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ABSTRACT

How should the American people be characterized? What are they like as a group? We know a
great deal about what political scientists think of the American people. Surprisingly we know
very little about what the American people think of their own national ingroup. In this paper, I
analyze how Americans characterize their fellow citizens in terms of their demographic makeup,
their values, and their capabilities. I then test two consequences of these characterizations: their
policy preferences on spending to improve the condition of blacks in the U.S. and their
assessment of the quality of the choice Americans make in elections. I find that characterizations
have a significant effect on these outcomes. I conclude by arguing that more work needs to be
done to understand how Americans think about their national ingroup.



When social psychologists study ingroups, they most often study groups that are compact,

relatively homogeneous, and have clear boundaries, such as eating clubs, sororities or fraternities,

classes at a school, and so on, or they create an ingroup within the confines of the experiment.

They have therefore not traditionally questioned how group members define their ingroup. It has

been taken as a given. Making assumptions about ingroup boundaries and definitions does not

work, however, when it comes to national groups. National ingroups are large and often

heterogeneous, and while they have legal boundaries – all American citizens are part of the

American ingroup, for example – ingroup members can disagree about where the boundaries

should be set and what the ingroup is like. How people view their national ingroup can have

important consequences and can vary significantly across ingroup members. Good examples

include Reicher and Hopkins’ work on Scottish identity (Reicher and Hopkins 2001), Condor’s

work on British identity (Condor 1996; see also Hoge 2002), and Cinnirella’s work on Italian

identity (Cinnirella 1996).

How do Americans envision their ingroup? Some researchers have examined the

normative content of American national identity and its consequences (see, e.g., Citrin, Wong,

and Duff 2001; Sears et al. 1999; Schildkraut 2000). An aspect of American national identity that

has been relatively ignored is what Americans think of their fellow ingroup members. This paper

is a first step in figuring out how Americans define their national ingroup and the consequences

of these definitions. How Americans envision the American people can affect the public policies

they endorse and their preferred democratic processes.

The importance of understanding how Americans view their ingroup can be seen

indirectly in political scientists’ own work. Political scientists and theorists have long disagreed
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about how best to characterize the American people. Are they informed or uninformed? Tolerant

or intolerant? Self-interested or other-regarding? Homogeneous or diverse? Disagreements over

such questions are not trivial. How scholars depict the American people’s strengths and

weaknesses lead to certain prescriptions for how the political system ought to work and what

policies ought to be pursued. If Americans are uninformed and intolerant, then it is presumably

best, for example, to promote a limited use of ballot initiatives and referendums. If, on the other

hand, Americans are informed and tolerant, state governments and the national government

should be prodded to promote initiatives and referenda with gusto. 

Given the importance of these types of characterizations for political scientists’ views of

the political world, it is certainly surprising that we know so little about how the American

people characterize themselves. What do Americans think of the American people, their own

collective ingroup? And what are the consequences of these characterizations? Hochschild

(2001) speculates that Americans’ perceptions of the collective can have a significant impact on

their policy concerns and on their beliefs about the political system. Empirical work supports

these speculations (see, e.g., Gilens 1999). In this paper, I will add to these empirical tests by

examining how Americans characterize the American people in terms of their demographic

makeup and their political values. I then relate relevant characterizations to two outcomes:

people’s policy preferences on spending to improve the condition of blacks in the U.S. and their

evaluation of election outcomes. In the conclusion I return briefly to a consideration of

Americans’ national identity and their view of the collective.
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WHO ARE THE AMERICAN PEOPLE?

What do we know about the American people? Political scientists disagree on the nature

of the beast. Some hold that “voters are not fools” (Key and Cummings 1966: 7), whereas others

view individual voters with such disdain that “it seems remarkable that democracies have

survived through the centuries” (Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee 1954: 311). Some celebrate

that “citizens who are most supportive of civil liberties have emerged as the majority in our

society–and they are not a ‘silent majority’” (Nunn, Crockett, and Williams 1978: 2), whereas

others find that “the majority sentiment support[s] the restriction of civil and social liberties”

(Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus 1982: 257). And some assert that the view “that people are self-

interested is a truism of the first order” (Duncan 1995: 147) whereas others believe “altruism [is]

instinctive” (Monroe 1991: 428). These varied views of the American people are not simply

fodder for political science cocktail parties. They affect these scholars’ practical

recommendations for and normative beliefs about the political system. For example, if voters are

not fools and can effectively use information short-cuts to make their decisions (Popkin 1991),

then scholars can eagerly promote expanding voter turnout and other forms of active

participation. If, on the other hand, voters are fools, then it is best that they be apathetic and

without influence, leaving elections in the hands of the articulates (McClosky 1964).

If characterizations of the American people affect the judgments of political scientists, do

they also affect the judgments of the American people themselves? What do Americans think of

their fellow citizens and do these judgments affect their views of what ought to be done in the

political system and how it ought to work? I will analyze how American characterize the

American people in terms of their demographic makeup, their political values, their capabilities,



1 The survey was administered by the Ohio State University’s Center for Survey
Research. Households in the 48 contiguous states were randomly chosen using random-digit
dialing. An English-speaking respondent within the household was randomly chosen using the
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and their homogeneity or heterogeneity as a people. I will then determine what effects these

characterizations have.

