racial inequality in standards of living evolved from the
scholarly inquiry into public understanding of poverty (Bennett, Raiz, and Davis
2016), and has largely echoed that early literature’s emphasis on an internal and external
attributional structure (Bobo and Kluegel 1993; Hopkins 2009; Hunt 2007; Mijs 2018;
Shelton 2017; Sniderman and Hagen 1985; Tuch and Hughes 1996). The General
Social Survey racial inequality battery, for example, has featured two internal items
(“Most blacks have less in-born ability to learn” and “Most blacks just don’t have the
motivation or willpower to pull themselves up out of poverty”) and two external items
(“Discrimination” and “Most blacks don’t have the chance for education that it takes
to rise out of poverty”) (Bobo and Kluegel 1993; Hopkins 2009; Shelton 2017).

Research on attributions for racial disparities in the criminal justice system also adopts
the internal and external dimensional framework (Drakulich 2015; Johnson 2007; Mul-
linix and Norris 2018; Pickett and Ryon 2017; Unnever 2008). Peffley, Hurwitz, and
Mondak (2017), for example, used a four-item measure of attributions for racial dispar-
ities in arrest and imprisonment. Two items are internal (“Blacks are more aggressive by
nature” and “Blacks are just more likely to commit crimes”), and the other two external
(“The police are biased against blacks” and “The courts and justice system are stacked
against blacks and other minorities”).

Attributions for racial inequality are no mere passing fancies; they relate to attitudes
on a number of issues that touch on race, both explicitly and implicitly (Huddy and
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Feldman 2009). Blaming inequality on insufficient motivation among blacks predicts
opposition to government policies designed to increase opportunities and improve
living standards among blacks (Bobo and Kluegel 1993; Kinder and Sanders 1996). Attri-
bution of racial inequality to discrimination, on the other hand, predicts support for
these ameliorative policies (Hughes and Tuch 2000; Tuch and Hughes 1996). The
belief that a poor work ethic explains black poverty even predicts support for more puni-
tive criminal justice policies (Wheelock, Wald, and Shchukin 2012).

Internal attributions for criminal behavior (without regard to race) predict more puni-
tive attitudes, while external attributions predict leniency (Carroll et al. 1987). Peffley,
Hurwitz, and Mondak (2017) found that, among whites and latino/as, internal attribu-
tions for racial inequality with respect to crime predicted greater support for the death
penalty when participants had been told about racial disparities in punishment (see
also Peffley and Hurwitz 2007). Stereotypes of blacks as lazy and violent predict
support for more punitive crime policies (Hawkins 1981; Peffley and Hurwitz 2002),
while beliefs that blacks are treated unfairly by the criminal justice system predict less
punitive attitudes (Johnson 2008). Whites who view blacks as predisposed to criminal
behavior express more support for the police (Mullinix and Norris 2018).

Enter culture

Some have argued that “old-fashioned” notions of inherent black inferiority have
recently yielded to a sense among whites that African-American culture is somehow
deficient (Bobo, Kluegel, and Smith 1997; Bonilla-Silva 2017). Claims that blacks lack
the motivation to get ahead, for instance, reflect implicit beliefs about shortcomings in
black culture (Bobo and Charles 2009). This claim of a close intertwining of cultural
and internal attributions has never been tested directly, however. The relative handful
of attribution studies that explicitly incorporate culture typically conceptualize it as a
third, independent dimension, and measure it with a distinctive set of items (Bullock
2004; Bullock, Williams, and Limbert 2003; Carroll et al. 1987; Cassese and Weber
2011; Clawson 1996; Homan, Valentino, and Weed 2017; Smith and Stone 1989).
These measures include specific cultural elements such as the breakdown of the
nuclear family and bad schools (Cassese and Weber 2011; Cozzarelli, Wilkinson, and
Tagler 2001; Shelton 2017). There is no consensus about what constitutes a cultural
cause, however. For example, “bad schools” has been treated as both a cultural and an
external cause (Bobo and Hutchings 1996; Unnever 2008). One cultural attribution
scale (Cozzarelli, Wilkinson, and Tagler 2001) includes items that appear either internal
(“Being born with a low IQ”) or external (“The types of jobs that the poor can get are
often low paying”).

However they are measured, the empirical separation between cultural and internal
dimensions is faint at best. The two dimensions are either strongly correlated (Bullock
2004; Clawson 1996) or tend to load on the same underlying factor (Bullock, Williams,
and Limbert 2003). Cultural attributions contribute little to policy attitudes when indi-
vidual attributions are controlled (Applebaum 2001; Tagler and Cozzarelli 2013).
Although the two dimensions are theoretically separable, in practice the white public
regards them as two sides of the same coin.

POLITICS, GROUPS, AND IDENTITIES 3



We believe the search for an independent cultural attribution dimension misses how
ideas about culture function in public beliefs about racial inequality. First, cultural scales
typically refer to specific elements of culture such as single-parent families rather than
culture per se. As we will shortly demonstrate, explicit references to African American
culture are widespread in popular political rhetoric. Second, public references to black
culture often incorporate traditional internal attributions such as poor motivation and
antisocial behaviors. Tying internal causes to cultural forces produces a hybrid attribu-
tion that is more compelling than internal elements sans culture. Culture augments
and embellishes internal attributions, making them more convincing. For instance, it is
sometimes asserted that blacks display criminal tendencies because their culture
glorifies violence.

