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Abstract
Research on attitudes toward racial policies has often been limited to a single racial 
group (e.g., either Whites or Blacks). These studies often focus on the role of self-
interest, group-interest, and race consciousness, but this work has operationalized 
these concepts in different ways when studying White or Black respondents. Using 
data from a study in which Whites and Blacks living in Chicago were asked their 
attitudes toward affirmative action, we build on this body of research by using com-
mon measures of self-reported self-interest, group-interest, and race consciousness 
to predict support for affirmative action. We also examine whether the effects of 
these determinants are moderated by political ideology. We find that self-reported 
self-interest influences support for affirmative action among Black conservatives, but 
not among other respondents. Self-reported group-interest, however, has significant 
effects that differ between Blacks and Whites and across liberals, moderates, and 
conservatives. We also find that race consciousness affects respondents’ attitudes 
toward affirmative action, but that this effect is moderated by political ideology.
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Introduction

Affirmative action has been a controversial policy since its inception in the 1960s. Sup-
porters of affirmative action argue that the policy is required to address ongoing dis-
crimination toward racial minorities. Opponents claim the policy violates principles 
of fairness and meritocracy. In the realm of popular discourse, the issue of affirma-
tive action is couched within a larger political agenda. As a result, the degree to which 
organizations and workplaces are held accountable to, or banned from using, affirma-
tive action varies from one political regime to the next. In 2003, for example, the 
Supreme Court ruled against an affirmative action program at the University of Michi-
gan. Just over a decade later, the Supreme Court upheld an affirmative action policy at 
the University of Texas. While the structure of the affirmative action programs at these 
two universities was different, the regular flow of such cases heard in the Supreme 
Court illustrates the ongoing political contention around racial policy—where issues of 
fairness and meritocracy confront the need to address racial discrimination.

Debates around affirmative action in public discourse are mirrored by disagree-
ments among researchers over the determinants of individuals’ support for racial pol-
icies. While some researchers argue that values such as political orientation are the 
primary determinants of support (Sniderman & Carmines, 1997; Sniderman, Crosby, 
& Howell, 2000; Son Hing, Bobocel, & Zanna, 2002), others contend that opinions 
about racial policy reflect racial attitudes such as racial resentment or racism (Kinder 
& Sanders, 1996; Rabinowitz, Sears, Sidanius, & Krosnick, 2009; Sears, Van Laar, 
Carrillo, & Kosterman, 1997; Shteynberg, Leslie, Knight, & Mayer, 2011; Tuch & 
Hughes, 2011). Still, another body of research argues that racial differences in sup-
port for racial policies are predominantly explained by differences in individuals’ 
personal- or group-interest (Beaton & Tougas, 2001; Bobo, 1998; Bobo & Kluegel, 
1993; Kravitz & Platania, 1993; Sidanius, Pratto, & Bobo, 1996).

Taken as a whole, the body of research examining attitudes toward affirmative 
action suggests that individuals’ opinions on this topic are highly complex. Yet, there 
remains ample room to explore that complexity. One underexplored area involves 
comparing the predictors of attitudes toward affirmative action between Blacks and 
Whites, rather than focusing on explanations for mean differences in attitudes across 
racial groups. In order to do that, we focus on variables that can be assessed compara-
bly across racial groups. Research on self- and group-interest has often assumed that 
racial differences in support for affirmative action policies (AAPs) are due to indi-
viduals’ belief in whether the policy will benefit them or their race group, with much 
research showing that racial group-interest is more influential in policy attitudes than 
self-interest (Bobo, 1998; Bobo & Kluegel, 1993; Kravitz & Platania, 1993; Sears 
& Funk, 1990). Few studies on this topic (e.g., Lowery, Unzueta, Knowles, & Goff, 
2006) have explicitly asked respondents if they believe the policy will affect them or 
people of their race, and it remains rare for studies to use common measures of self-/
group-interest across respondents of different racial groups. In this study, we examine 
within-race variation in feelings of self- and group-interest by using a self-reported 
common measure that asked respondents if AAPs affect them or their race group. By 
using a self-reported measure, our approach avoids the assumption that all people of 



112 Social Justice Research (2020) 33:110–135

1 3

a certain race share the same feelings of self- or group-interest and allows us to esti-
mate the effect of these variables as they are perceived by respondents.

Our study also examines whether respondents’ self-reported belief that their race 
affects the way they are treated, a variable we call race consciousness, influences 
their attitudes toward affirmative action. Previous research has found that race con-
sciousness plays a large role in shaping both Blacks’ (Dawson, 2001; Schmermund, 
Sellers, Mueller, & Crosby, 2001; Simien & Clawson, 2004; Sullivan & Arbuthnot, 
2009; Tate, 2010) and Whites’ policy attitudes (Branscombe, Schmitt, & Schiff-
hauer, 2007; Iyer, Leach, & Crosby, 2003; Knowles, Lowery, Shulman, & Schaum-
berg, 2013; Knowles, Lowery, Chow, & Unzueta,2014; Lowery et al. 2006; Powell, 
Branscombe, & Schmitt, 2005). However, these studies have generally examined 
Black and White respondents separately using distinct metrics of race consciousness. 
Here, we operationalize race consciousness using a common variable for Blacks and 
Whites measuring the extent to which respondents believe they are treated differ-
ently because of their race. We then investigate the relationship between race con-
sciousness and policy attitudes for both Blacks and Whites.

In addition to comparing the effects of self-interest, group-interest, and race 
consciousness on attitudes about AAPs among Blacks and Whites, our study also 
advances research on attitudes toward affirmative action by examining whether polit-
ical ideology moderates the effect of policy attitude determinants. Previous research 
on racial policy attitudes has found different effects of racial prejudice (Sniderman 
et al., 2000) and racial resentment (Feldman & Huddy, 2005) for conservatives and 
liberals. Yet, we still do not know if other determinants, such as self-interest, group-
interest, or race consciousness, are moderated by political ideology. Extending pre-
vious research, we examine whether the effects of these variables are different for 
Black and White conservatives, moderates, and liberals.

