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Unpacking the liberalizing potential of higher
education: an analysis of academic majors, anti-Black
prejudice, and opposition to immigration
Maureen A. Eger ‡, Mikael Hjerm ‡ and Paolo Velásquez ‡

Department of Sociology, Umeå University, Umeå, Sweden

ABSTRACT
In this article, we challenge the prevailing assumption about the impact of
higher education on attitudes toward racial and ethnic minorities by
examining whether educational effects are monolithic or manifold instead.
Using data from the General Social Survey (1972–2021), we use a variety of
measures of education (years, levels, sectors, and majors) to unpack the
relationship between higher education and intergroup attitudes, specifically
anti-immigration attitudes among native-born Americans and anti-Black
attitudes among non-African Americans. Results show that some higher
education graduates hold out-group attitudes that are not much different
from those without any higher education. Narrowing our focus to
respondents only with higher education, we find significant variation in out-
group attitudes across educational sectors and academic majors. These
results have implications for how we understand previous scholarship on
prejudice and higher education, which may have overestimated the impact
higher education has, in general, on prejudice.
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In recent years, higher education has become the focus of political debate.
Institutions of higher education have been denounced as having a cultural
ethos that favors a progressivist agenda (Hunter 1991, 211) and described
as bastions of “liberal indoctrination” (Horowitz 2007) and hotbeds for
“safetyism” (Lukianoff and Haidt 2018). They have also been accused of fos-
tering a culture of victimhood on college campuses (Campbell and
Manning 2018) and promoting “applied postmodernism” or activism-
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scholarship associated with postcolonial, queer and critical race theories
(Pluckrose and Lindsay 2020). In short, critics of higher education see the
university experience as one that is transformative, though in a detrimental
way.

Defenders of higher education agree that the university experience is trans-
formative but view this as something inherently beneficial for society. Indeed,
there exists a long-standing belief that higher education functions almost as a
panacea, with the potential to remedy a variety of social ills (Perkinson 1995).
American President Lyndon B. Johnson once said: “The answer for all our
national problems comes down to one single word: ‘education’” (Perkinson
1995: vii). Thus, whether one views universities as indoctrination mills or bas-
tions of civic learning and democracy, both narratives assume that the
college experience shapes attitudes among young people in a liberal direction.

Social scientific research has certainly reinforced this notion: scholarship on
higher education’s so-called “liberalizing effect” has long documented that
those with tertiary education hold more liberal sociopolitical attitudes (e.g.
Campbell and Horowitz 2016; Hyman andWright 1979; Phelan et al. 1995; Selz-
nick and Steinberg 1979; Stubager 2008). Seminal studies on the impact of
college education during these “four critical years” (Astin 1977) suggest that,
on average, students’ sociopolitical attitudes become more liberal over time
(Newcomb 1943; Feldman and Newcomb 1969; Pascarella and Terenzini 1991).

Similarly, decades of research on prejudice has shown, beyond a doubt,
that individuals with more education hold more positive attitudes toward
ethnic and racial out-groups (e.g. Hainmueller and Hiscox 2007; Hello, Schee-
pers, and Gijsberts 2002; Hjerm 2001; Hyman and Wright 1979; Maykovich
1975; Nunn, Crockett, and Williams 1978; Quillian 1995; 1996; Velásquez
and Eger 2022; Vogt 1997). Arguably, the most important debate within
the literature on prejudice has been the extent to which the robust relation-
ship is causal (Hooghe, Meeusen, and Quintelier 2013; Kustov, Laaker, and
Reller 2021; Scott 2022; Velásquez and Eger 2022; Weber 2022). Thus, empiri-
cal studies have focused on the quantity of education, operationalized as
either years of education (Quillian 1995) or highest level of educational attain-
ment with a focus on the difference between having a tertiary degree or not
(Hainmueller and Hiscox 2007). Although it is never explicitly theorized, this
analytical strategy is consistent with the notion that the relationship between
education and prejudice is monolithic – that the effects of tertiary education
are universal, as if all higher education is qualitatively similar or roughly
equivalent.

In this article, we challenge the prevailing assumption about the impact of
higher education on attitudes towards out-groups by examining whether its
effects are monolithic or manifold. To do this, we unpack the liberalizing
potential of higher education by analyzing a variety of indicators of it. We
begin with those that are standard in the scholarly literature on prejudice:
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years of education and highest level of educational attainment. We also incor-
porate parents’ education to speak to self-selection effects stemming from
one’s formative years (i.e. “unobserved confounding” Wodtke 2018). Then,
we move beyond the literature by expanding our focus to the higher edu-
cation sector itself (e.g. Dey 1997). In our main analyses, we investigate vari-
ation in out-group attitudes first in relation to six broad categories of
academic majors and, second, to twelve more-specific categories of academic
majors. To enhance our ability to draw conclusions from our results, we inves-
tigate out-group attitudes among two different in-groups: anti-immigration
attitudes among native-born Americans and anti-Black attitudes among
non-African Americans.

In the sections that follow, we first discuss the current state of the literature
on higher education and prejudice. Then, we review previous studies that have
focused on within-higher education variation (e.g. Newcomb 1943) and found
different attitudinal patterns across university faculties and academic disci-
plines (Guimond and Palmer 1990, 1996; Hastie 2007; Surridge 2016; Van De
Werfhorst 2020). This line of research examines attitudes indicative of a
liberal political orientation but has rarely included analyses of racial prejudice
or anti-immigrant sentiment. This body of scholarship shows that not only the
quantity of education but also qualitative differences in educational content
matter for sociopolitical attitudes. To motivate our analysis further, we also
discuss why, theoretically, one’s academic major should matter for prejudice
by discussing potential mechanisms responsible for the observed relationship.
Next, we introduce our data source, the cumulative file of the American
General Social Survey (1972-2021), and describe our variables and methods.
After presenting our results, we conclude with a discussion of their implications
for scholarship on prejudice and higher education. We also consider our
findings in relation to possible self-selection effects, which are impossible to
rule out using cross-section data, and suggest directions for future research.

Education and prejudice

Most previous research on higher education and prejudice implies a mono-
lithic relationship. To be clear, this literature does not explicitly postulate
that the relationship is monolithic, nor does it dismiss the possibility of het-
erogeneous higher education effects. Rather, the seemingly monolithic
relationship is an empirical artifact due to the nature of the hypotheses
being tested, specifically if and why the correlation exists. Regarding the
first question, the negative relationship between education and prejudice
is one of the most robust correlations in the social sciences. People who
have attained at least a bachelor’s degree are, on average, less prejudiced
than those that have not. This is a statistical relationship that is neither
time sensitive nor location specific.
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Regarding why this relationship exists, studies of out-group attitudes
emphasize different mechanisms though they mostly point to what an indi-
vidual gains. For example, some scholarship makes an economic argument,
where higher levels of education serve as an indicator of a higher socioeco-
nomic status, implying less competition with minority group members (Hello,
Scheepers, and Gijsberts 2002; Meeusen, de Vroome, and Hooghe 2013).
Others have acknowledged the opportunities universities provide for inter-
group contact (Allport 1954), and the reduction of prejudice through social
interaction (Bubritzki et al. 2018; Hello et al. 2004). Higher education is also
understood as a powerful socializing agent transmitting the dominant
norms of democratic societies (Selznick and Steinberg 1979) such as toler-
ance and anti-racism (Verkuyten and Thijs 2013) via the transmission of
knowledge.1

This body of research has, due to data limitations, mostly relied on cross-
sectional data. Still, for theoretical reasons, much of the literature tends to
regard the robust statistical relationship as causal. Recent findings from
studies that rely on panel data support this view (Scott 2022; Velásquez
and Eger 2022); however, not all longitudinal studies find evidence of
higher education’s prejudice-reducing effects and conclude that between-
individual differences are likely due to self-selection (Lancee and Sarrasin
2015; Weber 2022).

