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New Frontiers in Diversity 
Research: Conceptions of 

Diversity and Their Theoretical 
and Practical Implications

Victoria C. Plaut, Sapna Cheryan, and Flannery G. Stevens

Social psychology has long held an interest in 
psychological processes related to the functioning of 
diverse groups. That interest is now more relevant 
than ever as populations become increasingly 
diverse on a number of dimensions, including race 
and ethnicity. Many liberal democracies are currently 
struggling with how to manage a diverse society, 
and similar questions have surfaced in workplace 
and educational environments. How individuals and 
the institutions they constitute conceive of diversity 
has important implications for prejudice and inter-
group relations. We argue that these conceptions—
in particular what diversity is, with whom diversity 
is associated, what do to with diversity, and 
what consequences diversity can have—can be 
motivated by self- and group-based concerns and 
are essential to understanding contemporary 
intergroup processes.

A new frontier of diversity-related research 
sheds light on conceptions of diversity and their 
theoretical and practical implications. We exam-
ine this work in five sections. In the first section, 
we focus on conceptions of what diversity is.  
Here our review of the literature suggests that the 
term’s slipperiness and ambiguity make it particu-
larly susceptible to manipulation, especially when 
individuals are motivated to do so. In the second 
section, we highlight who is associated with 
diversity and potential consequences of these 
associations, again suggesting the ease of shifting 
representations. In the third section, we review 
literature on conceptions of what to do with 
diversity. Here, we focus on common approaches 

to diversity, including multiculturalism and 
color-blindness, and again examine evidence  
for motivated cognition. Our fourth section 
highlights perceptions of the consequences of 
addressing diversity, such as perceptions of 
discrimination, which often depend on 
individuals’ vantage points. Our fifth and final 
section examines applications and solutions in 
law, organizations, and education.

WHAT IS DIVERSITY?

Part of diversity’s challenge lies in its definition. 
What does diversity mean? As depicted in Table 19.1, 
a wide variety of definitions of diversity exist. They 
range from citing individual attributes (e.g., person-
ality) to group identity (e.g., race/ethnicity); from a 
state or condition (e.g., composition) to a process 
(e.g., a political act, inclusion) to a value or an inte-
gral part of organizational identity; and from some-
what specific (e.g., country of origin) to vague  
(e.g., experiences, backgrounds). The term’s com-
plexity, internal contradictions, nebulousness, and 
slipperiness make it susceptible not only to debate 
but also to manipulation. In this section, we briefly 
review the historical background of diversity in the 
U.S. context and literature on conceptions of diver-
sity. We also explore the motivated aspect of 
conceptions of diversity, though we recognize that 
these conceptions can also exist independent of 
motivation. Where possible, we draw out similarities 
and distinctions between minority and majority 
perspectives on diversity.
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Table 19.1

Definitions of Diversity

Source or organization Definitions of Diversity or objectives of diversity plan

Merriam-Webster “The condition of having or being composed of differing variety; especially: the 
inclusion of different types of people (as people of different races or cultures) in a 
group or organization.”

Wikipedia “Cultural diversity, The respect of difference cultures and interculturality.”
“Diversity (business), The business tactic which encourages diversity to better serve 

a heterogeneous customer base.”
“Diversity (politics), The political and social policy of encouraging tolerance for 

people of different backgrounds.”
Association of American Colleges and 

Universities
“Individual differences (e.g., personality, learning styles, and life experiences) and 

group/social differences (e.g., race/ethnicity, class, gender, sexual orientation, 
country of origin, and ability as well as cultural, political, religious, or other 
affiliations).”

U.S. Army “The Army defines diversity as the different attributes, experiences, and backgrounds 
of our Soldiers, Civilians and Family Members that further enhance our global 
capabilities and contribute to an adaptive, culturally astute Army.”

U.S. Office of Personnel Management “We define diversity broadly, including, but not limited to, the legally protected 
categories. Diversity encompasses all that makes us unique, including the diversity 
of thought and perspective that accompanies our identity. Only then can we realize 
the full performance potential and harness the innovation that diversity offers. 
This is more than a legal or moral imperative, it is a business imperative for public 
service.”

Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation “Diversity is about who we are as individuals, both differences and similarities. The 
Corporation recognizes that its strength comes from the dedication, experience, 
and diversity of its employees and believes that, given the opportunity, each 
employee can make a difference. The [Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation] is 
committed to promoting and supporting an inclusive environment that provides to 
all employees, individually and collectively, the chance to work to their full potential 
in the pursuit of the Corporation’s mission.”

Hewlett-Packard “Diversity is the existence of many unique individuals in the workplace, marketplace 
and community. This includes men and women from different nations, cultures, 
ethnic groups, generations, backgrounds, skills, abilities and all the other unique 
differences that make each of us who we are.”

IBM “Diversity in IBM means welcoming all people to the workplace regardless of factors 
unrelated to job performance. IBM’s definition of diversity includes all human 
characteristics that make us unique as individuals. It includes everyone and 
excludes no one. Race, gender, geographic origin, culture, lifestyle, age, disability, 
sexual orientation, economic status, marital status, and religion are just some of 
the characteristics that define us as people. Our needs are also characteristics that 
define us as people, for example, the need to take care of our children or aging 
parents.”

Target “At Target, diversity is much more than a goal or campaign. It’s a core value we 
integrate into every area of our business—from our suppliers, to our teams, to the 
shopping experience in our stores. We foster an inclusive culture that allows our 
high-performing and diverse team to drive innovation.”

Coca-Cola “Diversity is at the heart of our business. We strive to create a work environment 
that provides all our associates equal access to information, development and 
opportunity. By building an inclusive workplace environment, we seek to leverage 
our global team of associates, which is rich in diverse people, talent and ideas. We 
see diversity as more than just policies and practices. It is an integral part of who 
we are as a company, how we operate and how we see our future.”
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Historical Background
In 1978, Supreme Court Justice Powell authored  
an opinion in Regents of the University of California v. 
Bakke that would have far-reaching consequences 
for understandings of diversity. Bakke held that race 
could be used as one factor of many in university 
admissions to obtain “the educational benefits that 
flow from an ethnically diverse student body”  
(p. 306). The Bakke decision may have led to more 
diversity in higher education than if the use of race 
had been found unconstitutional. However, several 
aspects of Powell’s opinion foreshadowed—and 
perhaps helped set the stage for—the complexity 
and problematic nature of conceptualizations of 
diversity today. First, race was equated with 
viewpoint. Powell suggested that “a black student 
can usually bring something that a white person can-
not offer” (p. 316), though he did not address the 
reason that race influenced viewpoint. So diversity 
was cast as simply bringing something different to 
enhance “the robust exchange of ideas” (pp. 312–313). 
Second, and relatedly, diversity was portrayed as a 
characteristic of the individual (like being a talented 
musician) that might not even have anything to do 
with race. This shifted race (and diversity) from a 
group or community construct to an individual con-
struct. Third, among the objectives Powell dismissed 
was the need to remedy past societal discrimination 
against certain groups. In other words, diversity was 
decoupled from the concept of inequality.

Finally, Bakke recast the United States as a nation of 
minorities, in which each group—including advantaged 
groups—has had to struggle to “overcome the preju-
dices . . . of a ‘majority’ composed of various minority 
groups” (p. 292). According to Powell, “Not all of these 
groups can receive preferential treatment and corre-
sponding judicial tolerance of distinctions drawn in 
terms of race and nationality, for then the only ‘major-
ity’ left would be a new minority of white Anglo–Saxon 
Protestants” (pp. 295–296). In other words, in one 
discursive move, Powell transformed the meaning of 
race into ethnicity, suggested that every group is equally 
disadvantaged, and turned the White majority into the 
vulnerable group (a theme to which we turn again in 
the Perceived Consequences of Diversity section). All 
four of these themes appear in the research we review 
on individuals’ conceptions of diversity.

