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If politics is about “who gets what, when, and 
how” (Lasswell 1936), then those who engage 
in politics on behalf of the relatively prosper-
ous have some explaining to do. Because 
democratic political institutions provide 
opportunities for the disadvantaged to fight 
for a greater share of societal resources, indi-
viduals seeking to protect their advantages 
have an incentive to try to convince others 
that their privileged position has been earned 
through hard work and superior talent, and 
that programs and policies designed to redis-
tribute wealth are inherently unjust (Gaventa 
1982; Jackman 1994). Indeed, political mobi-
lization, to a great extent, involves battles 

over distributive justice. Organizations repre-
senting the interests of oppressed or disad-
vantaged groups argue that their constituen-
cies are being treated unfairly (Gamson 1992; 
Snow et al. 1986); those who resist such 
efforts are typically defending a reward  
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Abstract
Competing visions of who is deserving of rewards and privileges, and different understandings 
of the fairness of reward allocation processes, are at the heart of political conflict. Indeed, 
social movement scholars generally agree that a key component of most, if not all, social 
movements is a shared belief that existing conditions are unfair and subject to change 
(Gamson 1992; McAdam 1982; Snow et al. 1986; Turner and Killian 1987). In this article we 
consider the role that residential segregation by education level plays in shaping perceptions 
of distributive justice and, in turn, providing a context conducive to conservative political 
mobilization. We apply these ideas in an analysis of Tea Party activism and show that 
educational segregation is a strong predictor of the number of Tea Party organizations in U.S. 
counties. In a complementary analysis, we find that individuals with a bachelor’s degree are 
more likely than people who do not have any college education to support the Tea Party; this 
relationship is strongest in counties with higher levels of educational segregation.
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system from which they benefit (McVeigh 
2009; Tilly 1978).

Perceptions of distributive justice are the 
product of social construction processes and 
are dependent, to a great extent, on the social 
context in which people are embedded. In this 
article, we are particularly interested in exam-
ining how residential segregation in local 
contexts that is based on education levels may 
influence political action focused on the gov-
ernment’s role in redistribution of wealth. 
This interest is rooted in our recognition of 
how other forms of segregation have implica-
tions not only for group access to valued 
resources, but also for how inequality is per-
ceived and acted on. For example, the role of 
racial segregation in sustaining racial inequal-
ity has been well documented. Racial segre-
gation can restrict minority group members’ 
access to jobs and quality schooling (Massey 
and Denton 1993; Quillian 2012; Wilson 
1987), and it is implicated in how minorities 
are depicted in political, scholarly, and public 
discourse. Massey and Denton (1993), for 
example, point out that people who explain 
racial inequality in terms of a culture of pov-
erty (e.g., Miller 1958) are blaming the vic-
tim, and failing to consider the ways 
residential segregation, rather than inherent 
cultural deficiencies, impedes social mobility. 
Racial segregation restricts group access to 
valued resources, and it can also facilitate the 
development of racial stereotypes that mem-
bers of majority groups use to justify their 
advantages. If minority group members 
appear to be at fault for their disadvantaged 
position, conservatives may characterize gov-
ernment efforts to promote racial equality as 
both unwise and unfair (Hunt 1996; Kluegel 
and Smith 1986).1

These segregation outcomes are not con-
fined to racial inequality. Social psychologi-
cal work in the status generalization (e.g., 
Cook 1975) and status construction (Ridge-
way 1997) traditions suggests that segrega-
tion can contribute to a vicious cycle that 
perpetuates inequality. Segregation can con-
tribute to inequality by denying members of 
one group access to valued resources. The 

ensuing inequality, in turn, provides evidence 
for dominant group members of the “natural” 
basis of group differences (Brezina and 
Winder 2003). We know, for example, that 
occupational sex segregation not only restricts 
women’s access to economic resources (Eng-
land, Thompson, and Aman 2001; Jacobs 
2001; Petersen and Morgan 1995) but also 
influences beliefs about women’s capabilities 
and aptitudes. As Ridgeway (1997) points 
out, frequent interaction between men and 
women who are status-distant can reinforce 
traditional beliefs about gender roles held by 
both men and women.

The recent rise of the Tea Party movement 
in the United States provides us with a unique 
opportunity to examine political mobilization 
that is directly engaged in core debates about 
government’s role in redistribution of wealth. 
Postel (2012:33) argues that the Tea Party’s 
“moral center” is the free market, and the Tea 
Party, for the most part, celebrates the 
achievements of those who have succeeded. 
At the same time, he adds, Tea Party views 
about the poor harken back to arguments of 
Social Darwinists “who believed that any 
social policy to protect the poor or address the 
gaping social inequalities of the Gilded Age 
violated the allegedly natural order of laissez-
faire economics.” Similar to how racial segre-
gation shapes perceptions of racial inequality, 
and occupational sex segregation shapes per-
ceptions of gender inequality, we consider the 
possibility that residential segregation of the 
highly educated may facilitate mobilization 
of a social movement, such as the Tea Party, 
that opposes redistribution of wealth to soci-
ety’s less prosperous citizens.

Political conflict over the government’s 
role in redistribution is rooted in competing 
visions of how people achieve economic suc-
cess. As Schlozman, Verba, and Brady (2012) 
point out, Americans are somewhat unusual 
when compared to citizens of other nations in 
terms of the faith they place in education for 
achieving not only individual mobility but 
also fair and equitable economic outcomes. As 
these authors express it, “not only do Ameri-
cans believe that equality of opportunity 
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should exist, they believe that equality of 
opportunity does exist” (Schlozman et al. 
2012:60). Yet, as research consistently shows, 
educational attainment is strongly influenced 
by parental affluence (Blau and Duncan 1967; 
Schlozman et al. 2012). Although optimistic 
views in regard to equal opportunity are 
broadly held in the United States, these views 
vary significantly across social groups and, we 
expect, across local settings that display vari-
ation in how educational differences structure 
social life. This variation provides very differ-
ent contexts for mobilization of a movement 
such as the Tea Party that strongly advocates a 
limited role of government in dealing with 
social inequality.

RiSE Of ThE TEA PARTy
In January 2009, Barack Obama assumed the 
presidency as the U.S. economy was sinking 
into the most severe recession since the great 
depression of the 1930s. Because the crisis 
began during a Republican president’s admin-
istration, news of failing banks, a failing auto 
industry, government bailouts, a disastrous 
housing market, and rising unemployment 
rates made voters receptive to Obama’s mes-
sage of hope and change (Scotto, Clarke, and 
Kornberg 2010). Obama’s honeymoon was 
short-lived, however. Many Americans soon 
became impatient with the Democratic 
administration’s progress in dealing with the 
crisis and a “Tea Party” movement opposing 
Obama’s agenda quickly emerged. Tea Party 
activists generated broad support for fiscal 
conservatism at a time when many Americans 
were seeking relief from economic hardship 
and insecurity.

Tea Party activists staged well-attended 
rallies and proved adept at capturing free pub-
licity via media attention (Boykoff and Lasch-
ever 2011; Williamson, Skocpol, and Coggin 
2011). In town hall meetings with congres-
sional representatives across the nation, and 
in numerous other venues, Tea Party activists 
vociferously opposed the Obama administra-
tion’s attempts to expand health care cover-
age. In 2010, the Tea Party flexed its muscle 

by backing congressional candidates who 
toed the Tea Party line—a strategy that proved 
most successful when electing candidates to 
the House of Representatives who served 
relatively homogeneous constituencies 
(Miller and Walling 2012; Williamson et al. 
2011). A congressional Tea Party Caucus 
formed in July 2010, consisting of approxi-
mately 60 members of the House of Repre-
sentatives and four U.S. Senators. Republican 
legislators and politicians gearing up for a run 
at the presidency in 2012 sought to curry 
favor with Tea Party constituents to shore up 
their conservative base of support (see Miller 
and Walling 2012).

