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Abstract

:

Racial and ethnic division is a mainstay of the American social structure, and today these strains are exacerbated by political binaries. Moreover, the media has become increasingly polarized whereby certain media outlets intensify perceived differences between racial and ethnic groups, political alignments, and religious affiliations. Using data from a recent psychological study of the Alt-Right, we assess the associations between perceptions of social issues, feelings of status threat, trust in conservative media, and affiliation with the Alt-Right among White Americans. We find concern over more conservative social issues along with trust in conservative media explain a large portion of the variation in feelings of status threat among White Americans. Furthermore, more conservative social issues plus feeling of status threat significantly increase the odds of Alt-Right affiliation. Most surprisingly, however, trust in conservative media mitigated, instead of amplified, these associations. Implications and calls for future research are discussed.
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1. Introduction


Racial and ethnic division has been a mainstay of the American social structure since the first contact between Indigenous peoples of the Americas and European colonizers. Political tensions, related to racial-ethnic hierarchies involving Whites and enslaved Africans, were the driving force behind the Civil War and have, in some ways, held constant since then. Today these strains are marked and exacerbated by political binaries, most recently peaking during Donald Trump’s tenure as President of the United States and the 6 January 2021 insurrection at the U.S. Capitol [1]. Hate crimes against people of Color, Jews, Muslims, and other marginalized groups have significantly increased following Trump’s election and spotlight on the political stage [2,3], with many citing his brazen discriminatory rhetoric as the motivation for the increase in such actions [4]. The proliferation of instant information available in the form of smart devices, 24-h news channels, and social media platforms often contribute to the pervasiveness and divisiveness of such tensions [5,6]. Moreover, the media has become increasingly polarized and biased whereby certain media outlets exacerbate perceived differences between racial and ethnic groups, political alignments, religious affiliations, and so forth [7]. Thus, media outlets may contribute to increasing tensions and widening of the gaps between ‘us’ and ‘them’ [8]. Using data from a recent psychological study of the Alt-Right [9], we engage in an analysis of the associations between perceptions of social issues, feelings of status threat, trust in conservative media, and affiliation with the Alt-Right among White Americans. Prior to our analysis, we begin with a review of the literature around why many White Americans may be enticed by more conservative media agendas and extremist beliefs.




2. Longing for “Greater” Days


At the time of authorship, the recent deaths of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Ahmaud Arbery had reinvigorated social justice uprisings, with #BlackLivesMatter becoming increasingly mainstream, particularly among corporate entities [10]. This movement called on public and private companies, colleges and universities, and all levels of governments to publicly decry racial injustices, change operating procedures and policies, disavow colonizers’ names on buildings, and remove monuments dedicated to the memory of known racists and imperialist figures [11]. These protests magnified the polarization of the current social and political climate, particularly via white supremacists’ and extremists’ presence, seen nationally at these events [12]. Recent research has emerged focusing on right-leaning political ideologies in order to better understand the roots of such perspectives.



For instance, Hochschild [13] and Wuthnow [14] qualitatively examine various cities throughout rural (White) America (‘Rural’ is defined as geographic areas consisting of low population numbers, agricultural driven economy that supply’s much of America’s food, water, energy, and other natural resource production [15]. ‘Rural’ may be considered synonymous with White given most rural communities are majority White (typically upwards of 90%)). Wuthnow [14] suggests such towns tend to establish ‘moral communities,’ in which morals are largely influenced by Christian values. Such communities function within an ‘us vs. them’ culture, in which misogyny and racism are firmly entrenched in the community and progressive concerns such as pro-choice policies, LGBTQ+ rights, and shifts in racial/ethnic demographics are largely stigmatized. Members of these moral communities may feel fear and anger when they perceive that their way of life is threatened by the government’s inability to protect their economic and social interests. Relatedly, Hochschild [13] reveals that the cultural fabric nested within a Louisiana community greatly influences community members’ political ideologies. Taxes, religion, and pride represent key factors in citizens’ choice to vote Republican, despite such political beliefs being out of line with their economic interests. Hochschild [13] notes that in a town consisting of mostly Whites, its citizens believe that the government is willing to go out of its way to support women, immigrants, and people of Color in obtaining the American Dream, but not themselves. Moreover, both Hochschild [13] and Wuthnow [14] point out that these citizens yearn for the ‘good old’ days when Whites were better protected.



Such works, along with others [16,17,18,19,20,21,22], align with the emerging literature attempting to understand the recent conservative movement uprising, particularly among White Americans, and the election of Donald Trump. For instance, scholars find that Donald Trump’s campaign promise to ‘Make American Great Again’ and return America to the Christian, conservative values it (supposedly) once held significantly aided in his election and particularly appealed to White America [23,24]. Furthermore, adversarial trepidations around social issues such as reproductive rights [25], LBGTQ+ rights [26], immigration [27], and healthcare [28] were, and continue to be, key concerns of Trump’s electorate.



These sentiments, however, are not solely a Trump effect. Instead, Trump’s rhetoric and actions are symptoms of the White dominance and superiority embedded in America’s founding and social institutions. Throughout history, discriminatory ideologies have been endemic to American society—from Black Codes and Jim Crow laws, to the rise of the Ku Klux Klan, and still today with the prevalence of mass incarceration and police brutality [5,29,30,31]. Thus, although some strides toward equity for marginalized others have been made, racial hierarchical structures and whiteness protection programs still prevail in America [5,31]. Yet, the social, economic, and political shifts that threaten white supremacy have left many White Americans longing to ‘make America great again’ when marginalized voices were successfully silenced and white supremacist ideologies were safe from criticism [20,31].