Demographic Characteristics

If all Americans could accurately recall the demographic composition of the United States

population, it would be decidedly uninteresting to study their perceptions of these demographics.

We know however, from previous research, that Americans are woefully misguided on the racial,

ethnic and religious makeup of the population (see, e.g., Gallup and Newport 1990; Nadeau,

Niemi, and Levine 1993; Sigelman and Niemi 2001). For example, the U.S. Census in 1990

estimated that blacks made up 12.1 percent of the U.S. population, Hispanics 9 percent, and Jews

2.4 percent. Gallup and Newport (1990) found that, on average, Americans thought the U.S. was

32 percent black, 21 percent Hispanic, and 18 percent Jewish. Nadeau, Niemi, and Levine (1993)

found that over half of Americans think blacks constitute at least 30 percent of the population, a

quarter think Hispanics make up at least 30 percent of the population, and nearly 40 percent think

Jews constitute a fifth of the population. At least in the 1990s Americans were wildly off the

mark when it came to estimating the minority population in the U.S.

Americans have not improved in their ability to make population estimates since that

time. In a specially designed survey administered to a random sample of 1,254 U.S. citizens in

2002, respondents were asked to estimate the percentage of various racial, ethnic, and religious

groups in the U.S.1 Not surprisingly, overestimates were the norm. Figure 1 shows a comparison



“last birthday” selection technique (Lavrakas 1993). The response rates were as follows: AAPOR
Response Rate 5, 34%; AAPOR Cooperation Rate 3, 39%; Modified AAPOR Cooperation Rate
3, 74%. Average length of the interviews was 31 minutes and the data are weighted to match the
sample with the population based on the most recent U.S. Census.

2 The 71.3 percent figure for whites comes from the percentage of respondents who said
they were white and not Hispanic in the 2000 Census. This figure increases to 82.2 percent for

5

of respondents’ mean estimates and the actual figures from the 2000 Statistical Abstracts of the

percentage of racial, ethnic and religious groups. Americans believe there are three times as many

African Americans, almost three times as many Hispanics, and fully six times as many Asians in

the U.S. as there actually are. Their overestimation of the percentage of Jews in the U.S. is even

more pronounced, with Americans on average believing that there are ten times more Jews in the

U.S. population than is the case. 

[Figure 1 about here]

Americans clearly overestimate the minority makeup of the U.S. population. Is this

simply a case of overestimating the size of all groups? Nadeau, Niemi, and Levine (1993) raise

the possibility that people may be innumerate and therefore unable to estimate numerical facts

because of a lack of understanding of numbers. If this were so, we might expect them to

overestimate the percentages of minority groups but also to overestimate the percentages of

majority groups. They would therefore offer numbers that roughly reflect the proportions of

groups in the U.S. even as the numbers themselves are wildly off the mark. In fact, this is not the

case. Whereas Americans overestimate the percentage of minority groups in the U.S., they

underestimate the percentage of majority groups. Respondents said on average that whites

constitute 60 percent of the U.S. population when in fact whites constitute over 70 percent of the

population.2 Similarly, respondents said that about 60 percent of the U.S. population is Christian



those saying they are white regardless of their ethnicity. See
http://eire.census.gov/popest/archives/national/nation3/intfile3-1.txt for details.

6

when in reality 83 percent of Americans express a Christian religious preference.

Several explanations for these results come to mind. First, people tend to interact with

those who live nearby, and they tend to live near and interact with those who are similar to them

(see, e.g., Sigelman and Niemi 2001; Wong 2002). Just as political scientists are likely to

overestimate the extent to which people are interested in politics because they interact daily with

those who are politically interested, people will overestimate the populations of groups with

which they daily interact. Sophisticated analyses of the concentration of minorities in areas

shows that this is the case (Nadeau, Niemi, and Levine 1993; Wong 2002). People who live in

areas with large proportions of African Americans, for example, are more likely to overestimate

the percentage of blacks in the U.S. population than are those who live in predominantly white

neighborhoods. 

We can see this more simply by breaking down estimates of populations by racial and

ethnic groups. Hispanics, for example, tend to interact with Hispanics and are therefore likely to

overestimate the Hispanic population in the U.S. to a greater extent than other groups. The same

should hold true for blacks and whites estimating the respective sizes of their racial groups.

Figure 2 shows that both blacks and Hispanics overestimate their own ingroup size to a greater

extent than the outgroups. Blacks estimate that blacks constitute 49 percent of the U.S.

population whereas Hispanics estimate blacks constitute 40 percent and whites estimate blacks

constitute 36 percent. Similarly, Hispanics overestimate their group size to a greater degree (43

percent) than do blacks (38 percent) or whites (31 percent).
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[Figure 2 about here]

This tendency does not hold true when it comes to whites. Blacks and Hispanics both

estimate a higher percentage of whites in the U.S. population than whites do. This result can

perhaps be explained by the second argument offered in the literature for people’s misestimation

of populations. The more threatened people feel by a minority group, the more likely they are to

overestimate the size of that group (see, e.g., Nadeau, Niemi, and Levine 1993). But what

happens when a group is in the majority? Whereas groups tend to overestimate the size of their

ingroup (Simon and Mummendey 1990), a majority group that feels threatened by the perception

that minority groups are becoming larger may end up underestimating its size. Minority groups

are growing, the logic might go, and therefore the majority must be getting smaller and smaller.

