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Evidence on the extent to which prejudice serves as a barrier to black and Latino candidates for office is mixed. 
Some research has found that black and Latino candidates are disadvantaged in terms of their chances of 
winning election and that they are evaluated differently by voters, while other findings suggest that this may not 
be the case. This article examines the effects of racial prejudice on candidate evaluation and voting behavior. 
It uses a unique experimental design to test for direct effects of prejudice on candidate evaluation and voting 
behavior, as well as indirect effects of prejudice on these variables via the information that subjects seek out. 
I find that subjects higher in symbolic racism are less likely to vote “correctly” when their preferences most 
closely align with a black or Latino candidate and that they rate minority candidates more negatively than 
their white counterparts. I also find that subjects high in prejudice search for less information about minority 
candidates and that this less robust information search mediates the relationship between prejudice and 
candidate evaluation and vote measures. Results also suggest that increased information search may mitigate 
the effects of prejudice on correct voting.
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What role do prejudices based on race and ethnicity play in voter decision-making in US elec-
tions? When Barack Obama won the presidency in 2008, and then again in 2012, many prominent 
voices declared the United States a “postracial” society. The election of America’s first black presi-
dent was taken as evidence that racial prejudice was no longer a major factor in Americans’ political 
decision-making. The problems with this narrative have become especially apparent since the 2016 
election, however. Evidence suggests that racism was an important predictor of support for Donald 
Trump (Major, Blodorn, & Blascovich, 2016; Schaffner, Macwilliams, & Nteta, 2018) and many 
have interpreted Trump’s win as, in part, a backlash to America’s first black president. Further, a 
centerpiece of Trump’s presidential campaign and eventual presidency has been taking a hard line 
on immigration, which has included dehumanizing language (calling undocumented immigrants 
“animals,” for example) and treatment (such as separating parents and children at the U.S.-Mexico 
border), which has brought the issue of prejudice against Latino immigrants, in particular, to the 
forefront of national conversation.

Clearly, racial and ethnic prejudice continue to play a major role in American politics, but the 
scholarly evidence on the extent to which the fates of black and Latino political candidates are im-
pacted by prejudice is mixed. Some experimental research has shown that voters evaluate candidates 
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differently based on racial and ethnic stereotypes (e.g., Sigelman, Sigelman, Walkosz, & Nitz, 1995; 
Terkildsen, 1993), but the extent to which these stereotypes lead to differences in real-world elections 
is unclear (e.g., Highton, 2004). Additionally, the nature and influence of prejudice against black and 
Latino candidates in elections is often contested. Scholars continue to debate how best to measure 
prejudicial attitudes in the American electorate (e.g., Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986; Kinder & Sanders, 
1996; Kinder & Sears, 1981; McConahay, 1986; Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995) as well as their effects 
on evaluations of candidates and electoral outcomes (e.g., Bullock, 2000; Reeves, 1997; Voss & 
Lublin, 2001).

It is my contention that an information-processing perspective (Lau & Redlawsk, 2006) can fur-
ther our understanding of how race and ethnicity cues affect political behavior. Voter decision-mak-
ing is a process, with candidate evaluations and vote choice as only the last in a series of steps that 
voters must progress through as they experience a campaign and learn about the candidates in a 
race. According to an information-processing paradigm, cues like race and ethnicity likely influence 
voter decision-making at multiple stages of the decision-making process and, while they may or may 
not influence vote choice and candidate appraisal directly, it is likely that they do have an effect on 
what and how voters choose to learn about candidates. This information search process likely has a 
more proximal relationship to final appraisals and vote decisions, and it may be through this process 
that race and ethnicity cues, and any biases they may invoke, are working.

While a political campaign may be a context in which many individuals are willing to exert 
some effort to learn about the political candidates in a race in order to discern which is most aligned 
with their own preferences, individuals high in racial prejudice may be less willing to spend time 
and energy learning about candidates who are members of the groups about whom they have prej-
udicial attitudes. This may lead them to discount black and Latino candidates from the beginning, 
limiting the amount of information they seek out about them. Another way to conceive of this dy-
namic is via dual-process theories of cognition (e.g., Chaiken & Trope, 1999). Research suggests that 
human beings have two distinct information-processing systems—an automatic route comprised of 
implicit, rapid, and habitual thoughts and behaviors (System 1) and a parallel route of deliberate and 
analytical thought, which requires cognitive effort (System 2; Chaiken & Trope, 1999; Morewedge 
& Kahneman, 2010; Stanovich & West, 2000). In this framework, prejudiced voters faced with 
a minority candidate may be less likely to participate in costly, effortful “System 2” information 
processing (and gathering) and more likely to rely on their “easier” prejudicial attitudes, which are 
often considered to be rapid, habitual, and part of the “System 1” processing route (e.g., Bargh & 
Chartrand, 1999; Macrae, Stangor, & Milne, 1994; Yilmaz, Karadöller, & Sofuoglu, 2016).

Further, while variables like vote choice and candidate evaluation measures may be subject to 
self-monitoring for subjects who do not want to appear to be prejudiced (but may nonetheless hold 
prejudicial attitudes), the amount of information those subjects seek out may be less consciously 
affected by social desirability bias. For this reason, information search is also useful as a subtler 
indicator of how prejudice affects voting behavior. This would be especially true if those search 
dynamics influence later evaluations and vote choice.