3. What Threatens White America?


Theories and research on racial threat and status provide insight into White Americans’ perceived threat to their majority status position. Substantial social psychological and sociological literature suggests people are motivated to establish and uphold their relative status through social comparisons [32,33], in turn establishing and reinforcing their identity and self-worth [34,35]. Moreover, beyond individuals holding intergroup biases [36], racial threat theory argues that as the racial minority population expands, the racial majority (i.e., Whites) use their political power and influence to increase state sanctioned control over minority groups [37]. Overall, this literature generally purports that as Whites perceive threats to their dominant status position through challenges to their power and privilege—whether politically, economically, or pure numbers—they tend to respond to such believed challenges with increased social control of marginalized others [37,38,39,40], greater conservative ideological affiliation and political partisan divides [22,37,41], as well as increased implicit and explicit biases [22,33]. Research finds Whites’ perceptions of racial threat are associated with increased police size and expenditures [42,43], more arrests of people of Color [44,45], higher incarceration rates of marginalized populations [46,47], disproportionate sentencing outcomes for people of Color [48,49], more racial stereotyping and higher fear of crime [50,51], as well as increased perceptions of ethnic/immigrant threat [52,53]. Scholars also find believed advances of marginalized groups socially, economically, or politically pushes many White Americans toward more extremist conservative groups and support of discriminatory policies [22,54]. Even more, these feelings of status threat increase a sense of solidarity amongst the dominant group (i.e., Whites), thus hardening hostile feelings towards the ‘threatening’ group [55]. Modern day political media only reinforces these polarities and perceived threats to White America, further fueling the divide [56].




4. Conservative Media’s Grasp


Research has shown that the media has a substantial impact on the public’s consumption of popular culture—including sports team fandom [57], lifestyle and leisure activities [58], fashion trends [59], and other aspects of day-to-day life. Media, however, is particularly powerful in its influence over the way the public engages with politics [60]. Political news, assumed to be true and accurate, reinforces consumers’ political ideology and influences their worldview [61]. Thus, the source of political news is integral to the way likely voters interact with society and social institutions. Immediate access and extended exposure to politically biased media outlets strengthens polarized beliefs of viewers [62]. In today’s environment with the advancement of technology, the ubiquity of the internet, and the influence of social media, people are inundated with information now more than ever from multiple sources at once [63]. Research consistently demonstrates the influence these types of media have on politics, political affiliation, ideological polarization, and news sensationalization [62,64,65]. And, one of the most culpable outlets of such divisive rhetoric is Fox News.



Fox News, well-known for its conservative-leaning political coverage, premiered in 1996 as an around-the-clock news outlet [66]. Not long after Fox News’ inception, it established itself as different from the mainstream media’s affinity for leftist politicians and the liberal media [67,68]. Fox News appeals to conservatives because it presents a patriotic, pro-America persona that is attractive to right-leaning viewers [69]. Viewers of Fox News are exposed to vastly different news than viewers of other outlets, such as CNN or MSNBC, thus leading to an increasingly divisive, polarized political and social environment. Furthermore, Donald Trump is a frequent guest and supporter of Fox News and its anchors [70,71], even appointing former Fox News personalities to his administration [72] and drawing Fox News into his campaign against ‘fake news’ [73].



Deliberately presented factually incorrect news stories, recently coined as ‘fake news,’ is not a new phenomenon as fake news has been occurring since humans were able to inscribe writings on clay slabs [74]. Fake news, and the related ‘alternative facts,’ was most recently popularized by Donald Trump during his 2016 presidential run. Donald Trump, verbally and virtually, labels news stories that do not match his rhetoric as ‘fake news’. In reality, most news stories he deems as fake news are factual and it is his narrative that is perpetually false [75]. Ironically, Trump’s campaign rested on criticizing fake news; though, research finds that the proliferation of fake news during the 2016 campaign proved to be a significant contributor to his presidential election [64,76] and, arguably, his continued communication of alternative facts has helped to maintain his popularity among conservative voters.



Similarly, the Alt-Right, “a set of far-right ideologies, groups, and individuals whose core belief is that ‘white identity’ is under attack by multicultural forces using ‘political correctness’ and ‘social justice’ to undermine white people and ‘their’ civilization” [77], relies heavily on conspiracy theories that stem from fake news while simultaneously proliferating fake news stories to gain followers and dispel their beliefs, perpetuated largely by the internet and social media [76,78,79]. In fact, the term ‘alternative right’ was coined by Richard Spencer in 2008 who established a multitude of online and social media forums (including the website alternativeright.com accessed on 1 October 2020) to unite far-right followers and promote extremist ideologies [80]. Coincidently, the Alt-Right has been attributed to aiding the election of Donald Trump through its online and social media presence [6,81]. Even more, the Alt-Right continues to bridge far-right and discriminatory beliefs regarding race, gender, sexual orientation, and so forth into normalized rhetoric seen within American media outlets, including Fox News [80].



The conservative media reach by Fox News, and others such as The Hill and Red State, as well as the continued proliferation of fake news, has perpetuated the development and presence of extremist ideologies, such as the Alt-Right, within normalized media outlets. People self-select certain news outlets, aligning their political beliefs with the political slant of their news organization of choice while ignoring opposing news outlets who offer a different political angle [82]. Furthermore, consistent exposure to slanted political news normalizes the information received [83]. This phenomenon, in turn, intensifies the divisiveness currently seen in the United States [84]. Thus, based on the literature, it seems likely the messaging perpetuated through conservative media (e.g., traditional American [White] way of life is under attack) influences viewers’ (primarily White Americans) perceptions of social issues and that such sentiments are associated with feelings of status threat and affiliation with more extremist conservative ideologies.




5. The Current Study


Thus, extant research suggests those in dominant status positions (i.e., Whites, and particularly men) are likely to perceive threats to their power and privilege in the wake of social shifts [33,37,38,40,85], often leading to a range of divisive perceptions, beliefs, and behaviors [41,55,86,87,88]. Furthermore, scholars find the polarization and bias of certain media outlets exacerbates perceived differences between various groups [7,8,88]. We integrate and build upon these findings to enhance the understanding of the current rise in animus towards marginalized people brewing in White America. Specifically, we employ a secondary analysis of a recent psychological survey [9] to better bridge the links between feelings of status threat, perceptions of social issues, trust in conservative media, and affiliation with extremist conservative ideologies, particularly the Alt-Right, among White Americans. Our analysis is driven by three research questions:




	(1)

	
Are perceptions of social issues associated with status threat for White Americans?