While the literature on prejudice has focused on questions related to caus-
ality, it has overlooked variation within higher education itself. As previously
stated, we do not view this omission as reflective of theoretical assumptions,
but instead see it as an oversight likely stemming from data constraints.
Indeed, very few survey programs that gauge sociopolitical attitudes also
ask about academic majors. Nevertheless, this gap has theoretical and empiri-
cal consequences. Our knowledge about how variation in education,
especially differences in academic majors, is related to out-group attitudes
remains limited. It is possible that previous research may have overstated
the true association between prejudice and higher education in general,
which would necessitate reconsidering the theoretical mechanisms involved.

Attitudinal differences between academic disciplines

To better understand what variation in higher education means for out-group
prejudice, we build on research focusing on sociopolitical attitudes, such as
political ideology, support for civil liberties, and views on gender equality
(e.g. Feldman and Newcomb 1969; Hyman and Wright 1979). Early U.S.
studies on the effect of a college education focused on freshmen, some fol-
lowing them throughout their university experience (Newcomb 1943). For
example, Bugelski and Lester (1940) found that social science majors began
as slightly more liberal than freshmen in the physical and biological sciences,
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as well as those studying languages, but by their last year were considerably
more liberal than other students. Similarly, Selvin and Hagstrom (1960)
showed that social science and humanities majors were more likely to be
in support of civil liberties than students in engineering, education and
business administration, while those in the physical and life sciences were
in the middle of the liberal-conservative spectrum. Thumin (1972) also
found that students in liberal arts and sciences were more liberal than edu-
cation and business students.

More recent studies corroborate these early findings. For example, Hanson
et al. (2012) found that students majoring in the social sciences and huma-
nities were more likely to self-identify as politically liberal than students in
other majors. Even particular courses have been shown to matter for sociopo-
litical attitudes. For example, Scott and Rothman (1975) found that while all
students became slightly more liberal but after completing introductory
courses the effect was larger for those in psychology than in economics.2

Other research shows that social science curriculum is associated with
future political engagement (Hillygus 2005). Majoring in the social sciences,
humanities or arts, are also the most consistent indicators of moral change
and empathy (Broćić and Miles 2021).

Differences in attitudinal outcomes among academic disciplines are not only
found in the United States but seem to be ubiquitous, at least in high-income
and democratic countries (e.g. Paterson 2009). Although studies focus on
various sociopolitical attitudes and behaviors, the common denominator is
the finding that those who major in the social sciences and humanities differ
in levels of authoritarianism (Carnevale et al. 2020; Stubager 2008), gender
bias (Paredes, Paserman, and Pino 2020), ideology (Guimond and Palmer
1990; 1996; Guimond, Bégin, and Palmer 1989) and even participation in volun-
tary organizations (Van De Werfhorst, Herman, and Kraaykamp 2001).

Theoretical mechanisms

Why, theoretically, should different academic majors vary in their liberalizing
potential? Scholarship on the liberalizing effect of higher education has ident-
ified three mechanisms by which education may affect attitudes (e.g. Phelan
et al. 1995; Stubager 2008; Surridge 2016). First, according to the psychody-
namic account, education confers a feeling of “mastering one’s own life situ-
ation” (Jenssen and Engesbak 1994, 36), thereby enhancing psychological
security and stability (McClosky and Brill 1983). Consequently, those with
higher education tend to bemore adept at psychologically navigating diversity
and experiences that deviate from their own. McClosky and Brill (1983, 365)
argue that those “who feel confident about the clarity and integrity of society’s
standards are fairly secure about their own values tend to be strong supporters
of civil liberties”. Those who are psychologically secure are also better
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equipped to deal with “big events” (Blumer 1958). For example, recent longi-
tudinal research shows those with higher education react less strongly to a
sudden influx of refugees, suggesting higher education has an “inoculating
effect” against prejudice (Velásquez and Eger 2022).

While the psychodynamic model implies that more education, regardless of
content, would offer these benefits, we contend that specific majors should
vary in their protective benefits. For instance, majors that focus on understand-
ing the human experience or society would theoretically offer more opportu-
nities for students to develop confidence about their own values related to
diversity.

Second, according to the cognitive model, knowledge based on the
content of education (i.e. what is learned from the curriculum) should
matter for attitudes. This relates to both general and specific knowledge.
General knowledge is acquired information/skills that are transferable
across situations. This includes, but is not limited to, critical thinking.
Higher education imparts new ways of interpreting information, strengthen-
ing individuals’ capacity to make connections among complicated ideas (Sni-
derman et al. 1989) and contributing to the potential of life-long learning
(Hyman, Wright, and Reed 1975). Thus, higher education increases the likeli-
hood “that one’s cognitive development will be characterized by the flexible,
rational strategies of thinking which encourage democratic restraint” (Nunn,
Crockett, and Williams 1978, 61) and political tolerance (Bobo and Licari 1989,
291). Van De Werfhorst, Herman, and Dirk de Graaf (2004) argue that the cog-
nitive model cannot explain attitudinal variation across academic fields
because the development of rational thinking is not discipline-specific.
However, we do not make this same claim, because critical thinking chal-
lenges one of the important foundations of prejudice: stereotypes (Devine
and Elliot 1995). In other words, while all majors theoretically develop critical
thinking skills, somemajors deal specifically with stereotypes, thus potentially
being even more beneficial in countering prejudice.

In regards to specific knowledge, the content of education differs across dis-
ciplines, which vary in curriculum and educational goals. Specific knowledge
may include content about prejudice and related issues such as multicultural-
ism and racial and ethnic relations, but these are not a constitutive part of every
discipline. Studies on the consequences of multicultural curricula in primary
and secondary schools indicate that this educational content may reduce
prejudice (Aboud and Levy 2000; Paluck and Green 2009; Verkuyten and
Thijs 2013; Wright and Tolan 2009). While variation in specific and general
knowledge across academic majors in tertiary education has not been the
focus of previous empirical research on prejudice, there is no reason to
believe the cognitive mechanism would operate differently there.

A third mechanism is socialization. According to this explanation, which
builds on social learning theory (Bandura 1969), students are influenced by
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their social environment and interactions with peers and professors. The
social tuning hypothesis (see Jost, Ledgerwood, and Hardin 2008) posits
that people adjust their attitudes and behavior to others in their surroundings
to get along better. In this tradition, Stangor, Sechrist, and Jost (2001) show
that providing cues about others’ stereotypes affects the reporting of one’s
own stereotypes, suggesting that learning about other people’s views may
affect prejudice. Moreover, longitudinal studies show that peer attitudes
predict prejudice among secondary school students (Hjerm, Eger, and
Danell 2018) and that adolescents’ attitudes approach the average level of
classroom prejudice (Mitchell 2019) over time. Although studies on prejudice
among university students are limited, research has shown that hearing a
peer either condone or condemn racist views on campus influences students’
attitudes (Blanchard et al. 1994), reinforcing the claim that attitudes are
influenced by other students and peer normative context (e.g. Dey 1996,
1997). Further, professors’ may communicate their views, either directly or
indirectly, to their students. Studies that find that student evaluations of pro-
fessors’ performance are affected by professors’ ideologies (Kelly-Woessner
and Woessner 2006; Yair and Sulitzeanu-Kenan 2021) suggest that students
are aware of professors’ social and political attitudes.

Academic disciplines arguably provide different normative contexts for
socialization. Some have even claimed that fields of study prepare students
differently for social interactions with others (Van De Werfhorst, Herman,
and Dirk de Graaf 2004). Ladd and Lipset (1975) argue that professors’
subject of study carries a distinctive way of viewing the world, which is not
confined to academic boundaries, and that the subject of study brings
them into contact with a specific set of values, concerns, and commitments.
They found that American professors in the social sciences and humanities
were the most liberal while those in agriculture, engineering and other
applied fields were the most conservative, with physical and biological
sciences being somewhere in the middle. Using European data, van de Werf-
horst (2020) came to a similar conclusion. He found that that the dispersion of
professors’ sociopolitical attitudes does not reflect a high degree of hom-
ogeneity, which is what one would expect if professors were uniformly liberal.