Why does a cultural frame round out internal attributions, lending them greater
weight? One possibility is that culturally framed internal attributions present a believable
blend of individual and environmental causal forces (Lepianka, Van Oorschot, and Gelis-
sen 2009; Smith and Stone 1989; Tagler and Cozzarelli 2013). A substantial proportion of
the population does not exclusively endorse internal or external attributions for racial
inequality but rather sees a combination as the best explanation for racial disparity
(Georgoudi 1985; Katz and Hass 1988; Kluegel 1990). Cultural forces originate outside
the person but manifest themselves in individual traits and behaviors. Internal-cultural
hybrid attributions therefore appeal to those who reject a strict internal/external
dichotomy.

Relatedly, culturally framed internal attributions provide richer, more complete expla-
nations for inequality than internal attributions alone. The cultural overlay functions as a
second tier of causation, explaining where internal features such as motivation and
behavior originate (Charles 2008). Biological attributions for racial inequality have
largely disappeared from popular discourse and public opinion (Bobo, Kluegel, and
Smith 1997; Sniderman and Piazza 1993). Culture now provides the dominant expla-
nation for why blacks exhibit attitudes and behaviors that hold them back or get them
into trouble.

Bonilla-Silva’s (2017, 46) qualitative examination of “color-blind racism” found that
whites pointed to culture as a reason for inequality, especially when funneled through
the attitudes and behaviors of individual blacks. When asked whether laziness was
responsible for blacks’ status, some respondents agreed, but took pains to link laziness
to cultural dynamics. Said one, “Maybe it’s just their background,” while another
asserted,

I just think that’s just, you know, they’re raised that way and they see what their parents are
like so they assume that’s the way it should be. And they just follow the roles their parents
had for them and don’t go anywhere.

Another possible reason for the popularity of cultural attributions is the influence of
elite and mass-mediated rhetoric (Zaller 1992). Elite communication about racial
inequality resounds with references to culture. A close reading of these texts reveals
that culture does not compete with internal attributions but rather completes internal
forces as comprehensive explanations for inequality.

In March 2014, Wisconsin Congressman Paul Ryan spoke of a “tailspin of culture, in
our inner cities in particular, of men not working and just generations of men not even

4 T. E. NELSON AND D. JOSELUS



thinking about working or learning the value and the culture of work. There’s a real
culture problem here” (Sestanovich 2014). When critics attacked Ryan, columnist
George Will (2014) wrote in his defense that the challenge is, “to acculturate those un-
acquainted with the culture of work to the disciplines and satisfactions of this
culture.” Another columnist, David Brooks (2015), asserted that poverty persists
because neighborhoods “… discourage responsibility, future-oriented thinking, and
practical ambition. Individuals are left without the norms that middle-class
people take for granted.” In the words of FOX TV commentator Bill O’Reilly (NBC
News 2013),

White people don’t force black people to have babies out of wedlock, but the entertainment
industry encourages the irresponsibility by marketing a gangster culture… You want a
better situation for blacks? Give them a chance to revive their neighborhoods and culture.

It is not just conservative politicians and pundits who spotlight culture, however. Lib-
erals, academics, and prominent black celebrities and intellectuals have also made such
claims (Bonilla-Silva 2017; Carroll et al. 2017). The “Moynihan Report” (Moynihan
1965) warned of the continuing deterioration of the black family as a harbinger of
entrenched inequality (Sanneh 2015). Many progressives excoriated the Moynihan
report for perpetuating negative stereotypes about black women (Bobo and Charles
2009; Charles 2008), but the sociologist Orlando Patterson has argued that time has
proved Moynihan right (Sanneh 2015). Patterson (2014) has criticized his fellow sociol-
ogists for tip-toeing around cultural explanations for black crime and underachievement.
James Carville (1996, 91), the architect of Democrat Bill Clinton’s successful 1992 presi-
dential campaign, wrote, “As some Republicans are very quick and correct to point out,
the single biggest social problem we have in America is the breakdown of families.” Simi-
larly, Cornel West (1994, 10–11) wrote, “The collapse of meaning in life – the eclipse of
hope and absence of love of self and others, the breakdown of family and neighborhood
bonds – leads to the social deracination and cultural denudement of urban dwellers,
especially children.”

Culture gets the blame for black criminality as well. Commentators have decried a
“culture of violence” or “thug culture” plaguing the inner cities (Robinson 1996).
Critics single out hip-hop music and culture for glorifying violence:

It’s also their culture. Theirs is the hip-hop culture with the thugs, the jerseys and the
hanging medallions. To them, they are living their culture, but only after they find them-
selves locked in a six-by-eight cell do they think about the consequences of their actions.
(Moss 2005)

Patterson (2015) has weighed in on African American crime as well: “Their street or thug
culture is real, with a configuration of norms, values and habits that are, disturbingly,
rooted in a ghetto brand of core American mainstream values.”

A final potential explanation for the appeal of culturally framed attributions is that
they provide a means for blaming the victim for their predicament without incurring
the wrath of racially progressive society (Bonilla-Silva 2017). By this account, people
do not genuinely believe that culturally framed internal attributions are more satisfying
than internal attributions alone, but they endorse these explanations because they cloak
internal attributions in respectability. Mendelberg (2001) has argued that the social norm
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against expressing nakedly racist views is so powerful that it has forced racially conser-
vative political elites to make implicit, rather than explicit, racial appeals.

