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Between 2015 and 2019, the number of 
Republicans who believe higher education 
has a negative effect on the United States 
increased by 22 percent (Parker 2019). This 
uptick is recent, but conservative apprehen-
sion toward higher education is not. Conser-
vative critiques vary in the details, but all 
claim that higher education is promoting pro-
gressive worldviews at the expense of conser-
vative orthodoxy. As early as 1959, conserva-
tive pioneer Russell Kirk (1959:428) argued 
that college students are being “defrauded by 
social indoctrination in the guise of scholar-
ship.” Years later, Allan Bloom attacked uni-
versities for spreading a corrosive moral rela-
tivism in his best-selling The Closing of the 
American Mind (1987). Claims such as these 
have motivated a substantial body of research 
aimed at assessing the extent to which colleges 

and universities shape political attitudes and 
identities and have fueled larger concerns 
over cultural conflict in the United States 
(Campbell and Horowitz 2016; Elchardus and 
Spruyt 2009; Hunter 1991; Newcomb 1943; 
Strother et al. 2020).

Although nominally political, many 
scholars argue that conflicts such as those 
surrounding higher education are rooted in 
differing moral visions (Haidt 2012; Hunter 
1991; Miles and Vaisey 2015). Conservatives 
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Abstract
Moral differences contribute to social and political conflicts. Against this backdrop, colleges 
and universities have been criticized for promoting liberal moral attitudes. However, direct 
evidence for these claims is sparse, and suggestive evidence from studies of political attitudes 
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socialization.
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Broćić and Miles 857

and liberals display different profiles of moral 
concerns, with liberals placing a greater 
emphasis on moral relativism and concern 
for others, and conservatives emphasiz-
ing fixed moral standards, social order, and 
personal purity (Graham, Haidt, and Nosek 
2009; Haidt 2012; Hunter 1991; Koleva et al. 
2012; Miles and Vaisey 2015). Higher edu-
cation’s influence on these moral concerns, 
however, is unclear. Some contemporary 
accounts depict universities as puritanically 
committed to a liberal “culture of victim-
hood” (Campbell and Manning 2018; Luki-
anoff and Haidt 2018; Pluckrose and Lindsay 
2020), a fact seemingly at odds with previ-
ous critiques of “permissive” moral relativ-
ism (Hunter 1991; Wuthnow 1989). Recent 
scholarship also questions whether higher 
education has a meaningful causal effect on 
attitudes at all, stressing the role of selection 
processes instead (Campbell and Horowitz 
2016; Gross 2013; Mayrl and Uecker 2011). 
These difficulties are compounded by claims 
that moral worldviews crystallize early in life 
and remain mostly settled (Kiley and Vai-
sey 2020; Vaisey and Lizardo 2016). Despite 
being a visible arena for cultural conflicts, 
higher education’s influence on moral atti-
tudes remains unclear.

The current study addresses this gap by 
assessing how higher education influences 
moral attitudes using four waves of the 
National Study of Youth and Religion, a large, 
nationally representative dataset that follows 
respondents from high school into young 
adulthood. These data cover the period during 
which most respondents pursue higher educa-
tion, making them well-suited to answering 
our question. We begin by briefly reviewing 
moral conflict in the United States and its 
relation to higher education. We then discuss 
higher education’s effect on attitudes, and the 
challenges that moral attitudes pose to this 
narrative. Finally, we assess the role of higher 
education in shaping moral attitudes. We find 
that higher education often shifts moral con-
cerns in a liberal direction, but that for most 
students these changes are accompanied by a 
rise in moral certainty rather than relativism. 

We conclude by discussing how our findings 
relate to changes in higher education, and the 
implications for partisan political conflict and 
moral socialization.

MorAl ConflICt In tHE 
UnItEd StAtES
When discussing moral conflict in the United 
States, scholars often use a “culture war” 
framing—a term frequently associated with 
the rise of the New Christian Right during the 
1980s and that gained traction in conserva-
tive media. The dramatic nature of the term, 
however, disguises a more nuanced reality. 
Gross, Medvetz, and Russell (2011) suggest 
the culture war takes place primarily in the 
“civil sphere” (Alexander 2006)—its impor-
tance is symbolic, shaping the discourse that 
political and media actors draw on, but it is 
not an accurate portrayal of public opinion. 
Consistent with this, evidence suggests polar-
ization on political issues is largely confined 
to elites, and most people are relatively mod-
erate in their views and support both conser-
vative and liberal positions (Baldassarri and 
Gelman 2008; DiMaggio, Evans, and Bryson 
1996; Fiorina 2017; Hunter and Wolfe 2007). 
Yet even without extreme public polarization, 
meaningful political differences exist that 
affect how people vote, who they are friends 
with, and even how they feel about those on 
the opposite side of the political spectrum 
(Iyengar and Krupenkin 2018; Mason 2018; 
for a review, see Iyengar et al. 2019). More 
importantly, efforts to prove or disprove the 
existence of a culture “war” often distract 
from a fundamental and socially significant 
claim of culture war theories: that moral dif-
ferences are at the heart of many social and 
political conflicts.

Scholars have proposed several theories 
describing how morality leads to differing 
political attitudes, identities, and behaviors. 
Hunter (1991) claims conflict stems from 
competing moral epistemologies. Orthodoxy 
sees moral truth as coming from an “external, 
definable, and transcendent authority” that 
provides fixed standards for behavior (Hunter 
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1991:44). Progressivism, on the other hand, 
regards moral truth as relative and subject to 
revision according to the evolving needs of 
humans and societies. Orthodoxy is gener-
ally associated with political conservatism, 
and progressivism is tied to liberalism. While 
these differences largely pertain to the form of 
beliefs—particularly the transcendent versus 
contextual basis of morality—more recent 
accounts focus on differences in the con-
tent of moral concerns. Moral Foundations 
Theory (MFT) posits five innate psychologi-
cal foundations that trigger automatic gut-
reactions and motivate judgments of right 
and wrong (Haidt 2012). These include the 
“individualizing” foundations of care and  
justice—individualizing in that they privi-
lege the well-being of individuals—and the 
“binding” foundations of loyalty, authority, 
and sanctity that serve to uphold social order. 
Conservatives in the United States endorse 
individualizing and binding foundations about 
equally. Liberals emphasize individualizing 
foundations somewhat more strongly than 
conservatives and place much less weight 
on binding foundations (Graham et al. 2009; 
Koleva et al. 2012).

Miles and Vaisey (2015) compared several 
theories of morality and politics and found 
support for both Hunter’s theory and MFT: 
beliefs about moral relativism and moral con-
cerns focused on the well-being of others and 
social order explained a third of variation 
in political ideology. The division between 
other-focused and order-focused moral con-
cerns was shared by almost all the theories 
examined. Given this, we propose that con-
cern for others, concern for social order, and 
views on moral relativism are dimensions 
of morality that are particularly consequen-
tial for explaining morally-motivated social 
conflict. Accordingly, our analyses focus on 
moral attitudes related to these dimensions.

MorAl ConflICt In U.S. 
HIgHEr EdUCAtIon
Higher education has been at the forefront of 
moral conflict since at least the 1960s (Hunter 

1991; Inglehart 2018; Wuthnow 1988). Moral 
conflict previously occurred mostly within 
and among religious denominations, but the 
immense expansion of higher education dur-
ing the 1960s supplanted these differences 
and restructured moral conflict along levels 
of education (Putnam and Campbell 2010; 
Wuthnow 1988). Egalitarian values con-
cerned with minority group rights became 
a hallmark of the growing college-educated 
class, distinguishing them from the “out-
moded” or “bigoted” traditionalism of the 
less educated. Growing recognition of diverse 
cultures and alternative norms among the 
college-educated gave cultural preferences 
a sense of relativity that broke from tra-
ditional orthodoxy. Reacting against these 
changes, conservative churches mobilized 
to defend traditional ways of life, with the 
“New Christian Right” leading the backlash 
against “amoral” liberal positions on issues 
related to gender and sexuality, as well as the 
“permissive” effects of moral relativism more 
generally (Gross et al. 2011; Wuthnow 1988). 
Without transcendental justification, conser-
vatives feared relativism paved the way for 
moral laxity and unbridled hedonism.

Developments in higher education dur-
ing the 1980s elicited criticism of relativ-
ism for different reasons. Emerging programs 
in race, gender studies, and related fields 
drew on postmodern intellectual currents 
that questioned the foundations of objective 
knowledge. Rather than moral permissive-
ness, cultural critics became increasingly 
concerned that relativism devolved into dog-
matism: by rejecting independent knowledge, 
relativism reduced truth to a function of group 
membership, fomenting an unequivocal com-
mitment to identity politics (Bloom 1987; 
Lasch 1994). Concerns over the educated 
class’s increasingly puritanical rather than 
permissive moralism continued in debates 
over “political correctness” into the 1990s 
(D’Souza 1991; Kimball 1990). As moral 
conflict of this sort became more salient, 
partisan politics realigned accordingly. Dem-
ocrats shifted their appeal to the cultural 
politics of the college-educated, gradually 
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reversing the educational cleavage on vot-
ing: the college-educated disproportionately 
voted Republican before the 1970s, but they 
came to mostly vote Democrat by the 2000s 
(Piketty 2020).

Recent accounts indicate that trends 
toward identity-based morality may have 
evolved into a “culture of victimhood” on 
college campuses (Campbell and Manning 
2018; Lukianoff and Haidt 2018; Pluckrose 
and Lindsay 2020). According to Campbell 
and Manning (2018), victimhood culture 
grants moral status to those who suffer, valor-
izes those who vigilantly monitor conduct for 
signs of oppression, and treats opposition to 
its ideals as severe offenses. Consequently, 
some college campuses are reportedly awash 
in “vindictive protectiveness” that forces stu-
dents, staff, and faculty alike to “think twice 
before they speak up, lest they face charges 
of insensitivity, aggression, or worse” (Luki-
anoff and Haidt 2015). Systematic evidence 
for these claims is still sparse, so it is not 
yet clear how widespread victimhood cul-
ture is, nor how accurately these accounts 
reflect moral attitudes of rank-and-file stu-
dents. However, these developments raise 
the intriguing possibility that higher educa-
tion encourages a modified liberal morality: 
although the college-educated share a high 
level of concern for others and relatively 
low concern for traditional social order, they 
depart from the common liberal profile by 
infusing their beliefs with a sense of moral 
certainty, which is seemingly at odds with an 
emphasis on moral relativism.

HIgHEr EdUCAtIon And 
MorAl CHAngE
Strong claims about the influence of higher 
education have provoked considerable 
research on whether higher education mean-
ingfully changes students’ attitudes. How-
ever, most of this research examines political 
attitudes rather than moral attitudes directly. 
What research on morality exists primar-
ily focuses on how higher education shapes 
moral reasoning (Maxwell and Narvaez 

2013; Mayhew et al. 2016). Studies find that 
higher education encourages individuals to 
move from basing their moral judgments 
on personal interest and blind allegiance to 
social norms toward more critical and univer-
sally applied principles of justice (Mayhew  
et al. 2016; Parker et al. 2016). This focus on 
universal justice bears a strong resemblance 
to liberal concerns with social justice, giving 
credence to the idea that higher education 
liberalizes morality.