Empirical studies using academic majors to test the socialization model
have also found supportive evidence. For example, research has shown
that individuals from academic fields related to the arts/care/instruction are
less authoritarian than those in fields related to production/transportation/
technology or service/business/administration in Denmark (Stubager 2008).
Similarly, individuals exposed to curriculum that emphasized social skills
and competencies held more liberal views on gender and were more inclined
to vote for a left-wing party in the Netherlands (Van De Werfhorst, Herman,
and Dirk de Graaf 2004). Moreover, panel data from the U.K. reveals that indi-
viduals who majored in social sciences, on average, report being more
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socially and economical liberal compared to individuals from other academic
fields; importantly, this education effect remains after controlling for respon-
dents’ attitudes at age 16 (Surridge 2016).

Analytical strategy

In the analyses that follow, we systematically unpack higher education’s lib-
eralizing potential on out-group prejudice. We analyze out-group attitudes
among two different in-groups: anti-immigration attitudes among native-
born Americans and anti-Black attitudes among non-African Americans.
Regarding our operationalization of education, we begin with the indicators
that are standard in the prejudice literature: years of education and level of
education. We also consider parents’ education to speak to possible self-
selection effects. Second, we move beyond the prejudice literature by analyz-
ing both between- and within-education-level differences. Following studies
on education and other sociopolitical attitudes, we compare individuals
without higher education to those with higher education but break it
down by six categories of academic majors. Additionally, we augment this
approach by expanding our focus from differences across only a handful of
broad academic areas to 12 categories of majors, while also talking into
account second majors and higher educational sectors (public vs. private
and 2-year vs. 4-year). To investigate these relationships further, we also
zoom in by limiting our sample to respondents with higher education.

Data and methods

Our analyses rely on the General Social Survey (GSS), a nationally representa-
tive, cross-sectional survey of adults administered in the United States since
1972. Available for public use, the GSS is widely considered one of the best
sources of attitudinal data and often used in analyses of prejudice and
other social and political attitudes. In this study, we make exhaustive use of
Cumulative File 1972–2021 (version R1a) (Davern et al. 2021), analyzing as
many rounds of the survey as data availability on specific variables permits.
Questions about racial prejudice first appear in the 1970s while questions
regarding immigration do not appear until the 1990s. Additionally, some
models focus only on those with higher education (i.e. within-education
effects). Thus, our Ns vary across models, ranging from approximately
1,350–28,300.

Dependent variables

To capture attitudes toward out-groups, we use two dependent variables.
The first, opposition to immigration3, asks if immigration to the U.S. should
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be increased or decreased. This variable is available in 12 rounds between
1994 and 2021 and has been featured in previous research on anti-immigrant
attitudes (e.g. Eger, Mitchell, and Hjerm 2022; Hopkins 2010). Original
responses are 1 “increased a lot” 2 “increased a little” 3 “remain the same
as it is” 4 “reduced a little” 5 “reduced a lot”. To facilitate comparison with
our second dependent variable (see below), we rescale this variable by divid-
ing by 5, so that values vary between 0 and 1.

Our second dependent variable is based on a battery of four questions4

that assesses respondents’ causal attributions for black–white inequality.
This battery is in 22 rounds between 1977 and 2021 and commonly used
in analyses of racial attitudes (e.g. Hunt 2007; Scarborough et al. 2021;
Wodtke 2018). Each question begins with the statement: “On the average
(Negroes/Blacks/African-Americans) have worse jobs, income, and housing
than white people”. Respondents answer 1 “yes” or 2 “no” that these differ-
ences in outcomes are due to: (1) discrimination; (2) less in-born ability to
learn; (3) fewer opportunities to access education; and (4) lack of motivation
and willpower. We recode all four variables from 1 and 2–0 and 1; reverse
code the second and fourth variables so that 1 is indicative of racist attitudes;
and then use row means to combine answers into a continuous measure of
anti-Black prejudice, which varies between 0 and 1. For descriptive statistics,
see Table A1 in the Appendix.

We acknowledge that our two dependent variables differ and that
opposition towards immigration is not a direct measure of prejudice as
one could prefer a reduction in immigration for some other reason other
than antipathy toward immigrants. Although previous studies using GSS
data have found similar patterns in analyses of anti-immigrant sentiment
and opposition to immigration (e.g. Eger, Mitchell, and Hjerm 2022),
these GSS measures are only moderately correlated (r = 0.5). Thus, as a
robustness check, we have run additional models using data from 2014,
the only GSS round where questions measuring anti-immigrant sentiment
and academic majors are both included. Results are reported in Figures A1-
A4 in the Appendix.

Key independent variables

Because we are interested in what aspects of education are related to atti-
tudes toward out-groups, we rely on a variety of education variables in the
GSS. Not all variables are available in all survey years; however, the two
measures of individuals’ education most often featured in analyses of preju-
dice are available in all waves between 1977 and 2021: years of education (M
= 13.39, SD = 3.08) and highest level of education (34% = associate’s degree
or above). Until 2018, the GSS also asked respondents about their parents’
education: father’s years (M = 11.22, SD = 4.23) and father’s highest level
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(20% = associate’s degree or above); and mother’s years (M = 11.23, SD = 3.68)
and mother’s highest level (16% = associate’s degree or above). Descriptive
statistics by dependent variable are also reported in Table A2 of the
Appendix.

In 2012, 2014, and 2016, respondents who participated in higher
education also report institutional sector, which is the combination of
control (public, private not-for-profit, and private for-profit) and level (less
than 2-year, 2-year, or 4-year or above). We recode the original 7-category
variable into one with 4 categories: public 4-year or above (55%); private
not-for-profit, 4-year or above (29%); public 2-year (13%); and private, other
(3%).

In 2012, 2014, 2016, and 2018, respondents who participated in higher edu-
cation identify their major field of study and, in some cases, their second major
field of study.5 The GSS lists 78 majors. With the help of the Classification of
Instructional Program (CIP) codes6 originally developed by the U.S. Department
of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), we collapsed 78
majors into 6 broad categories, with the following frequencies: Business (22%);
Humanities (17%); Education (13%); Social Sciences (14%); STEM (32%); and
General studies/other vocational/other (3%).

We also created a more nuanced, 12-category version of academic
majors7: Art & Architecture (4%); Business (22%); Computer & Technology
(3%); Education (13%); Health and Medicine (13%); Humanities (11%); Law
(2%); Legal Studies (2%); Mechanical Arts (2%); Natural Sciences (14%);
Social Sciences (13%); and General studies/other vocational/other (3%).
19% of those with higher education identify a second major: Art & Architec-
ture (7%); Business (19%); Computer & Technology (5%); Education (13%);
Health and Medicine (9%); Humanities (12%); Law (2%); Legal Studies (2%);
Mechanical Arts (2%); Natural Sciences (12%); Social Sciences (15%); and
General studies/other vocational/other (3%). Details about the recoding of
the 78 majors into both the 6- and 12-category groupings can be found in
Table A6. We also report frequencies for both versions by dependent variable
in Table A3 of the Appendix.

Control variables

We include a continuous measure of age and age-squared as well as a categ-
orical measure of sex. We also include information about race and ethnicity.
Before 2021, the question included only three possible options: white; black,
other. In 2021, there were 16 options. In order to use as many waves as poss-
ible, we recode the 2021 data to be consistent with the 3-category version. In
some models, we also control for inflation-adjusted household income (stan-
dardized to USD in the year 2000). For descriptive statistics, see Tables A4-A5
in the Appendix.
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Estimation

In models of opposition to immigration, we restrict the sample to U.S.-born
(N≈17,300). In models of anti-Black prejudice, we exclude African-Americans
from the sample (N≈28,300). All models use ordinary least squares (OLS)
regression8 and include either a linear time trend or year dummies.