In a recent book about the movement, 
Skocpol and Williamson (2012:202) com-
ment admiringly on the energy that Tea Party 
activists bring to civic participation, but they 
express deep concerns about a form of par-
ticipation that is highly polarizing and based 
on misinformation propagated by Fox News 
and other powerful media outlets: “Tea Par-
tiers’ factually inaccurate beliefs about many 
policy matters are particularly striking given 
their relatively high levels of education and 
overall savvy about the political process.” 
While Tea Party members and adherents tend 
to support some government programs, such 
as Social Security and Medicare, they strongly 
oppose programs they believe will redistrib-
ute wealth and resources to individuals they 
perceive as undeserving (Skocpol and Wil-
liamson 2012).

The Tea Party is notable for presenting 
itself as a grassroots populist movement rep-
resenting the interests and values of ordinary 
Americans, while being heavily dependent on 
resources provided by elite sponsors acting 
on behalf of large business corporations 
(Parker and Barreto 2013; Skocpol and Wil-
liamson 2012). Indeed, some pundits and 
scholars call the Tea Party an “Astroturf 
movement,” suggesting the grassroots popu-
list image is merely a sham deliberately con-
structed by the business elite and conservative 
news outlets (e.g., see DiMaggio 2011). 
Although it seems clear the media has exag-
gerated the movement’s grassroots aspects, 
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recent research indicates it would be mislead-
ing to overlook the importance of local organ-
izing. Especially in the early stages of the 
movement’s growth, researchers have had 
little trouble locating “real” Tea Party activ-
ists who were engaged in meetings and organ-
izational activity in their communities 
(Braunstein 2014; Fetner and King 2011; 
Perrin et al. 2011; Rafail et al. 2011; Skocpol 
and Williamson 2012).

Based on their ethnographic research, 
Skocpol and Williamson (2012:80) note that 
Tea Party activists show deep suspicion 
toward liberals: “Regulations supported by 
liberals are perceived as a foreign moral code, 
an imposition of un-American ideals.” Indeed, 
Tea Party supporters tend to view their oppo-
nents as inhabiting a different world, and they 
overestimate the extent to which others share 
their ideals (Braunstein 2014). In a New York 
Times/CBS News poll administered in April 
2010, 84 percent of self-declared Tea Party 
supporters said they thought the Tea Party 
movement reflects the views of most Ameri-
cans. In the sample as a whole, only 25 per-
cent expressed that belief. Zernike (2010:146) 
describes Tea Party activists as residing in an 
“echo chamber,” embedded in social net-
works that reinforce their beliefs and convic-
tions. We expect this type of reinforcement of 
a worldview can result from living in segre-
gated communities that impose constraints on 
the formation of social ties that might provide 
alternative perspectives on political issues 
(Baldassari and Bearman 2007; Blau 1977). 
Before developing this argument further, we 
first consider the nature of conservative mobi-
lization more generally.

ECOnOMiC AnD STATuS-
BASED ThREAT
While most Americans experienced at least 
some economic hardship due to the recession, 
economic hardship is not a primary motivat-
ing factor for Tea Party adherents (Fetner and 
King 2011). Tea Party supporters strongly 
oppose government relief efforts and instead 
advocate deficit reduction (Zernike 2010). 

The April 2010 New York Times/CBS poll 
reveals that Tea Party supporters were faring 
better than most Americans during the reces-
sion. Only 6 percent reported being temporar-
ily out of work (compared to 15 percent in the 
sample as a whole), and Tea Party supporters 
also tend to be older, wealthier, and more 
highly educated than the average American. 
These differences are even more pronounced 
among Tea Party activists (as opposed to 
those who merely claim they support the 
movement’s goals). Skocpol and Williamson 
(2012:23) report that “nearly all” activists 
they met during their field work had at least 
some college education.

Researchers studying conservative move-
ments often argue that incentives to mobilize 
are rooted in emerging threats to constituents’ 
interests (Almeida 2003; Goldstone and Tilly 
2001; Olzak 1992; Tilly 1978; Van Dyke and 
Soule 2002) or declining power in economic 
and political exchange (McVeigh 2009). At a 
general level, it seems clear that Tea Party 
activists and supporters are reacting against a 
perceived threat to their interests resulting 
from the election of a Democratic president in 
the midst of a severe recession. As the econ-
omy went into decline, Tea Party activists 
expressed anger about government bailouts of 
banks and failing industries, government 
spending programs designed to stimulate the 
free falling economy, and the Obama admin-
istration’s expansion of health care coverage. 
They expressed grave concerns about the 
growing national debt and sensed that gov-
ernment spending involved redistribution of 
their tax dollars to others undeserving of spe-
cial treatment (Williamson et al. 2011).

Although it is clear that Tea Party support-
ers are partly motivated by a threat to their 
economic interests, many Americans in simi-
lar economic circumstances do not support, 
and even strongly oppose, the movement. 
Some scholars have sought to explain con-
servative mobilization as a reaction to a threat 
to constituents’ status and cultural values. Tea 
Party activists seek to portray their conserva-
tive agenda not only as sound economic pol-
icy, but also as being inspired by the Founding 
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Fathers’ vision for the United States. Oppo-
nents’ ideas are dismissed as anti-American 
and socialistic (Braunstein 2014; Skocpol and 
Williamson 2012). Not only do Tea Party sup-
porters overwhelmingly disapprove of Presi-
dent Obama’s handling of the economy, the 
vast majority (75 percent, according to the 
April 2010 New York Times/CBS News Poll) 
also believe Obama does not share “the val-
ues most Americans try to live by.” Indeed, 
only a minority of Tea Party supporters in the 
poll (41 percent) acknowledged that Obama 
was born in the United States, and 92 percent 
said they thought Obama’s policies are mov-
ing the country toward socialism (Zernike 
2010).

These kinds of suspicions and assertions 
may lead scholars to focus on the seemingly 
irrational aspects of the movement. Perhaps 
Tea Party supporters are not really committed 
to fiscal conservatism but are instead moti-
vated by resentment and perceived threats to 
their status embedded in progressives’ aspira-
tions for “hope and change.” Writing in the 
1960s, Hofstadter (1964) condemned what he 
viewed as “the paranoid style” in U.S. poli-
tics, commonly practiced by right-wing 
movements of the day. This paranoid style, he 
argued, was rooted in a sense, held by some 
segments of society, that modernization was 
undermining and displacing their values and 
their way of life. Similarly, Gusfield’s (1963) 
status politics theory proposed that conserva-
tive moral reform movements reflect a form 
of status substitution embraced by members 
of the old middle class who are falling behind 
in the modernizing economy. Rather than 
directly addressing their economic griev-
ances, they respond by seeking to gain recog-
nition of the superiority of their group’s 
lifestyle and values.

Beisel (1997), however, criticizes the old 
status politics arguments for imposing a radi-
cal separation of class and status interests 
when seeking to explain conservative move-
ments. The Tea Party, above all, advocates a 
conservative economic agenda, and support-
ers are incensed about policies and programs 
they believe will exacerbate budget deficits 

and will require them to pay taxes to support 
people they perceive as undeserving. Yet 
these economic arguments are embedded in a 
shared cultural vision about what it means to 
be an American and a good citizen. To under-
stand how economic interests and values 
combine, as we argue in the next section, it is 
essential to give close attention to the struc-
tural context for mobilization.

EDuCATiOnAl SEgREgATiOn 
AnD DiSTRiBuTiVE JuSTiCE
Tea Party activists perceive the Obama 
administration’s policies as threatening their 
interests and at odds with ideals laid out by 
the nation’s Founding Fathers. Yet individual 
discontent often fails to result in collective 
action, and the majority of Americans, many 
of whom are similar to Tea Party supporters 
in many other respects, do not support the 
movement or its goals. Indeed, a recent Gal-
lup Poll found that 47 percent of Americans 
have an unfavorable view of the Tea Party, 
and only 33 percent have a favorable view 
(Gallup April 8, 2011). Moreover, many who 
are sympathetic to the movement’s goals may 
not be sufficiently motivated to pay the costs 
associated with participation in collective 
action when they could instead free ride on 
others’ efforts (Olson 1965).

