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Past Place, Present Prejudice: The Impact of Adolescent
Racial Context on White Racial Attitudes

Seth K. Goldman, University of Massachusetts, Amherst
Daniel J. Hopkins, University of Pennsylvania

Extensive research on racial contexts suggests that white Americans living near black Americans adopt more negative racial

attitudes. Theoretically, local intergroup exposure has been conceptualized as acting contemporaneously through various

mechanisms. However, a separate body of research on political socialization indicates that adolescent experiences are often

especially influential. We hypothesize that whites’ racial contexts during adolescence produce prejudiced responses. We then

test this hypothesis using two complementary data sets, a population-based panel conducted 2007–13 and the Youth-Parent

Socialization Panel Survey (1965–97). Our analyses demonstrate the enduring influence of adolescent contexts at larger levels

of aggregation: while the racial composition of whites’ current counties is not a consistent predictor of racial prejudice, the

racial composition of their county during high school is. Proximity during one’s formative years increases racial prejudice years

later, providing new insights about local contextual effects and the roots of racial prejudice.

Political divisions between blacks and whites have long
been a defining feature of American politics (Kinder and
Dale-Riddle 2010). Yet geographically, America is both

large and varied, with some places being home to large black
communities while others are overwhelmingly white. Decades
ago, that geographic diversity gave rise to the “racial threat”
hypothesis (Key 1949). Its core claim: whites living near large
black communities feel a heightened sense that their political
and social status is threatened and so adopt more hostile racial
attitudes.

In the intervening decades, claims about the influence of
racial contexts, the mechanisms underpinning that influence,
and the conditions that facilitate it have received sustained at-
tention (e.g., Dancygier 2010; Enos 2017; Newman 2012; Oliver
2001; Putnam 2007). Yet despite numerous studies, there is no
empirical consensus on racial contexts’ impacts. Scholars con-
tinue to disagree about the actual prevalence of such contex-

tual effects (Acharya, Blackwell, and Sen 2018b; Oliver and
Mendelberg 2000), to say nothing of their geographic scale
(Dinesen and Sonderskov 2015; Hersh and Nall 2016; Oliver
andWong 2003; Wong et al. 2012). Prior research has also pos-
ited multiple mechanisms that might underpin the effects of
racial contexts. It is plausible, as Key (1949) suggested, that
such contextual effects are driven by perceived threats to whites’
social and political status. But other mechanisms may operate
as well, including economic competition, negative interpersonal
encounters, and local differences in the attitudinal or informa-
tion environment.1

We offer a new explanation for the indeterminacy of past
findings. To date, virtually all studies on these questions have
considered the effects of people’s contemporary racial contexts
(but see Glaser and Gilens 1997; Welch et al. 2001). The em-
phasis on contemporary contexts makes sense if the mecha-
nism at work is threat due to competition for scarce resources
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(Dancygier 2010; Glaser 1994). But other mechanisms may
operate with particular strength in adolescence, especially given
research on political socialization emphasizing the durable ef-
fects of events during one’s formative years (e.g., Niemi and
Jennings 1991; Sears and Levy 2003). Residential mobility in
the United States is substantial: according to the 1996 General
Social Survey (GSS), 31% of respondents lived in a different
state than where they grew up. In light of that mobility and
the particular influence of adolescent experiences, this paper
hypothesizes that one’s local intergroup context during those
formative years can shape racial prejudice into adulthood.

We first test this hypothesis using a multiwave, nationally
representative panel conducted by Growth from Knowledge
(GfK). This population-based panel of Americans began in
late 2007 and continued through the 2008, 2010, and 2012
elections. Importantly, it includes measures of respondents’
place of residence in high school and during the survey. As a
consequence, we are able to assess the impact of adolescent
and contemporaneous racial contexts on white racial attitudes
among the same respondents at multiple points in time. Given
its sample size (n p 7; 559 from 1,682 respondents) and cov-
erage of the US population, this data set provides a powerful
test of our hypothesis.

Our varied empirical analyses bolster the hypothesis about
the impact of adolescent intergroup exposure. Pooling the six
survey waves for which prejudice was measured, we observe
a consistent, positive correlation between the size of the black
population in respondents’ high school counties and their self-
reported levels of prejudice. According to one estimate, if a
non-Hispanic white person grew up in a county with no Afri-
can Americans, we should expect that person’s prejudice to be
2.3 points lower2 than an otherwise similar respondent grow-
ing up in a county that is 18% black, which is one standard
deviation above the mean. This effect is 15% of the prejudice
measure’s standard deviation. The effect does not differ nota-
bly across several contextual or individual-level factors, such
as whether the respondents were over 50, grew up in counties
with higher unemployment or education, or were located in
the South.

Since Key (1949), racial contexts have been measured pri-
marily at the county level (e.g., Glaser 1994; Wright 1977). But
counties are heterogeneous units that are coarse measures of
social environments, and our 2007–13 panel has few alterna-
tive measures of respondents’ adolescent contexts. To test the
robustness of our results and to probe select mechanisms that
might underpin them, we next turn to the Youth-Parent So-
cialization Panel Survey (YPSPS), which followed a cohort of
1965 high school seniors for 32 years. Respondents to the

YPSPS were initially interviewed in 1965, as were their class-
mates and parents. They were reinterviewed in 1973, 1982,
and 1997, providing us with varied measures of respondents’
social and demographic contexts.

While the vast majority of prior research on racial contexts
has employed a single data set (but see Acharya et al. 2018b),
the two data sets analyzed here have complementary strengths
that lend particular credibility to any results that emerge in
both. The advantages of the 2007–13 panel include its larger
sample size and respondents from varying generations. For its
part, the YPSPS provides the ability to track the racial attitudes
of a cohort that came of age during the Civil Rights era from
their late teens into their forties and fifties. Critically, the YPSPS
provides more nuanced measures of intergroup contexts, such
as parents’ and classmates’ racial attitudes, as well as the per-
centage of high school classmates who were black.

In the post–high school YPSPS waves, contemporary mea-
sures of white respondents’ racial contexts prove to be weak
predictors of prejudice. But the racial demographics of the re-
spondents’ county while in high school predict their levels of
prejudice years later. Strikingly, this relationship remains even
accounting for a variety of other potential influences during
adolescence, such as the racial attitudes of respondents’ par-
ents and classmates. In fact, by 1982, respondents’ adolescent
racial contexts are stronger predictors of their levels of preju-
dice than are their parents’ racial attitudes.What is more, it is
larger spatial units such as counties or even clusters of coun-
ties that seem to produce prejudiced responses—attending a
high school with more black students had either a null effect
or reduced prejudice. Although we lack the statistical preci-
sion to know whether this effect fades between 1982 and 1997,
the evidence is consistent with a declining effect in the final
wave.