Results

Education and out-group attitudes

We first establish the relationship between basic measures of education (i.e.
years and highest level) and out-group attitudes. Table 1 reports the relation-
ship between education and native-born opposition to immigration between
1994 and 2021. Table 2 reports identical models except that the dependent
variable is anti-Black attitudes among non-Black respondents between
1977 and 2021. Models 0 in both tables indicate that attitudes toward both
groups have improved over time. Models 1–3 demonstrate the strong corre-
lation between years of education and out-group attitudes, with model 3
indicating that it is education and not current income that is related to atti-
tudes. This finding is consistent with previous research that shows that edu-
cation and other SES variables yield separate effects (e.g. Hainmueller and
Hiscox 2007; Hello, Scheepers, and Gijsberts 2002)

In model 4, we also control for parents’ years of education. Results reported
in both Tables 1 and 2 suggest that one’s own education has an effect indepen-
dent of one’s family’s education. Models 5–8 show similar patterns for levels of
education, though important differences emerge. For attitudes about immigra-
tion, there is a clear educational divide: having a bachelor’s degree or higher is
significantly associated with less opposition to immigration, with no significant
differences among those with lower levels of education. There is a different
pattern for attitudes toward African-Americans. Each level is significantly associ-
ated with less anti-Black prejudice, and the magnitude of the relationship
increases with each level of education. These patterns are evident in Figure 1,
which shows the predicted values with 95% confidence intervals for years
and levels of education on out-group prejudice. These relationships hold
even when controlling for parents’ educational level, and results mirror the pat-
terns for respondents’ educational level.

Between-education level differences in out-group attitudes

In our second set of models, we assess whether the so-called liberalizing
effect of higher education is universal, or if it is particular types of education
that are correlated with less opposition to immigration or lower levels of anti-
Black prejudice. Table 3 compares individuals with higher education to those

ETHNIC AND RACIAL STUDIES 11



Table 1. Highest level and years of education and native-born opposition to immigration, 1994–2021.
(0a) (1a) (2a) (3a) (4a) (5a) (6a) (7a) (8a)

Education, years −0.014*** −0.015*** −0.015*** −0.014***
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Father’s education, years −0.003***
(0.001)

Mother’s education, years 0.000
(0.001)

Education level (ref = less than high school)
High school diploma −0.002 −0.003 −0.002 −0.000

(0.005) (0.005) (0.006) (0.007)
Associate’s degree −0.000 −0.004 −0.002 0.005

(0.007) (0.007) (0.008) (0.010)
Bachelor’s degree −0.071*** −0.078*** −0.080*** −0.067***

(0.006) (0.006) (0.007) (0.008)
Graduate degree −0.121*** −0.138*** −0.139*** −0.112***

(0.007) (0.007) (0.008) (0.010)
Father’s education level (ref = less than high school)
High school diploma −0.007

(0.005)
Associate’s degree −0.011

(0.012)
Bachelor’s degree −0.021**

(0.008)
Graduate degree −0.037***

(0.009)
Mother’s education level (ref = less than high school)
High school diploma −0.006

(0.005)
Associate’s degree 0.001

(0.010)
Bachelor’s degree −0.018*

(0.008)
Graduate degree −0.026*
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(0.011)
Age 0.006*** 0.006*** 0.006*** 0.006*** 0.006*** 0.006***

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Age2 −0.000*** −0.000*** −0.000*** −0.000*** −0.000*** −0.000***

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Female 0.004 0.005 0.004 0.003 0.005 0.003

(0.003) (0.003) (0.004) (0.003) (0.003) (0.004)
Race/ethnicity (ref = white)
Black −0.044*** −0.042*** −0.042*** −0.044*** −0.041*** −0.044***

(0.005) (0.005) (0.007) (0.005) (0.005) (0.006)
Other −0.056*** −0.057*** −0.064*** −0.053*** −0.052*** −0.061***

(0.008) (0.008) (0.010) (0.008) (0.008) (0.010)
Income −0.000 0.000

(0.000) (0.000)
Year −0.005*** −0.005*** −0.005*** −0.005*** −0.004*** −0.005*** −0.005*** −0.005*** −0.004***

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Constant 11.530*** 10.608*** 10.674*** 10.637*** 8.390*** 10.456*** 10.615*** 10.572*** 8.503***

(0.395) (0.391) (0.392) (0.413) (0.552) (0.391) (0.390) (0.412) (0.538)
Observations 17,268 17,247 17,247 15,588 10,418 17,268 17,268 15,598 10,954
R-squared 0.042 0.071 0.092 0.091 0.075 0.078 0.102 0.102 0.086

Source: General Social Survey (GSS) Cumulative File 1972–2021 R1a.
Standard errors in parentheses.
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.

ETH
N
IC

A
N
D
RA

C
IA
L
STU

D
IES

13



Table 2. Highest level and years of education and anti-Black prejudice, 1977–2021.
(0b) (1b) (2b) (3b) (4b) (5b) (6b) (7b) (8b)

Education, years −0.023*** −0.023*** −0.024*** −0.019***
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Father’s education, years −0.005***
(0.001)

Mother’s education, years −0.001
(0.001)

Education level (ref = less than high school)
High school diploma −0.058*** −0.050*** −0.050*** −0.040***

(0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.007)
Associate’s degree −0.083*** −0.074*** −0.074*** −0.057***

(0.008) (0.008) (0.009) (0.010)
Bachelor’s degree −0.180*** −0.175*** −0.176*** −0.135***

(0.006) (0.006) (0.007) (0.008)
Graduate degree −0.232*** −0.237*** −0.240*** −0.190***

(0.007) (0.007) (0.008) (0.009)
Father’s education level (ref = less than high school)
High school diploma −0.018**

(0.006)
Associate’s degree −0.033*

(0.015)
Bachelor’s degree −0.053***

(0.008)
Graduate degree −0.072***

(0.010)
Mother’s education level (ref = less than high school)
High school diploma −0.033***

(0.006)
Associate’s degree −0.033**

(0.012)
Bachelor’s degree −0.044***

(0.009)
Graduate degree −0.057***
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(0.013)
Age 0.006*** 0.006*** 0.004*** 0.007*** 0.007*** 0.005***

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Age2 −0.000*** −0.000*** −0.000*** −0.000*** −0.000*** −0.000***

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Female −0.041*** −0.042*** −0.042*** −0.042*** −0.044*** −0.045***

(0.003) (0.004) (0.004) (0.003) (0.004) (0.004)
Race/ethnicity (ref = white)
Black – – – – – –

– – – – – –
Other −0.017** −0.011 −0.014 −0.004 0.002 −0.011

(0.007) (0.007) (0.009) (0.007) (0.007) (0.008)
Income −0.000 0.000

(0.000) (0.000)
Year −0.003*** −0.002*** −0.002*** −0.002*** −0.001*** −0.002*** −0.002*** −0.002*** −0.001***

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Constant 6.462*** 4.620*** 4.867*** 4.916*** 2.254*** 4.461*** 4.870*** 4.977*** 2.108***

(0.289) (0.284) (0.288) (0.302) (0.390) (0.286) (0.289) (0.303) (0.383)
Observations 28,258 28,212 28,212 25,405 18,592 28,258 28,258 25,433 19,792
R-squared 0.015 0.070 0.082 0.084 0.072 0.070 0.086 0.088 0.086

Source: General Social Survey (GSS) Cumulative File 1972–2021 R1a.
Standard errors in parentheses.
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.
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without higher education, while also distinguishing between different
aspects of higher education.9 Because there are far fewer waves of data
included in these models, we use models 9a and 9b to re-establish the
relationship between levels of education and out-group attitudes. Despite
the reduction in sample size, these patterns bear striking similarity to what
is reported in Tables 1 and 2 – not only in regards to significance but also
the size of the coefficient. However, models 10a and 10b indicate that not
all higher education is associated with less opposition toward immigration
or lower levels of anti-Black prejudice. Specifically, only those who have
attended 4-year, public or not-for-profit private institutions hold out-group
attitudes significantly different from those without any higher education.

