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“We really protested”: The Influence of 
Sociopolitical Beliefs, Political Self-efficacy, and 
Campus Racial Climate on Civic Engagement 
among Black College Students attending 
Predominantly White Institutions

Seanna Leath University of Michigan
Tabbye Chavous University of Michigan

The current study examined sociopolitical worldviews (just world beliefs, racial stigma 
consciousness), political self-efficacy, and campus racial climate as influences on civic 
engagement behaviors among Black college students (N = 322) attending selective predominantly 
White institutions (PWIs). Findings highlight varied patterns across college men and women. 
Endorsing just world beliefs related to more civic engagement over time, and this relationship 
was stronger for more politically efficacious Black men. Among Black women, perceiving 
negative campus racial climate (racial tension and mistrust) promoted civic engagement, 
especially among those higher in political efficacy. Results highlight the importance of 
considering individual and contextual-level factors in studying Black college students’ civic 
engagement. The authors discuss ways to provide support for students given the current 
sociopolitical climates on many college campuses.

Keywords: Civic engagement, political self-efficacy, Black college students, resistance

In recent years, there has been a resurge of protest and social action among Black students 
attending selective predominantly White institutions (PWIs) in response to their interpersonal and 
institutional experiences of racism and inequality on campus. Social media-based activism and 
other forms of civic engagement demonstrate that Black students are invested in challenging 
campus culture and pushing for a more racially diverse and inclusive environment. Student-led 
resistance across college campuses nationwide suggest commonalities in the types of race-based 
experiences that Black students encounter while in predominantly White institutional settings. 
Consistent with findings from previous literature (Hope & Jagers, 2014), civic engagement 
participation through acts such as protests and social media campaigns may relate to how African 
American students understand their social and political points of view within the university 
context. 

The concept of civic engagement within higher education settings has been examined in a 
few bodies of parallel research that focus on topics such as racial consciousness (Hope & Durkee, 
2016), political activity (Flanagan & Levine, 2010; Galston, 2007), and student protest 
(Rodriguez, 2012). This work suggests that engagement in one’s surrounding communities is 
important for personal growth and identity formation during the transition to adulthood (Duke et 
al., 2008). In particular, research on racial consciousness and social protest among Black 
emerging adults indicates that developing an awareness of social inequality may inspire civic 
activism and protest among this population of students (Brandon, 2015; Hope & Durkee, 2016). 
However, these studies were not designed to explore the interface between African American
students’ initial worldviews and beliefs about social equality and fairness upon entering college, 
and the extent to which experiences of racial stigmatization in the college context alter these 
beliefs and students’ ensuing
______
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behavior. It is possible that Black students’ sociopolitical worldviews may shift in relation to their 
surrounding university context, especially in reaction to institutional policies and practices that 
marginalize or exclude them from academic and social integration on campus. 

In the current study, the authors take up these questions through an investigation of whether 
Black students’ worldviews and beliefs regarding the nature of inequality and racism, as well as 
their feelings of personal agency for change uniquely predict civic engagement participation 
during the first year of college. They also examine how Black students’ experience of campus 
racial climate within a predominantly White university context during this first year influences 
their beliefs and civic involvement. While historical literature highlights Black college students’ 
important roles in campus activism (Bradley, 2008; Rogers, 2008; Williamson, 1999), relatively 
little recent scholarship examines Black students’ social action in contemporary academic and 
social contexts in college concerning their beliefs about racial inequality and discrimination.

CIVIC ENGAGEMENT AND BLACK COLLEGE STUDENTS

Civic engagement, or in the present study, “behaviors and actions that individuals take to improve 
the lives of others and influence the futures of their communities,” (Adler, 2005, p. 242) has been 
related to a range of positive outcomes for college students, including increased self-esteem and a 
stronger sense of community belonging (Flanagan & Bundick, 2011). Experiences in university 
spaces that support the development of civic engagement may help young adults transition to 
adulthood with a sense of shared responsibility and obligation to others in their local, national, 
and international communities (Snell, 2010). Research on civic engagement tends to focus on 
political involvement, or intentional actions that are related to the effects of systems on 
individuals and communities such as voting in local and national elections (Moore et al., 2016), or 
community service, intentional voluntary work that improves the immediate conditions of 
individuals or communities, such as working in a soup kitchen (Christens & Peterson, 2012). 
Flanagan and colleagues (2011) highlighted the importance of higher education institutions in 
cultivating young adults’ civic development by acting as developmental niches wherein young 
adults “explore what it means to be a member of a political community and practice the rights and 
obligations associated with membership in that community” (p. 102). 

However, the literature on civic engagement among college students largely fails to consider 
the extent to which students’ participation in civic activities is predicated on their sense of 
belonging at the school or their perceptions of campus climate. Some research suggests that Black 
college students at PWIs are academically and socially marginalized in ways that undermine their 
sense of belonging (Chavous et al., 2004; Russell & Russell, 2015). For example, Strayhorn 
(2013) found that over 30% of Black student participants expected to encounter racism on 
campus, and over 50% agreed with the statement that the university was a “cold, uncaring place” 
(p. 122). Black students’ race-related challenges in PWI contexts may challenge their sense of 
connectedness or their desire to contribute to the college community. Conversely, it is possible 
that experiencing an unsupportive climate may encourage Black students’ civic engagement 
behaviors as a way to resist being racially stigmatized and devalued in academic and social 
contexts. 

PREDICTORS OF CIVIC ENGAGEMENT: SOCIOPOLITICAL WORLDVIEWS IN CONTEXT

The latter contention aligns well with the recent upsurge of overt political activism among Black 
youth on college campuses in response to national racial injustice, such as police brutality against 
Mike Brown, Sandra Bland, and Eric Garner (Cumberbatch & Trujillo-Pagan, 2016; Lee, 2017). 
These events seemed to have pushed many students to think about their social status position as 
an African American at their university and in the broader context of U.S. society (Ellis-Williams, 
2007). This may partially explain the increase in Black college students advocating for more 
racial equity and institutional inclusion on campus at PWIs by highlighting the racially 
marginalizing experiences they encounter on a daily basis and in their overall college experience 

This content downloaded from 35.1.105.19 on Thu, 04 Jan 2018 21:10:33 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



222 © The Journal of Negro Education, 2017. Vol. 86. No 3222                                                                        ©The Journal of Negro Education, 2017, Vol. 86, No. 3

(Sinanan, 2012; Winkle-Wagner, 2015). The student-led civic engagement has taken many forms, 
including publicizing the negative treatment of racial minority students on campus (Hope & 
Durkee, 2016), negotiating more equitable policies with institutional agents (Brandon, 2015), and 
creating more academic opportunities, social spaces, and organizations on campus to engage and 
support African American students’ interests and experiences (Butler, 2017; Cumberbatch & 
Trujillo-Pagan, 2016). Overall, these campaigns of resistance among African American college 
students suggest that civic engagement is not absent or decreasing, but rather, transforming into 
new forms of participatory resistance. 