Considered jointly, the results from two independent anal-
yses provide an explanation for the prior inconsistent findings.
If the most influential local context is the adolescent context,
surveys that measure contemporary contexts alone will have
significant measurement error. While future research should
continue to probe the mechanisms underpinning the effects
of racial contexts, the shift to emphasizing adolescent racial
contexts also foregrounds some mechanisms over others. For
instance, these results undercut the role of threat due to con-
temporary, instrumental concerns such as competition for jobs
or power. Nor does regular face-to-face contact seem to ex-
plain these results, as the influence of adolescent racial contexts
operates over larger geographic units than high schools. In fact,
most group members in these places likely experience prox-
imity without sustained contact, leading to increased hostility
(Enos 2017; Pettigrew and Tropp 2011). Instead, the indica-
tion is that racial contextual influence stems from experiences2. The associated standard error is 0.7 points.

530 / Past Place, Present Prejudice Seth K. Goldman and Daniel J. Hopkins



prior to adulthood and is not grounded in competition for
scarce resources. Prejudice evident in 2012 can have roots in
experiences decades earlier, suggesting its durability.

PRIOR RESEARCH AND HYPOTHESES
In his landmark 1949 study of the South, V. O. Key identi-
fied a correlation between counties’ black populations and the
political engagement and attitudes of local whites. In his words,
“the presence of large numbers of Negroes is associated with
intense political consciousness” (Key 1949, 517). Yet 71 years
after Key’s work, questions remain. This section first reviews
prior research on racial contexts and whites’ attitudes, almost
all of which has focused on contemporary contexts. One goal
in doing so is to identify the mechanisms commonly thought
to underpin racial contextual influence, including competition
for scarce resources, negative interpersonal encounters, and dif-
fering information or attitudinal environments. This section
then integrates prior research with a separate body of work
on political socialization to develop the hypothesis that whites’
adolescent racial contexts are likely to influence levels of prej-
udice. While some of the mechanisms advanced to explain
the impact of contemporary contexts can be extended straight-
forwardly to make sense of adolescent contexts, others can-
not. The possibility that adolescent contexts may generate prej-
udice also raises the prospect of novel mechanisms.

THE INFLUENCE OF RACIAL CONTEXTS
AND ITS UNDERPINNINGS
Existing research has often considered the mechanisms by
which racial context influences individuals, and the related
questions of the geographic scale at which it operates and at-
titudes and behaviors liable to change as a result (Dinesen and
Sonderskov 2015; Hersh and Nall 2016; Newman 2012; Oliver
andWong 2003;Wong et al. 2012). For instance, some scholars
explain the effects of racial contexts as a product of competi-
tion for scarce resources, whether those resources are economic
or political (Dancygier 2010; Glaser 1994; Glaser and Ryan
2013). In either case, we might expect such threats to operate
in the spatial unit in which those resources are contested,
whether it is a labor market or a political jurisdiction (Oliver
and Wong 2003).

Other strands of research emphasize different mechanisms
through which shared space could heighten whites’ prejudice.
One is via casual interpersonal encounters that are interpreted
negatively. Enos (2017) demonstrates that simply sharing a train
platform with Spanish speakers can induce anti-immigration
attitudes. In a similar vein, white voter turnout in Chicago
declined after the removal of nearby housing projects whose
residents were largely black. In these cases, diverse contexts
produce prejudice through close interpersonal proximity that

nonetheless lacks meaningful interaction, a mechanism that
operates in small social environments. Yet even absent actual
interpersonal exposure, the mere knowledge of other social
groups nearby might make race-related issues salient. Another
prospect emphasizes local information environments, either be-
cause of the norms they promote (Acharya et al. 2018b; Oliver
and Mendelberg 2000) or the content of local conversations,
social attitudes, and media coverage (Hopkins 2012). In this
view, larger black populations in the surrounding area may
shape local news coverage or the content of local politics. In
such cases, the relevant geographic units are potentially larger,
perhaps including media markets or metropolitan areas.

EARLY-LIFE RACIAL CONTEXT AND PREJUDICE
Whites’ contemporary racial contexts may not be the only—
or even the most influential—contextual factor at work. Here,
we develop the alternative hypothesis that adolescent racial
contexts are likely to generate prejudice. Once formed, prej-
udiced attitudes are thought to be highly stable and resistant
to new information. Over-time studies of public opinion sug-
gest that white racial attitudes change only over years or de-
cades, if they change at all (Schuman et al. 1997). One expla-
nation for this stability is the tendency to dismiss positive
counter-stereotypical out-group members as unrepresentative
(Rothbart and John 1985). This self-perpetuating character-
istic of prejudice makes it important to understand its early
formation.

Research on political socialization provides an added impe-
tus to understand whites’ initial adoption of racial attitudes.
Social scientists have long known that people are especially
susceptible to influence in adolescence and early adulthood
(e.g., Niemi and Jennings 1991).3 In fact, the effects of political
events experienced during those critical years are evident de-
cades later (Sears andValentino 1997), as generational cohorts
continue to show the distinctive effects of the period when
they matured. Such persistence has been identified in racial at-
titudes as well (Schuman et al. 1997), a fact that might explain
how contemporary racial attitudes are related to the presence
of slavery in US counties 150 years ago (Acharya et al. 2018b),
or why pre-adult racial attitudes shape political ideology into
adulthood (Sears and Funk 1999). Still, there are a variety of
early-life social and demographic contexts that might shape
prejudice, from the attitudes of one’s friends or parents to
the demographic composition of one’s high school or larger
community.4

3. “Adolescence” is formally defined as the transitional period between
childhood and adulthood, roughly between 13 and 21 years of age.

4. Intriguingly, results from the YPSPS indicate that the parent-child
correlation in attitudes on racial issues is actually lower than that on other
salient political issues, although it remains sizable (Jennings et al. 2009).
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Racial attitudes depend strongly on social networks or
other peer effects during the formative high school years, even
more so than other political attitudes (Jennings, Stoker, and
Bowers 2009, 792). Thus, by focusing exclusively on contem-
porary racial contexts, existing research may have missed the
impact of racial contexts during precisely the years when they
are most influential. That possibility is given added weight by
Wright’s (1977) finding that support for segregationist can-
didate George Wallace in 1968 was better predicted by the
1940 racial context than the 1970 racial context (see also Miller
and Sears 1986; Stolle and Harell 2013).

To be sure, whites’ racial attitudes evolve even after the
critical years of adolescence (e.g., Glaser and Gilens 1997; Gold-
man and Mutz 2014). But by combining prior research on
political socialization with studies of racial contexts, we reach
a clear hypothesis: the racial context during one’s adolescence
should have a particular influence on her racial attitudes, even
decades later. Through their near-exclusive focus on contempo-
raneous contexts, prior studies of racial contexts might have
undersold their influence. That emphasis on contemporary con-
texts also means that prior studies have been better positioned
to test variants of racial contextual influence that stem from
perceived threats to scarce resources than variants stemming
from intergroup exposure or local attitudinal climates.

