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John F. Kennedy, in his inaugural address in 1961, said, ‘‘And so, my fellow
Americans, ask not what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for
your country.’’ Ronald Reagan, as he appealed for last-minute votes in 1980,
said, ‘‘As you go to the polls next Tuesday and make your choice for President,
ask yourself these questions: Are you better off today than you were four years
ago? Is it easier for you to go and buy things in the store than it was four years
ago?’’ The contrast raises a fundamental question about the bases of social and
political attitudes.

Self-interest is never far from front stage when we consider the ordinary
individual’s social and political attitudes. Yet there is much dispute about both its
pervasiveness and its normative value for society as a whole. In the modern era,
this dispute dates from the work of Thomas Hobbes. As Mansbridge (1990a) has
noted, he began with the single assumption of self-interest, and from it deduced a
world of ‘“all against all.”” This appalled his contemporaries, who saw self-
interest as thereby supplanting such traditional motives linked to civic virtue as
honor, honesty, fidelity, and loyalty. But it was reflected in the liberal political
and economic theories of the next century, such as John Locke’s theories that
religious tolerance and majority rule are required out of respect for the diversity
of individual interests, or Adam Smith’s justification of the free market in the
ultimate public good of the exercise of individual self-interest.

The framers of the American constitution were torn between these new liberal
ideas stressing individual interests and the older tradition of civic virtue as
promoting the public good. Their solution was both to design institutions that
would channel unrestrained private interests into the public interest (and guaran-
tee individual liberties, in the Bill of Rights), and to emphasize, in Madison’s
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terms, ‘‘the importance of virtue among both representatives and people”
{Mansbridge, 1990c, p. 13).

Yet, among political theorists, the self-interest thesis has begun to dominate
the idea of civic virtue in recent decades. Mainstream pluralists viewed democ-
racy as functioning through bargaining and tradeoffs among competing interest
groups, yielding outcomes that gave everyone at least a little. Marxists came to a
different view, though from the same assumption: rhetoric about serving the
“‘public interests’’ only camouflaged the underlying self-interested domination
of large private interests over government and other social institutions.

Beginning in the late 1950s, formal economic models have increasingly been
applied to democratic theory. The rational choice or ‘‘public choice’ theorists
derived models of all aspects of the democratic process from the assumption of
self-interest. Voters vote their self-interests and congressmen simply seek re-
election by satisfying their constituents’ selfish interests; the notion of the
‘‘public interest’’ is a mere rationalization, as are notions that group solidarity
or moral values might motivate social choices. Reliance upon the self-interest
assumption in public choice models is justified ostensibly only for parsimony,
but with time it has increasingly become an article of faith (see Mansbridge,
1990a).

This has led to a substantial revolt among social theorists. Economists such as
Sen (1977), Hirschmann (1985), and Frank (1988), sociologists such as Etzioni
(1988), and political scientists such as Reich (1988) and Mansbridge (1990b)
have all begun to attack the rational choice formulation, often focusing particu-
larly on the self-interest assumption.

But much of the debate has gone on at a normative rather than at an empirical
level. The purpose of this article is to examine the empirical evidence on the role
of self-interest in forming and maintaining sociopolitical attitudes.

I. The Idea of Self-Interest

The notion that human behavior is governed at least in part by selfish urges is a
part of virtually every psychology and moral philosophy in Western thought. The
great thinkers of the Christian era, such as St. Augustine, denounced the various
lusts, of which lust for money and possessions (also known as greed or avarice)
was one (but only one, and by no means necessarily the worst). Thomas Hobbes
regarded the human being as motivated first and foremost by self-interest. Adam
Smith also concluded that hedonistic selfishness was in some contexts the ruling
motive of the human species: ‘‘every man feels his own pleasures and his own
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pains more sensibly than those of other people.’” But he saw self-interest as
focused particularly on one motive, ‘‘augmentation of fortune.’”” Green (1988,
p. 46) aptly quotes Lord Macauley's essay on utilitarianism: **What proposition
is there respecting human nature which is absolutely and universally true? We
know of only one: and that is not only true, but identical; that men always act

from self-interest . . . . when we see the actions of a man, we know with
certainty what he thinks his interest to be’’ (see also Hirschman, 1977; Myers,
1983).

From this mixture of antecedants, neoclassical economics has deduced three
basic psychological assumptions: the idea of rationality, that decisions are made
on the basis of reasonable calculations limited primarily by the amount of infor-
mation available; the idea of materialistic hedonism, or a simple pleasure—pain
principle of human motivation; and the idea of egoism, that outcomes to the self
weigh more heavily than outcomes to others. Today such models dominate
economics. For example, Frohlich (1974, p. 57) observes that ‘‘economic mod-
els using the assumptions of rationality and self-interest have been so successful
that economists . . . . have treated rationality and self-interested behavior as if
they were the same.’’ It is particularly central to the public choice school of
thought: ‘‘the basic behavioral postulate of public choice, as for economics, is
that man is an egoistic, rational, utility maximizer’> (Mueller, 1979, p. 1).

Theories of self-interest have also been influential in the history of psycholo-
gy. Its formative years were much influenced by Darwin, so accounts of human
motivation were dominated by the view that humanity is basically selfish and
driven by basic biological needs that ensure species survival. Freud viewed all
behavior as motivated by such instinctual survival-oriented drives as hunger and
procreation, operating according to the pleasure principle. Mainstream academic
psychology developed a not dissimilar view. Hull’s and Skinner’s ideas of pri-
mary drives assumed that deprivation motivates overt activity, and that the
organism learns adaptive habits when reinforced with drive reduction.

The idea of self-interest has also been common in the study of interpersonal
and intergroup relations. A leading model of interpersonal relationships has been
exchange theory, which assumes selfish, economic-like motives and behavior
(see Homans, 1961; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). Even research on methods of
promoting cooperation in social dilemmas has typically appealed to egoistic,
individualistic motives (Lynn & Oldenquist, 1986). ‘‘Realistic group conflict
theory’” assumes that the realistic competition between groups for scarce re-
sources motivates ethnocentrism, hostility toward the outgroup, ingroup soli-
darity, punishment of deviants in the ingroup, and so forth (LeVine & Campbell,
1972). It is perhaps not unfair to say, with Campbell (1975) and Wallach and
Wallach (1983), that the dominant modern psychological theories of motivation
have been fundamentally egoistic and hedonistic.
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II. The Social Psychology of Self-Interest

The idea of self-interest carries three separable psychological assumptions,
then: rationality, materialism, and egoism. What in contemporary social psy-
chology might give us reason to expect these tendencies to dominate the forma-
tion of political and social attitudes?