Experiment

We tested our claims about the potency of cultural frames via a survey experiment invol-
ving a non-student sample of white Americans. Some participants viewed conventional
internal attribution statements and judged their importance as explanations for racial
inequality. Other participants judged modified versions of these items that incorporated
culture. Participants also expressed their opinions about welfare, affirmative action, and
capital punishment.

Our primary empirical prediction follows from the claim that culture enhances
internal attributions for racial inequality:

H1: Internal attributions framed by culture will be judged as more important explanations for
racial inequality than the same internal attributions absent a cultural frame.

An auxiliary to the first hypothesis predicts that political sophistication will regulate
the impact of adding a cultural frame to internal attributions. There are reasons to
suspect that the preference for culturally framed internal attributions should be especially
pronounced among more sophisticated respondents. Gomez and Wilson (Gomez and
Wilson 2006a, 2006b) argue that individuals differ in their general tendency to make
“proximal” (internal) versus “distal” (external) attributions for everything from racial
inequality to the state of the economy. Chronic attributional style correlates with political
sophistication, such that the less sophisticated favor internal attributions, while the more
sophisticated show a preference for relatively complex external attributions. Similarly,
Weiner, Osborne, and Rudolph (2011) argue that internal attributions happen automati-
cally, and are only modified after conscious consideration. In other words, only those
with the requisite cognitive wherewithal make external attributions. Joslyn and
Haider-Markel (2013) found a preference among more educated Democrats for external
over internal attributions for two notorious public shootings. To the extent that culturally
framed internal attributions are more complex than standard internal attributions, as
they include multiple levels of causation, they should appeal especially to the more pol-
itically sophisticated.

A separate line of inquiry has considered how sophistication governs the magnitude of
framing effects (Chong and Druckman 2007; Lecheler and De Vreese 2019). Results have
been mixed. On one hand, sophistication imbues opinions with strength and clarity, pro-
tecting them from the influence of framing. On the other hand, sophistication provides
both the acuity to grasp frames and a large body of considerations that the frame invokes.
In such a case, framing effects would be stronger among the more sophisticated (Nelson
and Oxley 1999). We find the latter set of findings more compelling, and thus offer the
following hypothesis:

H1A: Political sophistication will moderate the cultural framing effect, such that the more pol-
itically sophisticated will respond to the cultural framing manipulation more acutely than the
less politically sophisticated.
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Finally, we examined how well the two types of internal attributions predict policy
attitudes. Generally, those who favor internal attributions tend to oppose policies like
welfare and affirmative action that ameliorate inequality (Bobo and Charles 2009).
They also tend to favor punitive criminal justice measures like capital punishment. We
expected that culturally infused measures of internal attributions should better predict
policy attitudes than standard internal attributions.

One rationale for this hypothesis lies in the improved validity of the culturally framed
attribution measures relative to the conventional internal measures. If, as we claim,
culture augments and enhances internal attributions, then measures incorporating
culture should better capture such views. More valid measures better predict criterion
measures such as policy attitudes (DeVellis and Thorpe 2021). Beyond measurement
theory, perhaps the average individual who considers culture to be the culprit would
oppose policies such as welfare and affirmative action that do nothing to “repair” this
culture, and perhaps even perpetuate it (Bonilla-Silva 2017). By the same token,
lenient criminal justice policies might also be viewed as permitting a criminal culture
to persist.

H2: Culturally framed internal attributions will predict policy attitudes more reliably than
standard internal attributions.

Materials and methods

We conducted an online survey-based experiment to examine the consequences of
framing internal attributions in cultural terms. We recruited a nonstudent sample of
US whites for the study. The survey asked participants about their attributions for
inequality between blacks and whites with respect to standards of living and involvement
in the criminal justice system. A random half of the sample responded to both the exter-
nal and internal scales of a questionnaire. The other half received the same external scale,
but also answered a culturally framed internal scale, rather than the conventional internal
scale.

Sample

Qualtrics Panels supplied a sample of 497 white, non-Hispanic adults. Qualtrics Panels
used quota sampling on demographic variables such as gender to approximate a nation-
ally representative sample. Our exclusive focus on whites was purely practical; we did not
anticipate obtaining enough black respondents to make meaningful comparisons
between experimental conditions. Respondents received a small incentive for their par-
ticipation. The data were collected two times: July 2017 (N = 103), and November 2018
(N = 394). While the core of the experiment remained the same in the two surveys, we
added questions such as an educational attainment scale to the second survey. Several
respondents dropped out of the study before reaching the attribution measures,
leaving an effective sample size of 448 for the income experiment and 450 for the
crime experiment. Table 1 presents a comparison of the distribution of demographic
and political variables in the Qualtrics sample to the distribution of comparable variables
in the 2016 American National Election Study. We found no remarkable discrepancies.
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Attribution measures

Each participant answered questions assessing their attributions for racial inequality in
two domains: jobs, housing, and income (hereafter referred to as income); and involve-
ment in the criminal justice system (hereafter referred to as crime). The income questions
consisted of two scales: a four-item internal scale, and a three-item external scale. The
crime questions consisted of three internal items and three external items (see Table 2
for the external items). These scales were drawn from previous studies (e.g., Peffley,
Hurwitz, and Mondak 2017), with a few of our own creations. Two culturally framed
internal scales were prepared; one each for the income questionnaire and the crime ques-
tionnaire. We created these items by re-writing the internal items to add a prominent
place for culture. Participants indicated how important each item was as an explanation
for inequality between whites and blacks in that domain by marking a six-point rating
scale (“not important at all – extremely important”). Our experiment therefore amounted
to a series of question-wording manipulations. The wording of the internal attribution
questions (internal versus cultural) constituted the experimental treatment, while the

Table 1. Comparison between selected qualtrics sample characteristics and the 2016 American
National Election Survey Sample (non-hispanic whites only).

