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Introduction

The Supreme Court’s 1954 ruling in Brown v. Board of 
Education sparked a series of initiatives to integrate schools 
on the basis of race. In spite of polling data routinely indicat-
ing strong public support for the concept of diverse schools 
(Frankenberg & Jacobsen, 2011; Hochschild & Scott, 1998; 
Page & Shapiro, 1992; Smith, 1982), race-based integration 
initiatives consistently encounter significant opposition, 
suggesting that the public is more supportive of racially 
diverse schools in theory than in practice. As a result of the 
political controversy facing race-based integration, the pol-
icy conversation has shifted toward initiatives that achieve 
integration on the basis of socioeconomic status (SES). 
Supporters of SES-based integration often tout these initia-
tives as providing many of the same benefits as race-based 
integration, but with the added draw of being politically fea-
sible (Kahlenberg, 2012). However, only about 80 school 
districts—out of more than 13,000 nationwide—consider 
socioeconomic status when assigning students to schools 
(Potter et al., 2016). And some districts that have pursued 
SES-based integration initiatives experienced public blow-
back resembling that typically targeted toward race-based 
initiatives (Parcel & Taylor, 2015). This suggests a dynamic 
similar to the one that played out with race-based integra-
tion, one where the public supports socioeconomic diversity 

in theory, but dislikes the policies required to achieve mean-
ingful integration. Such a dynamic suggests that SES-based 
integration initiatives could be consigned to similar political 
fate as the race-based initiatives that preceded them.

In this article, we draw on a nationally representative sur-
vey experiment to provide evidence on public support for 
integration initiatives, both race-based and SES-based. We 
build on prior survey-based work assessing public support 
for integration in four main ways. First, instead of inquiring 
about respondents’ support for diversity in general, we walk 
respondents through an in-depth exercise that describes two 
concrete policy options districts have for assigning students 
to schools. The first option only considers the location of a 
student’s residence in determining school assignment while 
the second option not only considers residential location but 
also ensures that each school achieves a targeted level of 
diversity. In line with how officials might pitch the different 
school assignment options, we present respondents with 
information on the likely impact of residence-based assign-
ment and the diversity-enhancing initiative on several fac-
tors important to families, including student learning, 
proximity to school, certainty of schooling assignments, and 
others. Then, we ask respondents to indicate how important 
each factor should be in determining school assignment and 
ask respondents to vote in an advisory referendum on the 
issue. Specifically, we ask whether they would vote for the 
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pure residence-based assignment policy or the policy that 
works to achieve stated diversity targets—we also provide 
respondents with the option of abstaining.

Second, whereas most prior work considers public sup-
port for either race-based integration or SES-based integra-
tion, we designed our survey exercise in a manner that 
allows us to simultaneously assess public support for each of 
these two types of integration. We do so by randomly assign-
ing respondents to one of two tracks that walk respondents 
through slightly different versions of the exercise described 
above. The first track, which we refer to as the race track, 
defines districts’ two policy options for assigning students to 
schools as (1) a pure residence-based assignment policy and 
(2) a policy designed to achieve roughly equal levels of 
racial and ethnic diversity at schools across the district. The 
second track, which we refer to as the SES track, differs 
from the race track only in that the district’s second option is 
defined as a policy designed to achieve roughly equal levels 
of socioeconomic diversity—as opposed to racial/ethnic 
diversity—at schools across the district.

Third, we conduct analyses providing insight into poten-
tial heterogeneity in support for race-based and SES-based 
integration initiatives. In particular, we examine whether the 
degree of support for each type of integration varies across 
racial and ethnic groups, as well as across respondents who 
identify with different political parties. In addition to provid-
ing important information on their own, these analyses are 
directly relevant for gauging the political prospects of differ-
ent forms of integration in different demographic and politi-
cal contexts.

Fourth, along with asking respondents to indicate their 
preferred assignment option, we also inquire whether 
respondents would be willing to pay increased property 
taxes in order to implement their preferred assignment pol-
icy. For each respondent, we randomly draw the proposed 
payment amount from a uniform distribution that ranges 
from $1 to $1,200. Drawing on the technique proposed by 
Carlson et al. (2016), we use these data to estimate average 
willingness-to-pay (WTP) for each policy alternative, as 
well as the “net” WTP for one policy alternative relative to 
the other. Such an analysis provides something of a proof of 
concept for generating an economic measure of individuals’ 
school assignment policy preferences, a measure that com-
plements the politically oriented preference measure recov-
ered from individuals’ advisory referendum vote.

Results from the advisory referendum vote indicate that 
respondents preferred a pure residence-based assignment 
system to one designed to achieve racial/ethnic diversity tar-
gets across schools in a district. Among respondents ran-
domly assigned to the race track, 46.1% voted for the pure 
residence-based assignment policy while 35.8% voted for 
the race-based integration policy. Respondents assigned to 
the SES track, however, were somewhat more supportive of 
integration, with 42.6% voting for a pure residence-based 

assignment policy and 41.3% of respondents voting for the 
assignment policy designed to achieve socioeconomic bal-
ance across schools. Considered together, these results indi-
cate that efforts designed to integrate on the basis of SES, as 
opposed to race, increase public support for integration ini-
tiatives by approximately 5 percentage points.

Importantly, we also provide evidence of significant het-
erogeneity in support for integration by both race and politi-
cal party. With respect to race, the reduced levels of support 
for the race-based integration initiative is driven entirely by 
White respondents, who support the SES-based integration 
initiative at a 40.9% clip but only back the race-based initia-
tive at a 34.4% rate. Non-White respondents exhibit no sig-
nificant differences in their support of the race- and SES-based 
integration initiatives. Regarding political party, 36.8% of 
Republican respondents in the SES track prefer the integra-
tion initiative to the pure residence-based assignment policy, 
but only 24.3% of Republican respondents assigned to the 
race track prefer the integration option. Democratic and 
third-party respondents are equally supportive of the race- 
and SES-based integration initiatives. Together, these results 
provide unique insights into public support for integration 
initiatives and speak directly to the political feasibility of 
efforts to diversify schools across the nation.