Another critical historical moment for the prolif-
eration of meanings of diversity was the publication 
of the Hudson Institute’s Workforce 2000 report 
(Johnston & Packer, 1987), which projected a 
massive demographic shift such that women and 
minorities would make up 85% of the workforce by 
2000. Though the perception of these changes had 
no doubt already been occurring as a result of, for 
example, increases in immigration, organizational 
scholars responded almost instantly. By 1988, refer-
ences to diversity began to appear in management 
textbooks (see Edelman, Fuller, & Mara-Drita, 
2001), and the field of diversity in organizations was 
born (Ragins & Gonzalez, 2003), coupled with a 
gradual and then steep increase in articles about 
diversity in psychology (see Plaut, 2010a). Organi-
zations also showed a pronounced shift in their 
attention to what they conceptualized as diversity. 
By the late 1990s, 70% of Fortune 500 companies 
had diversity initiatives (see Ragins & Gonzalez, 
2003), and 90% of large organizations reported 
having diversity practices by 2010 (Society for 
Human Resource Management, 2010). As suggested 
by Table 19.1, today the concept of diversity enjoys 
widespread use not only in the corporate world, but 
also in government agencies, the military, and 
colleges and universities. However, as we describe, 
this proliferation has been accompanied by a 
conceptual ambiguity that has left the definition of 
diversity subject to manipulation.

Conceptions of Diversity
How do individuals and institutions think about 
diversity? Several studies have illuminated common 
conceptions of diversity in contemporary U.S. 
society. In one study of White college students’ 
conceptions of diversity (Banks, 2009), 61.6% 
associated diversity with race, 24.5% with ethnicity, 
and 41.1% with culture (coding was not mutually 
exclusive). Yet, reflecting the nebulousness of the 
diversity construct, 47% identified something beyond 
race, culture, or ethnicity, and of these many simply 
identified “differences” or “backgrounds.” More than 
40% referred to groups interacting, but it does not 
appear that this theme included the concept of diver-
sity as addressing segregation or group inequality, an 
absence that was also noted in other work on the 
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dissociation of diversity from issues of power (e.g., 
Linnehan & Konrad, 1999). Additionally, a signifi-
cant number of students (33.1%), reflecting Powell’s 
nation of minorities, referred to the presence of diver-
sity among Whites. For example, one student stated, 
“There are many different kinds of Whites, that is, 
Polish, Greek, Italian, and so forth. I think more 
people have to recognize that” (Banks, 2009, p. 153).

Bell and Hartmann (2007) reported on a nation-
ally representative survey of adults and on interviews 
conducted in four U.S. cities in different regions in 
which a racially diverse set of respondents were asked 
questions such as “What does diversity mean to 
you?” Although many respondents offered positive or 
upbeat responses (e.g., “adds beauty to life,” “inter-
esting,” and “exciting”), when pressed to explain or 
offer examples they stuck to generic platitudes. One 
response Bell and Hartmann profiled perfectly echoes 
Powell’s conception of viewpoint diversity: “a positive 
value for the community at large in ensuring that 
one’s exposed to different experiences, different view-
points, and different backgrounds” (2007, p. 899). 
Similarly, others pinned diversity to cultural con-
sumption in explaining the benefits of diversity: how 
non-Whites (deemed to be exotic or different) benefit 
Whites (deemed to be the neutral standard) by offer-
ing variety or expanded choice (e.g., food, music). 
Notably, respondents often conditioned their positive 
responses, finding it easier to discuss the challenges 
and difficulties of diversity. Many, however, were 
unable to talk about problems such as inequality with 
respect to diversity. Moreover, although most respon-
dents used general, seemingly race-neutral definitions 
of diversity, a large number also suggested that other 
Americans use diversity to talk about race (e.g., “It’s 
all about race for most folks”).

The Bell and Hartmann (2007) study also offered 
some insights into differences in minority and 
majority respondents’ conceptions of diversity. Nota-
bly, in contrast to White respondents, racial minor-
ity respondents were more likely to see diversity as a 
moral or civic responsibility than as a demographic 
fact. When responding to a question about the draw-
backs of diversity, Whites were primarily preoccu-
pied with disunity and misunderstanding, whereas 
African Americans and Latinos expressed concerns 
about inequality and intolerance.

This perspective on diversity as inequality 
resonates with the arguments of sociologists and 
scholars of organizations who have been critical of 
the trajectory of diversity as a concept in organiza-
tions and society. For example, some have argued 
that through diversity, organizations and organiza-
tional scholars have shifted their attention away 
from equal opportunity and the work climate 
experienced by historically disadvantaged groups 
(Edelman et al., 2001; Kelly & Dobbin, 1998). In 
one study, Edelman et al. (2001) analyzed the evo-
lution of the conception of diversity in the manage-
ment literature. Tracing diversity rhetoric in this 
literature to the mid-1980s, Edelman et al. showed 
not only the rise of a managerial conception of 
diversity, but also that this conception added non–
legally protected dimensions (e.g., geography, atti-
tudes, communication style) that dissociated 
diversity from civil rights. This dissociation also 
appears in the definitions of diversity offered by 
major U.S. companies (see Table 19.1). As with the 
studies on individuals’ conceptions of diversity, 
therefore, a picture emerges of a general and slip-
pery concept that has been defined in many different 
ways and that has diverted attention away from 
group power relations (Bell & Hartmann, 2007; 
Linnehan & Konrad, 1999; Ragins & Gonzalez, 2003).