Work on political attitudes gives further 
insight into how higher education might 
influence morality. Scholars generally con-
tend that higher education has a liberaliz-
ing effect on political attitudes but differ on 
whether this change is universal (Astin, Astin, 
and Lindholm 2010; Hanson et al. 2012; Weil 
1985). One position is that higher learning 
increases students’ ability to manage com-
plexity, engage in abstract thinking, and take 
the perspectives of others (Stubager 2008; 
Van de Werfhorst and de Graaf 2004). These 
enhanced cognitive abilities purportedly lead 
to lower levels of outgroup prejudice and 
more liberal attitudes generally (Adorno et al. 
1950; Altemeyer 1996; Bobo and Licari 1989; 
Hyman and Wright 1979; Jost et al. 2003). 
This view is commonly known as the “cog-
nitive hypothesis.” Other scholars endorse a 
“socialization hypothesis” that argues change 
is contingent on the transmission of norms, 
commonly through a particular field of study 
(Dey 1996; Sidanius et al. 2003; Weil 1985; 
Zhang and Brym 2019). In this view, fields of 
study act as subcultures with implicit norma-
tive approaches promoted through curricular 
content (Ladd and Lipset 1975; Parker et al. 
2016; Sidanius et al. 2003). Degrees in the 
liberal arts expose students to cultural diver-
sity in ways that can promote social empathy, 
curiosity, and critical orientations that in turn 
foster liberal political attitudes (Parker et al. 
2016; Stubager 2008; Van de Werfhorst and 
de Graaf 2004). Disciplines like business 
or agriculture, by contrast, focus on solving 
immediate problems within existing social 
arrangements (Ladd and Lipset 1975; Stu-
bager 2008; Van de Werfhorst and de Graaf 
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2004). This could reinforce the legitimacy 
of existing social orders and might promote 
conservative attitudes that defend the status 
quo (Parker et al. 2016; Sidanius et al. 2003).

Applied to morality, the cognitive hypoth-
esis suggests higher education will liberalize 
moral sensibilities by developing students’ 
cognitive sophistication. Students’ empathy 
will increase as they learn to take the role of 
the other (Kohlberg 1984; Piaget and Gabain 
1965), and exposure to moral inconsistencies 
across cultures and historical periods will 
provoke skepticism of tradition (Campbell 
2017). Students may therefore adopt more 
relativistic attitudes that divest tradition of 
moral sanctity in an effort to dismantle per-
ceived barriers to individual justice. The 
socialization hypothesis, however, suggests 
moral liberalization is primarily a by-product 
of learning specific course content, with the 
liberalizing effect mostly confined to students 
majoring in the social sciences, humanities, 
or other liberal arts fields (Ladd and Lipset 
1975; Parker et al. 2016; Sidanius et al. 2003).

An alternative version of the socialization 
hypothesis suggests how universities might 
promote moral certainty rather than (or in 
addition to) relativism. In this view, students 
do not passively grow into moral relativ-
ism through exposure to human diversity but 
are actively taught the virtue of particular 
beliefs that come to be seen as institution-
ally sanctioned (Collins 1971; Jackman and 
Muha 1984; Mills 1956). This has some-
times been understood as “conservatizing” 
students into the status quo, but recent devel-
opments suggest these “official” beliefs are 
increasingly shifting toward liberal moral 
concerns, particularly in the humanities, arts, 
and social sciences. Pluckrose and Lind-
say (2020), for instance, argue that activist 
scholarship in interdisciplinary fields such as 
postcolonial theory and gender studies often 
asserts theoretical claims amenable to social 
justice activism as objectively true state-
ments about the social world. Smith (2014) 
advances similar conclusions in his reflection 
on American sociology, arguing that sociolo-
gists are engaged in a “sacred project” aimed 

at achieving individual emancipation, self-
determination, and personal affirmation for 
all people (cf. Martin 2016). These claims are 
consistent with a recent survey of 479 U.S. 
sociologists that found a majority of respond-
ents endorsed the idea that sociology has a 
moral mission (Horowitz, Haynor, and Kick-
ham 2018). Moral/political motivations have 
also been linked to resistance to evolutionary 
explanations in psychology (von Hippel and 
Buss 2018), the near exclusive focus among 
social psychologists on conservative (rather 
than liberal) prejudice (Crawford 2018), and 
the heavy focus on bias (rather than accuracy) 
in studies of social perception (Jussim 2012). 
Collectively, this research suggests that—at a 
minimum—a substantial minority of scholars 
in the humanities and social sciences view 
their work in moral terms. To the extent this 
is true, it follows that students in these fields 
will be exposed to liberal moral viewpoints. 
These views could foster a sense of moral cer-
tainty insofar as students view them as based 
in expertise or scientifically validated facts.

CHAllEngES to MorAl 
CHAngE
The cognitive and socialization hypotheses 
both suggest higher education has real effects 
on political attitudes and—by extension—on 
moral attitudes. However, any account of 
moral change motivated by work on politi-
cal attitudes faces at least two challenges. 
First, moral attitudes are not equivalent to 
political attitudes and might be less amenable 
to change. Research on morality suggests 
moral concerns are learned early in life and 
rely on evolutionarily shaped predispositions. 
Some moral instincts (e.g., a preference for 
prosociality) seem to be present from birth 
(Hamlin, Wynn, and Bloom 2007; Hamlin et al. 
2011; Killen and Smetana 2015; Warneken 
2013; cf. Haidt 2012). Morality is further 
refined during childhood and adolescence as 
individuals interact with families and peers 
and learn to navigate institutional settings (for 
a review, see Killen and Smetana 2015). The 
early development of morality might explain 
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Vaisey and Lizardo’s (2016) finding that 
changes in political attitudes are closely tied 
to time periods, and moral attitudes are more 
closely tied to cohorts. Vaisey and Lizardo 
argue that moral attitudes are deeply internal-
ized during early-life socialization and form 
lasting differences across cohorts. Political 
attitudes, by contrast, respond to changes in 
the prevailing zeitgeist and are more suscep-
tible to period effects. Given that many moral 
attitudes seem to be tied to innate intuitions 
and early moral learning, there might be 
limited room for moral change by the time 
individuals enroll in higher education.

A second issue is that higher education’s 
effects are often driven by selection pro-
cesses. Selection processes have been found 
to account for higher education’s effects on 
political engagement (Jennings and Stoker 
2008), civic engagement (Schnittker and 
Behrman 2012), ideological leaning (Camp-
bell and Horowitz 2016; Elchardus and 
Spruyt 2009), religiosity (Mayrl and Uecker 
2011), and earning outcomes (Dale and Krue-
ger 2014; Zhou 2019). Moral change might 
likewise be an artifact of selection, with peo-
ple who enroll in higher education already 
differing in their moral commitments from 
those who do not. For example, individu-
als from families with high socioeconomic 
status (SES) are more likely to pursue higher 
education (Blau and Duncan 1967; Campbell 
and Horowitz 2016; Conley 2001; Schnittker 
and Behrman 2012) and to express principles 
consistent with a liberal moral profile than are 
individuals from families with fewer social 
and economic resources (Lamont et al. 1996; 
Longest, Hitlin, and Vaisey 2013; Miles 2014; 
Sayer 2010; Vaisey and Miles 2014).1 Indi-
viduals might also self-select into pursuing 
greater higher education based on their moral 
attitudes (Mitchell et al. 2008; Vaisey 2010). 
This is especially true following enrollment, 
where personal values influence decisions 
about the extent and direction of continuing 
studies (Mullen, Goyette, and Soares 2003; 
Stolzenberg 1994). Gross (2013), for instance, 
argues that liberal students disproportionately 
choose to pursue advanced training because 

they perceive an affinity between their val-
ues and the liberal academic environment, 
whereas conservative students opt for other 
careers to avoid value conflict. In summary, 
selection processes based on either family 
background or prior moral attitudes might 
make any apparent effects of higher education 
on moral attitudes spurious.

tHE CUrrEnt StUdy
Research to date provides no clear answers 
about how higher education changes moral 
attitudes. Existing work suggests colleges and 
universities will generally liberalize moral 
concerns—that is, increase concern for others 
and reduce concern for social order. What is 
less clear is whether these liberal views will 
be accompanied by a growing sense of moral 
relativism, moral certainty, or some combi-
nation of the two. This narrative is further 
complicated by research highlighting that 
morality is learned early in life, and by the 
possibility that individuals select into higher 
education based on their family background 
or preexisting moral attitudes. Consequently, 
it remains unclear how higher education 
influences moral attitudes, and whether it 
does so at all.

We address these questions using four 
waves of data from the National Study of 
Youth and Religion (NSYR). The NSYR fol-
lows respondents from adolescence to early 
adulthood and contains measures of educa-
tional attainment and field of study, as well as 
variables capturing moral relativism, moral 
concern for others, and moral concern for 
social order. The data also contain a rich array 
of family background variables that can be 
used to control for selection into higher edu-
cation and fields of study.

MEtHodS
Data

The NSYR is a four-wave, nationally repre-
sentative survey study that investigates the 
beliefs and practices of U.S. youth. The first 
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wave of data was collected from June 2002 
to April 2003 and included 3,370 teenagers 
between the ages of 13 and 17. During this first 
wave, a parent of each respondent was also 
interviewed. Waves 2, 3, and 4 were collected 
in 2005, 2007–2008, and 2012–2013, respec-
tively, with respondents being between 23 and 
29 years old during the final wave. Sample 
sizes for each analysis and our strategies for 
handling missing data are described below.

Measurements

Moral attitudes. We measure moral rela-
tivism with two questions from waves 2, 3, 
and 4.2 The two items are moderately cor-
related (rwave 2 = .42; rwave 3 = .37; rwave 4 = 
.44), but the theoretical considerations given 
above suggest they might respond to higher 
education differently, so we examine them 
separately. The first question asks respond-
ents to rate their level of agreement with the 
following statement: “[m]orals are relative, 
that there are no definite rights and wrongs 
for everybody.” This question taps a general 
belief in moral relativism. The second ques-
tion asks for agreement with the statement, 
“[t]he world is always changing and we should 
adjust our views of what is morally right and 
wrong to reflect those changes.” We refer 
to this dimension as moral progressivism. 
Responses for both items include strongly 
disagree, disagree, agree, and strongly agree.

We measure concern for others and for 
social order using the 20-item short-form of 
the cross-nationally validated Moral Foun-
dations Questionnaire (MFQ20), which was 
only included at wave 4 (Doğruyol, Alper, 
and Yilmaz 2019; Graham et al. 2011). Moral 
concern for others is operationalized using the 
average scores of the individualizing founda-
tions of care/harm and fairness/cheating (α = 
.71). Concern for social order is measured as 
the average scores of the binding foundations 
of loyalty/betrayal, authority/subversion, and 
sanctity/degradation (α = .79). Further cod-
ing details can be found in Appendix A, and 
analyses for individual moral foundations are 
in Appendix Table D1.

Higher education. We measure educa-
tion in two ways to capture the time spent 
in higher education and exposure to dif-
ferent programs of study. We measure the 
total amount of higher education completed 
using dichotomous indicators for whether 
or not respondents completed some college, 
received a bachelor’s degree, or are pur-
suing a graduate/professional degree, with 
respondents who only received a high school 
degree/GED/no degree as the reference cat-
egory.3 Field of study was asked at wave 4 in 
open-ended fashion of all respondents who 
pursued postsecondary education. Following 
past work, we grouped academic disciplines 
by categorizing text entries for current majors 
and the major of a respondent’s first bach-
elor’s degree into five groups: humanities, 
arts, and social science (HASS, n = 494); 
STEM (n = 364); business and agriculture 
(n = 317); and primary or secondary edu-
cation (n = 58). These categories are not 
mutually exclusive; respondents who listed 
double majors in different areas were coded 
as 1 in each. The reference category for 
these variables is respondents not enrolled 
in higher education and who consequently 
were not exposed to a particular field of study  
(n = 459). The few respondents who reported 
majors that did not fit in any of these cat-
egories were omitted from the sample (n = 
8). Coding details for fields of study can be 
found in Appendix Table A1.