Our WTP estimates generally reflect the advisory refer-
endum results, particularly, for respondents assigned to the 
race track. Individuals in this track exhibited a median WTP 
of approximately $19 for the pure residence-based assign-
ment system, compared with about $6 for the school assign-
ment policy designed to achieve a degree of racial/ethnic 
balance across schools. Together, these results imply a “net” 
annual WTP of about $13 for a school assignment policy 
based completely on residential location. Interestingly, for 
individuals assigned to the SES track, there is a bit of day-
light between the advisory referendum results and the WTP 
estimates, with median WTP for the school assignment pol-
icy designed to achieve socioeconomic balance ($11) being 
greater than median WTP for pure residence-based school 
assignments ($8). These findings provide further evidence 
that the public is more supportive of school diversity on the 
basis of SES than race.

Race, Socioeconomic Status, and Public Support for 
School Integration

Although meaningful change was slow to come to many 
states after the Supreme Court’s 1954 Brown decision, the 
eventual enforcement of the court order generated substan-
tial declines in racial segregation throughout the late-1960s, 
1970s, and into the 1980s, with the most significant declines 
concentrated in the South (Reardon & Owens, 2014; Welch 
& Light, 1987). Since that time, the release of many districts 
from desegregation orders contributed to a degree of reseg-
regation across the South (Reardon et al., 2012), although 
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there is evidence that some of those increases were reversed 
in the most recent decade (Stroub & Richards, 2013).

Rigorous studies routinely find racial desegregation to 
positively affect student outcomes. For example, desegrega-
tion has been linked to improved Black educational achieve-
ment (Billings et al., 2014; Card & Rothstein, 2007; Cook, 
2018; Mickelson et al., 2013), health outcomes (Johnson, 
2011), labor market earnings (Ashenfelter et al., 2006), and 
a decrease in the probability of criminalization and poverty 
(Bergman, 2016; Johnson, 2011; Lafree & Arum, 2006; 
Weiner et al., 2009). Moreover, most of this work finds 
desegregation to have either no effects (Johnson, 2011) or 
small positive effects (Weiner et al., 2009) on White stu-
dents’ outcomes.

Given the wide range of material benefits brought about 
by racial desegregation, we might expect that integration 
policies would elicit broad public support. And they do in 
cases where pollsters ask the public about their broad views 
on integration and diversity. For example, in a 2007 NORC 
poll, 95% of respondents supported Black and White stu-
dents attending the same school (Frankenberg & Jacobsen, 
2011). Similarly, results from the 2017 Phi Delta Kappan 
poll indicate that 70% of respondents would prefer their 
child to attend a racially diverse school and approximately 
50% of respondents thought that racial diversity would 
improve the learning environment. These results come with 
a few caveats: (1) support for racial integration policies is 
higher in districts with experiences with desegregation 
(Orfield, 1995; Orfield & Frankenberg, 2013) and (2) par-
ents prefer diversity as long as their children are in the racial/
ethnic majority (Denice & Gross, 2016; Glazerman & 
Dotter, 2017; Hastings et al., 2006). Where we see support 
for racial integration typically dwindle, often substantially, 
is in the results of polls that inquire about specific policies 
and trade-offs required to achieve a meaningful level of 
diversity. For example, a large majority of the public—and 
Whites in particular—regularly opposes the use of busing to 
integrate schools (Hochschild & Scott, 1998; Page & 
Shapiro, 1992). And in the same 2017 PDK poll where 70% 
of respondents preferred their child attend a diverse school, 
only 25% indicated that they would vote to accept a longer 
commute to achieve this diversity.

Considered together, these polling results suggest that the 
public is more supportive of racial integration in theory than 
in practice. Such a conclusion is further supported by the 
routine political opposition that race-based integration 
efforts have faced over the years. The aforementioned initia-
tives to integrate schools via mandatory busing experienced 
fierce public blowback—almost exclusively from White 
residents—in nearly every district where the approach was 
implemented. Even efforts to achieve racial diversity with 
arguably less intrusive practices, such as voluntary school 
choice programs or redrawn attendance boundaries, rou-
tinely spark significant controversy (e.g., Parcel & Taylor 

2015). Public opposition to race-based integration initiatives 
is perhaps best distilled by the fact that almost no district 
released from a mandatory desegregation order has elected 
to subsequently pursue voluntary desegregation.

This political opposition to racial integration efforts has 
been accompanied by a series of legal challenges, with the 
2007 Supreme Court decisions in Parents Involved in 
Community Schools v. Seattle School District No. 1 and 
Meredith v. Jefferson County Board of Education holding 
unconstitutional the consideration of individual students’ 
race/ethnicity in the process of assigning students to schools. 
These political and legal factors pose significant hurdles for 
racial integration efforts and put supporters of these policies 
in something of a bind. Rather than abandon integration 
efforts completely, however, supporters have worked to redi-
rect the focus toward initiatives that promote socioeconomic 
integration (e.g., Kahlenberg, 2012; Potter et al., 2016). 
Proponents of these initiatives often portray them as politi-
cally feasible alternatives to race-based integration that offer 
many of the same benefits. However, the evidence base 
around these initiatives is insufficiently developed to sup-
port strong claims about either their political feasibility or 
the alignment of their outcomes with those of race-based 
integration efforts. Indeed, in the literature that does exist, 
there are examples of SES integration initiatives both 
encountering significant political opposition (Parcel & 
Taylor, 2015) and having difficulty achieving the integration 
outcomes that supporters tout (Carlson et al., 2020; Ellison 
& Pathak, 2016; Reardon & Rhodes, 2011). Together, this 
work raises doubts as to whether the prospects for socioeco-
nomic integration initiatives are as rosy as supporters 
portray.

Measuring Public Support for School Integration 
Initiatives

Prior work assessing public support for integration often 
does so using broad questions that fail to address relevant 
context or trade-offs. Such an approach typically results in a 
large majority of the public professing their support for inte-
gration and diversity. However, the strong support for inte-
gration initiatives indicated by polling results conflicts with 
the significant opposition encountered by such policies 
when districts work to implement them (e.g., Parcel & 
Taylor, 2015). To eliminate this disconnect, our approach to 
measuring public support for school integration employs 
several techniques from the literature on best practices for 
minimizing hypotheticality in a stated preference setting (Li 
et al., 2004). We walk respondents through an in-depth exer-
cise where we describe two concrete policy options districts 
have for assigning students to schools, one of which achieves 
a targeted level of diversity at each school and the other of 
which does not. We provide respondents with information 
about how each option would likely impact several factors 
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important to families, including student learning, proximity 
to school, certainty of schooling assignments, and others. 
Finally, we structure the elicitation of respondents’ support 
for integration in a referendum format—we ask them which 
of the two options for assigning students to schools they 
would vote for in an advisory referendum.