Motivated Conceptions of Diversity
Consistent with research on motivated cognition 
(Kunda, 1990), research has also suggested that what 
diversity is shifts with individuals’ motivations. In 
one set of studies, Unzueta, Knowles, and Ho (2012) 
examined how motivation to maintain the racial 
hierarchy (social dominance orientation) could shift 
construals of diversity. In particular, they hypothe-
sized that people with anti-egalitarian motives would 
adopt a broad, nonracial conception of diversity (e.g., 
diversity as different occupations such as accoun-
tants and engineers) as evidence of diversity in an 
organization. Indeed, they found that when an orga-
nization was racially homogeneous, anti-egalitarians 
broadened their conception of diversity to include 
occupational diversity in a manner that allowed them 
to legitimize their opposition to affirmative action. 
However, when the organization was racially hetero-
geneous, anti-egalitarians restricted their conception 
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of diversity to the domain of race. In contrast, egali-
tarian individuals showed the opposite pattern: They 
did not include occupational diversity in their con-
ception of diversity when racial heterogeneity was 
low, but they did include it when the organization 
was already racially heterogeneous. Thus, egalitari-
ans also altered their conception of diversity—in a 
way that legitimized support for diversity policies 
such as affirmative action.

In another set of studies, Unzueta and Binning 
(2012) examined conceptions of diversity as 
numerical representation (i.e., representation of 
traditionally underrepresented minorities in the orga-
nization) and hierarchical representation (i.e., repre-
sentation at certain levels of the organization). In 
particular, they wanted to know whether concern 
about protecting the in-group would motivate individ-
uals to adopt a different view of organizational diver-
sity. For majority-group members (i.e., Whites) with a 
strong motivation to protect the in-group (operation-
alized as racial identity centrality), an organization 
appeared diverse if it had either numerical or hierar-
chical representation.1 For African Americans with 
strong racial identity centrality, however, an organiza-
tion only appeared diverse if it had both numerical 
and hierarchical representation. These two sets of 
studies demonstrated that the definition of diversity 
can be manipulated depending on one’s motivations. 
Individuals perceived diversity in dramatically differ-
ent ways depending on their motivations to maintain 
the hierarchy or protect the in-group. Moreover, racial 
minorities—particularly those who identified with 
their racial groups—adopted different conceptions of 
diversity than racial majority group members.

WHO IS ASSOCIATED WITH DIVERSITY

Just as conceptions of diversity can shift, so too can 
conceptions of whom the term diversity includes or 
excludes. In this section, we review research on 

which groups are typically associated with diversity, 
the invisibility that can result from common concep-
tions of diversity, the ways that multiracial selves 
challenge conceptions of diversity, and the role of 
intersectional identities in diversity.

Diversity = Minority?
As we have described, diversity often gets cast as a 
general concept but is often experienced through 
the lens of race (Banks, 2009; Bell & Hartmann, 
2007). Research has suggested that diversity often 
gets defined as relating to racial minorities and not 
to majority groups (Stevens, Plaut, & Sanchez-
Burks, 2008; Unzueta & Binning, 2010). In one 
study, researchers asked students, “When you think 
about the concept of ‘diversity,’ to what extent do 
you think about the following groups?” (Unzueta & 
Binning, 2010, p. 444), after which they listed the 
groups Whites, Blacks, Asians, and Latinos. Consis-
tent with the expectation that racial minorities—but 
not Whites—are seen as being diverse, White, Black, 
Latino, and Asian respondents associated Whites 
less with diversity than they did the three racial 
minority groups. In addition, Whites, Blacks, and 
Latinos saw Asians as less associated with diversity 
than Blacks and Latinos. Interestingly, each racial 
minority group saw diversity as more relevant to 
their group than to other racial minority out-groups. 
As noted by the researchers, these tendencies could 
affect perceptions of whether a setting is diverse, for 
example in evaluating the attractiveness of a poten-
tial employer by racial minority employees (see also 
Avery, 2003).