Prior research in higher education has employed frameworks such as critical race theory 
(CRT; Agyemang, Singer, & DeLorme, 2010), intersectionality theory (Perry, 2016), and 
psychological empowerment theory (Livingston et al., 2017) to highlight transformative 
resistance among African American populations. Each of these frameworks provide a particular 
lens to draw attention to the ways in which students challenge discrimination and the role of 
racism in their surrounding environments. For example, examinations with CRT focus on the 
historical social construction of race and the embedded nature of racism in American society, as 
well as counter-narratives from individuals who are oppressed within racist social structures, such 
as African American students attending PWIs (e.g., Agyemang, Singer, & DeLorme, 2010). 
Studies that employ intersectionality theory highlight how African American students occupy 
multiple social statuses simultaneously, and experience discrimination from an interdependent, 
multidimensional position that includes racism, sexism, classism, and other forms of oppression 
(e.g., Perry, 2016). Finally, research grounded in psychological empowerment theory centers 
participants’ critical awareness about the issues affecting their community, comprehension of 
their surrounding sociopolitical context, and their ability to identify and mobilize resources within 
the African American community (Livingston, 2004; Livingston et al., 2017). In all, these theories 
illuminate racialized inequities in Black students’ educational environments, elucidate the effects 
of systemic racism in the lives of people of color in social institutions such as PWIs, and 
demonstrate the ways in which individuals within these communities contest inequitable practices 
and policies. Still, within the body of work using these frameworks, the authors did not locate a 
study that examined the interconnections between Black students’ sociopolitical beliefs, their 
race-related experiences within a particular cultural institution (i.e., PWI), and subsequent 
changes to their belief systems and civic engagement within that institution. 

Given the focus on the interplay between belief systems, racial context, and civic 
participation, we chose to employ sociopolitical development theory (SPD) as a guiding 
framework to explore how Black students’ beliefs about inequality inform their desire to become 
involved in their institutional contexts. SPD is defined as the “process of growth in a person’s 
knowledge, analytical skills, emotional faculties, and capacity for action in political and social 
systems,” (Watts, Williams, & Jagers, 2003, p. 185) and highlights how individuals’ participation 
in civic engagement activities address injustice through system-level change (Moore et al., 2016). 
While some scholars who use this theory suggest that beliefs precede behaviors (e.g., Bekkers, 
2005), others posit that participation in various activities encourage the development of new 
beliefs (e.g., Diemer & Li, 2011). Others, such as Watts and colleagues (2003), contend that SPD 
is a “cumulative and recursive process” (p. 192), in which individuals’ beliefs and behaviors 
interdependently affect each other (Moore et al., 2016), which is the orientation that was sought 
out to test in the present study. The last position suggests that while Black college students enter 
college with a particular set of beliefs about equality, fairness, and race relations, their 
experiences within a predominantly White context will further refine and develop their thinking. 
Therefore, in thinking about the rise of racial protests and resistance from Black students on 
college campuses across the country, the SPD model suggests that Black students’ increased 
activism on campus is being influenced by individual and contextual factors. In the current study, 
the individual factors include an understanding of their social status within the university context 
(racial consciousness and just world beliefs) and students’ belief in their ability to affect 
institutional change (political self-efficacy). The contextual factors include students’ perceptions 
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(Sinanan, 2012; Winkle-Wagner, 2015). The student-led civic engagement has taken many forms, 
including publicizing the negative treatment of racial minority students on campus (Hope & 
Durkee, 2016), negotiating more equitable policies with institutional agents (Brandon, 2015), and 
creating more academic opportunities, social spaces, and organizations on campus to engage and 
support African American students’ interests and experiences (Butler, 2017; Cumberbatch & 
Trujillo-Pagan, 2016). Overall, these campaigns of resistance among African American college 
students suggest that civic engagement is not absent or decreasing, but rather, transforming into 
new forms of participatory resistance. 

Prior research in higher education has employed frameworks such as critical race theory 
(CRT; Agyemang, Singer, & DeLorme, 2010), intersectionality theory (Perry, 2016), and 
psychological empowerment theory (Livingston et al., 2017) to highlight transformative 
resistance among African American populations. Each of these frameworks provide a particular 
lens to draw attention to the ways in which students challenge discrimination and the role of 
racism in their surrounding environments. For example, examinations with CRT focus on the 
historical social construction of race and the embedded nature of racism in American society, as 
well as counter-narratives from individuals who are oppressed within racist social structures, such 
as African American students attending PWIs (e.g., Agyemang, Singer, & DeLorme, 2010). 
Studies that employ intersectionality theory highlight how African American students occupy 
multiple social statuses simultaneously, and experience discrimination from an interdependent, 
multidimensional position that includes racism, sexism, classism, and other forms of oppression 
(e.g., Perry, 2016). Finally, research grounded in psychological empowerment theory centers 
participants’ critical awareness about the issues affecting their community, comprehension of 
their surrounding sociopolitical context, and their ability to identify and mobilize resources within 
the African American community (Livingston, 2004; Livingston et al., 2017). In all, these theories 
illuminate racialized inequities in Black students’ educational environments, elucidate the effects 
of systemic racism in the lives of people of color in social institutions such as PWIs, and 
demonstrate the ways in which individuals within these communities contest inequitable practices 
and policies. Still, within the body of work using these frameworks, the authors did not locate a 
study that examined the interconnections between Black students’ sociopolitical beliefs, their 
race-related experiences within a particular cultural institution (i.e., PWI), and subsequent 
changes to their belief systems and civic engagement within that institution. 

Given the focus on the interplay between belief systems, racial context, and civic 
participation, we chose to employ sociopolitical development theory (SPD) as a guiding 
framework to explore how Black students’ beliefs about inequality inform their desire to become 
involved in their institutional contexts. SPD is defined as the “process of growth in a person’s 
knowledge, analytical skills, emotional faculties, and capacity for action in political and social 
systems,” (Watts, Williams, & Jagers, 2003, p. 185) and highlights how individuals’ participation 
in civic engagement activities address injustice through system-level change (Moore et al., 2016). 
While some scholars who use this theory suggest that beliefs precede behaviors (e.g., Bekkers, 
2005), others posit that participation in various activities encourage the development of new 
beliefs (e.g., Diemer & Li, 2011). Others, such as Watts and colleagues (2003), contend that SPD 
is a “cumulative and recursive process” (p. 192), in which individuals’ beliefs and behaviors 
interdependently affect each other (Moore et al., 2016), which is the orientation that was sought 
out to test in the present study. The last position suggests that while Black college students enter 
college with a particular set of beliefs about equality, fairness, and race relations, their 
experiences within a predominantly White context will further refine and develop their thinking. 
Therefore, in thinking about the rise of racial protests and resistance from Black students on 
college campuses across the country, the SPD model suggests that Black students’ increased 
activism on campus is being influenced by individual and contextual factors. In the current study, 
the individual factors include an understanding of their social status within the university context 
(racial consciousness and just world beliefs) and students’ belief in their ability to affect 
institutional change (political self-efficacy). The contextual factors include students’ perceptions 
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of the surrounding campus racial climate (racial tension and mistrust) and available opportunities 
to practice leadership skills through acts such as organizing and protesting (civic engagement).

The SPD model suggests that sociopolitical beliefs promote civic engagement due to 
individuals’ awareness that social inequities are caused by structural factors associated with 
racism, sexism, and social classism (Watts, Diemer, & Voigt, 2011). Rather than assuming that 
the world is inherently just and fair, individuals develop the ability to critically analyze social 
institutions and the extent to which they promote systemic social inequities (Hope & Jagers, 
2014). SPD theory suggests that such an awareness of social inequity promotes civic engagement 
through individuals’ desire to effect positive change and reduce injustice (Blankson, Rochester, & 
Watkins, 2015). Hope and Jagers (2014) found evidence that Black adolescents who believe that 
institutional racism exists or who have a stronger sense of racial consciousness (i.e., belief that 
racism impacts the experiences and life outcomes of racial minority group members) are more 
likely to engage in civic engagement activities. However, it is less clear whether Black college 
students’ experiences of racial stigma within a predominantly White school context will relate to 
greater civic engagement. 