Thus, whites underestimate the size of their ingroup even as minority groups overestimate the

size of their ingroups.

Welfare and Charities

A second set of questions concerns Americans’ views of the behavior of their fellow

Americans. Two behaviors at opposite ends of the spectrum in terms of Americans’ assessments

of them are welfare use and giving to charities. As Gilens says, “‘welfare bashing’ has been a

popular staple of American politics” for thirty years (Gilens 1999: 1). On the other hand, one

would be hard pressed to find someone opposed to charitable giving. Social psychological

research suggests that people will likely overestimate the percentage of Americans on welfare,

the “negative” behavior, and underestimate the percentage of Americans who give to charity, the

“positive” behavior. On the welfare side, people don’t like to be played for a sucker (Hibbing and



3 For welfare figures from 1960 to 2000, see the Health and Human Services
Administration for Children and Families website at
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/news/stats/6097rf.htm.
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Alford 2003), they don’t like welfare, and they tend to think that people on welfare are getting

assistance that they don’t deserve (Gilens 1999). They are likely, therefore, to assume that more

people are taking advantage of the system than there are. They will therefore overestimate the

percentage of people on welfare. People will likely underestimate, however, the number of

people giving to charity. People tend to view their own behavior as better, less selfish, and more

altruistic than others (Allison, Messick, and Goethals 1989; Goethals 1986). People want to think

positively of themselves and therefore think they perform positive behaviors more often than

others. This leads them to underestimate the frequency of others’ positive behaviors.

Past research has found that Americans do indeed overestimate the percentage of people

on welfare (Gilens, 1999; Hochschild, 2001). Figure 3 provides data that support this earlier

research. For the actual percentage of people on welfare I use involvement in Temporary

Assistance to Needy Families (TANF, formerly known as Aid to Families with Dependent

Children), which Gilens (1999: 12) argues is what most people understand to be welfare:

“programs that assist the working-age, able-bodied poor.” In June 2000, 2.1 percent of

Americans were on TANF. This was down from a high of 5.5 percent in 1993.3 When it comes to

perceptions, though, people grossly overestimate the percentage of people on welfare, claiming

that 30 percent of Americans are on welfare. As one of Hochschild’s interviewees said in What’s

Fair?, “our welfare system has become absolutely terrible. So many frauds are perpetrated, and

people have learned how to use the system to their own advantage” (Hochschild 1981: 175).

People perceive this fraud as widespread and subsequently overestimate the number of people on
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welfare.

[Figure 3 about here]

Do people similarly overestimate the extent to which Americans give to charities?

Definitely not. According to the Independent Sector’s Giving and Volunteering in the United

States 2001 survey, 89 percent of Americans gave to charity in 2001. Granted, people may

overreport charitable giving in surveys because of the desire to appear to be socially responsible

and beneficent. But it is very likely that a higher percentage of people give to charities than the

mean estimate of 41 percent given by respondents to the current survey. As the social psychology

literature suggests, people tend to underestimate how often other people do good deeds,

presumably as a way to make them feel better about themselves.

Capabilities, Values, and Homogeneity

When assessing Americans’ capabilities and values, people do not think as highly of the

American people as one might suppose given their frequent cry that Americans ought to have

more say in and more power over government decisions (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2002).

Nonetheless, they are in some ways discerning. Respondents were asked to place the American

people on four 7-point scales assessing the extent to which they are uninformed or informed

about politics, selfish or unselfish, intolerant or tolerant, and untrustworthy or trustworthy.

Respondents are more likely to evaluate Americans positively than negatively on these

dimensions, except when it comes to Americans’ political information level (see Figure 4).

Americans are most likely to view their fellow Americans as trustworthy (65 percent positive and

only 15 percent negative) and tolerant (62 percent positive and 16 percent negative). They also



4 This figure of 55 percent is quite close to the 59 percent who said that, more often than
not, they are more likely to try to get what is best for all Americans than to go after their own self
interests when it comes to politics. That is, Americans are no more likely to view themselves as
unselfish than their fellow Americans. This finding runs contrary to the argument I made above
that people downplay the positive behaviors of others. Part of the reason for this, I believe, is that
many respondents did not think being self-interested was necessarily a bad thing. Twenty-two
percent said that there is no difference between pursuing their own self-interests and doing what
is best for all Americans.
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view Americans as more likely to be unselfish (55 percent) than selfish (24 percent).4

[Figure 4 about here]

The most negative assessment of Americans comes when people consider the level of

political information held by Americans. Only 38 percent said that Americans were informed

about politics and slightly more consider them uninformed (39 percent). Social psychologists

have shown that whereas people are likely to exaggerate their own positive attributes at the

expense of others, this does not hold when it comes to assessing intelligence and intellectual

capabilities (Allison, Messick, and Goethals 1989; Van Lange and Sedikides 1998). People’s

positive self-evaluations must be credible to be worth something (Gilbert and Cooper 1985), and

people are even likely to view others as more intellectually capable than they view themselves

(Allison, Messick, and Goethals 1989). It is interesting to note, however, that it is those who are

most knowledgeable themselves who hold the American people in the lowest regard.