ANES sample Qualtrics sample

Crime culture condition Income culture condition

Sex
Male 46.8% 46.5% 45.1%
Female 52.4 53.5 54.9
Refused/other .9

Party identification
Democrat 27.6% 30.1% 31.4%
Republican 34.9 36.2 38.6
Independent 32.8 31.0 26.7
Other party 3.1 2.6 3.3
Refused/don’t know, no preference 1.6

Mean age 49.91 years 48.42 years 47.98 years
Ideology
Extremely liberal 3.4% 8.1% 9.4%
Liberal 13.5 13.9 9.4
Slightly liberal 10.6 9.4 7.9
Moderate/middle of the road 22 32.3 32.5
Slightly conservative 13.2 7.6 14.8
Conservative 21.5 14.8 12.8
Extremely conservative 3.8 13.9 13.3
Haven’t thought much about it 11.8

Education
<High school 4.8% 2.8% 3.8%
HS grad 18.1 19.9 24.7
Some college 20.7 26.7 18.4
Associate’s degree 13.9 10.8 9.5
Bachelor’s degree 24.4 23.3 22.8
Master’s degree 12.5
Professional degree 2.3 14.2 19.0
PhD 2.4 2.3 1.9
Other .6

Which political party is more conservative?
Correct 81% 72.4% 71.1%
Incorrect/Don’t Know 19 27.6 28.9
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responses to these questions constituted the principal dependent measure. The alternative
versions of the internal items appear in Table 3.

Design

Respondents completed either the income items or the crime items first. The wording of
the external attribution scales for income and crime did not vary across experimental
conditions. We randomly assigned participants to receive either the standard internal
attribution items (hereafter referred to simply as internal) or culturally framed internal
attribution questions (hereafter referred to simply as cultural) about the reasons for
racial disparities in income. Participants who received the internal items for the
income questions received cultural items for the crime questions, and vice-versa. For
example, some respondents answered a block of items offering external and internal attri-
butions for black–white differences in income. These respondents also answered external
and cultural items for racial disparities in crime. Other respondents answered external
and internal items for crime, and external and cultural items for income. Thus, every
respondent answered one set of internal items and one set of cultural items, in addition
to the external items. The order of the question blocks (income vs. crime) was random-
ized, as was the order of the items within each block. Figure 1 illustrates the design.

Table 2. External attribution items.
Income
“In the past we have asked people why they think blacks in America have worse jobs, income, and housing than white
people. Some of their answers are given below. For each one, please indicate whether or not you personally consider it an
important reason for why blacks in America have worse jobs, income, and housing than whites.”
Racism and discrimination by Whites
Low wages in some business and industries prevent Blacks from obtaining wealth
There are too few job opportunities in inner-city neighborhoods

Crime
“Statistics show that blacks are more often arrested and sent to prison than whites. Below are some possible explanations
for this fact. For each one, please indicate whether or not you personally consider it an important reason for why blacks
are more often arrested and sent to prison than whites.”
The courts and justice system are stacked against Blacks

The police are biased against black people
Blacks do not have the same opportunities to earn an honest living

Table 3. Internal and cultural frames for income and crime questions.
Internal Cultural

Income Too many Blacks lack the motivation to
succeed.

Black culture does not teach or reinforce the motivation to
succeed.

Blacks do not have the same respect for
hard work as Whites.

The culture of the inner cities does not encourage Blacks to have
the same respect for hard work as Whites.

Blacks rely too much on the welfare
system.

Generations of families on welfare have created a culture that leads
too many Blacks to rely on the welfare system.

Black people do not take responsibility
for their personal finances.

The norms and habits within the Black community discourage
people from taking responsibility for their personal finances.

Crime Black people are more violent and
aggressive.

The culture of inner city neighborhoods encourages violence and
aggression.

Blacks lack respect for law and order. Black culture does not support or encourage respect for law and
order.

Black people commit more crime than
white people.

In some Black neighborhoods there is tolerance and acceptance of
criminal behavior.
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Other measures

The post-treatment questionnaire included a six-item measure of political knowledge
that used five items drawn from the Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996) index in addition
to a current events question of our own construction. A 101-point feeling thermometer
measured affect towards blacks and whites. We calculated a racial animosity score by sub-
tracting the feeling thermometer score for blacks from the feeling thermometer score for
whites (Green, Staerklé, and Sears 2006). A six-item self-monitoring scale measured con-
cerns about social appearance, thus serving as a proxy for social desirability motivation
(Berinsky 2004; Huddy and Feldman 2009; Snyder and Gangestad 1986). We measured
opinions about three matters of public policy that directly or indirectly touch on race:
affirmative action, capital punishment, and welfare. Finally, we measured a set of demo-
graphic and political control variables: education, age, sex, ideology, and partisanship.