In order to explore these propositions, this computer-based study will use the Dynamic Process 
Tracing Environment (DPTE) to simulate a presidential campaign and election (see Lau & Redlawsk, 
2006). DPTE is a web-based computer program that allows researchers to mimic the constant flow 
of information in an actual campaign environment, thereby tracking subjects’ information search 
as the campaign progresses. Because DPTE allows researchers to track the content, sequence, and 
amount of information accessed by subjects, it provides a unique opportunity to examine the effects 
of particular candidate characteristics on subsequent political learning, as well as candidate evalua-
tions, and simulated vote choice. Further, because DPTE allows researchers to mimic the complexity 
of an actual campaign while still maintaining control of what participants are able to learn, it can 



3Information Search, Prejudice, and Voting

begin to bridge the gap between experimental studies and real-world elections (see Andersen & 
Ditonto, 2018).

In this study, I seek to determine how race and ethnicity cues influence multiple steps in the 
voter decision-making process. I look for direct effects of prejudice on vote choice in a presidential 
race, evaluations of candidates in the race, as well as the “quality” of a person’s vote decision (i.e., 
correct voting; Lau & Redlawsk, 1997). I also look for indirect effects of prejudice on these variables 
via the amount of information that voters choose to access about black and Latino candidates. It is 
my expectation that the strongest effects of prejudice will be seen on the information search itself, 
and that the amount of information that subjects access about the candidates will mediate the rela-
tionship between prejudice and evaluation and vote-choice measures.

Racial Cues, Prejudice, and Candidate Evaluation

Much evidence suggests that social identities with largely unavoidable visual markers—for ex-
ample, race and ethnicity—lead candidates who possess these markers to be subject to stereotypes 
in a number of areas. Some studies have found that black candidates are more often assumed to 
have particular (and often negative) personality traits (Moskowitz & Stroh, 1994; Sigelman et al., 
1995; Visalvanich, 2017; Williams, 1990) as well as policy strengths and weaknesses. Specifically, 
black candidates have an advantage on compassion and specifically racial issues (helping the poor, 
ending discrimination), but a disadvantage on major policy issues such as the military and economy 
(McDermott, 1998; Sigelman et al., 1995; Williams, 1990). Black candidates are also perceived as 
more liberal and more likely to be strongly Democratic (Fulton & Gershon, 2018; Jacobsmeier, 2014, 
2015; McDermott, 1998; Schneider & Bos, 2009; Visalvanich, 2017).

A larger literature has considered the nature and effects of racial prejudice, per se, in the con-
temporary political context. Traditional forms of racism, including support for a formally segre-
gated society, have faded, but newer incarnations of racial prejudice are still at play. “New Racism” 
measures (e.g., symbolic racism: Sears & Kinder, 1971; modern racism: McConahay, 1986; racial 
resentment: Kinder & Sanders, 1996), which combine negative affect toward blacks with “American 
values,” such as individualism and self-reliance, have been shown to be significant predictors of 
both racialized policy issues (e.g., Kluegel & Smith, 1983; Sears & Allen, 1983) and evaluations of 
black political candidates (Citrin, Green, & Sears, 1990; Kinder & Sears, 1981; Knuckey & Orey, 
2000). Further, tests of implicit attitudes (e.g., the Implicit Attitudes Test: Greenwald, McGhee, & 
Schwartz, 1998; the Affect Misattribution Procedure: Payne, Cheng, Govorun, & Stewart, 2005) 
have found evidence of racial bias in the electorate that exists unconsciously and is largely employed 
automatically.

While the study of racism in American politics has taught us much, many uncertainties still 
exist, including which measures are most influential in a political setting (Ditonto, Lau, & Sears, 
2013; Sears, 1988) and whether racism even still has a role to play in voter decision-making about 
black candidates (e.g., Huddy & Feldman, 2009; Hutchings & Valentino, 2004). Some scholars sug-
gest that black candidates are no less likely to win their races than white candidates and that racial 
prejudice does not play a major role in electoral outcomes for black candidates (Bullock, 2000; 
Highton, 2004; Voss & Lublin, 2001). Still others have found evidence that black candidates can 
be disadvantaged by their race in terms of electoral support and overall evaluations (Moskowitz & 
Stroh, 1994; Reeves, 1997; Sigelman et al., 1995; Terkildsen, 1993; Washington, 2006). The 2008 and 
2012 elections, in particular, provided important opportunities to study the effects of racial prejudice 
on the prospects of a black candidate for the nation’s highest office (and sitting president), and a large 
amount of evidence suggests that racism indeed had a role to play in these elections (Dwyer, Stevens, 
Sullivan, & Allen, 2009; Ford, Maxwell, & Shields, 2010; Knuckey & Kim, 2015; Parker, Sawyer, 
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& Towler, 2009; Pasek et al., 2009; Piston, 2010; Redlawsk, Tolbert, & Franko, 2010; Redlawsk, 
Tolbert, & McNeely, 2014; Segura & Valenzuela, 2010; Tesler, 2012; Tesler & Sears, 2010).