Studies find that belief in a just world (BJW), or the conviction that people get what they 
deserve and that the world is a generally fair place (Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004), is related to 
more civic engagement activities (Montada, Kals, & Becker, 2007). For example, Neufeind and 
colleagues (2013) found that BJW was positively associated with the extent to which young adults 
engaged in community volunteering and political participation. Still, this body of work has 
involved primarily White samples, which may limit its generalizability to African American 
college students. In addition, this highlights how White students’ belief in the fairness of the 
world around them is filtered through a lens of racial privilege and safety that is not similarly 
afford to Black students (Boatwright-Horowitz, Marraccini, & Harps-Logan, 2016). It is also 
possible that if Black students invest in strong BJW beliefs and confront a racially hostile or 
inequitable college context that are misaligned with their belief systems, they may feel incited to 
engage in civic activism as a way to effect institutional change.

Finally, according to SPD theory, individuals are more likely to participate in civic action 
when they believe that their voice and behaviors will result in effective changes within their 
proximal or distal communities, (i.e., political self-efficacy, Collins, Neal, & Neal, 2014). Prior 
research has found empirical support that positive beliefs about one’s ability to affect change in 
one’s surrounding contexts (i.e. political self-efficacy) is related to greater civic participation and 
involvement (Flanagan & Levine, 2010; Hope, 2016), and a stronger sense of community 
belonging (Christens & Peterson, 2012; Christens, Peterson, & Speer, 2011). In addition, there is 
a body of emergent literature with Black adolescents revealing a positive relationship between 
students’ sense of political agency and civic engagement (Hope, 2016; Hope et al., 2014). For 
example, Hope (2016) found that among Black adolescents, political self-efficacy was positively 
associated with helping in one’s community and formal political action within an organization. It 
is possible that Black college students’ sociopolitical beliefs and worldviews around racial stigma, 
social equality, and fairness may influence the relationship between their political self-efficacy 
and civic engagement. Young adults who think they can make a difference in their institutional 
environment to challenge racial inequity and unfairness may be more likely to do so; on the other 
hand, perceiving racial inequality on campus may undermine students’ sense of self-efficacy and 
their willingness to engage in the campus culture. Consequently, the authors seek to better 
understand how sociopolitical beliefs and political self-efficacy influence civic engagement 
behaviors among Black college students attending PWIs.

CONSIDERATIONS OF GENDER IN CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

Although Black students in PWI contexts may have similar experiences related to race, these 
students may also face particular forms of alienation, stereotyping, and lowered expectations that 
center on gendered forms of racial stigma. For example, in a qualitative study with Black men 
attending PWIs, Parker and colleagues (2016) found that participants struggled with not feeling 
safe on campus, particularly in relation to campus police, and also felt pressured to succeed 
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academically without the help of others. Other scholarship suggests that Black men at PWIs 
regularly confront low academic and leadership expectations, social stereotypes around music 
preference and dancing abilities, and physical assumptions about athletic prowess from faculty 
members and peers at the university (Harper, 2015; Robertson & Chaney, 2015). This work 
suggests that some of the academic and social pressures that Black men discuss are specifically 
tied to racialized gender expectations set by society (i.e., expectations that Black males are 
student athletes or being stigmatized for seeking help).

While Black women report similar experiences of lowered academic expectations from 
faculty and peers, their encounters with gendered forms of racial stigma may look quite different 
from the experiences of Black men. For example, several interview participants in Shavers and 
Moore’s (2014) study discussed the harmful psychological and academic effects of the cultural 
iconography of the “strong, Black woman.” These women were expected to balance conflicting 
demands of school work, familial pressures from home, and financial obligations without 
displaying signs of emotional distress or difficulty. Others highlight how Black college women 
encounter psychological, academic, and social challenges uniquely related their identity as Black 
women (Greyerbiehl, & Mitchell, 2014; Lewis et al., 2013), such as sexual objectification from 
White male peers and negative stereotypes around verbal tone and body language (Lewis et al., 
2016). 

Still, there is a dearth of research considering whether Black men and women’s experience of 
their college racial context has unique implications for their forms of civic engagement. An 
empirical review using the National Black Politics Study (Dawson, Brown, & Jackson, 1993) 
found that political participation among Black women differs from that of Black men in relation 
to organizational participation, religious affiliation, and Black feminist consciousness (Robnett, 
2006). The findings suggest that sociopolitical beliefs and race-related experiences institutional 
contexts may differentially influence the civic engagement activities of Black college students. 

THE CURRENT STUDY

To learn more about psychological mechanisms that relate to civic engagement behaviors, the 
present study examined whether political self-efficacy moderated the relationships between 
sociopolitical beliefs (just world beliefs and racial consciousness) and civic engagement in a 
sample of Black college students. Given the interest in exploring how individuals’ college racial 
contexts influence their behaviors, the authors also considered whether perceptions of racial 
climate related to civic engagement among Black students after the first year of college. There 
were two main hypotheses for the current investigation. Consistent with past research (Hope, 
2016), the authors expected that

• A stronger sense of political self-efficacy would relate to higher civic engagement among Black 
college students; where it was hypothesized that as a way to challenge racial inequity on campus.

• Students who felt more politically efficacious and perceived more racial stigma on campus would 
engage in more civic engagement as a way to promote institutional change (Kuttner, 2016). 

Finally, scholars suggest that Black men and women can vary in their experiences of and 
responses to racialized injustice but there is a dearth of empirical scholarship examining such 
processes. As such, the study represents an exploratory examination of relationships between 
sociopolitical worldviews and civic engagement among Black women and men (Robnett, 2006).

METHODS

Participants 

Participants were 322 (men, n = 96; women, n= 226) traditional-aged freshman or first-year 
transfer African American college students attending five public, predominantly White 
universities located in the Midwest. Participants in the present study were part of a larger 
longitudinal survey study which focused on social identities and academic identity development 
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academically without the help of others. Other scholarship suggests that Black men at PWIs 
regularly confront low academic and leadership expectations, social stereotypes around music 
preference and dancing abilities, and physical assumptions about athletic prowess from faculty 
members and peers at the university (Harper, 2015; Robertson & Chaney, 2015). This work 
suggests that some of the academic and social pressures that Black men discuss are specifically 
tied to racialized gender expectations set by society (i.e., expectations that Black males are 
student athletes or being stigmatized for seeking help).

While Black women report similar experiences of lowered academic expectations from 
faculty and peers, their encounters with gendered forms of racial stigma may look quite different 
from the experiences of Black men. For example, several interview participants in Shavers and 
Moore’s (2014) study discussed the harmful psychological and academic effects of the cultural 
iconography of the “strong, Black woman.” These women were expected to balance conflicting 
demands of school work, familial pressures from home, and financial obligations without 
displaying signs of emotional distress or difficulty. Others highlight how Black college women 
encounter psychological, academic, and social challenges uniquely related their identity as Black 
women (Greyerbiehl, & Mitchell, 2014; Lewis et al., 2013), such as sexual objectification from 
White male peers and negative stereotypes around verbal tone and body language (Lewis et al., 
2016). 

Still, there is a dearth of research considering whether Black men and women’s experience of 
their college racial context has unique implications for their forms of civic engagement. An 
empirical review using the National Black Politics Study (Dawson, Brown, & Jackson, 1993) 
found that political participation among Black women differs from that of Black men in relation 
to organizational participation, religious affiliation, and Black feminist consciousness (Robnett, 
2006). The findings suggest that sociopolitical beliefs and race-related experiences institutional 
contexts may differentially influence the civic engagement activities of Black college students. 