In this paper, we first review the literature on political ideology, self- and group-
interest, and race consciousness as predictors of support for AAPs. Next, we present 
our hypotheses, followed by a description of our data and analytic plan. We then 
highlight our findings. Self-interest only affects the policy attitudes of Black con-
servatives. Group-interest, however, has significant effects for both Black and White 
respondents. Furthermore, these effects are moderated by political ideology among 
Blacks. Finally, we find that race consciousness is also a significant predictor of sup-
port for affirmative action among Whites and Blacks and that this variable is moder-
ated by political ideology.

Antecedents of Support for Affirmative Action

In this section, we review the individual characteristics that have been found to pre-
dict support for racial policies, including political ideology, self- and group-interest, 
and race consciousness. We also point out how our study contributes to existing 
frameworks for understanding racial policy attitudes. Finally, we discuss evidence of 
political ideology not as a predictor of support for racial policies, but as a possible 
moderator of other predictors.
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Principled Politics

Several scholars have argued that political conservatism is a central determinant of 
racial policy attitudes (Kuklinski et al., 1997; Sniderman & Carmines, 1997; Snider-
man et al., 2000). These researchers argue that opposition to racial policies is based 
on the perception that these policies give an unfair advantage to racial minorities, 
rather than any negative sentiment or racial attitude.

Self‑interest

Researchers have also argued that policy opinions are influenced by individuals’ 
self-interest. The premise behind this perspective is that individuals who person-
ally benefit from racial policies will be more likely to support them. Consistent with 
the self-interest hypothesis, previous research has found that views on affirmative 
action are divided along racial lines, with Whites largely opposing and minorities 
mostly supporting such policies (Bobo, 1998; Bobo & Kluegel, 1993; Steeh & Kry-
san, 1996). One limitation of this line of research is that it often assumes that racial 
differences are due to individuals’ belief that they will benefit or be disadvantaged 
through the policy. By using race as a proxy for feelings of self-interest, we are una-
ble to determine whether some Whites, for example, believe they will benefit from 
the increased diversity that affirmative action programs may generate. Alternatively, 
this approach also obscures the fact that many Blacks may feel they don’t benefit 
from policies like affirmative action because such programs may reinforce negative 
perceptions that their accomplishments are due to organizational policies rather than 
individual merit. Also raising concerns about this assumption, research examining 
self-interest across policy domains has found that this variable is a much weaker 
predictor of attitudes than group-interest (discussed below) and attributes associated 
with individuals’ racial attitudes (Bobo, 1998; Bobo & Kluegel, 1993; Citrin, Green, 
Muste, & Wong, 1997; Sears, Lau, Tyler, & Allen, 1980; Sears & Funk, 1990).

Moving forward, it is important to reconsider the way we determine self-interest 
in racial policy attitudes. Previous work examining self-interest has suffered from 
limited construct validity. Racial identification (Bobo, 1998; Kravitz & Platania, 
1993) and economic standing (Bobo & Kluegel, 1993) may serve as strong indica-
tors of whether a respondent will benefit from certain policies, but do not measure 
respondents’ personal belief in whether they will benefit. Here, we build from previ-
ous examinations of self-interest by using a measure high on construct validity that 
captures respondents’ self-reported feelings of whether they are personally affected 
by affirmative action.

Group‑Interest

Studies examining the relationship between personal interest and policy attitudes 
have generally found that individuals’ feeling of group-interest—the belief that 
policies will benefit their racial group as a whole—are more influential in policy 
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attitudes than feelings of self-interest that the policy will benefit them personally 
(Bobo, 1998; Sears & Funk, 1990). Much of this research has examined Whites’ 
opposition to racial policies such as affirmative action. These studies show, for 
example, that Whites are more likely to oppose AAPs when these policies are tar-
geted toward improving racial diversity as opposed to gender diversity (Beaton & 
Tougas, 2001; Sidanius et  al., 1996). Such findings suggest that Whites oppose 
affirmative action not because of the structure of policies, but because their race 
group does not benefit.

As with previous research on self-interest, there is ample room to expand upon 
the construct of group-interest. As noted, previous research has used respondent race 
and the race target of policy to determine the effects of group-interest (although see 
Lowery et al., 2006 for an exception focusing on Whites). Few studies have meas-
ured respondents’ personal belief in whether their race group is affected by policy. 
Furthermore, we are aware of no studies to date that have used a common metric of 
group-interest across race groups to compare the effects of this attribute on policy 
attitudes. Here, we build from studies on group-interest by using a measure high 
on construct validity that captures both Black and White respondents’ self-reported 
belief in whether AAPs affect their race group.

Race Consciousness

Previous research has also examined the role of racial attitudes, racial identity, and 
race consciousness in shaping individuals’ attitudes toward public policy. Several 
scholars have found that various forms of racial prejudice are strongly associated 
with opposition toward racial policies (Kinder & Sanders, 1996; Kinder & Sears, 
1981; Rabinowitz et al., 2009; Sears et al., 1997; Shteynberg et al., 2011; Tuch & 
Hughes, 2011). One growing area of research in this field examines how feelings of 
racial identity or race consciousness affect policy attitudes. These qualities are dis-
tinct from other racial attitudes in that they do not pertain to an individual’s feelings 
toward members of other race groups. Instead, they relate to the individuals’ beliefs 
in whether their race has impacted their life.

Research on race consciousness and policy attitudes has generally examined 
Blacks and Whites separately. Among work focusing on Black political opinion, 
Dawson (2001) finds that Black political opinion is shaped by feelings of shared 
fate with other Blacks. The continued economic, geographic, and social isolation of 
Blacks creates the context for this group to establish a cohesive set of policy posi-
tions based on the shared experience of racial marginalization. More recent research 
supports Dawson’s findings, showing that Blacks’ political opinions are influenced 
by identification with others of the same race group (Simien & Clawson, 2004; Sul-
livan & Arbuthnot, 2009; Tate 2010).

There has also been a growing body of research examining Whites’ race con-
sciousness and feelings of racial identity. Studies taking place over the past two 
decades have found that Whites’ policy positions are increasingly shaped by their 
feelings of whiteness (Goren & Plaut, 2012; Jardina, 2019; Knowles et  al., 2013; 
Knowles & Peng, 2005). Those who feel they are increasingly alienated on the 
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basis of their race in an increasingly diverse society are more likely to oppose racial 
policies such as affirmative action and immigration (Goren & Plaut, 2012; Jardina, 
2019; Lowery et al., 2006). Meanwhile, Whites who report awareness of racial privi-
lege tend to have greater support for policies aimed at improving diversity and racial 
equity (Iyer, Leach, & Crosby, 2003; Knowles et al., 2014; Powell, Branscombe, & 
Schmitt, 2005).