Models 11a and 11b, which feature 6 categories of academic majors,
demonstrate differences in the extent to which respondents with higher edu-
cation are less prejudiced than their counterparts without it. For anti-Black
prejudice, the differences are clearest. As Figure 2 shows, the education
effect is approximately twice as large for non-Black humanities and social
science majors compared to those who majored in business, education,
STEM, or general or vocational studies. However, in regards to opposition
to immigration, the difference between American-born with and without
higher education does appear to vary much across these six categories of
majors. These relationships are robust to models including second majors
(models 12a and 12b), which, save for the relationship between a second

Figure 1. Predicted values, education and out-group attitudes . Source: General Social
Survey (GSS) Cumulative File 1972–2021 R1a. Notes: Models 1a and 1b (left) and Models
5a and 5b (right) with 95% confidence intervals (vertical bars).

16 M. A. EGER ET AL.



Table 3. Between-education-level differences in out-group attitudes: educational level, sector, and 6 major categories, 2012–2018.
Opposition to immigration Anti-Black prejudice

(9a) (10a) (11a) (12a) (9b) (10b) (11b) (12b)

Education level (ref = less than high school)
High school diploma −0.008 −0.047***

(0.010) (0.012)
Associate’s degree −0.012 −0.062***

(0.013) (0.017)
Bachelor’s degree −0.084*** −0.167***

(0.011) (0.014)
Graduate degree −0.126*** −0.221***

(0.013) (0.016)
Sector (ref = no college/university education)
Public, 4-year or above −0.075*** −0.129***

(0.008) (0.012)
Private not-for-profit, 4-year or above −0.098*** −0.180***

(0.011) (0.015)
Public, 2-year −0.013 −0.019

(0.016) (0.022)
Private, other −0.059 −0.054

(0.032) (0.048)
College/university major (ref = none)
Business −0.059*** −0.062*** −0.096*** −0.099***

(0.010) (0.011) (0.014) (0.015)
Humanities −0.099*** −0.099*** −0.200*** −0.197***

(0.012) (0.012) (0.015) (0.016)
Education −0.073*** −0.074*** −0.102*** −0.100***

(0.013) (0.014) (0.018) (0.018)
Social Sciences −0.094*** −0.097*** −0.186*** −0.184***

(0.012) (0.013) (0.017) (0.017)
STEM −0.056*** −0.059*** −0.085*** −0.087***

(0.009) (0.009) (0.012) (0.012)
General studies/other vocational/other −0.081** −0.083** −0.100** −0.100**

(0.026) (0.027) (0.034) (0.034)
Second college/university major (ref = none)
Business 0.021 0.033

(Continued )
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Table 3. Continued.
Opposition to immigration Anti-Black prejudice

(9a) (10a) (11a) (12a) (9b) (10b) (11b) (12b)

(0.024) (0.032)
Humanities 0.014 −0.063*

(0.024) (0.031)
Education −0.031 0.011

(0.030) (0.044)
Social Sciences 0.017 0.009

(0.026) (0.033)
STEM 0.034 0.023

(0.021) (0.028)
General studies/other vocational/other −0.108 0.001

(0.057) (0.083)
Age 0.007*** 0.007*** 0.007*** 0.007*** 0.007*** 0.006*** 0.007*** 0.007***

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Age2 −0.000*** −0.000*** −0.000*** −0.000*** −0.000*** −0.000*** −0.000*** −0.000***

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Female 0.009 0.016* 0.011 0.011* −0.025*** −0.023* −0.022** −0.022**

(0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.007) (0.009) (0.008) (0.008)
Race/ethnicity (ref = white)
Black −0.053*** −0.053*** −0.051*** −0.051*** – – – –

(0.008) (0.009) (0.008) (0.008) – – – –
Other −0.041*** −0.031* −0.040** −0.039** 0.005 0.002 0.008 0.008

(0.012) (0.014) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.015) (0.012) (0.012)
Year (ref = 2012)
2014 −0.004 −0.001 −0.004 −0.004 −0.005 0.003 −0.004 −0.004

(0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011)
2016 −0.026** −0.025** −0.027** −0.027** −0.056*** −0.051*** −0.057*** −0.058***

(0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011)
2018 −0.064*** – −0.064*** −0.064*** −0.077*** – −0.077*** −0.077***

(0.009) – (0.009) (0.009) (0.011) – (0.011) (0.011)
Constant 0.570*** 0.569*** 0.572*** 0.570*** 0.361*** 0.347*** 0.330*** 0.330***

(0.023) (0.025) (0.022) (0.022) (0.031) (0.034) (0.030) (0.030)
Observations 5,765 4,299 5,757 5,757 5,348 3,848 5,339 5,339
R-squared 0.069 0.051 0.059 0.061 0.081 0.070 0.075 0.076

Source: General Social Survey (GSS) Cumulative File 1972–2021 R1a.
Standard errors in parentheses.
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.
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major in the humanities and anti-Black attitudes, are not strongly associated
with either dependent variable.

In Table 4, we continue to unpack higher education’s liberalizing potential
by expanding the number of major categories from six to twelve. In doing so,
a more nuanced picture emerges. When we zoom in, Models 13 and 14 reveal
that not all majors are significantly related to out-group attitudes. Specifically,
majoring in the mechanical arts (i.e. industry & technology, electronics, mech-
anics/machine trade, or aviation/aeronautics) or legal studies (i.e. law enfor-
cement and criminology/criminal justice) is not significantly different from
not participating in higher education regarding out-group attitudes.10 Once
we distinguish between legal studies, with its explicit focus on crime, and
other social science majors (e.g. sociology, social work, psychology, political
science, etc.), the effect size of majoring in the social sciences slightly
increases compared to models reported in Table 3. Further, when it comes
to opposition to immigration, there is no significant difference in majoring
in computers and technology compared to no having no higher education.
Again, there is little evidence that second majors play a role in attitudes
toward out-groups, though additional education in mechanical arts is associ-
ated with more opposition to immigration.

Arguably, the most striking finding is the differences in point estimates
between dependent variables illustrated in Figure 3. Majoring in arts and
architecture, social sciences, humanities, or law is associated with significantly

Figure 2. Between-education-level point estimates: 6 categories of college/university
academic majors, 2012-2018. Source: General Social Survey (GSS) Cumulative File
1972–2021 R1a. Notes: Models 11a and 11b; the reference group is none (i.e. no
higher education).
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Table 4. Between-education-level differences in out-group attitudes: 12 major
categories, 2012–2018.

