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Abstract
This article examines the role of education in the possession of opinions towards af-
firmative action that help women in Albania. A survey study (n= 173) showed that
participants respond more favourably to weak preferential treatment than to strong
preferential treatment. They further reveal that highly-educated people were less
favourable towards affirmative action plans than lesser-educated people and were
openly unfavourable towards strong preferential action. Meritocratic beliefs mediated
the effects of education as regards support for strong preferential treatment, but not
for weak preferential treatment. The article goes on to discuss the theoretical impli-
cations of these findings.
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Situation of women in Albania

The political and socio-economic situation of Albanian women has been largely
shaped by the demise of the communist system and the establishment of democracy.
Even though equality between women and men was one of the proclaimed goals of the
communist government, the strategies implemented to achieve this goal did not en-
courage the promotion and development of female characteristics. Several researchers
indicate that, in order to achieve gender equality, women were forced to renounce their
feminine identity to follow a masculine model (Gal and Kligman, 2000). Thus, por-
trayals of ‘strong’ women became common.

Baban (2003) indicated that women had high rates of productive employment dur-
ing the communist period. However, despite the egalitarian rhetoric, the paternalist
nature of communist rule reinforced patriarchal attitudes and practices. Women worked
in difficult conditions, while the prevalent abuse was in the agriculture sector, where
women were often spending twelve hours per day working in harsh conditions. At the
same time, they were expected to assume responsibility for all the household chores.

After the fall of the communist system, the decline in egalitarian ideologies in Al-
bania brought back the Kanun Code, primarily in the north of the country. The Kanun
is an ancient Code of customary laws proclaiming, among other points, that a woman
is a man’s object and that, as such, she cannot be as equally respected as the man
(Gjeçov, 2001).

The economic decline accompanying the fall of the communist system has had a
great impact on women’s participation in the labour market. In 1989, the labour par-
ticipation rate of women was 77 %; by 1998, it had declined to 43 % and there was a
further downwards movement to 39 % by 2003.
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These figures go hand-in-hand with a decline in the role of women in political life.
In the local elections in 2007, there were only 33 women among the 1 073 candidates
nominated for mayoral posts and, of these, only nine were elected (Central Elections
Commission, 2010). In the current parliament, women hold 23 of the 140 parliamentary
seats (Albanian Parliament, 2010) and, at the national level, there is only one female
Cabinet Minister (Council of Ministers, 2010).

Concern among politicians and civil society with the situation of women in Albania
has recently increased. For instance, in 2000, in line with other European countries, all
major Albanian political parties introduced a programme of electoral quotas in order
to increase women’s participation in politics. Furthermore, the most significant step in
increasing women’s presence in decision-making positions in the legislative, executive
and judicial systems is the adoption by the Albanian Parliament in July 2008 of the
‘Gender Equality in Society’ law. In particular, all political parties must ensure, as a
minimum, a representation of 30 % of women in both national and local elections (Re-
public of Albania, 2009).

The framing of affirmative action
Affirmative action is a controversial issue in the realm of social policies (Crosby,

Iyer, Clayton and Downing, 2003). That public opinion considers affirmative action to
involve the preferential selection of members of minorities without regard to their level
of qualifications may provide an explanation for the negative reactions toward affir-
mative action programmes (AAPs) (Kravitz and Platania, 1993; Northcraft and Martin,
1982). In fact, affirmative action comes in a variety of types which differ one from
another in the degree to which merit and group membership are weighted in selection
decisions (Konrad and Linnehan, 1995; Taylor, Doverspike and Alexander, 1995).
Hence, affirmative action can be thought of as a continuum ranging at the one end from
the individual to the collective at the other (Lorenzi-Cioldi, 2002; Lorenzi-Cioldi and
Buschini, 2008). Toward the individual end, weak preferential treatment (sometimes
called tie-break programmes) give preference to the member of the minority group if
the majority and the minority candidates are similarly qualified. Toward the group end
of the continuum, strong preferential treatment makes explicit the exclusive advantage
of the applicant’s membership group (for more specific programmes, see Kravitz, 1995;
and Kravitz and Platania, 1993).

Level of education and support of affirmative action
Baudelot, Leclerq, Chatard, Gobille and Satchkova (2005) claimed that a high level

of education may foster open-mindedness. One major implication of this ‘liberalising
effect’ refers to a decrease in prejudice and negative attitudes toward different social
groups: the higher the level of education, the less people show prejudice and authori-
tarianism; and the more tolerant, liberal and egalitarian they tend to be (Astin, 1977;
Bobo and Licari, 1989; Hyman and Wright, 1979). Based on this education-tolerance
thesis, one might conjecture that people with a high level of education will react more
favourably toward affirmative action plans.