The first step in our exercise involved randomly assigning 
respondents to one of two tracks, which we refer to as the 
“race track” and the “SES track.” The race track defines dis-
tricts’ two policy options for assigning students to schools as 
(1) a pure residence-based assignment policy and (2) a policy 
designed to achieve roughly equal levels of racial and ethnic 
diversity at schools across the district. The SES track differs 
from the race track in that it defines the second policy option 
as one designed to achieve roughly equal levels of socioeco-
nomic diversity—as opposed to racial/ethnic diversity—at 
schools across the district. Importantly, respondents are 
unaware that they were randomly assigned to a track, or even 
that the survey contained two tracks—they only experienced 
their assigned track.

For each track, we began the exercise by situating it 
within a study of policies that school districts use to assign 
students to schools. Specifically, we presented respondents 
with the following text:

This portion of the survey is part of a national study of policies that 
school districts use to assign students to schools within the district. 
School boards around the country are currently considering different 
approaches to making school assignments. School board members 
will consider many factors when determining which assignment 
policy they will use in their district. One factor they will consider is 
whether a particular assignment policy is personally worthwhile to 
people like you.

We then proceeded to randomly assign respondents to the 
race or SES track. We followed up the background informa-
tion by introducing and describing the two school assign-
ment policy options noted above. Specifically, we presented 
respondents with the following text1:

Many school boards across the country are currently considering 
two options—referred to as “Option A and Option B”—for assigning 
students to schools within their district.

The two options for assigning students to schools would each affect 
several aspects of students’ lives. For each option, some of the 
effects will be positive, while others will be negative. Such tradeoffs 
are unfortunate, but must realistically be considered when choosing 
student assignment policies.

Option A involves assigning students to schools solely according to 
the location of their residence. In this approach, the school board 
draws attendance boundaries around each school in the district. The 
board draws separate sets of attendance boundaries for elementary 
schools, middle schools, and high schools. Each student in the 
school district is assigned to attend the school whose attendance 
boundary contains their residence.

Option B involves assigning students to schools in a manner that 
considers residential location, but also ensures that each school in 
the district has a similar [average family income OR racial and 
ethnic composition]. In this approach, the school board begins by 
drawing attendance boundaries around each school in the district, 
with separate sets of boundaries for elementary schools, middle 
schools, and high schools. The school whose attendance boundary 
contains a student’s residence serves as the “base” school for that 
student. All students are initially assigned to attend their base 
school. However, if the initial base school assignments result in 
some schools in the district having different [average incomes OR 
racial and ethnic compositions] than others, then some students in 
the district will be reassigned to a school other than their base 
school. These reassignments will be done in a manner that results in 
all schools in the district having a similar [average family income 
OR levels of racial and ethnic diversity].”

In the next stage of the exercise we provided respondents 
with information about the likely impact of each of the two 
options on five factors important to families, including 
classmate characteristics, proximity to school, student learn-
ing, school test scores, and certainty of schooling assign-
ments. Our choice of these factors was informed by the 
literature on parental schooling preferences, particularly the 
set of studies that work to identify the factors most salient to 
parents as they set out to select a school for their child (e.g., 
Denice & Gross 2016; Glazerman & Dotter 2017; Lincove 
et al., 2018; Schneider & Buckley, 2002, 2007). Table 1 
summarizes the information we present to respondents on 
each of the five factors that would be affected by the two 
policies for assigning students to schools.

The information regarding certainty of schooling assign-
ments warrants a brief explanation, as this factor has received 
less attention in the literature than the other four consider-
ations. Our decision to include this factor in the exercise is 
motivated by the set of contemporary integration initiatives 
that use annual schooling reassignments as one strategy for 
achieving their diversity goals. Perhaps the most well-known 
of these initiatives is the one operated by the Wake County 
Public School System in Raleigh, NC throughout the 1990s 
and 2000s (Carlson et al., 2020; Parcel & Taylor, 2015). To 
achieve its integration aims—and maintain desired diversity 
levels over time—each year the district changed the school-
ing assignments of 5% to 10% of its students. This created an 
environment characterized by recurring uncertainty, where 
families would learn their schooling assignments for a given 
year but then wonder whether their assignments would 
remain unchanged for the following year (Parcel & Taylor, 
2015). In our survey, we did not specify how long the uncer-
tainty would last, which may have influenced respondent rat-
ings of the importance of uncertainty in school assignment.

After presenting the information on how the assignment 
policies affect a given factor, we asked the respondent how 
important they think that factor should be in determining 
how students are assigned to schools. For example, in the 
context of classmate characteristics, we ask:
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On a scale from zero to ten, where zero means not at all important 
and ten means extremely important, how important should classmate 
characteristics be in reaching a decision about how to assign 
students to schools?

Figure 1 illustrates—separately for the race and SES 
tracks—the mean level of importance for each of the five 
factors. The figure makes clear that there is no difference 
between the two tracks in respondents’ views about the 
importance of each factor in determining school assignment 
policy. Student learning and proximity to school are the two 
most important considerations, with average school test 
scores and classmate characteristics less important. Although 
we cannot rule out the results reflecting some ordering 
effects—we did not randomize the order in which we pre-
sented respondents with information about each factor—
they are broadly in line with the parental schooling 
preferences literature noted above. We do note, however, 
that the relatively low stated importance of classmate char-
acteristics likely reflects a degree of social desirability bias. 

Prior work provides clear evidence that parents place signifi-
cant weight on classmate characteristics, but are hesitant to 
admit that on surveys (e.g., Schneider & Buckley, 2007).

We close the exercise by asking respondents whether they 
would prefer Option A or Option B if they had an opportu-
nity to vote in an advisory referendum on the issue:

Think about a situation in which you had an opportunity to vote for 
Option A or Option B in an advisory referendum. The option with 
the most support would be recommended to school boards 
considering the two approaches for assigning students to schools. 
Keeping in mind all of the potential effects described for each 
option above, and if adoption of either option would not cost you 
anything, would you vote for Option A or Option B?