THE MECHANISMS OF RACIAL CONTEXTUAL
INFLUENCE IN ADOLESCENCE
The question of which adolescent racial contexts are likely to
prove influential is related to the question of how adolescent
racial contexts might influence prejudice. We saw above that
intergroup exposure is one mechanism through which imme-
diate social contexts such as high schools or neighborhoods
might shape attitudes and that mechanism could operate in
adolescence as well. White and black students commonly self-
segregate, limiting opportunities for interracial friendship (Moody
2001). Children then form their own theories for this separa-
tion and often “infer that the social divisions they observe must
have been caused by meaningful, inherent differences between
groups” (Bigler and Liben 2007, 164). Overall, racially diverse
schools sometimes heighten racial prejudice (Gerard 1988;Moody
2001). But schools are not the only site that might have a last-
ing impact on adolescents’ racial attitudes. Another possibility
is that brief, casual encounters elsewhere might prove influen-
tial. Consistent with the studies of adults discussed above (e.g.,
Enos 2017), scholarship with children shows that when social
contexts increase the salience of group categories, negative in-
tergroup attitudes often result (Bigler and Liben 2007). Proxi-
mate exposure that does not entail sustained contact or mean-
ingful interaction may exacerbate prejudice.

More diverse contexts might also influence the attitudes
that white parents transmit to their children, either by shap-
ing parental attitudes or their salience in family conversations
(Blinder 2007). Histories of the US South detail the centrality
of racial divisions and segregation in children’s socialization
(DuRocher 2011; Ritterhouse 2006). Diverse contexts have the
potential to influence the attitudinal climate among one’s class-
mates, friends, and neighbors as well, and so to operate through
community socialization. Alternatively, diverse local contexts
might shape the tenor of local political appeals or informa-
tion through local media coverage as well as social networks
(Hopkins 2012).

To the extent that racial contexts’ influence is driven by
conflict over scarce resources, contemporary contexts are likely
to be the site of that conflict. For that reason, theories empha-
sizing perceived threats to scarce economic or political resources
are at a disadvantage when explaining the impact of adoles-
cent contexts. Economic competition would only be likely to
influence prejudice among adolescents if it first shaped their
parents’ attitudes, or else the attitudinal climate of the commu-
nity generally. Fortunately, the various pathways identified here
differ in the social and geographic units and time frames within
which they operate, providing empirical leverage to tease them
apart.

STUDY 1: THE 2007–13 PANEL SURVEY
To assess the impact of racial contexts on white racial attitudes,
we turn first to a unique, eight-wave, nationally representative
panel survey spanning fall 2007 through winter 2013. The first
five waves, which cover fall 2007 through winter 2009, were
part of the 2008 National Annenberg Election Study (NAES).
The 2008 NAES panel survey began with more than 20,000 re-
spondents, who were then asked to complete each subsequent
wave; in addition, fresh samples of respondents were added to
each wave. In fall 2010, as part of the Russell Sage Recontact
Study, we reinterviewed a representative subsample of 3,263 non-
Hispanic white respondents from the 2008 NAES. Finally,
waves 7 and 8 were fielded in fall 2012 and winter 2013 as part
of the Institute for the Study of Citizens and Politics (ISCAP)
panel, for which we recontacted a representative subsample
of 2008 NAES respondents (n p 2; 606).5

All of the data were collected over the internet by GfK (for-
merly Knowledge Networks), which recruited a large, nationally
representative sample of adults using address-based sampling

5. The specific dates of all eight waves of the panel survey were as fol-
lows: wave 1: October 2, 2007–January 1, 2008; wave 2: January 1–March 31,
2008; wave 3: April 2–August 29, 2008; wave 4: August 29–November 4, 2008;
wave 5: November 5, 2008–January 31, 2009; wave 6: September 21, 2010–
October 6, 2010; wave 7: October 20–29, 2012; and wave 8: November 14,
2012–January 29, 2013.
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and random-digit dialing. Online surveys are particularly valu-
able when asking about socially sensitive issues such as prej-
udice, since they may reduce social desirability biases. GfK
recruits individuals with and without internet access, and
participants can be provided with a laptop and internet access.
For the analyses in this study, we examine the responses of the
1,780 non-Hispanic whites who participated in the final wave.6

For theoretical and practical reasons, we use the county to
measure racial contexts. Counties are large enough to capture
more casual encounters even when neighborhoods are highly
segregated (Oliver and Wong 2003). In most cases, they are
sufficiently diverse as to permit substantial residential selec-
tion within their boundaries. And because people commonly
travel outside of their census tracts and ZIP codes, using either
as the level of aggregation would likely fail to capture many
instances of exposure to blacks. Meanwhile, the state clearly
represents a geographic area that few people traverse regu-
larly, making it too large to capture regular intergroup ex-
posure. As a practical matter, we seek a geographic unit that
has been roughly comparable since as early as 1940. ZIP codes
did not come into consistent use until decades later. Further,
the county has been the most common level of aggregation
in prior research on racial contexts (e.g., Acharya et al. 2018b;
Glaser 1994; Hopkins 2010; Key 1949; Newman 2012; Wright
1977). One disadvantage of using counties, however, is their
heterogeneity. They vary in size from Los Angeles County
(population 9.8 million) to rural counties with populations
under 5,000 people.

The central independent variables are drawn from US
census data and summarized in table 4 (tables 4–20 are avail-
able online). The first is the share of a respondent’s current
county that was black in 2010—our measure of contemporary
contexts—while the second is the share of a respondent’s high
school county that was black. To measure our respondents’
county during their formative years, we began with their open-
ended answers to a question included on wave 7 about the
place where they attended high school for the longest time.7 Of
the 1,780 non-Hispanic white respondents, 1,455 listed a place
in the United States for which we could identify the corre-

sponding county. We then used data from each US census
between 1940 and 2010 to identify key demographics of the
county that the respondent lived in during high school.8

Our dependent variable is a standard, stereotype-based mea-
sure of racial prejudice, in use on the General Social Survey
and the American National Election Study (ANES) since 1990
and 1992, respectively. Starting in the latter part of wave 3
(July 17, 2008) and continuing on subsequent waves, whites
were asked to rate whites and blacks on three scales ranging
from hardworking to lazy, intelligent to unintelligent, and trust-
worthy to untrustworthy. To create a measure of the extent to
which whites favor their own “in-group” over the black “out-
group,” we subtracted ratings of blacks from ratings of whites
for each dimension, and then averaged the results.9 Note that
we recode respondents who rate blacks more highly than
whites to zero, although our prejudice scores correlate at be-
tween 0.94 and 0.97 with similarly computed scores that do
not do this recoding and so measure racial esteem as well as
prejudice. The resulting variable ranges from zero to 100. This
is a widely used measure of racial prejudice that consistently
predicts whites’ policy attitudes and support for black candi-
dates (Peffley, Hurwitz, and Sniderman 1997).

