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Defining Diversity 2

Abstract
This paper suggests that the concept of diversity carries different meanings for majority (e.g.,
men, Whites) and minority (e.g., women, racial minorities) group members. Because diversity is
in-group relevant for minority but not majority group members, group-interest may motivate
minority but not majority group members to define diversity in ways that maximize benefits for
the in-group. One such way is for minorities to define diversity in a relatively complex manner —
that is, as entailing both the numerical and structural representation of minorities in an
organization. Majority group members, on the other hand, since they are not motivated by group-
interest, may define diversity as simply entailing minorities’ numerical representation. Four

studies tested these hypotheses. Theoretical and practical implications are discussed.
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Diversity is in the Eye of the Beholder:
How Majority and Minority Group Members Define Diversity

When people say that an organization is “diverse,” what exactly do they mean? At a very
basic level, they are probably referring to the fact that the organization in question employs a
noticeable number of traditionally underrepresented minorities (i.e., racial minorities, women, or
both). But beyond this basic (and imprecise) statement, little else is known about the factors that
influence perceptions of diversity. Even though much research has uncovered evidence of the
potentially beneficial aspects of maintaining and promoting diverse organizational environments
(Phillips & Lloyd, 2006; Klein & Harrison, 2008; Gurin, Nagda, & Lopez, 2004; Richard, 2000;
Bowen & Bok, 1998), the question of what characteristics lay perceivers pay attention to in
determining if an organization can be considered “diverse” has remained largely unexplored
(Plaut, 2002) . Given the increasing relevance of diversity to organizations (Johnston & Packer,
1987; DeBruin et al., 2003) and to society more generally (Sidanius et al., 2008), it seems critical
to explore the antecedents of perceived diversity.

This paper addresses this question by examining how the total number of traditionally
underrepresented minorities and their distribution throughout an organization’s hierarchy affects
perceptions of organizational diversity. Moreover, we examine if diversity carries different
meanings for majority and minority group members. We suspect this might be the case because
minority group members, more so than majority group members, may consider diversity to be an
issue relevant to interests of the in-group. This asymmetry in in-group relevance may motivate
minority group members to define diversity in ways that maximize benefits for the in-group. As

such, a group-interest motivation may contribute to minorities conceiving diversity in a more
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complex manner than majority group members. Prior to further developing this argument, we
first consider two dimensions of perceived diversity.
Dimensions of Diversity

We propose that diversity can be defined as consisting of at least two distinct dimensions:
1) the numerical representation of underrepresented minorities in an organization and 2) the
structural representation of underrepresented minorities in specific levels of the organization’s
hierarchy.

Numerical representation refers to the total number of traditionally underrepresented
minorities (e.g., racial minorities) in a particular organization. For example, an organization that
employs 28 minorities would be considered more diverse than an organization that employs only
14 minority employees, assuming that both organizations employ the same number of total
employees.

Structural representation, on the other hand, refers not to how many minorities an
organization employs, but rather to where in the organization’s hierarchy such individuals are
represented. For example, imagine two, 100-employee organizations (A and B) that both employ
28 minority group members. Imagine further that Organization A has 12 of their 28 minority
employees in management positions whereas Organization B has only 4 minority managers. If
diversity were being assessed with structural representation in mind, then Organization A would
be considered more diverse than Organization B because Organization A has more minorities in
the upper levels of the organizational hierarchy. However, if diversity were being assessed only
with numerical representation in mind, then Organizations A and B would be considered equally

diverse because they both employ 28 minorities.
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Majority and Minority Group Members’ Definitions of Diversity

At the most basic level, diversity requires some sort of numerical representation of
traditionally underrepresented minority group members. That is, for an organization to be
considered diverse, it must include minority group members somewhere in its ranks. A company
that employs only White men, for instance, could not be considered diverse in terms of race or
gender. Thus, we expect all perceivers, be they majority or minority group members, to consider
numerical representation when making assessments of an organization’s perceived level of
diversity.

Where we may expect differences to emerge between majority and minority perceivers is
in their consideration of structural representation when making diversity assessments. One
reason for this is that the consideration of structural representation, relative to numerical
representation, may require more psychological effort from the individual. As such, only
individuals motivated to define diversity complexly may end up considering structural
representation when making diversity assessments.

In support of this idea, past research suggests thinking about structural phenomena is
challenging for most people (Lopez, Gurin, & Nagda, 1998; Gilbert, 1998; Kluegel & Bobo,
1993). For example, difficulty in thinking about structural forces can be said to account for
people’s tendency to make dispositional as opposed to situational attributions for others’
behavior (Ross, 1977; Hewstone, 1989; Ross & Nisbett, 1991). In addition, recent research
suggests that difficulty in thinking about structure may account for people’s tendency to think
that racism is a phenomenon rooted in individuals’ attitudes as opposed to society’s institutions
(O'Brien et al., 2008; Unzueta & Lowery, 2008; Adams, Tormala, & O'Brien, 2006). Given the

difficulty associated with thinking about structure, perceivers may tend not to consider structural
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representation when making diversity assessments - that is, unless they are motivated to define
diversity in a manner that maximizes benefits for the in-group.

For minority group members, diversity conceptions might be motivated by the fact that
diversity is an issue highly relevant to the in-group. Because diversity is more about the well-
being of minorities than about the well-being of majority group members, a concern for the
interests of the in-group may motivate minority group members to define diversity in a way that
most benefits the in-group. One such way, we argue, is to define diversity as entailing both the
numerical and structural representation of minority employees.

Research on the concept of group-interest suggests that individuals tend to develop
attitudes and behave in ways that serve the interests of social groups with which they identify
(Bobo, 1998; Bobo & Kluegel, 1993; Tuch & Hughes, 1996; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). For
example, past work has shown that Black-Americans tend to support affirmative action more so
than White-Americans, a pattern consistent with the idea that individuals maintain attitudes that
benefit the interests of the in-group (Bobo, 1998; Kinder & Sanders, 1996; see also Lowery et
al., 2006). If minorities consider diversity an issue relevant to the in-group, then such
individuals may be motivated by group-interest to define diversity in ways that maximize
benefits for in-group. Specifically, to be considered diverse, organizations may need to be seen
by minority perceivers as not only employing a large number of minority employees (i.e., high
numerical representation), but also providing members of the minority in-group with status and
access to powerful roles in the organization (i.e., high structural representation).