While the literature on Latino candidates is not as extensive as that for black candidates, there 
is some evidence to suggest that Latino candidates are also subject to both stereotypes based on 
their ethnicity and prejudice from voters. Like black candidates, Latino candidates are perceived 
as more liberal and more compassionate, though less competent than white candidates (Sigelman et 
al., 1995; Visalvanich, 2017). Some evidence has shown that Latino candidates are disadvantaged 
in low-information elections compared to white candidates (Matson & Fine, 2006), though scholars 
have also found evidence that Latino voters are sometimes more likely to vote for Latino candidates 
due to ingroup affinity (Barreto, Villarreal, & Woods, 2005; Huddy, 2001; Sigelman & Sigelman, 
1982). Finally, Kam (2007) finds that, in the absence of a party cue, voters with negative attitudes 
(either implicit or explicit) toward Latinos as a group are less likely to vote for Latino candidates.

DPTE and the MIMS-1 Study

In order to get a better idea of how the use of race and ethnicity cues affects voter decision-mak-
ing, I will rely on an analysis of voters’ information-search behavior during a simulated campaign. 
Data for this study come from a multi-investigator, multisite study (MIMS-1) conducted in the spring 
of 2011. This study combined ideas from a number of collaborators that could be tested simultane-
ously in the same experimental setting. A single experiment was developed with random manipula-
tions designed to test each of those ideas, with each collaborator running subjects at different sites. 
Data from all sites were then combined into a single dataset. The manipulations not relevant to this 
study were randomly distributed, so they should not have an effect on this analysis.

The sample consists of 303 adult subjects recruited in three different locations: central New 
Jersey, southern California, and the area around Nashville, Tennessee. The average age of subjects 
was 39, and 68.5% of the sample was female. In terms of race and ethnicity, 69.5% was white, 11.5% 
black, 4.4% was Asian American, and 11.9% identified as Latino; 46.8% identified as a Democrat, 
19.3% as Republican, and 33.8% as independent. The sample is not nationally representative, but it is 
quite diverse in terms of age, race, ethnicity, geographic location, and partisanship.

DPTE studies are designed to mimic the complex information environment during a political 
campaign and allow researchers to follow subjects’ behavior as they search for and learn information 
during a campaign simulation. Much of what we know about how voters evaluate political candi-
dates comes from either short, “vignette”-style surveys and lab-based experiments or “real world” 
survey data. We can learn a lot from both of these types of studies, but each has its limitations. 
Simple experiments allow us to make causal claims but lack the nuance and complexity of a real 
campaign environment. At the same time, survey data must rely on the political world to produce the 
contexts a researcher is interested in studying, and causal relationships are difficult to establish. 
DPTE offers a “middle ground” between traditional experiments and survey research in that it still 
allows for careful control of experimental designs procedures, but it presents subjects with treat-
ments in an information environment that more closely approximates a real campaign.1

MIMS-1 consisted of both a Democratic and Republican presidential primary, as well as a gen-
eral election (although this study considers what happened in the primary elections, only). Subjects 
began by completing a questionnaire collecting information from them related to partisanship, ide-
ology, political attitudes, political sophistication, participation, prejudice measures, and demograph-
ics. Each subject was then asked to select one primary election to vote in, where they would be 
asked to choose between three candidates running for the party’s nomination. Two hundred and four 
subjects chose to vote in the Democratic primary, and 99 chose to vote in the Republican primary.

1For more information on dynamic process tracing, see Lau and Redlawsk (2006), Andersen and Ditonto (2018), and 
Andersen, Lau, and Redlawsk (in press).
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During the campaigns, subjects saw scrolling boxes that contained different pieces of infor-
mation that they could learn about each candidate. Individual pieces of information scrolled down 
the subject’s computer screen from top to bottom, each remaining available for 12 seconds. As one 
piece of information (an “information box”) moved off of the bottom of the screen, it was replaced 
by a new piece of information at the top of the screen. Each scrolling box had only a label (saying, 
for example, “Michael Harris’ Stance on Abortion”), as well as a colored border indicating the party 
affiliation of the candidate to whom the information applied (red for Republican candidates, blue 
for Democratic candidates; although participants only voted in one primary election, they could 
see information about both party’s candidates). Subjects had to click on a box in order to read the 
information contained inside. When an information box was clicked, the information in the box 
filled up the screen while the other pieces of information continued to scroll by behind it, creating 
an opportunity cost for subjects. As they learned one thing, they missed out on the chance to learn 
others, so they had to choose which information was most important for them to learn (see Figure 1 
for an example of a DPTE campaign screen and opened information box).

There were 25 distinct pieces of information available about each candidate, including 12 policy 
positions, party affiliation, a picture, and 11 other personal/background bits of information. There 
were also endorsements from nine different interest groups. Each piece of information was available 
twice during the campaign, with the items presented in random order. The number of boxes opened 
by each subject during the primary campaign ranged from 9 to 139, with an average of 60 items per 
person. With 300 pieces of information available, in total, during the campaign, there was far more 
information available to learn than any one subject could. By overwhelming subjects with so much 
information, DPTE mimics the abundance of information available during a real-world campaign 
and forces subjects to choose what is most important to them.