Results

Hypothesis 1 predicts that respondents will agree more strongly with cultural attributions
than internal attributions. The test consisted of a set of independent samples t-tests that
compared the mean response to each internal item with the mean response to the same
item bearing a cultural frame. Results appear in Table 4.

Table 4 shows that all the internal items received higher importance ratings when
expressed within a cultural frame. Six out of the seven differences were statistically sig-
nificant: five returned p values of .005 or less. These results provide strong support for our
hypothesis that internal attributions prove more compelling and persuasive when framed
by culture.

We used confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to reassure ourselves on two points: (1)
that cultural items hang together as a single factor just as readily as internal items; and (2)
that cultural items are distinct from external items. We tested whether two factor models,
like that depicted in Figure 2, improved upon single factor models that dispense with the

Figure 1. Experimental design.
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Table 4. Effects of internal/cultural framing on importance ratings.
Internal Cultural t statistic p

Income Motivation 3.26
(1.80)

3.60
(1.71)

2.05 .041

Hard work 3.17
(1.81)

3.82
(1.61)

3.98 <.001

Welfare 3.51
(1.80)

4.09
(1.64)

3.55 <.001

Finances 3.19
(1.80)

3.66
(1.66)

2.84 .005

Average of 4 items 3.28
(1.61)

3.79
(1.46)

3.50 <.001

Crime Violence 3.07
(1.69)

4.15
(1.45)

7.23 <.001

Law and order 3.49
(1.71)

3.65
(1.75)

1.00 .320

Commit crime 3.45
(1.76)

3.91
(1.58)

2.86 .004

Average of 3 items 3.33
(1.55)

3.90
(1.42)

4.05 <.001

Note: Entries in columns 2 and 3 are average importance ratings for the corresponding attributions, with standard devi-
ations in parentheses. Higher values indicate greater importance.

Figure 2. Confirmatory factor analysis of external and culturally attributions for racial inequality in
income (standardized coefficients).
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distinction between internal and external attributions. Indeed, the two-factor models
greatly improved upon their single-factor kin: χ2 fit statistics declined by a factor of 8–
40 when moving from single factor to two-factor models, with a loss of one degree of
freedom. Just like internal items, therefore, cultural items held together as a single
factor, and were empirically distinct from external factors.

Before combining the internal, cultural, and external items into separate unitary
scales, we confronted the possibility of correlated error in our measures (Green and
Citrin 1994). The structure of the questionnaire – a single block of items with a
common response scale – might lend itself to correlated error, possibly due to satisficing
(Krosnick, Narayan, and Smith 1996). To control for this bias, we tested the same two-
factor models but added all possible pairwise error covariances, fixed at .5.1

Figure 2 shows the results of the model for the cultural and external attributions for
income inequality. For simplicity, the figure omits error terms for the observed indicators
of the two latent factors, as well as their covariances. Goodness-of-fit indices for all four
models appear in Table 5. They range from acceptable (internal crime) to good (cultural
crime). In general, the models involving cultural and external items fit just as well as
models involving internal and external items. The last column of Table 5 shows the cor-
relations between the two latent factors (internal/cultural and external). While none is
significant, three out of the four are nominally positive. This result is perhaps surprising:
shouldn’t these correlations be significantly negative? Unnever et al. (2010) refer to this
expectation as the “hydraulic relations hypothesis:” the more one endorses internal attri-
butions for inequality, the less one should endorse external attributions, and vice versa.
However logical the hydraulic relations hypothesis might seem, the extant data do not
support it. Studies that have formally tested the dimensional structure of inequality attri-
butions find null or positive correlations between the dimensions among a substantial
proportion of the population (Gomez and Wilson 2006a; Kluegel 1990; Kluegel and
Smith 1986).

Based on the CFA, we created four scales: an internal income scale (the average of the
four internal income variables), a cultural income scale, an internal crime scale, and a
cultural crime scale. Theta reliability coefficients for the four-item income scale and
the three-item crime scale were good regardless of framing (income/internal = .915;
income/cultural = .906; crime/internal = .882; crime/cultural = .864). As Table 4 shows,
the difference between the combined internal and combined cultural measures in both
domains was highly significant. This finding lends further confirmation to Hypothesis
1 and shows that the enhanced appeal of the cultural frame generalizes to multiple
items across two domains of racial inequality.

Table 5. Confirmatory factor analysis model fit statistics and latent factor correlations, two-factor
attribution models with fixed error covariances.
Model x2 dof x2

dof p AGFI RMSEA r

Internal Income 26.15 13 2.01 .016 .932 .067 −.07
Cultural Income 29.67 13 2.28 .005 .920 .078 .15
Internal Crime 24.57 8 3.07 .002 .903 .099 .19
Cultural Crime 9.74 8 1.22 .284 .963 .031 .04

Note: r in the last column refers to the correlation between the latent factors: internal or cultural attributions and external
attributions.
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Political knowledge

To test Hypothesis 1A that the cultural framing effect would be magnified for more soph-
isticated respondents, we conducted analyses of variance (ANOVAs) on the income and
crime attributional scales, using internal attribution frame (internal versus cultural) as a
between-participants treatment factor, and political knowledge (low versus high) as a
nonmanipulated blocking factor. We created the latter by splitting the knowledge vari-
able at its median.

