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Democratic Trifectas
Republican Trifectas

Divided Governments

Source for mortality data: https://www.bioinformaticscro.com/blog/states-ranked-by-age-adjusted-covid-deaths/ 

Puerto Rico

Source for governing landscape data: https://ballotpedia.org/State_government_trifectas and https://ballotpedia.org/Veto_overrides_in_state_legislatures.  

Legend

Colorado

Source for threats and harassment data: https://bridgingdivides.princeton.edu/THD.   

Washington

Hawaii*

Alaska

Non-Contiguous 
States

California*

US Virgin Islands

States and Territories Included in Interview Waves One through Three, Organized by Region, Governmental 
Landscape, COVID-19 Mortality, and Level of Threats to and Harassment of Public Officials

Bubble size proportionate 
to state population Georgia

*     Legislative supermajority

Idaho*

Oklahoma*

Vermont*

South 
Dakota*

New 
Mexico

Pink text = >10% Native 
American

Arizona

At least five interviews with state, 
city & county officials (funding 
provided by the Commonwealth 
Fund and the Mellon Foundation) 
in waves one through three 
(pictured states). 

At least two interviews with state, 
city & county officials in remaining 
states and territories in wave four.

https://www.bioinformaticscro.com/blog/states-ranked-by-age-adjusted-covid-deaths/
https://ballotpedia.org/State_government_trifectas
https://bridgingdivides.princeton.edu/THD
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Can challenge even 
sacred assumptions 
and create discomfort 
without being 
disrespectful, uncivil, 
unproductive.  Tactics 
range from innocuous 
to more provocative.

debate

Can be both 
lawful and 

legitimate even if 
contested.

• Anti-state

• Anti-science
• Creates climate of 

hostility and fear that 
foments targeting

But some things 
cross the line. limits on free speech

advocacy

• Anti-expert

limits on harassment & discrimination

Backlash is more than 
sharp critique, 
resistance, disregard, 
repudiation, or even 
coercion.

• Reactive to perceived loss of 
status or power (and often 
involves identity-based targeting 
& attack) and suggests the need 
for punishment
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ASTHO and de Beaumont Foundation, March 2022



Dog feces left in a box at front door 
along with a death threat 

composed with letters 

cut & pasted from a 

newspaper. This health official 
also had a physical encounter in 
public.

Extreme Coercion

“You know we're coming to get you. We will not stand 
for this.” 

“[P]eople are 

spitting in our faces, 

you know, and 

shouting us down” at 

a public meeting.



Identity-Based

You need to be “strung up”’ and 
“electrocution would be too 
good for you.”



Not all coercion, soft or 
extreme, rises to the 
level of backlash.

After face-to-face press conference 
“some guy followed me 

back to the the city 

car and was like 

spitting at me and 

telling me that my 

family needs get 

Covid and die.”



Broader Social Context
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What do we do in a moment in 
which there is a profound 

commitment to hate?



Champion “a broad commitment to pluralism” that delivers 
“a chance to achieve a higher level of excellence powered 
by intense engagements across a vast range of viewpoints.” 

~ Danielle Allen, Washington Post, 10 Dec. 2023

Take advantage of this moment in which people across the 
political spectrum are outraged by threats, harassment, 
intimidation and violence to ask, in a bipartisan way—or in 
a way that transcends partisanship--do we want to live like 
this? 
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