Respondents were asked four political knowledge questions (the office held by Dick Cheney, the

office held by Tony Blair, which party held a majority in the House of Representatives, and

which branch of government could declare laws unconstitutional). Those with a minimal level of

knowledge (zero or one correct) gave the American people a mean informed score of 3.3; those

with some knowledge (two correct) gave the American people a mean score of 3.2; and those
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most informed (three or four correct) gave the American people a mean score of only 2.6. The

least knowledgeable were the most positive and the most knowledgeable the least positive. Our

willingness to attribute intellectual capabilities to others may depend in part on our own

capabilities.

Finally, research has found that Americans think of themselves as a homogeneous people,

agreeing on the fundamental problems facing the nation and approaching politics with a unified

voice (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2002). Even when agreement on what problem constitutes the

most important problem facing the nation is very low (only about 6 percent), they heartily believe

that there is widespread agreement. As a focus group participant in 1997 said, “If the government

keeps their nose out, our country would gravitate towards a certain opinion....80% of the

population wants this, but the government does this.” The American people agree; it’s the

government that sows dissension. In the current survey, respondents were asked the extent to

which they agreed or disagreed with the statement, “Americans are similar to each other, sharing

the same values and outlooks.” A majority, 53 percent, agreed or strongly agreed with this

statement, whereas only 35 percent disagreed or strongly disagreed. 

Summary: Who Overestimates and Who Underestimates?

People disagree more on what Americans look like than on the values they hold, but even

in the latter area there is still significant disagreement over whether Americans are politically

informed or selfish, and large minorities question whether Americans are tolerant or trustworthy.

These results are consistent with previous research and tell an interesting story of how Americans

view their fellow Americans. While they greatly overestimate the size of minority groups and
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those on welfare, they tend to underestimate the size of majority groups and those who give to

charity. Part of the reason for these over- and underestimations is undoubtedly due to media

coverage (see, e.g., Gilens 1999). But past research shows that certain people tend to

overestimate populations sizes, and the same groups do so in this study.

Which groups consistently overestimate the size of minority populations and those on

welfare? Unsurprisingly, those with less political knowledge are the most likely to offer

misestimations, as are those with less education (data not shown). Clearly, paying attention to

politics and learning about the U.S. society in school increases the likelihood that people will

have a better feel for the sizes of these populations. Other groups that tend to overestimate

minority populations are women, minorities, Democrats, and the poor. The results hold across

estimations of minority populations as well as estimations of the number of those on welfare.

No such pattern emerges when it comes to estimating the size of majority groups or those

who give to charity. Surprisingly, political knowledge is not related to the estimates of whites,

Christians, or givers to charity. None of the other predictors are consistently related to over- or

underestimating the size of these groups save for age. The older people are, the more likely they

are to offer higher percentage estimates for all groups, minority and majority groups alike.

Whereas for minority groups this means that older people overestimate their numbers, for

majority groups older people come closest to hitting the target.

THE CONSEQUENCES OF PEOPLE’S VIEWS OF THE AMERICAN PEOPLE

People vary in their perceptions of the American people and in ways that make some

sense. The next step is to determine if these differing perceptions have meaningful political
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consequences. I will look at two such consequences, one dealing with a policy preference and the

other with Americans’ assessment of elections in the U.S. More work has been done on the

effects of estimations of facts on policy preferences, and I will therefore focus more heavily on

this consequence.

Policy Preference Consequences

Jennifer Hochschild raises an interesting argument: people’s perceptions of fact influence

their values which in turn shape policy preferences (Hochschild 2001). Citing a Washington

Post/Kaiser Family Foundation/Harvard University Survey Project from 1995, Hochschild shows

that whites who are more mistaken about how well off African Americans are compared to white

Americans in terms of incomes, jobs, education, and so on, are more likely to favor limiting

affirmative action, to believe government should limit spending on low-income minorities, and

to favor cutting aid to the poor and to cities (Hochschild 2001: 325). Overall, her evidence

suggests that the less knowledgeable people are in an area, the more conservative they are likely

to be in their policy prescriptions. If social psychologists have taught us one thing, it is that

people’s perceptions of the world around them matter much more than facts. 

Do people’s misperceptions affect their support for certain types of government

assistance and spending? As Hochschild suggests, the answer may be that it depends. Hochschild

(2001) emphasizes the connection of factual perceptions to values, arguing that misperceptions of

facts, say middle-class blacks’ perceptions of black poverty, can lead to changes in values, their

belief in the American dream. As Hochschild acknowledges, we can think of the causal arrow

going both ways in the relationship between misperceptions of facts and political values, since



5 Nadeau, Niemi, and Levine (1993) measure perceived threat using questions that ask
about the actions of civil rights leaders, preferential hiring and promotion for blacks, Hispanics
taking away jobs, increased taxes for social services for Hispanics, and increased crime due to
Hispanics.
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values can lead to the misperception in the first place and misperceptions can lead to a change in

values. What is ignored in this discussion is the interpretations people take away from the

misperceived facts. How do people react to their belief that a large proportion of the U.S.

population is black or Jewish or on welfare? It is people’s reactions to “facts” that likely have

policy implications, rather than the facts themselves.