	(2)

	
Are perceptions of social issues associated with affiliation with the Alt-Right for White Americans controlling for status threat?




	(3)

	
Does trust in conservative media influence these associations?









Addressing these questions will shed light on the inspirations and pathways to far-right, extremist ideologies for White Americans. Unpacking these ideologies and beliefs will help us understand the racial divide in America. Below we discuss the data before presenting our analytical strategy and findings.




6. Method


6.1. Data


Date were collected by Forscher and Kteily in early 2017. Their original aim was to construct a psychological profile of the Alt-Right. Forscher and Kteily [9] collected two convenience samples through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk). MTurk is an online survey outlet that provides researchers (or ‘requesters’) access to a pool of volunteer ‘workers’ from which to recruit study participants. Requesters may set any constraints or criteria for workers’ eligibility to complete the ‘task’ to better manage the resulting sample. Workers are incentivized for their participation based on the standards established by the requesters (see https://www.mturk.com/product-details accessed on 18 May 2020). Researchers have recognized the superior quality of MTurk samples compared to other convenience samples [89,90] as well as its ability to capture hard-to-reach populations [91], such as the Alt-Right.



Forscher and Kteily’s [9] first sample purposefully sought members of the Alt-Right and paid respondents $3US for their participation. They employed several strategies to ensure those in the Alt-Right sample genuinely identified as such as well as were human respondents and not ‘bots’. First, they included probes at the beginning and end of the survey, with the last question urging honesty and ensuring compensation was not response dependent. Additionally, if a respondent answered they did not truly identify with the Alt-Right, they were blocked from participating in either survey for the study. Furthermore, open-ended questions were mined for indicators of participants not genuinely being a part of the Alt-Right (i.e., respondents copying the description of the Alt-Right from Wikipedia or the Southern Poverty Law Center when asked to describe the movement), thus were flagged for exclusion from the analysis. See Forscher and Kteily [9] for a detailed discussion. Thus, despite findings that some MTurk respondents are dishonest to meet study qualifications [92] and politically conservative individuals are often underrepresented on MTurk [93], the original investigators took several steps to ensure those that identified as Alt-Right in the final sample were truly Alt-Right supporters. The comparison sample was collected two weeks later. No specific inclusion criteria were set for the comparison group, and probes were again included throughout the survey to ensure no one in the sample identified with the Alt-Right. Workers were paid $2US for their participation. Forscher and Kteily [9] deposited their data online (https://osf.io/xge8q/accessed on 1 May 2020), making it accessible for use in the present study.



For the present study, we merged the Alt-Right and comparison group samples creating a starting sample size of 1491. Given our focus on White Americans, all self-identified non-White respondents were eliminated from the initial data pool, cutting the sample size to 1058. The data were then further cut listwise for non-response following the demographic questions (i.e., missing over 70% of responses) as well as for non-response on central variables of interest (e.g., perceptions of social issues) yielding a final sample of 753 White Americans. Within this sample, missingness of the media items ranged from 0.8% to 33.7%. We analyzed the sample for systematic or randomly missing data patterns on these items and replaced missing values using multiple imputation. The final sample is composed of 299 White women (39.7%) and 454 White men.




6.2. Measures


6.2.1. Dependent Variable


All respondents were asked, “Do you identify with the Alt-Right movement?” (1 = yes). The response serves as an indicator of Alt-Right affiliation. This question appeared at the end of the surveys, which began with a description of the aims of the study (i.e., for the Alt-Right subsample: “We’re interested in learning more about people who choose to identify with the alt-right movement. We feel that there are a lot of misunderstandings about the alt-right, and that the views of people who identify with the alt-right are not well-represented. We want to address this issue. This is a chance to ensure that your views are represented accurately in the mainstream media or other outlets” [9]). Additionally, the ‘Alt-Right’ is referred to repeatedly throughout the surveys, including open-ended questions where the participants could describe what they believe the Alt-Right movement is. Thus, while only a single-item indicator, the participants were probed throughout the surveys to understand what was meant by ‘Alt-Right’.




6.2.2. Independent Variables


Respondents were presented the following prompt: “We’re interested in your opinions about what issues you consider to be the biggest problems in the United States. Please read the following issues and rate the extent to which you consider each one an issue for the United States” (1 = not a problem to 7 = a big problem). Government corruption, Washington elites (i.e., the gap between Washington elites and common folks), the wealth gap (i.e., the gap between the rich and the poor), discrimination against Whites, discrimination against Blacks, political correctness, discrimination against men, discrimination against women, illegal immigration, Islamic terrorism, crime, access to healthcare, and climate change are assessed individually as perceived social issues. Status threat is measured by the mean of nine items such as “If Black Americans were on top, they would want the groups currently dominating to suffer”; and “Whites should lobby to repeal laws that give minorities an advantage on the basis of their race at the expense of Whites” (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree) (α = 0.948).




6.2.3. Conditioning Variable


Respondents were presented the following prompt: “We’d like you to think about your perceptions of outlets for the news. You may view some outlets as trustworthy and some as not trustworthy, or even fake. Please rate the news outlets below as to how trustworthy or untrustworthy you perceive them to be” (0 = completely untrustworthy to 100 = completely trustworthy), and then provided a list of 22 news outlets including CNN, ABC News, and The Huffington Post. From the list, the mean of the 7 most conservative outlets [94]—Fox News, Breitbart, The Rush Limbaugh Show, The Sean Hannity Show, The Glenn Beck Show, InfoWars, and The Daily Caller—serves as a measure of trust in conservative media.




