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Abstract

Survey research often relies on inherited measures that define a concept before respon-
dents’ experiences are observed. This article identifies conceptual undercoverage as a
distinct measurement problem and develops a sequential mixed-method strategy for
detecting and repairing it. The workflow uses diagnostic evidence to show that an inher-
ited measure misses a domain, qualitative discovery to identify missing content, survey
translation to operationalize insights, and scale validation to evaluate the new measure.
I demonstrate the approach with carceral political discussion: informal discussion about
policing and carceral institutions. Open-ended responses show that standard discus-
sion measures undercapture carceral topics; facilitated conversations identify recurring
frames of carceral discussion; and original survey data show supportive and critical

carceral discussion are common, distinct, and politically meaningful.
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1 Introduction

What do surveys miss when they begin with inherited measures? Surveys are central to
the study of political behavior because they estimate attitudes and behaviors at scale. Yet
survey measurement often begins after a concept has already been delimited: researchers
inherit categories and ask respondents to answer within them. When those categories are
too narrow, a measure can capture some dimensions of a concept while excluding others that
matter politically. I call this problem conceptual undercoverage: systematic domain omission
produced by inherited survey measures.

Conceptual undercoverage is best understood as a specific source of weak content va-
lidity. Content validity asks whether a measure adequately represents a concept’s domain.
Conceptual undercoverage identifies one reason it may not: the domain itself has been speci-
fied too narrowly. This distinguishes the problem from random measurement error, poor item
wording, or nonresponse. In those cases, the difficulty lies in inaccurate answers, confusing
questions, or missing respondents. In the case of conceptual undercoverage, respondents may
understand the question and answer it accurately, but the instrument still fails because it does
not give them a way to report a relevant domain of the concept. The goal is not to discard
inherited measures, which are essential for cumulative knowledge, but to identify when their
inherited boundaries omit consequential domains of the concept.

This paper develops a sequential mixed-method strategy for addressing conceptual un-
dercoverage. I argue that survey measures can be improved by listening before measuring;:
using qualitative data not as a supplement to statistical analysis, but as a tool for improving
the conceptual coverage of survey measures. First, researchers use quantitative or qualitative
data, such as open-ended responses, cognitive interviews, or other evidence about how re-
spondents interpret existing measures, to diagnose whether an inherited measure undercovers
a concept. Second, they use situated qualitative data, such as interviews or ethnographic ob-
servation, to identify the omitted domain(s). Third, they translate those insights into survey
items. Fourth, they evaluate whether the measure captures meaningful variation at scale.

This four-stage workflow can be applied to any survey concept whose conventional mea-



surement may be too narrow, such as political knowledge, trust, efficacy, participation, policy
attention, or state contact. For example, measures of political knowledge may emphasize
formal institutions while missing knowledge acquired through welfare offices or immigration
enforcement. Measures of political trust may focus on national representative institutions
while omitting trust formed during encounters with administrative or coercive agencies. The
premise is simple and generalizable: when existing instruments define a concept too narrowly,
researchers can use qualitative discovery to establish what the measure should include.

I demonstrate the workflow through the case of political discussion. Political discussion
is central to democratic life and linked to political knowledge and participation (Eveland [2004;
Sokhey and McClurg 2012; Klofstad [2007). Existing survey measures typically ask whether
respondents discuss “politics” or “government and elections.” These prompts are valuable but
center the “first face” of the state that operates through elections and representation (Soss
and Weaver 2017). As a result, they are less equipped to capture the state’s “second face,”
which operates through carceral institutions.

I use this oversight to develop and validate a measure of carceral political discussion:
informal discussion among citizens about policing, courts, and punishment. This is not simply
issue-specific discussion. It captures engagement with a domain of governance through which
many citizens encounter state authority. This distinction matters because exposure to the
carceral state is unequal: members of marginalized groups are more likely to encounter the
state through its second face (Soss and Weaver 2017; Lerman and Weaver 2014). When
discussion measures omit this domain, they risk mischaracterizing political communication.

The empirical analysis follows the four-stage workflow. First, I diagnose undercoverage
using open-ended responses from an original survey of Black and white Americans fielded
in Fall 2023. Respondents who reported discussing politics listed the topics they discussed,
including all topics they considered political. A structural topic model shows that respondents
primarily report electoral-representative topics: politicians and parties, the president and
Congress, elections, and major electoral issues. Carceral topics do not appear among the

dominant topics. This does not show that policing and punishment are apolitical; it shows



that standard discussion prompts do not reliably elicit discussion of the carceral state.

Second, I use qualitative discovery to identify carceral political discussion in practice.
I analyze 44 criminal-justice-related conversations from Fora, a set of publicly available fa-
cilitated small-group dialogues convened by Cortico and the MIT Center for Constructive
Communicationﬂ These data are not used to estimate prevalence. Instead, they are a dis-
covery corpus from which I identify four recurring frames of carceral discussion: institutional
encounters, unequal treatment, public safety and order, and institutional legitimacy.

Third, T translate these patterns into a nine-item survey battery. The battery dis-
tinguishes critical discussion, including talk about police brutality, excessive force, unequal
treatment of Black people, and negative police interactions, from supportive discussion, in-
cluding talk about police as necessary for public safety, fair treatment, unfair criticism of
police, justified use of force, and positive interactions. This distinction captures evaluative
orientation, not emotional tone, and the categories are not mutually exclusive.

Fourth, T evaluate the measure at scale with a second original survey of Black and
white Americans fielded in Spring 2024. This stage asks whether patterns identified during
qualitative discovery travel beyond the discovery corpus and capture meaningful variation.
The results show that supportive and critical carceral discussion are common but not in-
terchangeable. Black respondents are especially likely to report critical discussion and more
likely to report critical than supportive discussion. At the same time, supportive discussion is
also common, including among Black respondents. Finally, supportive and critical discussion
are associated with different political attitudes and participatory orientations. The listening-
derived battery thus does more than add a topic to existing measures: it captures distinct
evaluative dimensions of political talk about state authority.

This approach builds on work showing that qualitative research strengthens surveys.
Thachil (2018)), for example, demonstrates how ethnographic fieldwork can improve survey
design and implementation by helping researchers access understudied populations and de-

velop instruments with stronger ecological and construct validity. 1 extend this logic to a dif-
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ferent measurement problem: conceptual undercoverage in inherited survey measures. Here,
qualitative discovery identifies what belongs inside the concept before estimation.

The paper makes two contributions. First, it identifies conceptual undercoverage as a
measurement problem and develops a portable workflow for addressing it. The methodolog-
ical contribution is that qualitative discovery can improve the conceptual content of survey
measures before estimation. Second, it introduces and validates a measure of carceral political
discussion. The measure shows why undercoverage matters substantively: standard prompts
make some forms of political discussion invisible. By beginning with open-ended responses
and conversation data, the measure reveals variation obscured by conventional instruments.

The broader implication is that survey measures should listen before they ask. When
inherited instruments omit domains through which citizens encounter and interpret political
life, they can distort estimates of prevalence and group differences. A sequential mixed-method
workflow offers one way to identify those omissions, translate them into measures, and evaluate

their significance at scale.

2 Conceptual Undercoverage in Survey Measurement

2.1 The Problem of Inherited Survey Measures

Before a survey can estimate attitudes or behaviors, researchers must decide what the concept
includes. These decisions are necessary for measurement, but they also define the boundaries
of the measured concept. When those boundaries are too narrow, a measure can capture some
dimensions of a concept while omitting other politically consequential domains.

I call this problem conceptual undercoverage. Conceptual undercoverage occurs when a
measure excludes a substantively important domain because the concept has been specified too
narrowly before item construction. The problem is upstream of estimation. Respondents need
not misunderstand the question, refuse to answer it, or provide noisy responses. Respondents
may interpret the question exactly as intended and answer it accurately. The measure still

fails because the omitted domain is unavailable for reporting.



Conceptual undercoverage is best understood as a specific source of weak content valid-
ity. Content validity asks whether a measure adequately represents the domain of a concept.
Conceptual undercoverage identifies one way that content validity can fail: namely, when the
relevant domain has been restricted by an inherited measure. The problem is not only that
the item set is incomplete. It is that the boundaries of the item set are too narrow.

To be clear, inherited measures have important advantages. They allow scholars to build
cumulative knowledge around shared indicators. The problem is not that inherited measures
should be discarded whenever new domains are identified. Conceptual undercoverage calls for
auditing inherited measures, not abandoning them. When an existing item captures a narrow
domain well, researchers can preserve it while adding or validating items that assess whether
omitted domains also belong within the concept.

Political discussion illustrates the point. The concept is usually defined broadly as in-
formal conversation among citizens about political matters (Conover and Miller 2018]). Yet in
practice, political discussion is often measured through prompts about “politics” or “govern-
ment and elections” (Klofstad, McClurg, and Rolfe 2009). These questions capture important
topics, but they center what Soss and Weaver (2017)) describe as the “first face” of the state:
elections and representative institutions. If citizens also discuss the state through policing,
courts, punishment, welfare offices, immigration enforcement, schools, or housing authorities,
then standard measures may miss politically consequential domains of communication. The
consequences are empirical as well as theoretical: if survey measures begin with inherited
categories, they may can bias estimates of prevalence, distort group comparisons, and alter

observed relationships with variables like voting or protest.