Along with response categories for Options A and B, we 
also allowed respondents to indicate that they would choose 
to abstain from voting in the advisory referendum. Then, for 
those respondents who expressed a preference in the advi-
sory referendum (i.e., those who did not abstain), we present 

TABLE 1
Likely Impacts of Residential Assignment (Option A) and Integration Policy (Option B) on Schooling Factors Important to Families

Factor Impact of Option A Impact of Option B

Classmate characteristics Classmates consist entirely of 
children who live within the same 
attendance boundary. Likely to 
be less [SES: economic diversity 
OR RACE: racial, ethnic, and 
cultural diversity] within the 
school.

Classmates consist mostly of children who live within the 
same attendance boundary but also include some children 
from other parts of the district. Likely to be more [SES: 
economic diversity OR RACE: racial, ethnic, and 
cultural diversity] within the school.

Proximity to school For most students, there would be 
no impact on distance to school. 
However, a small number of 
students would not have to travel as 
far to school.

For most students, there would be no impact on distance to 
school. However, a small number of students would have to 
travel more than 10 minutes farther to school.

Student learning [SES: Low-income OR RACE: 
Racial and ethnic minority] 
students in the district would likely 
achieve fewer learning gains. No 
impact on learning gains of [SES: 
middle- and high-income OR 
RACE: White] students.

[SES: Low-income OR RACE: Racial and ethnic 
minority] in the district would likely achieve greater 
learning gains. No impact on learning gains of [SES: 
middle- and high-income OR RACE: White] students.

School test scores Top-performing schools in the 
district would likely have higher 
average test scores. Lowest 
performing schools in the district 
would likely have lower average 
test scores.

Top-performing schools in the district would likely have 
lower average test scores. Lowest performing schools in the 
district would likely have higher average test scores.

School assignment certainty All families attend the school whose 
attendance boundary contains 
their residence. Families would 
know their school assignment with 
certainty.

Most families would attend the school whose attendance 
boundary contains their residence. However, because of the 
prospect of reassignment in order to achieve [SES: economic 
balance OR RACE: racial balance] in the district, no 
family would know their school assignment with certainty.

Note. The text in boldface reflects the differences in wording between the race and SES tracks. SES = Socioeconomic status.
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them with the following item—we use responses to this item 
as the basis for estimating WTP:

You selected [“Option A” OR “Option B”]. This option is costly to 
operate and will require additional financing. The following 
question asks whether you, as a taxpayer, would vote for this option 
in an advisory referendum if adoption of the option would result in 
additional costs to your family. As you think about your answer, 
keep in mind the amount of money you and your household would 
pay for the policy, how much you would be able to afford to pay, and 
the other things you could spend the money on instead.

Would you vote for [preferred option at no cost: “Option A” OR 
“Option B”] if adoption of this option would cost your household 
[random sample from uniform distribution $1:1200] in increased 
taxes every year for at least the next 5 years?

0—No

1—Yes

2—Not sure

In this item, each respondent sees a proposed payment 
amount that we randomly draw from a uniform distribution 
ranging from $1 to $1,200. Drawing the proposed payment 
amounts from a continuous distribution has potential effi-
ciency benefits for estimating WTP, relative to drawing the 
proposed payment amounts from a set of discrete values 
(Cameron, 1991; Lewbel et al., 2011). For respondents who 
select Yes or No to the above item, we subsequently ask 
them how certain they are that they would vote in the man-
ner they indicated. We elicit this information using a 11-point 
scale that ranges from 0, not at all certain, to 10, completely 
certain. Next we describe in detail how we use the data col-
lected through these items to construct our WTP estimates.

Considered together, the features of the exercise—speci-
fying two concrete policy alternatives, describing how each 

alternative would affect families, eliciting preferences in a 
referendum format, inquiring whether respondents would be 
willing to pay increased taxes to implement their preferred 
option, and gauging their certainty in that preference—pro-
vides a degree of context and specificity lacking in most 
prior work. As such, this exercise has the potential to pro-
duce a set of stated preference results that better reflect the 
reality of school integration initiatives, one where these poli-
cies routinely encounter significant public opposition. It also 
allows us to estimate WTP for these initiatives, an approach 
to measuring public preferences rarely applied in the educa-
tion policy realm, but one with the potential to provide 
another dimension of insight into public support for school 
integration efforts.

We administered this exercise to a sample of 2,850 adults 
as part of an online survey conducted through Qualtrics 
LLC, a leading survey administration company, in November 
2017.2 We apply standard poststratification weights to 
achieve representativeness of our sample with respect to the 
demographic characteristics of the population of U.S. adults, 
as measured by the U.S. Census (see online Supplemental 
Appendix B for details on the weighting methodology).

Table 2 presents mean characteristics for the full sample, as 
well as separately for those assigned to the race and SES 
tracks. The final column presents the difference in means for 
individuals assigned to the two tracks and indicates whether 
the difference is statistically significant. The lack of signifi-
cant differences is consistent with successful randomization.3

Analysis of Public Support for School Integration 
Initiatives

We begin our analysis by plotting, by track, the percent-
age of respondents who selected each option in the advisory 
referendum. The left-hand panel of Figure 2 plots the per-
centage of respondents indicating they would vote for the 
residence-based school assignment policy, the percentage 
indicating they would vote for the diversity-enhancing 
assignment option, and the percentage indicating they would 
abstain from voting in the referendum. The right-hand panel 
presents the percentage of respondents preferring each pol-
icy option among those who voted in the advisory referen-
dum—it excludes those who would abstain from the vote.