Evidence of this comes from the work done on population estimates. Scholars have

argued that people are more likely to overestimate the size of minority populations if they live in

areas that have heavier concentrations of minorities, which turns out to be true (Nadeau, Niemi,

and Levine 1993; Wong 2002). Threat also plays a role, however. Nadeau, Niemi, and Levine

(1993) find that threat, measured in terms of attitudes toward minorities, is significantly related

to overestimations of minority population sizes.5 The more threatened people feel by minorities,

the larger they believe their populations to be. Wong (2002), on the other hand, looks at the

effects of overestimations of minority populations on anti-black prejudice, opposition to race

targeting, and policy-related beliefs about blacks. She finds that estimates of the percentage of

blacks at the national level are not related to stereotyping or to opposition to race targeting. These

population estimates are, however, related to what Wong calls policy-related beliefs:

“Perceptions of the national percentage of blacks do have an effect on victim blame and attitudes

about blacks’ goals: the larger the percentage perceived, the greater the belief that blacks are to

blame for their inferior socioeconomic position, and that they should not push where they are not
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wanted” (Wong 2002: 10). These variables are similar to Nadeau, Niemi, and Levine’s measures

of threat.

What is the relationship among population estimates, threat, and policy preferences?

While causal relationships cannot be determined with cross-sectional data, which all of these

studies, including this one, use, I propose the following argument. Misperceptions of facts, in and

of themselves, are unlikely to affect policy preferences. A good example of this comes from

people’s perceptions of members of Congress. Americans underestimate the number of staffers

per House member, the salary made by House members, and the average number of years served

by House members. Yet they think House members have too many staffers, make too much

money, and serve too long in Congress, and they strongly support reforms such as term limits and

salary and staff reductions to take care of these problems (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 1995). It is

not the facts per se that matter – if Americans knew the true number of staffers, the salary, and

the average length of service they would presumably be even more upset – but people’s

interpretation of and reaction to those facts that have consequences for the political system.

The same can be said for people’s views of their national ingroup. If a person believes a

large portion of the American population is black, would he or she be more likely or less likely to

support government programs that assist blacks? We know from Gilens’ (1999) work that whites

who overestimate the percentage of poor blacks are more opposed to welfare programs, but this

is because of the additional belief that blacks are undeserving. Simply knowing population

estimates may not tell us much if we do not know how people react to those estimates. For

example, we might expect that whites would want to increase spending for blacks because, as

they see it, blacks make up a large proportion of the society and they therefore ought to get more



6 Other scholars have understood threat as being related to a group’s power; for example,
Hubert Blalock’s work on power threat and R.W. Rogers’ work on protection motivation theory
(Blalock 1967; Rogers 1983). These scholars view threat as context-specific. I am unable to test
whether context plays a heavy role in people’s threat reactions or whether their socialization
toward certain groups, especially blacks, determines threat reactions (on the importance of
context, see, e.g., Key 1949, Giles and Evans 1986, Leighley and Vedlitz 1999; on the
importance of socialization, see, e.g., Sears et al. 1999). I will therefore not address these
competing claims in this paper, although it is very likely that antecedent considerations interact
with contemporary information to influence people’s reactions to threatening events (see, e.g.,
Marcus et al. 1995).
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money. On the other hand, whites could believe that blacks, because of (the misperception of)

their number, are a big drain on government spending and they ought to receive less money. The

intervening variable is how people interpret the “facts,” and past research shows that the variable

most likely to influence that interpretation is perceptions of threat.

Rather than analyzing threat using a measure that is strongly related to population

estimates (concentrations of minority populations in an area) or to policy preferences (concerns

about affirmative action, taxes, crime, and so on), I will use power threat, which is in some ways

a cleaner measure of threat in that it does not confound threat with policy preferences.6 Power

threat is measured using respondents’ answers to the question: “Would you say minority groups

have too much, about the right amount, or not enough power?” The low-threat group consists of

those who answered “not enough power,” the medium-threat group those who answered “about

the right amount,” and the high-threat group those who answered “too much” power. Because of

multicollinearity problems, I ran separate regression analyses for the three threat groups. We can

then determine how perceptions of the size of the black population affect policy preferences by

the varying levels of threat. Some people who overestimate the black population may have little

reaction because they do not feel threatened by blacks. Others who overestimate the size of the



7 I use OLS regression in these analyses. I obviously need to use probit or logit analysis,
given the restricted dependent variable, but I ran out of time.