2.2 Qualitative Discovery Before Survey Measurement

Conceptual undercoverage is difficult to solve from within the survey instrument. Respondents
can only answer in relation to the categories a question makes available. In the case of political
discussion, for example, asking respondents what political topics they discussed still depends

on how they interpret “political” in that context. Addressing undercoverage therefore requires



a prior step: identifying missing content before survey items are written.

Qualitative data are useful for this task because they are situated: they allow researchers
to observe how people describe, classify, and evaluate political life in their own terms. In-
terviews, conversations, ethnographic observation, focus groups, and other situated data can
reveal the language and frames that organize experience before those categories are standard-
ized in survey form. This builds on work showing that qualitative research can strengthen
surveys by improving ecological and construct validity and by identifying meanings that stan-
dardized instruments may miss (Thachil 2018).

There are multiple ways to conduct qualitative discovery. In this paper, I use “ana-
lytic listening,” or attention to “the way people talk about public affairs...in the venues they
normally inhabit and with the people with whom they normally spend time” (Cramer [2024)).
Analytic listening is useful for understanding discussion because it reveals categories that
shape political talk in practice. For other concepts, researchers might use interviews, ethnog-
raphy, debriefings, or focus groups to identify missing content. The common feature is not a
single qualitative method, but the use of qualitative data before item construction.

The core methodological claim here is not simply that qualitative and quantitative
methods should be combined. Mixed-method designs use qualitative evidence in many ways,
including to generate hypotheses, guide research design, and interpret statistical patterns
(e.g., Levy Paluck [2010; Nielsen 2017; Kruks-Wisner, Mangle, and Sukhtankar [2026). The
approach here is more specific: qualitative discovery identifies what an undercovered measure
should include before estimation. Surveys then test whether the listening-derived items travel

beyond the original qualitative setting and capture meaningful variation at scale.

2.3 The Empirical Case: Carceral Political Discussion

Carceral political discussion as provides the empirical case. I define carceral political discussion
as informal discussion among citizens about policing and punishment. This concept captures
engagement with a governance domain through which many citizens encounter state authority.

This case is useful for studying conceptual undercoverage because exposure to the



carceral state is unequal. Black Americans are more likely than white Americans to experience
policing and incarceration, both directly and through community networks (Pettit and West-
ern [2004; Lerman and Weaver 2014)). These experiences are likely to shape not only attitudes
toward the state, but also what people talk about when they talk about public authority.
If inherited measures focus on government and elections while omitting carceral topics, they
may mischaracterize political discussion among those most exposed to state coercion.
Carceral discussion is also a useful case because it is not expected to be uniformly
critical. People may discuss policing and punishment as unfair or violent, but they may also
discuss them as necessary for public safety or legitimate. A generic item asking whether
respondents discussed the police or criminal justice system would capture the domain but not
the evaluative orientation of the discussion. It would treat conversations about police brutality
and conversations about police protection as equivalent. A content-sensitive measure should

therefore distinguish not only whether people discuss the carceral state, but how.

2.4 Previewing the Workflow

The empirical sections apply the following workflow to carceral political discussion. I first
diagnose whether standard political discussion prompts elicit carceral topics. I then use qual-
itative discovery to identify recurring categories of carceral discussion. Next, I translate those
categories into survey items. Finally, I evaluate whether the resulting measure captures mean-
ingful variation at scale. Section [7]returns to this protocol and considers applications to other

concepts, including political knowledge, trust, and efficacy.

3 Step 1: Diagnosing Conceptual Undercoverage

The first stage is diagnostic: do standard political discussion prompts make carceral discussion
visible? In terms of conceptual undercoverage, the question is whether the inherited boundary
around political discussion allows respondents to report talk about carceral institutions, or

whether it primarily elicits electoral-representative topics. I examine this question by ana-



lyzing what respondents report when asked what topics they discussed when they discussed
politics. If carceral topics appear prominently, inherited discussion measures may already
capture this domain. If they do not, this provides evidence of conceptual undercoverage:
inherited prompts leave the carceral domain largely unmeasured.

I examine this possibility using an original survey of 1,400 Black and white Americans
fielded on YouGov in Fall 2023H Respondents were first asked: “From time to time, people
discuss politics with other people. During the last year, did you talk with anyone about
politics or did you not do this with anyone during the last year?” Respondents who reported
discussing politics were then asked: “When you discussed politics with other people, what
kinds of topics did you talk about? You should include all topics that you consider to be
‘political.” Please be as detailed and thorough as possible.” This produced an analytic sample
of 1,106 respondents who reported discussing politics in the past year.ﬁ

I analyze the responses using structural topic models, which inductively identify recur-
ring themes in a text corpus using patterns of word co-occurrence. I estimate separate seven
topic models for the full sample, white respondents, and Black respondents. This approach
allows the dominant themes in each corpus to emerge inductively rather than imposing a dis-
tinction between conventional political topics and carceral topics. Appendix shows that
the conclusions are robust to alternative topic model specifications.

Figure [1| reports the topics recovered by these models, ordered by average topic preva-
lence within each corpusﬁ The figure presents the four highest-probability words for each topic
rather than author-assigned labels, so the topic summaries should be read as descriptive indi-
cators of the dominant themes in each model. Across the full sample, and in separate models
for white and Black respondents, the dominant topics center on the electoral-representative
face of the state. Respondents report talking about politicians and parties, including the

president and Congress; major electoral issues, including the economy, inflation, immigration,

2 Appendix provides descriptive statistics for the sample.

3This sample includes 612 white respondents and 494 Black respondents. I use the broader “politics”
prompt rather than a more specific “government and elections” prompt because the former gives respondents
more opportunity to include carceral topics if they understand those topics as political.

4 Appendix reports full topic summaries underlying Figure



and war; and electoral politics, including candidates, voting, and elections.

Figure 1: Top Topics in Open-Ended Reports of Political Discussion

Full Sample White Respondents Black Respondents

trump - president -
politics - donald

economy - inflation -
government - immigration

economy - inflation - war
- immigration

22% 26.6% 221%

election - economy -

trump - biden - president
inflation - presidential

trump - biden - donald -
- talked

republicans 16.1% 20.9% 15.7%

war - discussed - biden -

government - elections -
vote

rights - war - abortion -
political - politics i

issues

15% 20.7% 14.8%

country - trump -

country - border - limits
president - israel

- term

country - president -
people - going 12.8% 1M1.1% 13.2%

politics - rights -
violence - topics

health - care - border -
usa

election - president -
presidential - house

12.8% 9.3% 12.6%

talked - political -
government - security

country - biden - going -

talked - country - talk -
america

state

11.3% 9.2% 12.2%

speech - free - ukraine -
us

immigration - race -
voting - economy

current - events - maga - o 9 Y
running 9.9% 2.1% 9.5%

0% 10% 20% 30% 0% 10% 20% 30% 0% 10% 20% 30%
Average topic prevalence

Notes: Bars show average topic prevalence from separate seven topic structural topic models
estimated for the full sample, white respondents, and Black respondents. Topic labels report
the four highest-probability words for each topic.

Carceral themes do not emerge as coherent dominant topics in any of the models. Terms
related to policing, courts, prisons and jails, sentencing, or criminal justice reform do not
structure the main topics recovered in the full sample or the race-specific models. Some
adjacent terms, such as “security” or “violence,” appear among high-probability words in
some topics, but they appear within broader discussions of public issues rather than as a
distinct topic about policing or criminal justice.

As an additional robustness check, I also searched the open-ended responses for carceral
terms. A dictionary of carceral terms—including police, policing, law enforcement, criminal
justice, courts, prisons, jails, incarceration, arrest, sentencing, probation, parole, brutality, and
excessive force—identified carceral mentions in only 4.7 percent of Black responses and 5.6

percent of white responses. Phrase-sensitive searches produced similarly low rates: “criminal
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justice,” “law enforcement,” “police brutality,” and “gun violence” each appeared in less than
half a percent of responses. These checks are described in Appendix and support the
diagnostic conclusion from the main structural topic model.

The absence of carceral institutions from the dominant topics does not mean that re-
spondents view policing or punishment as apolitical. Rather, the diagnostic shows that a
generic political discussion item does not reliably elicit discussion of the carceral state. The
diagnostic evidence therefore identifies a boundary problem rather than a response-quality
problem: respondents answered the open-ended question, but the inherited political discus-
sion prompt did not reliably bring the carceral domain into view. The next stage therefore
turns to qualitative discovery, using facilitated conversations to identify what carceral political

discussion looks like before translating it into survey items.

4 Step 2: Qualitative Discovery to Identify Missing
Content

Having diagnosed undercoverage in inherited discussion prompts, the second stage identifies
what the omitted domain looks like in practice. To do so, I examine facilitated conversations
about policing and the criminal justice system. The goal is not prevalence estimation but to

identify recurring categories of carceral discussion that can be translated into survey items.