However, the influence of the level of education on support for affirmative action
varies as a function of the type of programme in place. On the one hand, Kravitz and
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Klineberg (2000) have shown that the highly-educated are more positive than the less-
educated toward affirmative action applied under conditions of equal qualifications.
On the other hand, research has shown that the highly-educated are less supportive
toward strong preferential treatment concerning admission to university (Astin, 1977),
access to professorship positions and in political careers (Faniko, Lorenzi-Cioldi, Bus-
chini and Chatard, 2008; Faniko, Lorenzi-Cioldi, Buschini and Chatard, in press;
Kluegel and Smith, 1983).

Endorsement of meritocracy
Why do highly-educated people show hostility toward AAPs, especially to those

programmes which put weight in the decision-making process on beneficiaries’ group
membership? One might think that people with a high level of education would endorse
meritocratic ideologies more than would others. Consistent with this suggestion,
Bowles and Gintis (2002) claim that:

The educational system fosters and reinforces the belief that economic success depends essen-
tially on the possession of technical and cognitive skills. (pp. 102-103)

There is, indeed, evidence showing that the more people are educated, the more
they endorse the merit principle (Kunovich and Slomczynski, 2007); and that the more
they endorse this principle, the more they oppose affirmative action (Augoustinos,
Tuffin and Every, 2005).

It has been shown that education promotes system-justifying tendencies (e.g. Baer
and Lambert, 1982; Baudelot and Establet, 1971; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1992; Bowles
and Gintis, 2002; Doise, 1976; Guimond and Dambrun, 2003; Jackman and Muha,
1984; Trottier, 1983). Highly-educated people have greater motivation to maintain and
justify the current social hierarchy (Baer and Lambert, 1982). One way to achieve
system-justification is to emphasise the role of individual merit in the personal career
(Jost and Banaji, 1994; Jost, Banaji and Nosek, 2004). Thus, education leads to meri-
tocracy, and meritocracy to opposition to affirmative action policies – and especially
to strong preferential treatment in so far as it does not rely on individual characteristics.

The survey

The main purpose of this research study was to examine the impact of the type of
affirmative action policy in place on the favourability of public attitudes toward the
policy. Consistent with the literature, we hypothesise that strong preferential treatment
should receive less support than weak preferential treatment.

Our second hypothesis deals with the role of participant education. We predict an
interaction between level of education and type of affirmative action policy: compared
to the less-educated, the highly-educated should show more support for weak prefer-
ential treatment and less support for strong preferential treatment.

We mentioned above that endorsement of merit principles would be likely to ac-
count for this interaction, so our third hypothesis anticipates that the highly-educated
will show strong endorsement of the merit principle, and that this endorsement will
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account for the relationship between level of education and support for strong prefer-
ential treatment. Thus, the type of AAP should moderate the strength of the mediated
relationships between level of education and support for affirmative action via an en-
dorsement of the merit principle. The mediated relationship should be more pronounced
for strong preferential treatment than it is for weak preferential treatment.

Method

Participants
The participants in the survey were 173 undergraduate students at the University

of Tiranë, Albania: seventy-eight women and twenty men in their first year of study
(classified as having a low level of education); and 51 women and 24 men in their first
year of their masters (classified as having a high level of education). The mean age of
the participants was 20.78 years old (SD = 1.97), ranging from 18 to 28 years old.

Procedure
Endorsement of the merit principle

Participants completed a ten-item Preference for the Merit Principle (PMP) scale
(Davey, Bobocel, Son Hing and Zanna, 1999). This scale measures individuals’ pref-
erence for outcomes to be distributed on the basis of merit. Sample items are:

Sometimes it is appropriate to give a raise to the worker who most needs it, even if he or she
is not the most hard working,

which is reverse-scored, and:

Members of a work group ought to receive different pay depending on the amount each person
contributed.

These ten items are averaged for an overall score (α =.70).

Scenario
Participants read the following bogus description:

According to a recent census carried out in Albanian universities, men hold 90 % of profes-
sorship positions. Following the publication of this census, the Ministry of Education has de-
cided to apply a new hiring programme aimed at increasing the presence of women among
professors.

Participants were then told that a specific affirmative action programme (Kravitz
et al. 1997) had been introduced as a result. In the weak preferential treatment condi-
tion, they read that:
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This programme holds that, when a woman and a man are in competition for a professorship
position, the woman should be selected if her skills are equivalent to those of the male candidate.

In the strong preferential treatment condition, participants read that:

This programme holds that, when a woman and a man are in competition for a professorship
position, the woman should be selected because she is a woman.

Support for affirmative action
Support was assessed using five items derived from previous research (Kravitz and

Platania, 1993; Lorenzi-Cioldi, 2002). Sample items are: ‘I am in favour of applying
this hiring policy,’ ‘This programme is a good programme’ (1 = strongly disagree, 7 =
strongly agree; α =.90).