The emergence of collective action, of 
course, does not require participation from all 
who are sympathetic to a movement’s goals. 
Instead, collective action requires the emer-
gence of a critical mass of highly motivated 
activists who can provide the resources 
needed to sustain organized activity (Marwell 
and Oliver 1993; Oliver and Marwell 1988). 
Oliver and Marwell’s (1988) work draws 
attention to how spatial distribution of indi-
viduals with both means and motive to pro-
vide a collective good can affect the 
emergence of collective action. Communica-
tion, and the capacity to identify who might 
contribute, for example, is enhanced by den-
sity of network ties among people who share 
a common interest (Marwell, Oliver, and 
Prahl 1988; see also Button, Rienzo, and 
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Wald 1997). Spatial concentration of the 
highly educated should be particularly rele-
vant for social movement activism. The Tea 
Party is not unique among social movements 
in terms of having an overrepresentation of 
individuals with college education among its 
activists. As Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 
(1995:305) note, education enhances partici-
pation in civic and political activity “more or 
less directly by developing skills that are rel-
evant to politics—the ability to speak and 
write, the knowledge of how to cope in an 
organizational setting” (see also Nie, Junn, 
and Stehlik-Barry 1996).

While the spatial concentration of the 
highly educated facilitates interaction and 
communication among people most likely to 
possess organizational skills, we expect that 
educational segregation also provides a favora-
ble context for Tea Party mobilization because 
it shapes perceptions of economic inequality 
and of who is deserving of government sup-
port. Bartels (2008) shows that economic ine-
quality has increased dramatically in recent 
decades—particularly during periods when 
Republicans occupied the White House—but 
citizens’ perceptions of inequality poorly track 
objective conditions. Americans often express 
egalitarian sentiments, yet as Bartels (2008:27) 
describes it, “egalitarian impulses are likely to 
gain real political traction only when citizens 
perceive contradictions between egalitarian 
ideals and social realities.” Scholars who study 
distributive justice remind us that the vast 
majority of Americans do not believe that ine-
quality, in and of itself, is illegitimate (Berger 
et al. 1972; Homans 1961; Jasso 1980). Instead, 
Americans tend to evaluate the fairness of the 
distribution system in existential terms, based 
on factors widely understood to be key deter-
minants of individual placement within the 
class structure (Berger et al. 1972; Shepelak 
and Alwin 1986).

Inequality resulting from educational dif-
ferences tends to be viewed as legitimate 
because it is seen as reflecting differences in 
skills and work ethic (Bobo and Kluegel 
1993; Kelley and Evans 1993). Similarly, 
Bourdieu (1974:32) argues that educational 

credentials legitimize income inequality, 
identifying education as “one of the most 
effective means of perpetuating the existing 
social pattern, as it both provides an apparent 
justification for social inequalities and gives 
recognition to the cultural heritage, that is, to 
a social gift treated as a natural one.” If eco-
nomic rewards are perceived simply as 
reflecting varying skills and training, and if 
access to that training is understood to be 
available to all, then government programs 
designed to aid society’s less fortunate (e.g., 
the unemployed, the under-employed, those 
lacking access to quality health care, or the 
working poor) may provoke anger from peo-
ple who think they are being asked to sacri-
fice on behalf of the undeserving.

The proportion of Americans earning a 
college degree has increased over time, but 
most Americans have not graduated from col-
lege. Recent Census data show that just over 
70 percent of Americans age 25 and older do 
not have a four-year degree. These figures 
vary substantially across local settings, how-
ever. When examining variation across U.S. 
counties, the percentage earning at least a 
bachelor’s degree ranges from a low of 4.5 
percent to a high of 69.6 percent. Moreover, 
counties vary substantially in terms of resi-
dential segregation of the highly educated. 
Due to segregation, college graduates may 
have very limited contact in their daily lives 
with individuals who have not graduated 
from college. Similarly, people without a col-
lege degree may have little contact with col-
lege graduates. These differences, we expect, 
can lead to substantial variation in individu-
als’ perceptions about access to higher educa-
tion, which in turn can influence perceptions 
of the fairness of redistributive policies. Edu-
cational segregation can reinforce preferences 
for homophily in social relations, resulting in 
misperceptions about the ease of access to 
higher education, and generating resentment 
toward “outsiders” who are making claims on 
the government that are at odds with “insid-
ers’” worldview (see, e.g., Baldassari and 
Bearman 2007; Blau 1977; McPherson, 
Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001).
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We also consider how educational segrega-
tion may combine with other community 
attributes to reinforce perceptions that redis-
tributive policies are either unnecessary or 
unfair. One factor to consider is income ine-
quality. Income inequality could potentially 
generate broad support for redistributive poli-
cies (given that wealth is concentrated in the 
hands of the numerical minority), yet segrega-
tion of the highly educated from other county 
residents could increase the likelihood that 
inequality is interpreted as a natural and just 
outcome, simply reflecting different levels of 
skill and ambition. We also consider how local 
economies differ in terms of average economic 
returns gained through higher education. Some 
local economies have a high demand for skills 
acquired through higher education, creating a 
situation in which economic inequalities are 
tightly linked to differences in educational 
attainment. These conditions, in combination 
with educational segregation, should reinforce 
perceptions that inequality simply reflects a 
fair and just return to differences in skills and 
ambition, increasing the likelihood that a criti-
cal mass of activists will emerge to resist redis-
tributive economic policies.

POliTiCAl PARTiSAnShiP, 
RACE, AnD REligiOn
To assess the relationship between educa-
tional segregation and Tea Party activism, it is 
essential to control for other features of local 
settings that could facilitate Tea Party sup-
port. Political partisanship is perhaps the most 
important factor in this regard. Indeed, the 
Tea Party rose in direct opposition to Presi-
dent Obama and his policy agenda (Skocpol 
and Williamson 2012). Political partisanship 
can act as a lens through which individuals 
interpret a broad range of issues (Aldrich 
2011; Campbell et al. 1960; Green, Palmquist, 
and Schickler 2002), and the Tea Party’s 
focus on reduced government spending and 
lower taxes should resonate most strongly in 
Republican strongholds where voters believe 
that conservative economic policies will ben-
efit them as individuals and stimulate eco-
nomic growth more generally.

The Republican Party, of course, repre-
sents voters on a range of issues that extend 
beyond opposition to high taxes and deficit 
spending. Responding to significant backlash 
to civil rights gains in the 1960s, the national 
Republican Party appeals to many white vot-
ers within and outside the South who oppose 
affirmative action and other policies designed 
to facilitate racial equality (Carmines and 
Stimson 1989). Similarly, the Republican 
Party attracts religious conservatives by tak-
ing conservative stances on social issues such 
as abortion and gay rights (Oberschall 1993). 
Some scholars argue that Tea Party activists 
are motivated, at least in part, by a desire to 
protect white privileges (Disch 2012; Parker 
and Barreto 2013), while others note that the 
movement seems to appeal particularly to 
evangelical Protestants (see, e.g., Montgom-
ery 2012). One might thus expect that the Tea 
Party would find fertile recruiting ground in 
predominantly Republican areas, where the 
population is mainly white, and where evan-
gelical Protestants make up a sizeable share 
of the community. However, even after taking 
these and other community factors into 
account, we expect to find that educational 
segregation strongly influences Tea Party 
mobilization.