THE CURRENT STUDY

To learn more about psychological mechanisms that relate to civic engagement behaviors, the 
present study examined whether political self-efficacy moderated the relationships between 
sociopolitical beliefs (just world beliefs and racial consciousness) and civic engagement in a 
sample of Black college students. Given the interest in exploring how individuals’ college racial 
contexts influence their behaviors, the authors also considered whether perceptions of racial 
climate related to civic engagement among Black students after the first year of college. There 
were two main hypotheses for the current investigation. Consistent with past research (Hope, 
2016), the authors expected that

• A stronger sense of political self-efficacy would relate to higher civic engagement among Black 
college students; where it was hypothesized that as a way to challenge racial inequity on campus.

• Students who felt more politically efficacious and perceived more racial stigma on campus would 
engage in more civic engagement as a way to promote institutional change (Kuttner, 2016). 

Finally, scholars suggest that Black men and women can vary in their experiences of and 
responses to racialized injustice but there is a dearth of empirical scholarship examining such 
processes. As such, the study represents an exploratory examination of relationships between 
sociopolitical worldviews and civic engagement among Black women and men (Robnett, 2006).

METHODS

Participants 

Participants were 322 (men, n = 96; women, n= 226) traditional-aged freshman or first-year 
transfer African American college students attending five public, predominantly White 
universities located in the Midwest. Participants in the present study were part of a larger 
longitudinal survey study which focused on social identities and academic identity development 
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among African American male and female college students. Data for the present study used 
student survey responses from the fall semester of their first year (Time 1) and the following 
spring semester (Time 2). African American students who did not complete all measures of 
interest were excluded from the present study; this yielded a 74% response rate for Time 1 and a 
76% response rate for Time 2; students who were excluded from the analysis did not vary from 
students who were included on demographic variables (i.e., self-reported cumulative grade point 
average, social class identity, highest parent/caregiver education level) or the primary variables of 
interest (i.e., sociopolitical worldviews and beliefs, civic engagement, and racial climate). At the 
time of data collection, the racial composition of each institution’s student body ranged from 
approximately 60–75% European American (College Factual, 2016), with a relatively even 
gender balance of male to female students. At each university, the majority of students were in-
state and traditional-aged students (18–22 years old) who enrolled directly after high school. 

Procedures

For each wave of data collection, students were recruited through institutional registrar offices. At 
the research team’s request, each registrar’s office sent self-identified African American freshman 
students invitation emails that explained the nature and purpose of the study. Each university’s 
Institutional Review Board approved study protocols, and informed consent was obtained from all 
participants. After consenting, participants completed an online survey in the fall of the freshman 
year (Time 1) and a follow-up survey in the spring following the freshman year (Time 2). The
survey included a range of demographic questions (e.g., age, school year, university, gender,
country of birth, etc.), as well as questions related to campus experiences (e.g., mentors from
same race/gender background, perceptions of campus climate, perceived ethnic fit, racial hassles,
etc.), and academic motivation beliefs (e.g., positive academic affect, academic engagement
scale, time spent on class assignments, college satisfaction, etc.). Consenting participants were
financially compensated.

Measures

Civic engagement. Participants’ engagement in civic activities was assessed through an 
adapted Youth Involvement Inventory of community and political involvement behaviors (Pancer 
et al., 2007). The scale asked about the frequency of engagement in twelve activities, such as 
participating in a discussion about a social or political issue, signing a petition, serving as a 
member of an organization, joining a march or protest demonstration, and giving help (e.g., 
money, food, clothing) to friends or classmates in need. For each item, responses ranged from 1 
(never) to 6 (more than 10 times). 

Sociopolitical worldviews and beliefs. The authors examined two indicators of participants’ 
sociopolitical worldviews regarding fairness and inequality in society, just world beliefs and 
racial stigma consciousness. Participants’ just world beliefs reflect the extent to which they 
believe that individuals’ outcomes—positive or negative—can be attributed to their own actions 
and efforts, suggesting a sense of universal fairness and justice. The Global Belief in a Just World 
Belief Scale (Lipkus, 1991) is comprised of seven items measured on a 5-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Example items include, “I feel that 
people get what they are entitled to have,” and “I basically feel that the world is a fair place.” The 
scale showed high internal consistency at Time 1 and Time 2 (α = .85 and α = .86, respectively). 
Racial consciousness reflects participants’ beliefs that racism often delineates the experiences and 
outcomes of racial minority group members. This study applied Pinel’s (1999) Stigma 
Consciousness Scale to assess the extent participants believed that racist attitudes and behaviors 
(e.g., stereotype-based treatment) affected them in general, and in their academic settings (α = .57 
at Time 1 and α = .63 at Time 2). The scale includes seven items, with responses ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Sample items include, “Most professors do not judge 
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students on the basis of their race or ethnicity,” (reverse coded) and “Many White people have a 
lot more racist thoughts than they actually express.” 

In addition to participants’ worldviews around fairness and equality, we assessed their beliefs 
regarding their own ability to effect change in the world around them through political action, or 
sense of political self-efficacy. The authors used a modified version of the Political Self-Efficacy 
Scale (Cohen, 2005) comprised of five items on a 5-point Likert scale, with responses ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Items include, “I can do something to make the 
world a better place to live,” and “I believe that by participating in politics, I can make a 
difference.” The scale showed good internal consistency (α = .72 at Time 1 and α = .76 at Time 
2). 

Racial climate. The authors also considered how participants’ views of their campus racial 
context related to their sociopolitical worldviews and beliefs and to their civic engagement 
through the examination of racial climate using a tension and mistrust subscale yielded through 
factor analysis of items from Chavous’ (2005) College Racial Climate Scale. Responses ranged 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), and included five items such as, “You have to be 
of a particular race/ethnicity to get any privileges at this university,” and “Students of different 
race/ethnicities don’t have much to do with each other at this university.” Higher scores indicated 
perceptions of more racial tension and mistrust in the institutional context. The scale showed good 
internal reliability (α = .80 at Time 1 and α = .80 at Time 2).

Demographic information. Finally, participants provided information on their racial 
background, gender, university, year in school, self-reported cumulative grade point average, 
social class identity, highest parent/caregiver education level, as well as other demographic data. 

DATA ANALYSIS

We used hierarchical multiple regression methods to explore our primary research questions. 
First, we examined whether Black students’ sociopolitical worldviews (e.g., just world beliefs, 
racial stigma consciousness) and beliefs (political self-efficacy) at college entry (Time 1) 
predicted their reported civic engagement at Time 1 and at the end of their college year (Time 2). 
Within these analyses, we also examined whether associations of students’ sociopolitical 
worldviews with civic engagement behaviors were moderated by their political efficacy beliefs. 
For each regression model, the first model step included self-reported social class as a control 
variable in addition to the primary study variables, racial stigma consciousness (RSC), just world 
beliefs (JWB), and political self-efficacy (PSE). We also created interaction terms (of PSE with 
RSC and JWB) and entered them into step 2 of the models, testing for moderation following 
procedures outlined by Aiken and West (1991).

To examine our second research question regarding how students’ campus racial climate 
perceptions related to their sociopolitical beliefs and civic engagement after the first year of 
college, we regressed Time 2 sociopolitical beliefs and civic engagement variables on the Time 2 
campus racial climate variable (racial tension and mistrust). The first model step included social 
class status in addition to the primary study variables, racial stigma consciousness (RSC), just 
world beliefs (JWB), political self-efficacy (PSE), and racial climate (RC), and the second step 
included interaction terms to test moderating effects of political self-efficacy and racial climate on 
associations between sociopolitical beliefs and civic engagement. 