Conversely, since majority group members probably consider diversity to be an issue
primarily relevant to minority out-groups, these individuals may lack motivation to define

diversity complexly. Consistent with this idea, recent research suggests that majority group
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members tend to express indifference when thinking about minority out-groups and issues
pertinent to such groups. For example, Lowery and his colleagues (2006) found that support for
affirmative action was more strongly predicted by the manner in which Whites expected such
policies to harm the in-group (i.e., fellow Whites), not benefit the out-group (i.e., Blacks) —a
finding consistent with the idea that majority group members tend to be indifferent toward the
outcomes of minority out-groups. Other research suggests that Whites’ contemporary racial
attitudes can be better characterized as reflecting racial apathy, not racial antipathy. That is,
White Americans’ contemporary racial attitudes have shown increasing levels of indifference
toward minority-related issues like racial inequality (Forman, 2004; Forman & Lewis, 2006).
Given that diversity is likely considered an issue relevant primarily to minority out-groups,
majority group members may lack the motivation to define diversity complexly. Asa
consequence, majority group members may end up conceiving diversity in a relatively simple
manner that primarily entails the numerical representation of minority employees.

In sum, we suggest that the tendency to consider diversity an issue relevant to minority
out-groups may motivate minority but not majority group members to conceive diversity as
entailing both the numerical and structural representation of minority employees. That is,
majority group members may base their assessments of organizational diversity primarily on
minority employees’ numerical representation, the more basic dimension of diversity.
Conversely, since diversity is likely considered to be an in-group relevant issue by minority
perceivers, such individuals may be motivated by group-interest to define diversity in a more
complex manner that benefits the in-group. Specifically, minority group members may tend to

define diversity as entailing both numerical and structural representation.



Defining Diversity 8

Overview of Studies

Study 1 tests the assumption that diversity is more in-group relevant for minority group
members (i.e., women, racial minorities) than it is for majority group members (i.e., men,
Whites). Studies 2, 3, and 4 manipulate the numerical and the structural representation of
minority group members in a fictitious organization. Majority and minority perceivers are then
asked to assess the organization’s level of diversity. Study 2 examines male and female
participants’ perceptions of gender diversity. Study 3 examines White and Asian participants’
perceptions of racial diversity. Moreover, Study 3 examines if perceptions of diversity are
related to affirmative action support. Finally, Study 4 directly explores the role of group-interest
by assessing Black participants’ diversity conceptions as a function of their racial identity
centrality (i.e., an individual difference measure of group interest).

Study 1

The purpose of Study 1 was to test the assumption that diversity is more in-group
relevant for minority group members (i.e., women, racial minorities) than majority group
members (i.e., men, Whites).

Method

Participants

Participants were 109 students (66 women; 43 men) from a private, West Coast
university who participated in a mass testing session, lasting approximately 30 minutes, in
exchange for $10. Mean age was 19.69 years (SD = 2.61). The self-identified racial make-up of
the sample was as follows: 46 White participants, 34 Asian participants, 14 African-American

participants, 11 Latino/a participants, and 4 participants from other or multiple categories. Due to



Defining Diversity 9

a small sample size, this latter group of 4 participants was excluded from the analyses reported
below.
Procedure and Measures

Participants received the study materials as part of a packet of unrelated surveys.
Participants were asked, “When you think about the concept of “diversity,” to what extent do you
think about the following groups?” Below this question was a list of six target groups: men,
women, Whites, Blacks, Asians, and Latinos. Participants indicated their response for each
group on a 7-point scale (1 = Don’t think about at all, 7 = Think about a great deal).

Results and Discussion

Diversity and gender. To test the hypothesis that women, compared to men, are more
closely associated with the concept of diversity, we conducted a 2 (participant gender: female vs.
male) x 4 (participant race: White vs. Black vs. Latino vs. Asian) x 2 (target group gender: men
vs. women) mixed-model ANOVA, with repeated measures on target group gender. This
analysis yielded a significant main effect for target group gender, F(3, 97) = 73.30, p <.001, npz
= .43. Specifically, women were more closely associated with diversity (M = 4.25, SD = 1.39)
than were men (M = 2.82, SD = 1.39). No other effects were significant (Fs < 1.0). The lack of
additional effects suggests there was general consensus — between male and female participants
and among the various racial/ethnic groups — that women, compared to men, are more strongly
associated with the concept of diversity. Therefore, this finding is consistent with the argument
that diversity is a more in-group relevant issue for women than it is for men.

Diversity and race. To test the hypothesis that minority racial groups, compared to
Whites, are more strongly associated with diversity, we conducted a 2 (participant gender:

female vs. male) x 4 (participant race: White vs. Black vs. Asian vs. Latino/a) x 4 (target group
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race: Whites vs. Blacks vs. Asians vs. Latinos) mixed-model ANOVA, with repeated measures
on target group race. This analysis yielded a significant main effect and a significant two-way
interaction. The main effect was on the target group race factor, F(3, 291) = 124.25, p < .001, npz
= .56. However, this main effect was qualified by a significant Participant Race X Target Group
Race interaction, F(9, 291) = 4.71, p < .001, 77p2 =.13. The cell means for each target group,
broken down by participant race, are displayed in Table 1.