Our goal in specifying our models is to identify variables
that are potentially correlated with both respondents’ racial
contexts and their prejudice levels. At the county level, we in-
clude the percentage foreign born, the percentage with a bach-
elor’s degree, and the percentage unemployed, either in 2010
or when the respondent was approximately 16 years old. By
conditioning on county-level education levels, we seek to ad-
dress socioeconomic status, one alternate channel through which
contexts can shape racial attitudes. The unemployment mea-
sure seeks to capture job scarcity and economic stress.

Researchers aiming to measure the effect of a variable from
earlier in the life course—such as high school contexts—on out-
comes measured more recently face a model specification di-
lemma. To include independent variables measuring posttreat-
ment attributes risks bias, as an independent variable such as
respondents’ educational attainment at the time of the survey
may have been influenced by their high school context. How-
ever, to exclude such independent variables may risk omitted
variable bias if those variables’ high school analogs are un-
available or measured with error.We avoid this dilemma in the
analyses of the YPSPS below by using a panel that measured
key variables while respondents were in high school. In these

6. For the 2008 NAES, the cumulative response rates for the three panel
waves we emphasize (3, 4, and 5) are 8.6%, 8.6%, and 8.1%. These were
computed using the household recruitment rate (21.0%, 21.2%, and 21.0%),
the household profile rate (55.1%, 55.5%, and 55.7%), and the study com-
pletion rate (74.3%, 73.1%, and 69.1%). For the 2010 recontact wave, the
cooperation rate was 83.7%; for the 2012 pre-election wave, the cooperation
rate was 72% (of whom 95% also participated in the post-election wave).

7. The question asked: “Please tell us the town/city and American
state where you attended high school for the longest period of time. If you
were living outside the United States at the time, please list the country
where you were living instead.”

8. For the majority of respondents who turned 16 in a year when no
census was conducted, we used linear interpolation to estimate their county-
level demographics for the year in which they were 16. In practice, this means
taking a weighted average of the two most proximate census years.

9. The Cronbach’s alphas for the prejudice measure on waves 3, 4, 5,
6, 7, and 8 are respectively: 0.91, 0.91, 0.90, 0.92, 0.91, and 0.93.
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analyses of the 2007–13 panel, we follow Acharya et al. (2018b):
our primary models omit any potentially posttreatment var-
iables while models reported in the appendix (available on-
line) demonstrate that the results are substantively identical
when including them.10

RESULTS FOR THE 2007–13 PANEL STUDY
The 2007–13 panel allows us to reexamine the relationship
between whites’ racial attitudes and both contemporary and
past racial contexts. A respondent’s level of prejudice dur-
ing one wave of the survey is likely to be correlated with her
prejudice in other waves, so we initially combine the waves
and model prejudice using a multilevel model with intercepts
that vary by respondent.

Model 1 of table 1 reports the results of a baseline model
that includes contemporary contextual measures for respon-
dents’ counties at the time of the survey. Such models are
commonly provided as evidence that diverse racial contexts
produce prejudice. As it shows, there is a strong relationship
between the share of respondents’ current county that is black
and their prejudice, with a coefficient of 8.7 (SE p 3:1, p p

:003). In model 2, however, we instead include a measure
of respondents’ racial contexts in high school and find an
even stronger relationship (b p 12:8, SE p 3:6, p p :0002).
When we compare a respondent who went to high school
in a county with no blacks to one whose high school county
was 18% black—one standard deviation above the mean—the
latter scores 2.3 points higher on the prejudice scale,11 which is
15% of the dependent variable’s standard deviation. When we
include both contextual measures simultaneously in model 3,
high school era contexts lose their straightforward causal in-
terpretation, as contemporary racial contexts are posttreat-
ment. Nonetheless, the predictive power of high school contexts
is undiminished (b p 13:0, SE p 4:3, p p :004), while the
contemporary racial context proves substantively small and
statistically insignificant (b p 1:6, SE p 4:1, p p :70). Ado-
lescent racial contexts are more predictive of prejudice than
contemporary contexts, with the difference between the two
coefficients in column 3 being 11.4 (SE p 5:9, p p :05). As
table 5 shows, the results are substantively indistinguishable
when conditioning on the richer set of individual-level var-
iables detailed in note 10.

Prior scholarship has repeatedly documented correlations
between white respondents’ contemporary racial contexts and
various race-related attitudes and interpreted those correla-
tions as evidence of contextual influence. However, these results
suggest a reinterpretation: contemporary racial contexts may
appear influential because they are correlated with adolescent
racial contexts.12 To investigate this possibility, we examined
whether the impact of contemporary contexts appears primar-
ily among the 533 respondents (38%) who still live in the same
county where they attended high school. Table 6 illustrates that

Table 1. Multilevel Linear Models with Respondent Random
Effects Predicting Prejudice (0–100)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Individual factors:
Intercept 10.46* 8.27* 10.22*

(2.35) (2.75) (3.34)
Age, 2008 .04 .05 .04

(.02) (.03) (.03)
Female, 2008 22.74* 23.12* 23.21*

(.65) (.70) (.72)
Contextual factors:

Contemporary county
% black 8.68* 1.55

(3.10) (4.07)
Contemporary county

% immigrant .32 24.10
(4.39) (5.41)

Contemporary county
% with BA 25.99 25.30

(4.21) (4.88)
Contemporary county

% unemployed 215.71 22.82
(15.93) (18.44)

HS county % black 12.81* 12.96*
(3.60) (4.33)

HS county % immigrant 4.05 8.03
(4.43) (5.00)

HS county % with BA 25.25 22.78
(4.40) (4.76)

HS county % unemployed 219.76 225.08
(18.47) (19.60)

Observations 7,603 5,918 5,760
Individuals 1,693 1,321 1,285

Source. 2007–13 GfK panel.
Note. HS p high school.
* p ! .05.

10. For those models that do include individual-level covariates beyond
age and gender, we follow recent work (Oliver and Mendelberg 2000; Oliver
and Wong 2003) by including standard indicators of party identification (1–
7), education (in years), income (in dollars), age, gender, marital status, and
work status (with indicators for those no longer in the labor market because
of retirement or disability).