Race consciousness has been found to play a large role in shaping policy attitudes 
for both Blacks and Whites. Yet, previous research has tended to focus on these 
groups separately, using race-specific items to measure race consciousness. Daw-
son’s conclusions on Blacks’ feelings of shared fate, for example, are partly based on 
analyses using a series of items measuring respondents’ exposure to Black informa-
tion networks such as Black TV stations or books from Black authors. Schmermund 
et al. (2001) used the Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity (Sellers et al., 
1997) which includes questions about being an oppressed minority—items that are 
valuable, but not applicable for research on White respondents. Research on Whites 
has also used race-specific measures. In her study of Whites’ political attitudes, 
Jardina (2014, 2019) used an item that measured the importance of whiteness to 
respondents’ personal identity—a measure that is not directly transferrable to other 
race groups. We agree that there is value in using race-specific items, since racial 
identity is substantively different across race groups. However, limiting our analysis 
of race consciousness to only race-specific variables threatens to constrain our focus 
to race as an individual characteristic rather than one that is also maintained through 
social interactions and structures. In this study, we use a common measure of race 
consciousness that is worded the same way for Black and White respondents. Using 
a single measure allows us to determine how this characteristic may operate differ-
ently between race groups.

Political Ideology as a Moderator

A great deal of debate has taken place between scholars who argue about the rel-
ative importance of political ideology (Kuklinski et  al., 1997; Sniderman & Car-
mines, 1997; Sniderman et al., 2000) and those underscoring the influence of racial 
attitudes, self-interest, and group-interest (Bobo & Kluegel, 1993; Sidanius et  al., 
1996). This work largely tests these variables as competing predictors of support 
for racial policies. In contrast, a growing body of evidence suggests that in addition 
to predicting support for racial and nonracial policies, political ideology may also 
influence how policy positions are formed. Consistent with this, studies focusing on 
support for nonracial policies have found that determinants of policy attitudes are 
often moderated by political ideology (Malka & Lelkes, 2010; Rudolph & Evans, 
2005).

In the realm of racial policies, only a few researchers have begun to explore this 
possibility, but the findings in these studies suggest that political ideology may act as 
an important moderator. For example, Sniderman et al. (2000) found that prejudice 
has much stronger negative effects on racial policy support for liberals than conserv-
atives. In direct contrast to Sniderman and colleagues, however, Feldman and Huddy 
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(2005) found that feelings of racial resentment have a much stronger negative effect 
on support for racial policies for White conservatives than liberals. Other research 
focusing on Whites’ race consciousness suggests that feelings of White racial iden-
tity may be shaped by political ideologies related to feelings of national pride (Goren 
& Plaut, 2012; Knowles & Peng, 2005). Collectively, these studies suggest that con-
servatives, moderates, and liberals may come to different conclusions based on a 
similar set of criteria. We further test this assumption in our investigation of racial 
policy attitudes by assessing whether the effects of self-interest, group-interest, and 
race consciousness are moderated by political ideology.

The Current Research

In each of the above sections, we have noted how our study makes a unique contri-
bution to research on attitudes toward racial policy. By using self-reported meas-
ures of self- and group-interest, examining the effects of self-interest, group-interest, 
and race consciousness for both Blacks and Whites, and testing for the moderation 
of key determinants by political ideology, our study builds directly from previous 
research by further investigating the complexity of racial policy attitudes. We next 
lay out our specific hypotheses.

Hypotheses

Building on previous research, we focus on three sets of hypotheses that relate to the 
primary aims of this study. First, we examine whether self-interest—respondents’ 
belief that affirmative action affects them personally—influences support for these 
policies. Since minority or underrepresented groups are the intended beneficiaries of 
AAPs, Blacks may be more likely to feel they personally benefit, while Whites may 
have the opposite opinion. The effects of self-interest, however, may be different 
within-race groups depending on respondents’ political ideology. Self-interest may 
be more influential for Black conservatives than Black liberals, since conservatives 
would otherwise oppose affirmative action to be consistent with broader policy posi-
tions. The opposite could be true for White liberals, where those with high levels of 
self-interest may oppose affirmative action if they feel the policy hurts them person-
ally, even though it goes against their political affinities.

H1a The effects of self-interest will be largest for Black conservatives compared to 
moderates and liberals.

H1b The effects of self-interest will be largest for White liberals compared to mod-
erates and conservatives.

In addition to respondents’ belief that affirmative action affects them personally, 
feelings that the policy affects their race group as a whole may also influence their 
level of support. Our next set of hypotheses examines the role of group-interest in 
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support for affirmative action policies. Because affirmative action is designed to be 
a restorative measure intended to curtail discrimination, we hypothesize that group-
interest will be positively related to Blacks’ support of this policy. The opposite 
effect, however, may be observed for Whites who believe affirmative action affects 
their race group as a whole. Among Blacks and Whites, however, the effects of 
group-interest may differ by political ideology. Black conservatives with high lev-
els of group-interest may be motivated to go against conservative policy agendas 
in order to support a policy that improves the condition of their race group. White 
liberals with high levels of group-interest, on the other hand, may be motivated to 
oppose affirmative action despite the fact that it is against policy positions mostly 
held by liberals.

H2a The effects of group-interest will be strongest for Black conservatives com-
pared to moderates and liberals.

H2b The effects of group-interest will be strongest for White liberals compared to 
moderates and conservatives.

Our last set of hypotheses concerns the relationship between race conscious-
ness and support for affirmative action. Both Blacks and Whites who believe that 
their race affects their day-to-day life may be more aware of racial inequality and, 
therefore, more supportive of affirmative action. The strength and direction of these 
effects, however, may differ by political ideology. Black liberals and moderates may 
associate race consciousness with a need for policy that addresses racial inequal-
ity, while Black conservatives may feel that racial policies should be minimized 
because they only exacerbate the salience of race. A similar effect may be observed 
among Whites, where liberals with high levels of race consciousness may view their 
lived experienced as being shaped by racial privilege, the presence of which neces-
sitates affirmative action. White conservatives, on the other hand, may feel alienated 
because of their race and oppose affirmative action as a result.