6.2.4. Control Variables


Gender is a dichotomous variable (1 = men). Research suggests perceived threats to Whites’ social status are associated with more conservative political ideologies [22]. Furthermore, research finds a strong association between support for Donald Trump and affiliation with the Alt-Right [76,95]. Such are controlled for by the question, “Which presidential candidate did you vote for in the 2016 election?” Responses were recoded to 1 = vote for Trump and 0 = any other candidate/did not vote. One’s financial situation may affect their political and social views [96], thus, respondent’s financial situation is controlled for by the question, “How would you describe your own current economic situation—is it very bad, somewhat bad, somewhat good, or very good?” (1 = very good to 4 = very bad, reverse coded from original). Given the significance of peer influence on perceptions [97], we controlled for respondents’ having friends in the Alt-Right movement. Respondents were asked to name their five closest friends and then asked, “To what extent does your friend identify as a member of the Alt-Right?” (1 = not at all to 7 = very much) for each friend provided. The mean of the five responses serves as an indicator of friends affiliated with the Alt-Right. Finally, social dominance orientation is defined as one’s degree of preference for inequality for perceived lower-status groups [98], and is significantly associated with conservative political affiliation [99] as well as association with extremist groups [100]. Social dominance orientation is controlled for by the mean of six items taken from the SDO7 scale [101], (Specific items are: An ideal society requires some groups to be on top and others to be on the bottom; Some groups of people are simply inferior to others; Groups at the bottom are just as deserving as groups at the top (reverse coded); No one group should dominate society (reverse coded); We should work to give all groups an equal chance to succeed (reverse coded); We should do what we can to equalize conditions for different groups (reverse coded) (1 = strong disagree to 7 = strongly agree)) (α = 0.922). Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics and the correlation matrix for all variables of interest.





6.3. Analytical Strategy


We utilized a series of ordinary least squares (OLS) and binary logistic regressions for the present analysis. Standardized coefficients are provided for ease of interpretation. For the OLS regressions, the beta coefficient (β) provides the change in the standard deviation of status threat given a one standard deviation increase in the predictor variable with other factors held constant. For the logistic regressions, odds ratios (OR) above one signify greater odds of affiliation with the Alt-Right while results below one indicate lower odds. To assess the conditioning effects, interaction terms were created by taking the product of the variable of interest and trust in conservative media. Variance inflation factors suggest none of the present measures suffer from multicollinearity. Data were cleaned and initial assessments were conducted in SPSS24 and analyses were finalized in Stata15.





7. Results


We were first interested in the associations between various social issues and feelings of status threat for White Americans and if such were conditioned by trust in conservative media outlets. Table 2 presents the OLS regression of social issues on status threat as well as the conditioning effects of conservative media on these associations. Model 1 aligns with what would be socially and politically [102] as well as empirically [82,103] expected given the disparities in values and interests between conservatives and liberals. Model 1 reveals believing discrimination against Whites, illegal immigration, and climate change are important issues in the United States are significantly associated with feelings of status threat (β = 0.33, 0.18, and 0.06, respectively). Furthermore, thinking the wealth gap and political correctness are problems are moderately, significantly positively associated with status threat (β = 0.05 and 0.05, respectively). On the other hand, thinking discrimination against Blacks is an issue is significantly (β = −0.23) and perceiving discrimination against women as a problem is moderately, significantly (β = −0.06) associated with a decreased likelihood of feeling status threat for our sample of White Americans.



Model 2 of Table 2 reveals trust in conservative media is significantly directly associated with an increased likelihood of perceiving status threat (β = 0.10). Additionally, Model 3 reveals conservative media does significantly condition some social issues—discrimination against women, climate change, and Islamic terrorism (modestly), in particular. Additional analyses were warranted, however, to decipher the meaning of these associations. The margins subcommand in Stata15 allows for the assessment of the multiplicative effects of trust in conservative media in conjunction with significant social issues on the likelihood of perceiving status threat. These conditioning effects are plotted in Figure 1, Figure 2 and Figure 3 (full multiplicative effects available upon request). Surprisingly, Figure 1, Figure 2 and Figure 3 reveal that trust in conservative media mitigates the associations between the perceptions of discrimination against women, climate change, and terrorism and the likelihood of perceiving status threat across the board. Of additional note, the models in Table 2 suggest perceptions of social issues and trust in conservative media, along with our controls, account for nearly 70% of the explained variance in feelings of status threat for White Americans (R2 = 0.69, 0.69, and 0.71, respectively).



Next, we were interested in the associations between perceived social issues and affiliation with the Alt-Right movement controlling for feelings of status threat and if trust in conservative media impacted these associations. Table 3 presents the binary logistic regressions of social issues on Alt-Right affiliation as well as the conditioning effects of conservative media. Similar to Table 2, there is a clear divide between traditionally conservative issues and liberal issues and affiliation with the Alt-Right. Model 1 reveals thinking discrimination against Whites and illegal immigration are important social problems are significantly associated with a greater odds of affiliating with the Alt-Right (OR = 1.47 and 1.19, respectively). Furthermore, perceiving political correctness as an issue is moderately significantly associated with a greater odds of affiliating with the Alt-Right (OR = 1.13). Additionally, on the other hand, thinking discrimination against Blacks and crime are significantly, and climate change is moderately significantly, associated with a decreased odds of Alt-Right affiliation (OR = 0.84, 0.84, and 0.87, respectively).



Model 2 of Table 3 reveals status threat is significantly directly associated with an increased odds of affiliation with the Alt-Right holding other factors constant (OR = 1.38). Additionally, the significant associations of discrimination against Whites, crime, and climate change remain when status threat is included in the model. Model 3 finds trust in conservative media is not directly associated with Alt-Right affiliation. Yet, Model 4 reveals trust in conservative media does significantly condition the association between discrimination against Whites and Alt-Right affiliation as well as moderately significantly conditions the associations for government corruption and terrorism. These conditioning effects are plotted in Figure 4, Figure 5 and Figure 6 (full multiplicative effects available upon request). Again, much like in relation to status threat, Figure 4, Figure 5 and Figure 6 reveal trust in conservative media lessens the associations between perceptions of certain social issues and affiliation with the Alt-Right for our sample of White Americans.