Simple effects tests conducted on the marginal means revealed a large number of
significant pair-wise comparisons (see subscripts in Table 1). Given the large number of
significant pair-wise comparisons, we provide a summary of overall mean patterns here. In
general, the mean patterns for the main effect of target group race held across participant groups.
Namely, White targets were consistently less associated with diversity (M = 2.94, SD = 1.43)
than Black (M = 5.70, SD = 1.17), F(1, 291) = 192.99, p < .001, Latino (M =5.75, SD = 1.04),
F(1,291) = 179.29, p < .001, and Asian targets (M =5.02, SD = 1.17), F(1,291) = 113.15, p <
.001. Black and Latino targets were seen as equally associated with diversity by all participants,
regardless of race, F < 1.0, ns. We found divergence among participants regarding Asian
targets’ association to diversity. Specifically, White, Black, and Latino participants tended to
perceive Asian targets (combined M = 4.97, SD = 0.99) as less associated with diversity than
Black (combined M =5.79, SD = 1.12), Fs(1, 291) > 5.86, p's < .02, or Latino targets (combined
M =5.80, SD = 1.13), Fs(1, 291) > 14.28, p's < .001. Asian participants, on the other hand,
tended to see no difference in the association to diversity between Asian (M =5.56, SD = 1.01),
and Black targets (M =5.19, SD = 1.15), F < 1.0, ns, or between Asian and Latino targets (M =

5.28, SD = 1.16), F < 1.0, ns.
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In sum, aside from some variation in how participants tended to view out-groups, these
results suggest that each minority group tended to regard itself as being highly associated with
the concept of diversity. In contrast, all participants, Whites included, generally agreed that
Whites are not associated with the concept of diversity. This study provides support for the
theoretical assumption that diversity is more of an in-group relevant issue for minority group
members (women, racial minorities) than it is for majority group members (men, Whites). The
next three studies explore the idea that this asymmetry in in-group relevance creates systematic
differences in how minority and majority group members define the concept of diversity.

Study 2

In Study 2 we manipulate the numerical and the structural representation of female
employees in a fictitious organization. We then ask male and female perceivers to assess the
organization’s level of diversity. Given that Study 1 demonstrated that diversity is more of an
in-group relevant issue for women than it is for men, we expected women to conceive diversity
more complexly than men. Specifically, we expected women to consider both numerical and
structural representation when making their diversity assessment, whereas men should base their
diversity assessment primarily on the numerical representation of female employees.

Method
Participants

One hundred seventy-nine participants (107 women, 72 men) affiliated with a large,
public West Coast university completed an online experiment in exchange for $3. Participants
were recruited from a database composed primarily of undergraduates interested in taking part in
psychological studies in exchange for monetary compensation. The self-identified racial make-

up of the sample was as follows: 74 Asian participants, 5 African-American participants, 60
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White participants, 26 Latino/a participants, and 14 multiracial participants (i.e., participants who
indicated more than one racial identity). Mean age was 21.90 years (SD = 6.77).
Procedure

This experiment was described as a survey of company impressions. Participants read

the following paragraph describing a purportedly real organization®:

Strathmore International is a consulting firm operating in the Los
Angeles area. It specializes in the facilitation of export financing,
tourism development, and environmental management.

Next, participants read:

Recently, Strathmore conducted an internal audit on the gender

diversity of its employees at various levels of the organization.

Below are the results of the audit.
At this point participants were randomly assigned to read 1 of 4 tables describing the numerical
and structural representation of minority employees within the organization. The title of each
table read as follows: “Number of Female Employees at VVarious Levels of Strathmore’s

Corporate Hierarchy.”

The upper level of the organizational structure was described as including chief officers,
the board of directors, and executive managers. The lower level of the organizational structure
was described as including clerical, administrative, and maintenance workers. In all tables, 20%
of the total workforce was in the upper level of the organizational structure, whereas 80% of the
workforce was in the lower level of the organizational structure. Below the table, participants

read the following:
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Since Strathmore typically recruits individuals like yourself, the

management at Strathmore is interested in your perceptions of the

company. Using the information provided about Strathmore, please

answer the questions below.
At this point participants responded to several items assessing their perceptions of diversity and
then completed a demographic questionnaire. Finally, participants were provided with a written
debriefing statement.

Manipulated Variables

Numerical representation. Participants were randomly assigned to read that the
organization employed either a relatively low (60 out of 240 total employees) or a relatively high
(120 out of 240 total employees) number of female employees.

Structural representation. Participants who were randomly assigned to the low structural
representation condition read that 10% of the female employees were represented at the high
level of the corporate hierarchy (6 out of 60 in the low numerical representation condition, 12 out
of 120 in the high numerical representation condition). Participants in the high structural
representation condition read that 20% of the female employees were represented at the high
level of the corporate hierarchy (12 out of 60 in the low numerical representation condition, 24
out of 120 in the high numerical representation condition).

Dependent Variable

Perceived diversity. To assess participants’ perceptions of diversity, they were asked to
indicate their agreement with the following items on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)

scale: “Strathmore has a high level of gender diversity,” “I do not consider Strathmore to be a
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diverse organization in terms of gender” (reverse scored), and “Strathmore has a low level of
gender diversity” (reverse scored; o = .93).
Results and Discussion

Participant race had no main or interactive effects when included as a factor in the
analysis reported below. As such, we collapsed across this variable.

We hypothesized that perceptions of diversity among majority perceivers (i.e., men)
would be primarily based on the numerical representation of female employees. Conversely, we
hypothesized that minority perceivers (i.e., women) would define diversity as entailing both
numerical and structural representation. To test these hypotheses, we subjected the measure of
perceived diversity to a 2 (numerical representation) x 2 (structural representation) x 2
(participant gender) between-subjects analysis of variance (ANOVA). This analysis yielded
three significant main effects, two significant two-way interactions, and a marginally significant
three-way interaction.

Main effects. The main effects showed that men (M = 4.17, SD = 1.74) perceived higher
levels of diversity than women (M = 3.58, SD = 1.76), F(1,171) =9.81, p < .01; 77p2 =.05.
Participants also perceived more diversity when numerical representation was high (M = 5.03,
SD = 1.58) compared to when it was low (M =2.71, SD = 1.28), F(1, 171) = 151.31, p <.001,
npz = .47. The third main effect showed that participants perceived more diversity when
structural representation was high (M = 4.40, SD = 1.92) compared to when it was low (M =
3.34, SD = 1.53), F(1,171) = 31.35, p < .001, 7,° = .16.

Two-way interactions. The 2-way interactions illustrated the following. First, the
Participant Gender x Structural Representation interaction revealed that men’s perceptions of

diversity, compared to women’s perceptions of diversity, were less affected by female
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employees’ structural representation, F(1, 171) = 5.70, p < .05, npz =.03. Specifically, post hoc
tests found that when structural representation was high, women (M = 4.34, SD = 2.03) and men
(M =4.47, SD = 1.80) did not differ in their perceptions of organizational diversity, F(1, 171) <
1.0, p >.05. However, when structural representation was low, women perceived significantly
less diversity (M = 2.82, SD = 1.35) than men (M = 3.86, SD = 1.63), F(1, 171) = 16.16, p <
.001. These findings are consistent with the hypothesis that majority group members, more so
than minority group members, base their assessments of organizational diversity primarily on the
numerical representation of minority employees.