A. RATIONALITY

Psychologists have historically devoted great attention to the question of ra-
tionality. A strong and consistent body of work has assumed that human decision
making is basically rational, that people make reasonable calculations of the
costs and benefits of choice alternatives, and decide accordingly. The most
common formal models of such processes in social psychology have centered on
an expectancy—value formulation; choice is based on the product of the proba-
bilities of various alternatives times their costs or benefits (e.g., Ajzen & Fish-
bein, 1980; Edwards, 1954; Feather, 1982).

Yet much of psychology has emphasized the irrational. Psychoanalytic theory
highlighted the persisting effects of early experience and the influence of uncon-
scious motives. Behaviorism focused especially on mindless conditioning and on
the resistance to change of ingrained habits even in quite changed circumstances.
Conlflict theory highlighted the unusual power of fear and such irrationalities as
displaced aggression. Gestalt theories emphasized perceptual biases introduced
by the human’s effort to achieve a coherent perceptual organization of the world.

In recent years, research on cognitive biases has introduced particularly potent
challenges to rational choice models. An alternative to economists’ traditional
assumption of objective (or substantive) rationality is Herbert Simon’s (1985)
notion of cognitively bounded rationality—rationality bounded by the indi-
vidual’s cognitive limitations. The latter is based quite explicitly on modern
cognitive psychology (see Dawes, 1988; Hogarth & Reder, 1987; Kahneman,
Slovic, & Tversky, 1982; Lau & Sears, 1986). However, it should be noted that
this critique still portrays a wholly cognitive process, merely adding in some
shortcuts and guesswork as an acknowledgment that human time and energy are
finite. And some cognitive psychologists explicitly challenge the pervasiveness
even of irrational cognitive biases (e.g., Cheng & Novick, 1990).

B. MATERIALISM

The idea of self-interest also places materialistic motives in a superordinate
role. People are thought to be most strongly motivated by the desire to acquire
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material goods, and money, the token for acquiring them. Where psychology has
historically departed from economics has been in nor privileging such mate-
rialistic or economic motives, relying instead on a considerably longer list of
human motives. Murray (1938), for example, in an early and influential tax-
onomy of human needs, listed 20 of them, none particularly resembling greed,
avarice, or augmentation of future wealth.

Similarly, in psychologists’ comprehensive taxonomies of the functions that
political and social attitudes serve for the individual, material self-interest is
usually not given top billing. To be sure, functional theories always include
instrumental or utilitarian functions (i.e., attitudes can be held because they
promote the attainment of the individual's goals) but always several others as
well, functions that have had more extensive research literatures associated with
them, such as object appraisal, value-expressive, ego-defensive, and social ad-
justment (Katz, 1960; Smith, Bruner, & White, 1956). The same holds today for
the resurgent literature on functional approaches to attitudes (see Herek, 1986;
Prentice, 1987; Pratkanis, Breckler, & Greenwald, 1989; Shavitt, 1989; Young,
Thomsen, Borgida, Sullivan, & Aldrich, in press). Social psychologists’ com-
prehensive taxonomies of attitude functions include but give no special role to
material self-interest.

C. EGOISM

Far more pervasive, and indeed nearly universal, is the assumption that costs
and benefits affecting the self are weighed especially heavily in any decision-
making process. Why should that be the case? Five general answers have been
given.

1. Hedonic Needs

For hedonic reasons our attitudes should be most responsive to those pleasures
and pains that affect us most strongly. For example, the considerable literature
on fear-arousing communications suggests that, under most cirumstances, fear
does promote acceptance of fear-reducing communications (Janis, 1967;
Leventhal, 1970). Similarly, hedonic needs may produce a variety of cognitive
biases: through self-serving attributional biases, people exaggerate their own
responsibility for their successes and minimize their responsibility for their
failures (Sicoly & Ross, 1977); through egocentric biases, people exaggerate
their own contributions to collective products (Ross & Sicoly, 1979); through
false consensus biases, they exaggerate the extent to which others share their
own preferences (Ross, Greene, & House, 1977); and through the *‘illusion of
control,”” people exaggerate the extent to which they control their own destinies
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(Langer, 1975). Whether these are wholly due to motivational processes is still
being debated, but it is likely that they are at least partly influenced by the need
to enhance self-esteem (Greenwald, 1980; Markus & Wurf, 1987).

If hedonic needs similarly affect social and political attitudes, we could expect
to find people forming policy preferences and candidate evaluations on the basis
of how they will personally be affected by the policy or the candidate’s actions.
Those which benefit the self should be favored and those which hurt the self
should be opposed. And those that affect us directly should therefore influence us
more than those that affect us indirectly or that affect only others.

2. Ego Involvement

Other work has focused on the individual’s psychological involvement in his
or her attitude, usually with the expectation that attitudes with greater personal
involvement will be stronger, more resistant to change, and more influential over
other attitudes and judgments. The earliest major conceptualizations of involve-
ment were omnibus in nature. Sherif and Cantril’s (1947) notion of ego involve-
ment referred to a wide variety of psychological linkages of attitudes to the ego
without being particularly specific about the nature of those links. They did
suspect that the strongest ego attitudes had anchors in some sense of group
identity (see Greenwald, 1982), as did Converse (1964) in forwarding the related
notion of the centrality of an attitude. A contemporary omnibus concept is
attitude importance. In several studies, Krosnick has shown that the policy
attitudes perceived by the individual as being most important have the strongest
impact on candidate preferences (1988a) and are most stable over time (1988b).
Not much research has yet been done on the role that self-interest plays in
generating attitude importance, although people do sometimes invoke self-
interest to explain their most important attitudes (Krosnick, 1990). Another
contemporary omnibus concept is a sense of conviction about one’s attitude,
which Abelson (1988) describes as deriving in part from a special emotional
preoccupation emerging from the self.

Later work on ego involvement has distinguished several different versions of
it. The one that most closely parallels self-interest is personal involvement (also
known as “‘issue involvement’’ or ‘‘personal relevance’’), which emerges when
people expect the issue to have significant consequences for their own lives
(Apsler & Sears, 1968; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Several different lines of work
have proposed that personal involvement produces more thorough and rational
information processing. According to Petty and Cacioppo’s (1986) elaboration-
likelihood theory, it should produce closer attention to the merits of the argu-
ments, greater persuasiveness of strong relative to weak arguments, and dimin-
ished reliance on ‘‘peripheral cues.”” A number of studies have provided
supportive evidence (Borgida & Howard-Pitney, 1983; Howard-Pitney, Borgida,



SELF-INTEREST IN SOCIAL AND POLITICAL ATTITUDES 7

& Omoto, 1986; Omoto & Borgida, 1988; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; Wu &
Shaffer, 1987).