Background variables
Participants reported their age, gender and number of years in school. After com-

pleting the questionnaire, participants were fully debriefed and thanked for their par-
ticipation.

Results

In accordance with previous research, the participants were more favourable to
weak preferential treatment (M= 5.80; SD = 1.36), than to strong preferential treatment
(M= 2.88; SD = 2.05) (F(1,165)= 88.77; p<.001; η2p =.35).

Not surprisingly, women (M= 4.61; SD= 2.19) were overall more favourably dis-
posed toward affirmative action than were men (M= 3.11; SD= 2.23) (F(1,165)= 9.34;
p<.005; η2p=.05).

More interestingly, the main effect of participant education (F(1,165) = 8.22; p<.
01; η2p =.05) demonstrated that highly-educated people (M= 3.40; SD= 2.29) were, on
the whole, less supportive of affirmative action policies than were lesser-educated ones
(M= 4.86; SD= 2.09).

However, consistent with expectations, this effect was qualified by the interaction
between the Participant Education and Affirmative Action Programme variables
(F(1,165) = 4.22; p<.05; η2p =.03).

It is apparent from Figure 1 that the highly-educated showed less support for strong
preferential treatment than the lesser-educated (Ms= 2.02 and 3.72; SDs = 1.45 and
2.22, respectively; p<.02). Conversely, both groups granted similar levels of support
to weak preferential treatment (Ms= 5.60 and 5.91; SDs= 1.54 and 1.26, respective-
ly).1

1 A second analysis using the same design, with the addition of participant age as a covariate,
showed that the effect of education level and the effect of type of programme, and the interaction
between these two variables on support for affirmative action, remained unchanged.
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Moderated mediation
To assess our main hypothesis – that the highly-educated preference for meritocracy

would mediate the support of this group for strong preferential treatment, but not weak
preferential treatment – we conducted a moderated mediation analysis using the sta-
tistical methods outlined in Muller, Judd and Yzerbyt (2005) and Preacher, Rucker and
Hayes (2007).. Such an analysis checks for four relationships:
a) the effect of level of education on support for affirmative action programmes
b) the effect of level of education on preference for merit principles
c) the interaction between preference for merit principles and type of programme on

support for affirmative action
d) the conditional indirect effects of level of education on support for affirmative

action programmes, via preference for merit principles. This will differ in strength
across weak and strong preferential treatments.

We expected that the conditional indirect effects of the level of education would be
significant concerning strong preferential treatment but not concerning weak prefer-
ential treatment.

Figure 1 – Means of support for affirmative action as predicted by education and type
of affirmative action programme
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The findings supported our mediational hypothesis. There was an effect of the level 
of education on support for affirmative action programmes (b= -1.01; p< .001) and on 
preference for the merit principle (b=.52; p< .005). The interaction between 
preference for merit principle and type of programme (b= -.79; p< .01) indicated that 
the relationship between merit and support was moderated by the strength of the 
AAP (see Figure 2). 
 
In a final step to validate this finding, we examined the last condition using the 
procedures set out by Preacher et al. (2007). We thus assessed the magnitude of 
the conditional indirect effect of the independent variable (level of education) on the 
dependent variable (support for affirmative action) via the mediator (preference for 
the merit principle) for the different modalities of the moderator (weak preferential 
treatment vs. strong preferential treatment). The results showed that preference for 
the merit principle mediated the relationship between level of education and support 
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preference for the merit principle (b=.52; p<.005). The interaction between preference
for merit principle and type of programme (b= -.79; p<.01) indicated that the relation-
ship between merit and support was moderated by the strength of the AAP (see Figure
2).

In a final step to validate this finding, we examined the last condition using the
procedures set out by Preacher et al. (2007). We thus assessed the magnitude of the
conditional indirect effect of the independent variable (level of education) on the de-
pendent variable (support for affirmative action) via the mediator (preference for the
merit principle) for the different modalities of the moderator (weak preferential treat-
ment vs. strong preferential treatment). The results showed that preference for the merit
principle mediated the relationship between level of education and support for strong
preferential treatment (coefficient = -.35; Boot Z= -1.99; p<.05), but not the relationship
between level of education and support for weak preferential treatment (coefficient =.
06; Boot Z=.58; p=.56).

Figure 2 – Mediating the role of endorsement of the merit principle on the relationship
between level of education and support for weak and strong preferential treatment
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Discussion

Kravitz et al. (1997) argue that support for affirmative action may be influenced by
individual factors, such as education level, the gender of the participants and the struc-
tural features of AAPs, such as type of affirmative action. These findings support their
claims, but they further show a more complex picture as regards the interaction between
individual and structural factors. We first discuss the role of affirmative action pro-
gramme, then the influence of education and, finally, the interaction of these two factors
on opinions toward affirmative action.