There was also a significant Structural Representation x Numerical Representation
interaction, F(1,171) = 9.63, p <.001, 77p2 = .05, such that when numerical representation was
low, there was a marginally significant effect on perceived diversity in the low (M =2.47, SD =
1.11) versus the high (M = 2.94, SD = 1.42) structural representation conditions, F(1, 171) =
3.17, p = .08. However, when the numerical representation was high, there was a significant
difference between the low (M = 4.21, SD = 1.42) and the high (M =5.85, SD = 1.01) structural
representation conditions, F(1, 171) = 36.97, p <.001. This interaction suggests that the
combined effect of high structural representation and high numerical representation produced an
increase in perceived diversity above and beyond the simple main effects associated with high
numerical and structural representation.

Three-way interaction. Finally, the aforementioned effects were qualified by a
marginally significant three-way interaction, F(1,171) = 3.13, p = .08, npz =.02. We probed this
three-way effect by splitting the file along gender lines and examining the Structural
Representation x Numerical Representation interaction for members of each gender (see Figure

1). These analyses revealed that, consistent with our hypotheses, men’s perceptions of diversity
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were primarily affected by the numerical representation of female employees, whereas women’s
perceptions of diversity were affected by both the numerical and the structural representation of
female employees. That is, for men, there was a strong main effect of numerical representation,
such that men in the low numerical representation condition perceived significantly less diversity
(M =2.96, SD =1.31) than men in the high numerical representation condition (M = 5. 37, SD =
1.17), F(1, 68) = 70.37, p < .001, npz =.51. There was also a significant, though considerably
weaker, main effect of structural representation for men, F(1,68) = 4.46, p < .05, 77p2 =.06.
Specifically, men in the low structural representation condition perceived less diversity (M =
3.86, SD = 1.63) than men in the high structural representation condition (M = 4.47, SD = 1.80).
The Structural Representation x Numerical Representation interaction did not attain significance,
F(1, 68) < 1.0, ns.

For women, there were main effects of numerical representation, F(1, 103) = 83.86, p <
.001, npz = .45, and structural representation, F(1, 103) = 38.11, p <.001, npz =.27. However, in
contrast to men, these main effects were qualified by a significant Structural Representation x
Numerical Representation interaction, F(1, 103) = 14.16, p <.001, 77p2 = .12. Specifically, this
interaction revealed that when numerical representation was low, women perceived
organizations with low structural representation (M = 2.16, SD = 0.97) as marginally less diverse
than organizations characterized by high structural representation (M = 3.47, SD = 1.37), F(1,
103) = 3.20, p = .08. But when numerical representation was high, there was a significant
difference in perceived diversity between the low (M = 2.75, SD = 1.46) and the high (M =5.91,
SD = 1.01) structural representation conditions, F(1, 103) = 45.29, p <.001.. A planned

contrast in which the high number — high structure condition was compared the other 3



Defining Diversity 17

conditions verified that the high number — high structure condition evoked the highest perceived
diversity among female participants, t(3, 103) =9.80, p <. 01.

In sum, Study 2 provides initial evidence for the idea that majority and minority group
members define diversity differently. Specifically, male perceivers tended to base their
perceptions of gender diversity primarily on the numerical representation of women in the
organization whereas female perceivers based their perceptions of gender diversity on both the
numerical and the structural representation of women. These findings are consistent with the
idea that individuals for whom diversity is an in-group relevant issue (i.e., women) may be
motivated to define diversity in a way that most benefits the in-group. One such way would be
to define diversity as entailing both the numerical and structural representation of female
employees. Conversely, individuals for whom diversity is not in-group relevant (i.e., men)
appear to define diversity in relatively simple terms — as primarily entailing numerical
representation of minority employees.

Study 3

Study 3 seeks to conceptually replicate the findings from Study 2 using different majority
and minority groups. To this end, we recruited White and Asian participants. Using race as our
operationalization of minority and majority status also allows to more directly test the idea that
in-group relevance leads to the consideration of structural representation when making diversity
assessments. Specifically, because men in Study 2 were asked to evaluate diversity in terms of
gender, this necessarily forced male participants to consider diversity with respect to some
members of their racial in-group (i.e., women of the same race). As such, gender diversity may
have been somewhat in-group relevant for male perceivers. We suspect this is the reason why

men’s perceptions of diversity were sensitive to women’s structural representation (although
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sensitivity to structural representation was considerably weaker than their sensitivity to
numerical representation). In Study 3, we ask participants to evaluate diversity with respect to
race. Since racial group membership, unlike gender, is not an identity that cuts across all other
identities, we should be better able to isolate the effect of in-group relevance on the consideration
of structural representation when making diversity assessments.

Moreover, the null effect of participant race found in Study 2 suggests that sensitivity to
structural representation may not generalize across minority group identities. In other words, the
fact that participant gender, but not participant race, was associated with the consideration of
structural representation in assessing an organizations’ level of diversity suggests that sensitivity
to structural representation may only occur when perceivers are evaluating diversity with respect
to an in-group. This is consistent with our argument that in-group relevance motivates
individuals towards complex conceptions of diversity that most benefit the in-group. If we are
correct in arguing that in-group relevance motivates individuals to define diversity in a complex
manner, then we should find a null effect of gender on perceptions of racial diversity because
racial diversity is likely considered an out-group issue for White women in our sample. As such,
in Study 3 only individuals who identify with a minority racial group (i.e., Asian men and Asian
women) should consider the structural representation of racial minorities when assessing the
racial diversity of an organization.