8 Income was originally included in the analyses, but it was not significant and since a fair
number of people, as usual, refused to answer the income question, I chose to leave it out of the
following analyses. 
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black population may feel threatened by blacks and react strongly to what they believe is a large

threatening group. We should therefore find that in the low-threat group, overestimating the size

of the black population should either be unrelated to support for government spending for blacks

or may even be associated with greater support for policies that benefit blacks, since having more

blacks in the U.S. means there should be more benefits available to them. In the high-threat

group, on the other hand, overestimating the size of the black population should be associated

with less support for beneficial policies for blacks. People in this group will likely think the

government spends too much on blacks, and this spending ought to be cut.

The dependent variable used in the following regression analysis is government spending

on blacks: “Are we spending too much money on improving the conditions of blacks, too little

money, or about the right amount?” Responses were coded from too little (0) to too much (1),

with about the right amount in the middle.7 Also included in the regression equations are several

control variables. The demographic variables included are sex, age, and education.8 The political

attitude control variables are party identification and ideology. Democrats and liberals are more

likely to favor government spending for minorities than Republicans and conservatives. Only

whites were included in the following analyses since my concern is with whites’ reactions to

feeling threatened by blacks. All variables were coded to range from 0 to 1.

The variable of interest is people’s perceptions of the percentage of the population that is
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black. This variable was coded to range from 0 to 1 with 0 meaning none of the population is

black and 1 meaning that 100 percent of the population is black. We would expect to find that

among the least threatened, overestimations of the black population will either be unrelated to

spending support or negatively related (meaning that the government is spending too little on

blacks). Among the high threat group, we would expect to see overestimates of the population to

be significantly and positively related to the view that government is spending too much money

on blacks.

Table 1 shows the results of the regression analyses. The results are surprising. Both the

low-threat and the high-threat whites who overestimate the black population tend to think the

government spends too little on blacks. The closer one gets to the actual population size of

blacks, the more both the low-threat and high-threat whites think the government spends too

much on blacks. These results hold even though the model includes various relevant control

variables, such as ideology and party identification. It is important to note, however, the

constants, which show that the high-threat group is much more likely to believe the government

spends too much money on blacks than does the low-threat group.

[Table 1 about here]

To gain some purchase on what might explain these counterintuitive results, it is

important to look more closely at the differences across threat groups in terms of their support for

spending for blacks. On a three-point scale (where 1=too little spending and 3=too much

spending), the difference in means between the low-threat and the high-threat group is almost

one full point. The mean for the low-threat group is 1.46 whereas the mean for the high- threat

group is 2.31 (the mean for the medium-threat group is in between at 1.95). The low-threat group
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believes the government spends too little to improve the condition of blacks whereas the high-

threat group believes the government spends if not the right amount, then too much. Figure 5

shows the differences across the threat groups in the percentage who said government spend too

little, about the right amount, or too much. Fully 74 percent of the low-threat group thought the

government spent too little, compared to only 16 percent of the high threat group. In contrast,

only 9 percent of the low-threat group thought government spent too much compared to 58

percent of the high-threat group. 

[Figure 5 about here]

What this means is that when the low-threat group overestimates the size of the black

population in the U.S., it reacts by thinking that the government is spending much too little and,

presumably, that it ought to be spending more. When they perceive fewer blacks, they believe the

government is probably spending about the right amount. In essence, the more blacks there are,

the more government ought to spend. In contrast, when the high-threat group views blacks as a

relatively smaller group, it thinks the government spends too much money on blacks. When the

high-threat group overestimates the number of blacks in the U.S., it reacts by saying the

government is now spending about the right amount. The more blacks there are, the more

government should stay with the status quo. It may help to picture a bucket of money. Among the

low-threat group, believing there is a large number of blacks in the U.S. leads to a belief that

more money ought to be added to the bucket. Among the high-threat group, believing there is a

large number of blacks in the U.S. leads to the belief that they ought to share whatever is

currently in the bucket, and believing that there is a smaller number of blacks means taking away

some of the money in the bucket.
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Election Support Consequences

Whereas the effects of perceptions of populations on policy preferences has been studied

some in past research, much less work has been done on the relationship between what people

think of the American people and how the political system ought to work. Hibbing and Theiss-

Morse (2002) examined Americans’ evaluations of their fellow Americans’ level of political

information, unselfishness, unity, and intelligence as compared to those of elected officials.

Americans scored higher than elected officials in their unselfishness and their unity. Elected

officials scored higher on their information level and their intelligence. Since Americans tend to

call for more say in government by the American people – for example, the American people

have too little power, they do not get their voice heard by the government, and decisions would

be better if the American people could decide issues themselves – their evaluations seem to

suggest that Americans would prefer to have unselfish policies over intelligent ones. As Hibbing

and Theiss-Morse argue, though, most Americans would prefer not to be involved in politics at

all if they could be sure elected officials would not act in a self-interested manner. Assessments

of the American people are therefore not related to support for stealth democracy, their preferred

democratic process.