Hypothesis 1A received strong support from the income experiment. The ANOVA
returned a main effect for the framing manipulation (F1,400 = 11.34, p = .001), which
simply replicates the earlier t-tests showing that respondents favored cultural attributions
over internal attributions. A main effect for political knowledge (F1,400 = 36.30, p < .001)
was qualified by the predicted two-way interaction (F1,400 = 9.72, p = .002). Among the
less knowledgeable, support for both cultural (M = 4.06, SD = 1.45) and internal attribu-
tions (M = 4.02, SD = 1.46) was relatively high. Among the more knowledgeable,
however, support for cultural attributions (M = 3.63, SD = 1.46) substantially exceeded
support for internal attributions (M = 2.68, SD = 1.51). The cultural framing effect was
therefore confined to the more knowledgeable for the income experiment.

The results for the crime experiment did not support Hypothesis 1A. Main effects for
framing (F1,400 = 19.37, p < .001) and knowledge emerged (F1,400 = 35.45, p < .001). The
former effect simply replicates the earlier finding of a preference for cultural over internal
items; the latter effect reveals that low knowledge respondents favored both internal and
cultural attributions more than high knowledge respondents. The crucial two-way inter-
action was not significant. The preference for cultural over internal items was of about
the same magnitude for low knowledge (Mcultural = 4.39, SD = 1.37; Minternal = 3.77, SD
= 1.63) and high knowledge (Mcultural = 3.55, SD = 1.35; Minternal = 2.91, SD = 1.35)
participants.

Policy attitudes

To test Hypothesis 2 – that cultural attributions predict policy attitudes better than
internal attributions – we conducted OLS regressions for welfare, affirmative action,
and capital punishment attitudes. We estimated each model three times: once using
the internal attribution variable; a second time using the cultural attribution variable;
and a third time including an interaction term to see whether the effect of cultural attri-
butions was significantly stronger than the effect of internal attributions. We used attri-
butions for income disparities to predict welfare and affirmative action support, and
attributions for crime disparities to predict capital punishment support. The models
included controls age, gender, education, self-monitoring, ideology, partisanship, politi-
cal knowledge, racial animosity, and external attributions. The results appear in Table 6.

Internal and cultural attributions were both associated with support for cuts in welfare
spending, opposition to affirmative action, and support for capital punishment. Consist-
ent with Hypothesis 2, coefficients for the cultural variables were stronger than for the
internal variables in all three cases. The interaction term was not significant for affirma-
tive action attitudes, but significant for welfare and capital punishment attitudes (p’s
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Table 6. Modeling welfare, affirmative action, and capital punishment attitudes.
Welfare Affirmative Action Capital Punishment

Predictor Internal Cultural Combined Internal Cultural Combined Internal Cultural Combined

Constant .570**
(.177)

.660**
(.202)

.563**
.132

.420*
(.176)

.437*
(.209)

.428**
(.134)

.710**
(.190)

.410*
(.180)

.303**
.133

Democrat .024
(.060)

.055
(.054)

.044
.039

.081
(.058)

.019
(.056)

.046
(.040)

−.094+
(.054)

−.114+
(.061)

−.104*
.040

Ideology −.272**
(.089)

−.248**
(.086)

−.257**
.061

−.044
(.088)

−.133
(.089)

−.084
(.062)

.100
(.087)

.149
(.094)

.127*
.064

Female .034
(.052)

−.037
(.050)

−.004
.039

.029
(.051)

−.012
(.052)

.009
(.035)

−.080
(.052)

−.053
(.051)

−.069+
.036

Education −.041
(.095)

−.109
(.083)

−.070
.062

.180+
(.094)

.130
(.086)

.157*
(.063)

−.198*
(.085)

−.005
(.103)

−.102
.066

Age −.147
(.126)

−.127
(.125)

−.139
.087

−.056
(.123)

.242+
(.130)

.074
(.088)

.208
(.127)

−.058
(.128)

.042
.090

Knowledge .125
(.098)

.035
(.077)

.072
.059

−.173+
(.096)

−.227*
(.080)

−.198**
(.060)

−.102
(.079)

−.031
(.092)

−.054
.059

Racial animosity −.248
(.184)

−.022
(.240)

−.150
.142

−.029
(.185)

.207
(.249)

.027
(.146)

.233
(.237)

.102
(.191)

.125
.146

Self-monitoring .024
(.060)

.159
(.133)

.079
.093

−.006
(.131)

−.189
(.138)

−.079
(.094)

−.099
(.138)

.151
(.137)

.052
.097

External attributions .211*
(.091)

.205*
(.098)

.223**
.065

.415**
(.090)

.472**
(.102)

.441**
(.066)

−.128
(.092)

−.231*
(.089)

−.191
.063

Internal/cultural attributions −.172+
(.094)

−.439**
(.092)

−.220**
.076

−.167+
(.093)

−.273**
(.095)

−.179*
(.077)

.229*
(.088)

.434**
(.089)

.242**
.084

Cultural frame – – .126*
.063

– – .049
(.064)

– – −.238**
.068

Attribution * frame – – .201+
.104

– – −.068
(.105)

– – .204+
.112

N 155 138 293 155 137 292 137 157 294
Adjusted R2 .233 .330 .288 .242 .265 .257 .210 .266 .255
Standard error .287 .260 .272 .281 .270 .275 .263 .296 .281

Note: Entries are unstandardized regression coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses. All variables are scaled from 0–1. + p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01, all tests two-tailed.
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< .05, one-tailed test). Overall, the results show that cultural attributions predict policy
attitudes better than internal attributions.