Finally, we were also interested in exploring a potential consequence of perceiving
diversity — namely, that the more diverse an organization is perceived to be, the less diversity-
promoting policies like affirmative action are supported. If members of majority and minority
groups define diversity differently, then members of such groups may withdraw support for

affirmative under different conditions. Specifically, majority group members may withdraw
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support for affirmative action when minority employees attain high numerical representation.
Conversely, minority perceivers may withdraw support for affirmative only when both high
numerical and high structural representation are attained.
Participants

Two hundred and nine individuals (114 women, 95 men) completed an online experiment
in exchange for a $5 gift certificate to an online retailer. Participants were recruited from a
primarily non-student participant database maintained by a private, West Coast University.
Participant age range was 18 to 68 years (M = 30.12, SD = 10.21). Participant recruitment was
limited to only self-identified White and Asian participants. This recruitment strategy yielded 82
Asian and 127 White participants.
Procedure

The procedure used in Study 3 was very similar to that used in Study 2. Participants read
the same instructions as in Study 2 except that references to “gender diversity” were replaced
simply with more general references to “diversity.” Participants were randomly assigned to read
1 of 4 tables describing the numerical and structural representation of racial minority employees
within the organization. The title of the table read as follows: “Number of Minority Employees
(Black, Latino, and Asian combined) at VVarious Levels of Strathmore’s Corporate Hierarchy.”

Like in Study 2, the upper level of the organizational structure was described as including
chief officers, the board of directors, and executive managers. The lower level of the
organizational structure was described as including clerical, administrative, and maintenance
workers. However, Study 3 simplified the tables by changing the way the information about
minority representation was presented. First, instead of having 240 employees in the organization

like in Study 2, Study 3 only had 100 employees. The end result was that we were able to convey
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similar information to that provided in Study 2, but in more straightforward manner. Like in
Study 2, participants responded to several items assessing their perceptions of diversity and then
completed a demographic questionnaire. Finally, participants were provided with a written

debriefing statement.

Independent variables

Numerical representation. Participants were randomly assigned to read that the
organization employed either a relatively low (14 out of 100 total employees) or a relatively high
(28 out of 100 total employees) number of minority employees.

Structural representation. Participants who were randomly assigned to the low structural
representation condition read that 14.3% of the minority employees were represented at the high
level of the corporate hierarchy (2 out of 14 in the low numerical representation condition, 4 out
of 28 in the high numerical representation condition). Participants in the high structural
representation condition read that 42.9% of the minority employees were represented at the high
level of the corporate hierarchy (6 out of 14 in the low numerical representation condition, 12 out
of 28 in the high numerical representation condition).

Dependent variables

Perceived diversity. Participants’ perceptions of diversity were assessed using the
following items: “Strathmore has a high level of diversity,” “I do not consider Strathmore to be a
diverse organization” (reverse scored), and “Strathmore has a low level of diversity” (reverse
scored; a. = .86).

Diversity policy support. To assess participants’ affirmative action policy support, they
were asked to respond to the following items on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)

scale: “Strathmore should implement policies that promote diversity,” “Strathmore needs to
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make an effort to improve its level of diversity,” “Improving diversity should not be a concern at
Strathmore” (reverse scored), and “Improving diversity should not be a priority at Strathmore”
(reverse scored; o = .84).

Results and Discussion

Perceived diversity. Participant gender had no main or interactive effects when included
in the analysis reported below, providing tacit support for the idea that consideration of structural
representation occurs only for individuals for whom diversity is an in-group relevant issue. As
such, we collapsed across this variable.

Below we report the results of a 2 (numerical representation: low vs. high) x 2 (structural
representation: low vs. high) x 2 (participant race: White vs. Asian) analysis of variance
(ANOVA) on perceptions of organizational diversity. This analysis uncovered two main effects,
a pair of two-way interactions, and a significant three-way interaction.

The significant main effect of numerical representation revealed that the organization was
perceived as being more diverse in the high numerical representation (M = 4.36, SD = 1.32) than
in the low numerical representation condition (M = 3.15, SD = 1.34), F (1, 208) = 34.70, p < .05,
77p2 =.15. There was also a significant main effect of structural representation, such that
participants in the high structural representation condition (M = 3.88, SD = 1.45) perceived more
diversity than participants in the low structural representation condition (M = 3.61, SD = 1.47), F
(1, 208) = 4.04, p < .05, npz =.02. There was no main effect of participant race.

The interactive effects revealed a significant Numerical Representation x Participant
Race interaction, F (1, 208) = 8.83, p < .01, 77p2 = .04, and a significant Structural Representation
x Participant Race interaction, F (1, 208) = 5.58, p < .05, npz =.03. However, these two-way

effects were qualified by a significant three-way Structural Representation x Numerical
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Representation x Participant Race interaction, F (1, 208) = 6.40, p < .05, npz =.03. A
breakdown of this interaction revealed that it replicated the marginal three-way effect observed
in Study 2. To illustrate the pattern of the interaction, we conducted separate 2 (numerical
representation: low vs. high) x 2 (structural representation: low vs. high) ANOVAs on White and
Asian participants’ perceptions of diversity (see Figure 2).

The ANOVA on White participants uncovered only a significant main effect of numerical
representation, F(1, 126) = 45.41, p < .01, 77p2 = .27, such that participants in the high numerical
representation condition perceived more diversity (M = 4.64, SD = 1.30) than participants in the
low numerical representation condition (M = 3.03, SD = 1.40). Consistent with the idea that
majority group members would tend not to consider structure in their assessments of diversity,
neither the main effect of structural representation nor the two-way interaction attained
significance.

In contrast, and in line with our hypothesis that minority group members would consider
numerical and structural representation in their assessments of diversity, the ANOVA on Asian
participants uncovered a significant two-way interaction, F (1, 81) = 6.44, p <.05, npz = .08,
such that participants in the low numerical representation condition expressed similarly low
levels of perceived diversity regardless of whether the minority employees were represented in
the low (M = 3.24, SD = 1.13) or the high (M = 3.38, SD = 1.41) levels of the corporate structure,
F(1, 78) < 1.0, ns. Participants in the high numerical representation condition, on the other hand,
expressed significantly higher perceptions of diversity when the organization’s minority
employees were represented in the high (M = 4.57, SD =.94) as opposed to the low (M = 3.11,
SD = 1.03) level of the corporate structure, F(1, 78) = 10.27, p <.001. A planned contrast in

which the high number — high structure condition was compared with the other 3 conditions
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verified that the high number — high structure condition evoked the highest perceived diversity
among Asian participants, t(3, 78) =4.19, p <. 01.