H3a Race consciousness will be negatively associated with support among Black 
conservatives and positively related to support for Black moderates and liberals.

H3b Race consciousness will be negatively associated with support among White 
conservatives and positively related to support for White moderates and liberals.

Testing the relationship of political ideology, self-interest, group-interest, and 
race consciousness to attitudes toward affirmative action among Blacks and Whites 
also allows us to compare how these predictors differ across race. Therefore, in 
addition to testing our hypotheses in the analysis below, we also report differences 
between Blacks and Whites in the determinants of policy attitudes.
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Data and Sample

The data used here come from the 2008 Chicago Area Study which surveyed indi-
viduals’ attitudes toward government policies. The survey was administered between 
April 19 and August 16 of 2008 and was conducted by the Survey Research Labora-
tory at the University of Illinois at Chicago as well as several graduate students who 
were involved in a survey methods course. The survey was conducted via telephone 
by both professional interviewers and graduate students. Only respondents aged 
18 years or older that resided in the city of Chicago were included in our sample. 
The sample was selected using random-digit-dialing methods. In instances where 
there was more than one eligible respondent in the household, interviewers used the 
Troldahl–Carter–Bryant selection method (Bryant, 1975) to select a respondent. The 
survey had a 20.3% AAPOR Response Rate 3, which was slightly above average 
response rates for telephone surveys during the year of data collection (Lavrakas 
et  al., 2017). On average, interviews lasted about 24  min and were conducted in 
either English or Spanish. The Institutional Review Board at the University of Illi-
nois at Chicago approved all research activities related to this study.

Our analysis of support for affirmative action focuses on Black and White 
respondents included in the Chicago Area Study. Respondents with missing data 
on any focal variables were dropped from the sample. Our final sample includes 
210 Black and 223 White respondents. The small number of Latino and other race 
respondents included in the original sample prevented us from extending our analy-
sis to additional race groups. This sample of Chicago residents provides key insight 
into the study of attitudes toward racial policy and is ideal for this study’s aims. As 
one of the most diverse, yet most segregated, cities in the USA, racial politics are a 
constant issue in Chicago and something ordinary citizens are frequently exposed 
to. As a result, most individuals’ hold thoughtful positions on issues like affirmative 
action and are able to easily respond to questions about their feelings toward race-
related topics. For these reasons, our sample of Chicago residents is able to provide 
key insight about how feelings of self-interest, group-interest, and race conscious-
ness interact with political ideology to influence attitudes toward affirmative action.

Measures

Dependent Variable: Support for Affirmative Action Programs

To measure support for affirmative action programs, we use a dichotomous variable 
measuring whether respondents believe that affirmative action programs are still 
needed. During the interview, respondents were asked which of two statements was 
closer to their point of view:

• Affirmative action programs are still needed to make up for the effects of dis-
crimination against minorities and help reduce racial inequality
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• Affirmative action programs have gone too far in favoring minorities and should 
be phased out because they are unfair to Whites

Respondents selecting the first statement were given a value of 1, indicating 
that they support affirmative action programs. Respondents who chose the second 
statement were coded with a value of 0.1 The question wording was intentionally 
designed to account for the fact that many Americans are misinformed regarding 
the definition of affirmative action programs (Crosby, Iyer, Clayton, & Downing, 
2003). From their beginning, AAPs were intended to correct for the harmful effects 
of racial discrimination (Crosby, Iyer, & Sincharoen, 2006). Thus, continued sup-
port for AAPs should be grounded in the opinion that they are needed to adjust for 
racial discrimination (the first option), while opposition should be based on a belief 
that such adjustments are no longer needed (the second option). By rooting the ques-
tion in the definition of AAPs, the wording also reduces social desirability to the 
extent that justifications are readily present for either opinion.

Political Ideology

We use a three-category variable to indicate whether respondents identified as liber-
als, moderates, or conservatives. On the survey, respondents were asked to rate their 
political views by choosing one of five options: very conservative, conservative, 
moderate, liberal, or very liberal. Respondents who chose the options ‘very conserv-
ative,’ and ‘conservative’ were identified as having a conservative orientation. Those 
who chose ‘moderate’ were placed in a single category as moderates. Respondents 
selecting ‘liberal’ or ‘very liberal’ were grouped together as liberals.2

Relevance of AAPs to Respondents’ Self‑interest

We use the same variable to measure the relevance of AAPs to both Black and 
White respondents’ personal lives. This item records the degree to which respond-
ents believe they are personally affected by affirmative action. Our measure comes 
from a single question on the survey asking respondents ‘How much does affirma-
tive action affect the way you live your life?’ Respondents provided one of five pos-
sible answers, ranging from ‘a great deal’ to ‘not at all.’ Answers were recoded to 
range from zero to one so that higher scores reflect greater levels of a belief that 
AAPs affect respondents personally. This item has been used in previous research 
examining the role of self-interest (Boninger, Krosnick & Berent, 1995; Holbrook, 

1 While this dichotomous variable does not allow us to measure varying levels of support or opposition, 
it requires less cognitive effort on behalf of respondents, thus reducing satisficing (Krosnick, 1991; Kros-
nick & Presser, 2010). This is particularly important in the case of the survey used here, where respond-
ents were asked their opinion on a variety of political issues.
2 Results are confirmed when using the more detailed 5-item measure of political ideology. We chose 
to use a trichotomous measure because the 5-item measure had small cell counts (less than 20) in some 
categories.
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Sterrett, Johnson, & Krysan, 2016). By focusing on the relevance of AAPs to 
respondents’ self-interest, this variable provides a common measure that can be used 
for both Black and White respondents. Henceforth, we refer to this variable as ‘self-
interest’ with an understanding that it measures the perceived relevance of AAPs to 
respondents’ personal lives.

