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Social science research notes that racial context is related to attitudes toward social issues; however, surprisingly little research
has examined how the impact of racial context on attitudes is activated. The aim of this article is to examine racial context
“effects” for policy preferences, but to do so within a broader perspective. This article extends the literature on racial attitudes
by considering a conditional relationship between racial and ethnic context and socioeconomic context and expanding
racial context to include multiple racial and ethnic groups. The findings indicate that racial and ethnic contextual effects do
emerge; however, these effects are conditional on the socioeconomic context in which an individual resides. Specifically, high
socioeconomic contexts and highly diverse contexts are related to higher levels of support for racial social issues; however,
contexts characterized by low socioeconomic context and high racial and ethnic diversity are associated with lower levels of
support for such issues.

Avast body of research has examined the relation-
ship between racial composition and attitudes to-
ward social issues. The intellectual derivation of

this research extends as far back as Key (1949), and exam-
ples of this research are ubiquitous. Findings commonly
support the assertion that racial composition is associ-
ated with attitudes on racial issues; however, this litera-
ture provides a narrow understanding of this relationship.
The principal aim of this article is to examine racial con-
tex/composition “effects,” but to do so within a broader
perspective. First, we argue that to examine the impact of
racial (and ethnic) composition on attitudes it is neces-
sary to account for the socioeconomic environment in
which individuals reside. Specifically, we argue the im-
pact of racial composition on attitudes is conditional on
socioeconomic context. Second, we propose the tendency
to focus on the impact of the black population on white
attitudes belies the demonstrable fact the United States
has been and is becoming more racially and ethnically
diverse.

To accomplish this we first examine the relevant lit-
erature on the relationship between racial composition
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and individual-level attitudes. Following this, we dis-
cuss the measurement of racial and ethnic diversity and
then present and discuss findings from several models of
individual-level attitudes. Our conclusions are that racial
and ethnic contextual effects do emerge; however, these ef-
fects are conditioned on the socioeconomic environment
in which an individual resides. Specifically, racial and eth-
nic composition interacts with the socioeconomic context
such that high socioeconomic contexts and highly diverse
contexts are related to higher levels of support for racially
targeted social issues; however, low socioeconomic con-
texts and highly diversity are associated with lower levels
of support for such issues.

Racial Composition and Attitudes

There are two perspectives on the relationship between
racial composition and attitudes. Both perspectives hold
that attitudes toward racially based public policies are as-
sociated with the racial composition of the area in which
individuals reside; however, the nature of the relationship
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differs between these two perspectives. The intergroup
contact literature argues increased interracial group ex-
posure and/or contact is associated with more positive
racial attitudes (e.g., Forbes 1997; Jackman and Crane
1986; Sigelman et al. 1996). Alternatively, the intergroup
conflict perspective, or the “racial threat hypothesis,” sug-
gests that as the size of a minority group’s population
increases, prejudicial attitudes increase (e.g., Bobo 1988;
Glaser 1994; Key 1949). Our study does not seek to estab-
lish if racial context is associated with attitudes, as this
relationship has already been demonstrated. Rather, we
are concerned with examining the nature of the relation-
ship between racial context and attitudes. We rely on the
socioeconomic context research to develop expectations
regarding the nature of the relationship between racial
context and attitudes.

Several prominent works outline the importance of
one’s socioeconomic “environment” in the structure of
racial attitudes (Huckfeldt and Kohfeld 1989; Oliver and
Mendelberg 2000; Oliver and Wong 2003). Huckfeldt and
Kohfeld argue “the political polarization between whites
and blacks is not simply a matter of social relations be-
tween whites and blacks but also a matter of social rela-
tions within the white and black population” (1989, 54).
They argue racial conflict arises not only in response to
interaction among the groups, but as a function of other
contextual factors that serve to buttress racial animosities.
Oliver and Mendelberg (2000) argue that low socioeco-
nomic status settings may lead to greater exposure to high
levels of crime, social disorder, and physical decay. This
kind of exposure leads to greater out-group hostility and
general distrust of other individuals. Consequently, indi-
viduals residing in low-status environments may harbor
greater racial animosity, thus leading to less tolerant and
less supportive attitudes toward out-groups and toward
polices designed to benefit a particular racial or ethnic
group.

The socioeconomic context research and the racial
context research demonstrate that the environment in
which an individual resides is associated with racial at-
titudes. However, both lines of research consider the
impact of one contextual characteristic in isolation
from other contextual characteristics. One exception is
Oliver and Mendelberg’s (2000) research which consid-
ers a conditional relationship between racial context and
socioeconomic context. They argue that racial residen-
tial segregation has reduced competition among racial
groups for political and economic resources. “Because
most whites are sequestered in predominantly white,
suburban municipalities, they are removed from local
political arenas where their power or privilege is con-

tested by African Americans or where the effects of
race-targeted policies are felt” (Oliver and Mendelberg
2000, 575). They argue that other contextual factors,
such as socioeconomic characteristics, may impact in-
terracial competition and thus be associated with racial
attitudes. However, their findings yield little evidence
for the proposed conditional relationship between socio-
economic environment and racial environment on racial
attitudes.

We argue to garner a better understanding of the re-
lationship between racial composition and racial policy
attitudes it is necessary to account for the role of one’s so-
cioeconomic environment. Further, we argue the socioe-
conomic climate in which an individual resides conditions
the relationship between racial context and individual at-
titudes. Explicitly stated, we expect that the structure of
racial attitudes varies depending on whether individuals
live in a highly diverse and a high socioeconomic con-
text than when compared to individuals residing in a
highly diverse and low socioeconomic context. The lat-
ter context represents a maximum-threat context, as the
social milieu is racially and ethnically diverse and the so-
cioeconomic environment is poor. In accordance with
the intergroup conflict research, we expect in this type
of environment, there is increased competition and per-
ceived threat between or among groups. As such, ex-
posure to other racial and ethnic groups is associated
with less support for policies benefitting other groups.
In contrast, the former environment is most likely to
be conducive to positive exposure effects. High socioe-
conomic environments coupled with high levels of di-
versity will result in more favorable exposure of whites
to minority groups. As the intergroup contact litera-
ture suggests, in this type of contextual environment,
lower levels of competition and perceived threat between/
among groups leads to greater support for racial public
policies.