Analytic Strategy

Our analysis proceeds in several steps. We 
begin by describing how our two measures 
of moral relativism vary across levels of edu-
cational attainment and field of study during 
wave 4, and then proceed to multivariable 
analyses. Multivariable models include age to 
control for possible age-related confounders 
(see Peltzman 2019), and for agreement with 
the statement, “it is sometimes okay to break 
moral rules if it works to your advantage and 
you can get away with it.” The latter control 
allows us to isolate true moral relativism 
from justifications for deviance. We include 
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any respondent who completed wave 2, 3, 
or 4, leaving us with 3,231 respondents. We 
adjust for missing data using full-information 
maximum likelihood estimation, use cluster-
robust standard errors to adjust for dependen-
cies among observations, and do not include 
sampling weights to increase the precision of 
estimates (Enders 2010; Solon, Haider, and 
Wooldridge 2015).4

The fact that moral relativism items are 
available at waves 2, 3, and 4 makes it pos-
sible to use linear fixed-effect estimation to 
control for all time-invariant characteristics 
(e.g., family background) whose effects do 
not vary over time. However, fixed-effects 
estimation reduces the amount of informa-
tion used in estimating effects by remov-
ing between-person variation (Allison 2009). 
This reduces statistical power and—when the 
loss of information is severe—estimates may 
become unreliable (see Appendix B). Our 
analyses involve simultaneously estimating 
the effects of multiple educational attainment 
categories and fields of study, which could 
stretch the data even thinner. Consequently, 
there is a need to safeguard statistical power 
to maximize the chance of detecting cross-
category differences. We thus test whether 
fixed-effects estimation is necessary. To do 
so, we use the correlated random-effects 
model (CRE; Wooldridge 2016), which is 
statistically equivalent to Allison’s (2009) 
hybrid random-effects model:

y x x r eit it i i it= + + + +β0 ββ γγ .  (1)

Here the outcome y varies over individu-
als (i) and time (t). The β are fixed-effects 
estimates of the time-varying variables (xit), 
and the γ are the effects of the within-person, 
cross-time means of those variables. The 
error term consists of time-varying (eit) 
and time-invariant (ri) influences that are 
uncorrelated with the time-varying xit. Time-
constant predictors can be included but are 
not shown in Equation 1. Importantly, the 
CRE allows the FE assumption to be tested 
on a variable-by-variable basis by assessing 
whether each coefficient in γ is significantly 
different from 0. FE estimation can then 
be eliminated for variables where it is not 

needed and replaced with random-effects 
estimation. See Appendix B for a fuller dis-
cussion of this method.

After examining higher education’s effects 
on moral relativism, we examine its effects 
on specific moral content—in particular, on 
moral concern for others and for social order. 
The NSYR does not include the MFQ20 
at waves 1, 2, and 3, preventing the use of 
CRE models to control (or test) for time-
constant unobserved confounds. We therefore 
use multivariable linear models to control 
for selection effects. All control variables 
were measured at wave 1 and thus predate 
university enrollment. We included controls 
based on prior research addressing selec-
tion into higher education and field of study. 
Preliminary models predicting college enroll-
ment, level of educational attainment, or 
major choice in our sample corroborate the 
importance of these controls (for full details, 
see Appendix C). Controls include measures 
of family socioeconomic background, eth-
nicity, religious affiliation, parental political 
ideology, immigrant status, parental expecta-
tions for children’s education, respondents’ 
educational aspirations, high school grades, 
gender, and variables related to personal-
ity. To capture potential self-selection based 
on preexisting moral concerns, we include 
measures related to moral concern for others 
and social order, such as social concern for 
marginalized populations, attitudes toward 
premarital sex, and religiosity. To account 
for non-random sample attrition, we include 
controls that predict whether respondents par-
ticipated in wave 4.

Coding details for all control variables 
can be found in Appendix A. All models are 
adjusted for missing data using full-informa-
tion maximum likelihood estimation (Enders 
2010). We standardized scores for the moral 
concern scales and all non-dichotomous pre-
dictors prior to analyses so that education 
effects can be interpreted in standard devia-
tion (SD) units. We exclude all respondents 
who did not participate at wave 4, leaving a 
final sample of N = 2,012.

Finally, we examine the scope of higher 
education’s effects by testing whether effects 
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are consistent for students who come from 
ideologically diverse households, and by 
using model-based predictions to assess 
the moral outcomes of different pathways 
through higher education.

Taken together, our analyses aim to esti-
mate the causal effect of higher education 
on moral attitudes. Such attempts are always 
provisional and rely on the assumption that 
the methodological techniques used ade-
quately account for alternative explanations. 
Our data allow for stronger inferences about 
moral relativism and progressivism given our 
ability to test for unobserved confounding, 
but our claims about moral concerns for oth-
ers and social order are comparatively weaker 
given that these constructs are only measured 
at wave 4 and must therefore rely more heav-
ily on explicit controls. Our covariates are 
not exhaustive, but they are sufficiently rich 
to make causal interpretation plausible. In 
short, although our analysis cannot conclu-
sively establish causality, our methods make 
causal interpretation credible, albeit to dif-
ferent degrees. We return to this issue in the 
Discussion section.

rESUltS
Moral Relativism and Higher 
Education

We begin by describing patterns of moral 
progressivism and moral relativism at wave 
4. Figure 1 plots proportions of respondents 
who either agreed or strongly agreed that 
morals should change as societies progress 
(moral progressivism) and that there is no 
absolute moral truth (moral relativism). Pro-
portions are shown by levels of education and 
fields of study. Consistent with the cognitive 
hypothesis, moral progressivism is greater 
among degree-holders than for others. The 
socialization hypothesis also receives sup-
port insofar as moral progressivism varies by 
field of study and is most pronounced among 
graduates of the humanities, arts, and social 
sciences (HASS).5 In contrast—and contrary 
to early conservative critiques—higher edu-
cational attainment is associated with less 

moral relativism, especially for individuals 
majoring in STEM or HASS fields.

We next turn to multivariable analyses to 
address the possibility that these descriptive 
patterns are due to selection effects or the 
influence of other unobserved, time-constant 
influences. Table 1 tests whether this is the 
case by presenting results from CRM models 
for moral progressivism and moral relativism 
(Models 1 and 3). In both cases, none of the 
cross-wave means are significantly different 
from 0, suggesting that confounding from 
time-invariant variables is not severe and 
justifying the use of the more statistically 
powerful random-effects estimation. In the 
present case, random-effects estimation may 
also give less biased estimates (for details, see 
Appendix B).

Analyses based on random-effects esti-
mation are presented as Models 2 and 4 in 
Table 1.6 For moral progressivism, majoring 
in HASS fields and pursuing graduate studies 
are the most reliable predictors. These effects 
are positive, meaning these students are more 
likely to believe people should adjust their 
moral beliefs to reflect social change. Major-
ing in HASS is also an important predictor 
of moral relativism, but we also find a sig-
nificant effect for STEM majors. Unlike moral 
progressivism, however, the effects on moral 
relativism are negative, suggesting HASS and 
STEM majors are significantly more likely 
than students not enrolled in higher education 
to believe there are definite rights and wrongs.7

Of course, fields of study and educational 
attainment effects are rarely observed in iso-
lation from one another. To give a better sense 
of their cumulative effects, we plot predicted 
levels of moral progressivism and moral rela-
tivism across majors for individuals with a 
bachelor’s degree or pursuing graduate stud-
ies compared to those who never enrolled in 
college. We set the wave variable to 4 (the 
last wave) and hold all other variables at their 
sample means. Results are shown in Figure 
2, along with 95 percent confidence intervals 
(shown in the text in brackets). Consistent 
with previous literature, higher education pre-
dicts greater moral progressivism. This effect 
is strongest among HASS majors, for whom 
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finishing a bachelor’s degree or pursuing 
graduate studies is associated with .13 SD 
[.02, .24] and .23 SD [.10, .36] increases, 
respectively, in moral progressivism com-
pared to individuals who never attend college. 
Higher moral progressivism is also evident 
among business/agriculture majors (.19 SD 
[.04, .33]), but only if they pursue graduate 
training. The lower bounds of the 95 percent 
confidence intervals show that, conserva-
tively, true cumulative effects might be quite 
small. However, the noticeable outlier is the 
lower-bound effect of HASS majors who 
enter graduate programs—here, the lower-
bound effect of .10 SD is more than twice as 
large as the next largest lower bound (.04 SD, 
for business majors).

Turning to predictions for moral relativ-
ism, Figure 2 shows that getting a bachelor’s 
degree in any field except education predicts 
lower moral relativism compared to indi-
viduals who do not enroll. This effect grows 
among people pursuing graduate studies, with 
moral relativism being lower for students 
in all fields, suggesting a general effect of 
higher education. However, the precision of 
these predictions varies across educational 
categories. Examining the upper-bounds of 
the 95 percent confidence intervals (upper 
bounds because effects are negative) shows 
that, conservatively, the decrease in moral rel-
ativism is likely to be greatest among HASS 
majors (–.10 SD) and STEM majors (–.11 
SD) who pursue graduate studies. Degrees 

figure 1. Panel A: Percent Agree (agree/strongly agree) on Moral Progressivism by 
Educational Attainment and Major Field of Study; Panel B: Percent Agree (agree/strongly 
agree) on Moral Relativism by Educational Attainment and Major Field of Study
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in business and education also predict lower 
moral relativism, but the effects are less pre-
cise, with upper-bounds of the 95 percent 
confidence intervals approaching 0.

Of course, the fact that moral change seems 
to occur does not necessarily imply it is sub-
stantively meaningful. One way to assess this is 
by comparing the effects for higher education 
to the effects of other social institutions under-
stood as intimately related to morality. We do 
so by considering how the effect compares to 
religiosity—a scale capturing the intensity of 
both religious beliefs and practice. Predicted 
values for effects of a 1 SD increase in religi-
osity are plotted in Figure 2. Substantively, a 1 
SD difference in religiosity roughly amounts 
to the difference between someone who is 

actively religious and someone who is not reli-
gious.8 Each SD increase in religiosity is asso-
ciated with a –.13 SD [–.25, –.02] decrease in 
moral progressivism, which is roughly half the 
size of the largest predicted educational effects 
on moral progressivism, although in the oppo-
site direction. Like higher education, however, 
a 1 SD increase in religiosity is associated with 
a decrease in moral relativism (–.11 SD [–.20, 
–.02]), but again it is about half the size of 
higher education’s stronger effects. It follows 
that the effect of higher education on moral 
attitudes can rival and even offset the effect of 
adolescent religiosity. This is striking given the 
putative focus in higher education on knowl-
edge, compared to the explicit moral agenda 
of organized religion.

figure 2. Panel A: Predicted Moral Progressivism across Higher Education / Predicted 
Value for 1 SD Religiosity; Panel B: Predicted Moral Relativism across Higher Education / 
Predicted Value for 1 SD Religiosity
Note: 95 percent confidence intervals.
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Moral Concern for Others, Moral 
Concern for Social Order, and Higher 
Education

Our analysis suggests that pursuing higher 
education—particularly in HASS degrees or at 
the graduate level—promotes a moral profile 
characterized by a progressive belief that mor-
als should be adapted to changing societal needs 
accompanied by a conviction that there are 
definite moral truths. The content of those moral 
truths, however, remains unclear. To address 
this, we now turn to higher education’s effect on 
moral concerns for others and for social order.