The left-hand panel of Figure 2 shows that, across both the 
race and SES tracks, a plurality of respondents preferred a 
pure residence-based school assignment policy, relative to one 
designed to achieve stated diversity targets. In the race track, 
46.1% of respondents would vote for the residence-based 
assignment policy while 35.8% indicated a preference for the 
integration initiative—18.1% of respondents indicated they 
would abstain from the referendum. The disparity in the per-
centage of respondents preferring each option for assigning 
students to schools is not as large in the SES track, where 
42.6% would vote for the neighborhood-based assignment 

FIGURE 1. Mean importance level of factors considered in 
determining policy for assigning students to school
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policy, 41.3% would vote for the integration initiative, and 
16.1% of respondents would abstain. The right-hand panel of 
Figure 2 simply scales the percentage of respondents prefer-
ring each policy option by the proportion of respondents who 
would vote for either option (i.e., who would not abstain from 
the referendum), thereby providing insight into the results of a 

hypothetical referendum. The results for the race track show 
that the residence-based assignment policy would defeat the 
integration initiative by a margin of 56.3% to 43.7%—this 
difference is statistically significant. The results for the SES 
track would be much closer, with the data indicating that the 
residence-based assignment policy would narrowly defeat the 

TABLE 2
Sample Means, by Track

Variable N
Mean—all 
respondents

Mean—SES 
track

Mean—Race 
track Difference

Demographics
 School age children 2,850 0.48 0.49 0.48 0.01
 Age 2,839 46.52 46.31 46.74 −0.43
 Male 2850 0.49 0.49 0.48 0.01
 Income 2,796 6.70 6.73 6.67 0.06
 Black 2,850 0.12 0.12 0.11 0.01
 White 2,850 0.81 0.80 0.83 −0.03*
 Asian 2,850 0.05 0.05 0.04 0.01
 Other race 2,850 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.00
 Hispanic 2,850 0.14 0.14 0.14 0.00
Education
 Less than high school 2,841 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.00
 High school diploma 2,841 0.21 0.21 0.21 0.00
 Some college 2,841 0.26 0.26 0.27 −0.01
 Two-year degree 2,841 0.12 0.12 0.13 −0.01
 Bachelor’s degree 2,841 0.27 0.27 0.27 0.00
 Advanced degree 2,841 0.12 0.13 0.11 0.01
Political affiliation
 Democrat 2,819 0.54 0.55 0.54 0.01
 Republican 2,819 0.43 0.43 0.44 −0.01
 Other party 2,819 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.00

Note. All of the means presented include poststratification weights. The difference is calculated based on a weighted difference of means test. SES = socio-
economic status.
*p < .1. **p < .05. ***p < .01.

FIGURE 2. Percentage of respondents voting for school assignment options, by inclusion of abstention option and track.



Carlson and Bell

8

integration initiative by a 50.8 to 49.2% margin, although a 
significance test cannot reject the null that the two proportions 
are equal.

Figure 2 makes clear that, in both the race track and the 
SES track, a greater percentage of respondents prefer a pure 
neighborhood-based school assignment policy to one 
designed to achieve stated diversity targets. However, Figure 
2 also demonstrates that the SES-based integration initiative 
draws more support than its race-based counterpart. In par-
ticular, the figure illustrates that 41.3% of respondents 
assigned to the SES track support the diversity-enhancing 
school assignment policy, compared with just 35.8% of 
respondents assigned to the race track—this 5.5 percentage 
point difference is statistically significant.4 This finding pro-
vides evidence in support of proponents’ claims that SES-
based integration efforts are more politically palatable than 
race-based alternatives, but we again highlight that neither 
form of integration commands majority support among the 
public.

To gain insight into the source of the enhanced support 
for SES-based integration, we analyzed how support for 
each policy varied across individuals identifying with differ-
ent political parties, races, and ethnicities. Figure 3 presents 
the levels of support for the race and SES integration initia-
tives for each group we analyze. The first panel of Figure 3 
demonstrates that Democrats and those who identify with a 
third-party support the race and SES integration initiatives at 
indistinguishable rates—44.5% of these respondents support 
the race-based initiative and 44.6% support the SES-based 
integration option.5 Republicans, on the other hand, exhibit 
a substantial difference in support between the race and SES 
integration initiatives. While 36.8% of Republicans assigned 
to the SES track support the integration initiative, only 
24.3% of Republicans support the integration initiative in 
the race track—a difference of more than 12 percentage 
points. Together, these results demonstrate that, among 
political partisans, the greater degree of support for SES-
based integration is driven entirely by Republicans.

The second panel of Figure 3 presents predicted levels of 
support for the race- and SES-based integration initiatives 
among White and non-White respondents. The figure illus-
trates that non-White respondents exhibit near-identical lev-
els of support for race-based and SES-based integration—the 
respective support levels are 42.6% and 42.8%. White 
respondents, on the other hand, exhibit significantly greater 
levels of support for the SES-based integration assignment 
option than for the race-based option. Only 34.4% of White 
respondents assigned to the race track support the diversity-
enhancing assignment policy, compared with 40.9% of 
White respondents in the SES track supporting the integra-
tion initiative. These results make clear that the uptick in 
support for SES-based integration, relative to the race-based 
initiative, is attributable to changing preferences among 
White respondents.

Finally, the third panel of Figure 3 demonstrates no mean-
ingful difference in support for the race- and SES-based inte-
gration initiatives among Hispanic respondents, but a 
difference among non-Hispanic respondents that broadly 
mirrors the results for White respondents described above. 
Together, Figure 3 illustrates that the increased support for 
SES-based integration, relative to an assignment policy 
designed to achieve a degree of racial balance, is entirely 
driven by specific respondent subgroups, namely Republicans 
and White respondents.

Estimating Willingness to Pay for School Assignment 
Policies

Our analyses above provide insight into respondents’ 
political preferences over school assignment policy. In par-
ticular, the results we present in Figures 2 and 3 provide 
information on the potential results of a referendum over 
whether to assign students to schools purely on the basis of 
residential location, or whether those assignments should 
also strive to achieve a degree of balance—either racial or 
socioeconomic—across schools. As described above, 
though, our elicitation exercise also includes a valuation 
component, asking respondents whether they would be will-
ing to pay a randomly selected amount in additional taxes 
each year—between $1 and $1,200—in order to implement 
their preferred assignment option. This valuation question 
elicits data that serve as the basis for estimating WTP for 
each of the school assignment policies. In doing so, we pro-
vide a “proof of concept” for generating a measure of eco-
nomic preferences rarely seen in the education policy 
literature, but that can provide a nice complement to our 
politically oriented preference measures described above. 
We describe the challenges and limitations we faced when 
designing and executing this analysis in online Supplemental 
Appendix C.