Importantly, this hypothesized conditional relation-
ship will provide insight into the discrepant findings
of the intergroup contact and intergroup conflict liter-
atures.1 Accounting for the proposed conditional rela-
tionship between racial diversity and socioeconomic con-
text allows one to evaluate the conditions under which

1Oliver and Wong attempt to address the discrepancy between the
conflict and contact hypotheses. They argue that at the neighbor-
hood level, attitudes exhibit the contact hypothesis; whereas at the
metropolitan-area level, attitudes reflect intergroup conflict. How-
ever, as they note, they were unable to establish why individuals
residing in more diverse contexts exhibit greater levels of tolerance
toward out-groups (2003, 580). As such, this work does not provide
evidence that helps to reconcile the two areas of research.
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favorable versus unfavorable racial exposure is likely to
emerge. We argue that failing to account for either kind
of context or failing to account for the apparent condi-
tional nature of the relationship may result in misleading
conclusions.

An additional issue we address is the tendency in
most of the existing literature to measure racial compo-
sition as the proportion of the black population within
a given area. The narrow focus on the black population
implicitly suggests that the U.S. population is largely bira-
cial, not multiracial and multiethnic. Additionally, the
existing research commonly notes that the United States
is highly segregated, with whites largely residing sepa-
rately from blacks (Massey and Eggars 1993; Oliver and
Mendelberg 2000). Inherently, the concentration on the
size of the black population suggests that areas lacking
a nontrivial black population are by default, homoge-
neous white areas. While it is true that the United States
is highly segregated, it does not naturally follow that an
area lacking a large black population is necessarily racially
and ethnically homogenous. As census reports indicate,
Hispanics and Asians are more integrated residentially (or
live in closer proximity to whites) than the black popu-
lation (Massey and Denton 1993; Iceland, Weinberg, and
Steinmetz 2002). This suggests that the focus on the size
of the black population within an area overlooks the pres-
ence of other racial and ethnic groups.

For example, Oliver and Mendelberg (2000) measure
racial context as the percentage of the black population at
the metropolitan level.2 While it is true that a large pro-
portion of the black population resides in metropolitan
areas, it is not the case this is the only minority popula-
tion present. The 1990 Census data indicated 83.5% of
the black population resided in metropolitan areas and
comprised 12.7% of the overall metropolitan population;
90.4% of the Hispanic population resided in metropolitan
areas and made up 10.5% of the metropolitan population;
while 93.9% of the Asian population lived in metropoli-
tan areas and comprised 3.4% of the metropolitan pop-
ulation. The practice of measuring racial composition as
the percentage of the black population within metropoli-
tan areas ignores other sizeable nonwhite populations.
The limitations surfacing in prior research make it dif-
ficult to identify the nature of the relationship between
racial (and ethnic) composition and attitudes. We now

2This study also accounts for racial context at the zip code level.
The authors find there is very little variation in the percentage black
population at the zip code level due to high levels of segregation
between whites and blacks. As a result of the lack of variability in the
measure, the authors find no relationship between zip code context
and racial attitudes.

turn attention to the measurement of racial and ethnic
diversity.

Measuring Racial and Ethnic
Diversity

We utilize data from the 1992 National Election Studies
survey and 1990 U.S. Census Bureau data to examine the
relationship between attitudes and racial and ethnic diver-
sity. This particular data set is utilized because it contains a
number of survey items regarding respondents’ attitudes
toward racially and ethnically based policy items. Census
data are used to measure levels of racial and ethnic diver-
sity, proportion college educated, and other geographic
characteristics at the county level. The individual-level
NES data and the county-level census data are merged to
account for the racial and ethnic context in which respon-
dents’ reside.

The relationship between racial composition and
racial attitudes has been observed at many levels includ-
ing the census tract, neighborhood, zip code, county, and
metropolitan area. For the purpose of this study we have
selected the county as the geographical unit of analysis.
There are both important theoretical and practical reasons
for the use of the county as the contextual unit of interest
as opposed to other levels such as zip code or metropoli-
tan areas. From a practical standpoint, a person’s exposure
to contextual conditions likely extends beyond a census
tract, neighborhood, or zip code. Individuals on a daily
basis may travel beyond the geographical bounds of their
neighborhood and/or zip code.3 They are likely to be ex-
posed to a wider array of contextual conditions than the
area in which they immediately reside. Individuals’ expo-
sure to conditions (racial, socioeconomic, or otherwise)
outside the boundaries of a neighborhood or a zip code is
not only possible, but very probable.4 In this sense, the zip
code, census tract, or neighborhood levels may understate
likely exposure to environmental conditions compared to
the county level.

The county is also preferable to larger geographical
units such as metropolitan areas because it is a more

3Indeed, the 1990 Census showed that the average commute time
across all U.S. counties was about 23 minutes, with some average
county commute times exceeding 30 minutes.

4Hence, one need not systematically “sample” areas in their con-
text to gain exposure to racial/ethnic groups and socioeconomic
conditions that might differ from an individual’s immediate en-
vironment. Moreover, media markets certainly extend beyond the
confines of a zip code or census tract. Consequently, an individual’s
“exposure” to environmental conditions need not exclusively occur
via direct interpersonal interaction.
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refined measure of one’s racial and ethnic context and
socioeconomic context. There are 3,142 counties in the
United States, while there are approximately 319 Census-
defined metropolitan areas. There are also considerable
differences in population size between the county and
metropolitan level.5 Further, metropolitan areas often in-
clude not only single cities or counties, but often multiple
cities and multiple counties (that may extend across state
lines). Compared to the county, then, the metropolitan
level gives a less refined measure of the racial/ethnic and
social environment.

From a theoretical standpoint, county as the geo-
graphic unit of analysis is reasonable based on the fact
this geographical unit has substantive political implica-
tions for individual-level attitudes toward social policies.
County governments are often responsible for deliver-
ing public services such as assessment of property, main-
tenance of rural infrastructure, administration of judi-
cial and election functions, and oversees programs such
as welfare, housing, health, and economic development
(NACo 2003; Schneider and Park 1989).6 As such, the
county level holds important political and public pol-
icy implications (See Baybeck 2001; Schnieder and Park
2001). Given the interest in individual-level attitudes re-
garding policies that target racial and ethnic minority
groups coupled with the fact that many of these poli-
cies involve issues of “redistributive services” (i.e., wel-
fare, employment, and education), the use of county as
the geographic unit makes both practical and theoretical
sense.

We use 1990 Census data for every county’s white,
black, Hispanic, Asian, and American Indian populations
to create a measure county-level racial and ethnic diver-
sity. The measure used in this study accounts not only for
the presence of multiple groups, but also for the mixing,
or multiplicity, of these groups.7 The measure of racial
and ethnic diversity is created using a modified version of

5The national county population average is less than 25 thousand,
while the national metropolitan population average is over 80 thou-
sand. Approximately 30% of the nation’s metropolitan areas house
over 500 thousand inhabitants, while only 2.6% of the nation’s
counties have populations over 500 thousand.