In contrast to the previous analyses, con-
cern for others and for social order were 
only measured at wave 4. This is good news 
for issues of temporal ordering—educational 
decisions necessarily precede measurement 
of the two moral attitudes—but it also means 
we cannot test for and, as needed, use fixed-
effects estimation to control for omitted con-
founds. Consequently, the adequacy of our 
estimates depends more heavily on the level 
of confounding and the ability of our control 
variables to adjust for it. We are encouraged 
by the fact that fixed-effects estimation was 
not needed for the previous analyses, which 
suggests confounding from time-invariant 
predictors might also be relatively low in the 
present analyses. To be cautious, we still con-
trol for variables tied to college enrollment, 
educational attainment, major choice, and 
sample attrition (see Appendix C). However, 
we cannot eliminate the possibility that some 
relevant controls have been omitted.

Figure 3 displays the key results of linear 
models assessing how educational attainment 
and fields of study predict moral concerns for 
others and for social order (full results are in 
Appendix Table D2). Bars in Figure 3 repre-
sent the predicted differences in moral con-
cern for others and for social order for each 
educational outcome compared to respondents 
with no college, with all other values set to 
the mean. There are a few notable patterns. 
First, educational attainment does not appear 
to influence moral concern for others—every-
one, it seems, endorses principles of care and 
justice, and this does not change much while 

pursuing higher education.9 The story is dif-
ferent for concern for social order. Educational 
attainment appears to progressively diminish 
concern for social order, with each increase 
in attainment corresponding with lower con-
cern. Results also vary by field of study. For 
students majoring in business/agriculture or 
education, moral concern for social order is 
not significantly different from those with no 
college experience. By contrast, HASS and 
STEM majors experience significant changes. 
These effects are especially pronounced for 
students majoring in HASS: attaining a bach-
elor’s degree in these fields is associated 
with a –.34 SD [–.49, –.20] decrease in con-
cern for order compared to individuals who 
never enroll in higher education. The effect 
increases to –.42 SD [–.60, –.24] for students 
who continue on to graduate studies.

To assess how meaningful these effects 
are, we again compare them to the effects of 
adolescent religiosity. Like higher education, 
religiosity significantly predicts moral con-
cern for social order but not moral concern 
for others. A 1 SD increase in religiosity 
corresponds to a .17 SD [.11, .22] increase in 
moral concern for social order. This effect is 
about one half the size of the effect of obtain-
ing a bachelor’s degree in a HASS field but in 
the opposite direction. Given that this effect 
may be partly suppressed by the controls for 
adolescent religious affiliation already in the 
model, we also consider this effect in tandem 
with religious denomination. For instance, 
Evangelical Christians (the largest religious 
denomination in our survey) that are 1 SD 
higher on religiosity are predicted to have 
moral concern for social order that is .38 SD 
[.23, .53] higher than non-religious teens, 
holding all other variables at their means. This 
is slightly larger than the effect of obtaining 
a bachelor’s degree in HASS (–.34 SD [–.49, 
–.20]), but slightly smaller than the effect for 
HASS majors who go on to pursue a gradu-
ate degree (–.42 SD [–.60, –.24]). As with 
the prior analyses of moral progressivism 
and relativism, higher education can have an 
effect on moral concern for social order that 
rivals the influence of religious exposure and 
involvement during the teenage years.
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Our analysis underscores higher educa-
tion’s importance for moral socialization. We 
find notable effects across fields of study, 
and HASS degrees in particular have strong 
effects on moral relativism, progressivism, 
and concern for social order. By increas-
ing moral progressivism and decreasing con-
cern for social order, moral change in HASS 
degrees direct students toward stereotypical 
liberal moral profiles. However, the decrease 
in moral relativism promoted by these degrees 
denotes a departure from typical liberal moral-
ity. This suggests HASS majors—and to a 
lesser degree many other college-educated 
students—differ from the common liberal 
moral profile because of their absolutist asser-
tion of similar moral sensibilities.

Assessing the Scope of Higher 
Education’s Effects

We assess the scope of higher education’s 
effects in two ways. First, we focus on HASS 
effects and examine whether these effects are 
consistent across students whose parents hold 
different political ideologies. This examines 
the possibility that moral changes are concen-
trated in particular ideological groups that may 
be more or less predisposed to accept liberal 
moral claims. To test this, we interact majoring 
in HASS by the ideological identification of 
respondents’ parents during wave 1.10 Because 
interactions lead to smaller numbers of cases 
in each category of educational attainment, our 
analysis combines individuals with bachelor’s 

figure 3. Panel A: Predicted Moral Concern for Others across Higher Education / Predicted 
Value for 1 SD Religiosity; Panel B: Predicted Moral Concern for Social Order across Higher 
Education / Predicted Value for 1 SD Religiosity
Note: 95 percent confidence intervals.
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degrees and graduate studies in an effort to 
maintain statistical power. We focus on HASS 
given that the previous analyses found this 
major to have the most consistent effects.

Figure 4 plots HASS effects for students 
with conservative, moderate, and liberal par-
ents. Bars denote differences (in SD units) 
for HASS majors compared to respondents 
without higher education from households 
with the same ideological leanings (for the 
full model, see Appendix Table D3). The 
effects of majoring in HASS on moral rela-
tivism are non-significant for students from 
liberal households, as are the effects on 
moral progressivism and moral concern for 
social order for students from conservative 
households. This might indicate that parental 
influence partly shields students from moral 
change. On the other hand, the pattern of 
effects is the same across all subgroups, leav-
ing open the possibility that non-significant 
effects simply reflect insufficient statistical 
power. And some change is evident by con-
ventional standards among students from all 

ideological backgrounds. Change is most 
pronounced among students from moderate 
households, perhaps owing to their lack of 
prior ideological commitments. These stu-
dents experience change on all three vari-
ables, with our models predicting increased 
endorsement of moral progressivism (.17 SD 
[.01, .32]), decreased concern for social order 
(–.58 SD [–.78, –.38]), and a growing sense 
of certainty that definite rights and wrongs 
exist (–.24 SD [–.39, –.10]). The fact that 
the patterns of change are generally consist-
ent across students from differing ideologi-
cal backgrounds, and strongest among those 
from moderate homes, indicates the effects of 
a HASS degree are not restricted to students 
who are predisposed toward liberal morality.

The second way we examine the scope of 
higher education’s effects is by examining 
different hypothetical educational paths and 
exploring their effects on moral attitudes. We 
use the models from Table 1 and Appendix 
Table D2 to calculate predicted effects on 
moral progressivism, moral relativism, and 

figure 4. Predicted Moral Relativism, Moral Progressivism, and Concern for Social Order 
for Degree-Holders in HASS across Parental Ideology, Compared to Respondents Not 
Enrolled in Higher Education with Respective Parental Ideology
Note: 95 percent confidence intervals.
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moral concern for social order for different 
combinations of educational attainment and 
fields of study, holding all other variables 
at their means. Predicted effects represent 
differences between pathway-specific predic-
tions and the predicted value for individuals 
with no college for each moral dimension.

Results are displayed in Table 2. The first 
line gives the predicted moral progressiv-
ism, moral relativism, and concern for social 
order for a hypothetical average individual 
who does not enroll in higher education. 
Our models predict this person would score 
–.02 SD below the sample average in moral 
progressivism, –.03 SD below the average 
on moral relativism, and .13 above the aver-
age on concern for social order. Statistically 
significant differences from this baseline are 
indicated with asterisks in Table 2. For exam-
ple, the moral progressivism of HASS majors 
enrolled in graduate studies is predicted to 
be .23 SD higher than the predicted value for 
respondents not in college, with this differ-
ence reaching statistical significance.

Table 2 makes it clear that most educa-
tional pathways are expected to shift at least 
one of the three moral attitudes. In most 
cases, the changes are toward a stereotypi-
cally liberal moral profile—that is, toward 
higher levels of moral progressivism or lower 
concern for social order. Higher education 
also consistently predicts lower moral relativ-
ism, but here the relationship to liberal and 
conservative morality is less clear. As recent 
academic writing about victimhood culture 
and related phenomena make clear, moral 
certainty may be a feature of both liberal and 
conservative moral attitudes, so a reduction in 
moral relativism could signal change toward 
either profile. Still, the predominant pattern is 
toward greater endorsement of liberal moral-
ity. Compared to individuals who never enroll 
in higher education, all degree-holders in 
HASS or STEM fields are expected to shift 
toward liberal morality in some way. Among 
business, agriculture, and education majors, 
one of six pathways is predicted to have a 
liberalizing effect, three show no significant 
differences from those not in college, and two 

influence only moral relativism and hence 
their relationship to liberal and conserva-
tive morality is unclear. If we consider the 
distribution of educational pathways in our 
sample, this indicates that higher education 
will liberalize morality for about 63 percent 
of students, have an unclear effect for 30.5 
percent of students, and have no discern-
able effect for 8.4 percent of students. Due 
to sampling variability and the small sample 
sizes for some of the educational pathways, 
these predictions should be viewed only as 
rough estimates—however, it is clear that for 
the majority of students, higher education is 
likely to be a morally liberalizing experience.

dISCUSSIon
According to Bloom (1987:26), behind the 
curriculum of every educational system lies 
a latent moral purpose to “produce a certain 
kind of human being.” Yet recent scholarship 
has questioned whether the collegiate experi-
ence is indeed a deeply formative period. 
Researchers have demonstrated that differ-
ences prior to enrollment explain much of 
the variation in outcomes across educational 
levels (Campbell and Horowitz 2016; Elchar-
dus and Spruyt 2009; Gross 2013), a finding 
that resonates with work emphasizing the 
importance of early-life social experiences 
in forming moral dispositions (Killen and 
Smetana 2015; Vaisey and Lizardo 2016). We 
test whether higher education shapes morality 
using four waves of data that follow respon-
dents from high school into young adulthood 
and models that test or control for selec-
tion processes. We find that moral attitudes 
remain malleable into young adulthood and 
that higher education is an important institu-
tion that facilitates change.

The most consistent predictors of moral 
change were pursuing graduate educa-
tion and majoring in the humanities, arts, 
or social sciences. These educational expe-
riences increased belief that moral prin-
ciples should adapt to changes in society 
(moral progressivism), but—in contrast to 
the typical liberal moral profile—they also 
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decreased moral relativism, suggesting some 
students are emerging from higher educa-
tion with a greater conviction in absolute 
rights and wrongs. However, our data indi-
cate this moral absolutism looks different 
than the moral absolutism of religious and 
political conservatives. Rather than support-
ing traditional norms, these students emerge 
from university with a moral profile char-
acterized by high concern for others and 
weak commitment to traditional social order. 
One interpretation of these results is that 
some university students—particularly those 
majoring in HASS or who continue on to 
graduate education—come to believe that the 
morals of society must change to remedy 
historical (and current) injustices (i.e., moral 
progressivism), but that the moral principles 
they have learned through their studies repre-
sent the real moral truth (moral absolutism).

Evidence of decreased relativism is note-
worthy in that it contrasts with prior critiques 
of higher education by religious and conserva-
tive commentators, as well as earlier scholarly 
accounts that described relativistic tendencies 
among academics (Hunter 1991; Wuthnow 
1988). Lazarsfeld and Thielens’s (1958) pio-
neering study of the U.S. professoriate, for 
instance, described social scientists as relativ-
ists whose keen awareness of historical varia-
tion in morality led to contingency in their own 
beliefs. Consistent with this, we find HASS 
majors believe morals should be adjusted to 
social changes, suggesting a more contextual 
and relativistic moral understanding. However, 
these students differ from earlier relativists in 
their willingness to claim there are definite 
moral truths. This lends prima facie support 
to recent claims that the moral relativism of 
years past is transforming into a form of lib-
eral moral puritanism (Campbell and Manning 
2018; Lukianoff and Haidt 2018).