4.1 Fora Conversation Data

The qualitative data for this task come from Fora, a facilitated dialogue platform developed
by Cortico, a nonprofit organization that works in collaboration with the MIT Center for
Constructive Communication. Fora supports small-group conversations about public issues,
including policing, education, and elections. Conversations are convened by partner organi-
zations, such as community organizations and schools, in partnership with Cortico, and are
held virtually or in scheduled locations. The platform was launched in 2018 and, at the time

of analysis, contained more than 1,500 publicly available in-person and virtual conversations
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among more than 8,000 people. These data should be understood as purposively convened
conversation data rather than as a representative sample of public opinion.ﬂ

Fora conversations differ from conventional focus groups in purpose and structure. Focus
groups usually begin with a researcher-defined topic and use group discussion to elicit reactions
to that topic (Kitzinger [1995). Fora conversations are also semi-structured, but they are
designed less as instruments for eliciting responses to a research agenda than facilitated spaces
for participants to share their experiences and perspectives. Topics and participants are
selected through a partner-led process: partner organizations identify the issue or community
question motivating the conversations, recruit participants whose experiences are relevant to
that question, and work with Cortico to develop a conversation guide.

Cortico-trained facilitators typically begin by setting context, reading a consent state-
ment, establishing conversation norms, and inviting participants to share stories or experi-
ences related to the topic.ﬁ Prompts are open-ended and designed to encourage participants
to connect public issues to lived experience. Facilitators also manage turn-taking, invite par-
ticipation, and encourage reflection. Prior work on the Fora corpus identifies several recurring
facilitation strategies, including open and specific invitations to participate, follow-up ques-
tions, and connections across participants’ contributions (Schroeder, Roy, and Kabbara 2024)).
These features make the data useful for this project because they encourage participants to
narrate experiences and evaluations of public institutions in their own terms.

[ focus on the 18 Fora collections that discussed policing or the criminal justice system at
the time of analysis. These collections contain 44 recorded and transcribed conversations, each
approximately one to one and a half hours long. Examples include the “City of Madison Police
and Fire Commission Conversations,” which includes six conversations about law enforcement,
and the “Mott Haven Branch Conversation on Criminal Justice,” hosted by the New York

Public Library. Appendix [A.4]lists the full set of collections.

5Cortico describes itself as a nonpartisan 501(c)(3) organization focused on strengthening public dialogue
and surfacing underheard voices. Its partners span media, academia, government, community engagement,
youth, and social services. I therefore treat Cortico as a civic dialogue organization rather than as a criminal-
justice advocacy organization.

6For more details on the structure of Fora conversations, see:  https://help.fora.io/hc/en-
us/categories/360005919073-Cortico-FAQ.
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These conversations are useful for this analysis because they contain extended discus-
sion of carceral institutions in a semi-natural setting. Participants are not responding to a
closed-ended survey item. Instead, they describe experiences, concerns, and evaluations in
conversation with others. Facilitator prompts include questions like: “I'd like to invite you to
take a minute to think about a story that illustrates your first interaction with the police, or
ideas about the police and maybe if that still impacts you today,” and “From your experience,
what do you see as the positive role the police in our community play today? What gaps
or needs do they fill?” This makes the data useful for identifying the substance of carceral
discussion before translating it into survey measures.

Fora does not provide group racial composition for the conversations, though some
participants self-identify racially or explicitly discuss race in ways that indicate the corpus
includes both Black and white participants. 1 therefore use the conversations to identify
recurring forms of carceral discussion, not to estimate prevalence. Their role in the design
is concept development: to identify recognizable categories of discussion that can later be

evaluated with survey data.

4.2 Coding Procedure

To analyze the conversation data, I use “analytic listening” or attention to “the way people
talk about public affairs, ideally in the venues they normally inhabit and with the people with
whom they normally spend time” (Cramer 2024). Analytic listening is useful for this task
because it focuses on how people talk about politics in their own terms and settings.

To identify patterns in the data, I used an inductive coding procedure. I began by
closely listening to and reading the 18 collections focused on policing and criminal justice.
During this first pass, I took preliminary notes about possible carceral discussion topics,
following qualitative coding practice (Saldana [2015). These jottings focused on participants’
experiences, descriptions, and evaluations of carceral institutions.

After developing an initial topic list, I conducted a round of structural coding. This

involves applying a conceptual phrase to a segment of data to categorize the corpus (Saldana
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2015). In this context, I coded segments into one or more carceral topics. For example,
excerpts criticizing racial disparities in arrests were coded as part of a broader category about
how the police or criminal justice system treat Black people unfairly. Excerpts describing
police violence, excessive force, positive encounters with officers, public safety concerns, or
distrust in legal institutions were similarly coded into topics.

I then supplemented this initial coding with keyword searches using Fora’s built-in
topic function. “Criminal justice” keywords included police, policing, criminal justice, jail,
law enforcement, arrest, incarceration, gun violence, public safety, probation, prison, and
parole. For each keyword, I read the associated transcript selections and categorized excerpts
into existing or new topics. I continued this process until new excerpts could be classified
within existing categories. This procedure follows a grounded theory logic in which categories
are developed through iterative movement between data and emerging concepts (Charmaz
2014). The resulting categories are not exhaustive. They are measurement-building categories:

recurring patterns that provide a basis for constructing survey items.

4.3 Recurring Frames of Carceral Discussion

Across these conversations, carceral political discussion does not appear only as a set of dis-
crete policy debates. Participants draw on lived experience, secondhand accounts, community
narratives, and shared understandings of how carceral institutions operate. Four recurring
frames organize much of this discussion. These frames are higher-level organizing dimensions
rather than final survey items; the next section translates them into specific discussable topics.

The first is institutional encounters. Participants frequently describe direct or second-
hand encounters with policing, including stops, arrests, use of force, and advice about how to
behave when questioned or stopped. These discussions are often narrative, organized around
specific incidents, family members, neighbors, or personal experiences.

A second frame is unequal treatment. Many conversations center on racialized disparities
in who is stopped, arrested, surveilled, punished, or believed. Participants often discuss these

disparities through comparisons across racial groups, neighborhoods, schools, or communities.
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These discussions frame policing and punishment not simply as individual encounters, but as
unequal practices that distribute protection and punishment unevenly.

A third frame, public safety and order, captures discussion of policing as a response to
violence, disorder, or community needs. These conversations often involve tradeoffs: partici-
pants weigh the perceived necessity of protection against concerns about harm or unequal en-
forcement. This frame is important because it shows that carceral discussion is not uniformly
critical: some describe policing as necessary while acknowledging institutional problems.

The final frame is institutional legitimacy. Discussions regularly turn to whether police,
courts, and related institutions are fair, effective, trustworthy, or deserving of public support.
Some participants describe these institutions as discriminatory, violent, or unresponsive. Oth-
ers defend police as unfairly criticized, necessary, or professional.

Together, these frames provide the conceptual bridge from qualitative discovery to sur-
vey measurement. They show that carceral discussion includes accounts of institutional en-
counters, perceptions of unequal treatment, public safety tradeoffs, and evaluations of insti-
tutional legitimacy. The next stage translates these recurring frames into survey items that

capture both the domain and evaluative orientation of carceral discussion.

5 Step 3: Survey Translation

The third stage of the workflow translates the recurring frames into survey items. The trans-
lation stage is the point at which conceptual undercoverage is repaired: the omitted domain
identified through qualitative discovery is converted into survey content that respondents can
recognize and report. The goal in the present case is to construct a measure that captures
common and recognizable forms of carceral political discussion.

The four frames from the previous section do not map one-to-one onto items. These
frames identify broader ways people discuss the carceral state: encounters, unequal treatment,
public safety, and institutional legitimacy. Some items correspond closely to one frame, such
as positive or negative interactions with police. Others combine frames, such as police use of

force, which can appear both as an encounter and an evaluation of legitimacy. The frames
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therefore guide item construction rather than serving as mutually exclusive categories.

5.1 Nine-Item Carceral Discussion Battery

I use insights from qualitative discovery to construct a nine-item battery about carceral politi-
cal discussion. Respondents were asked: “How often, if at all, did you talk about the following
topics during the past year?” They then received nine topics in randomized order. Responses
were coded “Never” (0), “Once” (1), “A few times (2-3)” (2), or “Several times (44)” (3).
Table |1 presents the nine items and illustrative excerpts. The examples do not represent the
full range captured by each item. Rather, they show how the survey items are grounded in
recurring patterns from the conversation data. Appendix presents additional excerpts.

I classify the nine items as supportive or critical based on their evaluative stance toward
carceral institutions. Supportive discussion portrays policing or punishment as fair, necessary,
legitimate, protective, or unfairly criticized. Critical discussion portrays policing or punish-
ment as unfair, excessive, discriminatory, violent, or harmful. Importantly, this battery is
designed to be indicative rather than exhaustive. This scope follows from the purpose of the
measure. The aim is not to produce a complete taxonomy of carceral discussion. It is to

translate recurring qualitative patterns into survey items for evaluation at scale.

Table 1: Carceral Discussion Items and Examples

Valence Survey item Illustrative Fora excerpt
Critical Police killings or police  “We are constantly living in a system that doesn’t
brutality value us...Sometimes it manifests in the case of

police violence...right?”

Critical Police often use more “...people are getting tired of police shootings...You
force than necessary see cops beating up people. For what?”