Majority group members’ perceptions of diversity 
often hinge on perceptions of inclusion or exclusion 
of their own group. For example, Plaut, Garnett, 
Buffardi, and Sanchez-Burks (2011) found that 
Whites associated diversity (multiculturalism) with 
exclusion and were less likely to associate 

1The equation of racial identity centrality (possessing a strong link between the self and the racial in-group) with a motivation to protect the in-group 
is consistent with theorizing by other identity scholars. According to Leach et al. (2008), the more central the in-group, the more an individual will 
defend the in-group against threat. It also builds on Lowery, Unzueta, Knowles, and Goff’s (2006) finding that racial identity centrality moderates 
Whites’ responses to different framings of affirmative action. When framed as a loss for Whites—but not when framed as a gain for Blacks or as not 
affecting Whites—racial identification was associated with less support for the policy. The findings, according to these authors, “cannot be entirely 
explained by group-neutral motives” (p. 970). Other research has also found racial identity centrality to be related to attitudes consistent with a desire 
to protect the in-group (see Unzueta & Binning, 2012). Of course, in the absence of further data, we can only make a strong inference that such 
effects are tied to an in-group protection motive.

Co
py

ri
gh

t 
Am

er
ic

an
 P
sy

ch
ol
og
ic
al
 A
ss
oc
ia
ti
on
. 
No
t 
fo
r 
fu

rt
he

r 
di

st
ri

bu
ti

on
.



Plaut, Cheryan, and Stevens

598

multiculturalism with the self than racial minorities 
and were also slower to do so. Echoing the research 
on motivated conceptions of diversity described 
earlier, Whites high in racial identification feel par-
ticularly threatened by multiculturalism (Morrison, 
Plaut, & Ybarra, 2010). Morrison and Chung (2011) 
found that Whites supported diversity less and felt 
less close to ethnic minorities when referred to as 
White than when referred to as European American. 
To be clear, this research does not suggest that a 
nation-of-minorities approach to diversity should be 
adopted, that diversity should ignore inequality, or 
that there should be no special place for historically 
excluded groups in conceptions of diversity. Rather, 
it turns the lens on how conceptions of diversity 
affect majority group members’ responses to diver-
sity, a topic we return to in the What to Do With 
Diversity section.

Invisibility and Shifting Inclusion
As a result of a lack of a single definition of diver-
sity, and of racial diversity in particular, some cate-
gories and groups that could and should be included 
in discussions of diversity are often overlooked or 
ignored. For example, because the dominant images 
of American Indians that circulate in society often 
characterize them as fictional or historical characters 
(e.g., Pocahontas, Chief Illiniwek), American Indians 
are often rendered invisible and excluded from dis-
cussions of diversity (Fryberg, Markus, Oyserman, 
& Stone, 2008). Depending on the domain under 
consideration, other racial groups can be either 
included or excluded from diversity-related efforts. 
In displays of cultural diversity in the United States 
(e.g., food, language, traditions), Asian cultures are 
often prominently represented, in part because of 
perceptions that these cultural traditions are exotic 
and unique (Prasso, 2005; Said, 1978). However, 
when defining diversity in the context of educa-
tional outcomes, Asian Americans are often seen as 
no longer contributing to diversity because of their 
“overrepresentation” (J. Johnson & Oliver, 
1994)—a term that is reserved primarily for Asian 
Americans and is rarely applied to Whites when 
they, too, are represented at higher proportions than 
would be expected from the general population. 
More broadly, when thinking about diversity, racial 

and to some extent gender diversity are often most 
prominent, and other important categories can be 
rendered secondary, such as socioeconomic status, 
sexual orientation, religion, and disability (Banks, 
2009). Who is considered diverse can thus shift 
depending on the groups and contexts under 
consideration.