A related idea is that outcome dependency in an interpersonal relationship
(i.e., the knowledge that one’s future outcomes will be partly determined by
another person) will produce more thoughtful processing of information about
that person, presumably because such information would be more consequential
for one’s interaction with him or her. For example, Berscheid, Graziano, Mon-
son, and Dermer (1976) found that people paid closer attention to potential date
partners than to nonpartners, and Erber and Fiske (1984) found that outcome
dependency led people to pay closer attention to information about their partner
that was inconsistent with their initial expectations (also see Harkness, DeBono,
& Borgida, 1985; Neuberg & Fiske, 1987).

Personal involvement and outcome dependency have also been thought to
reduce attributional and other cognitive biases that result from ‘‘top of the head’’
processing. Omoto and Borgida (1988) have suggested that personal involve-
ment reduces categorization and stereotyping effects; Borgida and Howard-
Pitney (1983), that personal involvement reduces the impact of more visually
salient cues in favor of more systematic processing of message arguments; and
Taylor (1975), that outcome dependency reduces misattribution biases.

On the other hand, personal involvement may not always contribute to ra-
tionality, since it may actually stimulate self-serving biases. Kunda (1987) found
that self-serving evaluations of research evidence increased when the personal
consequences of the research were more serious. Kunda presented subjects with
information on the consequences of caffeine consumption for disease. Those
who were most likely to be affected by such a linkage, the heavy caffeine
consumers, were less likely to believe the research evidence when the discase
was said to be painful, progressive, and possibly linked to cancer. When it was
said to be so common that it was not even a disease, self-interested subjects
showed no such special rejection of the evidence.

3. Accessibility

A concept that integrates such notions into social cognition is that of ac-
cessibility. A social construct such as an attitude can be more or less accessible
on a chronic basis, and/or can be activated (made accessible) by exposure to the
appropriate attitude object (Higgins & King, 1981). Chronically accessible social
constructs are spontancously activated in the presence of the attitude object,
supposedly automatically and without conscious goals or attention or awareness,
placing minimal demands on processing capacity (Bargh, 1988, 1989).

In general, a social construct should have more impact to the extent that it is cog-
nitively accessible. In this form accessibility resembles other indicators of attitude
strength, such as ego involvement, centrality, importance, and conviction.
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Accessibility can have this effect in two ways. Some social constructs are strong
and chronically accessible, and are likely to have strong effects on judgment and
behavior whatever the context. Less strong constructs must be explicitly primed
to have an effect.

Priming an accessible construct has been demonstrated in several ways to give
it more impact over other attitudes, judgments, and behavior. First of all, prim-
ing a strong construct has been shown to evoke automatically the evaluation
associated with it; that is, ‘‘the mere presentation of an attitude object toward
which the individual possesses a strong evaluative association would automati-
cally activate the evaluation’’ (Fazio, 1989, p. 157). Second, priming a particu-
lar trait construct has been shown to give it more weight in impression formation
(Bargh, Lombardi, & Higgins, 1988). Similarly, Iyengar and Kinder (1985)
have shown that emphasizing a particular issue in a news broadcast had an
‘*agenda-setting’’ effect, in that that issue took on greater weight in determining
viewers’ evaluations of presidential performance. Presumably watching network
coverage of that issue primed the individual’s evaluations of the president’s
performance on it. And third, framing variations have been shown to prime
different underlying constructs. For example, Kahneman and Tversky (1984;
also see Quattrone & Tversky, 1988) suggest that framing choices in terms of
relative gains produces risk aversion, whereas framing them in terms of relative
losses produces risk seeking. Fourth, presenting issues in different terms often
yields quite different attitudes. Presenting the Korean War as intended ‘‘to stop
the Communist invasion of South Korea’’ yielded more public support than when
it was simply described as ‘‘the war in Korea’’ (Mueller, 1973); presenting
domestic spending in terms of specific program areas such as ‘‘education’’ or
‘“‘health’” produced more public support than describing it as ‘‘larger govern-
ment’’ (Sears & Citrin, 1985); and presenting public assistance to the disadvan-
taged as ‘‘helping the poor’’ produced more support than describing it as “‘wel-
fare’” (see Sears & Citrin, 1985; Smith, 1987). And Beer, Healy, Sinclair, and
Bourne (1987) found that presenting international relations in terms of Allied
weakness prior to World War Il produced recommendations for more aggressive
policies toward a hypothetical international dispute than did introducing it in
terms of the slaughter caused by World War .

The link to the self-interest assumption is the hypothesis that self-constructs
are generally more chronically accessible than are other social constructs (Hig-
gins & Bargh, 1987, p. 395). There are two plausible reasons why they might be.
More information may be available about outcomes and experiences that affect
the self. Alternatively, the self is highly salient and may, therefore, be used as a
reference point against which to judge social and political attitude objects. Either
way, individual self-constructs may have particularly high levels of chronic
accessibility. The consequence would be that constructs relating to the self, such
as self-interest, should be weighed especially heavily in attitude formation sim-
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ply because, relative to other kinds of social constructs, they are particularly
likely to be evoked in everyday life.

However, Sherman, Judd, and Park (1989) point out that not all aspects of the
self are equally accessible at all times, though they should have special impact
when they are made accessible. For example, self-consistent behaviors are more
likely when self-awareness is high (e.g., when manipulated through mirrors and
other techniques). In this view, priming of self-constructs may be important, but
start with no particular advantage relative to any other social construct. And, as
Iyengar (1989) has suggested, in political life information about the self may
generally not be very accessible, because the mass media are our primary sources
of information, and their focus is on national and collective affairs rather than on
matters directly relevant to our own lives.

4. Perceptual Egocentrism

That the self may have unique properties as a cognitive structure is a notion
that has drawn great attention in recent years. As Higgins and Bargh (1987,
p. 389) put it, the ‘‘self”’ may be an unusually rich and highly organized
cognitive structure that can introduce egocentric influences into information
processing (for other capable reviews, see Greenwald, 1980; Kihlstrom et al.,
1988; and Markus & Wurf, 1987).

For one thing, the self is said to be overused as a perceptual point of reference;
i.e., ‘‘the self acts as a background or setting against which incoming data are
interpreted or coded’ (Rogers, Kuiper, & Kirker, 1977, p. 678). The most
widely researched example is the so-called self-reference effect by which infor-
mation is especially likely to be remembered if the individual considers its
relation to the self at the time of initial consideration. A large number of studies
have found that such self-reference tasks do contribute to enhanced memory
(e.g., Rogers et al., 1977), although its interpretation is still open to dispute,
particularly concerning any special role of the self (see Higgins & Bargh, 1987;
Kihlstrom et al., 1988; Klein & Loftus, 1988).

Egocentrism may also lead to overweighting the self as *‘the axis of cause and
effect,”” producing various attributional biases (Greenwald, 1980, p. 604).
Biases such as ‘‘the illusion of control,”’ egocentric biases in causal attribution,
and false consensus effects were cited earlier as possibly originating in hedonic
needs, but they can also be interpreted as purely cognitive biases. Very similar
phenomena have been reported in Jervis’s (1976) accounts of misperceptions in
international politics.