Influence of type of programme
In line with previous studies (Faniko et al. 2008, in press; Singer, 1996), our findings

showed that participants respond more favourably to weak preferential treatment than
to strong preferential treatment. Kravitz, Bludau and Klineberg (2008) explain this
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result by emphasising the non-meritocratic nature of affirmative action plans. Weak
preferential treatment takes into consideration the candidate’s group membership, yet
it does not disregard personal merits and qualifications. Strong preferential treatment
violates the principles of merit by favouring group membership to the detriment of
personal characteristics. Thus, strong preferential treatment arouses opposition.

Influence of education level
The findings from previous research dealing with the role of education on support

for affirmative action are inconsistent. Some research studies (Davis and West, 1984;
Fine, 1992; Konrad and Hartmann, 2001; Tuch and Hughes, 1996) do not reveal any
significant effects of education on support for affirmative action. Other research sug-
gests that the influence of education on opinions toward affirmative action is strongly
influenced by the type of affirmative action under consideration. Still other research
reveals a negative relationship between education and support both for quota pro-
grammes (Astin, 1997) and for strong preferential treatment (Faniko et al. 2008).

Our study here revealed that support for affirmative action is more pronounced
among people with a low level of education than it is among those with a high level of
education. This finding runs counter to the education-tolerance thesis. Indeed, several
criticisms of this thesis have been advanced. Sullivan, Pereson and Marcus (1979)
argued that the relationship between education and tolerance is largely artifactual.
Bourdieu and Passeron (1992) view schools as reproductive and conservative institu-
tions rather than liberating ones. These authors comment that the school reproduces the
existing social structure in that it promotes students who have cultural privilege and
eliminates those whose cultural capital differs from that of the dominant group. Bour-
dieu and Passeron (1992) argue that:

The educational system succeeds so perfectly in fulfilling its ideological function of legitimat-
ing the established order only because this masterpiece of social mechanics succeeds in hiding,
as if by the interlocking of false-bottomed boxes, the relations which, in a class society, unite
the function of inculcation, i.e. the work of intellectual and moral integration, with the function
of conserving the structure of the class relations characteristics of that society. (pp. 199-200)

 
An even stronger criticism was offered by Cohen and Lazerson (1977) who argued

that students cannot learn democracy in school because the school is not a democratic
place. In a similar vein, Merelman (1980) concluded that the need for order in schools
leads to the creation of an environment that fosters the learning of constraint, hierarchy
and inequality, rather than the values of freedom, equality and tolerance.

Our study demonstrated that highly-educated people are more opposed to strong
preferential treatment, presumably because such programmes violate merit principles.
However, the results did not reveal the expected difference between participants with
a high and a low level of education concerning the level of support for weak preferential
treatment. How can we interpret this null finding? The results showed that the highly-
educated are more likely to emphasise meritocratic ideologies compared to the lesser-
educated. Accordingly, they refuted the implementation of strong preferential treatment
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more than they did the implementation of weak preferential treatment. Nonetheless,
they could accept weak preferential treatment to the same extent as the lesser-educated
in so far as this treatment did not conflict with meritocratic ideologies.

The results of this study substantiate our moderated mediation hypothesis, i.e. that
the preference for the merit principle mediates the relationship between level of edu-
cation and support for strong preferential treatment, but not for weak preferential treat-
ment. This suggests that education contributes to the belief that professional promotion
should be strongly related to personal merit rather than to group membership. These
beliefs provoke the rejection of strong preferential treatment, in so far as it does not
take into account personal qualifications, but not the rejection of weak preferential
treatment, in so far as it favours the female applicant if her qualifications are equivalent
to those of the male applicant.

Implementation of affirmative action programmes
Despite the large diversity of affirmative action programmes, only two, very dif-

ferent, forms of affirmative action have been examined in this study. We decided to
assess support for these two forms because the results derived from the study may be
useful for the implementation of affirmative action programmes in several countries.
Strong preferential treatment is similar to quota programmes. Both programmes are
based primarily, if not solely, on demographic status. It was mentioned above that the
Albanian government is currently implementing quota programmes with the target of
improving women’s access to political positions; while France is considering intro-
ducing a quota of 40 % women in decision-making positions in French companies
(Ministère du Travail, des Relations Sociales, de la Famille, de la Solidarité et de la
Ville, 2009). Swiss universities (e.g. Geneva University) have introduced weak pref-
erential treatment for women applying for professorship positions.

Thus, our research has practical implications for decision-makers in Europe who
aim to use affirmative action principles in strategies for minority empowerment.
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