6Forty-eight states have county-level governments that act as a
branch of the state government (NACo 2003).

7Oliver and Wong (2003) use a measure racial and ethnic com-
position that accounts for the percent of the population within a
geographic area that is of the respondent’s own race or ethnicity. So
for white respondents the measure of context is the percent white
population within an area. This measure implicitly accounts for the
size of the out-group population; however, it does not explicitly ac-
count for the mixing of different racial and ethnic groups. In other
words, if the population is 50% white, it could be 50% black, 25%
black and 25% Hispanic, or 20% asian and 30% black.

the Rae (1967) index.8 The measure of racial and ethnic
diversity is constructed as:9

F = P −
n∑

i=1

(ti )
2,

where n denotes number of groups, ti denotes the propor-
tion of the group in the district, and where P = ∑n

i (ti ).
The index reflects a range of racial and ethnic diversity
from homogeneous to heterogeneous. Higher values on
this index denote a county where multiple racial and/or
ethnic minority groups are nontrivially represented and
where whites are fewer in number. In contrast, lower val-
ues denote a county in which no group(s) rivals the dom-
inant group (for the counties in the NES data, low scores
imply white dominant counties). The observed values of
the diversity index range from .016 to .743. The mean level
of county diversity is .287, with a median value of .25.

In addition to accounting for racial and ethnic com-
position, we are also interested in creating a measure of
the socioeconomic environment. Socioeconomic status is
measured here as the percentage of college-educated in-
dividuals within the county. Clearly, there are a wide va-
riety of possible indicators of socioeconomic status such
as median income or unemployment; however, educa-
tion level has been found to be the most reliable indicator
of contextual-level socioeconomic status (Huckfeldt and
Kohfeld 1989; Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995; Oliver and
Mendelberg 2000). The observed values of the college-
educated indicator range from 7 to 52%. The mean level
of county college educated is 22% with a median value of
21%. We now turn attention to constructing models of
individual-level attitudes.

Data and Analysis

The dependent variables examined involve white, non-
Latinos responses to questions on preferential hiring of
blacks, education quotas, welfare assistance, government

8Rae’s index was originally developed to measure partisan diversity
in a legislature. We use a modified version of the Rae index in
this analysis to measure county-level racial and ethnic diversity.
The Rae measure has been used to measure constituency diversity
(Bond 1983), ethnic diversity (Ordeshook and Shvetsova 1994) and
racial and ethnic diversity (Hero 1998).

9Our measure is modified to compensate for double-counting of
Hispanics in the census data. Because individuals of Hispanic ori-
gin can be of any racial or ethnic background, census data often
provides information for both an individuals’ race and ethnicity.
In some instances the original measure exceeds the value of one,
which is theoretically impossible. The modified version and the
original measure are correlated at .98.
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assistance to blacks, and support for bilingual education.10

With the exception of a question pertaining to bilingual
education, each of the survey items required the respon-
dent to place him or herself on an ordered scale. Indi-
vidual attitudes toward these issues are treated as a func-
tion of three sets of covariates: individual-level attributes;
individual-level core values; and contextual attributes.
The individual-level attributes measure the respondent’s
age (measured in years), sex (code 1 if female), income
level, and education level. Income is coded in terms of two
binary indicators with the first denoting whether or not
the respondent’s income was less than or equal to $15,000
and the second denoting whether or not the respondent’s
income was greater than or equal to $75,000. Education
was also coded in terms of two binary indicators with the
first denoting whether or not the respondent had less than
a high school education, and the second denoting whether
or not the respondent was a college graduate.

The individual-level core values are measured in
terms of the often-used racial resentment scale (Kinder
and Sanders 1996) and the egalitarianism scale (Kinder
and Sanders 1996; Sears, Henry, and Kosterman 2000).
Both value scales are summative scales composed of the
relevant NES survey items. The egalitarianism scale is con-
structed using five items (Kinder and Sanders 1996; Sears,
Henry, and Kosterman 2000) and has a Cronbach’s � of
.83. The racial resentment scale is composed of four items
and has a Cronbach’s � of .75. This scale is coded such
that higher scores indicate less prejudicial attitudes, and
the egalitarianism scale is coded such that higher scores
reflect stronger egalitarian attitudes.11 We expect these
scales to be strongly related to support for policies ben-

10The question wording for preferential hiring item was: “Do you
favor/oppose preference in hiring and promotion strongly or not
strongly?”; for the education quotas item; “Do you favor/oppose
education quotas strongly or not strongly?”; for the welfare as-
sistance item: “Should federal spending on welfare programs be
increased, decreased, or kept about the same?”; for the government
assistance to blacks item: “Some people feel that the government in
Washington should make every effort to improve the social and eco-
nomic position of blacks. Others feel that the government should
not make any special effort to help blacks because they should help
themselves. Where would you place yourself on this scale?”; and
for the bilingual education item: “Which one of the following three
statements best describes how you feel?” 1. All classes should be
conducted only in English so that children have to learn English
right from the start. 2. Children who don’t know English should
have classes in their native language just for a year or two until they
learn English. 3. There should be one set of classes in English and
another set in Spanish or other languages all the way through high
school so that children can keep their native languages and culture
if they choose.

11Because high scores on the racial resentment scale reflects less
prejudicial attitudes, we refer to it as “racial tolerance” in our tables
to avoid confusion.

efitting racial and/or ethnic groups. In addition to these
two scales, two binary indicators are used measuring the
respondent’s ideology. The first denotes whether or not
the respondent identified him or herself as being moder-
ately or strongly liberal, and the second denotes whether
or not the respondent identified him or herself as being
moderately or strongly conservative.

Four contextual indicators are included in the models.
The first is an indicator denoting whether or not the re-
spondent’s county is in the South. As white (non-Latino)
individuals in the south have typically been associated
with having lower levels of support for racially targeted
policies, this measure should account for any independent
effects of the south region. The second is a measure of
the percent urban is included to account for the expecta-
tion that individuals residing in rural areas tend to exhibit
greater levels of racial conservatism than do individuals
who reside in more urban areas. Finally, the two measures
discussed in the previous section, racial and ethnic diver-
sity and proportion college educated, are also included in
the models.

Several statistical models were estimated to examine
the relationship between diversity, socioeconomic con-
text, and attitudes toward racial public policies. Four of
the five dependent variables are ordinal and thus require
a model appropriate for ordered data.12 Typically with
such items, the ordered logit model (or some similar other
cumulative link model) is applied; however, the ordered
logit model maintains the restrictive proportional odds
assumption. This assumption requires that the effects of
the covariates on the log-odds of observing a score on the
dependent variable are invariant to the cutpoint param-
eters. To evaluate the proportional odds assumption for
our models, we estimated both an ordered logit model
and a “generalized” ordered logit model (Kang Fu 1998)
for each of the ordered survey items.13 A likelihood-ratio
test between the models indicated the proportional odds
assumption did not hold for any of the ordered items.
Consequently, we present the results from the generalized
ordered logit model.