People may have heightened sensitivity to self-relevant stimuli, such as self-
relevant adjectives (Bargh, 1982) or even the letters in their own name (Nuttin,
1985). Memory for one’s own behavior is greater than it is for others’ behavior
or for nonsocial information (Markus & Wurf, 1987). As Higgins and Bargh
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(1987, p. 395) suggest, ‘‘self-knowledge is associated with quick decisions,
easily retrievable evidence, confident self-prediction, and resistance to contrary
evidence’’ (see also Markus & Wurf, 1987, p. 317). However, as they point out,
this does not necessarily privilege the self; it could be true of any belief the
individual is committed to.

Finally, there is much evidence that our memory overestimates the consistency
of our own past history, a phenomenon Greenwald (1980) called *‘ego as self-
justifying historian’’ (also see Ross, 1989). For example, after being given the
correct answers to a series of problems, people claim that they knew it all along
(Fischhoff, 1975); in experiments, people ‘‘remember’’ their preexperimental
attitudes as being more similar to their postexperiment attitudes than they were in
fact (Bem & McConnell, 1970; Goethals & Reckman, 1973); and in surveys,
people seriously underestimate how much their own political attitudes have
changed over time (Markus, 1986; Niemi, Katz, & Newman, 1980; Reiter,
1980). For all these reasons, then, the self may have an especially prominent role
in organizing our perceptual experience and therefore our thinking and judgment.

5. Direct Personal Experience

A number of quite disparate literatures have asserted that direct personal
experience with an attitude object has unusually powerful effects on attitudes and
judgments toward it. McGuire, in two extensive reviews (1969, 1985) of the
attitude literature, suggested direct experience does have strong intensifying and
strengthening effects on attitudes, citing both single imprinting-like formative
experiences (such as in ‘‘born-again’’ religious experiences or combat experi-
ences) and long-term direct intergroup contact. However, the former have not
been rigorously researched, and the latter does not have simple effects
(Hewstone & Brown, 1986; Miller & Brewer, 1984). Moreover, with rare excep-
tions such research has not compared direct experience with indirect experiences
such as interpersonal or mass media communication.

Still, the notion that direct personal experience has unusually strong effects is
a pervasive and compelling one to many researchers. Two main explanations
have been offered. The most thoroughly developed theory comes from Fazio and
Zanna (1981): direct experience provides more information about the attitude
object, makes the attitude more salient and therefore more accessible, and is
more likely to elicit behavioral responses, which (through self-perception pro-
cesses) should lead to more confident inferences about one’s own attitudes. In
laboratory research, they found that direct experience with the attitude object
produced more confident attitudes, attitudes that were more persistent and re-
sistant to change, as well as more attitude—behavior consistency. Further experi-
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mental evidence of the attitude—strengthening effects of direct experience has
been presented by Wu and Shaffer (1987).

A second explanation invokes vividness. Nisbett and Ross (1980, p. 45)
define a stimulus as vivid to the extent that it is ‘‘(a) emotionally interesting,
(b) concrete and imagery-provoking, and (c) proximate in a sensory, temporal, or
spatial way.’’ Directly experienced stimuli are presumably inherently more vivid
than those only indirectly experienced, and have been hypothesized to have a
greater influence on evaluations for that reason. However, research on vividness
comparing the persuasiveness of communications presented directly (live and in
person) as opposed to presented indirectly (video, audio, or written) has gener-
ally not found much difference (see Taylor & Thompson, 1982, for a review).
Indeed in one study (Collins, Taylor, Wood, & Thompson, 1988), recipients
believed more vivid messages were more persuasive but did not evidence more
attitude change. So the belief in the greater persuasiveness of vivid messages
may mainly be an illusion.

And in naturalistic settings, the special effects of personal experience are not
so pervasive as originally hypothesized. For example, Tyler (1980) compared the
effects of personal crime victimization and mediated, indirect experience with
crime on judgments of risk. Tyler found that personal experience affected
people’s estimates of their own personal vulnerability, but not their baserate
estimates of the overall crime rate. Similarly, media reports about such risks as
firearms, drunk driving, and floods influenced judgments of risk at the societal
level, but not at the personal level (Tyler & Cook, 1984). Both findings suggest
direct experience may have more impact on attitudes about one’s personal situa-
tion than about broad social and political issues. And Weinstein’s (1989) general
review of research on direct personal experience with hazards (auto accidents,
crime victimization, natural disasters, and myocardial infarctions) found that in
most cases, direct personal experience did not have any special effect on judg-
ments of risk, policy attitudes, or self-protective behavior.

In short, the hypothesis that direct personal experience has especially strong
effects on individuals’ attitudes has been widely propagated and tested. How-
ever, it is not clear that personal experience does usually have stronger effects
than indirect experience on judgments and attitudes. Nor is it clear that the
proposed mediators of such hypothesized effects do: vividness seems not to have
uniformly strong effects, and there are other ways to become well informed. It
should be noted, however, that the vividness literature has largely focused on
passive audience experiences. The notion of self-interest would seem generally
to imply a more interactive type of direct experience, such as in Tyler’s (1980)
comparison of recent crime victims with those who have only indirect experience
with crime through media reports. So these failures may not be as damaging to
the self-interest hypothesis as might appear at first glance.
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D. SUMMARY

Self-interest has had quite a specific meaning, then, focusing on the conjunc-
tion of egoism, materialism, and rationality. The heritage of neoclassical eco-
nomics, in stressing self-interest as the dominant human motive, remains a
potent intellectual force. However, the picture is more mixed in psychology. For
example, social psychologists’ few attempts at comprehensive taxonomies of the
bases of attitudes do not put self-interest in any especially prominent position.
The assumption of rationality has a strong tradition in psychology, but it cannot
be said to be unchallenged or even dominant. The assumption of materialism so
fondly held by neoclassical economics is not common among psychologists. The
assumption of egoism, on the other hand, is quite widely shared by social
psychologists, many of whom believe that attitudes or other social constructs
connected directly with the self are conferred some special power; that personal
consequences of an attitude object produce more rational information processing
about it; that egocentric biases in information processing are manifold, per-
vasive, and powerful; and that direct personal experience with an attitude object
confers special powers to it. The general thrust of sociopsychological research,
then, would certainly seem to leave the door open for a major role for self-
interest, although it does not compel it.