11. The standard error associated with this estimate is 0.7 points.

12. In this data set, the Pearson’s correlation for the relationship be-
tween the percentage black in the respondent’s contemporary county and
in her high school-age county is 0.51.
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the effects of contemporary racial contexts on prejudice are
meaningful only for these respondents. The effect on this
group is quite pronounced (b p 17:9, SE p 6:0), while for
the majority who have moved it is essentially zero (b p 0:6,
SE p 3:8). Put differently, the standard finding that contem-
porary racial contexts produce prejudice is driven entirely by
the minority of respondents still living in the county where
they attended high school.13

MODERATORS AND ALTERNATIVE MODELS
Given the paucity of measures of respondents’ adolescent con-
texts, these data are limited in the extent to which they can
identify themechanisms at work. For that, we rely on analyses
of the YPSPS below. Even so, we stand to learn more about
the effect of adolescent racial contexts—and about the core ef-
fect’s robustness—by examining whether those effects are stron-
ger or weaker in certain counties or for certain respondents.

During the Civil Rights era, questions of race and racial
integration were especially salient. As a consequence, it is pos-
sible that the effects of high school age racial contexts will vary
with respondents’ age. On the other hand, race-related divi-
sions have continued to be a central aspect of American politics
(Kinder and Dale-Riddle 2010; Tesler and Sears 2010). More-
over, older respondents are also further removed from their
high school days, giving them a wider range of experiences
and more time for attitude change. In table 7, we present mod-
els that separate respondents over and under 50. There is no
significant difference, although the effect of adolescent contexts
is somewhat stronger among younger respondents (b p 15:9,
SE p 5:0) than older respondents (10.5, SE p 5:7).While these
results are consistent with an effect that fades slightly, the re-
sults strongly support our core hypothesis: adolescent racial
contexts are a potent predictor of respondents’ prejudice even
decades later. This result proves robust to numerous other
model specifications and coding decisions, such as recoding
our prejudice measure to reduce the weight of outliers14 or in-
cluding measures of adolescent or contemporary county-level
partisanship (see table 8).

In the appendix, we discuss various other statistical models
estimated on different subsets of respondents. These tests find
no meaningful differences in the estimates when looking at

counties with different levels of unemployment or education
(table 9). They also fail to detect meaningful differences when
comparing respondents who do or do not report having had
meaningful contact with blacks during high school (table 10).

Prior research has often analyzed different levels of aggre-
gation to isolate the mechanisms likely to underpin contextual
influences (Oliver and Wong 2003; Wong et al. 2012). Perhaps
whites living in heavily white counties within a more diverse
area are especially likely to show prejudice (Trounstine 2016).
To consider that prospect, we calculated a new contextual mea-
sure that indicates the average percentage black in all the coun-
ties neighboring the respondent’s county. As table 11 shows,
this newmeasure does not change ourmain conclusions.15 Still,
when we include this new measure in place of county-level ra-
cial contexts, we detect an effect of 16.6 (SE p 7:0, p p :002),
indicating that the relevant geographic area stretches beyond
a single county. This finding suggests that general proximity,
and not simply interpersonal exposure, produces prejudice. It
is possible that broader units such as media markets or met-
ropolitan areas are among the relevant geographies. However,
the core result is similar when separating respondents who did
or did not grow up in the South, meaning that it does not ap-
pear to be a product of Southern exceptionalism (see table 12)
or regional effects.

STUDY 2: THE 1965–97 PANEL SURVEY
Many surveys of political attitudes do not release geographic
information at a level of aggregation that enables contextual
analyses. Even the ANES and other surveys that do make geo-
graphic information available overwhelmingly provide data
only on respondents’ contexts when surveyed. Perhaps uniquely,
the YPSPS provides data on respondents’ contexts at multiple
times over decades. The YPSPS first interviewed American
high school seniors in 1965 and then reinterviewed them in
1973, 1982, and 1997. By the 1997 wave, the respondents were
approximately 50 years old. It thus provides a critical test of
the claim that people’s environments during adolescence are
especially influential. Its surveys of the seniors’ classmates and
parents also enable researchers to measure various aspects of
respondents’ contexts, both social and demographic. In this
section, we describe the YPSPS and our measures of respon-
dents’ contexts.

Using the 871 white panelists who participated in the 1997
wave, we first obtained restricted ZIP code information for

13. When we instead use respondents’ high school contexts, we find
that the relationship is again stronger among those who have not moved
(b p 24:7, SE p 6:7) than for those who have moved (b p 8:2, SE p 4:3).

14. Our measure of prejudice is skewed, with a majority of respondents
whose level is closer to zero and then a long tail of respondents with much
higher scores. The mean level of prejudice is 8 on the 0–100 scale, but the
90th percentile is 26. Thus it is plausible that the core result is driven by a
small number of high-prejudice respondents and the assumed linearity. Yet
even when we respecify the dependent variable as 0–1 indicators for respon-

dents whose prejudice level puts them in the top 25% or top 50%, the results
are substantively quite similar.

15. This new measure correlates with the primary measure of adolescent
racial context at 0.73, so unsurprisingly, models that include both measures
simultaneously indicate that both have positive but statistically insignificant
effects.
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each respondent’s home address as of 1982 and 1997, and
for their high school as of 1965.16 We then used a combination
of ZIP code maps and a 1982 ZIP code directory to identify
the US counties corresponding to each respondent’s residence
during those waves. From there, we linked each respondent
to US census data about her county’s percentage black, per-
centage with a bachelor’s degree, unemployment rate, and per-
centage immigrant at the time of the survey.17 This procedure
successfully links every respondent to the county-level demo-
graphics corresponding to her high school (see also Nall 2015).
It links all but 13 respondents to their 1982 county and all but
37 respondents to their 1997 county.

The racial demographics of respondents’ counties are one
measure of their social and demographic contexts, but there
are others—and one key advantage of the YPSPS is that it
provides various contextual measures. Accordingly, we also
merged in data from three other surveys conducted as part of
the YPSPS. The first is a brief survey of school administrators
at all 97 high schools (91 of which had white students), which
includes a question about the percentage of black students
attending. Given the extent of school segregation, the mean
percentage black in the white respondents’ high schools is
only 4.1%, as compared to a mean county percentage black
of 8.8%. Those two measures correlate at a modest 0.15, indi-
cating that white students’ high school contexts were not only
very homogeneous but also not closely related to the broader,
county-level context. A sizable number of the white respon-
dents live in counties with many black neighbors while hav-
ing few or no black classmates. Tables 13 and 14 provide in-
dividual, high school, and county-level descriptive statistics.