DATA AnD METhODS
Given our interest in local context and the 
distribution of the highly educated within 
local contexts, we examine variation in the 
number of Tea Party organizations across 
U.S. counties.2 Counties, as units of analysis, 
provide us with considerable comparative 
leverage, in that we are able to use a total of 
3,106 cases. A focus on counties allows us to 
examine variation in the structuring of social 
relations that individuals experience in their 
immediate surroundings. A state-level analy-
sis would miss important intra-state heteroge-
neity that may influence shared perceptions 
and collective outcomes. It is possible, how-
ever, that state-level factors may be influenc-
ing Tea Party organizing. For example, the 
emergence of a Tea Party candidate for the 
U.S. Senate in Nevada could have spawned 
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more Tea Party organizations than would oth-
erwise have been the case without such a 
candidacy. To increase confidence in our 
findings pertaining to county-level effects, we 
employ a fixed-effects design that takes into 
account state-level differences. The proce-
dure is equivalent to including a dichotomous 
variable in the analysis for each state. Because 
our main dependent variable of interest is a 
count variable—the number of Tea Party 
organizations located in a county—we use 
negative binomial regression to estimate our 
models. Negative binomial regression is pref-
erable here to a Poisson model, because the 
former allows for overdispersion by relaxing 
assumptions that the variance is equal to the 
mean and that counts are statistically inde-
pendent (King 1989).3

Most of our county-level variables, as we 
describe below, are calculated using data 
measured in the late 2000s, immediately prior 
to the rise of the Tea Party movement. How-
ever, to include a measure of religious distri-
butions, we used religion data collected in the 
year 2000. County boundary changes in Colo-
rado and Virginia occurred soon after 2000. 
To ensure the 2000 religion data correspond 
with the same geographic units used to collect 
data for the later time period, we created a 
“county cluster” in Colorado and one in Vir-
ginia. These new units were created by aggre-
gating data for the five counties affected by 
the boundary change in Colorado and the two 
county units affected in Virginia.4

Dependent Variables

To measure Tea Party organizing, we use data 
collected by the Institute for Research and 
Education on Human Rights (IREHR). The 
IREHR derived these data through extensive 
examination of online directories of major 
national Tea Party faction websites. IREHR 
data provide us with an exhaustive list of 
local organizations identified by the major 
national Tea Party factions.5 These factions 
include ResistNet, Tea Party Nation, and the 
Tea Party Patriots. IREHR geo-coded the 
organization data, making it possible for us to 

locate each organization within a specific 
county. IREHR collected these data from 
May 1 to May 5, 2010. Based on our data, 
1,960 counties (63.1 percent) included in our 
analysis did not have a Tea Party organiza-
tion. A total of 2,806 organizations are spread 
across the remaining 1,147 counties. Of these, 
136 chapters are affiliated with ResistNet, 
323 are affiliated with Tea Party Nation, and 
the majority (2,347) are affiliated with Tea 
Party Patriots.6

Educational Segregation

We use data from the American Community 
Survey (ACS) (U.S. Census Bureau 2009) to 
calculate our measure of educational segrega-
tion. County-level measures for the ACS are 
derived from annual surveys administered to a 
sample of the population by the U.S. Census 
Bureau. To ensure a large enough sample size 
for reliable estimates of even the least popu-
lous counties, the ACS aggregates data for the 
years 2005 through 2009. We calculated the 
index of dissimilarity to measure educational 
segregation. We consider the extent to which 
people who have a college degree or above are 
distributed unevenly across Census block 
groups within each county. The dissimilarity 
index can range from 0 to 100 (in our data the 
measure actually ranges from 0 to 53.4), where 
0 represents complete integration and 100 indi-
cates complete segregation. The value indi-
cates the percentage of individuals either with 
a four-year college degree or without a college 
degree who would have to be relocated to a 
different Census block group to create an even 
distribution of college graduates across Census 
block groups.7 In our dataset, 28 counties con-
tain only a single Census block group, mean-
ing these counties would have a value of zero 
on the segregation measure (there is no segre-
gation across block groups because there is 
only one block group). We estimated our mod-
els with these cases included, but we also 
checked to see if excluding them affected our 
findings in any meaningful way. We obtained 
results similar to those presented here when 
the cases were excluded.8
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Control Variables

To assess the role of educational segregation, 
it is necessary to account for several other 
features of U.S. counties that may be associ-
ated with Tea Party organizing. Unless other-
wise noted, the control variables are calculated 
with data from the American Community 
Survey using the same 2005 to 2009 time 
period. We argue that the distribution of the 
highly educated, rather than simply the size of 
the highly educated population, facilitates Tea 
Party organizing. Therefore, it is necessary to 
control for the percent of county residents age 
25 and older who have earned a four-year col-
lege degree or above. Because individuals 
with higher levels of education also tend to 
have higher income, we calculate a measure 
of residential income segregation so we can 
rule out the possibility that any effects we 
observe related to educational segregation 
could instead be attributed to the segregation 
of the wealthy from the non-wealthy. We cal-
culate the measure in the same way as we 
calculated the educational segregation mea-
sure: the extent to which households with 
income of $200,000 and above are segregated 
from households with income below 
$200,000.9 In the ACS data, $200,000 and 
above is the top category; this lets us examine 
segregation of the wealthiest income group 
from the rest of the population. The Tea Party 
represents a coalition between (mostly) mid-
dle-class supporters and highly resourceful 
organizations representing the interests of 
large business corporations (Skocpol and 
Williamson 2012). Holding educational seg-
regation constant, it may be that integration 
(rather than segregation) of the wealthiest 
county residents facilitates such a coalition, 
as wealthy residents may be better situated to 
influence their less wealthy neighbors.

As discussed earlier, political partisanship 
should also be an important factor to consider 
when explaining Tea Party mobilization. 
Indeed, Tea Party activists are strongly 
opposed to the Obama presidency and to 
Obama’s policy agenda. We use Congres-
sional Quarterly’s America Votes (Scammon, 

McGillivray, and Cook 2010) to calculate the 
percentage of voters who voted for Barack 
Obama in the 2008 election. Because we 
think that perceptions about distributive jus-
tice are central to the Tea Party’s recruitment 
efforts, we also include a measure of income 
inequality. ACS data include a Gini coeffi-
cient based on the distribution of household 
income in each county. Also relevant to per-
ceptions of distributive justice is the extent to 
which educational differences structure 
income differences in local settings. Local 
economies can vary substantially in terms of 
returns to higher education. To address this, 
we calculate a measure of the median income 
of county residents with four years of college, 
divided by the median income of county resi-
dents who completed four years of high 
school. A low value would indicate that secur-
ing a college education provides minimal 
additional rewards in the local economy, 
whereas a high value indicates that returns to 
higher education are substantial.

The number of Tea Party organizations in 
a county, all else constant, should depend on 
the size of the population. Therefore, we 
include a measure for the natural log of total 
population size. We also calculate a measure 
of the log of population density to assess the 
extent to which our dependent variable is 
related to urban versus rural difference rather 
than simply population size. To make sure 
that predicted effects of educational segrega-
tion do not simply reflect differences in pros-
perity, we control for median family income. 
Tea Party activists are disproportionately 
white, and some scholars note that Tea Party 
supporters are more likely than non-support-
ers to express negative views about African 
Americans (see Parker and Barreto 2013). 
Many Tea Party activists are also strongly in 
favor of strict enforcement of immigration 
laws (Zernike 2010). Therefore, we control 
for the percent of the population that is Afri-
can American and the percent that identifies 
as Hispanic or Latino. Because Tea Party sup-
porters tend to be older than non-supporters, 
we control for median age in the county 
(Skocpol and Williamson 2012). Although 
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Tea Party activists, for the most part, avoid 
social issues such as same-sex marriage and 
abortion, several prominent figures identified 
with the movement, such as Sarah Palin and 
Michele Bachmann, are also highly regarded 
by the Religious Right, and many Tea Party 
activists are religious conservatives (Skocpol 
and Williamson 2012). We use data from the 
2000 Religious Congregations and Member-
ship study (Jones et al. 2002) to calculate a 
measure of the percent of church adherents in 
a county who are affiliated with evangelical 
Protestant denominations. To capture dimen-
sions of economic and social stability in these 
counties, we include measures of the percent 
of homes that are owner-occupied, the per-
cent of individuals age 16 and over who are 
married, and the unemployment rate.