But people’s assessments of their fellow Americans might well affect their views of

election outcomes since Americans are directly involved in choosing elected officials. If people

think Americans are not well-informed or that they might make bad choices because of their

selfishness, intolerance, or untrustworthiness, then these same people might question the wisdom

of Americans’ choices at election time. Since it is the American people who cast their votes on

election day, and therefore determine who become public officials, knowing how the American
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people assess their fellow citizens might tell us something about what they think of election

outcomes. To determine whether this is indeed so, I ran a regression analysis with views of

election choices as the dependent variable and assessments of the American people as the

independent variables. The dependent variable was measured using the question “How much

trust and confidence do you have in the wisdom of the American people when it comes to

making choices on election day?.” Possible responses were “none,” “little,” “some,” and “a great

deal.” This variable was coded to range from 0 to 1. The independent variables of interest are

four of the assessments included in Figure 4 (information level, selfishness, tolerance, and

trustworthiness). These variables were also coded to range from 0 to 1, with the more positive

responses at 1. I expected to find that the more negatively people view Americans on these four

assessments, the less supportive they will be of election outcomes. Also included in the analysis

are the demographic and political attitude variables discussed earlier (education, age, sex, party

identification, and ideology). The results are shown in Table 2.

[Table 2 about here]

People’s assessments of their fellow citizens affect their judgment of Americans’

electoral choices. The more informed and trustworthy they think the American people, the more

likely they are to trust the choices Americans make when they go to the polls. This finding is

perhaps unsurprising since the question specifically referred to the “trust and confidence”

respondents had in the “wisdom” of the American people. But the other two assessments,

unselfishness and tolerance, also come very close to reaching the standard level of significance.

The more unselfish and tolerant people think the American people are, the more confidence they

have in their electoral choices. Election results may appear more legitimate to those who think
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more highly of the American people as a collective, since it is the collective that makes the

choice on election day.

CONCLUSION

A great deal of work has been done in political science on what Americans think of

elected officials and candidates, policy issues, and the institutions of government. Political

scientists have also examined extensively the qualities shared by the American people.

Surprisingly little work has been done on what the American people think of the American

people as a collective; that is, what they think of their national ingroup. I have tried in this article

to take an exploratory look at how Americans view themselves as a people. Part of this quest is

simply figuring out what Americans see when they think about the various groups that constitute

the U.S. population. Consistent with past research, respondents dramatically overestimated the

size of minority groups in the U.S. even as they underestimated the size of majority groups. They

also overestimated the number of people on welfare even as they underestimated the number of

people who give to charity. The usual suspects are the most likely to overestimate the size of

minority groups and those on welfare: the least politically knowledgeable, the less educated, the

less wealthy, minorities, women, and older people. No clear patterns emerge for predicting who

overestimates majority groups except for age: older people consistently overestimate the size of

all groups.

I also looked at how Americans assess their fellow citizens in terms of their information

level, their selfishness, their tolerance, and their trustworthiness. The results show that especially

when it comes to trustworthiness and tolerance, Americans are amazingly positive about the
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American people. They are most negative about their information level, with the most negative

being those who are most informed about politics. A majority of Americans also tends to see

their ingroup as homogeneous in terms of values and outlook.

Focusing on only two possible consequences, the research showed that perceptions of the

size of the black population in the U.S. have a significant impact on people’s spending

preferences when it comes to helping improve the condition of blacks in the U.S. Contrary to

expectations, overestimates of the size of the black population did not lead whites in the high-

threat group to believe that government was spending too much money on blacks. Both the high-

threat and the low-threat groups were less likely to think the government was spending too much

money on blacks when they overestimated the number of blacks. As I argued, though, in an

admittedly post-hoc way, the two threat groups differed dramatically in their initial levels of

support for government spending on blacks, which meant that they ended up at different policy

preferences (a desire for more spending in the low-threat group and support for the status quo in

the high threat group). Since the condition of poor blacks in the U.S. remains very bad, even as

middle class blacks are doing better (Hochschild 1995), it is clear that the status quo is not a

positive stance. 

Perceptions of the American people also affect the perceived legitimacy of election

outcomes. If people think highly of the American citizenry, they think more highly of the choices

this citizenry makes at the polls. Negative views of Americans, on the other hand, lead to a

questioning of those choices. Since the people are sovereign in the U.S. through their electoral

role, this relationship has potentially important implications for the political system. Collective

choices determine election outcomes, which means that we need to better understand what



9 An amazing 26 percent of respondents said that to be an American it is fairly or very
important to be white. 
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Americans think of that collective to get a sense of the legitimacy they attach to election results.

What Americans think of the Americans people has important political consequences.

More work needs to be done to figure out what people think of their national group. One avenue

that needs to be further explored is levels of commitment to the group “the American people”

and how people define who is included in their national ingroup and who is excluded. It is likely

that the high-threat group excludes blacks from their definition of the American people, or at best

gives them partial ingroup membership.9 Their perception of the American people as their

ingroup is likely narrower than the defined ingroup of the low-threat group. How people perceive

the American people can therefore have consequences beyond policy preferences and election

legitimacy. Definitions of the ingroup can affect beliefs about who is accorded the benefits of

ingroup membership and who is accorded only partial membership. 
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Figure 1.  Demographic Estimates and Actual Census Figures for the Percentages of Racial,
Ethnic, and Religious Populations