In Table 1, we present the results from several gener-
alized ordered logit models. This table gives the J − 1 sets
of log-odds ratios (i.e., logits) for each of the survey items
(where J denotes the number of category scores on the

12The model for bilingual education is a multinomial logit model,
as the categories are unordered for this variable.

13The generalized ordered logit model relaxes the proportional odds
assumption, thus permitting the covariates to have differential ef-
fects across the J − 1 ordered categories. Hence, the odds ratios
need not maintain the assumption of proportionality. This model
has been discussed and proposed by many authors, for example
Agresti (1990) and Clogg and Shihadeh (1984).
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TABLE 1 Social Policy Positions as a Function of Individual-Level Attributes, Values, and
Contextual Factors Generalized Ordered Logit Estimates (Robust Standard Errors)

Education Quotas Preferential Hiring Welfare

Covariates C1 C2 C3 C1 C2 C3 C1 C2

Contextual Attributes
College Educated −2.05 −3.71 −3.52 −1.26 −3.43 −2.86 −1.07 −.73

(1.55) (1.76) (2.49) (1.65) (2.73) (3.83) (1.57) (2.22)
Diversity −1.98 −3.67 −2.99 −.98 −2.79 −2.69 −1.59 −1.87

(.91) (.97) (1.43) (.98) (1.40) (1.88) (.98) (1.42)
Diversity × College 6.76 15.25 15.22 4.83 13.66 11.02 7.92 9.02

(4.29) (4.56) (6.62) (4.36) (5.83) (8.91) (4.54) (6.09)
South −.08 −.08 −.00003 −.15 .05 −.005 .15 −.26

(.17) (.20) (.28) (.17) (.22) (.41) (.15) (.22)
Urban .55 .51 .07 .17 .32 .46 .42 .18

(.35) (.40) (.60) (.40) (.55) (.72) (.33) (.47)

Values
Racial Tolerance .26 .27 .26 .23 .27 .20 .09 .03

(.02) (.02) (.04) (.02) (.03) (.06) (.02) (.03)
Egalitarianism .02 .04 .07 −.02 .01 .03 .07 .08

(.02) (.02) (.03) (.02) (.03) (.05) (.02) (.02)
Liberal .20 .46 .20 .34 .09 1.24 .01 .62

(.21) (.22) (.27) (.22) (.23) (.59) (.21) (.24)
Conservative .11 −0.8 .28 .16 .02 .07 −.85 −1.34

(.17) (.21) (.32) (.19) (.28) (.41) (.16) (.39)

Individual-Level Attributes
Age −.01 −.002 .006 −.007 −.009 −.01 .005 −.01

(.003) (.004) (.006) (.004) (.005) (.01) (.004) (.005)
Gender .26 .25 .08 .23 .04 −.27 .13 .42

(.13) (.15) (.22) (.13) (.18) (.28) (.12) (.17)
LT 15K .23 .52 .34 .44 .47 .66 .72 .84

(.17) (.18) (.25) (.17) (.22) (.32) (.17) (.21)
GT 75K −.32 −.76 −1.85 −.43 −.52 −1.51 −.26 −.40

(.20) (.30) (.57) (.23) (.35) (.86) (.19) (.35)
LT High School .72 1.11 .98 .42 1.39 1.56 .60 .90

(.20) (.21) (.29) (.21) (.27) (.35) (.19) (.23)
College Grad −.21 −.14 −.24 .11 .32 −.64 .02 −.02

(.16) (.19) (.28) (.16) (.22) (.37) (.15) (.23)
Constant −1.52 −3.38 −5.22 −1.96 −3.83 −4.41 −1.84 −3.19

(.38) (.46) (.71) (.42) (.62) (1.09) (.38) (.60)

� 2 469.27 330.29 285.28
Observations 1,455 1,481 1,487

The response variables are categorical variables measuring individual-level attitudes on various social policy issues from the 1992 National
Election Study. Coefficient estimates are based on generalized ordered logit estimates. All � 2 statistics are significant at p < .0001.

dependent variable). The ordered response variables are
coded such that higher scores denote greater support for
the issue or policy in question. To facilitate interpretation
of the models, consider the model of attitudes toward ed-
ucation quotas, which is found in the first three columns

(C 1, C 2, C 3) of Table 1. The response options are 1 =
“oppose strongly,” 2 = “oppose not strongly,” 3 = “favor
not strongly,” and 4 = “favor strongly” education quo-
tas. The first column, labeled “C1” (for cutpoint 1) gives
the log-odds of a respondent answering “above” the first
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TABLE 1 Social Policy Positions as a Function of Individual-Level Attributes, Values, and Contextual
Factors Generalized Ordered Logit Estimates (Robust Standard Errors) (Continued)

Government Aid to Blacks Bilingual Education

Covariates C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 C6 Y = 1 Y = 2

Contextual Attributes
College Educated −4.01 −3.31 −2.44 −3.18 −5.26 −14.84 2.39 .43

(2.26) (1.97) (1.90) (2.14) (3.48) (8.64) (1.85) (2.52)
Diversity −2.58 −1.27 −1.32 −1.24 −5.02 −9.36 .46 −1.13

(1.39) (1.17) (1.11) (1.31) (2.21) (4.24) (1.16) (1.47)
Diversity × College 17.25 8.40 9.63 10.57 23.58 35.73 −3.32 −.46

(7.09) (5.58) (5.19) (5.52) (9.43) (17.74) (6.58) (17.74)
South −.44 −.32 −.51 −.14 .12 .33 .19 .19

(.19) (.17) (.17) (.22) (.30) (.81) (.16) (.25)
Urban .40 .58 .18 .69 1.59 2.60 −.58 −.26

(.41) (.42) (.41) (.54) (.70) (1.67) (.36) (.42)

Values
Racial Tolerance .28 .26 .25 .27 .19 .23 .06 .07

(.03) (.02) (.02) (.03) (.05) (.10) (.02) (.02)
Egalitarianism .03 .05 .07 .10 .13 −.001 .04 .07

(.02) (.02) (.02) (.02) (.04) (.13) (.02) (.02)
Liberal −.05 .29 .50 .36 .46 .66 −.10 −.17

(.33) (.26) (.22) (.22) (.37) (.56) (.28) (.33)
Conservative .08 −.10 −.15 .04 −.13 −1.61 .02 −.63