Relevance of AAPs to Respondents’ Group‑Interest

We examined the relevance of AAPs to respondents’ group-interest using an item 
that asked, ‘How much do affirmative action programs for Blacks and other minori-
ties affect [respondent’s race] people?’ There were five possible response options 
ranging from ‘not at all’ to ‘a great deal.’ Higher scores in this zero to one five-
point scale reflect respondents’ perceived relevance of affirmative action to their 
race group as a measure of group-interest. As with our variable for self-interest, our 
measure of group-interest has been used in previous research examining policy atti-
tudes (Allison, 2011; Boninger, Krosnick, & Berent, 1995; Holbrook et al., 2016). 
The fact that this item asks specifically about the effects of affirmative action for the 
respondents’ race group constitutes an innovation of this study where group-interest 
is measured as it relates specifically to affirmative action, rather than as a general-
ized attitude (Beaton & Tougas, 2001; Sidanius et al., 1996). Henceforth, we refer to 
this variable as ‘group-interest,’ while acknowledging that it more specifically meas-
ures respondents’ perception of the relevance of AAPs to their race group.

Race Consciousness

To measure race consciousness, we combined two survey items. The first measured 
respondents’ agreement with the statement ‘Being [respondent’s race] determines 
a lot how you are treated in this country.’ The second item recorded participants’ 
agreement with the statement, ‘Being [respondent’s race] determines a lot how you 
are treated in Chicago.’ Four possible response options were available for each item: 
Strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, and strongly disagree. The 
mean of these two questions was calculated to create a measure of race conscious-
ness (Cronbach’s alpha = .82).3 Scores in this variable range from zero to one, with 
higher scores indicating increased agreement with the statements and, therefore, 
higher levels of race consciousness.

Control Variables

All models control for the socio-demographic characteristics of respondents’ age, 
gender, and years of education. We also control for respondents’ political party iden-
tification with a three-category variable indicating whether respondents identified 

3 Internal reliability for this index was similar for both Black (Cronbach’s alpha = .83) and White (Cron-
bach’s alpha = .80) respondents.
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as Democrat, Republican, or other/independent.4 To control for racial attitudes, we 
draw insight from previous research suggesting that antipathy toward Barack Obama 
that remains after accounting for political ideology and party identification is largely 
due to racial sentiment (Knowles, Lowery, & Shaumberg, 2010; Piston, 2010) and 
include a variable measuring respondents’ feelings for Barack Obama on a five-
point scale ranging from very negative (zero) to very positive (one). While a more 
direct measure of racial attitudes may have been useful, our survey did not include 
these types of questions, and we are skeptical such an item would have been benefi-
cial because they are subject to social desirability bias.

Analytic Strategy

Throughout our analysis, we examine Blacks and Whites separately to assess dif-
ferences and similarities between these two groups. We first review descriptive sta-
tistics for support of AAPs and our independent variables. Because our measure of 
race consciousness is unique and because race consciousness has rarely been meas-
ured in a sample that includes both White and Black respondents, we also explore 
the predictors of this variable for Whites and Blacks.

Next, we review logistic regression models predicting support for affirmative 
action separately for Blacks and Whites. For each group, our first model regresses 
support for affirmative action on political ideology and demographic control vari-
ables to test our hypotheses relating to political ideology. The second model adds 
the three variables measuring self-interest, group-interest, and race consciousness as 
a predictors. In the third model, we interact political ideology with these three vari-
ables to test our hypotheses relating to the moderation effects of political ideology. 
After reporting the results for our sample of Black and White respondents, we then 
compare predictors of affirmative action between racial groups. All logistic regres-
sion models were performed using weights.

Results

Descriptives

Table 1 provides an overview of the descriptive statistics for key variables separately 
for Black and White respondents. Consistent with previous research (Bobo, 1998; 
Bobo & Kluegel, 1993; Steeh & Krysan, 1996), we find that Blacks are much more 
likely to support affirmative action than Whites. The overwhelming majority, 93%, 
of Blacks support affirmative action in this sample. Among Whites, there is a near 
50/50 split.

4 We include party identification as a control variable, even though it is correlated with political ideol-
ogy, because respondents of different political ideologies are found across all political parties. Nonethe-
less, results remain consistent when party identification is not included as a control variable.
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Table 1 also shows that there is an equal proportion of Whites and Blacks who 
identify as moderate, with just over a third of respondents identifying with this 
category of political ideology. A significantly greater percentage of Whites (45%) 
identified as liberals, compared to 38% of Blacks (p < 0.05). Consequently, there 
is a greater percentage of conservatives among Blacks (26%) than Whites (20%) 
(p < 0.05). Beyond political ideology, there were also differences between these two 
race groups in several key independent variables. Blacks were, on average, higher 
on measures of self-interest (p < 0.001), group-interest (p < 0.001), and race con-
sciousness (p < 0.001) than Whites. We also find that Whites tend to have more 
years of education (p < 0.001), and are more likely than Blacks to identify as Repub-
lican (p < 0.001) or as independent/other political party (p < 0.001). Blacks reported 
higher average scores than Whites in support for Barack Obama (p < 0.01). Further-
more, a higher percentage of Blacks than Whites identified as Democrat (p < 0.001).

Predictors of Race Consciousness

The descriptive statistics above show that Black respondents are higher on race 
consciousness than Whites. In Table 2, we find that Blacks who identify as Demo-
crats (p < 0.05) have higher levels of race consciousness. Additionally, we find that 
Black women reported slightly lower levels of race consciousness than Black men 
(p < 0.1). Among Whites, those with more years of education (p < 0.1) and greater 
support for Barack Obama (p < 0.05) are higher on race consciousness. It is nota-
ble that the significant predictors of race consciousness are different for Blacks 
and Whites. For Blacks, political affiliation is a key determinant, while for Whites, 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics

Significant difference between Black and White respondents indi-
cated by
†  p < 0.1; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001

Variable Blacks Whites

Mean SD Mean SD

Support for affirmative action*** 0.93 0.25 0.52 0.50
Percent conservative* 0.26 0.44 0.20 0.40
Percent moderate 0.36 0.48 0.35 0.48
Percent liberal* 0.38 0.49 0.45 0.50
Self-interest*** 0.62 0.37 0.40 0.31
Group-interest*** 0.81 0.27 0.59 0.26
Race consciousness*** 0.83 0.23 0.69 0.26
Years of education*** 13.84 1.94 15.48 1.77
Age† 41.54 17.07 46.75 15.77
Support Obama*** 0.96 0.13 0.79 0.29
Percent independents/other party*** 0.15 0.36 0.30 0.46
Percent republican*** 0.02 0.15 0.15 0.36
Percent democrat*** 0.83 0.38 0.55 0.50
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support for Barack Obama is the strongest predictor. These findings provide evi-
dence suggesting that race consciousness has different meanings for Black and 
White respondents.