We also control for the percent of workers 
who are employed in agricultural occupations 
and the percent employed in manufacturing 
occupations. Because Tea Party activists are 
primarily drawn from the middle class, we 
would not expect organizations to form in 
counties where agriculture or manufacturing 
are vital to the local economy. Finally, we 
consider the possibility that Tea Party organ-
izing may be influenced by the presence of 
other activist organizations within counties. 
We use data from the National Center for 
Charitable Statistics (2008) to calculate a 
measure of the number of nonprofit 

organizations in each county, registered with 
the Internal Revenue Service (IRS), that are 
listed under the category of “Civil Rights, 
Social Action, and Advocacy” (category R) 
according to the classification scheme of the 
National Taxonomy of Exempt Entities 
(NTEE). Tax exempt organizations with at 
least $5,000 in annual gross receipts are 
required to register with the IRS. Our data 
include the total number of organizations that 
filed with the IRS within 24 months of 
December 2008. Because the variable is 
severely skewed, we calculate it as the natural 
log of the number of organizations plus one.

RESulTS
Figure 1 depicts the geographic distribution 
of Tea Party organizations. Tea Party organi-
zations have established a presence in coun-
ties throughout the nation and are not confined 
to any particular region. Of course, this distri-
bution reflects differences in county attri-
butes, as well as state-level targeting strategies 
similar to those discussed earlier. In the anal-
yses that follow, we seek to explain variation 
in the number of Tea Party organizations in 
U.S. counties after controlling for state-level 
differences. This strategy allows us to assess 
the extent to which educational segregation in 
local settings is particularly hospitable to Tea 
Party organizations.10

figure 1. Tea Party Organizations in U.S. Counties
Source: Institute for Research and Education on Human Rights (2011).
Note: Dark shading indicates a county had at least one Tea Party organization.
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Table 1 presents negative binomial esti-
mates of the number of Tea Party organiza-
tions in U.S. counties. In the first column, we 
omit our measures of educational segregation 
and the control for income segregation. 
Among the other control variables we find 
that, as expected, population size has a strong 
positive effect on the number of organizations 
in a county. The coefficient for population 
density, on the other hand, is negative. In 
other words, Tea Party organizations tend to 
be found in populous counties, but after tak-
ing population size into account, they are less 
likely to be found in highly urbanized coun-
ties.11 Median age has a positive impact on 
the number of Tea Party organizations, 
whereas these organizations are less likely to 
be found in counties where high proportions 
of residents are employed in agricultural 
occupations. The coefficient for the measure 
of the percent with a four-year college degree 
or more is statistically significant and is posi-
tively related to the presence of Tea Party 
organizations. We also see, as expected, that 
Tea Party organizations are significantly less 
likely to be found in Democratic strongholds 
where the vote for Obama in 2008 was high. 
As noted earlier, Tea Party organizers should 
have an easier time establishing organizations 
where large proportions of the population are 
sympathetic, by virtue of political partisan-
ship, to the Tea Party agenda.

The second column of Table 1 presents 
results after adding the measure of educa-
tional segregation to the model. With the 
addition of educational segregation, the coef-
ficient for percent college variable falls to 
nonsignificance. The measure of educational 
segregation, on the other hand, has a highly 
significant positive effect on Tea Party organ-
izing in U.S. counties. This provides support 
for our claim that the spatial distribution of 
people with higher education, rather than sim-
ply the size of the highly educated population, 
is relevant to understanding the establishment 
of Tea Party chapters in counties. Coefficients 
in negative binomial regression can be inter-
preted using the expression [(exp b) – 1] x 
100. This transformation gives us the expected 

change in the dependent variable associated 
with a one-unit increase in the independent 
variable, net of effects of other variables 
included in the analysis. In this case, a one-
unit increase in educational segregation is 
associated with a 3.36 percent increase in the 
measure of Tea Party activism. An increase in 
the segregation measure equivalent to one 
standard deviation (7.54) would be associated 
with an increase in the dependent variable of 
approximately 25.3 percent.

As mentioned previously, we want to make 
sure that any effect we attribute to educational 
segregation should not, instead, be attributed 
to segregation of those with higher incomes. 
When we add income segregation to the 
model (column 3 in Table 1), the coefficient 
of educational segregation is not reduced (in 
fact, it is modestly strengthened). After con-
trolling for residential segregation by income, 
educational segregation remains a strong pre-
dictor of Tea Party organizing. Interestingly, 
segregation based on income, net of other 
variables, is negatively related to Tea Party 
organizing. Note that although the Tea Party 
receives significant funding from elite bene-
factors, their grassroots membership is drawn 
primarily from the middle class (Skocpol and 
Williamson 2012). Our findings indicate that 
the Tea Party is more likely to take root in 
counties where the wealthiest families (i.e., 
families with greater than $200,000 in house-
hold income) are integrated into the commu-
nity. As mentioned previously, this may 
reflect the capacity of wealthier individuals 
who oppose Democratic policies (e.g., Presi-
dent Obama’s proposal to raise taxes on fami-
lies making more than $250,000 per year) to 
influence their less wealthy neighbors.

These results show that educational segre-
gation and political partisanship are both 
important factors in explaining variation in 
the location of Tea Party organizations. 
Although Tea Party supporters are dispropor-
tionately white, and the movement draws 
strong support from evangelical Protestants, 
our measures of racial and religious distribu-
tions do not predict Tea Party organizing 
when controlling for other factors. To gain 
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Table 1. Number of Tea Party Organizations in U.S. Counties: Negative Binomial Regression 
Estimates with Controls for State-Level Effects

Independent Variable 1 2 3 4

Educational Segregation .033*** .035*** .037***

 (.005) (.005) (.005)
Percent College .018* .010 .008 .001
 (.008) (.008) (.008) (.008)
Income Segregation –.007** –.008**

 (.003) (.002)
Income Inequality (Gini) –.006 –.020 –.020 –.016
 (.012) (.012) (.012) (.012)
Returns to Education –.055 –.044 –.036 –.029
 (.072) (.078) (.077) (.074)
Percent Vote for Obama, 2008 –.020*** –.018*** –.017***  
 (.004) (.004) (.004)  
Population (logged) .742*** .698*** .703*** .730***

 (.059) (.059) (.058) (.058)
Population Density (logged) –.137** –.142*** –.143*** –.158***

 (.043) (.044) (.043) (.043)
Median Income –.010 –.009 –.011* –.010*

 (.005) (.005) (.005) (.005)
Percent African American –.003 –.004 –.004 –.010**

 (.004) (.004) (.004) (.004)
Percent Latino or Hispanic .005 .002 .001 –.003
 (.003) (.003) (.003) (.003)
Median Age .019* .024* .023* .017
 (.009) (.010) (.009) (.009)
Percent Evangelical .003 .003 .003 .007***

 (.002) (.002) (.002) (.002)
Percent Homes Owner-Occupied .001 .001 .001 .003
 (.006) (.006) (.006) (.006)
Percent Married –.010 –.006 –.007 .003
 (.009) (.009) (.009) (.009)
Unemployment .010 .014 .015 .002
 (.018) (.017) (.017) (.017)
Percent Agricultural Occupations –.035*** –.037*** –.037*** –.033***

 (.010) (.010) (.010) (.010)
Percent Manufacturing Occupations –.008 –.010 –.008 –.010
 (.006) (.006) (.006) (.006)
Activist Organizations (logged) .072 .059 .061 .041
 (.051) (.050) (.050) (.050)

Constant –6.322*** –6.343*** –5.850*** –7.225***

 (.785) (.782) (.799) (.741)

Number of Observations 3,106 3,106 3,106 3,106
Log Likelihood –2920.3 –2902.0 –2898.5 –2908.3

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed test).
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deeper insight into these findings, column 4 
of Table 1 shows that measures of percent 
African American and percent evangelical 
Protestant are, in fact, significant predictors 
of the dependent variable when we do not 
control for the Obama vote. This suggests that 
although racial and religious distributions 
may contribute to Tea Party organizing, polit-
ical partisanship mediates these effects.