This multi-step approach allowed us to consider the sociopolitical beliefs that Black college 
students initially bring to college (at Time 1) as influences on their civic engagement behaviors 
over time, as well as how students’ beliefs and experiences of the institutional racial climate 
during the first year of college relate to their sociopolitical beliefs and civic engagement behaviors 
at the end of their first year of college (Time 2). 
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students on the basis of their race or ethnicity,” (reverse coded) and “Many White people have a 
lot more racist thoughts than they actually express.” 

In addition to participants’ worldviews around fairness and equality, we assessed their beliefs 
regarding their own ability to effect change in the world around them through political action, or 
sense of political self-efficacy. The authors used a modified version of the Political Self-Efficacy 
Scale (Cohen, 2005) comprised of five items on a 5-point Likert scale, with responses ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Items include, “I can do something to make the 
world a better place to live,” and “I believe that by participating in politics, I can make a 
difference.” The scale showed good internal consistency (α = .72 at Time 1 and α = .76 at Time 
2). 

Racial climate. The authors also considered how participants’ views of their campus racial 
context related to their sociopolitical worldviews and beliefs and to their civic engagement 
through the examination of racial climate using a tension and mistrust subscale yielded through 
factor analysis of items from Chavous’ (2005) College Racial Climate Scale. Responses ranged 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), and included five items such as, “You have to be 
of a particular race/ethnicity to get any privileges at this university,” and “Students of different 
race/ethnicities don’t have much to do with each other at this university.” Higher scores indicated 
perceptions of more racial tension and mistrust in the institutional context. The scale showed good 
internal reliability (α = .80 at Time 1 and α = .80 at Time 2).

Demographic information. Finally, participants provided information on their racial 
background, gender, university, year in school, self-reported cumulative grade point average, 
social class identity, highest parent/caregiver education level, as well as other demographic data. 

DATA ANALYSIS

We used hierarchical multiple regression methods to explore our primary research questions. 
First, we examined whether Black students’ sociopolitical worldviews (e.g., just world beliefs, 
racial stigma consciousness) and beliefs (political self-efficacy) at college entry (Time 1) 
predicted their reported civic engagement at Time 1 and at the end of their college year (Time 2). 
Within these analyses, we also examined whether associations of students’ sociopolitical 
worldviews with civic engagement behaviors were moderated by their political efficacy beliefs. 
For each regression model, the first model step included self-reported social class as a control 
variable in addition to the primary study variables, racial stigma consciousness (RSC), just world 
beliefs (JWB), and political self-efficacy (PSE). We also created interaction terms (of PSE with 
RSC and JWB) and entered them into step 2 of the models, testing for moderation following 
procedures outlined by Aiken and West (1991).

To examine our second research question regarding how students’ campus racial climate 
perceptions related to their sociopolitical beliefs and civic engagement after the first year of 
college, we regressed Time 2 sociopolitical beliefs and civic engagement variables on the Time 2 
campus racial climate variable (racial tension and mistrust). The first model step included social 
class status in addition to the primary study variables, racial stigma consciousness (RSC), just 
world beliefs (JWB), political self-efficacy (PSE), and racial climate (RC), and the second step 
included interaction terms to test moderating effects of political self-efficacy and racial climate on 
associations between sociopolitical beliefs and civic engagement. 

This multi-step approach allowed us to consider the sociopolitical beliefs that Black college 
students initially bring to college (at Time 1) as influences on their civic engagement behaviors 
over time, as well as how students’ beliefs and experiences of the institutional racial climate 
during the first year of college relate to their sociopolitical beliefs and civic engagement behaviors 
at the end of their first year of college (Time 2). 
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RESULTS

Preliminary Descriptives

We first report means (M) and standard deviations (SD) for all demographic and study variables 
for the total sample, by gender, and across Time 1 and Time 2. Findings from analyses of variance 
(ANOVAs) indicate general trends in sociopolitical worldviews and beliefs and civic engagement 
over time. For instance, students reported significantly higher racial stigma consciousness (i.e., 
“belief that racial discrimination influences their experiences within the university context”) after 
completing their first year of college (Time 2 M = 3.28, SD = 0.62) than they reported upon 
entering college (Time 1 M = 3.17, SD = 0.66). They also reported lower political self-efficacy 
and civic engagement at Time 2 (M = 3.64, SD = 0.81; M = 2.61, SD = 0.87) than at Time 1 (M =
3.82, SD = 0.69; M = 2.90, 0.81, respectively). Also, overall Black men and women reported 
similar sociopolitical beliefs, political self-efficacy, racial climate, and civic engagement at Time 
1 and Time 2. However, at Time 2, Black women reported higher racial stigma consciousness (M
= 3.32, SD = 0.62) than did Black men (M = 3.17, SD = 0.62), t(322) = -1.90, p < .05. This 
finding suggests that after the first year of college, Black women—to a greater degree than for 
Black men—believed that racist attitudes and behaviors from faculty and peers affected them in 
their university contexts. 

Next, we examined bivariate correlations among sociopolitical worldviews and beliefs, 
political self-efficacy, and civic engagement at Time 1. Among Black men, just world beliefs 
showed a small, significant correlation with political self-efficacy (r = .19, p < .02). Both just 
world beliefs and political self-efficacy were positively related to men’s civic engagement 
behaviors (r = .23, p < .02, and r = .26, p < .001, respectively). Among Black women at Time 1, 
just world beliefs were negatively related to racial stigma consciousness (r = -.23, p < .001). 
Women’s political self-efficacy also was significantly and positively associated with civic 
engagement (r = .27, p < .001). See Table 1 for the evaluation.

Table 1

Bivariate Correlations among Sociopolitical Worldviews and Beliefs for Black Students at Time 1

1 2 3 4

1. Racial Stigma 
Consciousness 

- -.08 .13 .03

2. Just World Beliefs -.23*** - .19* .23*

3. Political Self-Efficacy .09 .03 - .26**

4. Civic Engagement .09 .09 .27*** -

Note. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001; Top-half = Black men; Bottom-half = Black women.

Additional correlation analyses were conducted with Time 2 study variables (see Table 2). 
Among Black men, racial stigma consciousness was negatively associated with just world beliefs 
(r = -.25, p < .001). Just world beliefs were positively related to political self-efficacy (r = .27, p
< .001). Higher racial stigma consciousness related to more negative racial climate perceptions of 
tension and mistrust (r = .33, p < .001). Finally, just world beliefs (r = .26, p < .01), political self-
efficacy (r = .22, p < .05), and more negative racial climate perceptions (r = .26, p < .01) related 
to more civic engagement among Black men at Time 2. Among Black women, racial stigma 
consciousness was negatively related to just world beliefs (r = -.21, p < .001), but positively 
associated with political self-efficacy (r = .16, p < .01) and racial climate perceptions (r = .17, p <
.01). Similar to men, women’s just world beliefs (r = .16, p < .01), political self-efficacy (r = .12, 
p < .05), and negative racial climate perceptions (r = .27, p < .001) related to more civic 
engagement at Time 2. 
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Table 2

Summary of Hierarchical Linear Regression Analysis for Time 1 Sociopolitical Worldviews and Beliefs Predicting Civic 
Engagement among Black Students

Black Men
(n = 96)

Black Women
(n = 226)