In sum, concern over certain social issues, particularly those considered more conservative concerns (i.e., perceiving discrimination against Whites and illegal immigration), along with trust in conservative media explain a large portion of the variation in feelings of status threat among our sample of White Americans. Furthermore, social issues, particularly perceiving discrimination against Whites, illegal immigration, and political correctness, in addition to feelings of status threat, significantly increase the odds White Americans affiliate with the Alt-Right movement. Most surprisingly, however, trust in conservative media mitigated, instead of amplified, the associations between certain social issues and status threat as well as Alt-Right affiliation.




8. Discussion


This study focuses on White Americans who choose to affiliate with the Alt-Right and the factors that influence such affiliation. We assessed the relationships between perceptions of social issues, feelings of status threat, trust in conservative media, and affiliation with the Alt-Right among White Americans. Our results support existing racial-ethnic and status threat hypotheses [33,37,38,39,40], revealing that illegal immigration, perceived discrimination against Whites, and political correctness are significant sources of status threat for White Americans. Furthermore, status threat from various social issues are significant factors in Alt-Right affiliation for White Americans. Additionally, our findings also suggest that media consumption and the assumption of factual and true information carry tremendous influence on White Americans’ view of social issues. Specifically, Whites who trust in conservative media are more likely to perceive status threat. Though, trust in conservative media does not necessarily factor into White Americans’ decisions to affiliate with the Alt-Right. Social issues such as discrimination against Blacks and women decrease the likelihood that White Americans may perceive threats to their status, which is also supported in other status threat literature.



Of overarching import, however, are our findings related to the media. The technology proclaimed to keep us informed and bring people together (i.e., social media and 24-h cable news), in reality fosters antagonism and division instead of substantive and respectful discourse [104]. No influencer has possibly capitalized on this social phenomenon more so than Donald Trump. His use of Twitter and other social media platforms, and the endless coverage of such by the political news channels, means he is the perpetual point of conversation, and the more provocative, the greater the coverage [105]. As a result, the more mainstream and left-leaning outlets criticize and counter Trump, the more emboldened his base becomes, reinforcing their distrust in less conservative news sources. Moreover, too many in the conservative audience take Trump and right-wing outlets at face value and are uncritical of the grandiloquence purported [106]. Furthermore, Trump granting extreme right-wing outlets, such as the Heritage Foundation and Claremont Institute, White House press passes and invitations to a social media summit, to the exclusion of Facebook and Twitter, further legitimized fringe political rhetoric [107,108]. For example, in July 2019 Trump attacked four freshman Democratic congresswomen of Color on Twitter saying they should “go back” to their home countries inciting chants of “send her back” from his supporters at a political rally a few days later [109]. Furthermore, Trump’s rhetoric even prior to his loss to Joe Biden in the 2020 presidential election sparked the “#StopTheSteal campaign” [110] which lead to the 6 January 2021 US Capitol riot [111,112,113].



Situating the media within incidents such as these provide context for the intricate results surrounding the role of conservative media found here. Given the divisive and inciteful nature of polarized media, it is rational to assume trust in conservative media would amplify the associations between social issues and status threat as well as affiliation with the Alt-Right. Yet, our analysis revealed the opposite—trust in conservative media mitigated the associations between social issues and status threat as well as Alt-Right affiliation. Recent qualitative findings [18] support the influence and polarization reinforced by conservative media. We purport our findings reflect the presence of a confounding factor—the larger online media environment that the Alt-Right originated in and spreads through.



The US has a particularly large and active right-wing digital news infrastructure, which has been associated with increasing distrust in traditional news media [114,115]. Within this broader architecture, the Alt-Right has an expansive online media environment encompassing a variety of platforms and content creators, including dedicated Alt-Right news sites, blogs, podcasts, YouTube videos, memes, and social media [115,116,117,118,119,120,121]. Furthermore, Alt-Right adjacent communities on YouTube, the Alt-Light, and Intellectual Dark Web, have served as entry points to the more extremist content of the movement [120,122]. These sources are further amplified through social media, allowing the movement to continue to grow and maintain visibility. Narratives on joining the Alt-Right most often reference this media environment rather than traditional conservative news [116,118,120,123]. Furthermore, research on the Alt-Right in Europe found that members are often distrustful of traditional media and rely on social media as their primary news source [123]. The central topics of this social media discourse include those social issues found here to be mitigated by trust in conservative media: discrimination against Whites, Islamic terrorism, government corruption, and climate change [117,119]. The mitigating effect of lower trust in conservative media may be explained by the Alt-Right’s reliance on this online media environment rather than traditional conservative news sources, wherein specific social issues are emphasized resulting in the interaction effects observed here. These propositions align with the rise of anti-establishment perspectives more generally beyond the Alt-Right (e.g., anti-“normies” and QAnon believers) [81,124]. Our findings support the need for additional research into the intricate roles of media in varied forms and the rise of polarization and extremist beliefs in White America.



Our findings yield valuable insight into the complex and deep-rooted relationships between internalized and institutionalized racial hierarchies, concerns or social issues, and extremist ideologies for White Americans. Yet, as with all research, our study still has limitations, particularly due to the use of secondary data. For instance, while the data provided sound measures of a range of social issues, trust in conservative media, and perceptions of status threat, there were limited demographic variables collected by the original investigators [9]. Thus, we could not capture age, socioeconomic status (beyond perceptions of one’s financial situation), marital status, region of the country, or religion, all known correlates of political ideology [96]. Relatedly, while beyond the present scope, the gendered nature of the assessed associations is worthy of future investigation. Our results revealed null or only moderately significant effects for gender (see Table 2 and Table 3). However, extant research finds significant variation between White men and women in extremist beliefs and behaviors [20,125,126,127] as well as varied impacts of gender normative beliefs within similar contexts [16,128]. Future research should more deeply examine the variations between White men and women as well as the influence of internalized gender normative beliefs on similar associations as analyzed here.