Having said that, two caveats are in order. First, the internal validity of much
of the experimental evidence supporting the egoism assumption is more open to
dispute than might be thought from the strongly phrased theories generating it.
And second, there are external validity problems: most of the sociopsychological
research on the self has been conducted on college students, and such late
adolescents are perhaps unusually egocentric relative to individuals in other life
stages (Sears, 1986). So contemporary sociopsychological research on these
matters is perhaps more useful as a series of theoretical benchmarks than as a
fully trustworthy guide to what we are likely to find in adults in their natural
habitats. While it is plausible that self-interest might play an important, or even
central, role in attitude formation, then, it is far from self-evident.

II1. Alternatives to Self-Interest

Moreover, there are clear alternatives to self-interest in understanding the
ordinary person’s response to social and political objects. In our own work we
have used a ‘‘symbolic politics’’ approach. This is not the place to develop the
approach in detail, but some of its more central features can be outlined.
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A. SYMBOLIC POLITICS

The symbolic politics approach has appeared in a variety of guises, mostly
sharing several basic assumptions. People are said to acquire learned affective
responses to particular symbols relatively early in life (variously placed any-
where from childhood to early adulthood). These learned responses from those
formative early experiences (which we here generically call predispositions)
persist to some degree into and through adult life. And they strongly influence
the adult’s attitudes toward current political stimuli. The strongest of these
learned responses, which we have called ‘‘symbolic predispositions,”” are dis-
tinguished by their special persistence over time and influence over other at-
titudes.! Attitudes then reflect the affects previously conditioned to the specific
symbols included in the attitude object. For example, attitudes toward *‘forced
busing’’ to integrate whites and blacks would depend on affects toward such
symbols as ‘‘force,”” ‘‘busing,’”’ ‘‘integration,”’ and ‘‘blacks.”” We have as-
sumed that the processing of such political symbols is well described by the
simple cognitive consistency theories (which perhaps would be more aptly de-
scribed as affective consistency theories, or transfer-of-affect theories). That is,
people simply transfer affects from one symbol to another {Lorge, 1936; Osgood
& Tannenbaum, 1955).

These basic ideas have undergirded research on a wide variety of problems.
Research on political socialization has investigated children’s and adolescents’
early learning of attitudes toward such symbols as the flag, the President, stig-
matized racial groups, and the political parties. Such early learning presumably
yields such standing predispositions as party identification, racial prejudices,
ethnic identities, basic values, nationalism, and attachment to various symbols of
the nation and regime (e.g., Campbell, Converse, Miller, & Stokes, 1960;
Easton & Dennis, 1969; Jennings & Niemi, 1981). The persistence of these
predispositions has been investigated as a variable in its own right (see Alwin &
Krosnick, 1988; Converse, 1975; Sears, 1983).

The activation of these predispositions by political symbols in the adult’s
environment, and their influence over attitudes toward such symbols, have re-
ceived even more research attention. Longstanding partisan predispositions or
basic values are activated by policy and candidate alternatives, thereby influenc-
ing the individual’s preferences (Campbell et al., 1960; Feldman, 1988; Sears,
Lau, Tyler, & Allen, 1980). Racial predispositions are activated by black candi-
dates and racial issues, and influence attitudes toward them (Kinder & Sears,

't should be emphasized that both the timing of initial acquisition of these predispositions and the
degree of their persistence over the life span are usually now treated as variables dependent on other
factors, in contrast to the simple primacy-and-persistence assumptions made by early investigators
(see Alwin & Krosnick, 1988; Sears, 1975, 1983).
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1981; Sears, Hensler, & Speer, 1979). Other basic values can be activated by
symbols of injustice, inequity, or immorality, and thus produce mass protest
(Gusfield, 1963; Sears & Citrin, 1985; Sears & McConahay, 1973). Longstand-
ing antagonisms toward such groups as the Communists, Nazi party, and Ku
Klux Klan are evoked by debates about their rights, and influence support for
extending civil liberties to them (Sullivan, Piereson, & Marcus, 1982).

There are some good reasons for expecting that symbolic predispositions
might have stronger effects on sociopolitical attitudes than self-interest does. The
notion of symbolic politics is that political symbols activate underlying pre-
dispositions reflexively. Put another way, such symbols automatically activate
relevant and accessible social constructs (Bargh, 1989). Why might such social
constructs, as opposed to self-constructs such as self-interest, be especially likely
to be activated by information about societal and public affairs?

The informational environment in the public arena is dominated by commu-
nicators, principally journalists, who constantly condense its complexities into
simplified symbolic terms. Put in Tulving’s (1983) terms, they engage in seman-
tic coding that consolidates the bits and pieces of real life into more abstract
categories. Politicians go still further. Their principal goal is to code political
symbols in terms that will evoke widespread and supportive predispositions in
the citizenry. To do this they use abstract symbols (*‘welfare,”” ‘‘crime in the
streets,”’ ‘‘patriotic,’”’ *‘‘busing,”’ ‘‘Watergate,”” or ‘‘Vietnam’’). Such pro-
cesses result in an informational environment that itself is coded in terms of
abstractions corresponding to the social constructs most common among atten-
tive ordinary citizens. This simplification has great advantages for these citizens,
since it provides symbols that readily prime their most accessible attitudes and
thus render meaningful the booming and buzzing confusion of public life.

In contrast, such communicators rarely help to code the rich complexity of
private experience into simple symbolic terms. Individuals’ personal experiences
are often too proximal, complex, and individuated to lend themselves to easy
generalization. As a result, personal experience becomes, as Lane says, ‘‘mor-
selized’’: “‘[the] treatment of an instance in isolation happens time and time
again and on matters close to home: a union demand is a single incident, not part
of a more general labor—management conflict; a purchase on the instaliment plan
is a specific debt, not part of a budgetary pattern—either one’s own or society’s.
The items and fragments of life remain itemized and fragmented . . .”” (1962,
p. 353). People see the trees, not the forest.

In short, political dialogue is by its nature coded into abstract semantic terms.
But personal experience may be morselized because it is difficult to code the rich
complexity of direct personal experience into the simple symbolic terms that can
readily be triggered by political symbols. As a result, the two should tend to be
cognitively compartmentalized. Perceptions and evaluations of events in the
public arena should tend simply to be perceived as in a different cognitive realm,
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separate from personal experience. Political events would have implications for
one’s political attitudes, and personal experiences would have implications for
private behavior; but there would be relatively little cross-over.

The core of the symbolic politics process, then, is that standing learned pre-
dispositions are evoked by political symbols in the current informational environ-
ment. The dominance of symbolic predispositions may come about because of a
general tendency toward reflexive affective responses to political symbols. Polit-
ical symbols may come semantically coded in ways that make them easy to link
to symbolic predispositions, but difficult to connect to the confusing idio-
syncracies that are our daily personal experience.