Time 1 Time 2 Time 1 Time 2

b SEb β b SEb β b SEb β b SEb β

1. Parent Education .05 .06 .08 -.06 .07 -.09 .06 .05 .08 .07 .05 .09

Racial Stigma 
Consciousness

.07 .11 .06 .04 .13 .03 .20 .07 .16** .06 .09 .04

Just World Beliefs .13 .10 .13 .19 .11 .16 .14 .07 .12* .10 .08 .09

Political Efficacy .26 .11 .23** .31 .13 .23** .29 .07 .24*** .24 .08 .19**

2. Parent Education .05 .06 .08 -.06 .06 -.10 .06 .04 .08 .07 .05 .09

Racial Stigma 
Consciousness

-.20 .65 -.17 -.22 .75 -.16 .44 .43 .36 -.50 .52 -.38

Just World Beliefs .21 .45 .22 -1.32 .51 -1.11* .01 .35 .01 .54 .40 .46

Political Efficacy .10 .62 -.17 -.88 .70 -.66 .39 .47 .32 .06 .56 .05

RSC x PSE .07 .17 .32 .06 .20 .21 -.06 .11 -.26 .14 .13 .56

JWB x PSE -.02 .11 -.11 .39 .13 1.59** .03 .09 .15 -.11 .10 -.44

Note. N = 322; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. For Time 1 Black men, adjusted R2 = .06 for Step 1; ∆ R2 = .05 for Step 2. 
For Time 2 Black men, adjusted R2 = .10 for Step 1; ∆ R2 = .18 for Step 2. For Time 1 Black women, adjusted R2 = .08 for 
Step 1; ∆ R2 = .09 for Step 2. For Time 2 Black women, adjusted R2 = .03 for Step 1; ∆ R2 = .04 for Step 2.
_____________________________________________________________________________

Sociopolitical Worldviews and Beliefs as Predictors of Civic Engagement 

Using hierarchical linear regression, we regressed civic engagement on the sociopolitical 
worldviews and beliefs variables and political efficacy variable, testing separate models for men 
and women. For each model, the first block included just world beliefs, racial stigma 
consciousness, and political efficacy beliefs variables, followed by a second block with the 
computed interaction variables for the just world beliefs and racial stigma consciousness variables 
by the political efficacy variable. (See summary in Table 3).

Black college men. For the sample of Black men, the first block of the Time 1 model was 
significant, F(4, 93) = 2.63, p < .04, and accounted for 6% of the variance in civic engagement. 
Higher political self-efficacy was positively associated with civic engagement such that the more 
young Black men believed they could influence their college community through political 
activities and charitable acts, the more civic engagement activities they reported. The final block 
of the model at Time 1 was not significant for Black men. At Time 2, the first block of the model 
was significant 
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Table 2

Summary of Hierarchical Linear Regression Analysis for Time 1 Sociopolitical Worldviews and Beliefs Predicting Civic 
Engagement among Black Students

Black Men
(n = 96)

Black Women
(n = 226)

Time 1 Time 2 Time 1 Time 2

b SEb β b SEb β b SEb β b SEb β

1. Parent Education .05 .06 .08 -.06 .07 -.09 .06 .05 .08 .07 .05 .09

Racial Stigma 
Consciousness

.07 .11 .06 .04 .13 .03 .20 .07 .16** .06 .09 .04

Just World Beliefs .13 .10 .13 .19 .11 .16 .14 .07 .12* .10 .08 .09

Political Efficacy .26 .11 .23** .31 .13 .23** .29 .07 .24*** .24 .08 .19**

2. Parent Education .05 .06 .08 -.06 .06 -.10 .06 .04 .08 .07 .05 .09

Racial Stigma 
Consciousness

-.20 .65 -.17 -.22 .75 -.16 .44 .43 .36 -.50 .52 -.38

Just World Beliefs .21 .45 .22 -1.32 .51 -1.11* .01 .35 .01 .54 .40 .46

Political Efficacy .10 .62 -.17 -.88 .70 -.66 .39 .47 .32 .06 .56 .05

RSC x PSE .07 .17 .32 .06 .20 .21 -.06 .11 -.26 .14 .13 .56

JWB x PSE -.02 .11 -.11 .39 .13 1.59** .03 .09 .15 -.11 .10 -.44

Note. N = 322; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. For Time 1 Black men, adjusted R2 = .06 for Step 1; ∆ R2 = .05 for Step 2. 
For Time 2 Black men, adjusted R2 = .10 for Step 1; ∆ R2 = .18 for Step 2. For Time 1 Black women, adjusted R2 = .08 for 
Step 1; ∆ R2 = .09 for Step 2. For Time 2 Black women, adjusted R2 = .03 for Step 1; ∆ R2 = .04 for Step 2.
_____________________________________________________________________________

Sociopolitical Worldviews and Beliefs as Predictors of Civic Engagement 

Using hierarchical linear regression, we regressed civic engagement on the sociopolitical 
worldviews and beliefs variables and political efficacy variable, testing separate models for men 
and women. For each model, the first block included just world beliefs, racial stigma 
consciousness, and political efficacy beliefs variables, followed by a second block with the 
computed interaction variables for the just world beliefs and racial stigma consciousness variables 
by the political efficacy variable. (See summary in Table 3).

Black college men. For the sample of Black men, the first block of the Time 1 model was 
significant, F(4, 93) = 2.63, p < .04, and accounted for 6% of the variance in civic engagement. 
Higher political self-efficacy was positively associated with civic engagement such that the more 
young Black men believed they could influence their college community through political 
activities and charitable acts, the more civic engagement activities they reported. The final block 
of the model at Time 1 was not significant for Black men. At Time 2, the first block of the model 
was significant 
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Table 3

Bivariate Correlations among Sociopolitical Worldviews and Beliefs and Racial Climate for Black Students
at Time 2

1 2 3 4 5

1. Racial Stigma 
Consciousness 

- -.25*** .02 .33** .05

2. Just World Beliefs -.21*** - .25** -.02 .26**

3. Political Self-Efficacy .16** .02 - -.04 .22*

4. Racial Climate .17** -.01 -.06 - .26**

5. Civic Engagement .04 .16** .12* .27*** -

Note. *p < .05; **p < .01;***p < .001; Top-half = Black men; Bottom-half = Black women.
_______________________________________________________________________________________
F(4, 99) = 2.77, p < .05, and accounted for 6% of the variance in civic engagement. With the 
addition of the interaction terms, the final model was also significant, F(6, 97) = 3.56, p < .003, 
and accounted for an additional 13% of the variance in civic engagement. In the first block of the 
model, there was a similar, positive main effect as seen at Time 1 of higher political self-efficacy 
predicting more civic engagement among Black men. After including the interaction terms, the 
main effect for political self-efficacy was no longer significant, but there was a negative 
association with just world beliefs, in that higher just world beliefs related to lower civic 
engagement activities among Black male students at Time 2. Finally, there was a significant 
interaction between just world beliefs and political self-efficacy, indicating that for Black men 
higher in just world beliefs, a stronger sense of political self-efficacy related to more Time 2 civic 
engagement participation compared to Black men with lower just world beliefs. (See Table 2 for 
summary of regression results for Time 1 sociopolitical beliefs). 

