
 

Breaking the Cycle of Dismissiveness:  
Effective Framing for a Race-Forward Policy Agenda 
  
CONTEXT  
Making the most of the potential of communities marginalized by racism – both 
increasing opportunities and recognizing unique obstacles – will make our 
neighborhoods, states and nation stronger. Yet promoting constructive dialog about this 
idea, and about the policy approaches that could help, is extremely difficult in the 
current American context. White Americans tend to be particularly resistant to 
conversations that seem to imply “special treatment” of any specific group. And even 
people of color, while they are more open to systemic and structural explanations for 
disparities, can still default to individualistic explanations of why some people (and 
groups) end up more successful than others. Advancing race-forward policy agendas 
around the country will require addressing these dynamics – both energizing voters of 
color and expanding support among Whites, who make up a majority in many states.  
The strategy presented here, emerging from conversations in the state of Kansas 
(which is 85% white), effectively builds broad support for a policy agenda where race 
considerations are explicit, and also provides a much-needed opening for a deeper, 
more constructive conversation about race with individuals who are currently resistant to 
the topic. 
 
FINDINGS 

Many White Kansans, and White Americans more generally, are oblivious to seemingly 
familiar and uncontroversial facts and dynamics related to racial bias, discrimination, 
and systemic obstacles, and are just as unaware of the innovative and effective 
solutions that are addressing disparities and improving lives. We term this pattern “race 
dismissiveness” – a lack of acknowledgement of the profound ways in which race 
affects people’s life chances, and of how we can play a collective role in making those 
chances more equitable. 

As a result of their lack of awareness – and due to a widespread American emphasis on 
personal responsibility – race-dismissive individuals judge people of color negatively for 
creating their own problems, resent being made to feel “guilty” about or responsible for 
disparities, and are suspicious of the motives of anyone who brings up the topic. 
In turn, these negative views reinforce their unwillingness to hear, understand or take in 
basic information related to race. We call this stubborn dynamic the “vicious cycle of 
race dismissiveness,” and it has important implications for communicators. 
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● Race-dismissive audiences ignore communications about race. 
● They often miss the significance of the topic because they don’t share the 

premises underlying the communications. 
●  Approaches focused on proving the extent of race-based disparities, or on 

explaining Whites’ responsibility to undo and compensate for systemic racism, 
actually backfire by reinforcing the vicious cycle rather than disrupting it. 

 

  
 
Topos research has identified an approach that successfully breaks this dynamic, and 
engages audiences, including resistant audiences both in policy goals, and in 
continued conversations.  
 
RECOMMENDATIONS  
The exciting outcome from the project is that communicators can make significant 
headway on the issue using the following core conceptual narrative:  

Many segments of the population face specific, concrete, and eye-opening 
challenges – including, specifically, people of color. But there are effective ways 
we (the state) can and should address these challenges. 
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Topos research consistently demonstrates that highlighting solutions, and connecting 
the dots regarding barriers, can be compelling keys to effective communication. The 
current research adds more specific insights about how to break through the cycle of 
race dismissiveness that can stop a conversation before it starts. Specifically, we are 
effective when we begin by drawing connections among the many significant types of 
challenges various groups face, then fleshing this story out with specific, eye-opening 
and explicitly race-based examples and solutions.  
This approach has important effects: 

● It invites audiences to identify with different groups, and reduces us/them 
divisions, by aligning concerns with factors they already know something about 
and relate to. 

● It works against “deficit-based thinking” about people of color, since it points out 
that all kinds of population groups face challenges, and implicitly, have shared 
aspirations as well. 

● It inoculates against resentment by not singling out race as the only meaningful 
factor in determining people’s life chances. (Instead, it invites broad audiences to 
consider a variety of factors – class, age, disability, isolation, geography – that 
demand attention.)  

In the end, it opens audiences up to broader linkages and understandings they tend to 
dismiss otherwise.  
 
There are three key aspects of the story. 

1.    Embed the discussion in the context of challenges that many groups face – i.e. not 
just challenges based on race. 
Sample language: Experts talk about “segment challenges,” meaning challenges faced 
by specific populations – rural, elderly, disabled, etc. – that others may not see. While 
people may sometimes be able to navigate these barriers, the state can also take 
actions to reduce them. For example, people living in rural areas may have a tough time 
getting to work or the doctor; so we might invest in more bus routes or telehealth. Senior 
citizens often face bankruptcy due to serious, unexpected medical expenses – so we 
can do more to ensure they have access to affordable care.  
Note that communicators can choose their own language and examples. 

2.    Offer concrete, eye-opening examples of obstacles people of color face, including 
systemic and structural barriers. 
These examples should focus on obstacles rather than outcomes – conditions people 
face, or treatment they receive, as opposed to outcomes they achieve, e.g. related to 
income, wealth, educational attainment or health. An emphasis on disparities of 
outcomes tends to backfire with broad audiences – triggering resentment and the cycle 
of dismissiveness – and also reinforces deficit-based perspectives, in which people of 
color are strongly associated with images of poverty, failure, criminality and so forth. 
Instead this framing presents people of color as people first, facing obstacles anyone 
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would rightly find unacceptable. An important consideration is that these examples 
should not sound like we’re accusing the audience of discrimination or prejudice – an 
approach that is consistently shown to backfire.  
Sample language:  
Because past laws and real estate practices prevented Black Kansans from buying 
houses and building wealth, parents committed to their children’s future economic 
well-being have less to pass on to or invest in them. 
It turns out that White doctors spend statistically fewer minutes talking with patients who 
aren’t White –an obstacle to good health. 
A recent study found that a White job applicant with a felony record has better odds of 
getting a call back than a Black applicant with the same resume and a clean record. 
 
3.    Highlight practical, effective solutions. 
It is important to emphasize specific, policy-related solutions. Showing examples of 
successful solutions is engaging and energizing, and helps avoid problem-fatigue and 
resentment about a topic that can seem overwhelming. These examples also aid 
understanding by connecting the dots on how a given dynamic works and how it can be 
avoided.  
Sample language:  
A program in Washington DC training prenatal caregivers how to address stress-related 
health challenges faced by Black moms has significantly reduced the problem of 
premature or low birthweight babies. (Studies show these unhealthy extra stresses 
often result from repeated experiences such as being looked at with more suspicion or 
less empathy in various settings.) 
To address the effects of past real estate practices that barred particular groups, 
including people of color, from home ownership, some states have effective programs to 
assist families with down payments.  
 
ABOUT TOPOS 
Topos has as its mission to explore and ultimately transform the landscape of public 
understanding where public interest issues play out. Our approach is based on the 
premise that while it is possible to achieve short-term victories on issues through a 
variety of strategies, real change depends on a fundamental shift in public 
understanding. Topos was created to bring together the range of expertise needed to 
understand existing issue dynamics, explore possibilities for creating new issue 
understanding, develop a proven course of action, and arm advocates with new 
communications tools to win support. For more information: www.topospartnership.com. 
Or email us: team@topospartnership.com 
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