Critical Police or the criminal “...it 1s very clear that police officers here in Madi-
justice system treat son will arrest if you’re a black teenager... You're

Black people unfairly like twice as likely.”

Critical Negative interaction “..she arrested me...And she put me back there
with police or criminal — with the windows completely rolled up... And you
justice system wouldn’t do that to a dog, Tight?”

Continued on next page
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Valence Survey item Illustrative Fora excerpt

Supportive Police are necessary “What’s going to happen if we defund the police?
for public safety I mean, are we going to go back to Wild West

days?”

Supportive Police or criminal jus- “...my experience with officers in the schools is
tice system usually that they do everything they can not to arrest kids.
treat people fairly Theyre extremely kind and very, very positive role

models.”

Supportive Police are often viewed  “But this total hatred towards all policemen, I
unfairly think I should be corrected...you’ve got to trust

some of them.”

Supportive Police should be al- “...the only way to stop somebody that has a gun
lowed to use force be-  is with a gun.”
cause policing is dan-
gerous

Supportive Positive interaction “...our police officers here are trained in mental

with police or criminal
justice system

health. And the way they deescalated my son and
our whole family situation was fantastic.”

Notes: Items are slightly abbreviated for presentation. Respondents received items in ran-
domized order.

6 Step 4: Evaluating the Measure at Scale

6.1 Data and Validation Strategy

Table 1 provides content validity evidence for the repaired measure: the items are derived from
recurring categories in the qualitative discovery corpus rather than inherited from existing
batteries. The validation stage asks whether this repair travels beyond the qualitative setting
and captures interpretable variation. First, I assess internal structure by examining whether
the items organize into supportive and critical dimensions rather than a single undifferentiated
measure of carceral discussion. Second, I examine descriptive prevalence and known-groups
validity by assessing whether the measure varies in interpretable ways by race and party.
Third, I examine construct validity by estimating associations between discussion content,
political attitudes, and participatory orientations.

These analyses draw on an original survey of 1,258 Black and white American adults
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fielded in Spring 2024 on Prolific. This sample excludes 69 respondents who failed an attention
check. To improve representativeness, I construct and apply post-stratification weights using
population benchmarks for gender, age, and education from the 2022 American Community
Survey, in addition to quota sampling on the front endﬂ Because of missing cases on weighting
variables, the final sample for weighted analyses is 1,232. Appendix presents descriptive
statistics for unweighted and weighted samples.ﬂ

I use two measures for these analyses. Binary indicators of any supportive and any crit-
ical carceral discussion equal 1 if respondents discussed at least one topic in the corresponding
category in the past year. Frequency scales average the ordinal responses within each evalu-
ative category: the supportive scale averages the five supportive items, and the critical scale
averages the four critical items. Because each item ranges from 0 (Never) to 3 (Several times),
each scale ranges from 0 to 3 and higher values indicate more frequent discussion. The binary
indicators therefore estimate how widespread each type of discussion is, while the frequency

scales capture how often respondents discuss topics within each evaluative category.

6.2 Internal Battery Structure

A key premise of the battery is that supportive and critical carceral discussion are related
but distinct dimensions. The categories are not mutually exclusive: respondents may discuss
both supportive and critical topics. But if the distinction is meaningful, the items should not
collapse into a single undifferentiated propensity to discuss the carceral state.

Table [2| reports internal consistency and correlation evidence. The supportive and crit-
ical item sets each show high ordinal reliability. The supportive scale has an ordinal alpha of
0.90 and omega of 0.90; the critical scale has an ordinal alpha of 0.92 and omega of 0.92. The
mean inter-item polychoric correlations are high within each category. These results indicate
that the items within each category cohere empirically.

At the same time, supportive and critical discussion are related but not redundant.

"Weights adjust for known age and education skews in Prolific samples, though do not eliminate the
possibility of other forms of sample selection.
8 Appendix describes study ethics.
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The binary indicators are moderately correlated: the weighted correlation is 0.46 overall,
0.44 among Black respondents, and 0.46 among white respondents. The frequency scales
are more weakly correlated: 0.24 overall, 0.34 among Black respondents, and 0.18 among
white respondents. These correlations indicate overlap, as expected, because respondents
who discuss one evaluative dimension of the carceral state may discuss the other. But the
correlations are far below unity, indicating that supportive and critical discussion are not
interchangeable.

Table 2: Internal Structure of the Carceral Discussion Battery
Supportive  Critical

Panel A: Ordinal reliability

Number of items 5 4
Ordinal alpha 0.90 0.92
Omega total 0.90 0.92
Mean inter-item polychoric correlation 0.64 0.74
Panel B: Correlations between supportive and critical discussion
Any discussion, overall 0.46
Frequency scale, overall 0.24
Frequency scale, Black respondents 0.34
Frequency scale, white respondents 0.18

Notes: Panel A reports ordinal reliability statistics separately for the sup-
portive and critical item sets. Panel B reports weighted Pearson correlations

between the supportive and critical measures.

Table [3] provides stronger evidence for this two-dimensional structure. I estimate ordinal
confirmatory factor models using the nine carceral items. A one-factor model, in which all
items load on a single carceral dimension, fits poorly. A two-factor model, in which supportive
and critical items load on separate but correlated dimensions, fits substantially better, with
CFI and TLI of 0.98 and RMSEA and SRMR of 0.07. The estimated factor correlation is
0.29, indicating that the dimensions are related but empirically distinct.

Appendix reports standardized factor loadings from the two-factor model. All
items load strongly on their expected factors. Appendix reports multigroup ordinal
CFA models by race. The configural model fits well, and fit does not deteriorate meaningfully
when loadings and thresholds are constrained across Black and white respondents. This

suggests that the supportive-critical structure is broadly comparable across racial groups.
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Table 3: Ordinal CFA Model Fit

Model CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR Factor correlation
One-factor model 0.85 0.80 0.23 0.28 -
Two-factor model 0.98 0.98 0.07 0.07 0.29

Notes: Ordinal confirmatory factor models estimated with nine carceral discussion
items. One-factor model treats all items as indicators of a single carceral discussion
factor; two-factor model estimates separate but correlated supportive and critical fac-
tors. CFI = Comparative Fit Index; TLI = Tucker—Lewis Index; RMSEA = root mean

square error of approximation; SRMR = standardized root mean square residual.

Finally, Appendix examines response patterns across the nine items. Ten percent of
respondents answered “Never” to all nine items, which may reflect genuine non-discussion.
Only 2 percent straightlined all items, reducing concerns about systematic response error.
This validation evidence supports treating supportive and critical discussion as separate
scales. The items within each category cohere, the two-dimensional model fits better than a

one-dimensional model, and the two dimensions are correlated but not interchangeable.

6.3 Supportive and Critical Carceral Discussion by Race

I first examine supportive and critical discussion by race. Table {] reports two descriptive
measures. Panel A reports binary indicators, coded 1 if respondents discussed at least one
topic in the corresponding category during the past year. Panel B reports frequency scales,
which average the ordinal responses within each category/

Table |4 shows that critical discussion is widespread and more common among Black re-
spondents. In Panel A, 92 percent of Black respondents report discussing at least one critical
carceral topic, compared to 78 percent of white respondents (a difference of 14 percentage
points, p < 0.01). Using these prevalence indicators, Black respondents are also more likely to
report any critical discussion than any supportive discussion (0.92 vs. 0.84, p < 0.01), a pat-
tern that does not appear among white respondents. Panel B shows that this racial difference
is not limited to whether respondents discussed at least one critical topic. Black respondents

also report more frequent critical discussion, averaging 1.83 on the critical frequency scale

9 Appendix reports similar unweighted OLS models for both measures, controlling for gender, age,
education, income, and partisanship.
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Table 4: Supportive and Critical Carceral Discussion by Race
Black White

Panel A: Any discussion
Any supportive carceral discussion 0.84*  0.77
Any critical carceral discussion 0.927f  0.78

Panel B: Frequency scale
Supportive carceral discussion frequency  1.09 1.03
Critical carceral discussion frequency 1.83%1  1.191

Notes: Panel A reports weighted proportions. Panel B reports
weighted means of frequency scales. a indicates higher value when
Black and white respondents differ significantly within valence
(p < 0.01). t indicates higher value when supportive and criti-
cal discussion differ significantly within race (p < 0.01).
compared to 1.19 among white respondents (p < 0.01)]
At the same time, supportive discussion is common among Black respondents. In Panel
A, 84 percent of Black respondents report discussing at least one supportive carceral topic,
compared to 77 percent of white respondents (a difference of 7 percentage points, p < 0.01).
Panel B qualifies this pattern: Black and white respondents do not differ significantly in the
frequency of supportive discussion, averaging 1.09 and 1.03 respectively. The prevalence result
thus shows that supportive discussion reaches a large share of Black respondents, while the
frequency scale shows that Black respondents do not discuss supportive carceral topics more
often overall. This is substantively important because it shows that Black carceral discussion
is not reducible to criticism. Among Black respondents, widespread and frequent critical
discussion coexists with substantial supportive discussion, suggesting that conversations about
coercion and unequal treatment can coexist with conversations about public safety or positive
encounters. A generic item asking only whether respondents discussed policing or criminal
justice would miss this heterogeneity by treating carceral discussion as equivalent.
The meaning of supportive carceral discussion may also differ across racial groups, and
this difference is central to interpreting the result. For white respondents, supportive dis-

cussion may reflect a relatively straightforward alignment between favorable evaluations of

policing and limited personal exposure to its carceral face. For Black respondents, supportive

10Because one critical item explicitly references the treatment of Black people, Appendix reports critical
discussion measures that exclude this item. Racial differences remain nearly unchanged.
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discussion need not imply the same relationship to the carceral state: it may reflect support
for policing as a safety resource in communities that bear the costs of crime victimization
(Tate 2010), endorsement of specific forms of policing such as community-oriented models
(Branton et al. 2024)), or a manifestation of respectability politics, whereby system-supportive
positions coexist with awareness of racial disparities (Jefferson 2023). The analysis cannot
adjudicate among these mechanisms, but the measurement point is that the battery captures
heterogeneity that a generic discussion item would miss.