Opposition to
immigration Anti-Black prejudice

(13a) (14a) (13b) (14b)

College/university major (ref = none)
Art & Architecture −0.101*** −0.099*** −0.191*** −0.189***

(0.024) (0.024) (0.030) (0.031)
Business −0.058*** −0.061*** −0.096*** −0.098***

(0.010) (0.011) (0.014) (0.015)
Computers & Technology −0.024 −0.027 −0.083* −0.087**

(0.027) (0.027) (0.033) (0.034)
Education −0.073*** −0.075*** −0.102*** −0.100***

(0.013) (0.013) (0.018) (0.018)
Health and Medicine −0.048*** −0.051*** −0.063*** −0.064***

(0.013) (0.013) (0.018) (0.018)
Humanities −0.097*** −0.099*** −0.192*** −0.188***

(0.014) (0.015) (0.019) (0.019)
Law −0.104** −0.109** −0.267*** −0.268***

(0.035) (0.035) (0.044) (0.044)
Legal Studies 0.005 −0.004 −0.025 −0.034

(0.031) (0.031) (0.043) (0.043)
Mechanical Arts −0.043 −0.042 −0.092 −0.090

(0.038) (0.038) (0.052) (0.052)
Natural Sciences −0.072*** −0.076*** −0.104*** −0.107***

(0.013) (0.013) (0.016) (0.017)
Social Sciences −0.111*** −0.115*** −0.212*** −0.211***

(0.013) (0.014) (0.018) (0.019)
General studies/other vocational/other −0.081** −0.089*** −0.100** −0.105**

(0.026) (0.027) (0.034) (0.034)
Second college/university major (ref = none)
Art & Architecture 0.005 −0.051

(0.040) (0.053)
Business 0.023 0.038

(0.024) (0.032)
Computer & Technology −0.031 −0.026

(0.049) (0.067)
Education −0.026 0.014

(0.030) (0.044)
Health and Medicine 0.052 0.011

(0.034) (0.047)
Humanities 0.016 −0.068

(0.030) (0.038)
Law 0.115 0.044

(0.086) (0.137)
Legal Studies 0.097 0.132

(0.071) (0.098)
Mechanical Arts 0.246* 0.163

(0.106) (0.138)
Natural Sciences 0.038 0.045

(0.031) (0.040)
Social Sciences 0.002 −0.011

(0.028) (0.035)
General studies/other vocational/other −0.105 0.002

(0.057) (0.083)
Age 0.007*** 0.007*** 0.007*** 0.007***

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Age2 −0.000*** −0.000*** −0.000*** −0.000***

(Continued )
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less anti-Black prejudice, though the point estimates for these major cat-
egories are on par with other academic fields when it comes to opposition
to immigration. Overall, compared to anti-Black prejudice, attitudes toward
immigration vary less among major categories.

Within-higher education differences in out-group attitudes

In our third set of models, we narrow our focus to respondents only with
higher education, further demonstrating that the effect of higher education
is not uniform. In Table 5, models 15–17 show that business and STEM
majors are significantly more opposed to immigration and express more
anti-Black prejudice compared to social science majors. Additionally, edu-
cation majors are more prejudiced toward African-Americans compared to
those who majored in social sciences. As before, second majors do not
appear to play a significant role in attitude. Models 15a and 15b are visualized
in Figure 4.

In models 17a and 17b, we control for institutional sector. Results show
that attending a 2-year public institution is associated with higher levels of
opposition to immigration and anti-Black attitudes compared to attending
a 4-year public institution. Moreover, attending a 4-year private but not-
for-profit institution is associated with lower levels of anti-Black prejudice
compared to attending a 4-year public institute of higher education, high-
lighting another source of variation within higher education.

Table 4. Continued.
Opposition to
immigration Anti-Black prejudice

(13a) (14a) (13b) (14b)

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Female 0.010 0.011 −0.023** −0.023**

(0.006) (0.006) (0.008) (0.008)
Race/ethnicity (ref = white)
Black −0.051*** −0.051*** – –

(0.008) (0.008) – –
Other −0.040** −0.039** 0.009 0.009

(0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012)
Year (ref = 2012)
2014 −0.004 −0.004 −0.005 −0.005

(0.008) (0.008) (0.011) (0.011)
2016 −0.027*** −0.027** −0.058*** −0.058***

(0.008) (0.008) (0.011) (0.011)
2018 −0.064*** −0.064*** −0.078*** −0.078***

(0.009) (0.009) (0.011) (0.011)
Constant 0.574*** 0.571*** 0.332*** 0.332***

(0.022) (0.022) (0.030) (0.030)
Observations 5,757 5,757 5,339 5,339
R-squared 0.062 0.065 0.079 0.081

Source: General Social Survey (GSS) Cumulative File 1972–2021 R1a.
Standard errors in parentheses.
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.
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Last, we exchange the 6-category measure of academic majors for the 12-
category version. Results, reported in Table 6, similarly indicate that many
majors are associated with higher levels of opposition to immigration and

Figure 3. Between-education-level point estimates: 12 categories of college/university
academic majors, 2012-2018, Source: General Social Survey (GSS) Cumulative File 1972–
2021R1a,Notes:Models 13a and13b; the reference group is none (i.e. nohigher education).

Figure 4. Within-higher education point estimates: 6 categories of college/university
academic majors, 2012-2018, Source: General Social Survey (GSS) Cumulative File
1972–2021 R1a, Notes: Models 15a and 15b; the reference group is social sciences.
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Table 5. Within-education-level differences in out-group attitudes: educational sector
and 6 major categories, 2012–2018.

Opposition to immigration Anti-Black prejudice

(15a) (16a) (17a) (15b) (16b) (17b)

Sector (ref = public, 4-year or above)
Private not-for-profit,
4-year or above

−0.023 −0.052**
(0.012) (0.017)

Public, 2-year 0.062*** 0.091***
(0.016) (0.023)

Private, other 0.005 0.052
(0.032) (0.050)

College/university major (ref = social sciences)
Business 0.039* 0.038* 0.039* 0.094*** 0.089*** 0.100***

(0.015) (0.015) (0.018) (0.021) (0.021) (0.026)
Humanities −0.003 −0.000 0.011 −0.015 −0.013 −0.010

(0.016) (0.016) (0.019) (0.022) (0.022) (0.027)
Education 0.020 0.022 0.027 0.082*** 0.082*** 0.071*

(0.017) (0.017) (0.020) (0.024) (0.024) (0.028)
STEM 0.040** 0.040** 0.039* 0.101*** 0.097*** 0.100***

(0.014) (0.014) (0.017) (0.019) (0.020) (0.024)
General studies/other
vocational/other

0.012 0.014 −0.063 0.084* 0.082* 0.055
(0.028) (0.028) (0.036) (0.037) (0.037) (0.049)

Second college/university major (ref = social sciences)
None −0.016 −0.009

(0.026) (0.033)
Business 0.005 0.026

(0.034) (0.045)
Humanities −0.003 −0.073

(0.034) (0.044)
Education −0.046 0.004

(0.038) (0.055)
STEM 0.018 0.016

(0.032) (0.043)
General studies/other
vocational/other

−0.125* −0.000
(0.061) (0.089)

Age 0.005** 0.006** 0.005** 0.002 0.001 −0.002
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003)

Age2 −0.000** −0.000** −0.000** −0.000 −0.000 0.000
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Female 0.026** 0.027** 0.031** −0.008 −0.006 0.012
(0.009) (0.009) (0.011) (0.012) (0.013) (0.015)

Race/ethnicity (ref = white)
Black −0.032* −0.031* −0.034* – – –

(0.014) (0.014) (0.017) – – –
Other −0.064** −0.062** −0.052 0.034 0.034 0.022

(0.024) (0.024) (0.028) (0.021) (0.021) (0.030)
Year (ref = 2012)
2014 0.009 0.009 0.017 −0.022 −0.021 −0.004

(0.013) (0.013) (0.014) (0.018) (0.018) (0.019)
2016 −0.026 −0.026 −0.023 −0.077*** −0.078*** −0.069***

(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.018) (0.018) (0.019)
2018 −0.069*** −0.070*** – −0.077*** −0.078***

(0.014) (0.014) – (0.019) (0.019)
Constant 0.512*** 0.518*** 0.501*** 0.278*** 0.290*** 0.365***

(0.044) (0.049) (0.051) (0.060) (0.066) (0.072)
Observations 2,129 2,129 1,473 2,054 2,054 1,350
R-squared 0.041 0.046 0.048 0.045 0.048 0.070

Source: General Social Survey (GSS) Cumulative File 1972–2021 R1a.
Standard errors in parentheses.
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.
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Table 6. Within-education-level differences in out-group attitudes: educational sector
and 12 major categories, 2012–2018.