Logistic Regression Models Predicting Support for Affirmative Action

In this section, we present the results of our logistic regression models predicting 
support for affirmative action. First, we present the results of our analysis focusing 
on the sample of Black respondents. Next, we review the results of the same equa-
tions performed on the sample of White respondents. After presenting these two sets 
of regression tables, we summarize our results and compare significant determinants 
between Blacks and Whites.

Table 2  Regression models 
predicting race consciousness

Standard errors in parentheses
† p < 0.1; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Blacks Whites

Sex (male)
 Female − 0.077† 0.034

(0.043) (0.041)
Education 0.017 0.030†

(0.011) (0.017)
Age 0.001 0.002

(0.001) (0.001)
Support Obama 0.021 0.202*

(0.156) (0.098)
Party identification (independent/other)
 Republican 0.095 − 0.037

(0.088) (0.065)
 Democrat 0.139* − 0.044

(0.057) (0.057)
Political ideology (conservative)
 Moderate 0.022 − 0.030

(0.044) (0.059)
 Liberal 0.072 0.037

(0.045) (0.071)
 Constant 0.456* − 0.035

(0.200) (0.304)
 N 210 223
 R-sq 0.079 0.144
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Table 3  Sample of Black respondents, logistic regression models predicting support for affirmative 
action programs

Baseline Main effects Interactions

Political ideology (conservative)
 Moderate 1.137 1.561 5.743*

(0.840) (1.021) (2.259)
 Liberal − 0.449 − 0.326 10.468*

(0.702) (0.697) (4.174)
Self-interest
 Af. action affects R 2.208 4.394*

(1.145) (2.217)
 Af. action affects R*moderate − 5.679*

(2.814)
 Af. action affects R* liberal − 1.271

(2.718)
Group-interest
 Af. action affects R’s race group − 0.723 5.575**

(1.236) (1.974)
 Af. action affects R’s race group*moderate − 12.173***

(3.363)
 Af. action affects R’s race group*liberal − 12.657***

(3.390)
Race consciousness
 Race consciousness 0.039 − 2.197

(1.396) (2.083)
 Race consciousness*moderate 11.346**

(4.162)
 Race consciousness*liberal − 0.201

(4.282)
Controls
Sex (Male)
 Female 0.299 0.298 0.421

(0.774) (0.771) (1.006)
Education 0.296 0.225 0.425*

(0.159) (0.166) (0.192)
Age − 0.002 − 0.000 − 0.007

(0.018) (0.019) (0.019)
Support Obama 3.958 4.495* 4.293

(2.034) (1.749) (3.089)
Party identification (independents/other party)
 Republican 1.878 2.810 3.063

(1.631) (1.559) (2.294)
 Democrat 1.254 1.634 1.504

(0.934) (0.894) (1.082)
 Constant − 6.120* − 6.825* − 12.364**

(2.890) (2.954) (4.158)
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Black Respondents’ Support for Affirmative Action

Table 3 presents the results of the logistic regression models we performed with our 
sample of Black respondents. All the models presented include the controls of sex, 
education, age, party identification, and support for Obama. The first model explores 
whether political ideology is related to respondents’ support for affirmative action. 
We find no significant differences in opinions toward AAPs across Black conserva-
tives, moderates, and liberals. If fact, there are very few significant predictors of 
Blacks’ support for affirmative action, possibly because there was little variation in 
these respondents’ opinions toward AAPs, with the vast majority expressing their 
support.

The second model in Table  3 includes three additional focal predictors of atti-
tudes toward AAPs: the relevance of self-interest, the relevance of group-interest, 
and race consciousness. The main effects of each of these variables are nonsig-
nificant, indicating that they are unrelated to Black respondents’ opinions toward 
affirmative action.

To explore whether the effects of self-interest, group-interest, and race conscious-
ness differ by political ideology, we include interaction terms in the third model 
between these three predictors and political ideology. Focusing first on respond-
ents’ reported feelings that AAPs affect them personally (self-interest), we find that 
self-interest has no effect on moderates’ opinions toward affirmative action, while 
being associated with support among both conservatives and liberals. These trends 
are illustrated in Fig.  1. Consistent with H1a, self-interest has the strongest posi-
tive effect for conservatives (β = 4.394, p < 0.05). We were surprised, however, to 
find that self-interest also marginally predicts support among liberals (β = 3.123, 
p < 0.1). Only among Black moderates was self-interest unrelated to AAP support. 
These findings suggest that political polarization influences whether self-interest 
shapes policy opinions. Respondents who identify as either conservative or liberal 
are more likely to have their policy positions influenced by feelings of self-interest, 
while moderates are unaffected by these sentiments.

The third model in Table 3 also includes an interaction term exploring whether 
the relationship of group-interest to AAP support is moderated by political ideology. 
The results reveal that group-interest has significantly different effects across politi-
cal ideology (p < 0.001). Group-interest is related to AAP support among Black con-
servatives (β = 5.575, p < 0.01), while predicting opposition among Black moderates 
(β = − 6.598, p < 0.05) and liberals (β = − 7.082, p < 0.01). These trends provide sup-
port for H2a and are illustrated in Fig. 2. As we predicted, group-interest had the 

Standard errors in parentheses
† p < 0.1; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Table 3  (continued)

Baseline Main effects Interactions

 N 210 210 210
 pseudo R-sq 0.193 0.243 0.424
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largest positive effect for Black conservatives. In the opposite direction, group-inter-
est had a negative effect on Black liberals’ and moderates’ likelihood of supporting 
AAPs. It is possible that moderates and liberals with high levels of group-interest 
may oppose affirmative action on the grounds that we need a more aggressive policy 
to deal with racial inequality.