The apparent discrepancies between our 
findings and earlier work invite the question 
of whether key socializing processes in higher 
education have changed. Our study’s focus 
on individual-level change limits our ability 
to assess this directly, but suggestive research 
allows us to speculate. Growing social closure 

along the lines of political ideology among 
university faculty and administrators may 
partly explain the rise in moral absolutism 
among students (Gross 2013). In 1969, 28 
percent of professors described themselves as 
conservative, but by 2013 this decreased to 12 
percent (Eagan et al. 2014; Ladd and Lipset 
1975). Data on college administrators are 
harder to come by, but a recent survey found 
that among “student-facing” college adminis-
trators—those who are most responsible for 
shaping student experiences on campus—lib-
erals outnumber conservatives by as much as 
12 to 1 (Abrams 2018a, 2018b). Increasing 
political homogeneity among faculty and/or 
administrators could create a sense of moral 
consensus that leaves shared liberal beliefs 
unchallenged or might even make them seem 
naturally true. Lack of interpersonal engage-
ment with members of an outgroup can in turn 
make individuals less politically tolerant, less 
likely to regard opposing views as legitimate, 
and more likely to hold extreme attitudes 
(Huckfeldt, Mendez, and Osborn 2004; Mutz 
2002)—all traits that coincide with stronger 
moral conviction (Skitka et al. 2021). These 
processes could contribute to a sense of liberal 
moral certitude among students to the extent 
that university messaging, course content, the 
types of faculty mentors available, or even 
informal interactions with faculty and staff 
communicate moral consensus.

This narrative may be incomplete, how-
ever, given that moral certainty also increases 
for students enrolled in majors that are not 
heavily associated with liberal moral con-
cerns.11 Another possibility is that growth 
in moral certainty might also be explained 
by socialization into the official culture of 
dominant institutions. According to scholar-
ship in this area, universities are the primary 
institution for mobility into the professional 
classes. Consequently, their latent function 
is to socialize students into dominant status 
culture by teaching proper etiquette, aesthetic 
tastes, and moral evaluations that serve to 
legitimize their advantaged class position 
(Bourdieu 1984; Collins 1971; Jackman and 
Muha 1984). Moral justifications may differ 
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across fields, with educated elites variously 
casting themselves as “enlightened cosmo-
politans” (see Johnston and Baumann 2007; 
Lizardo and Skiles 2015; Ollivier 2008) or 
winners of “meritocratic struggle” (Bourdieu 
and Passeron 1979; Mijs 2016; Piketty 2020), 
but strong moral self-assurance appears to 
form a common sentiment. Importantly, as 
cultivation combines with a growing sense of 
expertise from formal training, educational 
attainment may impart moral beliefs with a 
stamp of objectivity (cf. Bottum 2014). Seen 
this way, moral righteousness might be a 
consequence of rising social class rather than 
liberal socialization alone. Of course, the 
two need not be mutually exclusive—profes-
sionalization and liberal attitudes could rein-
force one another to the extent that dominant 
institutions adopt liberal values, policies, or 
agendas. Some evidence suggests this process 
might be well under way.12

Recent events suggest higher education’s 
role in liberalizing moral concerns could have 
important consequences for social conflict. 
Scholars have noted the growing salience of 
the “diploma divide” in politics, with educa-
tional attainment being among the strongest 
predictors of voting against Donald Trump, 
Brexit, and other events (Gidron and Hall 
2017; Lind 2020; Piketty 2020). Our study 
speaks to the moral dimension of this divide. 
When conflict pits nativism against cosmo-
politanism and “vulgar” populism against 
“technocratic” expertise, an educational sys-
tem that promotes commitment to liberal sen-
sibilities will likely stratify voters according 
to educational attainment.13 Moral stratifica-
tion of this sort could pose several risks to 
civil society. If individuals on the political 
right come to regard the primary credential-
ing institution as hostile to their interests, 
partisan segregation could further escalate 
by deterring conservative enrollment (Gross 
2013). This, in turn, could deepen the dis-
trust toward government, media, and other 
institutions that employ the credentialled 
classes that is already evident among the less- 
educated (Rainie and Perrin 2019). Finally, delib-
erative democracy could suffer if educational 

attainment is accompanied by a rising moral 
conviction that views opposition as too dan-
gerous to engage with or even tolerate (Skitka 
2010; Skitka, Bauman, and Sargis 2005).14

However, we must be careful not to over-
state the political consequences of moral 
change. Partisans often differ in their moral 
attitudes (Miles and Vaisey 2015), but it is 
unclear whether higher education’s effects 
on moral attitudes will necessarily lead to 
demonstrable shifts in political behavior. A 
student leaving the university might well 
emerge with less regard for traditional con-
servative morality, yet still vote Republican 
for economic, foreign policy, or other rea-
sons. Some research even finds that partisan 
identification precedes moral change, sug-
gesting moral differences may express rather 
than constitute partisan allegiances (Hatemi, 
Crabtree, and Smith 2019; Smith et al. 2017). 
The fact that higher education also shapes 
eventual class position complicates matters 
further by leaving open the possibility that 
material interests underlie conflict that on the 
surface appears morally motivated (Lasch 
1994; Lind 2020; Piketty 2020). Given these 
considerations, it would be premature to con-
clude that morality is the only or even nec-
essarily the primary predictor of political 
behavior. Future research should continue to 
explore how moral, economic, and political 
interests intersect among the highly educated, 
and the effects these have on political behav-
ior. Such research could build on older socio-
logical analyses of the “New Class” emerging 
from the knowledge economy (Bazelon 1967; 
Bell 1979; Gouldner 1978), variously treated 
as the “Creative Class” (Florida 2002), the 
“Elect” (Bottum 2014), or the “Brahmin Left” 
(Piketty 2020) in contemporary discussions.

Our study also speaks to work on moral 
socialization (Guhin, Calarco, and Miller-
Idriss 2021). Contrary to recent accounts 
emphasizing selection effects, we find that 
moral socialization occurs within universi-
ties in a meaningful way. Consider higher 
education’s effect as it compares to religious 
practices. Scholars often depict religion as the 
defining cleavage of cultural conflict (Castle 
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2019; Gorski 2020; Wuthnow 1989), yet our 
analysis finds that the effect of higher educa-
tion on moral concerns is comparable to the 
moral influence of adolescent religion and 
imparts a sense of moral absolutism that 
rivals the effect of religiosity. Evidence of 
moral change invites additional research into 
what aspects of early morality are stable, and 
which are open to revision. Theories of moral 
socialization often acknowledge the possibil-
ity of later moral change, but in practice focus 
on innate moral impulses or moral learning 
processes that occur early in life (Graham  
et al. 2009; Killen and Smetana 2015). Schol-
ars who consider attitude development during 
adulthood, moreover, find greater support for 
a “settled disposition model” emphasizing 
stability rather than change (Kiley and Vaisey 
2020; Vaisey and Lizardo 2016). However, 
our results suggest adolescence and young 
adulthood remain important periods of moral 
change worthy of scholarly attention (cf. 
Hardy and Carlo 2011).

Further work is also needed to understand 
the processes whereby educational attainment 
influences moral attitudes. Consistent with 
the socialization hypothesis, moral change 
was strongest for HASS students, and com-
paratively weaker and in some cases absent 
for other majors. This suggests curricular 
content matters for moral change. The tra-
ditional socialization hypothesis holds that 
moral relativism is the natural by-product 
of exposure to cultural diversity, but this 
was not borne out by our analyses. Instead, 
we observed an increase in moral absolut-
ism, which may suggest students are being 
actively taught moral ideals. This, however, 
remains speculative and requires systematic 
exploration. Furthermore, the fact that moral 
relativism decreases across all fields suggests 
socialization effects likely are not due to cur-
ricular content alone and may indicate social 
learning through noncurricular aspects of the 
university experience. As discussed earlier, 
we speculate that formal and informal sociali-
zation into official culture might explain this 
effect, with institutional validation and exper-
tise giving students moral self-assurance, and 

the mostly liberal direction of this change 
signaling the elevation of social justice and 
related liberal concerns within major institu-
tions (Campbell and Manning 2018; Lind 
2020).

Ideally, future research would address the 
limitations of this study. For example, future 
work should use larger samples to increase 
statistical power to detect effects when cross-
classifying educational categories. Further-
more, we believe our research supports a 
causal interpretation, but this interpretation 
is necessarily provisional, particularly for our 
results linking higher education to changing 
moral concerns for order, given that these 
were measured only at wave 4. Researchers 
should collect data on moral concerns at mul-
tiple waves so that correlated-random-effects 
models or equivalent methods can be used to 
test for and—if needed—correct for the influ-
ence of unobserved time-constant confounds. 
Future analysis could also unpack the causal 
mechanisms involved by incorporating direct 
measures of course content and noncurricular 
aspects of the academic environment (e.g., 
campus messaging, programming, friendship 
networks; see Rauf 2021; Strother et al. 2020). 
The moral consequences of cognitive sophis-
tication could also be clarified. Indeed, abso-
lute moral certitude appears at odds with the 
cognitive hypothesis, which predicts greater 
intellectual flexibility as a result of sophis-
tication (cf. Adorno et al. 1950; Altemeyer 
1996; Jost et al. 2003). Finally, it is important 
to replicate our results using recent samples 
of college-aged adults. Although victimhood 
culture (under various names) has been dis-
cussed since at least the 1980s (Bloom 1987), 
some scholars argue that manifestations of 
this moral culture increased sharply begin-
ning in the mid-2010s (Campell and Manning 
2018; Lukianoff and Haidt 2018). The final 
wave of data for the NSYR was collected in 
2012 to 2013, which places our data relatively 
early in these developments. More recent 
data would allow our findings to be tested 
in a sample that more closely aligns with the 
theorized timeline and could provide impor-
tant insights into the underlying mechanisms.
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AppEndIx
pArt A: MEASUrEMEntS 
And CodIng
Moral Attitudes

Moral Concern for Others (Using the 
20-Item Moral Foundation Question-
naire). Scores were derived by averag-
ing responses for the eight questions 
related to care and fairness. The Cron-
bach alpha for the scale was α = .71.

Care/Harm
How much do you agree with the following?

Compassion for those who are suffering is 
the most crucial virtue.

One of the worst things a person can do is 
hurt a defenseless animal.

(1 = strongly disagree, 2 = moderately dis-
agree, 3 = slightly disagree, 4 = slightly agree, 
5 = moderately agree, 6 = strongly agree)

When you decide whether something is 
right or wrong, to what extent are the follow-
ing considerations relevant to your thinking?

Whether or not someone suffered 
emotionally.

Whether or not someone cared for some-
one weak or vulnerable.

(1 = not at all relevant, 2 = not very relevant, 
3 = slightly relevant, 4 = somewhat relevant,  
5 = very relevant, 6 = extremely relevant)

Fairness/Cheating
How much do you agree with the following?

When the government makes laws, the 
number one principle should be ensuring that 
everyone is treated fairly.

Justice is the most important requirement 
for a society.

(1 = strongly disagree, 2 = moderately dis-
agree, 3 = slightly disagree, 4 = slightly agree, 
5 = moderately agree, 6 = strongly agree) 

When you decide whether something is 
right or wrong, to what extent are the follow-
ing considerations relevant to your thinking?

Whether or not some people were treated 
differently than others.

Whether or not someone acted unfairly. 
(1 = not at all relevant, 2 = not very relevant, 

3 = slightly relevant, 4 = somewhat relevant,  
5 = very relevant, 6 = extremely relevant)

Moral Concern for Social Order 
(Using the 20-Item Moral Foundations 
Questionnaire). Scores were derived by 
averaging responses for the 12 questions 
related to loyalty, authority, and sanctity. The 
Cronbach alpha for the scale was α = .79.

Loyalty/Betrayal
How much do you agree with the following?