(18a) (19a) (20a) (18b) (19b) (20b)

Sector (ref = public, 4-year or above)
Private not-for-profit,
4-year or above

−0.022 −0.052**
(0.012) (0.017)

Public, 2-year 0.057*** 0.087***
(0.017) (0.024)

Private, other 0.005 0.054
(0.032) (0.050)

College/university major (ref = social sciences)
Art & Architecture 0.009 0.015 0.003 0.020 0.022 −0.004

(0.026) (0.026) (0.029) (0.035) (0.035) (0.042)
Business 0.056*** 0.058*** 0.054** 0.121*** 0.118*** 0.119***

(0.016) (0.016) (0.019) (0.022) (0.022) (0.027)
Computers &
Technology

0.088** 0.090** 0.067 0.131*** 0.127*** 0.132*
(0.029) (0.029) (0.035) (0.037) (0.038) (0.051)

Education 0.037* 0.040* 0.042* 0.109*** 0.109*** 0.092**
(0.018) (0.018) (0.020) (0.025) (0.025) (0.029)

Health and Medicine 0.063*** 0.064*** 0.061** 0.149*** 0.147*** 0.153***
(0.018) (0.018) (0.021) (0.024) (0.025) (0.030)

Humanities 0.016 0.018 0.040 0.020 0.023 0.032
(0.018) (0.019) (0.022) (0.025) (0.025) (0.031)

Law 0.010 0.010 0.001 −0.051 −0.053 −0.094
(0.037) (0.037) (0.041) (0.047) (0.047) (0.056)

Legal Studies 0.116*** 0.111*** 0.104** 0.193*** 0.183*** 0.145*
(0.033) (0.033) (0.038) (0.046) (0.047) (0.057)

Mechanical Arts 0.078* 0.082* 0.086 0.134* 0.137* 0.040
(0.039) (0.039) (0.050) (0.055) (0.055) (0.072)

Natural Sciences 0.044* 0.044* 0.044* 0.108*** 0.104*** 0.096***
(0.018) (0.018) (0.020) (0.023) (0.024) (0.028)

General studies/other
vocational/other

0.029 0.025 −0.046 0.111** 0.106** 0.075
(0.029) (0.029) (0.036) (0.038) (0.038) (0.049)

Second college/university major (ref = social sciences)
None −0.002 0.010

(0.027) (0.035)
Art & Architecture −0.001 −0.039

(0.047) (0.063)
Business 0.021 0.051

(0.035) (0.046)
Computer &
Technology

−0.023 −0.007
(0.055) (0.075)

Education −0.028 0.026
(0.039) (0.056)

Health and Medicine 0.040 0.022
(0.043) (0.059)

Humanities 0.015 −0.059
(0.040) (0.050)

Law 0.097 0.056
(0.089) (0.142)

Legal Studies 0.093 0.140
(0.074) (0.104)

Mechanical Arts 0.249* 0.173
(0.108) (0.143)

Natural Sciences 0.039 0.057
(0.040) (0.053)

General studies/other
vocational/other

−0.108 0.021
(0.062) (0.090)

Age 0.005** 0.005** 0.005** 0.001 0.001 −0.002
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003)
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anti-Black racism when compared to those who majored in the social
sciences. Only the attitudes of those who majored in the humanities, arts
and architecture, and law are not significantly different from the attitudes
of social science majors. Models 18a and 18b are illustrated in Figure 5.

Age2 −0.000** −0.000** −0.000** −0.000 −0.000 0.000
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Female 0.026** 0.027** 0.030** −0.010 −0.009 0.005
(0.009) (0.010) (0.011) (0.013) (0.013) (0.016)

Race/ethnicity (ref = white)
Black −0.033* −0.031* −0.033 – – –

(0.014) (0.014) (0.017) – – –
Other −0.062** −0.060* −0.048 0.036 0.037 0.025

(0.024) (0.024) (0.028) (0.021) (0.021) (0.030)
Year (ref = 2012)
2014 0.008 0.009 0.016 −0.024 −0.023 −0.006

(0.013) (0.013) (0.014) (0.018) (0.018) (0.019)
2016 −0.026 −0.026 −0.024 −0.079*** −0.080*** −0.071***

(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.018) (0.018) (0.019)
2018 −0.070*** −0.069*** – −0.079*** −0.080*** –

(0.014) (0.014) – (0.018) (0.019) –
Constant 0.502*** 0.489*** 0.491*** 0.259*** 0.248*** 0.351***

(0.045) (0.051) (0.051) (0.060) (0.068) (0.073)
Observations 2,129 2,129 1,473 2,054 2,054 1,350
R-squared 0.049 0.057 0.055 0.055 0.061 0.082

Source: General Social Survey (GSS) Cumulative File 1972–2021 R1a.
Standard errors in parentheses.
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.

Figure 5. Within-higher education point estimates: 12 categories of college/university
academic majors, 2012-2018, Source: General Social Survey (GSS) Cumulative File
1972–2021 R1a, Notes: Models 18a and 18b; the reference group is social sciences.
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In the final set of models, we again control for institutional sector. Models
20a and 20b show that those who only attend a 2-year public institution
articulate higher levels of opposition to immigration and anti-Black attitudes
than those who attend a 4-year public institution. Additionally, model 20b
indicates that those who attend a 4-year private but not-for-profit institution
report lower levels of anti-Black prejudice compared to those who attend a 4-
year public institute of higher education.

Taken together, these results demonstrate significant variation in edu-
cational effects across majors and sectors. Importantly, the magnitude of edu-
cational effects differs between opposition to immigration and anti-Black
prejudice, suggesting that the liberalizing potential of higher education in
reducing prejudice not only depends on academic major but also in
regards to the minority group in question.

Conclusion

Research on prejudice has consistently shown that more educated individuals
hold more positive attitudes toward racial and ethnic out-groups (Hello,
Scheepers, and Gijsberts 2002; Hjerm 2001; Maykovich 1975; Velásquez and
Eger 2022; Weber 2022). Previous studies in this literature have treated edu-
cation as a uniform or monolithic entity, quantifying it as either the number of
years of schooling (Quillian 1995, 1996) or the level of degree attainment
(Hainmueller and Hiscox 2007). This empirical strategy has overlooked poten-
tial nuances in the relationship between higher education and out-group
prejudice, which has important implications for how we understand the
relationship theoretically. Therefore, in this article, we aimed to provide a
more accurate understanding of this robust statistical relationship and
designed comprehensive research to unpack higher education’s liberalizing
potential.

First, our results demonstrate that not all higher education drives the stat-
istical relationship between education and out-group prejudice. Compared to
those without higher education, we find substantial between-education
differences in the relationships among academic majors and out-group preju-
dice, and this variation is most visible with anti-Black attitudes. Further, our
analysis of within-higher education effects showed that individuals from
most academic majors hold more negative out-group attitudes than those
who majored in the social sciences. For some majors like business and
health/medicine, these differences are more pronounced for anti-Black preju-
dice. There are two related yet distinct implications of these results: not all
higher education has the same potential to be liberalizing, and this distinc-
tion has been obfuscated in previous empirical studies of prejudice. Admit-
tedly, we cannot empirically demonstrate or adjudicate among the
mechanisms responsible for the difference in the observed effects.
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However, our results are nevertheless consistent with psychodynamic, cogni-
tive, and socializations models.

Our results also imply that learning about the human experience, whether
through art, literature, history, or science, contributes to the development of
anti-racist views and a greater tolerance of increasing ethnic diversity. We
interpret these results as consistent with both the psychodynamic and cog-
nitive models. Further, what students learn in these particular majors is
also likely to be reinforced via socialization by peers and professors.
Indeed, we find a striking resemblance between Ladd and Lipset’s (1975)
seminal study that ranked professors’ liberalism and conservatism across aca-
demic fields and our patterns of out-group attitudes across academic majors.
This suggests that professors’ own views may influence or reinforce those of
their students. Further corroborating this interpretation are the attitudinal
differences between people attending different types of educational insti-
tutions, which may be evidence of institutional variation in norms and peer
influence (Dey 1996, 1997; Guimond 1997; Hanson et al. 2012).