Fig. 1  Probability of supporting affirmative action by self-interest for Black conservatives, moderates, 
and liberals

Fig. 2  Probability of supporting affirmative action by group-interest for Black conservatives, moderates, 
and liberals
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The last interaction term in model 3 of Table 3 examines whether the effect of 
race consciousness on attitudes toward affirmative action differs by political ideol-
ogy for Black respondents. The results support H3a, showing that race conscious-
ness has a significantly different effect for moderates than it does for conservatives 
(p < 0.01). Moderates with higher levels of race consciousness are more likely to 
support affirmative action (β = 9.149, p < 0.05). This relationship is illustrated in 
Fig.  3, where we observed the strongest positive effect of race consciousness for 
moderates. Race consciousness has no effect on the opinions of Black conservatives 
and liberals.

In short, our analysis of Black respondents highlights several key findings. First, 
as discovered in the descriptive statistics, a far greater proportion of Black respond-
ents than White respondents reported that they support affirmative action. Second, 
we found that Black conservatives, moderates, and liberals did not differ in levels 
of support for affirmative action. Third, self-interest had a positive relationship 
with AAP support for Black conservatives, a moderately strong positive relation-
ship for liberals, and no relationship for moderates. Fourth, we found that the effects 
of group-interest were in opposite directions between conservatives and those with 
moderate or liberal political orientations. Group-interest predicted AAP support 
among conservatives, while predicting opposition among moderates and conserva-
tives. Finally, our findings revealed that race consciousness was associated with 
AAP support among Black moderates, while being unrelated to opinions toward 
AAPs among Black conservatives and liberals.

Fig. 3  Probability of supporting affirmative action by race consciousness for Black conservatives, moder-
ates, and liberals
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Table 4  Sample of White respondents, logistic regression models predicting support for affirmative 
action programs

Baseline Main effects Interactions

Political ideology (conservative)
 Moderate 1.293* 1.573* − 1.480

(0.545) (0.637) (2.892)
 Liberal 2.339*** 2.331*** − 1.559

(0.600) (0.669) (3.051)
Self-interest
 Af. action affects R 0.433 − 0.796

(0.611) (1.311)
 Af. action affects R*moderate 1.125

(1.609)
 Af. action affects R* liberal 2.020

(1.757)
Group-interest
 Af. action affects R’s race group − 4.880*** − 3.652

(0.965) (2.899)
Af. action affects R’s race group*moderate − 2.060

(3.281)
Af. action affects R’s race group*liberal − 1.010

(3.239)
Race consciousness
 Race consciousness 1.155 − 4.043

(0.731) (2.250)
 Race consciousness*moderate 5.783*

(2.512)
Race consciousness*liberal 5.495*

(2.485)
Controls
Sex (Male)
 Female 0.725* 1.137** 1.146**

(0.365) (0.414) (0.422)
Education 0.246* 0.290** 0.271*

(0.099) (0.109) (0.114)
Age 0.013 0.009 0.009

(0.012) (0.013) (0.013)
Support Obama 2.766** 2.623** 2.914***

(0.886) (0.834) (0.839)
Party identification (independents/other party)
 Republican − 1.317* − 1.365 − 1.515

(0.668) (0.731) (0.778)
 Democrat − 0.562 − 0.547 − 0.616

(0.431) (0.453) (0.475)
 Constant − 7.958*** − 6.743*** − 3.423

(1.962) (1.983) (3.023)
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White Respondents’ Support for Affirmative Action

Next, we examine Whites’ support for affirmative action. The models presented in 
Table 4 use the same equations as those in Table 3, but apply them to the sample 
of White respondents. The first model in Table  4 examines the effect of political 
ideology on Whites’ support for affirmative action. Here, we find that moderates 
(p < 0.05) and liberals (p < 0.001) are more likely to support affirmative action than 
conservatives. Furthermore, liberals are significantly more likely to support affirma-
tive action than moderates (p < 0.05). Model 1 also reveals that several control vari-
ables are significantly related to Whites’ support for affirmative action. Whites who 
support Obama (p < 0.01) are more likely to support affirmative action. Republi-
cans are significantly less likely to support AAPs than those who identify as inde-
pendents/other party (p < 0.05). Additionally, White women report higher support 
for AAPs than White men (p < 0.05). The effects of these control variables remain 
consistent across all subsequent models, with the exception that differences in party 
identification become nonsignificant in model 2 with the addition of variables meas-
uring the relevance of self-/group-interest and race consciousness. Observed gen-
der differences also come nonsignificant in the final model that includes interactions 
between political ideology and self-interest, group-interest, and race consciousness.

Model 2 in Table 4 examines the main effects of self-interest, group-interest, and 
race consciousness on support for affirmative action. Only group-interest was found 
to have significant effects. White respondents who believe that affirmative action 
affects people of their race group had lower levels of support for these policies 
(p < 0.001). Self-interest and race consciousness were found to have nonsignificant 
main effects in predicting opinions toward AAPs.

The third model in Table 4 tests hypotheses H1b, H2b, and H3b regarding the 
moderating effects of political ideology. Hypotheses H1b and H2b are not supported. 
Self-interest is not a significant predictor of Whites’ support for affirmative action 
regardless of political ideology. Group-interest is also not moderated by political 
ideology, as Whites who feel affirmative action programs affect their race group are 
less likely to support these policies regardless of political ideology. There was, how-
ever, support for H3b. While model 2 shows that the main effect of race conscious-
ness is not significant, model 3 reveals that race consciousness has different effects 
across White conservatives, moderates, and liberals. Among Whites with high lev-
els of race consciousness, conservatives are more likely to oppose affirmative action 
than moderates and liberals (p < 0.05). This interaction effect is illustrated in Fig. 4.

Table 4  (continued)

Standard errors in parentheses
† p < 0.1; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Baseline Main effects Interactions

 N 223 223 223
 Pseudo R-sq 0.296 0.421 0.439
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In sum, our analysis of Whites’ support for affirmative action reveals that moder-
ates and liberals are more likely to support affirmative action than conservatives, and 
that liberals are more likely to support affirmative action than moderates. Feelings of 
self-interest are unrelated to Whites’ attitudes toward affirmative action, while their 
feelings of group-interest decrease the likelihood that they will support the policy, 
and this effect is consistent across conservatives, moderates, and liberals. Finally, 
we found that the relationship of race consciousness to AAP support depends on 
Whites’ political ideology. High levels of race consciousness are associated with 
AAP opposition for conservatives, and support for moderates and liberals.