I am proud of my country’s history.
People should be loyal to their family 

members, even when they have done some-
thing wrong.

(1 = strongly disagree, 2 = moderately dis-
agree, 3 = slightly disagree, 4 = slightly agree, 
5 = moderately agree, 6 = strongly agree)

When you decide whether something is 
right or wrong, to what extent are the follow-
ing considerations relevant to your thinking?

Whether or not someone’s actions showed 
love for his or her country.

Whether or not someone did something to 
betray his or her group.

(1 = not at all relevant, 2 = not very relevant, 
3 = slightly relevant, 4 = somewhat relevant,  
5 = very relevant, 6 = extremely relevant)

Authority/Subversion
How much do you agree with the following?

Respect for authority is something all chil-
dren need to learn.

Men and women each have different roles 
to play in society.

(1 = strongly disagree, 2 = moderately disa-
gree, 3 = slightly disagree, 4 = slightly agree,  
5 = moderately agree, 6 = strongly agree)

When you decide whether something is 
right or wrong, to what extent are the follow-
ing considerations relevant to your thinking?

Whether or not someone showed a lack of 
respect for authority.

Whether or not someone conformed to the 
traditions of society.
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(1 = not at all relevant, 2 = not very relevant, 
3 = slightly relevant, 4 = somewhat relevant,  
5 = very relevant, 6 = extremely relevant)

Purity/Degradation
How much do you agree with the following?

People should not do things that are dis-
gusting, even if no one is harmed.

I would call some acts wrong on the 
grounds that they are unnatural.

(1 = strongly disagree, 2 = moderately dis-
agree, 3 = slightly disagree, 4 = slightly agree, 
5 = moderately agree, 6 = strongly agree)

When you decide whether something is 
right or wrong, to what extent are the follow-
ing considerations relevant to your thinking?

Whether or not someone violated stand-
ards of purity and decency.

Whether or not someone did something 
disgusting.

(1 = not at all relevant, 2 = not very relevant, 
3 = slightly relevant, 4 = somewhat relevant,  
5 = very relevant, 6 = extremely relevant)

Moral Progressivism. Some people say 
that the world is always changing and we 
should adjust our views of what is morally 
right and wrong to reflect those changes.

(1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree)

Moral Relativism. Some people say that 
morals are relative, that there are no definite 
rights and wrongs for everybody.

(1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree)

Control Variables

Parental income: (1 = less than $10K, 2 = 
$10K to $20K, 3 = $20K to $30K, 4 = $30K 
to $40K, 5 = $40K to $50K, 6 = $50K to 
$60K, 7 = $60K to $70K, 8 = $70K to $80K, 
9 = $80K to $90K, 10 = $90K to $100K,  
11 = more than $100K).

Parental education: 0 = no college, 1 = 
either parent completed at least some college.

Household size: Total number of peo-
ple in household measured as a continuous 
variable.

Parent immigrant: 0 = interviewed parent 
was born with U.S. citizenship, 1 = parent 
being interviewed was born without U.S. 
citizenship.

Race: Black, Hispanic, Asian measured as 
dummy variables. White/other as reference 
group.

Religion: Mainline Protestant, Catholic, 
Evangelical Protestant, African American 
Protestant, Jewish, Mormon, other religion 
measured as dummy variables, with non-
religious as the reference category.

Parental ideology: Conservative parent 
(parent reports being somewhat conservative 
or very conservative), liberal parent (par-
ent reports being somewhat liberal or very 
liberal), measured as dummy variables, with 
moderates being reference category.

Gender: 0 = male, 1 = female.
Importance of child graduating college for 

parents: Measured as ordinal variable with 
categories, 1 = not at all important, 2 = not 
very important, 3 = somewhat important,  
4 = very important, 5 = extremely important.

High school grades: 1 = mostly Fs, 2 = 
Ds and Fs, 3 = mostly Ds, 4 = Cs and Ds, 5 
= mostly Cs, 6 = Bs and Cs, 7 = mostly Bs, 
8 = As and Bs, 9 = mostly As, 10 = all As. 
If student reported “mixed” grades, counted 
as missing.

College aspirations: 0 = respondent 
does not aspire to finish college degree, 1 = 
respondent would like to be a college gradu-
ate or pursue postgraduate degree.

Popularity at school: How much would 
you say you are part of the popular group at 
school? (1 = none, 2 = a little, 3 = some,  
4 = a lot).

Feelings of meaninglessness: How often, 
if ever, does life feel meaningless to you?  
(1 = never, 2 = rarely, 3 = sometimes, 4 = 
usually, 5 = always).

Conformity: How important or unimportant 
is it to you to fit in with what teens your age 
think is cool? (1 = not important at all, 2 = 
not very important, 3 = somewhat important, 
4 = very important, 5 = extremely important).

Social Concern. Scale ranging from 1 
to 4 (from less to more care), composed of 
three questions:
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How much do you personally care or 
not about equality between different racial 
groups?

How much do you personally care or 
not about the needs of poor people in this 
country?

How much do you personally care or not 
about the needs of elderly in this country?

(1 = not really care, 2 = care a little, 3 = 
care somewhat, 4 = care very much)

The Cronbach score for this scale is α = 
.55.

Religiosity Composite Score. Scores 
were derived from combining all items from 
Pearce, Hayward, and Pearlman’s (2017) 
five-factor model into a single latent religios-
ity composite score.

Religious Belief
Do you believe that there is life after death? 
(0 = not at all/maybe; 1 = definitely)

Do you believe in the existence of angels? 
(0 = not at all/maybe; 1 = definitely)

Do you believe in the existence of demons 
or evil spirits? (0 = not at all/maybe; 1 = 
definitely)

Do you believe in the possibility of divine 
miracles from God? (0 = not at all/maybe;  
1 = definitely)

Do you believe that there will come a 
judgment day when God will reward some 
and punish others, or not? (0 = not at all/
maybe; 1 = definitely)

Religious Exclusivity
Is it okay for religious people to try to convert 
other people to their faith, or should everyone 
leave everyone else alone? (0 = leave others 
alone; 1 = okay)

Do you think it is okay for someone of 
your religion to also practice other religions, 
or should people only practice one religion? 
(0 = okay to practice other religions; 1 = 
should only practice one religion)

Do you think it is okay for someone of 
one religion to also practice other religions, 
or should people only practice one religion? 
(0 = okay to practice other religions; 1 = 
should only practice one religion)

Which of the following statements comes 
closest to your own views about religion?  
(0 = many religions may be true/there is 
very little truth in any religion; 1 = only one 
religion is true)

Some people think that it is okay to pick 
and choose their religious beliefs without 
having to accept the teachings of their reli-
gious faith as a whole. Do you agree or disa-
gree? (0 = disagree; 1 = agree)

External Practice
How often do you attend church? (0 = never, 
1 = few times a year, 2 = many times a year, 
3 = once a month, 4 = 2 to 3 times a month, 
5 = once a week, 6 = more than once a week)

In the last year, have you prayed out loud 
or silently together with one or both of your 
parents, other than at meal times or at reli-
gious services? (0 = no; 1 = yes)

In the last year, have you shared your own 
religious faith with someone else not of your 
faith? (0 = no; 1 = yes)

In the last year, have you been a part of 
a religious support or evangelism or prayer 
group that meets at school? (0 = no; 1 = yes)

In the last year, have you been a part of 
any other scriptures study or prayer group? (0 
= no; 1 = yes)

Does your Church have an organized youth 
group for teenagers, or not? (0 = no; 1 = yes)

Personal Practice
How often, if ever, do you pray by yourself 
alone? (0 = never; 1 = less than once a 
month; 2 = one to two times a month; 3 = 
about once a week; 4 = a few times a week; 
5 = about once a day; 6 = many times a day)

How often, if ever, do you read from 
scriptures to yourself alone? (0 = never;  
1 = less than once a month; 2 = one to two 
times a month; 3 = about once a week; 4 = a 
few times a week; 5 = about once a day; 6 = 
many times a day)

In the last year, have you fasted or denied 
yourself something as a spiritual discipline? 
(0 = no; 1 = yes)

In the last year, have you tried to practice 
a weekly day of rest to keep the Sabbath?  
(0 = no; 1 = yes)
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Religious Salience
If you were unsure of what was right or 
wrong in a particular situation, how would 
you decide what to do? Would you MOST 
likely: (0 = make me feel happy/help me get 
ahead/follow advice of adult/something else; 
1 = God or Scripture says is right)

Have you ever made a personal commit-
ment to live your life for God? (0 = no;  
1 = yes)

How important or unimportant is reli-
gious faith in shaping how you live your 
daily life?

(0 = not at all important, 1 = very unim-
portant, 2 = somewhat important, 3 = very 
important, 4 = extremely important)

Attitudes toward Premarital Sex. Do 
you think that people should wait to have sex 
until they are married, or not necessarily?  
(1 = no; 2 = not necessarily; 3 = yes).

Acceptability of Breaking Moral 
Rules. Some people believe that it is some-
times okay to break moral rules if it works to 
your advantage and you can get away with it.

(1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree)

Selection Into Wave 4

Controls for selection into wave 4 were 
selected by running iterative logistic regres-
sion models and assessing which wave 1 
variables predicted participation at wave 4. 
We report only the variables that predicted 
selection into wave 4.

Ever Suspended in High School. In 
the last TWO years, how many times, if any, 
have you been suspended or expelled from 
school? (0 = never, 1 = >0)

Changed High School. How many 
times, if any, has [your teen] had to switch 
schools because of a residential move? (0 = 
never, 1 = >0)

Parent Homeowner. Do you own your 
current home, rent your current home, or have 
some other arrangement? (0 = do not own,  
1 = own)

table A1. Coding of Majors

Humanities, Arts, Social Science
Art History
History
German Studies
Liberal Arts
General Studies
Linguistics
Spanish Studies
English Literature
French
American Studies
Classics
Comparative Literature
Religion
Biblical Studies
Philosophy
Economics
Criminal Justice
Journalism
Political Science
Psychology
Anthropology
Sociology

StEM
Biology
Civil Engineering
Geological Sciences
Computer Science
Zoology
Biomedical Science
Environmental Science
Electrical Engineering
Civil Engineering
Mechanical Engineering
Industrial Engineering
Aerospace Engineering
Chemistry
Neuroscience
Nursing
Pharmacy
Dental Hygiene
Veterinary Technology
Automotive Technologies
Kinesiology
Math
Health Sciences

(continued)
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pArt B: MEtHodologICAl 
notES for MorAl 
progrESSIvISM And MorAl 
rElAtIvISM AnAlySES
Model Specification

Linear models are widely used, widely under-
stood, and easier to use with CRE analysis. 
Consequently, we used linear models for 
our analyses. However, given that our moral 
progressivism and moral relativism measures 
only have four response options, we tested 
whether using ordinal logistic regression 
would alter our conclusions. Results using 
ordinal models were substantively the same.