Three different candidate “personas” were created for each party’s primary, each contain-
ing unique issue positions, ideologies, background information, and endorsements from various 
groups. In the Democratic primary, one of the personas was extremely liberal and took issue posi-
tions consistent with that ideology. Another was a “mainstream” liberal Democrat in ideology and 
issue stances, and the third was a moderate Democrat with issue stands that reflected this ideol-
ogy. Among Republicans, there was likewise an extremely conservative persona, a “mainstream” 
Republican persona, and a moderate Republican persona.

Each of the three personas was then tied to a picture that varied by race or ethnicity and gender. 
Each persona could either be paired with a white man, a white woman, or a man who was a member 
of a racial or ethnic minority group. Among Democrats, the minority candidate was a Latino man, 
while the minority candidate in the Republican primary was a black man.2 Race, ethnicity, and gen-
der were portrayed through pictures of the candidates (as well as via name in the case of female 
versus male candidates and the Latino candidate). Pictures were taken from state legislators’ web-
sites in states other than those from which subjects were recruited. All were pretested and rated 
similarly in terms of attractiveness, age, and likability. Each persona was paired with each picture/
name combination one-third of the time, which allowed me to examine the effects of candidate race 
and ethnicity on candidate evaluation and voting behavior while controlling for candidate ideology. 
Table 1 shows the persona-picture combinations seen by each group.

Each subject was shown a “synopsis page” (Figure 2) at the beginning of the primaries that 
showed the names and pictures of each of the candidates running in each party’s contest. The 

2Given our limited sample size and other research questions being examined in this multi-investigator study, we limited the 
combinations of race, ethnicity, and gender in the candidates that subjects in each party could see. While this limits the 
types of candidates being evaluated by Democratic versus Republican subjects, it was a necessary trade-off, and, as the 
results show, the information search and evaluation dynamics are similar across parties regardless of these differences. It is 
also important to point out that the minority candidates were always men, again due to practical considerations. The extent 
to which candidate gender changes the story presented here is an important question for future research.
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scrolling information boxes also had a small “thumbnail” picture of the candidate to whom the in-
formation applied. Finally, the pictures of each candidate were included in the scrolling information 
available during the campaign, so subjects could click on them as they wanted. The same picture of 
each candidate was always used.

Figure 1. Dynamic process tracing information boxes.
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Hypotheses and Analysis

My analysis will examine both the direct and indirect effects of racial prejudice on candidate 
evaluation, vote choice, and correct voting for the minority candidates in the study. In order to test 
for direct effects, the three dependent variables will be regressed on a number of traditional individ-
ual-level predictors of vote choice. I will also test for direct effects of prejudice on the amount of 
information that subjects accessed for the minority candidates. This measure of information search 
will then be added to the models for vote choice, evaluation, and correct voting.3 In all models, I 
measure subjects’ search for, evaluations of, and voting behavior for their in-party minority candi-
date (again, the black candidate for Republicans and the Latino candidate for Democrats).

I hypothesize that racial prejudice will have a direct effect on vote choice, candidate evaluation, 
and correct voting when information search is ignored. The unique contribution of this study, how-
ever, is its ability to incorporate a subject’s information search patterns into these traditional anal-
yses. I expect that subjects high in racial prejudice will seek out less substantive information about 
black and Latino candidates than subjects lower in prejudice. This would suggest that prejudiced 
individuals are less likely to conduct effortful, System 2 information processing and search when 
faced with a minority candidate.

I also anticipate that information search will act as a partial mediator between prejudice and 
the dependent variables of interest. I expect that the information search measure will have a more 
proximal effect on the vote choice and evaluation measures, so it will “do the work” of the prejudice 
measures when added to the models. This means that decreased information search for the minority 
candidate should lead to a lower likelihood of voting for him, more negative evaluations of him, and 
a lower likelihood of voting correctly if the minority candidate is the subject’s correct vote choice. 
Further, the direct effects of racial prejudice on these variables should drop out when the informa-
tion-search variable is added to the model.

In order to determine whether this is the case, I will conduct a mediation analysis (Baron & 
Kenny, 1986; Judd & Kenny, 1981) in which I will show that symbolic racism (the causal variable) 
predicts the outcome variables (feeling thermometer scores, vote choice, and correct voting), but also 
that symbolic racism predicts information search (the mediating variable) and that information 
search predicts evaluation and vote choice measures (the outcome variables). If the effect of sym-
bolic racism is eliminated or reduced when information search is added to the model predicting the 
outcome variables, then I will have evidence for full or partial mediation.4

3Analyses for both parties’ primaries were originally conducted separately but yielded very similar findings, so the results 
reported here combine analysis from the two primaries. The dynamics of how information search mediates the relationship 
between prejudice and the outcome variables appears to be the same regardless of party, though Republicans were higher in 
symbolic racism, on average, than Democrats were (−.068 vs .18 on a −.5 to .5 scale).
4Because symbolic racism was measured before information search, and information search occurred before evaluation and 
vote choice measures, I can be confident in the direction of causality in the relationships between these variables.