Even with a specific focus on the prominent cate-
gory of race, there is tremendous variation within 
racial categories, a reality that is often neglected. 
One source of variation arises from differences in 
the extent to which individuals identify with their 
racial group. For example, Lee (2008) reported that 
in the 2006 Latino National Survey, whereas 62.6% 
identified strongly as Latino, this number decreased 
to 38.3% when the option to identify with a national 
origin (e.g., Cuban) was also presented (see also 
Lien, Conway, & Wong, 2003, for a similar finding 
among Asian Americans). Differences in identifica-
tion have implications for how much discrimination 
minorities face. For instance, African Americans 
who are highly identified with their racial group 
report and face more discrimination than those who 
are less identified (Kaiser & Pratt-Hyatt, 2009; Sell-
ers & Shelton, 2003). A second source of variation 
within racial categories emerges when one considers 
that these groups include a range of ethnic groups, 
each with their own historical and economic cir-
cumstances. Although 12.6% of Asian Americans 
lived under the poverty line in 2000, disparities 
between groups are large (from 6.3% of Filipinos to 
37.8% of Hmong; Reeves & Bennett, 2004). Simi-
larly, those of Taiwanese descent have a 74% college 
degree rate and those of Indian descent, a 71% rate, 
whereas Laotians, Cambodians, and Hmong have 
college degree rates of 14% or lower (Ogunwole, 
Drewery, Malcolm, & Rios-Vargas, 2012). Broader 
racial categories such as Latino and Asian American 
exist in large part because of political and social cir-
cumstances (Espiritu, 1992), yet these categories 
can also make it difficult to observe or remember the 
great variability that exists within racial categories.

Multiracial Selves
Adding further nuance to the discussion of diversity 
has been the dramatic increase in the number of 
multiracial individuals, or individuals who can 
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claim membership in multiple racial groups. 
According to the Pew Research Center (2010), mar-
riages between spouses of different races or ethnici-
ties made up approximately 15% of all new 
marriages in the United States in 2010 (Wang, 
2012) Moreover, this number had more than dou-
bled since 1980 when only 6.7% of new marriages 
were mixed. Accordingly, the number of multiracial 
and multiethnic Americans has also grown. The 
number of those who identified as two or more 
races increased by at least 32% between 2000 and 
2010 (and because of overestimates in 2000, the 
percentage increase is likely higher; Humes, Jones, 
& Ramirez, 2011). Individuals with multiracial 
backgrounds challenge previous monolithic concep-
tions of race (Binning, Unzueta, Huo, & Molina, 
2009; Ho, Sidanius, Levin, & Banaji, 2011; Shih & 
Sanchez, 2005), as illustrated by the difficulty with 
how best to categorize them on the U.S. Census. 
Until recently, multiracial individuals were forced 
to choose between their identities to fit within the 
traditional racial categories in U.S. society (e.g., 
White, Black, Asian, American Indian) on the U.S. 
Census as well as in school registration, health care, 
and employment.

How people categorize multiracial individuals—
as well as how multiracial individuals construct 
their own racial identity—is a matter that continues 
to gain attention in the media (e.g., the debate over 
President Obama’s racial identity) and in psycholog-
ical research. Several factors influence the construc-
tion of racial identity for multiracial individuals, 
some of which depend on how others view their 
identity and the ways in which their identity can be 
expressed. Multiracial people—who, by definition, 
are a blending of monoracial categories such as 
Asian and White—are often seen as ambiguous by 
monoracial people (e.g., Chen & Hamilton, 2012; 
Eberhardt, Dasgupta, & Banaszynski, 2003; Pauker 
et al., 2009) and are miscategorized with respect to 
their multiracial identity (Chen & Hamilton, 2012). 
Even when multiracial individuals are identified as 
such, they still encounter monoracial categoriza-
tions (Halberstadt, Sherman, & Sherman, 2011; Ho 
et al., 2011; Peery & Bodenhausen, 2008; Shih & 
Sanchez, 2005). Moreover, monoracial categoriza-
tion of multiracial people is tied to conceptions of 

race: People who classified Barack Obama (the son 
of a White American and a Black Kenyan) as Black 
during the 2008 presidential election tended to 
implicitly perceive race as more categorical than 
those who labeled him as multiracial (Malahy, 
Sedlins, Plaks, & Shoda, 2010).