Fixed- versus Random-Effects 
Analyses

Here we delve deeper into why random-
effects (RE) estimates might be preferred 
over fixed-effects (FE) estimates for the 
moral progressivism and relativism analyses. 
The primary reason is that some educa-
tion variables—particularly those capturing 
field of study—have limited within-person 
variation across the three time points used in 
analyses. The amounts of within-person vari-
ation are shown in Table B1. Within-person 
variation for educational attainment variables 
is relatively sizeable, but for fields of study 
it is invariably low, and never exceeds 13 

Humanities, Arts, Social Science
Geography
Public Policy
Child and Family Studies
Government
Social Work
Child Development
Human Development
Information Systems
Human Services
Fine Art
Photography
Graphic Design
Interior Design
Architecture
Theatre
Music
Music Education
Media Studies
Dance
Film
Vocal Performance

Education
Elementary Education
History Education
Secondary Education
Childhood Education
Early Childhood Education
Teacher Education
Physical Education
Music Education

StEM
Physics
Animal Science
Speech, Language, and Hearing Sciences
Audiology
Microbiology
Physical Education
Physiology
Nutrition
Exercise Science

Business/Agriculture
Finance
Business Administration
Business Management
Merchandizing
Marketing
Accounting
Communication
Entrepreneurship
Project Management
Advertising
Public Relations
Human Resources
International Business
Organizational Leadership
Sport Management
Agriculture
Hospitality Management
Operations Management

Note: Only majors that appeared more than once are listed in the table.

table A1. (continued)
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percent of the total variation in those vari-
ables. Additionally, coefficients for educa-
tion variables are estimated holding other 
education variables constant, further reducing 
the amount of useable variation. The result 
is that FE estimates for education are often 
calculated using very little information. This 
increases standard errors, but it can also make 
estimates unreliable. The situation is analo-
gous to estimating an effect in a model with 
high multicollinearity—the lack of unique 
information can lead to unusual or extreme 
estimated coefficients, and coefficients that 
change dramatically in response to small 
changes to the model.

Given these considerations, using RE esti-
mation may be preferable even at the risk of 
introducing some bias. The level of potential 
bias for a particular variable can sometimes 
be gauged by examining the coefficient for 
its cross-wave mean in the CRE model (see 
Table 1). As noted in the next section, larger 
coefficients suggest greater deviation from the 
FE estimates and hence potentially larger bias 
due to unobserved time-invariant confounds. 
However, these estimates become much less 
informative if the FE estimates are unreliable. 
In such cases, the cross-wave mean coeffi-
cients give the difference from FE estimates 
that might themselves be badly biased. In 
the present case, these considerations sug-
gest FE estimation might be acceptable for 
educational attainment variables, whereas RE 
estimation might be more appropriate for the 
field of study variables given their low levels 
of within-person variation.

Fortunately, the basic pattern of results is 
consistent using both FE and RE estimation, 

giving us confidence that the main findings 
hold regardless of these modeling decisions. 
The major difference is in the size of the 
estimated effects, with the random-effects 
estimates generally being smaller in magni-
tude. The foregoing discussion suggests these 
smaller estimates might be more accurate, at 
least for the field of study variables. At a min-
imum, the RE coefficients give a conservative 
estimate of the size of education effects on 
moral attitudes.

Relationship between CRE and 
Hybrid Models

The correlated random-effects model (CRE; 
Wooldridge 2016) is

y x x r eit t CRE it CRE i i it= + + + +µ ββ γγ      (1)

where y is an outcome that varies over indi-
viduals (i) and time (t). The µt are intercepts 
that are allowed to vary at each time point. 
The βCRE are estimates of the time-varying 
variables (xit), and the γCRE are the effects of 
the within-person, cross-time means of those 
variables (x–i). The error term consists of time-
varying (eit) and time-invariant (ri) influences 
that are uncorrelated with the time-varying xit.

Allison (2009) presents a “hybrid” fixed/
random-effects model that is quite similar:

y x x x r eit t A it i A i i it= + − + + +µ ββ γγ( ) .    (2)

The major difference is that the time-varying 
variables are now deviated from their cross-
wave means (xit – x–i). This provides a clear sep-
aration of within-person and between-person 

table B1. Between- and Within-Person Variance for Education Variables

Between Within % Within

Some College .150 .110 42.3
BA .028 .052 65.0
Graduate .014 .024 62.7
HASS .097 .014 12.6
STEM .075 .010 12.1
Business .067 .009 11.5
Education .014 .001  8.5
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variation and allows the hybrid model to 
estimate both within-person effects (βA) and 
between-person effects (γA).

We can rearrange Equation 2 to see how 
the hybrid model relates to the CRE. We mul-
tiply the βA through (xit – x–i), which gives us

y x x x r eit t A it A i A i i it= + − + + +µ ββ ββ γγ .

We then rearrange terms and factor out the 
cross-wave means (x–i):

y x x r eit t A it A A i i it= + + − + +µ ββ γγ ββ( ) .   (3)

Comparing Equation 3 to Equation 1 reveals 
the following equivalences:

βCRE = βA 
γCRE = γA – βA.

Because βA are estimated using only 
within-person variation, they provide fixed-
effects estimates of the time-varying varia-
bles (xit). Because βCRE = βA it follows that the 
CRE also provides fixed-effects estimates.

Furthermore, the second equivalence 
shows the γCRE estimate for the differences 
between the between-person (γA) and within-
person (βA) estimates of the time-varying 
variables. In the absence of time-invariant 
confounding with time-constant effects, the 
within- and between-person effects would be 
the same. It follows that testing whether the 
γCRE are significantly different from 0 tests 
whether fixed-effects estimation is necessary.

Why Do Random- and Fixed-Effects 
Estimates (Sometimes) Differ So 
Much?

This section is intended mainly for readers 
wishing to better understand the changes in 
the coefficients for the education variables 
from the CRE to the random-effects model 
(Table 1 in the main text).

The CRE model is

y x x r eit t CRE it CRE i i it= + + + +µ ββ γγ .

As noted previously, the βCRE are FE esti-
mates. The γCRE give the difference between 
the between- and within-person estimates 
of the time-varying variables xit. When the 
cross-time means (x–i) are removed, the equa-
tion becomes

y x u eit t RE it i it= + + +µ ββ .

There are two key differences. First, the 
person-specific error term becomes ui, which 
is not allowed to be correlated with the pre-
dictors in the model. Second, the coefficients 
on the time-varying variables xit are now 
random-effects estimates, βRE, which com-
bine within- and between-person variation. 
As outlined by Wooldridge (2016), the rela-
tive contribution of each is given by

ββRE it ix x( ).−θ  (1)

This shows that a portion of the cross-time 
means is subtracted from their respective 
time-varying variables, with the portion given 
by θ. θ is calculated as

θ
σ

σ σ
= −

+
1

2

2 2
e

e uT
 (2)

where T is total number of time periods, σ e
2  

is the within-person variance, and σu
2  is the 

between-person variance.
The key point to take from Equations 1 

and 2 is that the RE estimates can be more 
heavily influenced toward either the within- 
or between-person estimates depending on 
whether the xit have relatively more within- 
or between-person variation. In cases where 
there is significantly more between-person 
variation, estimates will be weighted more 
heavily toward the between-person estimates.

For example, in Table 1, the FE esti-
mate for HASS majors from the CRE model 
(Model 1) is .24. The cross-wave mean esti-
mate for HASS majors is –.13, indicating 
the between-person estimate is .24 – .13 = 
.11. The RE estimate should be a weighted 
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average of these two. As shown in Model 
2, the (rounded) RE estimate is .10, which 
is about the same as the between-person 
estimate. The reason the two are so similar 
is that the HASS variable has much more 
between- than within-person variation, so the 
RE estimate is weighted heavily toward the 
between-person estimate.

The situation is different with the effect of 
graduate education. Here, the FE estimate is 
.20, and the between-person estimate is .20 – 
.22 = –.02. However, the graduate education 
variable has a fair amount of within-person 
variation, so the RE estimate does not shift as 
far toward the between-person estimate and 
settles at .14.

pArt C: ModElIng 
SElECtIon Into HIgHEr 
EdUCAtIon And MAjor 
fIEld of StUdy

Previous research on the predictors of college 
enrollment and major choice informs our 
selection of controls. Scholarship finds that 
family socioeconomic status and educational 
aspirations are important predictors of col-
lege enrollment. Owing to greater access to 
economic and cultural capital, children of 
higher-income and college-educated parents 
are more likely to develop the skills needed 
for admission and to be able to afford the 
costs (Blau and Duncan 1967; Conley 2001; 
Jaeger and Breen 2016; Schnittker and Beh-
rman 2012). Parental influence partly oper-
ates through value transmission; those who 
learn to value higher education and become 
more ambitious in their educational aspira-
tions are more likely to attain higher levels 
of education (Jaeger and Breen 2016; Vaisey 
2010). Research also finds that educational 
success varies across gender and race, with 
girls’ cultural capital tending to promote 
success in schooling, and cultural resources 
across ethnic groups differentially influenc-
ing success (DiMaggio 1982; Dumais 2002; 
Dumais, Kessinger, and Ghosh 2012; Far-
kas et al. 1990). Based on this literature, 

we include several variables related to the 
socioeconomic status of respondents’ families 
(parent income, parental education, house-
hold size), the skills and cultural capital that 
promote educational success (respondents’ 
high school grades, personal educational 
aspirations, and the importance their parents 
place on higher education), and sociodemo-
graphic differences (gender and race).

Research on major selection suggests both 
similar and different processes. Major selec-
tion is partly an economic decision driven 
by the anticipated professional outcomes of 
different degrees (Goyette and Mullen 2006). 
Family SES thus remains important, with 
students from more privileged backgrounds 
being more likely to prioritize non-economic 
concerns such as personal fulfillment (Astin 
and Oseguera 2004; Goyette and Mullen 
2006). Perceptions of value congruence are 
also important for major selection (Goyette 
and Mullen 2006). Value differences some-
times correspond to demographic groups, 
partly explaining why women and African 
Americans tend to be underrepresented in 
STEM but overrepresented in humanities and 
business administration, respectively (Goy-
ette and Mullen 2006; Hinrichs 2015), and 
Asians and children of immigrants tend to 
be overrepresented in STEM but less likely 
to enroll in business or the social sciences 
(National Science Foundation 1999; Rangel 
and Shi 2019). Accordingly, in addition to 
race and gender, our analysis controls for 
immigration status. Scholars also differentiate 
fields according to how they appeal to differ-
ent personality types (Pike 2006). Degrees 
in business appeal to students who are more 
extroverted and less neurotic, whereas the 
humanities and social sciences appeal to 
those who are more adventurous and non-
conformist (Kaufman, Pumaccahua, and Holt 
2013; Pike 2006). Wave 1 of the NSYR did 
not include personality measurements, but 
we include controls relevant to extroversion, 
neuroticism, and conformity—specifically, 
self-reported popularity among peers, feel-
ings of meaninglessness, and the desire to 
conform with peers.
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Finally, to control for the possibility that 
college enrollment and major selection is moti-
vated by prior moral attitudes, we include 
both sociodemographic variables related to 
moral differences (teen religious affiliation and 
political ideological background of parents), as 
well as constructs related to moral concerns. 
These include religiosity, attitudes toward 
abstaining from premarital sex, and social 
concern for marginalized populations. These 
moral constructs are imperfect as substitutes, 
but previous literature supports theoretical 
links between them. Moral concern for order is 
closely related to religiosity and conservative 
attitudes (Graham and Haidt 2010; Graham 
et al. 2009). Social concern for marginalized 
populations taps into concern for others, with 
both constructs addressing care for the vulner-
able (Forsberg, Nilsson, and Jørgensen 2019; 
Low and Wui 2016). Although we cannot 
assess how well these constructs substitute for 
direct measures of moral concerns at wave 1, 
we can evaluate their associations at wave 4. 
We have direct measures of our social concern 
index, attitudes toward premarital sex, and 
religiosity—a composite measure including 
religious beliefs, practices, and the personally 
felt salience of religion. We use respondent 
political ideology as a surrogate for parental 
ideology under the assumption that at wave 
1, teen ideology would reflect parental ideol-
ogy. These variables explain 13 percent of 
the variation in moral concern for others, and 
24 percent of the variation in moral concern 
for order. On the metric of correlations, these 
figures correspond to r = .36 and r = .49, 
respectively, both of which would be ranked as 
“moderate” in size under Cohen’s widely used 
classification scheme (although the correla-
tion for concern for order is borderline large). 