We begin by presenting, by track, the number of respon-
dents who stated that they would pay the randomly selected 
amount of additional annual taxes to implement their pre-
ferred assignment policy (see Table 3). The left-hand column 
of Table 3 illustrates that, among respondents assigned to the 
race track, about 36% would vote for the diversity-enhancing 
assignment policy in the advisory referendum. Of this 36%, 
about 45% stated that they would pay the randomly selected 
tax amount whereas 30% indicated that they would not pay 
the additional amount—about a quarter of respondents were 
unsure if they would pay. Of the 46% of respondents who pre-
ferred the residence-based assignment policy in the advisory 
referendum, about 38% and 34% would and would not pay 
the randomly selected amount of additional taxes, respec-
tively, with 28% unsure about their vote. The results for 
respondents assigned to the SES track are broadly similar to 
those for the race track, with approximately equal percentages 
of respondents preferring the residence-based assignment 
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policy willing to pay (36%) and not pay (37%) additional 
taxes to implement that option. Among the 41% of respon-
dents who prefer the diversity-enhancing policy, however, 
41% would pay the randomly selected tax amount whereas 
32% would not. Together, the results in Table 3 provide an 
overview of the data that underlie our estimates of WTP. We 
provide additional detail on our data, specifically the observ-
able predictors of both respondents’ decisions to vote or 
abstain from the referendum and their preferred assignment 
option, in online Supplemental Appendix C.

We commence our WTP estimation by estimating a series 
of regressions where we specify the outcome as an indicator 
for respondents stating they would be willing to pay the ran-
domly selected amount of additional taxes to implement 
their preferred school assignment policy. More formally, we 
estimate:

         Pr C logit P X Si i i i=( ) = ( ) + +( )−1 1 ϕ β γln  (1)

where the probability of observing vote choice C—indicat-
ing that respondent i would pay additional taxes for their 
preferred policy option—is a function of the natural log of 
the randomly assigned tax payment amount P, a vector of 
demographic characteristics, X, and respondents’ views of 
the importance of the different factors affected by school 
assignment policy, which we denote with S. To reduce hypo-
thetical bias, we follow the recommendations of Li et al. 
(2009) and Loomis and Ekstrand (1998) and only assign a 
“Yes” (C = 1) response to respondents who selected a cer-
tainty level of 8, 9, or 10 when asked how certain they were 
that they would be willing to pay the additional taxes 
required to implement their preferred option. We code 
respondents selecting certainty values 0 to 7 as “No” 
responses. Although this “Asymmetric Uncertainty Model” 
is commonly used in the valuation literature, it is not the 
only possible approach, and it does generate relatively con-
servative WTP estimates. Thus, we also estimate Equation 
(1) without any certainty recodes, assigning a “Yes” (C = 1) 

FIGURE 3. Average percentage of respondents voting for integration option in referendum exercise, by party, race, and ethnicity.
Note. Asterisk (*) indicates that, for each group, the level of support for the socioeconomic status (SES)–based integration option differs from the level of 
support for the race-based integration option.
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response to all respondents who indicated that they would 
pay additional taxes for their preferred policy option, regard-
less of the certainty level they select.

In addition to the specification detailed above, we also 
estimate a variant that omits X and S, only retaining ln(P)—
the natural log of the randomly selected amount of additional 
taxes—on the right-hand side. We estimate these models 
over four distinct samples of respondents: (1) individuals 
assigned to the race track who support the diversity-enhanc-
ing school assignment policy, (2) individuals assigned to the 
race track who support the neighborhood-based assignment 
policy, (3) individuals assigned to the SES track who support 
the diversity-enhancing school assignment policy, (4) 
Individuals assigned to the SES track who support the neigh-
borhood-based assignment policy.

We present the results from estimating these models in 
Table 4. From the standpoint of estimating WTP, the most 
important takeaway from these results is the significant neg-
ative relationship between respondents being willing to pay 
additional taxes to implement their preferred school assign-
ment option and the randomly selected amount they are 
asked to pay. Substantively, the results show that the more an 
individual is asked to pay in additional taxes, the less likely 
they are to respond that they would pay it. As we describe in 
more detail below, our estimates of this relationship play a 
central role in estimating WTP.

After estimating the two specifications of Equation (1)—
specifications with and without background covariates—
over the four distinct respondent samples, we calculate 
median WTP for each estimation as

TABLE 3
Voting Results for School Assignment Policy Preferences, by Treatment

Race/ethnicity treatment
Socioeconomic status 

treatment

Outcome N % N %

Vote for diversity-enhancing assignment policy 498 35.8 579 41.3
 Would pay >$0 payment amount 225 44.8 227 41.0
 Would not pay >$0 payment amount 140 30.2 184 31.5
 Not sure if would pay >$0 payment amount 133 25.1 168 27.5
Vote for residence-based assignment policy 643 46.1 614 42.6
 Would pay >$0 payment amount 224 38.2 221 36.3
 Would not pay >$0 payment amount 224 33.6 222 36.9
 Not sure if would pay >$0 payment amount 195 28.2 171 26.8
Would not vote 254 18.1 252 16.1

Note. This table presents tabulated voting results and survey-weighted sample percentages from the Education Policy survey. “Vote for diversity-enhancing 
assignment policy,” “Vote for residence-based assignment policy,” and “Would not vote” present the number and percentage of respondents who, at $0 cost, 
selected this as their preferred option for school assignment policy. These values may not sum to 100% due to rounding. “Would pay >$0 payment amount” 
is the number and percentage of respondents who indicated that they would be willing to pay a nonzero randomly assigned bid amount for their preferred 
option. “Would not pay >$0 payment amount” is the number and percentage of respondents who would not be willing to pay a randomly assigned nonzero 
bid amount for their preferred option. “Not sure if would pay >$0 payment amount” is the number and percentage of respondents who are not sure if they 
are willing to pay a randomly assigned nonzero bid amount for their preferred option.

           
Median WTP

X Si i( ) = −
+( )













exp
β γ

ϕ

 

  (2)

where ϕ  is the estimated coefficient on the variable measur-
ing the randomly selected tax payment amount respondents 
are asked to pay, Xi  and Si  represent the sample means of 
variables measuring respondents’ demographic characteris-
tics and their views on the importance of different factors 
affected by student assignment policies, respectively, with 
β  and γ  representing the accompanying coefficient esti-
mates. We focus on median, rather than mean, WTP due to 
its relative robustness to outlier responses as well as its sim-
ple majority rule interpretation in an advisory referendum 
context (Harrison & Kristroem, 1994; Li et al., 2009).