Table [5] helps clarify this pattern. Racial differences in critical discussion are not driven
by a single item: Black respondents report higher levels of discussion across all four critical
topics. But the supportive items reveal a more specific pattern. Public safety is the most
common supportive topic for both Black and white respondents, and Black respondents report
higher levels of discussion about fair treatment and positive interactions. By contrast, Black
respondents are not more likely than white respondents to discuss police as unfairly criticized
or to discuss allowing police to use force. These patterns suggest that supportive discussion
among Black respondents is not a generalized defense of police. Rather, it appears to capture
a distinct carceral orientation: one in which criticism of coercion and unequal treatment can
coexist with discussion of policing as a potential safety resource, as sometimes experienced

positively, or as legitimate in specific institutional contexts.

Table 5: Means for Content [tems

White Black

Police killings/brutality 1.43  1.93¢
Police use more force than necessary 1.25 1.88¢
Police treat Black people unfairly 1.16  2.05
Negative interaction with police or criminal justice system 0.91 1.45¢
Police are necessary for public safety 144 147
Police or criminal justice system usually treat people fairly 0.89 1.14¢
Police should be allowed to use force 0.85 0.85
Police are often viewed unfairly 1.06  0.96
Positive interaction with the police or criminal justice system 0.89 1.04¢

Notes: Weighted means. a indicates higher value when Black and white respondents differ
significantly (p < 0.05, two-tailed weighted t-test).
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6.4 Heterogeneity by Race and Party

I next examine whether supportive and critical carceral discussion vary by race and party.
Table [6] reveals two patterns. First, supportive discussion is not limited to Republicans or
white respondents. In Panel A, Black Republicans and Black Democrats are significantly
more likely than their white partisan counterparts to report supportive discussion: 11 per-
centage points higher among Republicans and 14 percentage points higher among Democrats
(p < 0.01). Panel B qualifies this pattern. Supportive discussion frequency is high among
Republicans in both racial groups, and the Black-white difference among Republicans is not
significant. Among Democrats, however, Black respondents report more frequent supportive
discussion than white respondents. This suggests that supportive discussion is not reducible
to a conservative or pro-police orientation. Rather, it may reflect support for policing as a

public safety resource or favorable experiences with specific institutions or officers.

Table 6: Supportive and Critical Carceral Discussion by Race and Party

Black Reps White Reps Black Dems White Dems

Panel A: Any discussion

Any supportive carceral discussion 0.93¢ 0.821 0.85° 0.71
Any critical carceral discussion 0.90¢ 0.67 0.95f 0.94f
Panel B: Frequency scale

Supportive carceral discussion 1.46 1.35 1.14° 0.69
Critical carceral discussion 1.69¢ 0.78 1.96°f 1.73

Notes: Panel A reports weighted proportions. Panel B reports weighted means of frequency scales. a/b
indicates higher value when Black and white Republicans/Democrats differ significantly within valence
(p < 0.01). 7 indicates higher value when supportive and critical discussion differ significantly within

race-party group (p < 0.01).

Second, racial differences in critical discussion are structured by both race and party.
In Panel A, Black Republicans are 23 percentage points more likely than white Republicans
to report any critical discussion (0.90 vs. 0.67, p < 0.01), while Black and white Democrats
report similarly high levels of any critical discussion (0.95 vs. 0.94). Panel B reports a similar
pattern in frequency. Black Republicans report much more frequent critical discussion than
white Republicans (1.69 vs. 0.78, p < 0.01). Among Democrats, critical discussion is frequent

in both racial groups, but Black Democrats report still higher frequency than white Democrats
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(1.96 vs. 1.73, p < 0.01). Thus, carceral criticism is widespread among Democrats across racial
groups, while it is more common and frequent among Black than white Republicans.

Within-group comparisons underscore the value of distinguishing supportive and critical
discussion. White Republicans report more supportive than critical discussion and discuss
supportive topics more often than critical topics. By contrast, Black and white Democrats
report more critical than supportive discussion, especially in frequency. Black Republicans do
not fit either pattern: they report high levels of supportive and critical discussion.

Overall, these results indicate that the battery captures meaningful variation. The
supportive and critical measures show that carceral discussion can combine racialized experi-
ence, partisan orientation, and evaluative stance in ways not captured by either conventional

discussion prompts or a single carceral discussion item.

6.5 Correlates of Supportive and Critical Carceral Discussion

I next examine whether the frequency of supportive and critical discussion is associated with
different political attitudes and participatory orientations: linked fate, the perceived impor-
tance of voting, and the perceived importance of attending protests. To measure linked fate, I
asked two standard questions: “Do you think what happens to [Respondent’s race| people in
this country will have something to do with what happens in your life?” If yes: “Do you think
that what happens generally to [Respondent’s race] people in this country will affect you: A
lot, some, not very much.” Responses are coded from 0 (No) to 3 (A lot)["] To measure the
perceived importance of voting and protests, I asked: “How important is it for you personally
to do the following activities?” I focus on voting and attending protests or rallies. Responses
were coded on a 1-5 scale (“Not at all important” to “Extremely important”). I use the
carceral discussion frequency scales for all analyses in this section.

These analyses capture whether supportive and critical discussion align with different
orientations toward collective experience and political participation. Importantly, the analyses

do not assess causality. The relationship could run in either direction: discussion may shape

1 Although developed to explain Black political behavior, linked fate has been assessed in other groups,
including white Americans (Gay, Hochschild, and White 2016} Schildkraut [2017).
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political orientations, but respondents with stronger linked fate or participatory orientations
may be more likely to discuss policing in particular ways. For ease of interpretation, I estimate
models separately for Black and white respondents and adjust for age, gender, education,
income, and partisanship. Appendix reports pooled models with race interactions.

Table [7| shows that supportive and critical discussion are not interchangeable. Because
the predictors are frequency scales ranging from 0 to 3, coefficients estimate the expected
change in the outcome associated with a one-point increase in discussion frequency. Among
Black respondents, critical discussion correlates with a 0.48-point increase in linked fate on
the 0-3 scale (p < 0.01), while supportive discussion correlates with a 0.21-point decrease
(p < 0.01). These are substantively meaningful differences in opposite directions. Discussion
of police brutality, excessive force, and unequal treatment appear tied to collective racial expe-
rience. By contrast, more frequent supportive discussion of policing and punishment correlate
with lower linked fate. The two dimensions do not simply measure a general propensity to
discuss the carceral state; they capture distinct political orientations.

The participation models show a different pattern. Among Black respondents, both
supportive and critical discussion are associated with the perceived importance of protest,
and critical discussion correlates with voting importance. Because voting and protest are
measured on 1-5 importance scales, the coefficients represent expected point changes on those
scales. Among Black respondents, a one-point increase in supportive discussion correlates
with a 0.29-point increase in protest importance (p < 0.01), but weakly correlates with voting
importance (0.10, p < 0.10). A one-point increase in critical discussion correlates with a 0.15-
point increase in voting importance (p < 0.01) and a 0.25-point increase in protest importance
(p < 0.01). These results suggest that supportive discussion among Black respondents should
not be read simply as the opposite of critical discussion. Even when supportive discussion is
inversely related to linked fate, it correlates with participatory orientations like protest.

Among white respondents, the pattern differs. Supportive discussion correlates with
linked fate (0.13, p < 0.05) and is weakly associated with voting importance (0.10, p < 0.10),

but not protest. Critical discussion is not associated with linked fate, but a one-point increase
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Table 7: Correlates of Supportive and Critical Carceral Discussion
White Respondents

Attitudes Participation
Linked Fate Vote Protest
Supportive 0.126** 0.101* —0.047
(0.051) (0.052) (0.047)
Critical 0.061 0.107** 0.391**
(0.046) (0.046) (0.041)
Party —0.097* —0.336™*  —0.221***
(0.052) (0.053) (0.047)
Constant 1.325%* 2.808*** 2.164**
(0.257) (0.260) (0.234)
N 676 676 676
R? 0.033 0.161 0.208
Adjusted R? 0.023 0.153 0.200
Black Respondents
Attitudes Participation
Linked Fate Vote Protest
Supportive —0.208*** 0.104* 0.285"**
(0.057) (0.061) (0.065)
Critical 0.484*** 0.150** 0.248***
(0.053) (0.057) (0.061)
Party 0.044 —0.448**  —0.250***
(0.050) (0.054) (0.057)
Constant 1.175% 3.640** 1.688***
(0.260) (0.279) (0.296)
N 558 558 558
R? 0.136 0.194 0.207
Adjusted R? 0.125 0.183 0.197

Notes: OLS regression coefficients with standard errors in
parentheses. Suppressed coefficients: gender, age, income,
and education. Appendix presents tables with all covari-
ates. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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in critical discussion correlates with a 0.11-point increase in voting importance (p < 0.05)
and a 0.39-point increase in protest importance (p < 0.01). For white respondents, then,
critical discussion appears more closely tied to participatory orientations than to collective
racial experience. This differs from the Black respondent models, where critical discussion is
strongly associated with linked fate as well as participatory orientations.