Table 1. Primary Election Group Assignments

Very Liberal Liberal
Moderate 
Democrat

Moderate 
Republican Conservative

Very 
Conservative

Group 1 (n=47) Latino Man White Woman White Man Black Man White Woman White Man
Group 2 (n=50) Latino Man White Man White Woman Black Man White Man White Woman
Group 3 (n=49) White Man Latino Man Latino Man White Woman White Man Black Man
Group 4 (n=52) White Woman White Man Latino Man White Man White Woman Black Man
Group 5 (n=55) White Man Latino Man White Woman White Man Black Man White Woman
Group 6 (n=49) White Woman Latino Man White Man White Woman Black Man White Man
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Dependent Variables

Vote choice for the minority candidate will be measured using a dichotomous variable with a 
score of 1 indicating a vote for the minority candidate. The candidate-evaluation measure used for 
the minority candidate is a traditional 100-point feeling thermometer. A logistic regression is used 
to analyze the results of vote choice, while an OLS regression is used for the feeling thermometer 
analysis.

Correct voting will be analyzed using logistic regression and will predict whether subjects voted 
for the candidate who is considered to be their “correct” choice. Lau and Redlawsk’s (1997) dichot-
omous measure of correct voting is defined as “the likelihood that citizens, under conditions of 
incomplete information, nonetheless vote for the candidate or party they would have voted for had 

Figure 2. Candidate synopsis page.

Republicans Democrats

Lou Baker Eduardo Ramirez

Debra Johnson Susan Turner

Michael Harris Jim Davis
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they full information about those same candidates or parties” (Lau, Andersen, & Redlawsk, 2008, 
p. 396). Much like information search, correct voting is a measure of preference that is much less 
likely to be influenced by social desirability effects than are traditional measures of evaluation and 
vote choice. Correct voting compares a subject’s expressed preferences in terms of policy, group 
endorsements, and personality traits to all of the candidates in the race and determines whether a 
subject voted for the candidate who most closely fits with those preferences.

A “correct vote” is different for each individual depending upon his or her own interests. 
Therefore, the correct voting measure compares an individual’s self-proclaimed preferences to the 
positions of the candidates in a given race.5 Researchers calculate subjects’ correct candidate choices 
after the fact and do not need to rely on subjects’ expressed attitudes toward the candidates them-
selves, so it is almost impossible for subjects to consciously influence this measure. For this reason, 
direct effects of racism should be easier to identify—if a subject is substantively most closely aligned 
with a candidate from a racial or ethnic minority but votes for a different (white) candidate instead, 
that is evidence that their prejudice is negatively affecting their ability to make the choice that is 
most closely aligned with their political interests. At the same time, information search should still 
play a role in determining whether a subject voted correctly, which will mean that, if prejudice does 
indeed affect information search, it will also have an indirect effect on correct voting.

The correct-voting analysis in this article considers only subjects whose “correct” choice was 
the black or Latino candidate in his or her party (that is, subjects whose preferences most closely 
matched these candidates’ characteristics and issue positions). Of these subjects, those who voted for 
the minority candidate are said to have voted correctly (1), while those who did not are said to have 
cast an “incorrect” vote (0).6

The amount of information accessed for the black or Latino candidate will function as both a 
dependent and independent variable in this study. It will serve as a dependent variable first in order 
to ascertain the effects of prejudice on information search. It will then be added as an independent 
variable to the models for vote choice, feeling thermometer ratings, and correct voting. Information 
search is measured using a count variable of the total number of unique information boxes opened 
for the minority candidate. Possible values range from 0 to 25 and, because the distribution mimics 
a normal curve, will be analyzed using an OLS regression.7

Independent Variables

The independent variables of interest include “group member,” or whether a subject’s race/eth-
nicity matches that of the minority candidate in their party’s primary race (i.e., whether the subject is 
a black Republican or Latino Democrat), as well as the subject’s score on the symbolic racism scale 
(alpha = .849; see the online supporting information for individual items).

I chose symbolic racism as a racial prejudice measure because it has been repeatedly shown 
to outperform other measures of racism in political contexts (Ditonto, Lau, & Sears, 2013; Sears, 
Van Laar, Carrillo, & Kosterman, 1997). Importantly, though, symbolic racism has been subject 
to a number of criticisms as a measure of racial prejudice, most of which contend that it is actually 

5See the online supporting information as well as Lau and Redlawsk (1997, 2006) for extensive discussion of how correct 
voting is calculated.
6I initially conducted this analysis on the entire sample, using appropriate interaction terms to achieve the desired analysis. 
This was complex and included many interaction terms; however, the results were largely the same as those found using this 
smaller subsample of subjects for whom the minority candidate was the “correct” choice. In the interest of presenting my 
results more clearly and easily, I use this modified version of a correct-voting analysis. The sample size for this analysis is 
90.
7Negative binomial regressions were also estimated but were essentially identical to the OLS models and are available upon 
request.
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measuring nonracial conservatism (e.g., Carmines & Merriman, 1993; Hurwitz & Peffley, 1998; 
Sniderman & Tetlock, 1986a, 1986b; Sniderman, Crosby, & Howell, 2000; Sniderman, Piazza, 
Tetlock, & Kendrick, 1991; Tetlock, 1994). These critiques were addressed at length in Henry and 
Sears (2002), and I include a measure of ideology as a control in my models.

It is also important to note that I do not have a measure of prejudice toward Latinos, per se. 
While I was prepared to restrict my analysis to Republicans and the black candidate, only, symbolic 
racism proved to be a potent predictor of behavior toward the Latino candidate, as well. Reasons for 
this will be explored in the discussion section.