Reinforcing Perceptions about 
Redistributive Policies

We argued that educational segregation 
should facilitate Tea Party organizing by 
shaping collective perceptions about the fair-
ness of government’s role in redistribution of 
resources. Inequality resulting from differ-
ences in educational attainment is broadly 
viewed as legitimate, and the segregation of 
the highly educated can influence perceptions 
about ease of access to education. If we are 
correct about these underlying mechanisms, 
we might expect the effect of educational 
segregation would be reinforced or enhanced 
in local settings where educational differ-
ences do, in fact, track closely with differ-
ences in income, and in settings where income 
inequality is relatively high. As Table 2 
shows, these expectations are confirmed. The 
first column of Table 2 presents results when 
we include an interaction between educa-
tional segregation and returns to education. 
To facilitate interpretation, variables included 
in the interaction are centered on their mean 
values. When the interaction is included, the 
main effect of educational segregation 
remains positive and significant. This indi-
cates that when the measure of returns to 
education is at its mean value, educational 
segregation has a predicted positive effect on 
Tea Party organizing. The significant coeffi-
cient for the interaction term indicates that the 
positive effect is even stronger in counties 
with higher than average values on returns to 
education. Similarly, results presented in the 
second column indicate that educational seg-
regation has a positive effect on Tea Party 
organizing when income inequality is set at 

its mean value, and this positive effect is 
stronger in counties with higher than average 
levels of income inequality.12

Individual-Level Support for the Tea 
Party

These results offer strong support for our 
argument about the role of educational segre-
gation in explaining variation in Tea Party 
mobilization in U.S. counties. In our analyses 
up to this point, after controlling for numer-
ous other factors, we find that counties with 
higher levels of educational segregation are 
significantly more likely to have Tea Party 
organizations, and this effect is particularly 
strong in counties with high levels of income 
inequality and where economic returns to col-
lege education are high. Our theoretical argu-
ment suggests this reflects how educational 
segregation shapes perceptions about distrib-
utive justice among people with a college 
education—the group that prior research 
shows are most likely to be involved in Tea 
Party activism. Our county-level analysis, 
however, does not allow us to show that indi-
viduals with a college degree are particularly 
likely to be predisposed toward the Tea Party 
movement in contexts characterized by high 
levels of educational segregation. For this 
task, we must turn to individual-level data.

A CBS News/New York Times poll admin-
istered in early September 2010 allows us to 
assess how educational segregation in local 
settings may influence how individuals’ edu-
cational attainment is related to their support 
for the Tea Party.13 Like our organizational 
data, this captures a time period when the 
movement had recently been involved in the 
fight over health care and was turning atten-
tion to the upcoming congressional elections. 
Important for our purposes, respondents’ 
county identifiers are included in the poll. We 
can thus evaluate the extent to which opinions 
about the Tea Party are related not only to 
personal attributes, such as educational attain-
ment or political partisanship, but also to 
levels of educational segregation in people’s 
local surroundings. County identifiers are 
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Table 2. Number of Tea Party Organizations in U.S. Counties, Interaction Effects: Negative 
Binomial Regression Estimates with Controls for State-Level Effects

Independent Variable 1 2

Educational Segregation .031*** .032***

 (.006) (.006)
Percent College .008 .009
 (.008) (.008)
Income Segregation –.006* –.007**

 (.003) (.002)
Income Inequality (Gini) –.023 –.029
 (.012) (.013)
Returns to Education –.141 –.039
 (.088) (.078)
Percent Vote for Obama, 2008 –.017*** –.018***

 (.004) (.004)
Population (logged) .714*** .717***

 (.058) (.058)
Population Density (logged) –.156*** –.148***

 (.044) (.043)
Median Income –.012* –.011*

 (.005) (.005)
Percent African American –.005 –.004
 (.004) (.004)
Percent Latino or Hispanic .0002 .001
 (.003) (.003)
Median Age .021* .023*

 (.009) (.009)
Percent Evangelical .003 .003
 (.002) (.002)
Percent Homes Owner-Occupied .003 .003
 (.006) (.006)
Percent Married –.009 –.008
 (.009) (.009)
Unemployment .012 .015
 (.017) (.017)
Percent Agricultural Occupations –.040*** –.038***

 (.010) (.010)
Percent Manufacturing Occupations –.010 –.009
 (.005) (.006)
Activist Organizations (logged) .059 .050
 (.050) (.050)
Educational Segregation x Returns to Education .036**  
 (.011)  
Educational Segregation x Income Inequality .0016*

 (.0007)

Constant –5.721*** –6.016***

 (.792) (.798)

Number of Observations 3,106 3,106
Log Likelihood –2894.2 –2896.3

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed test).
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unavailable for respondents who were inter-
viewed by cell phone. Nevertheless, our sam-
ple includes a total of 741 individuals residing 
in 472 different U.S. counties.14

For this analysis, the dependent variable is 
self-identified support for the Tea Party. This 
variable is based on answers to the following 
question: “Do you consider yourself to be a 
supporter of the Tea Party movement, or 
not?” Respondents’ education is the primary 
independent variable of interest, and we 
measure it using four mutually exclusive cat-
egories—less than college, some college, a 
four-year degree, and postgraduate work or 
degree. We also include measures of political 
party identification and political views. These 
include a binary variable for respondents who 
identify as being a Republican and another 
binary variable for those who self-identify as 
an Independent (Democrat is the omitted cat-
egory). Another dichotomous variable is 
coded one for respondents who report that 
they think of themselves as being conserva-
tive on most political matters. We also control 
for several other individual-level factors that 
likely influence attitudes about the Tea Party 
(Parker 2010; Zernike 2010). Binary varia-
bles for sex (1 = male), race (1 = white), mari-
tal status (1 = married), and region (1 = 
South), as well as an ordinal variable for 
household income and a continuous variable 
for respondent’s age, are included in all model 
specifications. After evaluating the effect of 
these factors on Tea Party support, we add 
educational segregation and the other county-
level measures previously described. Because 
of the dichotomous nature of the self-identi-
fied Tea Party support variable, we use logis-
tic regression to analyze it.15,16

Looking at Model 1 in Table 3, we see that 
relative to people who have no college educa-
tion, those who have some college education 
or a four-year degree are significantly more 
likely to support the Tea Party (the difference 
between postgraduate work or degree and no 
college education is not statistically signifi-
cant). In terms of magnitude, the odds of the 
some-college-educated and the bachelor-
degree-educated supporting the Tea Party are 

both about two times that of the non-college-
educated (exp[.754] = 2.123 and exp[.671] = 
1.956, respectively). This model also shows 
that political partisanship, political views, 
sex, and region are all significant predictors 
of Tea Party movement support. Not surpris-
ingly, Republicans are more likely than Dem-
ocrats to support the Tea Party (Independents 
also have a positive effect). Being politically 
conservative sharply increases the likelihood 
of support.17 Finally, men and people living in 
southern states are also more likely than 
women and non-southerners to be Tea Party 
supporters.18

Model 2 in Table 3 adds the county-level 
educational segregation measure. By itself, it 
does not significantly differentiate Tea Party 
supporters from non-supporters. Furthermore, 
introduction of this measure does not substan-
tively alter any of the significant individual-
level factors identified in the previous model. 
This is not surprising because our theoretical 
arguments lead us to expect that the role of 
educational segregation in shaping individual 
attitudes toward the Tea Party depends on 
individuals’ educational level. Our main goal 
in the individual-level analysis is to deter-
mine which educational groups are most 
likely to be influenced by educational segre-
gation when forming attitudes toward the Tea 
Party. In the next model, we thus enter inter-
action terms for each individual-level educa-
tion category and the county-level measure of 
educational segregation. While the interaction 
terms for some college education and post-
graduate work or degree are not significant, 
the interaction term for bachelor’s degree is. 
The main effect of the four-year degree vari-
able indicates that people with a college 
degree are significantly more likely than 
those with less than college education to sup-
port the Tea Party when educational segrega-
tion in a county is at mean levels. The 
coefficient for the interaction effect indicates 
that the positive effect grows even stronger in 
counties with higher than average levels of 
educational segregation. This effect is robust 
to inclusion of a range of other county-level 
factors. As Model 4 shows, the interaction 
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Table 3. Predicting Individual-Level Support for the Tea Party: Logistic Regression Estimates