Policy support. To assess participants’ diversity policy support, we conducted a 2
(numerical representation: low vs. high) x 2 (structural representation: low vs. high) x 2
(ethnicity: White vs. Asian) ANOVA. This analysis uncovered a significant main effect of
numerical representation such that policy support was higher in the low numerical representation
(M =4.56, SD = 1.37) than in the high numerical representation condition (M = 4.04, SD = 1.20),
F (1, 206) = 6.67, p < .05, npz =.03. No main effect of structural representation or participant
race was found. In addition, none of the two-way interactions were significant.

There was, however, a significant Structural Representation x Numerical Representation
x Participant Race interaction, F (1, 206) = 3.75, p = .05, 77p2 =.02. To better understand the
pattern of this three-way effect, we conducted separate 2 (numerical representation: low vs. high)
x 2 (structural representation: low vs. high) ANOVAs on White and Asian participants’ diversity
policy support. As described below, the results indicated that diversity policy support followed a
pattern that mirrored the pattern of perceptions of diversity, such that higher perceptions of
diversity corresponded to lower diversity support and vice versa (see Figure 4).

The ANOVA on White participants uncovered only a significant main effect of numerical
representation, F (1, 125) = 8.46, p < .01, npz = .07, such that participants in the high numerical
representation condition expressed lower support for diversity policies (M = 3.93, SD = 1.28)
than participants in the low numerical representation condition (M = 4.64, SD = 1.46). Neither
the main effect of structural representation nor the two-way interactions attained significance.

The ANOVA on Asian participants uncovered a significant two-way interaction, F (1,

80) =5.86, p < .05, 77p2 = .07, such that participants in the low numerical representation condition
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expressed similarly low levels of policy support regardless of whether minority employees were
represented in the low (M =4.38, SD = 1.13) or the high (M = 4.57, SD = 1.38) levels of the
organizational structure, F (1, 80) = .26, p > .05. Participants in the high numerical
representation condition, on the other hand, expressed significantly lower policy support when
the organization’s minority employees were represented in the high (M = 3.74, SD =.79) as
opposed to the low (M = 4.75, SD = .92) level of the organization’s structure, F(1, 80) = 12.28, p
<.01. A planned contrast in which the high number — high structure condition was compared to
the other 3 conditions verified that the high number — high structure condition evoked the lowest
policy support levels among Asian participants t(3, 125) = 2.90, p < .05.

Mediation analysis. To test the idea that the relationship between the three-way,
Structural Representation x Numerical Representation x Participant Race interaction on policy
support was mediated by perceptions of diversity, we conducted a mediation analysis in
accordance with the procedure recommended by Baron and Kinney (1986). First, we regressed
diversity policy support on the main effects, the two-way interactions, and the three-way
interaction, B = 1.42, SE B = .74, R = .41, p = .05, R = .08. Second, we regressed perceived
diversity on the main effects, the two-way interactions, and the three-way interaction, B = -1.85,
SEB=.73,R =-.49, p <.05, R? = .26. Third, we regressed diversity policy support on perceived
diversity, B = -.53, SE B = .05, 8 = -.59, p < .01, R? = .59. Finally, we regressed diversity policy
support on the main effects, the two-way interactions, and the three-way interaction while
controlling for perceived diversity. This analysis found that perceived diversity did indeed
mediate the three-way effect on diversity policy support, as the previously significant

relationship between the three-way interaction and diversity policy support became non-
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significant once perceived diversity was controlled, B =-.37, SEB =.63, 3 =.11, p =.60. A
Sobel test confirmed that the attenuation of this relationship was significant (z = 2.64, p < .05).

In sum, the results of Study 3 conceptually replicated and extended the results of Study 2.
Specifically, Study 3 found that White participants’ perceptions of diversity were primarily
driven by minority employees’ numerical representation. Asian participants, on the other hand,
seemed to weigh both numerical and structural representation when assessing an organization’s
level of perceived diversity. These findings are consistent with the idea that individuals for
whom diversity is in-group relevant define diversity in a way that most benefits the in-group —
that is, in a relatively more complex manner that gives consideration to both the numerical and
the structural representation of minorities when making assessments of organizational diversity.

Study 3 also suggests that perceptions of diversity are negatively related to diversity
policy (i.e., affirmative action) support. Specifically, it appears that seeing an organization as
diverse may signal to perceivers that it is acceptable to discontinue the use of such policies.
However, since members of majority and minority groups tend to define diversity differently,
support for affirmative action tends to be lower among majority group members when
underrepresented employees are depicted as having high numerical representation; minority
group members, on the other hand, tend to withdraw support for affirmative action only when
underrepresented employees are depicted as having attained both high numerical and high
structural representation.

Study 4

We argue that group-interest motivates individuals to define diversity in a way that most

benefits the in-group. In Studies 2 and 3 we showed that minorities, relative to majorities, tend

to define diversity more complexly as entailing both numerical and structural representation. If,
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in fact, group-interest underpins minority group members’ conceptions of diversity, then
minority group members who are unidentified with their in-group (and thus are low in group-
interest) should perceive diversity like majority group members — i.e., as primarily entailing the
numerical representation of minority employees. As such, when it comes to defining diversity,
identification with one’s group may be a critical moderator of the diversity dimensions that
minority perceivers account for when making assessments of diversity.
Participants

Sixty-nine African-American participants (53 women, 16 men) completed an online
experiment in exchange for a $5 gift certificate to an online retailer. Participants were recruited
from a primarily non-student participant database maintained at a large, public West Coast
University. The age range for participants was 18 to 68 years (M = 33.17, SD = 11.10).
Procedure

To measure group-interest, participants were asked to complete a racial identity centrality
scale (Sellers et al., 1997). Next, participants were randomly assigned to read 1 of 4 tables
describing the numerical and structural representation of Black employees within an
organization. Participants were told that, due to organization’s location in the Midwestern
United States, the organization was composed primarily of Black and White employees. The title
of the table read as follows: “Number of Black Employees at Various Levels of Strathmore’s
Corporate Hierarchy.”

Participants then responded to several items assessing their perceptions of diversity and
then completed a demographic questionnaire. Finally, participants were provided with a written

debriefing statement.
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Independent variables

Racial identification. Racial identification was assessed using Sellers and his colleagues’
(1997) racial identity centrality scale. This scale is a measure of the extent to which a person
defines himself or herself with regard to race. This scale has been used by previous research as
an individual difference measure of group-interest (Lowery et al., 2006; Elizondo & Crosby,
2004). As such, the higher a person scores on this scale, the more group-interested he or she is
thought to be (o = .80).