The measure of racial prejudice available from the YPSPS
has a long track record of measuring intergroup attitudes (e.g.,
Hajnal 2001; Kinder and Kam 2009). Using two standard 0–
100 feeling thermometers, respondents separately rated how
they felt toward whites and blacks.18 Whites’ evaluations of
blacks were then subtracted from their evaluations of whites
to create a measure of in-group preference.19

To better understand respondents’ familial and social con-
texts, we created measures of their parents’ racial attitudes. Of
the 871 white high school seniors in our data set, 580 mothers
were interviewed and assessed whites and blacks using the

same feeling thermometers. For fathers, the figure was an
overlapping 491. We then calculated the average parental self-
report (for panelists with two surveyed parents) or else took
the available self-report where just one parent was surveyed.
In total, this provides parental measures for all but 44 of the
871 high school seniors. The resulting measure of parents’ ra-
cial prejudice is correlated at 0.27 with the children’s 1965 ra-
cial attitudes.

The parents display substantial prejudice, with 68% of the
827 students for whom data is available having parents who
rated whites more highly than blacks on average. In fact, the
mean difference in parents’ ratings of whites and blacks is a
striking 20.1. The children’s 1965 racial attitudes show sub-
stantial prejudice, too, but at a slightly lower level, with an
average difference of 16.9 points; 57% of high school seniors
rated whites more highly than blacks in 1965.20

We also drew on another part of the YPSPS to measure the
students’ social context by analyzing their high school peers’
racial attitudes. Following Jennings et al. (2009), we used a
question about the three things about the United States that
made respondents least proud and then calculated the mean
share of respondents in each school choosing “prejudice and
discrimination against minority groups” to measure the racial
attitudes of respondents’ classmates. For 77 of the 91 schools
and 704 of the 871 white respondents, we are thus able to use
this survey of more than 20,000 high school students to cal-
culate school-specific average racial attitudes. The correlation
between these school-specific scores and white respondents’
1965 racial attitudes is a strong20.37: as more of white high
school seniors’ classmates report not being proud of discrimi-
nation, the respondents themselves are less likely to give whites
ratings that are higher than blacks’.21

YPSPS RESULTS
In our initial analyses, we seek to mirror our analyses of the
2007–13 panel closely. Here, too, our dependent variable is
prejudice. Our models include several potential confounders,
including 1965 partisanship, gender, age in 1965, indicators
for those who attended college or graduated from college,
and the respondent’s father’s years of education. These var-
iables were measured in 1965 and so allow us to avoid the
dilemma of potentially posttreatment independent variables.
At the county level, we condition on the population share that

16. Note that such information was not available for the 1973 wave.
17. Respondents were linked to 1970 county demographics based on their

1965 high school’s county, 1980 demographics based on their 1982 county,
and 2000 demographics based on their 1997 county.

18. These feeling thermometers have been included on the American
National Election Study (ANES) since 1964, which helps explain their prom-
inence in measuring antiblack prejudice.

19. This measure correlates at 0.98 with a similarly constructed but asym-
metric measure that recodes responses that rank blacks more highly than whites
to zero.

20. By 1982, the parent-child correlation attenuated to 0.09, as average
levels of prejudice dropped among the white student cohort by 3.8 points
to 13.1. In 1982, exactly 50% of the student cohort rated whites more highly
than blacks; it was almost identical (at 51%) in 1997.

21. There is also a Pearson’s correlation of 20.22 between parents’ prej-
udice and high school classmates being ashamed of discrimination. Table 13
presents a table of correlations between the various contextual measures.
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is black, has a BA, or is unemployed using the 1970 census to
measure these respondents’ county-level contexts while in
high school. We also couple data from the 1980 census with
the respondents’ location in 1982 and from the 2000 census

with data from their location in 1997 to measure contem-
porary contexts.

In table 2, we replicate the results from the 2007–13 panel
by combining the 1982 and 1997 waves of the YPSPS using a

Table 2. Results of Models of Prejudice Fit to the YPSPS

Later Prejudice
(1)

Prejudice 82
(2)

Prejudice 97
(3)

Prejudice 82
(4)

Prejudice 97
(5)

Intercept 36.27 43.23 25.98 47.25* 25.94
(19.15) (23.47) (29.45) (23.87) (30.24)

HS county % black 12.86* 17.04* 11.98 17.19* 10.10
(5.27) (5.91) (7.09) (6.85) (8.12)

HS county % with BA 212.59 217.83 217.24 216.81 211.08
(8.92) (10.53) (12.58) (11.88) (13.48)

HS county % unemployed 221.34 278.10 14.82 257.91 17.52
(33.96) (40.02) (48.39) (46.12) (50.96)

Contemporary county % black 5.05
(5.71)

Contemporary county % with BA 25.57
(6.32)

Contemporary county % unemployed 216.17
(27.10)

Attended college (1982) 2.60 .03 21.58 2.13 21.40
(1.51) (1.91) (2.28) (1.94) (2.34)

Graduated from college (1982) 25.52* 26.80* 23.81 26.68* 24.35*
(1.36) (1.73) (2.06) (1.75) (2.10)

HS party ID 2.02 2.21 .27 2.18 .12
(.29) (.37) (.44) (.37) (.45)

Male, 1965 .48 .92 .24 1.03 2.12
(1.09) (1.39) (1.65) (1.41) (1.69)

Age, 1965 2.84 2.99 2.64 21.08 2.69
(1.02) (1.27) (1.59) (1.28) (1.63)

Fathers’ education, 1965 2.11 2.16 2.02 2.19 2.03
(.17) (.21) (.26) (.22) (.26)

Catholic, 1965 22.39 23.12 21.67 22.78 21.74
(1.36) (1.71) (2.05) (1.76) (2.10)

Jewish, 1965 22.03 21.74 23.07 21.46 22.66
(2.71) (3.39) (4.04) (3.47) (4.20)

County % black in 1982 1.07
(7.31)

County % with BA in 1982 22.61
(8.81)

County % unemployed in 1982 238.93
(32.86)

County % black in 1997 5.93
(9.26)

County % with BA in 1997 27.40
(9.58)

County % unemployed in 1997 36.57
(50.93)

Observations 1,536 791 787 779 757

Note. The first model combines the 1982 and 1997 waves. YPSPS p Youth-Parent Socialization Panel Survey. HS p high school.
* p ! .05.
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multilevel model similar to that above but with additional
individual-level covariates. This model has 1,536 observations
from 779 respondents, with respondent random effects. As
the first column demonstrates, respondents’ high school ra-
cial contexts are a substantively and statistically significant
predictor of prejudice in later years (b p 12:9, SE p 5:3,
p p :02). When comparing otherwise similar white re-
spondents who went to high school in counties that were
1% or 14% black—a shift from the first to the third quartile—
we should expect prejudice to rise by 1.7 points (SE p 0:7),
which is 8% of this measure’s standard deviation. By con-
trast, contemporary racial contexts prove a weaker and insig-
nificant predictor (b p 5:05, SE p 5:7).22 High school con-
texts can influence prejudice, even decades later.