The result returned from Equation (2) can be interpreted 
as average WTP for a given school assignment policy among 
respondents who indicated that they preferred that policy in 
the advisory referendum. To recover an estimate that can be 
interpreted as average WTP among all respondents assigned 
to the track—including those who preferred the alternative 
school assignment policy and those who abstained from the 
advisory referendum—we scale each estimate from Equation 
(2) by the proportion of respondents in the relevant track 
who indicated their support for that assignment policy in the 
advisory referendum. For example, in the race track, we 
scale the WTP estimate for the diversity-enhancing school 
assignment policy returned by Equation (2) by the 46.1% of 
respondents who indicated their support for that option in 
the advisory referendum.
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Separately for each track, we present the median scaled 
WTP estimates for each of the two assignment policies in 
Table 5. For each assignment policy, we present WTP esti-
mates from models with and without covariates. Starting 
with results for individuals assigned to the race track, Table 
5 shows that median annual WTP for the diversity-enhanc-
ing assignment policy ranges from $2 to $6, depending on 
the specification. By contrast, estimated WTP for the neigh-
borhood-based assignment policy is significantly higher, in 
the range of $16 to $19 per year. Online Supplemental Table 
A3 presents median WTP using the data without any cer-
tainty recodes, where individuals who said they would pay 
additional taxes to implement their preferred option were 
coded as “Yes” responses, regardless of their level of cer-
tainty. Unsurprisingly, the estimates in online Supplemental 
Appendix Table A3 are substantially larger, in the range of 
$70 to $80.

Results for individuals assigned to the SES track paint a 
somewhat different picture, with estimated WTP for the 
diversity-enhancing school assignment policy greater than 
WTP for neighborhood-based schooling assignments. 
Depending on specification, median annual WTP for the 
diversity-enhancing assignment policy is $9 to $11 while 
estimated WTP for the pure neighborhood policy is only $2 
to $7. These results differ from the advisory referendum 
results, where a slight plurality of respondents preferred the 
neighborhood-based assignment policy. Together, these 
results illustrate how estimated WTP can provide a nice 

complement to more conventional survey-based measures of 
individual policy preferences. Again, online Supplemental 
Table A3 presents median WTP calculated using the data 
without any certainty recodes.

As a final step in our WTP analysis, we follow Carlson 
et al. (2016) and combine the WTP estimates for each policy 
option into a single estimate of “net” WTP for the diversity-
enhancing school assignment policy, relative to the alternative 
of neighborhood-based schooling assignments. In Table 6, we 
estimate a net WTP of about −$14 for the diversity-enhancing 
school assignment option among respondents assigned to the 
race track. For individuals assigned to the SES track, how-
ever, the WTP estimates differ, with a net WTP for the diver-
sity-enhancing school assignment policy of $3 to $7. 
Therefore, net WTP for a diversity-enhancing school assign-
ment policy is greater among respondents in the SES track 
than among those assigned to the race track. Together, these 
results provide further evidence that school assignment poli-
cies designed to achieve racial/ethnic versus socioeconomic 
diversity spark different reactions among the public, and thus, 
face different political prospects. Online Supplemental Table 
A4 presents estimated net WTP from our analysis without any 
certainty recodes.

Discussion and Conclusion

Polling routinely finds large majorities of the public 
expressing support for racially and socioeconomically 
diverse schools. However, initiatives to achieve meaningful 

TABLE 5
Median WTP for School Assignment Policy, by Treatment, Preference for School Assignment Policy, and Model Specification

Race/ethnicity treatment SES treatment

 
Diversity-enhancing 
assignment policy

Neighborhood-based 
assignment policy

Diversity-enhancing 
assignment policy

Neighborhood-based 
assignment policy

Outcome
Payment 

only
All 

covariates Payment only All covariates Payment only
All 

covariates
Payment 

only
All 

covariates

Median WTP $5.59 (7.50) $2.13 (3.07) $18.80 (11.13) $15.83 (8.61) $10.54 (6.17) $9.30 (5.03) $7.70 (6.36) $2.21 (2.67)

Note. This table presents estimated median WTP by school assignment policy preference in units of 2017 US$ per household. Median WTP = exp(−xβ/
payment), where x represents the covariates evaluated at their means, β is the vector of estimated coefficients, and payment is the randomly assigned pay-
ment amount. WTP estimates have been weighted by the proportion of respondents with a given operational preference. Survey-weighted standard errors 
calculated using the delta method are reported in parentheses. WTP = willingness-to-pay; SES, socioeconomic status.

TABLE 6
Net WTP for Diversity-Enhancing School Assignment Policy

Responses

Race/ethnicity treatment SES treatment

Payment only All covariates Payment only All covariates

Net WTP −$13.22 (13.41) −$13.70 (9.12) $2.84 (8.85) $7.07 (5.70)

Note. Net WTP for the diversity-enhancing school assignment policy calculated as (WTP
div

 − WTP
nhood

) using the estimates in Table 5. Survey-weighted 
standard errors calculated using the delta method are reported in parentheses. WTP = willingness to pay.
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diversity routinely encounter significant public opposition 
and have proven quite difficult to both implement and sus-
tain over time. In this article, we introduce a novel method-
ological approach for measuring the political and economic 
support for integration initiatives that better reflects the full 
set of factors and trade-offs that individuals consider when 
determining whether to support an integration or diversity 
initiative. We build on previous public opinion surveys by 
providing an advisory referendum format that mirrors the 
setup of a real information campaign for policy initiatives, in 
which respondents are informed of the likely effects of each 
policy option. Therefore, respondents in our survey are 
likely influenced by the information and evidence we pro-
vide on the effects of integration policies when deciding 
which school assignment policy to support. In contrast to the 
previous efforts to measure public support for school inte-
gration, this allows us to better approximate the stated pref-
erences of respondents in a real referendum.

Our analyses show that presenting respondents with a 
choice between two concrete options for assigning students 
to schools—a purely residence-based approach and an 
approach that works to achieve stated diversity targets—and 
informing them of the likely effects of each option results in 
a greater percentage preferring the pure residence-based 
approach than the diversity-enhancing assignment option. 
The information provided to respondents was in an identical 
setup for both the race and SES tracks and respondents were 
randomly assigned to one of the two tracks, allowing us to 
make causal inferences regarding the differential support for 
race-based and socioeconomic-based school integration pol-
icies. Specifically, among respondents randomly assigned to 
the race track who would not abstain from the advisory ref-
erendum, 56.3% voted for the pure residence-based assign-
ment policy while 43.7% preferred the race-based integration 
policy. Respondents assigned to the SES track were some-
what more supportive of integration, with 50.8% voting for 
a pure residence-based assignment policy and 49.2% of 
respondents voting for the assignment policy designed to 
achieve socioeconomic balance across schools. The 
enhanced political support for the SES-based integration ini-
tiative is primarily attributable to White, non-Hispanic 
respondents and Republicans being much more likely to 
support the SES-based integration option than the race-
based one, although even the SES-based integration initia-
tive fails to command majority support from either group.