One finding we did not predict that emerged from the analysis of policy attitudes was
that support for capital punishment was stronger in the internal condition (M = 2.85, SD
= 1.21) than in the cultural condition (M = 2.58, SD = 1.33; t = 2.26, p = .024). Perhaps
cultural crime items “softened” views about punishment. Seeing internal crime items
in a cultural context might have removed some of the retributional motivation that ener-
gizes support for capital punishment (Ellsworth and Gross 1994) or challenged the sense
that murderers have sole moral culpability for their crimes. There was no framing effect
on welfare or affirmative action attitudes.

Discussion

The results provided rich evidence that culture enhances internal attributions for racial
inequality, making them resonate better with public opinion about race. Respondents
judged culturally framed internal attributions as superior explanations for racial inequal-
ity than the same internal attributions without the cultural frame. This effect was
observed across multiple measures for two key areas of racial inequality: living standards
and engagement with the criminal justice system. In general, the effect was substantively
impressive: about .5 points on a 1–6 scale. The special appeal of cultural framing was
apparent among more sophisticated respondents in the standard of living domain, and
among all respondents in the crime domain. Finally, compared to conventional measures
of internal attributions for racial disparities, culture-infused internal attributions pre-
dicted policy attitudes better.

Why does adding a cultural frame to internal attributions make them more compel-
ling? One possibility is that cultural attributions are less exclusively internal than stan-
dard internal attributions. Culture injects a bit of extra-individual causality to internal
attributions, perhaps making them more appealing to the substantial proportion of the
American public who at least partly endorses both the internal and external dimensions
of causation (Unnever et al. 2010). Furthermore, a nod to culture demystifies why blacks
think and act in ways that put them at a disadvantage, in the eyes of the public. Culture
supplies a cause behind internal causes, explaining whence they originate. Since biologi-
cal causes for racial differences have been roundly discredited, culture stands as the ulti-
mate source for proximal internal causes (Bobo, Kluegel, and Smith 1997).

Another possible reason for the appeal of cultural attributions is elite influence. We
documented several instances of mass-mediated claims by political elites, pundits, aca-
demics, and others to the effect that deficiencies in African American culture also keep
blacks down. The special appeal of culturally framed internal attributions among the
public might reflect the top-down influence of such elite-level claims.

Finally, it is possible that the favoritism shown towards culture is a mere façade. Mis-
givings about social desirability bias have long plagued explicit measures of racial preju-
dice (Huddy and Feldman 2009; Krysan 2000). Perhaps cultural attributions garner more
support than internal attributions because they are more polite ways to “blame the
victim,” i.e., express prejudiced views (Bonilla-Silva 2017; Creighton and Wozniak
2019). Such an account would call into question the claim that culture enhances internal
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attributions among many white Americans. Instead, culture would merely provide a
means to justify racism.

This account is surely true for some whites. Many explicit measures of contemporary
racial attitudes are vulnerable to social desirability bias (Berinsky 2004; Krysan 2000). We
have reasons to doubt that social desirability motivation explains the entirety of the cul-
tural framing effect, however. Self-monitoring was significantly correlated with racial
antipathy, but not with internal or cultural attributions. This finding is in keeping
with Huddy and Feldman (2009), who argue that, among explicit measures of racial
opinions, attribution questions are the least likely to suffer from social desirability
bias. At the elite level, it is certainly not the case that making cultural attributions insu-
lates one from the charge of racism (Sestanovich 2014). Knowing that they are sure to
face rebuke, communicators would presumably hesitate to invoke culture unless they sin-
cerely believed in its contribution to racial inequality.

Still, it would be wise in the future to document more precisely the relative impact of
social desirability motivation. “Count techniques” such as the randomized response tech-
nique, list experiments, or the crosswise model for questionnaire design (Schnell and
Thomas 2021) all seek to minimize social desirability concerns for measuring sensitive
topics such as racial attitudes. The researcher could implement these within the
present experimental design to see if the culture framing effect is attenuated when
social desirability pressure has been at least partly slackened. A less technical approach
that preserves some of the data lost by count techniques is to vary social desirability con-
cerns by making some data collection modes more intimate (e.g., a face-to-face inter-
view) and some more impersonal (e.g., a mail survey).

A few notable theories of white racial attitudes assign a role to culture in explaining the
white public’s attributions for racial inequality. In introducing laissez-faire racism theory,
Bobo and colleagues (Bobo, Kluegel, and Smith 1997, 20) plainly state, “a large segment
of white America attributes black–white inequality to the failings of black culture.” In
Pettigrew and Meertens’s (1995, 58) subtle prejudice theory, the prejudiced individual
“attributes outgroup disadvantage to cultural differences.” Bonilla-Silva’s (2017) theory
of color-blind racism holds that white people cite deficiencies in black culture as a
polite way of faulting backs for their own disadvantaged status. Finally, symbolic
racism theory (Tarman and Sears 2005) and racial resentment theory (Kinder and
Sanders 1996) argue that many whites believe that blacks have not assimilated the
values underlying the Protestant work ethic.