(.20) (.17) (.18) (.24) (.47) (1.90) (.16) (.24)

Individual-Level Attributes
Age −.04 −.03 −.02 −.06 −.05 −.10 −.01 −.02

(.03) (.02) (.02) (.03) (.05) (.12) (.004) (.006)
Age2 .0004 .0004 .0002 .0007 .0006 .001 – –

(.0003) (.0002) (.0002) (.0003) (.0005) (.001) – –
Gender −.03 .12 .26 −.03 .01 .51 −.03 .10

(.15) (.13) (.13) (.17) (.25) (.59) (.13) (.16)
LT 15K .01 .13 .29 .43 .53 .68 .20 .57

(.21) (.19) (.18) (.21) (.34) (.72) (.19) (.26)
GT 75K .06 .06 .01 −.08 −1.22 1.08 −.02 −.29

(.27) (.24) (.22) (.30) (.52) (1.90) (.20) (.40)
LT High School −.78 −.46 −.11 −.07 .33 1.63 −.44 .20

(.23) (.22) (.21) (.26) (.45) (1.17) (.21) (.23)
College Grad .53 .52 .11 −.06 −.21 −.29 .18 −.59

(.22) (.17) (.16) (.21) (.32) (.75) (.16) (.24)
Constant .73 −1.09 −2.48 −4.02 −5.39 −2.69 .13 −1.02

(.86) (.69) (.68) (.90) (1.60) (3.08) (.42) (.57)

� 2 700.24
Observations 1,399 1,502

The response variables are categorical variables measuring individual-level attitudes on various social policy issues from the 1992 National
Election Study. Coefficient estimates are based on generalized ordered logit estimates, except for the unordered bilingual education
variable. Coefficients for this model are multinomial logits. All � 2 and F statistics are significant at p < .0001.
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cutpoint (i.e., score = 2, 3, 4) versus responding below
the first cutpoint (i.e., score = 1); the second column, la-
beled “C2” gives the log-odds of a respondent answering
“above” the second cutpoint (i.e., score = 3, 4) versus re-
sponding below the second cutpoint (i.e., score = l, 2);
the third column, labeled “C3” gives the log-odds of res-
ponding above the third cutpoint (i.e., score = 4) versus
responding below the third cutpoint (i.e., score = 1, 2, 3).
The ordinality of the survey item is preserved in the mod-
els, yet the assumption of proportionality is not. Since
the parameters in Table 1 are logit estimates, each equa-
tion can be interpreted as a “stand-alone” logit, where
the outcome corresponds to placement above or below a
given cutpoint. It is important to understand what each
cutpoint “model” is showing. In the preferential hiring
model, column C2 is a model for the scale’s (implied)
midpoint. These coefficients in column C2 can be used to
determine the log-odds of responding above versus below
the midpoint—support versus opposition to preferential
hiring. For racial policy items, where interest usually cen-
ters on “support” or “opposition,” contrasts at the scale’s
midpoint are of greater substantive interest than other
cutpoint models.14

Before turning attention to the diversity and college
education measures—the central focus of this analysis—
we first consider the results for some of the other covari-
ates from the models in Table 1. The relationship between
core values–racial tolerance and egalitarianism–and at-
titudes is statistically significant across most of the cut-
points for each of the issues and in the predicted direc-
tion. In general, higher levels of racial tolerance and high
egalitarianism are associated with substantially greater
support for racial and ethnic issues. In contrast, more
prejudicial and less egalitarian values are associated with
opposition to racial and ethnic issues. Amongst the least
prejudicial individuals, the odds of supporting bilingual
education programs is about 10 times that of individuals
who are most prejudicial. The most egalitarian individu-
als are about five times more likely to support bilingual
education programs than the least egalitarian individual.
Further, least prejudicial individuals are about 14 times
more likely to support the status quo or increase welfare-
spending levels (versus decreasing them) compared to the
most prejudicial respondents. The most egalitarian re-
spondents are about five times more likely to answer with
the status quo/increase spending option compared to the
least egalitarian. Similar conclusions hold across the other
policy items.

14As we will make use of the “cutpoint model” to interpret some of
our results, note that for the preferential hiring item, C2 denotes
this model; for welfare assistance, C1 denotes this model; and for
aid to blacks, C 3, C 4, C 5 can be construed of as “midpoint” model.

Of course these results are not novel as the effect of
values on racial attitudes is well documented; however,
what is potentially interesting is to evaluate how the con-
textual variables influence racial attitudes above and be-
yond the demonstrably powerful influence of individually
held core values. It is to these factors that we turn next.

Assessing the Moderating Effect

Typically, research examining the relationship between
racial context and attitudes treats this relationship as a
“main effect.” This implies that the “effect” of racial con-
text on attitudes is invariant to other contextual factors
that may influence attitudes. We theorize that the influ-
ence of racial and ethnic composition on attitudes is con-
ditioned by the socioeconomic environment. To evaluate
the hypothesized conditional effect, we estimate a statis-
tical interaction between the racial and ethnic diversity
measure and the percent college-educated measure. This
interaction is given by

Y = �1(Diversity) + �2(C .E .)

+ �3(Diversity × C .E .), (1)

where Diversity denotes our measure of racial and ethnic
composition and C. E. denotes our measure of percent
college educated (for illustrative purposes, we omit the
other parameters from (1). The proposed conditioning
effect of socioeconomic status on racial and ethnic diver-
sity is given by

Y = �2(C .E .) + [�1 + �3(C .E .)]Diversity. (2)

Under (2), the coefficient �3 helps informs us about the
direction of the conditioning effect. If �3 is positive, this
implies that as the college-educated variable increases in
value, the impact (or “slope”) of the diversity measure on
the response variable steepens or increases. Because we
theorize that socioeconomic status should have a positive
conditioning effect on the relationship between racial pol-
icy attitudes and racial/ethnic composition, we hypothe-
size that �3 should be positive.15

In Table 1, the first three covariates specify the interac-
tion in Equation (1). Except for the “bilingual education”
model, the interaction term is uniformly positive across
each model. In terms of hypothesis tests, Table 2 summa-
rizes the p-values (based on z-ratios) obtained for each
of the interaction terms.16 For now, ignore the italicized

15The overall magnitude of the interaction effect, of course, is not
only determined by �3, but also by �1 and �2 as well as the unique
values taken by the two contextual measures.