Additionally, there are no indicators to address the role of the online media environment and its role in Alt-Right affiliation in the current data. Moreover, the sample is a convenience sample collected by MTurk. While shown to be a valuable research tool [89,91], online surveys generally still come with some issues such as sampling and recruitment of respondents, truthfulness, and access [92,129,130]. Future research should use other sampling strategies and methodologies to capture this hard-to-reach population to triangulate the results found here.



Furthermore, the data were collected shortly following the 2016 presidential election. A lot has happened in the United States since that time, including increased racial tensions around the 2020 US presidential election, particularly in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic and the increased momentum of the Black Lives Matter movement. Given the almost daily racially charged events happening in recent history, we wonder if the present results would hold. To best capture these tumultuous times, more data collection is needed on a regular basis. Despite these limitations, our results build upon extant research and provide additional insight into the complexities of perceived threat, media consumption, and social issues for White Americans and their association with extreme conservative ideals.




9. Conclusions


Our country was founded on racial inequality, and white supremacy is firmly rooted in that history [5]. While political and racial tensions have ebbed and flowed over time, the 2016 presidential election sparked a degree of divisiveness unseen in America for decades. These divisions are being pushed to the brink in the wake of the controversies around the American response to the current global pandemic [131,132,133] and the rising support of criminal justice reform and racial justice spawning from the killings of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Ahmaud Arbery, among numerous others [10]. While the majority of Americans support the movement [134], counter-protesters in the form of white supremacist groups, including All Lives Matter, Boogaloo Bois, and the Proud Boys, have made their enduring presence known [135]. Various media outlets have covered these protests differently, some applauding the social movement while others criticizing them as “riots” [136]. Understanding the role media plays in people’s perceptions and responses to social issues are critical to finding ways to bridge the divide. The present work is an aid toward that aim.



Given extremism has infiltrated the mainstream, it is vital we understand what drives these extremist beliefs. The current FBI Director testified before Congress that white supremacy is the most “persistent, pervasive threat” to America today and the primary driver of modern domestic terrorism [137]. The 6 January 2021 insurrection at the US Capitol demonstrated the seriousness of this warning, as well as reinforced the vital role of the internet for right-wing extremism [138,139]. Unfortunately, as work such as this reveal, ‘extreme’ views are much more commonplace with the distance between white supremacist extremists and the ‘average Joe’ being shorter than most want to admit. Media is a primary player in shortening this distance. Until such is acknowledged in the narrative and addressed in the scholarship, the breadth and depth of this social phenomenon cannot be fully understood. We hope this is a call to action to continue to pursue understanding that can inform socially just change to heal our divided America.
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Figure 1. Conditioning Effect of Conservative Media: Discrimination against Women and Status Threat. 
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Figure 2. Conditioning Effect of Conservative Media: Climate Change and Status Threat. 
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Figure 3. Conditioning Effect of Conservative Media: Terrorism and Status Threat. 
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Figure 4. Conditioning Effect of Conservative Media: Discrimination against Women and the Alt-Right. 
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Figure 5. Conditioning Effect of Conservative Media: Government Corruption and the Alt-Right. 
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Figure 6. Conditioning Effect of Conservative Media: Terrorism and the Alt-Right. 
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Table 1. Correlation Matrix and Descriptive Statistics.
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	A
	B
	C
	D
	E
	F
	G
	H
	I
	J
	K
	L
	M
	N
	O
	P
	Q
	R
	S
	T
	U





	A
	Alt-Right Affiliation
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	B
	Government Corruption
	−0.113 **
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	C
	Washington Elites
	−0.093 *
	0.559 **
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	D
	Wealth Gap
	−0.340 **
	0.301 **
	0.436 **
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	E
	Discrimination Against Whites
	0.519 **
	0.019
	0.020
	−0.268 **
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	F
	Discrimination Against Blacks
	−0.433 **
	0.183 **
	0.168 **
	0.525 **
	−0.394 **
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	G
	Political Correctness
	0.375 **
	0.147 **
	0.197 **
	−0.181 **
	0.517 **
	−0.295 **
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	H
	Discrimination Against Men
	0.383 **
	0.032
	0.074 *
	−0.176 **
	0.666 **
	−0.219 **
	0.402 **
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	I
	Discrimination Against Women
	−0.270 **
	0.112 **
	0.129 **
	0.429 **
	−0.179 **
	0.665 **
	−0.244 **
	−0.185 **
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	J
	Illegal Immigration
	0.481 **
	0.033
	0.008
	−0.336 **
	0.581 **
	−0.437 **
	0.551 **
	0.417 **
	−0.267 **
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	K
	Islamic Terrorism
	0.297 **
	0.080 *
	0.022
	−0.208 **
	0.437 **
	−0.249 **
	0.421 **
	0.294 **
	−0.127 **
	0.600 **
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	L
	Crime
	0.184 **
	0.183 **
	0.158 **
	−0.074 *
	0.404 **
	−0.136 **
	0.367 **
	0.228 **
	0.010
	0.502 **
	0.505 **
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	M
	Access to Healthcare
	−0.328 **
	0.301 **
	0.262 **
	0.562 **
	−0.256 **
	0.439 **
	−0.176 **
	−0.185 **
	0.386 **
	−0.244 **
	−0.170 **
	−0.017
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	N
	Climate Change
	−0.423 **
	0.205 **
	0.195 **
	0.547 **
	−0.326 **
	0.576 **
	−0.308 **
	−0.256 **
	0.525 **
	−0.439 **
	−0.257 **
	−0.139 **
	0.502 **
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	O
	Status Threat
	0.550 **
	−0.072 *
	−0.061
	−0.363 **
	0.701 **
	−0.598 **
	0.473 **
	0.483 **
	−0.381 **
	0.628 **
	0.408 **
	0.358 **
	−0.302 **
	−0.422 **
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	