Fig. 4  Probability of supporting affirmative action by race consciousness for White conservatives, mod-
erates, and liberals

Fig. 5  Coefficients predicting AAP support for self-interest, group-interest, and race consciousness by 
political ideology and race. Note Coefficients calculated from model 3, Table 3 for Black respondents, 
model 3, Table 4 for White respondents
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Comparing Determinants of Support Between Blacks and Whites

To compare predictors of attitudes toward affirmative action between Black and 
White respondents, Fig. 5 illustrates the coefficients for the effects of self-interest, 
group-interest, and race consciousness by political ideology. Coefficients were cal-
culated from the equations reported in model 3, Table 3 (for Black respondents) and 
model 3, Table 4 (for White respondents). In general, a few similarities emerged. 
Group-interest is associated with opposition to AAPs among both Black and White 
moderates and liberals. Additionally, the relationship of race consciousness to atti-
tudes toward AAPs was similarly moderated by political ideology for both Black 
and White respondents. Among those with high levels of race consciousness, Black 
and White moderates are more likely to support AAPs than conservatives.

There were also important differences to emerge in the predictors of AAP opin-
ions. Self-interest was unrelated to policy attitudes among White respondents, but 
was associated with support for Black conservatives and liberals. Group-interest 
predicted support for AAPs among Black conservatives, while otherwise being 
associated with opposition for Whites. Finally, White respondents with high levels 
of race consciousness were more likely to support affirmative action if they were lib-
eral than if they were conservative, while the relationship between race conscious-
ness and AAP support was similar for Black conservatives and liberals.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study broadens our understanding of racial policy attitudes by using common 
measures of self-interest, group-interest, and race consciousness across a sample of 
Black and White respondents, as well as testing for the moderating effects of politi-
cal ideology. Unlike previous studies that use race group membership or economic 
standing as proxies for self-/group-interest, the survey items we used were high on 
construct validity, measuring respondents’ self-reported belief that they were per-
sonally affected by affirmative action (the relevance of self-interest) or their race 
group was affected (the relevance of group-interest). This new operationalization 
confirmed results from previous studies, while also shedding new light on the het-
erogeneous effects of self- and group-interest within-race groups. Confirming previ-
ous findings, we found that self-interest is not a strong predictor of policy support 
for Whites (Citrin et  al., 1997; Sears et  al., 1980; Sears & Funk, 1990) and that 
group-interest is negatively related to support for AAPs among Whites (Beaton & 
Tougas, 2001; Bobo & Kluegel, 1993; Sidanius et al., 1996). Adding new insight to 
our understanding of the effects of self- and group-interest, we found that the effects 
of these variables often differed by political ideology. Self-interest had a positive 
effect on support for AAPs among Black conservatives and liberals, suggesting that 
self-interest is particularly influential among those with more entrenched political 
views. When political platforms are more defined, feelings of self-interest may play 
a larger role in swaying Black support for AAPs. The effects of group-interest also 
differed among Black respondents, with group-interest predicting support for AAPs 
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among Black conservatives and predicting opposition among Black moderates and 
liberals. When it comes to feelings of group-interest, Black conservatives may con-
tradict conservative political agendas if they feel it will benefit their race group. 
Black moderates and liberals who are high on group-interest, on the other hand, may 
desire a more aggressive policy that poses a greater challenge to racial inequality.

Our study also extends research on the relationship between race consciousness 
and policy attitudes. Like previous research (Dawson, 2001; Schmermund et  al., 
2001; Simien & Clawson, 2004; Sullivan & Arbuthnot, 2009; Tate, 2010), we 
found that Blacks who are high on race consciousness are more likely to support 
racial policies like affirmative action. Yet, this effect was only significant for Black 
moderates. One reason for the more limited effect of race consciousness observed 
here is that most Black respondents already supported affirmative action in the first 
place, so there is little variation in the dependent variable from which to leverage. 
Nonetheless, the findings here do suggest that the effect of race consciousness may 
not be uniform across Black conservatives, moderates, and liberals. Instead, Black 
respondents with less polarized political agendas appear to have policy opinions that 
are more closely related to their perceptions of how race affects their daily life.

We also examined the effect of race consciousness on policy attitudes for Whites. 
While the effects of race consciousness were not as large those observed for group-
interest, we nonetheless found significant differences in the effects of this variable 
between White conservatives, moderates, and liberals. Among Whites with high lev-
els of race consciousness, White conservatives are more likely to oppose affirma-
tive action than White moderates and liberals. This finding suggests that race con-
sciousness has different meanings for conservatives, moderates, and liberals. White 
conservatives may feel they are treated unfairly because of their race and, therefore 
oppose racial policy, while White liberals and moderates may be more cognizant of 
their racial privilege and support racial policy as a result. While both groups share 
an awareness that their race affects their day-to-day life, they may differ in how they 
understand its fundamental role.

While our study sheds new light on the predictors of attitudes toward affirma-
tive action, it also has limitations that should be noted. First, respondents in this 
study come from a random sample of Chicago residents. The diverse and politically 
vibrant atmosphere of Chicago, where issues like affirmative action are regularly 
featured in public debate, make it an advantageous location for the study of racial 
policy. Yet, readers should take caution when extending the findings presented here 
to other contexts. Second, while our sample size is larger than many studies examin-
ing policy attitudes, it remains relatively small. Given this limitation, our findings 
are likely conservative estimates of the moderating influence of political ideology 
and self-interest, group-interest, and race consciousness.

In sum, our examination of individuals’ support for affirmative action provides 
four contributions to our understanding of racial policy attitudes. First, while 
self-interest is not a strong predictor of attitudes toward affirmative action among 
Whites, it remains an influential factor for Black conservatives and liberals. Second, 
group-interest has a large influence on policy attitudes that differ between Blacks 
and Whites and between conservatives and those with moderate or liberal political 
ideologies. Third, race consciousness affects both Black and White policy attitudes, 
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but this effect differs for conservatives, moderates, and liberals. Fourth, our study 
provides strong evidence for the moderating effects of political ideology on policy 
preferences, suggesting that conservatives, moderates, and liberals process similar 
motives in different ways to reach divergent policy positions.
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