Control variables include gender, age, partisanship, ideology, political sophistication, and, when 
the measure of total information search is added to the model, a measure of total out-party search is 
also added in order to control for intersubject differences in terms of tendency to search for more or 
less information, in general. The models also control for an unrelated manipulation in the primary 
election in which the minority candidate could have been portrayed as being behind the other candi-
dates in a series of polls that subjects were exposed to. This manipulation was random so should not 
affect my results, but I control for it, nonetheless.

Results

I begin by looking for effects of racial prejudice on the amount of information search for the 
minority candidate in each party. Table 2 shows the results of this analysis. All three variables of 
primary interest in this equation are statistically significant. Subjects who share the same racial/eth-
nic group as the candidate in their party search for more information about the minority candidate 
than other subjects (b = 2.492, p < .05). And while the coefficient for white participants is positive 
and significant (b = 2.879, p < .001), the coefficient for symbolic racism is negative and significant (b 
= −3.689, p < .05), suggesting that the higher a subject is in symbolic racism, the fewer information 
boxes he or she accessed for the minority candidate. As expected, prejudice seems to be influencing 
voter decision-making at this early stage of the campaign and causing subjects high in prejudice to 
conduct less System 2 information seeking and processing.

Candidate Evaluation

I turn now to my analysis of feeling thermometer scores for a subject’s in-party candidate. 
Table 3 shows the results of this analysis. Model 1 includes individual-level subject variables without 

Table 2. Information Search for Minority Candidates

Model 1

Subject Male −.008 (.691)
Subject White 2.879*** (.718)
Group Member 2.492* (1.067)
Age −1.788 (1.339)
Registered Republican −5.538*** (.871)
Liberal-Conservative Self Placement −2.022 (1.766)
Minority Candidate Behind −.602 (.597)
Out-Party Search 6.785*** (1.485)
Political Sophistication −1.062 (1.671)
Symbolic Racism −3.689* (1.441)
Constant 7.625*** (.906)
Adjusted R2 .372
N 281

*p < .05, ***p < .001.
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taking information search into account. Being a member of the candidate’s racial/ethnic group has a 
positive and significant effect on ratings of the minority candidate, as might be expected (b = 12.637, 
p < .01), and symbolic racism has a direct, negative effect on evaluations of the minority candidate 
(b = −12.653, p < .05). Racial prejudice seems to have a direct effect on evaluations of minority 
candidates, as well.

Model 2 includes the amount of information search for the minority candidate, as well as a 
control for out-party information search. When search variables are added to the equation, the effect 
of symbolic racism drops below statistical significance (b = −5.597, n.s.), and the positive effect of 
group membership becomes smaller (b = 8.226, p < .1). While the direct effects of prejudice drop out 
in this model, search for the minority candidate is positive and statistically significant (b = 1.688, p 
< .001), which suggests that, as hypothesized, the effects of prejudice are actually being mediated 
by the amount of information subjects are accessing about the minority candidate. The more infor-
mation subjects access about the minority candidate, the higher they are predicted to rate him on a 
feeling thermometer scale.

Vote Choice

Table 4 shows the results of the vote-choice analysis for the minority candidate. Again, Model 1 
includes traditional predictors only, while Model 2 includes information-search variables as well. In 
Model 1, both white subjects and those who belong to the minority candidate’s racial/ethnic group 
are more likely to vote for him (white subject b = .958, p < .01, group member b = .951, p < .05). 
Symbolic racism has a negative coefficient that approaches statistical significance using a one-tailed 
test (b = −1.042, p < .1, one-tailed), suggesting that there may be a direct effect of racial prejudice on 
a subject’s willingness to vote for either a black or Latino candidate, depending on their party. The 
evidence is less conclusive for vote choice than it is for feeling thermometer ratings, however.

Model 2 adds the information-search variables, which, again, change the nature of how preju-
dice influences the vote choice. The coefficient for white subjects is significant using a one-tailed 
test (.650, p < .05), but those who share the candidate’s group membership are not more likely to vote 
for the minority candidate in this model. Symbolic racism also moves much further from statistical 
significance (b = −.698, n.s.). As with candidate evaluation, however, information search for the 
minority candidate has a significant and positive effect (b = .123, p < .001). Here again, information 
search seems to be a (partial) mediator of the relationship between prejudice and vote choice.

Table 3. Feeling Thermometer Scores for Minority Candidates

Model 1 Model 2

Subject Male −.644 (3.109) −.506 (2.880)
Subject White 1.615 (3.228) −3.061 (3.079)
Group Member 12.637** (4.802) 8.226† (4.493)
Age −2.341 (5.748) 3.456 (5.599)
Registered Republican −20.255* (3.900) −11.505** (3.891)
Subject Liberal-Conservative −8.181 (7.940) −5.277 (7.376)
Minority Candidate Behind 1.293 (2.675) 2.681 (2.492)
Political Sophistication −2.667 (7.515) −1.416 (6.972)
Symbolic Racism −12.653* (6.462) −5.597 (6.077)
Out-Party Search −1.212 (6.422)
Search for Minority Candidate 1.688*** (.253)
Constant 62.002*** (3.346) 45.563*** (4.240)
Adjusted R2 .276 .379
N 281 281

†p < .1, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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Correct Voting