16The bilingual education variable is not included as the interaction
term is not significant at any conventional level.
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TABLE 2 One-Tailed p-Values for Diversity ×
College Educated Interaction

Educ. Pref. Welfare Aid to
Cutpoint Quotas Hiring Assist. Blacks

C1 .058 .134 .041 .007
C2 .000 .01 .069 .066
C3 .011 .108 – .032
C4 – – – .028
C5 – – – .006
C6 – – – 0.22

terms. Using the one-tailed criteria and an upper p-value
of .10, 13 of the 16 interactions are statistically significant,
which provides strong evidence for the hypothesized con-
ditional relationship.17

It is well known that the standard errors for the
constituent terms—diversity and college educated—are
conditional (see Friedrich 1982). Specifically, the stan-
dard errors for the diversity measure are based on the
point where the college-educated measure equals exactly
0; while the standard errors for the college educated mea-
sure are based on the point where the diversity measure
equals 0. Given that neither of the contextual variables
have a natural 0 point, the standard errors for the con-
stituent terms will be larger than they are over the observed
range of the college-educated and diversity measures. As
Friedreich notes, if a statistical interaction holds, then
“the conditional standard errors will at some values of
X1 and X2 be smaller than” the standard errors from a
model without statistical interaction (1982, 813). Indeed,
there are as many conditional standard errors as there
are unique values of the diversity and college educated
variable.18 As such, the fact that the constituent terms—
diversity and college educated—are in some instances
not statistically significant is not a concern, as these es-
timates reflect points which are outside of the range of
observation.

The results indicate that the relationship between
racial/ethnic composition is conditioned on the type of
education context. The positive coefficient on the inter-

17We use a directional test here as we hypothesize that the interaction
term should be greater than 0. Also, the “13 of 16” count includes
the insignificant bilingual education items.

18To compute the standard errors of an interaction effect, the stan-
dard errors for each of the conditional slopes must be computed.
For the results presented here, the conditional standard errors for
the diversity and college-educated coefficients were found to be
significantly different from 0 across a wide range of the covariates
for many of the cutpoint models in Table 1.

action implies that education context works to amplify
the relationship between county-level racial/ethnic di-
versity and racial attitudes.19 Hence, the results indicate
that when a highly diverse context coincides with a high-
education context, attitudes on racial issues are most sup-
portive. Conversely, when a highly diverse context is coter-
minous with a low-education context, attitudes are least
supportive.

We now turn to some graphical displays. As noted,
one advantage of the generalized ordered logit model is
that we can assess how the covariates influence the like-
lihood of an individual responding above or below the
scale’s midpoint. This is useful because midpoint most
clearly demarcates “supporters” of a racial policy from
“opposers” of the policy. Notably, the results indicate that
the statistical significant of the conditional relationship
is strongest for the midpoint models. To see this, con-
sider again Table 2. The italicized terms are the p-values
for the cutpoints corresponding to the midpoint of the

19To illustrate that the results are not driven by the use of county as
the geographic unit of analysis, we reestimated the models using al-
ternative contextual measures. First we simply computed the mean
education level for respondents residing within the same county.
Since respondents most likely reside in relative proximity to one
another—a function of the NES sampling plan—a summary mea-
sure of the localized education context can be approximated by
computing the average education level for these respondents. Al-
though this approach is not without flaws—notably, sample sizes
vary from county to county and the group mean is closely connected
to the individual scores—we think it does serve as an approximate
measure of more localized context. With this new measure of the
education environment, we reestimated the ordinal models and
found that the results with those models are consistent with the
models presented in Table 1. Second, we reestimated our mod-
els incorporating information on the congressional district (CD)
of residence. To construct an alternative measure of context, we
mapped the CDs onto the counties in our sample. In several in-
stances, counties encompassed multiple CDs. For counties that
contained multiple congressional districts, we utilized Census-level
education attainment data based on the congressional district for
respondents living in these kinds of locations. Hence, for these re-
spondents, the geographical unit upon which the education context
and racial/ethnic diversity measures are based is, by definition, a
smaller geographical unit than the county, as the CD is “nested”
within the county. For respondents who resided in counties that
did not encompass multiple CDs, we retained the county-level ed-
ucation measure for them. (In such instances, the county level was
geographically “smaller” than the CD.) The idea for this approach,
we should note, comes from Brown (1988). With this alternative
contextual measures, we reestimated the models and found that
this alternative coding scheme produced the same basic results that
we present in Table 1. The conditional relationship hypothesized
in the article holds across each of the ordinal items. Because of
the robust findings of the conditional relationship—a finding that
is replicated using alternative contextual/environmental measures
that are based on lower levels of aggregation—we are confident
that the results in this article are not simply a function of mea-
surement issues. The results referenced above can be accessed at
http://www.u.arizona.edu/∼bsjones/ajpsdiversity.html.
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FIGURE 1 This Figure Shows the Relationship Between
Diversity and Racial Policy Attitudes, Conditional
on Education Levels. The Graphs Are Based on
Estimates from the “Midpoint” Models of Table 1
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scale.20 These points indicate strong statistical signifi-
cance at any conventional level for both one-tailed and
two-tailed tests.

In Figure 1, we illustrate the conditional relation-
ships found in Table 1 by plotting the predicted prob-
abilities from each of the “midpoint” models. These fig-
ures give the probability of a respondent scoring above the
midpoint (i.e., on the “support side” of the scale) versus
scoring below the midpoint (i.e., on the “oppose side” of
the scale). For each policy item, the relationship between
racial and ethnic diversity and policy attitudes is condi-
tioned on two kinds of socioeconomic contexts: “high
education” and “low education” contexts.21 “High” and

20Three terms are italicized for the “aid to blacks” item as this ques-
tion, while ordinal, only has anchors at the upper and lower ends
of the scale; hence, the “midpoint” is less clearly definable to survey
respondents.

21For the percent college-educated covariate, a score of .3 denotes
“high education” and a score of .1 denotes “low education.” We
could have computed all the possible conditional relationships for
the interaction effect but this would have produced a graph that
would be difficult to visualize. The values chosen for high and low
were based on inspecting the percentiles of the distribution for the
percent college-educated measure. In terms of the other covariates,
all the quantitative variables were set to their median values and
all the dummy variables (with the exception of the liberal variable
which was set to 1) were set to 0.

“low” education contexts were selected to convey the gen-
eral direction and range of the conditional relationship.
Figure 1 illustrates the consistency across the survey items
in the nature and direction of the relationship. Condition-
ing on high education contexts, we find that as the racial
and ethnic diversity of a county increases, the probability
of supporting a racial policy increases. In contrast, con-
ditioning on a low education context, as racial and ethnic
diversity increases, the probability of supporting a policy
decreases.