Black college women. Next, we tested the same regression models for Black women. The 
first block of the Time 1 model was significant, F(4, 222) = 6.12, p < .001, and accounted for 8% 
of the variance in civic engagement. There were significant and positive main effects for racial 
stigma consciousness, just world beliefs, and political self-efficacy predicting Time 1 civic 
engagement behaviors among Black women. The addition of the interaction terms in the second 
block made these main effects non-significant, and did not add significantly to the adjusted R2 of 
the Time 1 model. The first block of the Time 2 model was significant, F(4, 222) = 3.05, p < .02, 
but accounted for only 3% of the variance explained in Time 2 civic engagement behaviors. 
Again, there was a positive association of political self-efficacy with civic activities, but became 
non-significant with addition of interaction terms. There were no significant interactions among 
Black women for Time 1 sociopolitical beliefs and worldviews predicting Time 1 or Time 2 civic 
engagement. (See Table 2 for summary of regression results).

Sociopolitical Worldviews and Beliefs and Racial Climate as Predictors of Civic Engagement 

Finally, using hierarchical linear regression, we regressed civic engagement on the sociopolitical 
beliefs and racial climate variables, testing separate models for men and women. For each model, 
the first block of just world beliefs, racial stigma consciousness, political efficacy beliefs, and 
racial climate variables was entered, followed by a second block including the computed 
interaction variables for the just world beliefs and racial stigma consciousness variables by the 
political efficacy variable. (See summary in Table 4). 
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Table 4

Summary of Hierarchical Linear Regression Analysis for Time 2 Sociopolitical Beliefs and Racial Climate 
Predicting Civic Engagement among Black Students

Black Men
(n = 96)

Black Women
(n = 226)

b SEb β b SEb β

1. Parent Education -.01 .06 -.01 .07 .04 .09

Racial Stigma Consciousness .04 .16 .02 .01 .09 .01

Just World Beliefs .32 .13 .23* .17 .07 .15*

Political Efficacy .21 .12 .17 .18 .08 .14*

Racial Climate .17 .06 .26** .20 .04 .28***

2. Parent Education -.01 .06 -.01 .07 .05 .09

Racial Stigma Consciousness -.24 .80 -.16 -.36 .54 -.26

Just World Beliefs -.86 .56 -.63 -.04 .43 -.04

Political Efficacy -.93 .81 -.74 .28 .57 .22

Racial Climate .47 .49 .71 -.36 .34 -.50

RSC1 x PSE2 .07 .19 .28 .03 .13 .11

JWB3 x PSE .39 .12 1.56** -.04 .11 -.16

RC4 x RSC .01 .12 .07 .11 .07 .57

RC x JWB -.09 .09 -.43 .12 .05 .58*

RC x PSE -.04 .08 -.25 -.03 .06 -.18

Note. N = 322; *p < .05: **p < .01; ***p < .001. RSC1 =Racial Stigma Consciousness; PSE2 = Political Self-Efficacy. JWB3 = Just World 
Beliefs; RC4 = Racial Climate. For Time 2 Black men, adjusted R2 = .13 for Step 1; ∆ R2 = .24 for Step 2. For Time 2 Black women, 
adjusted R2 = .11 for Step 1; ∆ R2 = .12 for Step 2.

Black college men. For Black college men, the first block of the model was significant, F(5, 
104) = 4.18, p < .001, and accounted for 13% of the variance in Time 2 civic engagement. Higher 
just world beliefs and perceptions of a more negative racial climate predicted more civic 
engagement activities among Black men after their first year of college. The final block of the 
model at Time 2 was also significant F(10, 99) = 4.46, p < .001, and accounted for an additional 
11% of the variance in civic engagement. Although the main effects from model 1 were no longer 
significant, there was a significant interaction between just world beliefs and political self-
efficacy among Black men. Upon probing the interaction, there was a stronger, positive 
association between political efficacy and civic engagement behaviors among Black men who 
were higher in political self-efficacy compared to those with lower efficacy (see Figure 1). 
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Table 4

Summary of Hierarchical Linear Regression Analysis for Time 2 Sociopolitical Beliefs and Racial Climate 
Predicting Civic Engagement among Black Students

Black Men
(n = 96)

Black Women
(n = 226)

b SEb β b SEb β

1. Parent Education -.01 .06 -.01 .07 .04 .09

Racial Stigma Consciousness .04 .16 .02 .01 .09 .01

Just World Beliefs .32 .13 .23* .17 .07 .15*

Political Efficacy .21 .12 .17 .18 .08 .14*

Racial Climate .17 .06 .26** .20 .04 .28***

2. Parent Education -.01 .06 -.01 .07 .05 .09

Racial Stigma Consciousness -.24 .80 -.16 -.36 .54 -.26

Just World Beliefs -.86 .56 -.63 -.04 .43 -.04

Political Efficacy -.93 .81 -.74 .28 .57 .22

Racial Climate .47 .49 .71 -.36 .34 -.50

RSC1 x PSE2 .07 .19 .28 .03 .13 .11

JWB3 x PSE .39 .12 1.56** -.04 .11 -.16

RC4 x RSC .01 .12 .07 .11 .07 .57

RC x JWB -.09 .09 -.43 .12 .05 .58*

RC x PSE -.04 .08 -.25 -.03 .06 -.18

Note. N = 322; *p < .05: **p < .01; ***p < .001. RSC1 =Racial Stigma Consciousness; PSE2 = Political Self-Efficacy. JWB3 = Just World 
Beliefs; RC4 = Racial Climate. For Time 2 Black men, adjusted R2 = .13 for Step 1; ∆ R2 = .24 for Step 2. For Time 2 Black women, 
adjusted R2 = .11 for Step 1; ∆ R2 = .12 for Step 2.

Black college men. For Black college men, the first block of the model was significant, F(5, 
104) = 4.18, p < .001, and accounted for 13% of the variance in Time 2 civic engagement. Higher 
just world beliefs and perceptions of a more negative racial climate predicted more civic 
engagement activities among Black men after their first year of college. The final block of the 
model at Time 2 was also significant F(10, 99) = 4.46, p < .001, and accounted for an additional 
11% of the variance in civic engagement. Although the main effects from model 1 were no longer 
significant, there was a significant interaction between just world beliefs and political self-
efficacy among Black men. Upon probing the interaction, there was a stronger, positive 
association between political efficacy and civic engagement behaviors among Black men who 
were higher in political self-efficacy compared to those with lower efficacy (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Time 2 Just World Beliefs and Political Self-Efficacy predicting Time 2 Civic Engagement among Black men.

Black college women. Finally, the first model block was significant, F(5, 262) = 7.86, p <
.002, accounting for 11% of variance in Time 2 civic engagement. Higher just world beliefs and 
political self-efficacy and perceptions of a more negative racial climate related to higher Time 2 
civic engagement. The final block was also significant F(10, 257) = 4.37, p < .001; the addition of 
interaction terms did not increase variance explained in civic engagement (See Table 4). There 
was a significant interaction of just world beliefs and racial climate perceptions. Upon probing the 
interaction, there was a stronger, positive association between just world beliefs and civic 
engagement among Black women perceiving a racial climate characterized by more tension and 
mistrust compared to Black women perceiving less tension and mistrust (see Figure 2). 

Figure 2. Time 2 Racial Climate and Political Self-Efficacy predicting Time 2 Civic Engagement among Black women.

DISCUSSION

The current study used the lens of sociopolitical development theory (SPD) to examine 
associations among Black men and women’s sociopolitical worldviews and beliefs, their sense of 
political self-efficacy, and civic engagement behaviors. In the examination, we also explored the 
extent to which racialized contextual experiences in predominantly White college contexts 
(perceptions of campus racial climate) moderated associations between sociopolitical beliefs, 
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political self-efficacy, and civic engagement before and after students’ first year of college. The 
investigation utilized a multi-step approach across two time points to consider Black emerging 
adults’ sociopolitical worldviews and beliefs over the first year of college in light of students’ 
perceptions of institutional racial tension. The study also used a comparative analysis with Black 
men and Black women to highlight gender variation in Black students’ experience of and 
response to their racial contexts. Overall, the findings suggest that Black college students’ 
sociopolitical beliefs and sense of political agency interact with their college racial contexts to 
influence their engagement within those settings. Furthermore, these relationships vary by gender.