Pooled models with race interactions reinforce this interpretation (Appendix[A.10]). The
association between critical discussion and linked fate is significantly weaker among white
than Black respondents, while the association between supportive discussion and protest is
significantly stronger among Black than white respondents. These models support treating
supportive and critical discussion as distinct dimensions.

In sum, these patterns show that the supportive and critical frequency scales correlate
with different political orientations by race. Among Black respondents, critical discussion is
closely tied to linked fate and participatory orientations, while supportive discussion negatively
correlates with linked fate but positively correlates with protest. Among white respondents,
critical discussion is tied more clearly to protest and voting than linked fate. Carceral discus-
sion is thus not simply more or less frequent talk about carceral topics; it is organized around

different relationships to collective racial experience and participatory orientation.

7 A Generalizable Workflow

Carceral political discussion illustrates a portable workflow for mixed-method survey measure-
ment. This workflow is useful when weak content validity stems from conceptual undercover-
age, or the systematic omission of politically important domains by inherited survey measures.
It is not an argument against inherited indicators. Instead, it provides a way to assess when
inherited measures are sufficient and when they should be supplemented.

The workflow has four stages. First, researchers diagnose conceptual undercoverage with
qualitative or quantitative evidence about how respondents interpret existing measures. This
stage establishes the measurement problem: whether a measure reliably captures the concept

in question. In this paper, I used open-ended responses to demonstrate that inherited political
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discussion prompts reliably capture electoral-representative topics but not carceral topics.

Second, researchers use qualitative discovery to identify the omitted domain(s). Data
may come from conversation data, ethnographic observation, focus groups, archives, cognitive
interviews, or other situated evidence. The purpose is not to estimate population prevalence,
but to identify the domain(s) that researchers may not know to ask about. In this case, analysis
of Fora conversations identified four recurring frames of carceral discussion: institutional
encounters, unequal treatment, public safety and order, and institutional legitimacy.

Third, researchers translate recurring qualitative insights into survey items. Survey
items cannot reproduce the full texture of qualitative data, but they can capture recurring
and recognizable forms of talk or experience. The goal is to create items that are grounded in
observed qualitative patterns and can be administered at scale. In this paper, the four frames
guided a nine-item battery distinguishing supportive and critical carceral discussion.

Fourth, researchers evaluate the measure using multiple forms of validity evidence. Con-
tent validity comes from the link between the qualitative material and the items it generates.
Internal structure evidence assesses whether the items behave as expected, including whether
dimensions are empirically distinguishable. Descriptive patterns and correlates show whether
the measure travels beyond the original qualitative setting and captures substantively mean-
ingful variation. In this paper, this stage showed that supportive and critical discussion are
distinct, vary by race and party, and correlate with different political orientations.

This workflow can be applied to concepts that appear general but may be narrowly
operationalized. Political knowledge measures, for instance, may emphasize politicians and
parties while omitting knowledge of welfare or immigration enforcement. Political trust mea-
sures may focus on national institutions while missing trust formed through encounters with
administrative or coercive agencies. Efficacy measures may capture electoral responsiveness
while overlooking experiences of police or welfare programs. In each case, the question is

whether the inherited measure captures the domain(s) through which the concept operates.
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8 Conclusion

Survey measures should listen before they ask. When researchers begin with inherited mea-
sures, they also inherit assumptions about which political experiences and domains matter.
This can create a measurement problem: if a measure excludes a politically consequential
domain, downstream analyses will provide only a partial account of the concept.

This paper labels this problem conceptual undercoverage and develops a mixed-method
workflow for addressing it. This four-stage workflow diagnoses whether an inherited survey
measure misses a domain, uses qualitative discovery to identify omitted content, translates
those insights into survey items, and evaluates the measure at scale. The purpose is not simply
to combine qualitative and quantitative evidence, but to use qualitative discovery to improve
the conceptual coverage of survey instruments.

I demonstrate this workflow using carceral political discussion. First, I use open-ended
responses from an original survey to diagnose that inherited political discussion prompts do
not reliably capture carceral topics. Next, I use Fora conversation data to identify recurring
frames of carceral discussion and translate them into a nine-item battery of supportive and
critical discussion. After that, I use a second original survey to show that these categories are
common, empirically distinguishable, and reveal variation obscured by inherited measures.

The core implication is methodological. This approach is not a strategy for triangulating
or interpreting findings after analysis. It is a strategy for specifying concepts before measure-
ment. Conversations, ethnography, focus groups, and cognitive interviews can reveal content
that inherited survey instruments omit. Surveys can then assess whether those insights travel
beyond the original qualitative setting and reveal meaningful patterns at scale.

The workflow developed here has limitations. Qualitative discovery does not produce a
complete map of the concept, and qualitative corpora may underrepresent some voices or expe-
riences. The resulting items should therefore be treated as indicative rather than exhaustive.
Scale validation also does not establish causal relationships. Paired with experiments, panel
data, or longitudinal designs, this workflow could be used to examine how newly measured

domains shape political attitudes and behaviors over time.
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Carceral political discussion shows why this matters. When political discussion is mea-
sured only through generic prompts about politics, government, or elections, researchers miss
forms of communication about carceral institutions and governance. Similar problems may
arise wherever citizens encounter the state through discretion, administration, surveillance,
or coercion. Listening before measuring offers one way to make these domains visible and to

build survey measures that better capture how people interpret and discuss political life.
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A.1 Topic Summaries for Figure 1

Table reports topic summaries underlying Figure [I} Topics are ordered by average preva-
lence within each model. The table reports the four highest-probability words for each topic.

Table Al: Topic Summaries from Open-Ended Reports of Political Discussion

Sample Rank Prevalence Top words

Full sample 1 22% economy, inflation, war, immigration
Full sample 2 16.1% trump, biden, donald, republicans

Full sample 3 15% government, elections, political, politics
Full sample 4 12.8% country, president, people, going

Full sample 5 12.8% election, president, presidential, house
Full sample 6 11.3% talked, country, talk, state

Full sample 7 9.9% current, events, maga, running

White respondents 1 26.6% economy, inflation, government, immigration
White respondents 2 20.9% trump, biden, president, talked

White respondents 3 20.7% rights, war, abortion, issues

White respondents 4 11.1% country, border, limits, term

White respondents 5 9.3% health, care, border, usa

White respondents 6 9.2% country, biden, going, america

White respondents 7 2.1% speech, free, ukraine, us

Black respondents 1 22.1% trump, president, politics, donald
Black respondents 2 15.7% election, economy, inflation, presidential
Black respondents 3 14.8% war, discussed, biden, vote

Black respondents 4 13.2%  country, trump, president, israel

Black respondents 5 12.6% politics, rights, violence, topics

Black respondents 6 12.2% talked, political, government, security
Black respondents 7 9.5% immigration, race, voting, economy

Notes: Topics are ordered by average topic prevalence within each model. Top words report the four
highest-probability words for each topic. The models were estimated separately for the full sample,
white respondents, and Black respondents; topics should therefore be interpreted within samples

rather than compared by rank across samples.



A.2 Robustness Checks for Diagnostic Evidence

Table A2: Alternative Topic-Model Specifications
Sample K Notes

Full sample 5 Dominant topics concern economy, Trump/Biden, elec-
tions, and current events

White respondents 5 Dominant topics concern economy, immigration, abor-
tion, Trump/Biden, and current events

Black respondents 5 One topic includes “violence,” but it is mixed with
Biden, people, and inflation

Full sample 10 One topic includes “crime,” but it is mixed with elec-
tions and Israel

White respondents 10 No carceral-adjacent terms appear among top words

Black respondents 10 Adjacent terms such as “gun,” “security,” and “crime”
appear only in mixed topics

Notes: Entries summarize manual inspection of the highest-probability words from STM models
estimated on open-ended reports of political discussion. A topic is classified as carceral only if
the surrounding words indicate discussion of policing, courts, prisons, jails, punishment, criminal
justice, arrests, sentencing, probation, parole, or police violence. Carceral-adjacent terms that
appear in broader election, economy, foreign-policy, or national-security topics are not classified as
coherent carceral topics.

Table A3: Phrase-Sensitive Searches for Carceral Terms

Phrase Number of responses Percent of responses
Criminal justice 4 0.36%
Law enforcement 5 0.45%
Police brutality 1 0.09%
Public safety 0 0.00%
Police officer 0 0.00%

Gun violence 4 0.36%

Notes: Entries report document frequencies from unigram, bigram, and tri-
gram searches of open-ended responses. Percentages are calculated over 1,103
non-empty open-ended responses.