In making reference to probability “increases” and
“decreases” we want to be careful to note that for some
policy items, white respondents are generally prone to
oppose the issue. Thus, the probability scale (i.e., the
y-axis) in Figure 1 varies across the four issue areas.
This is most clearly shown on the preferential hiring
item. The highest estimated probability (given the covari-
ate profile used to generate the probabilities) is around
.10. This clearly indicates that white respondents, in gen-
eral, are opposed to preferential hiring practices. On the
other hand, the probability scale for the welfare assis-
tance item ranges from a predicted high of about .6 to
a low of about .35 (again, given the covariate profile for
the predictions). Hence, the magnitude of white support
for racial issues is contingent on the type of issue asked
about.
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These results lend evidence to reconcile the apparent
anomaly in the literature where both positive and negative
relationships between racial/ethnic composition and atti-
tudes have been found. For these issues, we in fact do see
conditions under which racial composition leads to both
support and opposition for race-based issues; however,
in this analysis, the different results are naturally inter-
pretable, not contradictory. Socioeconomic status mod-
erates the strength and direction of the relationship. The
results help us to better establish the conditions under
which racial composition will influence attitudes. Specif-
ically, the relationship between racial context and attitudes
is not independent of the socioeconomic context.

For example, for individuals nested within a low-
status context that is also highly diverse, racial hostility
may most readily manifest itself. Apart from being sur-
rounded by a poor socioeconomic climate, white non-
Latinos are also surrounded by racial and ethnic minori-
ties that compete for the same set of limited resources
likely to be found in the context. Under this condition—
a condition of maximal threat—we would expect likely
exposure to other racial and ethnic groups to be associ-
ated with less supportive and less tolerant racial attitudes.
However, in high-status contexts, individuals who are in
close proximity to members of racial and ethnic minority
groups may not feel the same kind of competition and
threat posed by minorities in low status environments.
The material well-being of individuals in these contexts
may mute (or preclude) the anxiety of having to think
about policies that benefit minority groups; moreover,
minorities in high-status contexts may themselves be well
established and integrated in the community. This inte-
gration may go a long way toward counteracting negative
stereotypes. Thus in this setting, increased racial/ethnic
diversity leads to more favorable attitudes, conditional on
the socioeconomic status.

Before moving to the discussion section, the potential
problem of residential self-selection must be addressed.
Since individuals can self-select where to live, the fac-
tors driving this self-selection process may be correlated
with individual-preferences, which may generate the ap-
pearance of contextual effects when none actually exists
(Achen and Shively 1995; Hauser 1970, 1974).22 This sug-
gests that the finding of a conditional relationship be-
tween racial diversity and socioeconomic context may be

22Oliver and Wong (2003) address the issue of self-selection in their
piece regarding racial prejudice. The results suggest there is strong
evidence that white attitudes toward out-groups are driven by selec-
tion effects. This finding makes it difficult to determine if white at-
titudes toward out-groups are related to the racial context in which
individuals reside or if it is driven by the preference to reside in
certain contexts.

attributable to the fact that individuals may self-select into
contexts that are racially diverse (or homogeneous) and
high-status (or low-status). For example, suppose that the
least prejudicial, most egalitarian, and most highly edu-
cated individuals also tend to choose to live in racially
diverse, high-status counties? If this were the case, then
the contextual effects found in Table 1 may be spuri-
ous as we could not disentangle the contextual effects
from the influence of core values (and other individual
attributes).

One way to address the self-selection issue is to model
the county residence of the respondents. Here, we examine
how strongly individual-level characteristics and core val-
ues predict county residence. We created four binary indi-
cators recording whether or not the respondent resided in
one of these four types of counties: (1) high-diversity and
high-status counties; (2) low-diversity and high-status
counties; (3) high-diversity and low-status counties; and
(4) low-diversity and low-status counties.23 Each contex-
tual indicator is treated as a function of individual-level
attributes and individual-level core values. The logistic
regression results are presented in Table 3. Evidence of
strong residential selection effects is not found across any
of the models. The results indicate that in no instance
are individually held core values related to the type of
context in which individuals reside. There is mixed evi-
dence that ideology is related to county-type residence.
The “liberal” is covariate is weakly related to residency
in high-diversity, high-status counties and is related to
nonresidency in low-diversity, low-status counties. Sim-
ilarly, the “conservative” covariate is related to residence
in high-diversity, low-status counties, but only weakly re-
lated (or unrelated) to residency in other county types.
There are however no clear patterns that would lead one
to conclude that the least prejudicial and most liberal tend
to reside in high-diversity, high-status contexts.

There is limited evidence that income and education
are related to the type of context in which a respondent
resides. These models suggest that respondents with an
income of less than $15 thousand are more likely to live
in low socioeconomic contexts. Conversely, respondents
having an income greater than $75 thousand are more
likely to reside in high-diversity, high-status counties. This
result is principally driven by issues of “affordability.” This
kind of “selection effect” is not the kind of result that
weakens our fundamental conclusions from Table 1 and

23High-status, high-diversity counties were those counties having
scores on the education and diversity measures above the 75th per-
centile. Low-status, low-diversity counties were defined by counties
having scores on the education and diversity measures that were be-
low the 25th percentile. The “high-low” combinations were based
on the same set of coding rules.
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TABLE 3 Models of County Residence

High Diversity Low Diversity High Diversity Low Diversity
Covariates High SES High SES Low SES Low SES

Values
Racial Tolerance .01 .02 −.07 .02

(.03) (.04) (.05) (.02)
Egalitarianism .005 .04 −.03 −.01

(.02) (.03) (.03) (.02)
Liberal .45 .49 −.45 −1.31

(.31) (.39) (.47) (.42)
Conservative −.45 −.02 .46 −.05

(.27) (.42) (.19) (.19)

Individual-Level Attributes
Age .002 .01 .004 −.003

(.005) (.01) (.004) (.004)
Gender .15 −.39 .06 .21

(.16) (.29) (.17) (.12)
LT 15K −1.00 −1.00 .76 .29

(.28) (.38) (.28) (.22)
GT 75K .99 .17 −1.56 −.61

(.28) (.51) (.83) (.35)
LT High School −.33 −.27 .22 .23

(.35) (.67) (.56) (.20)
College Grad .57 .15 −.26 −.59

(.24) (.49) (.43) (.20)
Constant −2.59 −3.77 −2.11 −1.25

(.53) (.63) (.58) (.39)

F Score 6.73 10.84 9.37 3.80
p-Value .0000 .0000 .0000 .0000
Observations 1,521 1,521 1,521 1,521

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, “Population Estimates of the United States by Sex, Race, and Hispanic Origin: 1990.”