For our first research question regarding whether Black students’ sociopolitical worldviews 
(e.g., just world beliefs and racial stigma consciousness) and beliefs (political self-efficacy) at 
college entry predicted their civic engagement on college entry and the end of the year, we found 
support for the hypothesis that higher political self-efficacy would relate to more civic 
engagement behaviors, both at beginning of college and end of first college year. This supports 
the idea that race-related campaigns among Black students across the nation (e.g., #BBUM, I, 
Too, Am Harvard, etc.) can reflect transformational forms of participatory resistance and lends 
support to prior research on political agency as a promotive component of civic participation 
(Bermudez, 2012; Collins, Neal, & Neal, 2014; Hope, 2016). This finding also suggests that 
future studies of civic engagement should incorporate students’ sense of political efficacy, or their 
belief in their ability to navigate an institutional context to effect change. 

For Black women in the fall term (Time 1), more awareness of racial stigma in the college 
context (racial stigma consciousness) was associated with more civic activism, suggesting that 
racial consciousness may be especially relevant for Black women entering predominantly White 
institutional settings. This is consistent with previous research on SPD theory (Blankson, 
Rochester, &Watkins, 2015; Moore et al., 2016), in that a critical understanding of how 
inequitable race relations function within a context, in this case, their institutional context, may 
spur Black women to try and effect positive change through civic engagement on campus. 

For Black men at the end of freshman year (Time 2), there was a negative association 
between just world beliefs and civic engagement. Furthermore, just world beliefs translated into 
more civic engagement among Black men with a higher sense of political efficacy compared to 
their counterparts feeling less politically efficacious. The finding points to the possibility that 
Black males with stronger beliefs in a just and equitable world engage in more civic activities to 
counter experiences of racial stigma and promote multicultural solidarity and equitable practices 
on campus. This reasoning is also supported by the finding that Black men reported similarly high 
racial stigma consciousness as did Black women.

About the second research question on how students’ campus racial climate perceptions 
related to their sociopolitical beliefs and civic engagement after the first year of college, we found 
partial support for our hypothesis that racial climate perceptions would relate to students’ 
sociopolitical behaviors. Coming to view the campus racial climate as characterized by racial 
tension and mistrust related to higher civic behavior on campus. This was especially the case 
among Black women with stronger beliefs that the world is overall just and fair. The findings 
align with Black women’s integral leadership roles in historical resistance movements (Duran, 
2016), as well as their central roles in contemporary campaigns such as #BlackLivesMatter 
(Meyerson, 2016) and #SayHerName (Khaleeli, 2016). In fact, the findings may have tapped into 
one of the psychological mechanisms that undergird Black women’s campus civic participation 
(perceptions of racial climate norms). The findings also parallel prior SPD-grounded scholarship 
suggesting that critical awareness and perceiving and resisting oppression is an integral 
component of civic activism among African Americans (Watts, Williams, & Jagers, 2003). 
Overall, these results indicate that Black women’s awareness of racial stigma and institutional 
inequity in their proximal contexts plays a significant role in their activism.

Our results also suggest that just world beliefs may serve as a promotive factor for Black 
student’s civic participation; for Black men, this relationship is moderated by their sense of 
political self-efficacy, while for Black women, the association is attenuated by their campus 
climate perceptions. Given that the sample also acknowledged an awareness of racial stigma, 
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future research should consider how socially marginalized groups can endorse just world beliefs 
while simultaneously recognizing their exclusion from certain privileges. Finally, we found 
partial support for the last hypothesis on gender differences in how students’ belief systems would 
influence their civic participation. Although Black men and women tended to report similar 
sociopolitical worldviews, our findings also reflect within-group variation in Black students’ 
beliefs regarding the nature of inequality and racism, as well as their feelings of personal agency 
for change on their campus (Hope et al., 2014). We hope this finding begins a broader dialogue 
regarding heterogeneity within communities of color among higher education and action scholars 
who have an interest in how to encourage and foster sociopolitical development.

Overall, the results demonstrate that Black students’ sociopolitical worldviews and beliefs 
inform their engagement in social action on predominantly White campuses. The multi-step 
approach highlights the need to examine Black students’ individual belief systems as well as their 
broader contextual experiences in order to better understand how students make meaning of their 
surrounding institutional contexts. In interpreting our study’s findings, it is important to note that 
our Black student sample represented a small selection of selective predominantly White 
universities in a particular region; therefore, our results may not generalize to institutions from 
other geographic regions. In line with this, some college environments may afford Black students 
more “resources” to engage in civic activism, such as having a larger population of Black students 
to offer peer support and collaboration or more avenues to develop critical consciousness (e.g., 
discussions or events around race). Finally, although we considered two time points, the cross-
sectional nature of the study does not allow for an examination of intra-individual change, or 
consideration of whether students’ sociopolitical beliefs, campus racial climate perceptions, or 
political self-efficacy shift over time in relation to institutional change. 

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS FOR HIGHER EDUCATION

As we think about activism and resistance among Black students in predominantly White 
contexts, it is important to highlight the ways in which sociopolitical worldviews and beliefs 
undergird students’ understanding of institutional racism and their sense of community and 
political agency. Our primary conclusion is that Black students’ political beliefs around societal 
equity and fairness were altered during the first year of college after climate experiences of racial 
stigma. In turn, Black men and women who felt more politically efficacious were incited to 
engage in more civic participation activities on campus, we suggest in part, as a way to challenge 
institutional practices that supported and promoted the racial marginalization of Black students.

The current study implicates the need for a continued examination of how institutions support 
Black students and promote racial equity and inclusion on college campuses. It is possible to 
design programs and provide funding for courses that support students who experience 
ostracization in predominantly White institutional contexts, and that also encourage more 
intercultural maturity and dialogue around social justice and activism in today’s political climate 
(King & Baxter-Magolda, 2005). The onus of responsibility for effective interpersonal and 
institutional change around racial equity must involve the majority group (i.e., Whites), as well. 
Thus, efforts for programmatic supports should simultaneously support Black students and other 
students of color, but also require participation from White students and institutional agents to 
encourage groups to work together across differences. 

Our findings also emphasize that Black men and women’s acts of civic resistance on 
predominantly White college campuses across the country (e.g., “die-ins,” marches, and social 
media campaigns) represent students’ strategic attempts to intentionally confront institutional 
racism. Institutions could ensure that students are able to protest institutional and societal injustice 
in ways that are safe from physical violence or fear of retaliation (Rodriguez, 2012; Troka & 
Adedoja, 2016). Within the work that highlights how African American students process racism 
within higher education settings, emerging research also suggests that Black college students may 
experience feelings of anxiety, grief, anger, and depression from their surrounding digital 
contexts, such as, social media and video documentation of brutal violence against Black bodies 
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(i.e., Downs, 2016). Subsequently, student support services and counseling programs should 
consider the psychological impact of not only experiencing racism in one’s surrounding 
institutional contexts, but also being inundated with social media and online video content.
Finally, there should be an increased focus on how institutional responses to student protests are 
perceived and appraised by students as indications of institutional improvement.
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