B. THE PUBLIC INTEREST AND
SOCIOTROPIC POLITICS

Another tradition, alluded to earlier, is that people are motivated by their sense
of the ‘‘public interest>’ (see Reich, 1988), or, alternatively, that some people
are especially ‘‘public-regarding’’ (see Banfield & Wilson, 1964). The most
extensive empirical work on this approach has been described as *‘sociotropic
politics’’: people evaluate social and political objects in terms of the general
societal, rather than personal, costs and benefits they provide. For example, a
voter evaluates the president in terms of whether or not he has presided over a
healthy economy and a nation at peace rather than whether or not the voter has
prospered and been unharmed by war (Kinder & Kiewiet, 1979). We will discuss
this below since it is particularly relevant to some cases we will discuss.

IV. Self-Interest in Everyday Life

The central purpose of the remainder of this article is to assess the empirical
evidence on the power of self-interest as a motive in the ordinary citizen’s
political and social attitudes.

A. DEFINING SELF-INTEREST

Our intention has been to define self-interest in terms that match as closely as
possible both its conventional usage in intellectual history and the common-
sense, person-in-the-street understanding of it. We also wanted the definition to
be sufficiently restrictive that the self-interest hypothesis would be both verifia-
ble and falsifiable. As a result, we define an individual’s self-interest in a
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particular attitudinal position in terms of (1) its short to medium-term impact on
the (2) material well-being of the (3) individual’s own personal life (or that of his
or her immediate family). For example, a worker with no health insurance might
have self-interested reasons for supporting a legislative proposal that would
mandate all firms to provide health coverage (material well-being) to their em-
ployees (own personal life) within the next 6 months (short-term impact). [For a
similar definitional analysis, see Barry (1965, Ch. 10).]

We have excluded several other possibilities that we feel both fall outside the
normal connotations of the term and would make its effects much more difficult
to assess (and indeed in some cases nonfalsifiable). For example, we excluded
“‘interests’” that involve nonmaterial aspects of well-being, such as spiritual
contentment, self-esteem, social adjustment, social prestige, or feelings of moral
righteousness. The ordinary person rarely equates conformity with high spiritual
or moral codes as expressions of ‘‘selfishness’’; in ordinary language, self-
ishness refers to egoistic materialism. And while neoclassical economics may
include such matters as legitimate bases for the individual’s utilities, such inclu-
sion makes the hypothesis impossible to falsify, since any goal that people strive
for would be in their ‘‘self-interest.’’ Essentially the term would be redundant
with “‘motive’’ or ‘‘goal-directed behavior.”’

We also excluded long-term or “‘enlightened’” self-interest, such as a young
worker’s support for increased social security benefits on the basis of a percep-
tion that it will secure his or her own old age. While this falls at least close to
both intellectual and person-in-the-street definitions, it makes the hypothesis
excessively difficult to falsify; any attitude position could be justified in such
terms, and the very lengthy time perspective involved makes any real impact on
the individual difficult to assess. In any case, an attitude object’s immediate
personal impact should have stronger effects than its long-term prospects would,
so this restriction should limit us only to a focus on the most potent kinds of self-
interest.

Finally, we rule out ‘‘group interests’’; i.e., interests that affect the well-being
of the individual’s group but not necessarily that of the specific individual. For
example, we would not describe as ‘‘self-interested’’ the support given by
wealthy Jews to Jewish welfare agencies. It is not part of everyday understand-
ing, we believe, to identify such generous aid to others as ‘‘selfishness.”” How-
ever, we will return in more detail to enlightened self-interest and group interest
below.

B. BOUNDARIES

Before proceeding, we should specify the boundaries of our endeavor.
Three other possible effects of self-interest fall outside the scope of this article.
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One is the role of self-interest in private life; e.g., individuals’ preferences about
how family chores should be divided, or about boundary disputes with neigh-
bors, or the role of economic incentives in consumer or job choices. Plainly self-
interest plays a large (if hardly omnipotent) role in such choices. Second, we are
not concerned with the operation of political interest groups or other political
elites or their influences on government decisions. There is a substantial liter-
ature on the origins of interest groups and their means of functioning (e.g.,
Caldeira & Wright, 1988; Schlozman & Tierney, 1986; Walker, 1983). We
would not dispute a role of self-interest there, although again it may often be
overestimated and other kinds of symbolic incentives discounted (see Bauer, de
Sola Pool, & Dexter, 1963). Nor would we dispute the observation that potlitical
officeholders often operate their daily lives in a self-interested manner, husband-
ing their energies behind activities that ensure their continuation in office and
ignoring those that will not help much (Aberbach, 1990).

And third, we do not focus on self-interest as a motivator of the political
behavior of the ordinary citizen. Here the evidence is mixed to date, with some
positive evidence (as on compliance with or protest against school desegregation
or programs of energy reduction; see Giles & Gatlin, 1980; Green & Cowden,
1990; Sears, Tyler, Citrin, & Kinder, 1978) and some negative (as on popular
protest; see Barnes, Farah, & Heunks, 1979). For a general review, see Green
(1988, Ch. 7). In practice, the ordinary citizen’s participation in political life is
considerably more likely to be attitudinal (or quasiattitudinal, as in casting a vote
or expressing opinions to a pollster or to a friend) than it is to be behavioral (as in
marching in a protest demonstration), so this restriction does not much limit the
social and political importance of the phenomena under scrutiny here.

C. AGGREGATE-LEVEL DATA

There have been three general approaches to testing the effects of self-interest
on political attitudes. One has used aggregate-level data to predict from broad
conditions (such as national economic conditions) to mass outcomes (such as
aggregate presidential vote). Numerous studies have tested the hypothesis that
fluctuations in the strength of the economy are correlated with support for an
incumbent government, as reflected in presidential approval, presidential vote,
and support for the president’s party in congressional, senatorial, or parliamen-
tary elections (Abramowitz & Segal, 1986; Kramer, 1971; Monroe, 1979; Tufte,
1978). These aggregate-level studies have not yielded uniformly strong correla-
tions, but they do appear to be fairly consistent for at least one economic
indicator (per capita real disposable income) and one dependent variable (presi-
dential vote; see Erikson, 1990; Owens, 1984). The typical interpretation has
been that individuals were voting their own pocketbooks.
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Other kinds of aggregate-level correlations have led to similar conclusions.
The most racist white candidates in the old segregated South generally drew most
votes from whites in areas with the heaviest concentrations of blacks (Key, 1949;
Pettigrew & Campbell, 1960). The usual interpretation again focused on indi-
vidual self-interest: where blacks were most numerous, they produced the most
personal racial threat to individual whites, and therefore the strongest electoral
support for segregation. Similarly, in a referendum on a rapid transit system in
Atlanta, each precinct’s votes correlated with the percentage in that precinct
using the bus to commute to work, and with that precinct’s proximity to the
nearest proposed rapid transit station. Again the interpretation was that indi-
viduals were voting their own interests, in terms of their potential personal
benefits from the system (Schroeder & Sjoquist, 1983).