Numerical representation. Participants were randomly assigned to read that the
organization employed either a relatively low (14 out of 100 total employees) or a relatively high
(28 out of 100 total employees) number of Black employees.

Structural representation. Participants who were randomly assigned to the low structural
representation condition read that 14.3% of the Black employees were represented at the high
level of the corporate hierarchy (2 out of 14 in the low numerical representation condition, 4 out
of 28 in the high numerical representation condition). Participants in the high structural
representation condition read that 42.9% of the Black employees were represented at the high
level of the corporate hierarchy (6 out of 14 in the low numerical representation condition, 12 out
of 28 in the high numerical representation condition).

Dependent variable

Perceived diversity. Participants’ perceptions of diversity were assessed using the same

scale used in Studies 2 and 3 (o = .86).
Results and Discussion
Participant gender had no main or interactive effects when included in the analysis

reported below. Like Study 3, this null effect is consistent with the idea that the consideration of
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structural representation when making diversity assessments only when individuals are
evaluation diversity with respect to the in-group. As such, we collapsed across this variable.

Since racial identification is a continuous variable, we used regression analysis in Study
4. Below we report the results of a 2 (racial identification: low = -1 SD below the mean, high =
+1 SD above the mean) x 2 (numerical representation: low = 0, high = 1) x 2 (structural
representation: low = 0, high = 1) regression analysis on perceptions of organizational diversity.
This analysis uncovered significant main effects of numerical representation and racial
identification, a significant Racial Identification x Numerical Representation interaction, and,
more importantly, a significant three-way interaction (see Table 2).

To decompose the 3-way interaction, we conducted simple slope analyses in accordance
with the procedures recommended by Aiken and West (1991). Specifically, we assessed the
effect of structural representation at both the high and low numerical representation conditions
and at high and low levels of racial identification (see Figure 1). In support of the idea that
group-interested minorities (i.e., those high in racial identity) account for both structural and
numerical representation when making diversity assessments, we found that the slope of

structural representation was significantly different from zero only in the high numerical

representation condition among participants high in racial identity, B = 1.37, SE B = .62, t(61),
2.21, p < .05. None of the other slopes for structural representation attained significance®. As
such, Study 4 provides direct evidence for the idea that group-interest seems to motivate
individuals to define diversity as entailing both structural and numerical representation.
Individuals who lack group-interest, like majority group members in Studies 2 and 3, seem to
define diversity more simply — that is, as primarily entailing the numerical representation of

minority employees.
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General Discussion

We proposed that diversity can be defined as consisting of at least two distinct
dimensions: 1) the numerical representation of underrepresented minorities in an organization
and 2) the structural representation of underrepresented minorities in specific levels of the
organization’s hierarchy. Because the structural dimension may be the more difficult dimension
of diversity for individuals to consider, only those for whom diversity is an in-group relevant
issue may be motivated by group-interest to define diversity as entailing both numerical and
structural representation. Across four studies we found evidence supporting this idea.

Specifically, Study 1 found that women and racial minorities were more associated with
diversity than men and Whites. As such, Study 1 suggests that, in fact, diversity is more in-
group relevant for minority than majority group members. Moreover, Studies 2 and 3 found that
female and Asian participants — individuals for whom diversity is an in-group relevant issue —
considered both numerical and structural representation when making their assessments of
diversity. However, members of these groups did not always pay attention to structure; they
only accounted for structure when they were assessing diversity with respect to their in-group
(i.e., women assessing diversity with respect to gender and Asian participants assessing diversity
with respect to race). Conversely, male and White participants, individuals for whom diversity is
less in-group relevant, based their diversity assessments primarily on the numerical
representation of minority employees.

Study 4 provided direct evidence for the idea that group-interest serves as motivation for
minority group members to consider structural representation when making diversity
assessments. Specifically, this experiment found that only African-Americans who were high in

racial identification (i.e., highly group-interested individuals) considered the structural
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representation of Black employees when making diversity assessments. Conversely, African-
American participants who were low in racial identity (i.e., those who lack the group-interest
motivation) based their diversity assessments primarily on numerical representation. As such,
the reported experiments imply that individuals who are motivated to protect their in-group
define diversity in a relatively complex manner — that is, as entailing both numerical and
structural representation. Conversely, individuals for whom diversity is not in-group relevant or
who are low in group-interest seem to define diversity more simply — that is, as primarily
entailing the numerical representation of traditionally underrepresented minorities.
Social Implications

The results of this paper may shed light on the ongoing debate over the continued use of
gender- and race-conscious admissions and hiring plans. Study 3 suggests that majority group
members may see diversity goals as having been achieved when a high numerical representation
of underrepresented minorities has been attained. Minority group members, on the other hand,
may see diversity goals as having been achieved only when both high numerical and high
structural representation have been attained. This difference not only illustrates how more
complex diversity conceptions can translate into desires to benefit the in-group; it may also
provide an explanation for why opponents and proponents of affirmative action disagree over the
continued use of such policies.

Opponents of affirmative action tend to be members of majority groups (Bell, Harrison,
& McLaughlin, 1997; Harrison et al., 2006; Kinder & Sanders, 1996; Konrad & Hartmann,
2001; Kravitz & Platania, 1993; Tougas & Beaton, 1993). These individuals may see such
policies as unnecessary because, as the present experiments suggest, they may be paying

attention to the ever-increasing numerical representation of racial minorities and women in
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previously homogenous contexts (Holzer & Neumark, 2006). On the other hand, affirmative
action proponents, who tend to be members of minority groups, may be unwilling to withdraw
support for affirmative action because they see that much progress remains to be made with
respect to having minority group members attain structural representation in a variety of
organizations (Borja, 2004; Dugger, 1992; Fernandez, 1998; Narasaki, 1995; Wang & Wu,
1996). In this manner, majority and minority group members’ differential sensitivity to
structural representation may account for why majority and minority group members continue to
disagree over the continued use of affirmative action policies in the present-day (Bell et al.,
1997; Bobo, 1998; Tuch & Hughes, 1996).
Future Directions

The argument advanced in this paper is that group-interest motivates minority group
members to define diversity as entailing both numerical and structural representation. However,
intriguing questions remain as to the factors that shape how majority group members define
diversity. One possibility is that diversity perceptions are a legitimizing ideology that helps
majority group members legitimize the structural status quo (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). As such,
majority group members might actually be motivated not to notice minorities’ inequitable
structural representation when making diversity assessments. In this manner, thoughts that the
status quo is illegitimate might be mitigated. To test this hypothesis future research should
explore if the consideration of structural representation by majority group members is moderated
by individual differences in social dominance orientation.