Our WTP estimates provide further evidence on individu-
als’ preferences regarding race- and SES-based integration 
initiatives. Respondents assigned to the race track exhibited 
a net annual WTP of about $14 for residence-based school-
ing assignments, relative to approaches designed to achieve 
a degree of racial balance across schools. By contrast, 
respondents randomly assigned to the SES track exhibited 
average WTPs of about $11 for the diversity-enhancing 
assignment policy and $8 for the residence-based assign-
ment policy, which results in a net WTP of about $3 for the 

school assignment policy designed to achieve a degree of 
socioeconomic balance. Together, these results suggest that 
respondents are not only more willing to vote for but also 
more willing to shoulder the costs of SES-based diversity 
initiatives rather than race-based school assignment.

Our findings contribute to existing literature on public 
support for school assignment by presenting respondents 
with an in-depth experiment including an advisory referen-
dum and a contingent valuation exercise where the costs and 
benefits of school integration are presented before respon-
dents state their vote choice. This setup allows for us to not 
only capture the causal effect of designing a school integra-
tion based on SES rather than race but also the net willing-
ness to pay for diversity-enhancing initiatives, relative to 
pure residence-based schooling assignments. Together, these 
insights significantly advance current scholarly understand-
ing on public support for school integration, and provide 
policy-relevant insights of potential use by policy makers 
around the nation.

These results suggest a couple of key implications for 
policy makers. First, race-neutral approaches to school inte-
gration will likely command a broader base of public sup-
port than those that more explicitly strive for a degree of 
racial balance. However, these SES-based policies may also 
be less effective at achieving the district-wide benefits of 
racially diverse schools, creating a trade-off between politi-
cal feasibility and efficiency (Carlson et al., 2020; Ellison & 
Pathak, 2016; Reardon & Rhodes, 2011). Moreover, the SES 
integration policy still did not command a majority of sup-
port relative to the residence-based assignment policy, sug-
gesting that even race-neutral alternatives will be politically 
challenging to implement. This leads us to our second key 
takeaway: that efforts to implement school integration initia-
tives might benefit from careful targeting. Our findings sug-
gest that integration initiatives stand the best chance of 
success in areas with large populations of Democrats or 
racial and ethnic minorities that have historical experience 
with school integration (Orfield & Frankenberg, 2013). On 
the flip side, efforts to achieve diversity, particularly racial 
diversity, in heavily White or Republican areas are likely to 
face a difficult road ahead politically.

Like any study, this one has its share of limitations that 
should be kept in mind when interpreting the results. We 
designed our survey exercise in a manner that prioritizes spec-
ificity over generality. That is, we presented respondents with 
two detailed policy proposals and elicited their preferences on 
the two proposals. We believe that such an approach has sub-
stantial benefits, primarily a clear contextual basis for inter-
preting respondents’ expressed preferences. At the same time, 
our approach likely limits the generalizability of our results. 
Districts across the United States have employed a number of 
different strategies to achieve integration goals, and our find-
ings may not accurately reflect public preferences for each of 
those strategies, or for school integration writ large. In addi-
tion, the fact the design of the survey exercise reflects our 
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reading and interpretation of relevant literatures likely serves 
to further limit the generalizability of our findings—other 
designs stemming from alternative interpretations may have 
returned different results. Even with these limitations, how-
ever, the results of our analysis represent a useful contribution 
to the literature on public preferences regarding school 
integration.
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Notes

1. We bold the portions of the text that differ between the SES 
and race tracks, with the text from the SES track appearing first 
and the text from the race track following thereafter. We present the 
map referenced in online Supplemental Appendix B.

2. According to public opinion researchers, online surveys, 
especially with representative samples such as ours, replicate tra-
ditional random-digit-dial telephone surveys and have high levels 
of reliability (Braunsberger et al., 2007; Stephensen & Crête, 2011; 
Yeager et al., 2011).

3. We combine the separate tests in Table 2 into a single test 
statistic by estimating a Seemingly Unrelated Regression (SUR) 
where we predict each characteristic with an indicator of assign-
ment to the SES track and then conduct a chi-square test of the 
hypothesis that the estimated coefficients for the SES track indica-
tor are jointly equal to zero. This test is unable to reject the null 
hypothesis of joint equality—the p value for the test is .8763—pro-
viding further evidence of successful randomization. We present 
full SUR results in online Supplemental Table A1.

4. This significance test comes from a regression of the form:
Y Si i i= + +α β ε1 where Y is an indicator of respondent i’s sup-

port for the integration initiative—as opposed to the residence-
based assignment policy—S is an indicator for being randomly 
assigned to the SES track and α and ε represent the constant and 
error term, respectively. We estimate this model over the full sam-
ple of respondents. Online Supplemental Table A2 presents the 
results of the series of regressions that serve as the basis of Figures 
2 and 3, and thus, the discussion in this section. In the regressions 
that serve as the basis for Figure 3, we simply interact an indica-
tor for the relevant characteristic—Republican party identification, 
White respondents, and Hispanic respondents, respectively—with 
the indicator for assignment to the SES track.

5. We use information from two items to construct our measure 
of political party identification. The first item asks the respondent 
to indicate the political party with which they most closely identify, 
with response options of Democratic, Republican, Independent, 
and Other (please specify). For individuals who select Independent, 
we force them to indicate whether they lean toward the Democratic 
or Republican party and code them as identifying with that party. 
This decision is driven by the substantial empirical literature in 
political science demonstrating that “partisan leaners” are indistin-
guishable from self-identified partisans in behaviors and attitudes 
(see, Keith et al., 1992, and Petrocik, 2009, for seminal pieces on 
this topic). Thus, the group we refer to as Independents consists of 
respondents who selected Other (please specify) as their preferred 
political party in the first item.
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