Second, our results reveal important differences in specific manifestations
of out-group prejudice. In accordance with previous research, we found a dis-
tinct educational divide in opposition to immigration. Those with a bachelor’s
degree or higher are less likely to oppose immigration. However, this pattern
is not replicated for attitudes toward African-Americans; instead, each
additional level of education is associated with lower levels of prejudice.
Although explicating these different patterns is not the focus of our research,
one possible explanation is the development of an anti-racist norm in the
United States since the 1960s (Ivarsflaten, Blinder, and Ford 2010). Thus,
each level of education should theoretically reinforce anti-racist norms, pro-
viding more knowledge about American history and make more likely the
internalization of democratic values (e.g. Selznick and Steinberg 1979). Our
results also show that within-higher education variation in the educational
effect across majors is much greater for anti-Black prejudice, which reinforces
this idea that American higher education content related to the human
experience specifically reinforces anti-racist norms during this period of
time. Our results also imply then that norms against opposition to immigra-
tion and anti-immigrant sentiment in the United States are comparatively
weaker between 2012 and 2018, possibly making individuals’ attitudes
more susceptible to negative political rhetoric about immigration (Bohman
2011; Flores 2018; Hopkins 2010).

We acknowledge several limitations to our study. First, with cross-sectional
data, we cannot rule out selection effects. While we have controlled for
important selection criteria such as parental education, we cannot be sure:
(1) that attitudes about out-groups were not solidified prior to matriculation
in higher education, making the correlation between higher education and
out-group prejudice spurious; and/or, (2) that attitudes toward out-groups
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did not contribute to the decision to pursue higher education and specific
academic majors, making the relationship between higher education and
prejudice causal, but in the opposite direction.

However, we find it unlikely that selection effects are the only explanation.
If individuals self-select into higher education based on their attitudes toward
out-groups, we would expect to find consistent between-education level
differences regardless of academic major. On the contrary, we find that indi-
viduals in some academic majors do not differ significantly in their attitudes
from individuals with no higher education. This contradicts the generic self-
selection hypothesis that it is individuals with lower levels of prejudice who
pursue higher education. Yet, our results do not contradict the idea that indi-
viduals with lower levels of prejudice self-select into specific majors (Elchar-
dus and Spruyt 2009).

Although we do not dispute that a correlation likely exists between indi-
viduals’ attitudes toward out-groups and the academic major they choose,
we find it improbable that these attitudes are driving factor in choice of
any major. Certainly, some students choose a social science or humanities
major because of their interest in topics related to race and ethnicity in the
United States. However, we find it unlikely (although not impossible) that
individuals who oppose immigration or are prejudiced toward African-Amer-
icans actively choose a different major because of those attitudes. Assuming this
ignores the actual interests of those students and other known factors in choice
of major such as labor market opportunities and future earnings (Kirkeboen,
Leuven, and Mogstad 2016), as well as cognitive abilities, math and language
skills (Windolf 1995).

Moreover, if all higher education is equal in its liberalizing potential, our
findings would imply that individuals in certain academic majors had even
higher levels of prejudice before matriculation than those who did not
pursue higher education. We find this premise highly unlikely, but if true, it
would be inconsistent with the self-selection hypothesis that those with
more positive attitudes toward out-groups pursue tertiary education. Thus,
we believe there are logical reasons not to rule out liberalization. In light of
recent longitudinal evidence of educational effects (e.g. Scott 2022; Velás-
quez and Eger 2022), we call upon future panel studies to collect more
fine-grained details about higher education to clarify causality as well as
within-higher education effects.

Other data limitations imply additional promising avenues for future
research. As previously mentioned, we cannot test empirically the mechan-
isms theoretically underpinning the relationships among majors and levels
of prejudice toward out-groups; future research should examine these mech-
anisms in greater detail. Finally, our empirical analysis is limited to one
country, though theoretically there is little to suggest that our results regard-
ing attitudes about immigration would be limited to the U.S. Nevertheless,
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future research should broaden the scope of inquiry to other countries,
especially countries without a tradition of liberal arts education, which is
an approach to higher education that requires students to take courses in
the humanities, natural sciences, and social sciences regardless of their aca-
demic major. It is possible that when students are not required to take any
courses outside of their degree program, the differences across academic
majors would be even larger and the differences between non-social
science or humanities majors and those without higher education even
smaller. Such findings would not only corroborate our results here, but also
lend credence to the notion that scholars may have previously overestimated
the impact higher education, in general, has on social and political attitudes.

In conclusion, our comprehensive analyses contribute to a more refined
understanding of the relationship between higher education and prejudice
towards ethnic and racial out-groups, which we argue has implications for
how we understand previous scholarship on prejudice and higher edu-
cation. While assuming uniform effects of higher education may be con-
venient in empirical analyses, our findings imply that previous research
may have overestimated the impact that higher education has, in general,
on prejudice and prejudice-adjacent phenomena. Therefore, whenever
possible, future empirical research on prejudice as well as political clea-
vages (e.g. Ford and Jennings 2020) should differentiate among various
academic fields.

Our study also has implications for how we understand the increasing poli-
ticization of higher education. Given our results, the paradigms of “higher
education as liberal indoctrination” and “panacea for societal ills” both
seem crude oversimplifications. Instead, the impact of higher education
may itself be diverse, which suggests a variety of potential consequences
for intergroup relations. Nevertheless, our analyses support the idea that
learning about human societies, whether through art, literature, history, or
science, has the potential to decrease prejudice, especially anti-Black
racism. They also serve as a reminder that “there is little reason to conclude
that a more educated populace (unless we consider content of that edu-
cation) will necessarily lead to a more enlightened one in terms of addressing
racial inequality” (Schaefer 1996, 11).

Notes

1. Some studies find that social desirability may partly account for the inverse
relationship between education and out-group attitudes (Michaelis and
Eysenck 1971; Sigall and Page 1971). Other research shows that its influence
is limited (Heerwig and McCabe 2009).

2. An outlier in the literature, Ma-Kellams et al. (2014) found that those in the hard
sciences compared to social sciences were more likely to espouse political
liberalism.
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3. letin, letin1, letin1a.
4. racdif1, racdif2, racdif3, racdif4.
5. If individuals in the 2012–2018 waves did not provide a major, they were

classified as having no higher education if they also reported that their
highest level of educational attainment was less than junior college/associate’s
degree. This process generated 8 and 9 missing cases for the first and second
samples respectively.

6. The Classification of Instructional Programs (2020). U.S. Department of Edu-
cation’s National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). https://nces.ed.gov/
ipeds/cipcode/Default.aspx?y=56, Accessed 7-Jan-2022.

7. The 12-category version also overcomes potential limitations/controversies
associated with the 6-category one. For instance, in his study of professor’s atti-
tudes, van de Werfhorst (2020) combines law and legal studies into one of
seven categories. In our 6-category version, we treat law as part of “Humanities”
and legal studies as part of “Social Sciences”, but they are both their own sep-
arate categories in our 12-category version.

8. It is common practice to apply parametric methods to Likert scale items.
However, we are aware of the longstanding debate concerning, foremost, the
question of equidistance between response categories. We side with Harpe
(2015) on this issue and take a pragmatic approach by first ensuring a normal
distribution and, when possible, aggregating battery items to approach con-
tinuous data.

9. Given those without higher education constitutes the reference category for
models in tables 3 and 4, sector and major are highly correlated and therefore
not included in the same models.

10. We note that small sample sizes in some majors may prevent the observation of
statistically significant effects due to low sample size inflating the size of stan-
dard errors.
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