Although all multiracial individuals do not nec-
essarily identify with each of their component iden-
tities, the limitation of choice, in and of itself, can 
lead to negative psychological outcomes (Barreto & 
Ellemers, 2002; Cheryan & Monin, 2005) and alien-
ates those individuals who do identify as being mul-
tiracial. Because individuals are motivated to have 
their social identities seen by others as they see 
themselves (Swann, 1983), any discrepancy can be 
threatening. Townsend, Markus, and Bergsieker 
(2009), for instance, found that multiracial people 
felt that their identities were miscategorized in a 
variety of situations—most commonly because of 
their physical appearance being misperceived by 
others in social interactions—and that compelling 
multiracial people to choose a single racial identity 
resulted in decreased self-esteem, motivation, per-
formance, and efficacy.

The blurring of traditional racial lines has often 
left multiracial people excluded, as they are not seen 
as prototypical members of their component identity 
groups (Pauker et al., 2009). Moreover, how multi-
racial individuals are labeled as in- versus out-group 
members changes between racial groups—for exam-
ple, Blacks and the one-drop rule (Omi & Winant, 
1986) and Native Americans and the blood quantum 
rule (Wilson, 1992)—as well as across contexts. In 
comparison with monoracial individuals who hold 
more rigid notions of race, multiracial individuals 
who identify with several racial categories see race 
as being more fluid, with more expansive definitions 
of membership in the in-group (Pauker & Ambady, 
2009). In sum, although increasing attention has 
been paid to the classification of multiracial people, 
these individuals still face relatively monolithic con-
ceptions of race, which could leave them relatively 
excluded from definitions of diversity.

Intersectional Approaches to Diversity
Conceptualizations of diversity often treat the 
many dimensions along which individuals can vary 

Co
py

ri
gh

t 
Am

er
ic

an
 P
sy

ch
ol
og
ic
al
 A
ss
oc
ia
ti
on
. 
No
t 
fo
r 
fu

rt
he

r 
di

st
ri

bu
ti

on
.



Plaut, Cheryan, and Stevens

600

(e.g., religion, sexual orientation, socioeconomic 
status) as discrete and unitary concepts (Crenshaw, 
1991). Even race and gender—gaining prominence 
as topics of study within many disciplines—are 
typically examined separately rather than considering 
the intersection of these social identities (Reskin, 
2003; Settles, 2006), particularly in psychology 
(Goff, Thomas, & Jackson, 2008). Intersectional 
approaches to diversity, however, treat multiple 
dimensions of identity as mutually constituted and 
as a central identity, in and of itself (Glenn, 1999; 
McCall, 2005). Understanding the lived experience 
of a Black woman, for example, cannot simply be 
gleaned from research on gender or from studies  
on race.

Taking an intersectional approach to diversity 
affords the opportunity of focusing specifically on 
the unique and dynamic positions inhabited by 
individuals as a result of their combined identities 
(e.g., Latino men, Black lesbians), which are dis-
tinct from the sum of their constituent identities 
(Steinbugler, Press, & Dias, 2006). Such an 
approach is quite different from an assumption in 
psychology—specifically research on person 
perception—that race, gender, and age are basic 
perceptual categories (Brewer, 1988; Fiske & 
Neuberg, 1990). Goff et al. (2008) found that Black 
women were more often miscategorized by gender 
than White women, suggesting that the perception 
of race and gender might not be separate processes 
as previously assumed, a finding supported by 
recent research demonstrating that individual 
perceptions of race are gendered (K. L. Johnson, 
Freeman, & Pauker, 2012; see also Galinsky, Hall, 
& Cuddy, 2013). 

Intersectionality recognizes that individuals  
can simultaneously experience membership in 
different categories. Individuals may place impor-
tance on their component identities (e.g., Black 
and woman), but they can also create a combined 
identity unifying the aspects of who they are  
(e.g., Black–woman identity; Settles, 2006), open-
ing up the definition of what constitutes diversity 
even further. However, people with multiple 
subordinate group identities often experience 
intersectional invisibility (Purdie-Vaughns & 
Eibach, 2008).

WHAT TO DO WITH DIVERSITY

In this section, we review literature on conceptions 
of what to do with diversity, namely whether to 
ignore intergroup differences or acknowledge them. 
Because the bulk of the social psychological literature 
has focused on multiculturalism and color-blindness, 
we focus most of our attention on these common 
ideologies (for other reviews, see Plaut, 2010b; 
Rattan & Ambady, 2013). For each, we describe 
patterns and potential sources as well as correlates 
and outcomes, including sometimes unintended or 
paradoxical consequences for intergroup relations.