A.3 Sample and Descriptive Statistics

Table A4: Descriptive Statistics for YouGov Sample

N 1398
Age, mean 48.6
Woman (%) 51.3
White (%) 49.9
Black (%) 50.1
Democrat (%) 44.3
Republican (%) 23.5
Independent (%) 23.7
No high school (%) 3.4
High school graduate (%) 34.3
Some college (%) 18.2
Two-year degree (%) 11.7
Four-year degree (%) 20.7

Postgraduate degree (%)  11.8




Table A5: Descriptive Statistics for Prolific Sample

Unweighted
Female 0.50
18-29 0.16
30-39 0.33
40-49 0.23
50-59 0.16
60+ 0.12
High school only 0.14
Some college or more 0.86
Democrat 0.36
Republican 0.27
Independent 0.37

Notes: Sample collected on Prolific, Spring
2024. Includes only Black (N=564) and White
(N=694) respondents.

Table A6: Descriptive Statistics for Prolific Sample (Weighted)

Weighted
Female 0.50
18-29 0.12
30-39 0.26
40-49 0.18
50-59 0.13
60+ 0.30
High school only 0.29
Some college or more 0.71
Democrat 0.33
Republican 0.30
Independent 0.36

Notes: Weighted to 2022 ACS benchmarks for
gender, age, and education. Respondents with
complete weighting variables: Black (N=555)
and White (N=677).



A.4 Fora Conversation Collections

Fora collections related to the criminal justice system (as of June 2024). Number of conver-
sations indicated after the collection title:

10.
11.
12.

13.

14.
15.

16.

17.
18.

City of Madison Police and Fire Commission Conversations, 6

. Madison Police Civilian Oversight Board, 9

. Mountain West: Law Enforcement in your Community — America Amplified, 1

Digital Coverage of Crime & Justice Conversations — Alabama Media Group, 6

Rikers Public Memory Project, 4

. Mott Haven Branch: Criminal Justice — New York Public Library (NYPL), 1

St. George Branch: Policing and Building Opportunities for Dialogue Across Staten
Island Shores - NYPL, 1

Allerton Branch: Homelessness, Crime & Prison System — NYPL, 1
Allerton Branch: Poverty and Prison — NYPL, 1

St. George Branch: Police, Mental Health & Social Issues — NYPL, 1
Grand Central Branch: Transportation, Culture and Policing — NYPL, 1
Harlem Branch: Gentrification & Police Presence — NYPL, 1

New York Center for Interpersonal Development: Young Adults discuss Poverty and
Prison in Stapleton — NYPL, 1

Staten Island Justice Center: Politics of a Community - NYPL, 1
Arkansas Justice Reform Coalition — Reimagine Arkansas, 2

Policing and the Criminal Legal System: UNC Chapel Hill - JUST Inequities Commu-
nity Conversations, 1

Castle Sq Teens: Violence in our Communities Local Voices Network — MA Pilot, 1

Sterling MA Guns Conversations, 5



A.5 Illustrative Fora Excerpts of Carceral Discussion

Critical carceral discussion topics:

1. About police killings or police brutality: “For black folks in the United States, we are
constantly living under oppression. We are constantly living in a system that doesn’t
value us, that doesn’t appreciate us, that is in fact designed to injure us in some way,
both emotionally and economically. Sometimes it manifests in the case of police violence
physically, right? To live in that kind of heightened state creates something referred to
as a flight or fight response.”

2. About how the police often use more force than necessary: “I'm always stressed out and
worried because of the police. And then, one time, I was into a little altercation on the
South side of Madison and it took five police officers to come and try to arrest me. Of
course, I wasn’t in my right mind and I started fussing and cussing, but that was a lot.
Five men with guns drawn for one person, so I believe Madison police, they are a little
excessive, like they ain’t got nothing better to do. They just can’t wait to get that call.
That’s how I feel.”

3. About how the police or criminal justice system treat Black people unfairly: “I think
even looking at there are racial disparities, they are documented. Anyone can pull up
the annual report, it is very clear that police officers here in Madison will arrest if you're
a black teenager, I think the odds, it’s like insane. You're like twice as likely. Who knows
what the data is? But it’s like very obvious that there are some huge racial disparities.”

4. About a negative interaction with the police or criminal justice system: “I think my
first experience with police was when I was 18. We were traveling from Fayetteville to
Fort Smith. We got pulled over, and we had weed in the car. We got pulled over for
a broken windshield. I just remember, I was real young. I had never interacted with
police officers. They were always there to help, not to... Like I was never the target.
I remember these cops wanted to get us so bad. I'm so upset, and I'm getting really
nervous. He comes up to me, and he’s like, “Why are you freaking out, if there’s nothing
in the car?” I said, “I just have anxiety.” He said, “No. I'm medically trained. That
vein in your neck is not from anxiety. It’s from nervousness, because you know.” In
my head I was thinking, “What an uneducated dude, because anxiety and nervousness
is basically the same thing. You're making me nervous.” From then on, my whole
perspective of the police was kind of shifted, because I was like, this dude has all the
power. And he used it, and I got charged. All the power to decide my future right now,
and he thinks that anxiety and nervousness are different. Yeah, I just remember kind
of being shaken by that, and having my whole view of the police be shaken.”

Supportive carceral discussion topics:

1. About how the police are necessary for public safety: “There’s a lot of gun and gang
violence activity happening on Findlay and College Avenue. Just recently somebody
was killed in front of the building of 1150 College just walking out the door and was
shot up. That concerns me. I'm actually happy with the police presence. There’s a cop
car on every corner now. Just about every corner you're going to see a cop car. That
seems to deter people from acting crazy and I appreciate that.”
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. About how the police or criminal justice system usually treat people fairly: “Yeah, my
experience with officers in the schools is that they do everything they can not to arrest
kids. They're extremely kind and very, very positive role models for kids in the schools.
The schools I've worked in, some of the resource officers are people of color, and they’re
working with students of color. They’re able to see a police officer in a responsible role
being good with kids, being supportive.”

. About how the police are often viewed unfairly: “But this total hatred towards all
policemen, I think I should be corrected. You can’t hate them all, you've got to trust
some of them. You can’t defund them all because then you have no police force.”

. About how the police should be allowed to use force because policing is dangerous: “But
I see the police car parked in front of the high school regularly when I drive past it. I'm
like good on you, that’s a good policy to have that. Because the only way to stop
somebody that has a gun is with a gun. At least in that kind of situation. That’s how
I think of it anyways.”

. About a positive interaction with the police or criminal justice system: “More recently
my car broke down back in October and I was sitting on the side of the road waiting
for the towing company to come and in the span of an hour so many people pulled over
to see if I was okay, to see if I needed a ride. Three police officers pulled over to see
if I was okay, to see if I needed a ride anywhere, and I just thought that was a good
overall summary of the vibe that you get in Madison. Although we have our own set of
problems I think as a community we really strive to help one another out and I hear all
of the time especially from people who come from other places how welcoming people
tend to be especially in the city and how open we are to each other. So I just thought
“Wow so many people stopped to see if I was all right.” It just felt so great.”



A.6 Adjusted Estimates for Discussion Content

Table A7: Adjusted Race Differences in Any Supportive and Critical Carceral Discussion

Dependent variable:

Any Supportive

Any Critical

White —0.096*** —0.103***
(0.023) (0.020)
Female —0.019 0.041**
(0.022) (0.019)
Age 0.020* —0.019*
(0.009) (0.008)
Income 0.011* 0.003
(0.004) (0.003)
Education —0.003 0.003
(0.013) (0.011)
Republican 0.115%* —0.142**
(0.029) (0.025)
Independent 0.018 —0.092***
(0.026) (0.023)
Constant 0.683*** 1.008***
(0.060) (0.051)
Observations 1,227 1,227
R? 0.038 0.068
Adjusted R? 0.033 0.062

Notes: OLS coefficients with standard errors in parenthe-

ses (unweighted sample). *p < .1; **p < .05; ***p < .01



Table A8: Adjusted Race Differences in Supportive and Critical Carceral Discussion Frequency

Dependent variable:
Supportive Frequency  Critical Frequency

White —0.257*** —0.512%**
(0.047) (0.051)
Female —0.065 0.095*
(0.046) (0.051)
Age 0.099*** —0.037*
(0.019) (0.021)
Income 0.027** 0.006
(0.008) (0.009)
Education 0.020 0.022
(0.027) (0.030)
Republican 0.492*** —0.587***
(0.059) (0.065)
Independent 0.039 —0.305***
(0.054) (0.059)
Constant 0.433*** 2.054***
(0.123) (0.135)
Observations 1,227 1,227
R? 0.116 0.157
Adjusted R? 0.111 0.152

Notes: OLS coefficients with standard errors in parentheses (un-
weighted sample). *p < .1; **p < .05; ***p < .01
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A.7 Critical Carceral Discussion Excluding Group-Targeted Item

One critical item asks whether respondents discussed how the police or criminal justice system
treat Black people unfairly. This item is substantively central to the carceral domain because
unequal treatment was one of the recurring frames identified in the qualitative analysis. At
the same time, it is the only item in the battery that names a social group. I therefore assess
whether the racial difference in critical carceral discussion depends on this item.