The analysis of feeling thermometers and vote choice for the minority candidates in this study 
have provided quite a bit of support for my hypotheses. Racial prejudice does indeed seem to have 
a direct effect on information search and on voting behavior until information-search variables are 
added to the equation. My final dependent variable of interest is correct voting. While prejudice 
seems to work in particular ways for candidate evaluation and vote choice overall, how will it in-
fluence this subtler measure of whether or not a subject voted for the candidate who they should 
have preferred? To find out, I use logistic regression to estimate two correct voting models—one 
that takes subject-level variables and the racial and ethnic identities of the candidates, only, into 
account, and one that adds in information-search variables. Subject-level variables in both equations 
include gender, race, ethnicity, age, liberal-conservative self-placement, and political sophistication 
(Modeled after Lau & Redlawsk, 2006). I also include subjects’ scores on the symbolic racism scale. 
Again, I am including in the analysis only subjects whose “correct” choice (i.e., the candidate that 
most closely matches their expressed preferences) was the minority candidate in their party. If sub-
jects are discriminating against these candidates based on race or ethnicity directly, symbolic racism 
should have a negative and significant effect on subjects’ likelihood of voting correctly for these 
candidates, even without taking information search into account.

To this basic equation, I then add the information-search variables in an attempt to determine if 
information search mediates the relationship between prejudice and vote choice for correct voting, 
as it does for candidate evaluation and vote choice. The variables include total search for the mi-
nority candidate, as well as total search for the subject’s out-party candidates in order to control for 
subjects’ overall search patterns.

Table 5 shows the results of the correct voting models. Again, Model 1 includes all but the in-
formation-search variables and their interaction terms. Of primary interest, a subject’s score on the 
symbolic racism scale is negative and statistically significant here (b = −3.935, p < .001), demonstrat-
ing that, yet again, racism is directly affecting voting behavior. This suggests that, among subjects 
who should have preferred the minority candidate given what they said was important to them, 
substantively higher symbolic racism scores led to a lower likelihood of voting for that candidate. 
Figure 3 shows the predicted probabilities of casting a correct vote for the minority candidate given 
a subject’s level of symbolic racism. Those lowest on the symbolic racism scale have a 78% chance 

Table 4. Vote Choice for the Minority Candidate

Model 1 Model 2

Subject Male .535* (.314) .556† (.324)
Subject White .958** (.346) .650† (.357)
Group Member .951* (.491) .708 (.511)
Age −.322 (.582) −.223 (.632)
Registered Republican −.409 (.398) .381 (.458)
Liberal-Conservative 1.433† (.801) 1.761* (.835)
Political Sophistication −.837 (.770) −.615 (.796)
Minority Candidate Behind −.759** (.274) −.760** (.284)
Symbolic Racism −1.042 (.658) −.698 (.693)
Out Party Search −1.030 (.733)
Search for Minority Candidate .123*** (.031)
Constant −.997** (.358) −1.962*** (.516)
Pseudo R2 .122 .236
N 273 273

†p < .1, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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of voting correctly when the candidate who most closely matches their preferences is the minority 
candidate. Those with the highest levels of symbolic racism, on the other hand, have only a 16% 
chance of voting for the minority candidate, even when that candidate most closely matches their 
preferences.

Model 2 adds the information-search variables to this model. Information search for the mi-
nority candidate is positive and significant here (b = .193, p < .05), indicating that, as we have seen 
in the previous analyses, the more information a subject accesses about the minority candidate, the 
more likely he or she is to vote correctly for that candidate. Also, in this model, symbolic racism is 
still negative and significant, even when information search is accounted for (b = −3.625, p < .05), 
indicating that prejudice likely influences correct voting directly despite the amount of information 
subjects accessed. Possible reasons for this are discussed below.

Because both prejudice and information search seem to have direct effects on correct voting for 
the minority candidate, it is possible that these two variables could interact as well, producing dif-
ferent effects for those high in symbolic racism who search for a large amount of information versus 
those who search for little. In order to test this, I estimate a third model that includes an interaction 
term between a subject’s score on the symbolic racism scale and the amount of information he or 
she accessed for the minority candidate. Model 3 shows that this interaction term is indeed positive 
and statistically significant (b = .717, p < .05). This indicates that, even among those who scored high 
in symbolic racism, searching for more information about the minority candidate led to a greater 
likelihood of voting for him.

Figure 4 shows the predicted probability of casting a correct vote given a subject’s score on 
the symbolic racism scale and the number of information items they opened during the campaign. 
The dashed line shows predicted probabilities for subjects who opened a total of five information 
boxes (the 25th percentile of total information search among all subjects), and the solid line shows 
the probabilities for those who opened 14 information boxes (the 75th percentile of total information 
search among all subjects). Subjects who looked for more information are always more likely to cast 
a correct vote than those who access less. The effect seems to be biggest for subjects in the middle 
of the symbolic racism scale, but even those highest in symbolic racism are more likely to vote for 
their correct (minority) candidate when they access more substantive information. Exposing voters 
high in prejudice to more information about individual candidates from racial and ethnic minority 
groups, then, may help them to overcome their prejudices when making vote decisions.