Independent Variables 1 2 3 4

Some College .754* .760** .870** .991**

 (.293) (.294) (.309) (.314)
Four-Year Degree .671* .679* .793* .894**

 (.318) (.318) (.326) (.334)
Postgraduate Work or Degree .108 .124 .227 .363
 (.340) (.341) (.355) (.384)
Republican 2.147*** 2.142*** 2.194*** 2.233***

 (.314) (.315) (.308) (.313)
Independent 1.670*** 1.674*** 1.691*** 1.756***

 (.317) (.318) (.311) (.318)
Politically Conservative 1.760*** 1.746*** 1.758*** 1.835***

 (.225) (.226) (.228) (.230)
Male .643** .642** .670** .714**

 (.216) (.216) (.217) (.229)
White .641 .602 .505 .539
 (.396) (.402) (.403) (.439)
Married –.031 –.053 –.078 –.185
 (.223) (.225) (.232) (.248)
South .480* .483* .489* –.067
 (.213) (.213) (.213) (.370)
Household Income –.002 .002 .000 .013
 (.105) (.106) (.106) (.107)
Age .009 .009 .008 .010
 (.006) (.006) (.006) (.007)
Educational Segregation –.010 –.052* –.053
 (.012) (.025) (.031)
Educational Segregation x Some College .058 .066
 (.035) (.035)
Educational Segregation x Four-Year Degree .069* .074*

 (.033) (.034)
Educational Segregation x Postgraduate Work 

or Degree
.039

(.037)
.038

(.038)
Percent College –.008
 (.034)
Income Segregation .020
 (.013)
Income Inequality (Gini) –2.056
 (5.483)
Returns to Education .638
 (.749)
Percent Vote for Obama, 2008 .003
 (.016)
Population (logged) –.135
 (.230)
Population Density (logged) –.052
 (.157)
Median Income .007
 (.019)
Percent African American .022
 (.016)

(continued)
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term for educational segregation and posses-
sion of a bachelor’s degree remains signifi-
cant even when we add all the contextual 
variables that were included earlier in the 
county-level analyses.19

Prior research on the Tea Party has already 
revealed the disproportionate representation of 
college graduates and those with some college 
education among Tea Party supporters and 
activists, and our analysis confirms those find-
ings. Yet we also know that many college grad-
uates oppose the Tea Party and instead rally 
around progressive causes. Here, we find that 
college graduates are particularly likely to sup-
port the Tea Party when they live in counties 
with high levels of educational segregation.

COnCluSiOnS
The Tea Party has established organizations 
throughout the nation and in a broad range of 

communities that, on the surface, seem to be 
dissimilar in many ways. Indeed, the move-
ment has established a strong organizational 
presence in heavily populated areas such as 
Orange County, California and Maricopa 
County, Arizona, but also in more suburban 
settings such as Middlesex County, Massa-
chusetts, and Kane County, Illinois, and in 
less densely populated locations such as Cha-
tham County, North Carolina, and Dodge 
County, Georgia. One feature that these and 
other Tea Party counties tend to have in com-
mon is unusually high levels of educational 
segregation. In fact, 55.8 percent of Tea Party 
organizations in our dataset are located in 
counties falling into the highest quartile on 
the measure of educational segregation, and 
79.1 percent can be found in counties in the 
top two quartiles on the measure. After con-
trolling for numerous other attributes of U.S. 
counties, we still find a strong, statistically 

Independent Variables 1 2 3 4

Percent Latino or Hispanic .018
 (.016)
Median Age –.014
 (.045)
Percent Evangelical .008
 (.008)
Percent Homes Owner-Occupied –.005
 (.026)
Percent Married .004
 (.041)
Unemployment –.153
 (.083)
Percent Agricultural Occupations –.061
 (.046)
Percent Manufacturing Occupations –.012
 (.023)
Activist Organizations (logged) –.118
 (.224)
Constant –5.084*** –5.062*** –5.045*** –3.219
 (.761) (.760) (.761) (4.752)

Observations 741 741 741 741

Note: Robust standard errors are in parentheses.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed test).

Table 3. (continued)
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significant relationship between educational 
segregation and formation of Tea Party orga-
nizations. Furthermore, we find that individu-
als with a four-year college degree are more 
likely than those who have not attended col-
lege to express support for the Tea Party, with 
that relationship being strongest in counties 
with high levels of educational segregation.

Social movements typically pressure the 
government to take action to address a prob-
lem or to remedy societal inequalities. Tea 
Party activists, on the other hand, have organ-
ized to pressure the government to reduce its 
role. “Big government,” they argue, is the 
problem rather than the solution. Problems 
associated with the economic recession will 
self-correct if taxes are lowered and govern-
ment spending is sharply curtailed (Skocpol 
and Williamson 2012). This understanding of 
the economy, of course, did not originate with 
the Tea Party, and it is clearly not the first 
social movement to represent people who fear 
that new policies and political agendas will 
impose new costs on them. Martin (2008), for 
example, shows how the 1970s property tax 
revolt in California was triggered by progres-
sive reforms that were designed to promote 
tax fairness but removed informal tax privi-
leges that benefited many homeowners and 
offered them a degree of protection from 
market forces. Moreover, in the 1920s, lead-
ers of the Ku Klux Klan went so far as to 
argue that legislation designed to redistribute 
wealth through taxation is unconstitutional 
(McVeigh 2009).

Conservative activists typically do not jus-
tify their activities simply in terms of rational 
pursuit of individual self-interest, nor do we 
expect them to perceive their actions as com-
pletely, or even primarily, self-serving (see 
Gross, Medvetz, and Russell 2011). Social 
movement scholars emphasize the impor-
tance of developing an injustice frame when 
seeking to attract support for collective action 
(Gamson 1992; McAdam 1982). As Turner 
and Killian (1987:242) express it, “The com-
mon element in the norms of most, and prob-
ably all, movements is the conviction that 
existing conditions are unjust.”20 While 

scholars have almost exclusively focused on 
injustice frames constructed by progressive 
movements, we see no reason why a sense of 
injustice would be any less important for con-
servative movements. Clearly, this is true of 
the Tea Party. While supporters and activists 
do not want to bear the costs of government 
programs from which they do not directly 
benefit, they also argue that recipients of 
expanded government are undeserving of 
support (Skocpol and Williamson 2012), and 
thus that an injustice has taken place.

Assessments of who is deserving and who 
is undeserving, and what is just versus unjust, 
are not made in a vacuum. Perceptions of col-
lective grievances, as well as opportunities to 
engage in organized conflict, can vary sub-
stantially across local settings. Community 
structure, for example, can determine whether 
latent feelings of racial or ethnic animosity 
will result in episodes of collective conflict 
(Blalock 1967; Olzak 1992). Binder and 
Wood (2013) show how different contexts 
influence the different ways conservative stu-
dents engage in activism on university cam-
puses. Even collective conflict over art, as 
Tepper (2011) shows, can be traced to struc-
tural features of local settings.

While we know that structural context 
matters, we hope our study will lead to more 
research that focuses on how a specific fea-
ture of the context—segregation—is linked to 
formation of shared values as well as oppor-
tunities to act collectively. We suspect educa-
tional segregation is especially relevant when 
conflicts emerge over class interests and 
redistributive policies and programs. As we 
argued, differences in educational attainment 
are broadly viewed as legitimate determinants 
of unequal outcomes. Other forms of segrega-
tion may be in play when it comes to shaping 
views pertaining to distributive justice having 
to do with identity boundaries. We have 
already mentioned segregation by sex and by 
race. It may also prove useful to examine how 
spatial segregation based on religious identi-
ties or sexual orientation shapes perceptions 
of what constitutes moral behavior and what 
rights and privileges should be afforded to 
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different subgroups in the broader society. 
More investigation into consequences of seg-
regation based on income is also called for, 
particularly in light of our findings showing 
that segregation based on educational differ-
ences supports Tea Party activism, while seg-
regation of the wealthy hinders Tea Party 
organizing. Holding constant educational seg-
regation, segregation of the wealthy may 
facilitate more progressive forms of populist 
activism that accentuate divisions between 
the “haves” and “have nots.”