To do so, I reconstruct the critical carceral discussion measures after excluding the
group-targeted item. For the binary prevalence measure, the reduced indicator is coded 1
if respondents discussed at least one of the remaining three critical topics: police killings or
police brutality, police use of more force than necessary, or a negative interaction with the
police or criminal justice system. For the frequency measure, the reduced scale averages the
ordinal responses to these same three items. Table [A9] compares the original and reduced
critical discussion measures.

The results show that the racial difference in critical carceral discussion is not driven by
the group-targeted item. In the original prevalence measure, 92 percent of Black respondents
and 78 percent of white respondents report discussing at least one critical carceral topic.
Excluding the item about unfair treatment of Black people produces nearly the same pattern:
90 percent of Black respondents and 77 percent of white respondents report critical carceral
discussion. The frequency scale shows the same conclusion. Black respondents average 1.83
on the original critical frequency scale and 1.75 on the reduced scale, compared to 1.19 and
1.20 among white respondents. The Black-white difference remains statistically significant at
p < .001 for both the prevalence and frequency measures.

Table A9: Critical Carceral Discussion Excluding Group-Targeted Item

Measure Black White Black-White p-value
Original critical measure: any discussion 0.92 0.78 <0.001
Excluding group-targeted item: any discussion 0.90  0.77 <0.001
Original critical measure: frequency scale 1.83  1.19 <0.001

Excluding group-targeted item: frequency scale 1.75  1.20 <0.001

Notes: Weighted estimates. The group-targeted item asks whether respondents discussed how the police
or criminal justice system treat Black people unfairly. Any discussion is coded 1 if respondents discussed
at least one critical topic during the past year. Frequency scales average the critical discussion items
and range from 0 (Never) to 3 (Several times). p-values are from weighted two-sample t-tests comparing
Black and white respondents.
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A.8 Internal-Structure Evidence

A.8.1 Standardized Factor Loadings

Table A10: Standardized Factor Loadings from Two-Factor Ordinal CFA

Factor Item Loading SE 7 p-value
Supportive Positive interaction 0.77 0.02 39.11 0.00
Supportive Police viewed unfairly 0.88 0.01 68.18 0.00
Supportive Police allowed to use force 0.81 0.02 46.70 0.00
Supportive Usually treat people fairly 0.74 0.02 35.07 0.00
Supportive Necessary for public safety 0.86 0.01 58.02 0.00
Critical Negative interaction 0.75 0.02 40.39 0.00
Critical Treat Black people unfairly 0.91 0.01 93.75 0.00
Critical Use more force than necessary 0.90 0.01 77.26 0.00
Critical Police killings/brutality 0.92 0.01 108.87 0.00

A.8.2 Measurement Comparability by Race

Table A11: Multigroup Ordinal CFA by Race

Model CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR A CFI A RMSEA
Configural 0.99 0.98 0.07 0.06 — —
Equal loadings 0.98 0.98 0.07 0.07  -0.00 0.00
Equal loadings + thresholds 0.99 0.98 0.06 0.06 0.00 -0.01

A.8.3 Response Patterns Across the Battery

Because an all-Never response may reflect genuine non-discussion rather than satisficing, I
distinguish all- Never responses from nonzero straightlining. The latter is rare: only 2 percent

of respondents selected the same nonzero response across all nine randomized items.

Table A12: Response Patterns Across the Nine Carceral Discussion Items

Pattern N Weighted proportion
Complete responses on all nine items 1231 1.00
All Never 101 0.10
Straightlined all nine items 129 0.12
Straightlined all nine items with nonzero response 28 0.02
All Once 2 0.00
All A few times 18 0.01
All Several times 8 0.01
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A.9 Correlates of Carceral Discussion with Full Covariates

Table A13: Correlates of Supportive and Critical Carceral Discussion for White Americans

Linked Fate Vote Protest
Supportive 0.126** 0.101* —0.047
(0.051) (0.052) (0.047)
Critical 0.061 0.107* 0.391**
(0.046) (0.046) (0.041)
Party —0.097* —0.336™*  —0.221***
(0.052) (0.053) (0.047)
Female 0.137* 0.146* —0.089
(0.083) (0.084) (0.075)
Age —0.043 0.148**  —0.120***
(0.033) (0.034) (0.030)
Income —0.001 0.045* —0.010
(0.014) (0.014) (0.013)
Education 0.097** 0.198*** 0.061
(0.047) (0.048) (0.043)
Constant 1.325%** 2.808*** 2.164***
(0.257) (0.260) (0.234)
N 676 676 676
R? 0.033 0.161 0.208
Adjusted R? 0.023 0.153 0.200

“p < .1; *p < .05; **p < .01

13



Table A14: Correlates of Supportive and Critical Carceral Discussion for Black Americans

Linked Fate Vote Protest

Supportive —0.208*** 0.104* 0.285***
(0.057) (0.061) (0.065)
Critical 0.484** 0.150*** 0.248***
(0.053) (0.057) (0.061)
Party 0.044 —0.448**  —0.250***
(0.050) (0.054) (0.057)
Female —0.140 —0.023 —0.095
(0.088) (0.095) (0.100)
Age —0.027 —0.023  —0.155**
(0.040) (0.042) (0.045)
Income —0.009 —0.003 0.042*
(0.016) (0.017) (0.018)
Education 0.085 0.220%** 0.203***
(0.054) (0.058) (0.062)
Constant 1.175%* 3.640*** 1.688***
(0.260) (0.279) (0.296)
N 558 558 558
R? 0.136 0.194 0.207
Adjusted R? 0.125 0.183 0.197

“p < .1; **p < .05; **p < .01
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A.10 Pooled Interaction Models

This section reports pooled regression models that include interactions between race and the
supportive and critical carceral discussion frequency scales. These models provide a formal test
of whether the associations between carceral discussion and political correlates differ across
Black and white respondents. White respondents are coded 1 and Black respondents are
coded 0, so the main discussion coefficients estimate associations among Black respondents,
while interaction terms estimate the white-minus-Black difference in those associations.

The models indicate evidence of racial heterogeneity concentrated in linked fate and
protest. For linked fate, the associations of supportive and critical carceral discussion differ
significantly across Black and white respondents. Among Black respondents, critical discussion
is strongly associated with higher linked fate, while supportive discussion correlates with lower
linked fate. The interaction terms show that these associations are substantially different
among white respondents: the critical-discussion association is significantly weaker, while the
supportive-discussion association is significantly stronger. Thus, linked fate is where the racial
difference in the political meaning of supportive and critical carceral discussion is clearest.

For participatory orientations, the clearest racial differences appear for protest. Sup-
portive carceral discussion is positively associated with protest among Black respondents, but
this association is significantly weaker among white respondents. Critical discussion is posi-
tively associated with protest among Black respondents and is significantly stronger among
white respondents. By contrast, the associations between supportive and critical carceral dis-
cussion and the perceived importance of voting do not differ significantly across racial groups.
These results are consistent with the main models: supportive and critical carceral discussion
have distinct political correlates that vary by race.
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Table A15: Pooled Interaction Models

Linked Fate Vote Protest

Supportive Discussion — —0.210*** 0.083 0.328***
(0.057) (0.060) (0.059)

Critical Discussion 0.472° 0154 0.247**
(0.055) (0.057)  (0.056)
White 0.009 0.361™  —0.173
(0.135) (0.141)  (0.137)
Supportive x White 0.324" 0.053  —0.377"
(0.075) (0.079)  (0.077)
Critical x White —0.394**  —0.069  0.141**
(0.070) (0.073)  (0.071)
Party —0.028  —0.381"* —0.238***
(0.036) (0.038)  (0.037)
Constant 1.276"*  3.041%*  1.986***
(0.200) (0.208)  (0.203)
N 1,234 1,234 1,234
R2 0.110 0.171 0.246
Adjusted R? 0.102 0.164 0.240

Notes: OLS regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses.
Supportive and critical carceral discussion are frequency scales ranging
from 0 (Never) to 3 (Several times). White is coded 1 and Black is
coded 0, so the main discussion coefficients estimate associations among
Black respondents and the interaction terms estimate the white-minus-
Black difference in those associations. Suppressed coefficients: gender,
age, income, and education. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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A.11 Ethical Considerations

Survey respondents were recruited through Prolific, an opt-in platform for online research
participation. Respondents were presented with a consent statement explaining the purpose
of the study, the voluntary nature of participation, confidentiality protections, data storage
procedures, and contact information for questions.

The consent language stated: “I agree to participate in a research study conducted
by researchers from REDACTED. Findings from this study may be reported in scholarly
journals, at academic seminars, and at research association meetings. The data will be stored
at a secured location and retained indefinitely. No identifying information about me will be
made public and any views I express will be kept completely confidential. My participation
is voluntary. I am free to stop the survey at any time. If I have questions, I can contact
REDACTED. By checking the box below I understand my rights and give my consent to
participate in the survey. If I choose not to participate, the survey will end.”

Participants were paid at a rate of $16.88 per hour, which exceeded the average state
minimum wage of $10.69 in 2024. The study involved no intervention in political processes,
posed minimal risk to participants, and was not expected to cause harm.
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