Prejudice is not fixed after adolescence, so we next con-
sider high school racial contexts’ effects separately in 1982 and
1997. The 1982 wave was administered 17 years after the
1965 wave, when the respondents were in their mid-thirties.
As the second column of table 2 shows, high school racial
contexts are a significant and sizable predictor of prejudice
(b p 17:0, SE p 5:9), and they remain so when accounting
for contemporary racial contexts, as column 4 shows. A shift
from the first-quartile county to the third-quartile county cor-
responds with an average increase in prejudice of 2.2 points.
By comparison, the difference between these white high school
students and their parents is 3.3 points. Notice in columns 3
and 5 that the effect of high school contexts remains a pos-
itive predictor of 1997 prejudice, one that is statistically in-
distinguishable from the effect on 1982 prejudice. However,
the coefficients are no longer distinguishable from zero either
(bp12:0, SE p 7:1; pp :09; bp 10:1, SE p 8:1, pp:21).
While this pattern is consistent with some attenuation in the
effects of high school contexts over time, we lack the preci-
sion needed to make firm conclusions about over-time changes.
One added advantage of emphasizing adolescent racial con-
texts is that the threat of residential self-selection is some-
what tempered by the fact that adolescents live in places chosen
by others.23

Our analyses of the YPSPS uncovered a pattern consistent
with the enduring influence of political socialization: high
school racial contexts are stronger predictors of whites’ prej-
udice than are contemporary racial contexts. But those re-
spondents were high school seniors in 1965, a landmark year
that saw the “Bloody Sunday” attack on marchers from Selma
to Montgomery, the passage of the Voting Rights Act, the
assassination of Malcolm X, and many other critical events in
the Civil Rights movement. Those events could certainly have
heightened whites’ antiblack sentiments or else shaped local
interactions and experiences. As a result, these analyses are
especially powerful when viewed alongside those from the
2007–13 panel.

ADDITIONAL MODELS AND MODERATORS
As outlined above, there are a host of channels through which
adolescent racial contexts might durably influence prejudice.
Adolescent racial contexts might operate in very small social
units, such as by shaping the racial attitudes whites encounter
from their parents or peers. They might operate through in-
terpersonal exposure to black students at school. Or they may
operate at broader geographic levels, perhaps shaping the at-
titudinal or information environment in a county, media mar-
ket, or metropolitan area. To consider those possibilities, we
next fit models of prejudice in 1982 and 1997 that include
not just the respondents’ adolescent racial contexts but other
measures of their social contexts during that formative period:
their parents’ prejudice levels, their classmates’ concern about
discrimination, and their high schools’ percentage black.

High school contexts may shape prejudice through their
influence on these other factors, so causal interpretation with
these models is challenging. Still, they enable us to see the
extent to which accounting for these other factors changes
the estimated effect of county-level contexts. As table 3 dem-
onstrates, we observe the same relationship between re-
spondents’ counties’ percentage black during adolescence and
later prejudice levels even with these added factors. For in-
stance, columns 1 and 2 combine the 1982 and 1997 waves
and report coefficients for county-level high school contexts
of either 11.5 (SE p 6:0, p p :06) or 13.4 (SE p 6:7, p p

:05) accounting for parents’ racial attitudes, classmates’ racial
attitudes, and high school demographics.24 Also, the percent-
age black in respondents’ high schools is a negative predictor
of prejudice (b p 213:7, SE p 8:4)—and while this effect is
insignificant (p p :10), it inveighs against the claim that in-
terpersonal encounters in smaller social units are more likely

22. The difference between these two coefficients is not statistically
significant (one-sided p�value p :15).

23. Nonetheless, the YPSPS can also shed light on the extent to which
adolescent prejudice shapes respondents’ racial contexts as adults and thus
on the threat of selection bias in analyses of contemporary contexts (see
also Nall and Mummolo 2017; Tam Cho, Gimpel, and Hui 2013). In table
19, we present the results of OLS models that predict respondents’ 1997
racial contexts using various covariates, including their self-reported 1965
prejudice. At the county level, there is no strong evidence that more
prejudiced high school seniors are living in areas with fewer blacks by
1997. One straightforward explanation for this is that residential selection
might happen principally at smaller levels of aggregation (see also Oliver
and Wong 2003).

24. These various measures are correlated with each other, sometimes
strongly so, making it unsurprising that the standard errors associated
with the county-level contexts are larger.
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to produce prejudice.25 These results suggest that it is not
simply that white people growing up in more heavily black

counties have more prejudiced parents or peers—the effect
of racial demographics remains notable after accounting for
those pathways.

In table 3’s columns 3–5, we present separate results for
three panel waves—1965, 1982, and 1997. While losing sta-
tistical precision, breaking out the results by year allows us to
identify the potentially shifting roots of whites’ prejudice. For

Table 3. Model of Prejudice Using the YPSPS

Prejudice
(1)

Prejudice
(2)

Prejudice 65
(3)

Prejudice 82
(4)

Prejudice 97
(5)

Intercept 46.24* 45.35* 51.72* 53.01* 38.86
(17.76) (17.82) (26.08) (24.13) (25.67)

HS county % black 11.49 13.41* 39.76* 16.39* 5.13
(5.98) (6.65) (9.04) (8.33) (8.40)

HS county % with BA 23.13 21.72 14.15 4.06 212.89
(8.72) (9.05) (13.31) (12.19) (12.32)

HS county % unemployed 250.91 261.27* 255.71 289.79* 29.86
(28.82) (31.08) (43.68) (40.19) (40.98)

HS classmates’ tolerance, 1965 25.41 25.62 240.60* 29.68 23.01
(4.07) (4.11) (6.13) (5.65) (5.71)

Parents’ prejudice, 1965 3.71 3.73 15.38* 3.31 4.24
(2.35) (2.36) (3.55) (3.28) (3.30)

% HS black 213.70 213.29 29.00 22.28 222.51
(8.44) (8.57) (11.73) (11.48) (12.36)

Attended college (1982) 21.43 21.39 22.17 21.08 21.72
(1.43) (1.44) (2.16) (2.00) (2.02)

Graduated from college (1982) 25.19* 25.11* 2.24 26.06* 23.85*
(1.30) (1.30) (1.96) (1.82) (1.82)

Party ID, 1965 2.34 2.34 .37 2.59 .02
(.28) (.29) (.43) (.40) (.40)

Male, 1965 2.42 2.46 1.54 2.02 2.76
(1.04) (1.04) (1.57) (1.45) (1.45)

Age, 1965 21.16 21.14 2.78 21.34 2.93
(.94) (.95) (1.38) (1.28) (1.37)

Father’s education, 1965 2.10 2.08 2.16 2.15 2.01
(.17) (.17) (.25) (.23) (.23)

Catholic, 1965 22.04 22.11 2.64 22.05 21.40
(1.35) (1.35) (2.02) (1.87) (1.89)

Jewish, 1965 2.80 2.56 23.50 22.30 2.33
(3.07) (3.09) (4.50) (4.21) (4.27)

Contemporary county % black 23.75
(5.62)

Contemporary county % with BA 21.19
(5.34)

Contemporary county % unemployed 18.55
(23.66)

Observations 1,196 1,196 628 616 613
No. of waves 2 2 1 1 1

Note. The first two columns report joint models of prejudice in 1982 and 1997, while the other columns report separate models by panel wave. YPSPS p

Youth-Parent Socialization Panel Survey. HS p high school.
* p ! .05.