In this article we focused on educational 
segregation and its implications for collective 
mobilization in local settings. We did not 
directly examine the link between segregation 
and individual perceptions of inequality and 
justice, but we see this as a very promising 
line of research for future work. Segregation 
imposes constraints on opportunities to 
engage in intergroup relations (Blau 1977), 
thereby limiting the range of information 
available to individuals as they ponder both 
the causes of, and solutions for, a broad range 
of social problems. In a highly segregated 
society, individual understandings of what is 
fair and just tend to be formed and reinforced 
within homophilous networks and structures.
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notes
 1.  Along these same lines, Bonilla-Silva and Embrick 

(2007:341) argue that racial segregation creates a 

“white habitus” that shapes white perceptions of 
non-whites: “The social psychology produced by 
the white habitus leads to the creation of a positive 
self-view and a negative other-view. The more dis-
tant the group in question is from the white ‘norm,’ 
other things being equal, the more negative whites 
will view the group.”

 2.  We exclude the District of Columbia because of 
its unusual status as the nation’s capital, and we 
excluded all counties in the state of Alaska due to 
data limitations.

 3.  In a preliminary analysis we dichotomized the 
dependent variable and estimated models with 
logistic regression. The results were similar. Most 
important, our measure of educational segregation 
was a strong predictor of Tea Party presence regard-
less of whether we used a dichotomous dependent 
variable or a count variable. We present results of 
the count models here, because the count variable 
reflects the full range of Tea Party organizing in 
local settings.

 4.  In Colorado, a new county (Broomfield) was cre-
ated out of parts of Adams, Boulder, Jefferson, and 
Weld counties. In our analysis, all territory covered 
by these five counties are combined to form a sin-
gle observation. In Virginia, the county equivalent 
of Clifton Forge was changed to town status and 
became part of Alleghany County. These are com-
bined to form a single unit in our analyses. We use 
the 2000 religion data rather than the most recent 
wave of religion data because the most recent wave 
was collected after the Tea Party’s emergence.

 5.  While many Tea Party supporters are unaffiliated 
with a specific organization, here we aim to capture 
the movement’s organizational presence in local 
settings. Skocpol and Williamson (2012) point out 
that many local organizers they observed had prior 
experience in political organizing that facilitated 
the establishment of a web presence and communi-
cation networks. Later in the article we also analyze 
individual-level support for the Tea Party.

 6.  For a thorough description of each faction, see the 
IREHR website (IREHR 2011) or Skocpol and Wil-
liamson (2012).

 7.  For our purposes, we prefer the dissimilarity index 
over an exposure index, because the former allows 
us to separately analyze possible effects of aggre-
gate levels of education (e.g., percent with a col-
lege degree) and the distribution of highly educated 
people.

 8.  Our findings pertaining to educational segregation 
are remarkably robust. The coefficient does not 
seem to be sensitive in any way to the number of 
Census block groups used to calculate the measure. 
In other words, we obtain similar results when we 
exclude sparsely populated counties with limited 
numbers of Census block groups, and when we 
exclude highly populated counties with hundreds of 
block groups.

 at UNIV CALIFORNIA IRVINE on June 24, 2015asr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://asr.sagepub.com/


20  American Sociological Review  

 9.  In preliminary analyses, we calculated measures 
using $100,000 above, and $150,000 and above, as 
the cutoff points. In both cases, the income segrega-
tion variables were not statistically significant pre-
dictors of Tea Party activism when control variables 
were included in the model. Including either of these 
measures did not diminish the significant effect of 
educational segregation on Tea Party organizing.

10.  When all of our county-level variables are included, 
counties in the state of Connecticut are signifi-
cantly more likely than counties in California to 
have higher numbers of Tea Party organizations. 
Counties in Idaho, Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, 
Mississippi, North Dakota, Nebraska, Oklahoma, 
South Dakota, and Texas have significantly lower 
numbers of organizations. The remaining states, 
after controlling for county-level variables, are not 
significantly different from California.

11.  The bivariate relationship between our measure of 
Tea Party organizing and the measure of educa-
tional segregation is very strong. As a conservative 
test of the arguments made earlier, we included 
many control variables to increase confidence that 
the relationship we uncovered is not spurious. The 
relationship holds even when all these controls 
are included in our models. Note that two control 
variables, the measure of population density and 
the measure of activist organizations, are very 
highly correlated with the measure of population. 
Mulitcollinearity diagnostics indicate that when all 
three of these variables are included in our analysis, 
Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) values for a few of 
our variables exceed five, with the highest in our 
full model being seven. Standards vary for what 
particular VIF value indicates a collinearity prob-
lem. Some suggest that VIF values under 10 are 
unproblematic (Belsley, Kuh, and Welsch 1980), 
while others suggest more conservative thresholds. 
When we remove the population density and activ-
ist organization measures from our analyses (e.g., 
the full models presented in Tables 1 and 2), our 
results pertaining to educational segregation are 
unchanged and no VIF values in the models exceed 
five.

12.  Models not accounting for state-level effects pro-
duce the same substantive results for our main 
variables of interest. Effects of the educational seg-
regation measure and the interaction terms between 
this measure and education returns and income 
inequality (Gini) all remain statistically significant 
and their coefficients are of a similar magnitude. 
There are, however, some changes among the con-
trol variables when state-level effects are not taken 
into account. In the full model, the measure of 
income segregation is not significant; the measure 
of income inequality is negative and significant; 
the measure of percent black is negative and sig-
nificant; the measure of percent Latino is positive 
and significant; and the measure of percent mar-

ried is negative and significant. Because we are 
theoretically interested in how local context shapes 
Tea Party mobilization, we present results from 
the fixed-effect models given that they account for 
state-level differences and thus help us pinpoint 
county-level dynamics.

13.  We downloaded these data through the Inter-univer-
sity Consortium for Political and Social Research 
(ICPSR), study number 32505 (http://www.icpsr.
umich.edu/icpsrweb/ICPSR/studies/32505?q=3250
5&searchSource=icpsr-landing).

14.  Although the geographic clustering of respondents 
was modest (which is not surprising given these 
data were drawn from a national sample), we none-
theless used the svy command in Stata to adjust the 
standard errors.

15.  Because 20 percent of observations in the CBS 
News/New York Times poll for our models had 
missing data, we employed Royston’s (2004, 2005) 
multiple imputation (MI) program. We generated 
five imputations, each of which replaced cases with 
missing information with plausible values based 
on their predictive distributions. We ran identi-
cal logistic regression models for each of the five 
imputed datasets, using complete data on all vari-
ables. We then combined these results to produce 
overall estimates, standard errors, and significance 
levels that take into account uncertainty about miss-
ing data.

16.  While multiple imputation procedures are broadly 
understood to be superior to listwise deletion (Alli-
son 2002), we nevertheless compared our results 
to those obtained with listwise deletion. Even after 
dropping a total of 152 cases that lacked complete 
information, the interaction between bachelor’s 
degree and educational segregation remains statisti-
cally significant.

17.  While the majority of Republican respondents self-
identify as conservative, 36 percent self-identify as 
being either moderate or liberal. Also, 31 percent of 
respondents who do not identify as Republican self-
identify as conservative. Our results indicate that 
conservative ideology and Republican identity each 
have an independent effect on Tea Party support.

18.  Preliminary analysis showed no significant differ-
ences among other Census regions (Northeast, Mid-
west, and West).

19.  In Models 1, 2, and 3, no Variance Inflation Fac-
tor (VIF) value is over four. Of course, in Model 4 
when numerous county-level variables are added, 
the VIF values for several variables exceed four. But 
our goal here is to showcase the robustness of our 
core finding. As can be seen by comparing Models 3 
and 4, our finding pertaining to educational segrega-
tion is not sensitive to the inclusion or exclusion of 
numerous county-level control variables.

20.  Similarly, Skrentny (2006) argues that support for 
particular social policies is shaped, in part, by per-
ceptions of the worthiness of policy beneficiaries.
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