	P
	Conservative Media
	0.411 **
	−0.196 **
	−0.114 **
	−0.330 **
	0.392 **
	−0.353 **
	0.329 **
	0.322 **
	−0.218 **
	0.428 **
	0.352 **
	0.259 **
	−0.301 **
	−0.431 **
	0.462 **
	1
	
	
	
	
	



	Q
	Gender (Men = 1)
	0.141 **
	−0.085 *
	−0.012
	−0.067
	0.064
	−0.132 **
	0.044
	0.244 **
	−0.211 **
	0.012
	−0.044
	−0.120 **
	−0.100 **
	−0.063
	0.131 **
	0.076 *
	1
	
	
	
	



	R
	Vote for Trump
	0.529 **
	−0.146 **
	−0.117 **
	−0.380 **
	0.427 **
	−0.450 **
	0.358 **
	0.311 **
	−0.307 **
	0.508 **
	0.356 **
	0.260 **
	−0.362 **
	−0.494 **
	0.479 **
	0.487 **
	0.106 **
	1
	
	
	



	S
	Financial Situation
	−0.187 **
	0.215 **
	0.189 **
	0.273 **
	−0.124 **
	0.150 **
	−0.011
	−0.045
	0.068
	−0.107 **
	−0.103 **
	−0.077 *
	0.232 **
	0.124 **
	−0.138 **
	−0.218 **
	−0.037
	−0.234 **
	1
	
	



	T
	Friends Affiliated with the Alt-Right
	−0.214 **
	−0.029
	−0.068
	0.050
	−0.008
	0.127 **
	−0.132 **
	−0.023
	0.141 **
	−0.111 **
	−0.045
	−0.008
	0.067
	0.092 *
	−0.078 *
	−0.066
	−0.121 **
	−0.087 *
	−0.152 **
	1
	



	U
	Social Dominance Orientation
	0.503 **
	−0.212 **
	−0.239 **
	−0.533 **
	0.565 **
	−0.601 **
	0.332 **
	0.399 **
	−0.386 **
	0.511 **
	0.325 **
	0.248 **
	−0.428 **
	−0.526 **
	0.680 **
	0.388 **
	0.114 **
	0.463 **
	−0.179 **
	−0.086 *
	1



	
	Mean
	0.58
	5.50
	5.29
	4.95
	3.71
	3.89
	4.81
	3.19
	3.84
	4.95
	5.21
	5.01
	5.06
	4.39
	4.23
	35.22
	.60
	.55
	2.46
	4.44
	3.27



	
	Standard Deviation
	.49
	1.53
	1.72
	1.94
	2.08
	1.92
	2.00
	1.97
	1.82
	1.90
	1.77
	1.55
	1.77
	2.14
	1.74
	25.13
	.49
	.50
	.74
	1.51
	1.70



	
	Minimum
	0
	1
	1
	1
	1
	1
	1
	1
	1
	1
	1
	1
	1
	1
	1
	0
	0
	0
	1
	1
	1



	
	Maximum
	1
	7
	7
	7
	7
	7
	7
	7
	7
	7
	7
	7
	7
	7
	7
	100
	1
	1
	4
	7
	7







* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01.
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Table 2. OLS Regression of Perceptions of Social Issues on Status Threat.






Table 2. OLS Regression of Perceptions of Social Issues on Status Threat.





	

	
Model 1

	
Model 2

	
Model 3




	

	
β

	
SE

	
β

	
SE

	
β

	
SE






	
Perceived Social Problems with…

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
    Government Corruption

	
−0.02

	
0.03

	
<0.00

	
0.03

	
0.05

	
0.05




	
    Washington Elites

	
<0.00

	
0.03

	
<0.00

	
0.03

	
0.01

	
0.05




	
    Wealth Gap

	
0.05 ^

	
0.03

	
0.05 ^

	
0.03

	
0.03

	
0.05




	
    Discrimination Against Whites

	
0.33 **

	
0.03

	
0.33 **

	
0.03

	
0.38 **

	
0.05




	
    Discrimination Against Blacks

	
−0.23 **

	
0.03

	
−0.22 **

	
0.03

	
−0.23 **

	
0.05




	
    Political Correctness

	
0.05 ^

	
0.02

	
0.04

	
0.02

	
0.05

	
0.04




	
    Discrimination Against Men

	
0.01

	
0.03

	
<0.00

	
0.03

	
−0.05

	
0.05




	
    Discrimination Against Women

	
−0.06 ^

	
0.03

	
−0.06 *

	
0.03

	
−0.16 **

	
0.05




	
    Illegal Immigration

	
0.18 **

	
0.03

	
0.18 **

	
0.03

	
0.16 **

	
0.05




	
    Islamic Terrorism

	
−0.01

	
0.03

	
−0.02

	
0.03

	
−0.07 ^

	
0.04




	
    Crime

	
0.04

	
0.03

	
0.03

	
0.03

	
0.02

	
0.05




	
    Access to Healthcare

	
0.03

	
0.03

	
0.03

	
0.03

	
0.08

	
0.05




	
    Climate Change

	
0.06 *

	
0.02

	
0.08 **

	
0.02

	
−0.05

	
0.04




	
Conservative Media

	
---

	
---

	
0.10 **

	
>0.00

	
−0.12

	
0.01




	
Government Corruption X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
−0.12

	
>0.00




	
Washington Elites X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
−0.06

	
>0.00




	
Wealth Gap X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
0.04

	
>0.00




	
Discrimination Against Whites X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
−0.10

	
>0.00




	
Discrimination Against Blacks X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
0.02