25. Given how coarse our measures of high school contexts are even in
the YPSPS, and given the strong assumptions required, we leave to future work
the challenge of estimating models of mediation such as those detailed by
Acharya, Blackwell, and Sen (2018a).
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instance, parents’ racial attitudes have an initially powerful re-
lationship with their children’s racial attitudes that declines
markedly, from 15.4 in 1965 to 3.3 in 1982. Parental influence
appears to wane once the respondents are in their thirties. A
shift from the first to the third quartile of parental prejudice
is associated with an increase of 0.99 in prejudice, which is
less than half of the change associated with shifting the ado-
lescent racial context by the same magnitude.26 The influence
of respondents’ classmates’ tolerance follows a similar pattern,
as it is strong in 1965 (b p 240:6, SE p 6:1) but declines by
1982 (b p 29:7, SE p 5:7). Overall, these analyses indicate
that adolescent contexts continue to be influential even ac-
counting for some of the social channels through which they
were hypothesized to operate. This pattern of results bolsters
the possibility that the relevant spatial units are larger than
families or high schools—and that the underlying mechanism
is likely to be information or attitudinal environments acting
beyond people’s immediate social contexts. The impact of
the broader community appears more durable than those of
family or peer contexts.

In the appendix, we replicate several of the robustness
checks performed on the 2007–13 panel, including examining
the results for heterogeneity by mobility (table 16), counties’
economic distress (table 17), or growing up in the South (ta-
ble 18). The results reinforce those above, indicating that con-
temporary racial contexts are much more predictive of prej-
udice among respondents still living in the same counties where
they went to high school (b p 31:4, SE p 9:9).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Social scientists have become increasingly concerned that em-
pirical results from quantitative, observational studies like this
one are the product of specification searches and so are sen-
sitive to modeling choices. One strong defense against this
challenge is to test hypotheses by applying similar statistical
models to two independent data sets. Here, we did precisely
that. We tested the relationship between respondents’ ado-
lescent contexts and prejudice using two different panel sur-
veys that differ in their timing, sampling frame, survey mode,
and measures. Irrespective of whether we analyze a 2007–13
online, population-based panel of adults or a 1965–97 cohort
study, the core finding holds: white Americans who were ado-
lescents in counties with larger black populations are more
racially prejudiced decades later. Moreover, this relationship
is quite robust. It holds true accounting for other influential
aspects of the respondents’ adolescent contexts, such as their

parents’ and classmates’ racial attitudes. The effect is also
substantively meaningful. As the YPSPS results make clear,
17 years after high school, respondents’ racial contexts dur-
ing high school are a more powerful predictor of their prej-
udice than their parents’ racial attitudes. There is suggestive
evidence that the magnitude of the effect declines as the
respondents age, a finding in keeping with the notion that
racial attitudes can be responsive to events and experiences
in adulthood as well.

In the decades since Key’s Southern Politics, there have been
scores of studies of racial contexts, studies whose results are
collectively inconclusive about the strength and preconditions
of prejudiced responses by whites. The results here provide one
explanation for the inconsistency of prior research: by focus-
ing almost exclusively on contemporary contexts’ impacts on
adults, it has neglected the adolescent residential contexts that
are especially influential. Since many whites do not remain in
the communities where they grew up, estimates that consider
only contemporary contexts reflect an unknown combination
of prior and present-day contextual influences.

Prior research often interprets the correlations between whites’
current contexts and their racial attitudes as evidence of racial
threat. To the extent that whites become more hostile to blacks
living nearby, it seems plausible that such hostility might re-
flect realistic group conflict, as whites and blacks compete for
jobs, power, or other scarce resources. But these results under-
cut such interpretations: once we account for early-life so-
cialization, contemporary racial contexts are not predictive of
prejudice. Instead, they bolster claims that intergroup bias has
nonmaterial origins, as it reflects people’s early-life experiences
and socialization in larger geographic units.

Even as it answers specific questions, this research raises
others. It measures only high school and contemporary racial
contexts and so ignores other contexts that might prove influ-
ential, from elementary school to college. Recent contextual
research has made significant progress by considering various
geographic contexts that might be influential (Dinesen and
Sonderskov 2015; Moore and Reeves 2017). One important
next step is to consider the effects of different contexts over time
as well as across space. Researchers would do well to study
the accumulation of contextual influence over the life course.
Studying people who moved during adolescence and study-
ing contextual influence on groups other than whites are valu-
able next steps as well. Research on racial contexts has fo-
cused heavily on the so-called threatened group—non-Hispanic
whites—with far less attention to the social and political ef-
fects of whites’ attitudes and proximity on neighboring blacks.
Considering the effects of adolescent contexts for blacks and
other communities of color seems a critical direction for future
research.

26. We also considered the related possibility that parents’ racial attitudes
are more easily transmitted in areas with larger black communities but found
no evidence for this hypothesis.
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These findings also reinforce the importance of continuing
to isolate the mechanisms through which racial contexts exert
influence. Local racial demographics might influence adoles-
cents’ attitudes through multiple pathways, from their casual
encounters with blacks to the attitudes of their parents, teach-
ers, and peers to other community socialization agents such
as churches and clubs. The extensive data available about the
YPSPS respondents’ contexts allows us to downplay a few chan-
nels of influence, such as the demographics of whites’ high
schools. They suggest instead that the operative units are larger,
whether they are media markets, metropolitan areas, or in-
formation environments. But contextual effects are not static
over time, nor are high school demographics. What is more,
various perceptual and social mechanisms remain plausible
in light of these results and so require further improvements
in measurement.

Well into the twenty-first century, the depth and influence
of antiblack prejudice remains striking. By showing the endur-
ing influence of whites’ adolescent racial contexts, these re-
sults provide insight into the persistence of prejudice gener-
ally. To a meaningful extent, racial attitudes are the product
of particular experiences in particular places—and at particu-
lar moments in whites’ pathways to adulthood.
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