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Some Background  

• What do we mean by affirmative action? 
– Explicit racial preferences in college admissions 

 

• In 1996 California voters approved Proposition 209 
– The state shall not discriminate against, or grant 

preferential treatment to, any individual or group on the 
basis of race, sex, color, ethnicity, or national origin in the 
operation of public employment, public education, or 
public contracting. 
 

– Implemented starting with the freshman class of 1998. 



What is the Chilling Effect? 

• General recognition that Prop 209 would lower the proportion of 
minorities at the UC because of lower admission rates. 

 

• But, there was also concern about a “chilling effect”. 

– Minorities would lose interest in attending the University of 
California because the ban would change the campuses in ways 
that would make them less attractive to minorities. 

 

• Possible reasons: 
– The ban could connote institutional hostility. 
– Minorities would have fewer own-race peers. 

 



Concern about the Chilling Effect 

• Aaliyah Richmond, a high school senior admitted to Berkeley in 
Spring 1998 commented, ''O.K., they don't want me, I don't want to 
go there.  Their commitment to affirmative action is not there.”  

 

• Carl Williams, a junior at Berkeley in 2004, observed, “The situation 
is not conducive to Black students coming here…It’s difficult as 
students here to reach out to [prospective minority students] and 
tell them they’ll be welcome with open arms.”  

 

• Berkeley's director of black student development, Grace Carroll 
Massey, remarked in May 1998, “This is the first year I've told 
students who asked me not to go to Berkeley, but to go to 
Stanford.” 

 



How Do You Study the Chilling Effect? 

Enrollment shares: directly influenced by admission 
rates. 
 

Application rates: also affected by admission rates. 
 

Yield rates: the probability of enrolling conditional on 
being accepted. 
 

Our basic approach is to study how URM yield rates 
changed after Prop 209 (1995-1997 vs. 1998-2000). 
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Possible Problems  

• What if there was a change in the characteristics of students 
who were admitted after Prop 209? 

– Solution: use rich administrative data from the UC that 
allows us to control for changes in student characteristics. 

 

• What if there was a change over time in the popularity of 
different campuses? 

– Solution: compare the change in the yield rates of URMs to 
the change in the yield rates of non-URMs. 

– “Difference-in-difference” estimation 



What Data? 

• Administrative data on every fall freshman applicant to the UC 
from 1995-2000. 
 

• Over 225,000 applicants. 
 

• Rich information on student characteristics: 
– SAT scores 
– High school GPA  
– Family background (parental income and education) 
– The set of UC schools to which students applied, were 

admitted and enrolled (if any). 



 



Main Results 

Relative 
Change 
(Table 5, 

Column 3) 

Baseline URM 
Yield Rate  
(Table 4,  
Panel A) 

Berkeley .057*** .379 

UCLA .039*** .388 

UC San Diego .028*** .202 

UC Davis .034*** .234 

UC Irvine .011    .204 

UC Santa Barbara -.004 .230 

UC Santa Cruz .016* .181 

UC Riverside .031*** .232 

Bottom line: approximate 10 percent increase in URM yield rate at most campuses. 

Note:  Controls for academic and family background characteristics and students’ choice sets. 



Why a Warming Effect? 

• Schooling may serve as a signal to employers of underlying 
ability (Spence 1972). 
 

• Banning affirmative action should increase the signal 
associated with going to a a UC school. 
 

• In addition, the increase in the signaling value should be the 
largest for low academically achieving students. 
 

• In our data, we find that the warming effect is the largest for 
students with low academic ability (about twice as large as 
estimates from previous slide). 
 
 



Other Possible Factors 

• URMs’ options outside the UC. 

• Recruiting and financial aid. 

• The timing of students’ response. 



Conclusion 

• URM yield rates increased after Prop 209. 

 

• No evidence of a “chilling effect” 

– The fall in URM enrollment shares at the more selective 
UCs was primarily the result of the fall in their likelihood of 
admission. 

 

• Banning affirmative action may have increased the signaling 
value of a UC degree. 
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