Figure 1. Residency choice is predicated (at least in part)
on income level—people choose to live where they can
afford to live—but not on attitudinal factors. Finally, the
results indicate that college education is associated with
the likelihood of residing in two of the four types of con-
texts. Specifically, a respondent with a college education is
more likely to reside in a highly diverse and high socioeco-
nomic context and less likely to reside in a homogeneous
and low socioeconomic context.

The results in Table 3 do not provide evidence that
our major conclusions about racial and ethnic diversity
are simply a function of residential self-selection. While
some “selection effects” emerge, county residence is not
strongly predicted by individual-level values and ideology.
Rather, residency is best predicted by the socioeconomic
covariates of education and income. Given these results,
we are confident that the robust findings of the condition-

ing relationship of socioeconomic status on diversity and
racial attitudes is substantive, holding up to any possible
self-selection effects.

Discussion

The principal aim of this article has been to consider
the relationship between racial and ethnic diversity, so-
cioeconomic status, and individual attitudes on racially
based issues. Our main finding is that the relationship be-
tween racial diversity and attitudes is conditioned by one’s
socioeconomic context. As noted previously, Oliver and
Mendelberg (2000) also consider the relationship between
racial context and attitudes conditioned on socioeco-
nomic context, but find little evidence of the conditional
relationship found in this study. There are several reasons
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for these differences. First, the Oliver and Mendelberg
(2000) analysis and this study address two fundamen-
tally different research questions. Oliver and Mendelberg
(2000) argue that residential segregation has largely elim-
inated competition between racial groups for resources
and as a result, has diminished the role of racial compo-
sition in the formation of attitudes. They argue the so-
cioeconomic environment in which individuals reside is
associated with white attitudes in a manner that is largely
unrelated to one’s racial context. The present study does
not propose that the importance of racial composition has
diminished. Instead, this work focuses on how the impact
of racial and ethnic composition on racial attitudes varies
conditionally by the socioeconomic context in which in-
dividuals reside. Hence, the basic question addressed here
is fundamentally different from that asked by Oliver and
Mendelberg (2000).24

Second, the two works utilize different measures of
racial composition. Oliver and Mendelberg (2000) mea-
sure racial context as the percent black population at
both the zip code level and the metropolitan area level.
As noted, this approach ignores the presence of other
racial and ethnic groups; thus, implicitly assumes that
an area without a black population is homogeneously
white. This measure of racial context understates or dis-
counts the impact of one’s context on racial attitudes,
which likely results in misleading conclusions regarding
the relationship between racial (and ethnic) composition
and attitudes. This approach is particularly problematic
for the metropolitan level given that over 90% of the
Hispanic population and 93% of the Asian population
reside in metropolitan areas. The present study uses a
broader measure of racial and ethnic context. This mea-
sure of racial and ethnic composition provides more ac-
curate view of the impact of diversity on racial attitudes
than the typical accounting of the percent black in an
area.

Third, the results generated from these two pieces
render different conclusions regarding the interactive
relationship between racial context and socioeconomic
context. As noted, Oliver and Mendelberg (2000) find
little evidence of the conditional relationship between
metropolitan level racial context and zip code level so-
cioeconomic context. Moreover, they conclude that com-

24The difference is not merely one of nuance. The relationship we
focus on is given in Equation (2). This equation substantively ad-
dresses the following question: how is the relationship between
racial/ethnic composition and attitudes conditioned by the socioe-
conomic environment? To the extent Oliver and Mendelberg (2000)
give a conditional interpretation to their results, they are asking
(essentially): how is the relationship between the socioeconomic
environment conditioned by racial composition? Clearly, these are
two related, but different, questions.

petition or perceived threat only influences attitudes on
policies that are geographically proximate to whites. In
contrast, the findings here indicate strong and consistent
evidence for the conditional effect between racial and eth-
nic composition and socioeconomic context. These find-
ings provide evidence that helps shed light on the apparent
discrepant findings in the literature on racial contact and
racial threat. Our results demonstrate how both perspec-
tives’ conclusions can hold.

In terms of the “bigger” implications of this article,
one of main goals has been to argue that the exclusive
focus in the race and politics literature on black-white
conflict and competition belies the fact that the United
States is becoming an increasingly racially and ethnically
diverse country. While it is often pointed out that the
United States is highly segregated—which is demonstra-
bly true—it does not necessarily follow that the absence
of a large black population implies that a geographical
area is racially homogenous. Thus, models that purport-
edly are measuring racial context may be missing a con-
siderable amount of interesting variability by implicitly
assuming the United States is biracial, not multiracial and
multiethnic.

To account for the multiplicity and mixing of races
and ethnicities in the United States, we have attempted to
document the relationship between racial and ethnic di-
versity on individual-level assessments of social policies.
To that end, we found that the relationship between atti-
tudes and context is considerably more complicated that
what initially emerges from a simple model estimating
the unconditional effect of racial/ethnic composition on
attitudes. Instead, we found that the relationship between
diversity and individual-level attitudes is conditional on
the socio-economic status of the context. Indeed, fail-
ure to account for this conditional relationship results in
misleading conclusions regarding the impact of socioe-
conomic status on attitudes, as an unconditional model
leads to a conclusion that racial/ethnic composition is
either positively or negatively associated with racial atti-
tudes. Here, we find that affluent contexts help ameliorate
racially intolerant attitudes. In this sense, the results sug-
gest a “positive” affect between racial/ethnic composition
and attitudes of tolerance. Yet because the conditional
effect holds “both ways,” there is also an important neg-
ative implication for our results. The results indicate that
poorer socioeconomic contexts exacerbate racially intol-
erant attitudes. As such, African-Americans, Latinos, and
Asian-Americans residing in poorer and economically de-
pressed contexts, who are most in need of assistance (i.e.,
policy benefits), also live in areas where racial tensions are
the highest. Intuitively, this suggests that minorities resid-
ing in this type of context are faced with the unenviable
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task of overcoming socioeconomic challenges as well as
racial animosity.

Conclusion

The central question of this article centered on the rela-
tionship between racial and ethnic composition and racial
attitudes. We hypothesized that the effect of racial/ethnic
composition on attitudes is conditioned on socioeco-
nomic status. The conditioning relationship found across
several of the issue areas examined in this study suggests
that the nature and strength of racial composition effects
is influenced by the socioeconomic context. To that end,
our study helps explain why in some conditions, one finds
support for the racial threat hypothesis while in other
conditions, one finds support for the racial contact hy-
pothesis. On the face of it, these two hypotheses seem
incompatible. Yet when interpreted in terms of the con-
ditional relationship, the results are, in fact, compatible.
Both “positive” and “negative” racial composition effects
emerge once the relationship is conditioned on socioeco-
nomic status. Further, there is little evidence to suggest
these contextual effects are simply (or solely) a function
of residential self-selection.
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