Our focus on cultural attributions for racial inequality clearly owes much to the above
research on white racial attitudes. There are important points of difference, however.
Nearly all the work includes no direct mention of culture in their measures of racial atti-
tudes. Symbolic racism and racial resentment measures, for example, faithfully replicate
the internal/external attributional structure with no mention of culture per se (Kam and
Burge 2018; Tarman and Sears 2005). Laissez-faire racism theory assumes that internal
attributions or negative racial stereotypes provide prima facie evidence of perceived cul-
tural inferiority. Work that does include direct measures of cultural attributions treats the
cultural dimension as separate from internal attributions.

We argue instead that internal attributions do not necessarily reflect perceived cultural
inferiority, but that adding a cultural element augments internal attributions, making
them more satisfying explanations for racial inequality among much of the white
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population. Our evidence is experimental, rather than correlational, affording us greater
confidence in our claims about the special appeal of cultural attributions. Much of the
literature on cultural attributions assumes that culture precedes or underlies internal attri-
butions. While our experimental evidence is consistent with this claim, there remains the
possibility of feedback loops whereby internal and cultural attributions mutually
reinforce. Finally, whereas nearly all the extant research examines attributions for
inequality in standards of living, we extend the cultural analysis to the domain of inequal-
ity in involvement with the criminal justice system.

Our investigation studied the views of white Americans exclusively. This was a prag-
matic decision based on the expected sample size. We will next test whether the results of
our experiment replicate among a black sample. We know already that blacks are signifi-
cantly less likely than whites to endorse internal attributions for racial inequality (Bobo
and Charles 2009). Still, internal attributions for black–white inequality are not unheard
of among blacks, nor are misgivings about certain aspects of African American culture
(Pew Research Center 2007). It will be valuable to find out if cultural framing likewise
enhances the appeal of internal attributions among this population.

Naturally, not everyone agrees that substantial racial inequalities persist in contem-
porary America, especially in material well-being. Only 47% of whites expressing a
belief on the subject say that blacks are worse-off financially than whites. Blacks are cer-
tainly more likely to endorse that statement, but a hefty 38% assert that they are about as
well off, or even better off, than whites (Pew Research Center 2016). By contrast, whites
readily acknowledge the connection between race and crime (Hurwitz and Peffley 1997;
Pickett et al. 2012). Future studies will measure participants’ beliefs about both the extent
and causes of racial inequality.

Support for our hypotheses was not uniform. Hypothesis 1 was supported for seven
out of eight comparisons. The lone exception was the “law and order” item in the
crime experiment. Hypothesis 1A was supported for the income experiment but not
for the crime experiment. Hypothesis 2 was supported for welfare and capital punish-
ment, but not for affirmative action. We believe the preponderance of evidence makes
a strong case for the special appeal of culturally framed attributions, but the exceptions
want explanation. Naturally, any such account is mere post hoc speculation.

With respect to Hypothesis 1A, we found that support for cultural crime items was stron-
ger than support for internal items among both the more and less knowledgeable. A careful
reading of the internal crime items suggests a possible reason. The two items that showed a
clear internal-cultural difference are explicitly behavioral in their internal forms (“Black
people are more violent and aggressive”; “Black people commit more crime than white
people”). Perhaps plain behavioral items like these especially beg the more complete expla-
nation that culture provides. As mentioned above, the “law and order” attribution item did
not vary by framing condition, perhaps because it was less explicitly behavioral.

Cultural items predicted affirmative action attitudes better than standard internal
items, as predicted, but the difference did not reach statistical significance. What explains
the relative weakness of this effect? One thing that stands out in the analysis of affirmative
action attitudes is the powerful impact of external attributions. The unstandardized
coefficients relating external attributions to affirmative action are about double those
relating external attributions to welfare and capital punishment attitudes. Affirmative
action is often promoted as a remedy for structural inequalities that deny blacks
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opportunities in employment and education. It should perhaps come as no surprise that
external attributions therefore overshadow internal attributions in predicting affirmative
action attitudes, and that cultural framing only somewhat enhances their power. Nelson
and Kinder (1996) found that “group centric” frames for affirmative action, such as the
portrayal of affirmative action as an undeserved advantage for blacks (rather than reverse
discrimination against whites) enhanced the impact of antiblack attitudes on affirmative
action attitudes. Our relatively unadorned question about affirmative action perhaps did
not foreground internal attributions.

Conclusion

Academics scorned explanations for poverty and inequality rooted in culture following
the furor over the Moynihan Report (Cohen 2010; Moynihan 1965). Others stepped
into the void and talked openly about culture. Fresh from his triumph in the 1994
midterm elections, Georgia Congressman Newt Gingrich attacked Great Society pro-
grams for fostering a degenerate culture: “They are a disaster. They ruined the poor.
They created a culture of poverty and a culture of violence which is destructive of this
civilization…” (Bishop 1994).

Some scholars are again investigating culture’s actual, not perceived, impact on
inequality (Anderson 2000; Charles 2008; Patterson and Fosse 2015; Stewart and
Simons 2010; Wilson 1987, 2010). They argue that the distinct culture of the black under-
class represents a functional adaptation to the group’s persistent disadvantage. Under this
conception, culture occupies a meso layer of causation between the proximate layer of
individual attitudes and behaviors and the ultimate layer of socio-economic structure
and entrenched racism. Future work will explore the relative pull of such complex
views about inequality among ordinary citizens.

Note

1. Another approach to controlling for correlated error is to include a common method factor,
uncorrelated with the two substantive factors (Nelson 1999). We tried this, but the analysis
did not yield plausible solutions.
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