In all such cases, though, the inference of individually self-interested behavior
from aggregate-level data risks the ecological fallacy, and so is largely spec-
ulative in the absence of individual-level evidence. Nothing in the aggregate-
level data specifies that the specific individuals most affected by the independent
variable (economic conditions, large numbers of blacks, rapid transit availabili-
ty) show the most appropriate attitudinal response. Unfortunately, efforts in such
studies to use more proximal, but still aggregate, independent variables some-
times yield weaker findings, rather than strengthening the correlation as the self-
interest hypothesis would predict. Aggregate voting in congressional contests did
correlate with changes in national economic conditions over the 1970s and early
1980s. But it did not correlate with changes measured at the more proximal
congressional district level, which should index more closely the individual
voter’s self-interest (Owens, 1984; Owens & Olson, 1980). The same is true for
gubernatorial vote: over the period 1940 to 1982, it correlated with the state of
the national economy more strongly than with the state of the more proximal
state economy (Chubb, 1988). The national-level data may indicate, then, that
individual voters are responding to well-publicized national economic indicators
rather than to their own personal economic situations. A satisfactory test of the
self-interest theory about individuals’ attitudes, then, requires individual-level
evidence.

D. DEMOGRAPHIC VARIABLES

A second approach has been based on individual-level data, using individuals’
demographic variables to predict their sociopolitical attitudes. The classic exam-
ple is socioeconomic class. It has long been assumed, by Marx and many others,
that social class differences produce political cleavages due to self-interest; e.g.,
“‘the less privileged have supported parties that have stood for greater equality
and protection against the strains of a free enterprise economy through govern-
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ment intervention’’ (Lipset, 1981, p. 469; also see Alford, 1963; Hamilton,
1972; Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet, 1948).

The relevant empirical research uses surveys on public opinion and voting
behavior. And the classic early studies did indeed find that socioeconomic status
correlated with vote preferences, therefore concluding that self-interest was an
important motive. The People’s Choice (Lazarsfeld et al., 1948) reported strong
correlations between social class and the vote, and in Voting: A Study of Opinion
Formation in a Presidential Campaign, Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee
(1954) explained them in terms of ‘‘position issues’” whose motivational appeal
was presumed to be ‘‘self-interest of a relatively direct kind’’ (p. 184). Similar-
ly, in The American Voter, Campbell et al. (1960) concluded that Americans
commonly responded to domestic issues in terms of ‘‘primitive self-interest’’
{p. 205) and in terms of “‘fairly concrete and short-term group interest’’ (p. 223),
rather than ideologically.?

However, most demographic variables are not adequate indicators of indi-
vidual self-interest, for two reasons. One is that, like aggregate-level data, they
are too distal from the individual’s behavior. For example, income level is
negatively correlated with support for medical aid earmarked for the poor
(Lupsha, 1975). But we have no assurance that individuals’ relative actual poten-
tial use is responsible. This correlation could emerge if stably employed, union-
ized workers, with adequate health insurance, were the most politically aware
and therefore most ideologically supportive of egalitarian policies, even though
requiring little special government funding themselves. More proximal measures
of the direct personal impact of such political issues are required if a causal role
for self-interest is to be safely inferred.

A second reason is that demographic variables index not only the individual’s
material interests but also the residues of much earlier socialization, and there-
fore can reflect the symbolic politics process as well as self-interest. For exam-
ple, young working women who are college graduates are unusually favorable to
women’s rights, such as legalized abortion and antidiscrimination laws (Sears &
Huddy, 1990a). But is that because they have a special self-interest in such
positions? Possibly. On the other hand, they have been exposed to more inten-
sive socialization than other women in support of the women’s movement
in college, at work, and among peers. Similarly, on occasion upper status

2The early voting studies did have some evidentiary base other than demographics on which to
assert the operation of self-interest. For example, Campbell et al. (1960) did infer it from the pattern
of voters’ attitudes and their links to the vote; e.g., party differences in domestic policy preferences,
especially among those most attentive to politics, who should be most attuned to their own interests
(pp. 205-208). Many people also identified the good and bad points of the parties and presidential
candidates in terms of benefits to one group or another (Campbell er al., 1960, Chapter 10).
However, both sets of data are vulnerable to other explanations that have little to do with the self, as
will be seen below.
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individuals paradoxically demonstrate the greatest support for helping the disad-
vantaged, presumably because of more sympathetic symbolic predispositions
(Shingles, 1989).

The self-interest hypothesis has fit so comfortably with the conventional
wisdom about human nature that for many years it has been widely accepted
throughout the social sciences. However, we would suggest that it has generally
been accepted on the basis of only indirect evidence. Aggregate-level data are
subject to the ecological fallacy, and demographic variables are excessively
crude implicators of self-interest.

E. PERSONAL IMPACT

More appropriate, then, would be yet a third paradigm, using individual-level
data that link individuals’ attitudes directly to the circumstances of their private
lives and perceptions of their own interests. It would use the direct personal
impact of the attitude object to predict the individual’s attitude toward it. Much
research has been done in recent years using this third paradigm. The primary
goal of this article is to canvass that literature. It centers on the research done by
ourselves and our colleagues, although it is intended as a reasonably comprehen-
sive review of the literature as a whole.

Let us begin by describing our own general research strategy. To assess the
effects of self-interest upon an individual’s sociopolitical attitudes, we have
measured both variables in large-scale cross-sectional survey studies. A positive
effect of self-interest would be reflected by a positive correlation with the pre-
sumably associated attitude. For example, we would interpret a correlation of
personal unemployment with support for government-guaranteed jobs as reflect-
ing self-interest: being unemployed motivates support for remedial government
action.

1. Samples and Measures

To obtain reliable estimates of self-interest effects, we have generally used
large-scale public opinion surveys with representative samples. Almost all of
them have involved national samples, statewide California samples, or samples
of large local jurisdictions, such as residents of Los Angeles County or the City
of Los Angeles on such local matters as school busing or mayoralty elections. In
one case we utilized a college student sample; this was a relatively unusual case,
in which students’ self-interests were much involved (a threat to reinstitute the
military draft) and we were able to secure a representative sample of undergradu-
ates at a large public university (Sears, Steck, Lau, & Gahart, 1983).

Our dependent variables have generally been of three kinds: policy preferences
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(such as support for national health insurance or increased spending on the public
schools), evaluations of political leaders (such as level of approval of an incum-
bent president), or electoral preference (such as preferring an incumbent con-
gressman to his or her opponent, or support for a tax cut initiative).