	
>0.00




	
Political Correctness X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
−0.07

	
>0.00




	
Discrimination Against Men X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
0.11

	
>0.00




	
Discrimination Against Women X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
0.16 *

	
>0.00




	
Illegal Immigration X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
<0.00

	
>0.00




	
Islamic Terrorism X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
0.19 ^

	
>0.00




	
Crime X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
0.04

	
>0.00




	
Access to Healthcare X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
−0.09

	
>0.00




	
Climate Change X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
0.17 **

	
>0.00




	
Controls

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
Gender

	
0.04 ^

	
0.08

	
0.04 ^

	
0.08

	
0.03

	
0.08




	
Vote for Trump

	
0.03

	
0.09

	
0.01

	
0.10

	
>0.00

	
0.09




	
Financial Situation

	
<0.00

	
0.05

	
>0.00

	
0.05

	
0.01

	
0.05




	
Friends Affiliated with the Alt-Right

	
0.01

	
0.02

	
0.01

	
0.02

	
0.02

	
0.02




	
Social Dominance Orientation

	
0.27 **

	
0.03

	
0.27 **

	
0.03

	
0.27 **

	
0.03




	
F

	

	
890.31 **

	

	
870.27 **

	

	
540.94 **




	
R2

	

	
0.69

	

	
0.69

	

	
0.71








^ p < 0.10; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01.
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Table 3. Logistic Regression of Perceptions of Social Issues on Affiliation with the Alt-Right.






Table 3. Logistic Regression of Perceptions of Social Issues on Affiliation with the Alt-Right.





	

	
Model 1

	
Model 2

	
Model 3

	
Model 4




	
Independent Variables

	
OR

	
SE

	
OR

	
SE

	
OR

	
SE

	
OR

	
SE






	
Perceived Social Problems with…

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
    Government Corruption

	
0.99

	
0.09

	
1.01

	
0.09

	
1.02

	
0.09

	
0.81

	
0.14




	
    Washington Elites

	
0.96

	
0.08

	
0.97

	
0.08

	
0.97

	
0.08

	
1.11

	
0.19




	
    Wealth Gap

	
1.05

	
0.09

	
1.03

	
0.08

	
1.03

	
0.09

	
0.98

	
0.15




	
    Discrimination Against Whites

	
1.47 **

	
0.12

	
1.36 **

	
0.12

	
1.36 **

	
0.12

	
1.81 **

	
0.29




	
    Discrimination Against Blacks

	
0.84 *

	
0.07

	
0.9

	
0.08

	
0.9

	
0.08

	
0.78

	
0.12




	
    Political Correctness

	
1.13 ^

	
0.08

	
1.11

	
0.08

	
1.11

	
0.08

	
1.26 ^

	
0.16




	
    Discrimination Against Men

	
1.04

	
0.08

	
1.05

	
0.08

	
1.04

	
0.08

	
0.87

	
0.13




	
    Discrimination Against Women

	
1.11

	
0.09

	
1.13

	
0.09

	
1.12

	
0.09

	
1.09

	
0.17




	
    Illegal Immigration

	
1.19 *

	
0.1

	
1.14

	
0.1

	
1.14

	
0.1

	
1.17

	
0.18




	
    Islamic Terrorism

	
0.99

	
0.08

	
0.99

	
0.08

	
0.97

	
0.08

	
0.79

	
0.12




	
    Crime

	
0.84 *

	
0.07

	
0.83 *

	
0.07

	
0.83 *

	
0.07

	
0.84

	
0.12




	
    Access to Healthcare

	
0.97

	
0.08

	
0.96

	
0.08

	
0.96

	
0.08

	
0.94

	
0.14




	
    Climate Change

	
0.87 ^

	
0.06

	
0.85 *

	
0.06

	
0.87 *

	
0.06

	
0.91

	
0.12




	
Status Threat

	
---

	
---

	
1.38 **

	
0.14

	
1.35 **

	
0.14

	
1.32 **

	
0.14




	
Conservative Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
1.01

	
0.01

	
0.98

	
0.02




	
Government Corruption X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
1.01 ^

	
>0.00




	
Washington Elites X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
1

	
>0.00




	
Wealth Gap X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
1

	
>0.00




	
Discrimination Against Whites X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
0.99 *

	
>0.00




	
Discrimination Against Blacks X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
1

	
>0.00




	
Political Correctness X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
1

	
>0.00




	
Discrimination Against Men X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
1

	
>0.00




	
Discrimination Against Women X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
1

	
>0.00




	
Illegal Immigration X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
1

	
>0.00




	
Islamic Terrorism X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
1.01 ^

	
>0.00




	
Crime X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
1

	
>0.00




	
Access to Healthcare X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
1

	
>0.00




	
Climate Change X Media

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
---

	
1

	
>0.00




	
Controls

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
Gender

	
1.35

	
0.31

	
1.31

	
0.3

	
1.31

	
0.3

	
1.36

	
0.32




	
Vote for Trump

	
3.03 **

	
0.72

	
2.98 **

	
0.71

	
2.79 **

	
0.68

	
2.73 **

	
0.68




	
Financial Situation

	
0.62 **

	
0.1

	
0.62 **

	
0.1

	
0.64 **

	
0.1

	
0.63 **

	
0.1




	
Friends Affiliated with the Alt-Right

	
0.66 **

	
0.05

	
0.65 **

	
0.05

	
0.65 **

	
0.05

	
0.65 **

	
0.05




	
Social Dominance Orientation

	
1.27 **

	
0.12

	
1.16

	
0.11

	
1.16

	
0.11

	
1.17

	
0.11




	
Log Likelihood

	

	
−296.39

	

	
−291.52

	

	
−290.73

	

	
−282.97




	
Likelihood Ratio χ2

	

	
432.84 **

	

	
442.58 **

	

	
444.16 **

	

	
459.68 **








^ p < 0.10; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01.
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