The higher predictive power of our controls 
for concern for social order is worth noting 
given that our analyses indicate higher educa-
tion only changes this type of moral concern, 
suggesting we have greater protection from 
morally motivated selection processes where it 
is most needed to bolster our results.

Table C1 describes how these variables 
predict selection into higher education in the 
NSYR. All these variables were measured at 
wave 1, and thus prior to enrollment. Model 
1 estimates a logistic regression model pre-
dicting college enrollment; Models 2 and 
3 estimate multinomial logistic regression 
models predicting the amount of higher edu-
cation respondents pursue and the majors 
they select. These models have McFadden 
R2 scores of .26, .16, and .07, respectively. 
Consistent with the literature, nearly every 
variable included in the model predicts some 
form of selection at a significant level, thus 
justifying their inclusion as controls. In fact, 
the only variables that are not at least margin-
ally significant predictors of selection include 
several of those included as constructs related 
to morality, namely moral relativism, atti-
tudes toward premarital sex, and whether 
a respondent’s parents are liberal or con-
servative. That these variables are not found 
to be significant predictors of selection, in 
fact, offers initial evidence that higher educa-
tion’s effects on subsequent morality are not 
reducible to selection. Nevertheless, some 
variables tied to morality do predict enroll-
ment, notably religiosity and social concern 
for marginalized populations, both of which 
predict major selection. Therefore, although 
our results caution against reducing higher 
education’s effects to selection processes, we 
cannot rule selection out completely.
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table d2. Linear Regressions of Moral Concern on Educational Attainment and Fields of 
Study

Moral Concern

Variables For Others For Social Order

Education Attained (ref. cat.: no educ. beyond HS)
 Some College .009 (.071) –.067 (.062)
 Bachelor’s Degree –.093 (.101) –.140 (.094)
 Graduate Studies .019 (.111) –.215* (.105)
Major Field of Study (ref. cat.: no educ. beyond HS)
 Humanities/Arts/Social Science .072 (.065) –.203** (.071)
 STEM –.016 (.068) –.073 (.072)
 Business/Agriculture .026 (.075) .132 (.076)
 Education .177 (.124) .341* (.136)
Parent Income –.056* (.027) –.085** (.027)
Parent Education .147* (.063) –.025 (.058)
Household Size –.025 (.023) –.002 (.022)
Parent Immigrant .225* (.090) .106 (.087)
Black .013 (.107) .096 (.097)
Hispanic .118 (.091) .038 (.087)
Asian –.305 (.187) –.292 (.176)
Mainline Protestant –.011 (.091) .216* (.089)
Catholic –.081 (.084) .177* (.077)
Evangelical Protestant –.135 (.089) .214* (.085)
African American Protestant –.038 (.141) .100 (.128)
Jewish –.075 (.171) .116 (.158)
Mormon –.041 (.151) .444** (.144)
Other Religion .008 (.145) –.115 (.148)
Indeterminate Religious Tradition .134 (.160) .274 (.149)
Parent Conservative –.100 (.052) .049 (.049)
Parent Liberal .132* (.059) –.068 (.059)
Female .193*** (.047) .106* (.043)
Higher Education Important for Parents .026 (.024) .010 (.022)
College Aspirations –.004 (.083) –.112 (.072)
Grades in High school –.026 (.029) –.045 (.026)
Popularity at School .010 (.024) .128*** (.023)
Feelings of Meaninglessness –.031 (.023) –.055* (.021)
Conformity –.009 (.024) .073*** (.022)
Social Concern .126*** (.024) –.019 (.022)
Against Premarital Sex .064* (.025) .075** (.025)
Religiosity .004 (.031) .166*** (.029)
Moral Relativism .032 (.046) .001 (.044)
Ever Suspended in High School –.164* (.066) –.045 (.060)
Changed High School .043 (.046) .000 (.043)
Parent Homeowner .120 (.064) .126* (.060)
Constant –.268 (.138) –.094 (.126)

Note: N = 2,012.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests).
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notes
 1. Although the particulars of how SES and morality 

relate are not always consistent across studies, SES 
is generally positively tied to a liberal moral profile 
characterized by a focus on individuals and open-
ness to new experience, and negatively associated 
with traditional forms of morality such as group 
loyalty and valuing authority.

 2. Moral relativism is available at wave 1; however, it 
was measured as a binary variable rather than using 
a four-point scale as in later waves. Therefore, we 
restrict our analyses of moral relativism to waves 2, 
3, and 4.

 3. We omitted cases where the highest level of education 
was an associate’s degree/vocational/technical certifi-
cate, given the low number of cases (n = 52) and the 
lack of theoretical expectations for this group.

 4. Survey weights must be included if a sampling 
design is informative—that is, the composition of 
the sample contains information about the relation-
ship between the independent and dependent vari-
ables. If the sampling design in non-informative, 
including survey weights will not change the coeffi-
cients much, but might increase the standard errors 
(Solon et al. 2015). Our results were similar with 
and without weights and invariably gave the same 
substantive conclusions, suggesting the sampling 
design is not informative for our research questions. 
As a further test, we examined whether the survey 
weights predicted our moral outcome variables, net 
of other controls. In all cases, sampling weights 
were non-significant, indicating they did not add 
information about the outcomes to our analyses. 
Consequently, we did not use survey weights in our 
analyses. This increased the efficiency of our esti-
mates and allowed us to use cases that were missing 
sampling weights at a given wave, thus increasing 
our final sample size.

 5. The low levels of moral progressivism among edu-
cation majors appear to contradict the socialization 
hypothesis, in that education is often depicted as a 
highly liberal field. However, the sample of education 
majors is quite small (n = 58), so it is possible our 
sample does not reflect general trends in this field.

table d3. Moral Change for HASS Majors across Parental Ideology

Moral  
Relativism

Moral  
Progressivism

Moral Concern 
for Social Order

Variables Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE

Education
 Degree-Holder –.120 (.061) .073 (.060) –.183 (.145)
 HASS –.124* (.058) .093 (.061) –.395** (.132)
 STEM –.115** (.043) –.037 (.046) –.092 (.114)
 Business/Agriculture –.072 (.042) .050 (.047) .122 (.121)
 Education –.118 (.083) .018 (.092) .310* (.151)
Parent Liberal .095* (.047) .072 (.051) –.161 (.111)
Parent Conservative –.149*** (.039) –.200*** (.042) –.112 (.111)
Interaction Effects
 Degree-Holder × Liberal Parents .047 (.094) .011 (.091) –.126 (.162)
 Degree-Holder × Conservative Parents .058 (.073) –.070 (.071) .070 (.140)
 HASS × Liberal Parents .103 (.101) .088 (.103) .342* (.173)
 HASS × Conservative Parents –.036 (.080) –.036 (.089) .314* (.138)
Constant .233*** (.068) .097 (.067) –.054 (.156)

Note: Moral relativism sample: N = 2,180, Obs. = 6,540; moral concern for social order sample: N = 
1,313. Table only displays main variables, although same controls were used as previous models.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests).
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 6. In some cases, effects for educational variables 
changed a great deal between the CRE and non-FE 
models. This is because the non-FE models calcu-
late effects using both within- and between-person 
variation. To the extent that between-person effects 
differ from within-person effects, the resulting coef-
ficient is a weighted average between the two, with 
the weights corresponding to the relative amounts 
of within- and between-person variation for the 
variable in question. Several education variables 
had small amounts of within-person variation, 
which made them more susceptible to change. See 
Appendix B for a further discussion of this issue.

 7. These results remain robust even when a fuller set 
of controls is included in the models. These are the 
same controls discussed in Appendix C and used in 
models for predicting moral concern for others and 
for social order.

 8. For instance, a teen who identifies with a religious 
denomination and attends church at least once a 
week is, on average, .96 SD higher on religiosity 
at wave 1 than a teen who is non-religious and does 
not attend church weekly.

 9. It is possible that although overall endorsement of 
concern for others does not change, how this con-
cern is understood and applied does. For example, 
concern for friends and family might be broadened 
to include concern for strangers, particular social 
groups (e.g., marginalized groups), or the environ-
ment. Similarly, moral concern for others might 
be linked to an expanded repertoire of behaviors, 
such as monitoring oneself and others for signs of 
harmful beliefs and behaviors, or various forms of 
political activism. Our data do not allow us to assess 
whether these types of changes are occurring.

10. Examining effects by ideological subgroups has two 
other advantages. First, it allows us to determine 
whether the moral changes associated with HASS 
degrees co-occur in the same students. This is impor-
tant for isolating the processes underlying the effects. 
For instance, if decreased concern for social order 
coincides with increased moral absolutism and moral 
progressivism, this is consistent with a moral social-
ization hypothesis. If, however, students from conser-
vative homes show an increase in moral absolutism 
without decreasing concern for social order, it might 
suggest a hardening of prior moral commitments in 
the face of contradictory moral influences. Subgroup 
analysis also provides a more rigorous control for 
selection processes. Parents’ ideologies likely affect 
the universities their children choose to attend, which, 
in turn, could influence the experiences students have 
in particular majors. For instance, it seems plausible 
that course readings and discussions about race, sexu-
ality, and other sensitive topics would differ between 
liberal and conservative universities.

11. For example, degrees in business/agriculture or 
education majors can increase moral certitude influ-
encing moral concern for social order in a liberal 
direction.

12. Emerging initiatives advanced by college admin-
istrators related to trigger warnings, microaggres-
sions, and safe spaces, for example, appear to 
exemplify liberal harm-reduction as the cardinal 
moral criteria (Campbell and Manning 2018; Luki-
anoff and Haidt 2018). In professional workplaces, 
moreover, Dobbin and Kalev (2013) carefully docu-
ment the diffusion of diversity initiatives advanced 
by corporate personnel experts in large firms since 
at least the 1980s. Some question the sincerity of 
these initiatives, arguing they are often symbolic 
gestures that leave structural inequalities intact 
(Berrey 2015; Collins 2011). Be that as it may, 
putative changes in professional culture dovetail 
trends among employees in higher education and 
professional sectors toward the political left more 
generally (Gelman 2008; OpenSecrets.org 2021; 
Piketty 2020; see also Gu 2020). As such, institu-
tional endorsement of social justice may combine 
with selection processes of “cultural fit” (Rivera 
2012) to contribute to a professional culture that is 
increasingly liberal in its sensibilities.

13. This might partly explain Trump’s lower support 
among the college-educated. Not only did Trump 
flout cosmopolitan moral norms, but he also exhib-
ited an ambivalent attitude toward what many 
people considered to be objective truth. Repeated 
allegations of “fake news” and the use of “alterna-
tive facts” are unlikely to have endeared him to a 
professional class that believes definite truths do 
exist, especially if education and expertise are seen 
as critical to discerning and applying those truths.

14. At first glance, this account of morally-motivated 
conflict appears at odds with recent work by Bal-
dassarri and Park (2020), who argue that moral 
attitudes are not polarizing because both Democrats 
and Republicans adopt more liberal moral attitudes 
over time but at different paces. We see our results 
as complementing their work by suggesting that 
colleges and universities might play an important 
role in the early diffusion of moral ideas. Higher 
education can encourage liberal moral attitudes and 
facilitate the formation of networks of like-minded 
peers through which new moral views can spread 
(Dey 1996, 1997; Strother et al. 2020). As gradu-
ates from these programs become professional 
elites, their ideas may “trickle down,” becoming a 
form of cultural capital that spreads as it is emulated 
by others (Bourdieu 1984; Campbell and Manning 
2018; Simmel 1957). In this way, higher education 
can facilitate the convergence of moral attitudes in 
the long-term, even while provoking tension in the 
short-term as a vanguard for moral change.
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