Note: Estimates are from the 2002 Perceptions of the American People Survey, Center for
Survey Research; Census figures on race and ethnicity are from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2000
U.S. Census (http://eire.census.gov/popest/archives/national/nation3/intfile3-1.txt) and the
figures on religious preferences are from the 2000 Statistical Abstract of the U.S.
(http://www.census.gov/prod/2001pubs/statab/sec01.pdf).
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Figure 2.  Racial and Ethnic Population Estimates by Blacks, Hispanics, and Whites

Source:  2002 Perceptions of the American People Survey, Center for Survey Research.
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Figure 3.  Estimates and Actual Figures for the Percentages of Welfare Recipients and Givers to
Charity

Note: Estimates are from the 2002 Perceptions of the American People Survey, Center for
Survey Research; Actual % on Welfare (TANF) figure is from the HHS Administration for
Children and Families, Temporary Assistance to Needy Families; Actual % Who Give to Charity
figures is based on households and is from the Independent Sector’s Giving and Volunteering in
the United States 2001 survey
(http://www.independentsector.org/programs/research/gv01main.html).
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Figure 4.  Assessing the Capabilities, Values, and Homogeneity of the American People

Source:  2002 Perceptions of the American People Survey, Center for Survey Research.

Note: Information Level – Positive is percent answering 5, 6, or 7 and Negative is percent
answering 1, 2, or 3 to the question “If 1 is extremely uninformed and 7 is extremely informed,
with 2 through 6 in between, where would you place the American people?”; Selfishness –
Positive is percent answering 5, 6, or 7 and Negative is percent answering 1, 2, or 3 to the
question “If 1 is extremely selfish and 7 is extremely unselfish, with 2 through 6 in between,
where would you place the American people?”; Tolerance – Positive is percent answering 5, 6, or
7 and Negative is percent answering 1, 2, or 3 to the question “If 1 is extremely intolerant and 7
is extremely tolerant, with 2 through 6 in between, where would you place the American
people?”; Trustworthy – Positive is percent answering 5, 6, or 7 and Negative is percent
answering 1, 2, or 3 to the question “If 1 is extremely untrustworthy and 7 is extremely
trustworthy, with 2 through 6 in between, where would you place the American people?”;
Homogeneous – Positive is percent answering agree or strongly agree and Negative is percent
answering disagree or strongly disagree to the question “Americans are similar to each other,
sharing the same values and outlooks.”
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Figure 5.  Threat Groups and Their Support for Government Spending for Blacks

Source:  2002 Perceptions of the American People Survey, Center for Survey Research.

Note: The threat groups (all whites) are: Low threat=minorities do not have enough power;
Medium threat=minorities have about the right amount of power; and High threat=minorities
have too much power.
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Table 1.  Regression Analysis Explaining Variation in Whites’ Support for 
Government Spending for Blacks

Low
Threat

Medium
Threat

High
Threat

Percent Black Population -.39**
(.11)

-.08
(.10)

-.56**
(.16)

Age -.09
(.08)

.06
(.06)

.01
(.12)

Sex -.02
(.04)

.02
(.03)

-.01
(.05)

Education -.22**
(.06)

-.03
(.04)

.05
(.09)

Party Identification .17**
(.06)

.05
(.05)

-.02
(.08)

Ideology .05
(.08)

.24**
(.06)

.03
(.12)

Constant .47** .30* .86**

F 6.23** 4.85** 3.32**

Adj. R2 .10 .06 .07

N 300 365 184

Source:  2002 Perceptions of the American People Survey, Center for Survey Research.

Note: * p<.05; ** p<.01. Cell entries are unstandardized coefficients with standard errors in
parentheses. The threat groups (all whites) are: Low threat=minorities do not have enough power;
Medium threat=minorities have about the right amount of power; and High threat=minorities
have too much power. Percent Black is coded 0=0 percent black to 1=100 percent black. Age is
coded in years. Sex is coded 0=female, 1=male. Education is coded from 0=less than a high
school education to 1=post-graduate degree. Party identification is coded 0=strong Democrat to
1=strong Republican. Ideology is coded 0=extremely liberal to 1=extremely conservative.
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Table 2 Regression Analysis Explaining Variation in Support for 
Election Outcomes

b se p

Assessments of American People

    Informed .23  .03 .000

    Unselfish .06 .04 .070

    Tolerant .07 .04 .058

    Trustworthy .14 .04 .000

Age .10 .03    .002

Sex -.04 .01 .006

Education .02 .02 .482

Party Identification .04 .02 .058

Ideology -.07 .03 .016

Constant .30 .04 .000

F 21.72 .000

Adj. R2 .13

N 1219

Source:  2002 Perceptions of the American People Survey, Center for Survey Research.

Note: Informed is coded 0=uninformed to 1=informed. Unselfish is coded 0=selfish to
1=unselfish. Tolerant is coded 0=intolerant to 1=tolerant. Trustworthy is coded 0=untrustworthy
to 1=trustworthy. Age is coded in years. Sex is coded 0=female, 1=male. Education is coded
from 0=less than a high school education to 1=post-graduate degree. Party identification is coded
0=strong Democrat to 1=strong Republican. Ideology is coded 0=extremely liberal to
1=extremely conservative.
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