Table 5. Correct Vote Choice for Minority Candidate

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Subject Male −.100 (.604) −.470 (.661) −.452 (.719)
Subject White 1.262* (.648) .790 (.716) 1.011 (.790)
Group Member .818 (.771) .718 (.824) .750 (.894)
Age −2.392† (1.314) −2.312 (1.523) −1.311 (1.677)
Liberal-Conservative 3.222† (1.678) 3.040 (1.899) 1.379 (2.022)
Political Sophistication .735 (1.418) .934 (1.549) −.556 (1.797)
Minority Candidate Behind −1.457** (.537) −1.831** (.600) −2.040** (.674)
Symbolic Racism −3.935* (1.531) −3.625* (1.662) −12.524** (3.493)
Search for Minority Candidate .193*** (.059) .248*** (.073)
Out-party Search −1.794 (1.346) −1.554 (1.512)
Symbolic Racism × Search for 

Minority Candidate
.717* (.234)

Constant −.608 (.623) −2.249* (.982) −3.600*** (1.270)
Pseudo R2 .299 .439 .549
N 91 91 91

†p < .1, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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Discussion and Conclusion

Taken together, the evidence from my analyses suggests that prejudice does indeed play a role 
in determining voting behavior for minority candidates. Further, information search seems to play a 
critical role in understanding exactly how prejudice functions in the political arena. Racial prejudice 
affects how much information subjects choose to access about minority candidates and, while racial 
prejudice has a direct effect on feeling thermometer scores and may have a direct effect on vote 
choice, its effects seem to be mediated (or partially mediated) by information search, losing much of 
its predictive power when search variables are added to these models. Correct voting tells an even 
more complicated story, in which information search plays a vital role in helping subjects to vote 
correctly when their “correct” candidate is a member of a minority group.

Figure 3. Probability of correct vote for minority candidate by symbolic racism score. Bars represent 95% confidence 
intervals.
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Figure 4. Probability of correct vote by symbolic racism and information search. Bars represent 95% confidence intervals.
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It is interesting and unexpected that racial prejudice maintained a direct effect on correct voting 
when information search was added to the model, given the mediating pattern we saw for the candi-
date evaluation and (possibly) for vote-choice models. I can only speculate as to the reason for this, 
but it likely has something to do with the nature of correct voting as a variable, which, much like 
information search, is less susceptible to self-monitoring than either candidate evaluation or general 
vote choice. The effects of prejudice on feeling thermometer ratings and vote choice disappeared 
once information search was accounted for, which is probably at least partially due to subjects’ hesi-
tancy to appear prejudiced against minority candidates in their answers to those questions. Subjects 
cannot easily manipulate their “correct” candidate choice, however, so direct effects of prejudice 
may be easier to see without the self-monitoring bias seen in analyses of more traditional measures.

While it is disheartening to see that racial and ethnic prejudice still plays a role in candidate 
evaluation and voting behavior, it is perhaps cause for some hope that information search is mediating 
this relationship. Subjects who score high in racism are not necessarily refusing to vote for minority 
candidates outright. Rather, they are choosing to access less information about them. It is possible that 
if these voters are somehow impelled to participate in more effortful information-seeking behaviors 
when faced with candidates against whom they have prejudices, this learning process could overcome 
initial biases. Indeed, the results of the correct-voting analysis support this possibility. Increased in-
formation search led to an increase in the likelihood of voting correctly for the minority candidate, 
even among those high in racial prejudice. This suggests that increased exposure to substantive infor-
mation about minority candidates may be a partial antidote to the effects of prejudice in the electorate.

It is important to note that the prejudice items used in this study are intended to measure symbolic 
racism toward African Americans, specifically. To my knowledge, a similar measure of symbolic 
prejudice toward Latinos does not exist, or at least did not at the time this study was run. It was not 
necessarily my expectation that symbolic racism would prove such a potent predictor of attitudes 
toward Latino candidates, but the fact that it did warrants some discussion. I suspect that symbolic 
racism is essentially serving as a proxy measure of ethnic prejudice here and that white respondents 
who are high in racial prejudice toward blacks are also very likely to be high in ethnicity-based preju-
dice toward Latinos. Much social psychological work suggests that, at its core, prejudice is the result of 
individuals making distinctions between liked and trusted ingroups and mistrusted and disliked out-
groups and a belief in the superiority of one’s ingroup over other groups, which are inherently different 
from one’s ingroup (e.g., Blumer, 1958; Bobo & Hutchings, 1996; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). It is likely, 
then, that white individuals who believe in the superiority of their racial group will express prejudice 
toward many (if not all) other racial and/or ethnic outgroups. In the case of this study, that manifests 
itself as participants high in racism treating all nonwhite candidates differently from white candidates.

Clearly, there is much more work to be done in this area. In particular, this article examines 
the amount of information that subjects access about minority candidates only, but it is likely that 
the content of information has a role to play as well. If prejudiced voters encounter information 
about minority candidates that they like (as was probably the case for subjects in the correct-voting 
analysis, given that the minority candidate held policy stances and characteristics the subject had 
indicated that they preferred) that may be enough to overcome prejudice. What happens, though, if 
the information they encounter is negative or consistent with stereotypes? While this article is only 
a first step, it suggests that information search is at least one mechanism by which racial prejudice, 
as well as the race and ethnicity of candidates, influence candidate evaluation and voting behavior.
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