It may also be that majority group members are motivated to not consider structural
representation because considering this dimension of diversity may force them to realize that

they belong to groups that tend to be overrepresented on this dimension. As such, an awareness
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of structural representation may represent a threat to the ego of majority group members by
forcing these individuals to realize that they are the beneficiaries of potentially undeserved group
privilege (Lowery, Knowles, & Unzueta, 2007). In support of this idea, recent research suggests
that the motivation to maintain a positive view of self motivates White Americans to conceive of
racism as a concept devoid of institutional (i.e., structural) mechanisms (Unzueta & Lowery,
2008). This research further suggests that conceiving racism in institutional terms is positively
related to White privilege awareness. As such, members of majority groups may avoid the
consideration of structural representation when making diversity assessments in order to keep
thoughts of privilege at bay. Future research should examine if the overlooking of structural
representations is motivated by self-image concerns by exposing participants to a self-
affirmation treatment prior to making diversity assessments (Cohen, Aronson, & Steele, 2000;
Sherman & Cohen, 2006; Sherman, Nelson, & Steele, 2000).

Future research should also explore situations in which minority employees may be
structurally and numerically represented but only in one branch of an organization. For example,
would minority perceivers consider as diverse an organization that has all of its minority
employees represented numerically and structurally, but only in the human resources
department? And what about majority group members? Are their perceptions of diversity
sensitive to this kind of segregation? Such a study might provide further insights into what
structural representation means to minority and majority perceivers.

Finally, the present findings are consistent with research suggesting that minority group
members are attuned to the status and evaluation of their subgroups. Specifically, research on
identity safety (Purdie-Vaughns et al., 2008) and subgroup respect (Huo & Molina, 2006; Huo,

Molina, Sawahata, & Deang, 2005) suggest that contexts in which minority group members feel
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like they are valued by the group are conducive to improving the social and psychological
outcomes of minority group members. Although many previous researchers have suggested that
simply increasing the number of minorities in a particular context will make minorities feel more
included and presumably reduce feelings of threat (e.g., Lord & Saenz, 1985; Sekaquaptewa &
Thompson, 2003), the present data suggest that simply increasing the numerical representation of
minority group members may be insufficient to convey to minorities that they are actually valued
in the relevant context. This raises the possibility that the structural representation of minorities
in an organization might covary with minorities’ sense of identity safety and perceived subgroup
respect in a given context.
Conclusion

To our knowledge, very little previous research has examined the antecedents of
perceived diversity. The reported studies provide evidence that group-interest affects the
dimensions of diversity that individuals account for when making diversity assessments.
Specifically, majority group members and minorities who are low in racial identity tend to
overlook the structural representation of underrepresented minorities and instead primarily focus
on minorities” numerical representation when making assessments of organizational diversity.
Conversely, minority group members, in general, and those who are high in racial identification,
in particular, seem to account for both the numerical and structural representation of
underrepresented employees when assessing an organization’s level of diversity. In this manner

it seems that diversity is in the eye of the beholder.
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Footnotes

! Company descriptions in Studies 2, 3, and 4 are loosely based on materials used by
Lowery et al. (2006).

% The slope of structural representation was not significantly different from zero in the
high numerical representation condition among participants who were low in racial identity, B =
-.36, SE B = .66, t(61), = -.55, p >.05. In the low numerical representation condition, the slope
of structural representation was not significantly different from zero among participants who
were low in racial identity, B = .62, SE B = .50, t(61), = 1.24, p > .05, or high in racial identity, B

=-.32, SE B = .53, t(61), = -.60, p > .05.
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Table 1
Means and Standard Deviations of the Extent to Which Target Groups are Relevant to the
Concept of Diversity, Separated by Participant Race

Target racial groups

Whites Blacks Latinos Asians
White M 2.99 ax 5.690 5.690 5.13¢
SD  (1.41) (1.15) (1.16) (1.01)
Black M 2.10az 6.25bx 6.00bx 4.65 cx
Participant SD (1.35) (1.10) (1.11) (0.97)
race Latino M 3.38 ax 5.68b 6.03b 4.77 cx
SD  (1.33) (1.08) (1.09) (0.96)
Asian M 3.28 ax 5.19by 5.28by 5.56by
SD  (1.41) (1.15) (1.16) (1.01)

Note: Across rows, means with different subscripts (a, b, ¢) are significantly different from one
another (p <.05). Within columns, means with different subscripts (x, y, z) are significantly

different from one another.



Defining Diversity 42

Table 2

Study 4 Results

B SE. B t-value p-value

Constant 211 .27 7.92 .00

Structural Representation 15 .38 .05 .38 .706
Numerical Representation 1.24 .37 46 3.36 .001
Racial Identity 45 21 .38 2.26 031
Structural Representation X Numerical Representation .36 .55 A1 .65 517
Racial Identity x Numerical Representation -1.07 .33 -.52 -3.27  .002
Racial Identity x Structural Representation -42 .30 -.22 -1.39 171
Structural Representation X Numerical Representation 1.18 .54 33 2.19 .032

x Racial Identity

Dependent Variable: Perceived Diversity
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Figure 1. Study 2 perceived diversity means as a function of high and low structural and

numerical representation conditions for female and male participants.
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Figure 2. Study 3 perceived diversity means as a function of high and low structural and

numerical representation conditions for Asian and White participants.
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Figure 3. Study 3 affirmative action policy support as a function of high and low structural and

numerical representation conditions for Asian and White participants.
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Figure 5. Study 4 predicted means of perceived diversity as a function of high and low structural

and numerical representation conditions at high and low levels of racial identity
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