Our independent variables, measures of self-interest, have varied along two
dimensions: (1) objective, the researcher’s assessment of the individual’s self-
interest (e.g., parents with children in the public schools have an interest in
increased school funding) vs subjective, the individual’s perceptions of his or her
well-being (e.g., people who perceive that their own finances have been deterio-
rating have an interest in dismissing political incumbents), and (2) retrospective
(e.g., having recently lost one’s job provides an interest in current government
employment policy) vs prospective (e.g., expecting that an oncoming recession-
ary will soon cause one to be laid off provides an interest in government em-
ployment policy).

Most of our research has contrasted the effects of self-interest with those of
symbolic predispositions. We have generally used only a rather small and con-
servatively selected set of the latter, primarily party identification, ideological
self-placement, and racial tolerance. These can be shown to have been quite
stable through most individuals’ adult life spans, and so are unlikely to be
substantially influenced by the individual's short-term material self-interest in
adulthood (for the reasoning, see especially Sears, 1975, 1983, 1989).

2. Statistical Criteria

We have used several statistical criteria for assessing the effects of self-
interest. A convenient starting point is the simple bivariate correlation of the self-
interest index with the attitude in question, in terms of (1) its statistical signifi-
cance (using the usual threshold of p < .05 with a two-tailed test). However, a
relatively weak correlation can meet the minimal criterion of statistical signifi-
cance in large survey samples, and, according to the usual rule of thumb, account
for only a trivial amount of the variance in the dependent variable. So we also
refer to (2) the absolute size of the correlation.

We usually have then moved to simple least squares regressions that regress
the dependent variable not only on self-interest indicators but on symbolic pre-
dispositions, and often demographic controls, as well. These yield three further
measures of effect: (3) statistical significance of the regression coefficient for a
particular self-interest index, (4) the total variance in the dependent variable
accounted for by all relevant self-interest indicators, and (5) a comparison of the
amount of variance accounted for by all self-interest indicators pooled with that
accounted for by all available symbolic predispositions.

We report correlation and standardized regression coefficients primarily be-
cause they are most intuitively interpretable. Some researchers would contend
that relying on either is inappropriate because they confuse the strength of the
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effect with the amount of error, and so would prefer unstandardized regression
coefficients. However, we feel that strength can be assessed only in light of
error. Over a large number of cases, such coefficients should yield a fairly
accurate approximation of the strength of self-interest effects.

V. The Minimal Effects of Self-Interest

The results of all our studies are tabulated in Table 1. Moving from left to
right, the table shows, for each study, (1) the type of self-interest (e.g., ‘‘vul-
nerability to busing’’) and the number of self-interest measures used, (2) the
political attitude that serves as the dependent variable (e.g., ‘‘opposition to
busing’’) and the number of items used, (3) the sample area and date of survey,
(4) the mean bivariate correlation between self-interest and dependent variables
and type of correlation used, (5) variables used in the regression equation, (6) the
percentage of self-interest measures that yielded statistically significant regres-
sion coefficients, (7) the mean standardized regression coefficient for the self-
interest terms, and (8) the number of coefficients on which that mean is based.
These analyses were taken from previous research reports, so the procedures
vary somewhat from study to study.

A. RACIAL ISSUES

Our work began as an outgrowth of analyses of whites’ responses to the racial
crisis in America in the late 1960s. As the Southern system of racial segregation
broke down and as the Northern black population grew, whites throughout the
country were increasingly faced with demands for greater racial equality in
education, jobs, housing, politics, and other areas. These demands produced
increasingly direct personal racial threats to a white population that had been
relatively insulated from them. The self-interest hypothesis was that those direct
racial threats to whites’ personal well-being should turn whites against pro-black
policies and candidates.

1. Black Candidates

This hypothesis was first tested with a pair of surveys done in 1969 and 1973
in an almost all-white suburban section of Los Angeles, when the incumbent
white mayor, Sam Yorty, was challenged by a moderately liberal black city
councilman, Tom Bradley (Sears & Kinder, 1971; Kinder & Sears, 1981). The
measures of personal racial threat (i.e., self-interest) focused on (1) the danger of



TABLE 1

EFFECTS OF SELF-INTEREST ON PUBLIC OPINION?

Self-interest Dependent variable Survey Regression
B (net
No. of No. of Correlation percentage B No. of
Type items Type items Sample Year (Mean) Type significant) (mean) tests Source
Racial Issues
1. Racial threat 20 Oppose black 1 Los Angeles 1969, +.21¢ 1 11.1 +.04 (18) Kinder and
mayoral suburbs? 1973 Sears
candidate (1981)
Neighborhood 5 +.41¢ 1 0.0 +.06 (5)
integration
Economic 6 +.21¢ 1 25.0 +.02 @
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Racial busing 5 +.05¢ 1 0.0 -.01 (5
Black vio- 4 +.26¢ 1 25.0 +.09 4
lence
2. Vulnerability 5 Opposition to 2 National® 1972 +.01 4 16.7 +.02 (6) Sears, Hensler,
to busing busing and Speer
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3. Vulnerability 5 Opposition to 1 National® 1976 NA4 4 0.0 -02 @ Sears, Lau,
to busing busing Tyler, and
Allen
(1980)
4. Vulnerability 24 Opposition to 14 National, Cal- 1964— NA 4 21.1 +.03  (52) Sears and Al-
to busing busing ifornia, Los 1979 len (1984)
Angeles?
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TABLE I (Continued)

Self-interest Dependent variable Survey Regression
B (net
No. of No. of Correlation percentage B No. of
Type items Type items Sample Year (Mean) Type significant) (mean) tests Source
5.  Vulnerability 9  Opposition to 7 National® 1983 +.02 1 0.0 +.01 (8) Huddy and
to bilingual bilingual Sears
education; education (1989)
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General economic
issues
6. Declining per- 2 Presidential 3 National 1983 +.04 NA NA NA  (6) Sears and Lau
sonal fi- perfor- (1983)
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7. Declining per- 2 Opposition to 18 Califonia 1979 NA 1 0.0 00 (10 Sears and
sonal fi- taxes and Citrin (1985)
nances and spending
vulnerabilty
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8. Vulnerability 2 Presidential 4 National 1983 —-.03 4 NA NA @) Sears and Lau
to inflation perfor- (1983)
mance
Employment
9. Employment 6 Government- 2 National 1976 NA 1 333 +.02  (3) Sears et al.
problems guaranteed (1980)

employment
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TABLE 1 (Continued)

Self-interest Dependent variable Survey Regression
B (net
No. of No. of Correlation percentage B No. of
Type items Type items Sample Year (Mean) Type significant) (mean) tests Source

Taxes

17. Federal tax 5 Support for 4 National 1983 +.10 NA NA NA  (16) Sears and Lau
burden tax cuts (1983)

18. State and lo- 2 Opposition to 18 California 1979 NA 1 90.0 +.15  (10) Sears and Cit-
cal tax bur- taxes and