Multiculturalism
Multiculturalism, one conception of what to do with 
diversity that arose in part in reaction to assimila-
tionism, has enjoyed varying degrees of popularity 
in several Western nations. Though multicultural-
ism has been defined in many different ways, at its 
heart lies the notion that minority group cultures 
should be acknowledged and respected (Berry, 
1984; Fowers & Richardson, 1996; Taylor, 1994). 
As with diversity, however, a great deal of ambiguity 
arises from this construct. It has variously been used 
to describe an approach to cultural diversity or sim-
ply to refer to the presence of a variety of demo-
graphic groups. Moreover, the cultures included in 
multiculturalism range widely from, for example, 
ethnicity to race, national origin, and religion (Song, 
2009). At the same time, multiculturalism has been 
criticized for not adequately addressing power 
relations or racial subordination (e.g., Gordon & 
Newfield, 1996).

Differences also appear in the operationalization 
of multiculturalism in the social psychological liter-
ature. Some social psychologists in the United States 
have focused their multiculturalism measures and 
stimuli on the promise of multiculturalism for 
improving harmonious intergroup relations (e.g., 
Ryan, Casas, & Thompson, 2010; Ryan, Hunt, 
Weible, Peterson, & Casas, 2007; Wolsko, Park, & 
Judd, 2006; Wolsko, Park, Judd, & Wittenbrink, 
2000)—what they term multicultural ideology. The 
goal, therefore, is a harmonious society with cultural 
maintenance, learning, and appreciation as a path to 
achieving that goal. Yet other measures of 
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multicultural attitudes (especially those used in 
Canada and Europe) have focused primarily 
(though not exclusively) on the rights of minorities 
to practice their culture as desirable or undesirable 
(e.g., Berry & Kalin, 1995; Verkuyten, 2009). 
Research conceptualizing multiculturalism as a cul-
tural model of diversity has used measures that tap 
into individuals’ support for racial and ethnic diver-
sity in their organizational or university environ-
ments (e.g., Plaut, Thomas, & Goren, 2009; Plaut  
et al., 2011). Notwithstanding these differences, 
here we review research on mean group differences 
in endorsement of multiculturalism and possible 
sources of multicultural attitudes, correlates and 
outcomes of multicultural attitudes, and a range  
of unintended negative effects associated with 
multiculturalism.

Patterns and sources.  Group membership (e.g., 
being from a racial or ethnic minority group) moder-
ates attitudes toward multiculturalism. For example, 
in studies of ethnic majority (Dutch) and minority 
(Turkish or Moroccan) secondary school and univer-
sity students in the Netherlands, the ethnic minority 
group consistently endorsed multiculturalism more 
than did the ethnic majority group (Verkuyten, 2005; 
Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2006). Studies of university 
students, community samples, and representative 
adult samples in the United States have shown simi-
lar patterns, with Blacks, Latinos, and, more gener-
ally, ethnic minorities endorsing multiculturalism 
more than do Whites (Ryan et al., 2007; Wolsko  
et al., 2006).

What could motivate support for or opposition 
to multiculturalism? Though research has not 
pointed to a causal mechanism, several studies have 
found a relationship between ethnic identification 
and support for multiculturalism. For example, 
studies by Verkuyten (2005; Verkuyten & Marti-
novic, 2006) conducted in the Netherlands have 
found a positive relationship between in-group iden-
tification and endorsement of multiculturalism for 
minority group members but a negative relationship 

for majority group members. However, Wolsko  
et al. (2006) found multicultural attitudes to be 
related to ethnic identification for ethnic minorities 
but not for Whites in the United States.2

Velasco González, Verkuyten, Weesie, and Poppe  
(2008) have also examined the relationship between 
threat and multiculturalism (see also Vorauer, 
Gagnon, & Sasaki, 2009), finding that support for 
multiculturalism and minority rights among adoles-
cent Dutch nationals negatively predicted perceived 
out-group threat (assessed in one study by a combi-
nation of items assessing symbolic threat and safety 
threat and in the other by items assessing both sym-
bolic threat and realistic economic threat). Consis-
tent with these findings, a study of a random sample 
of New Zealand adults found that individuals’ 
endorsement of multicultural ideology predicted 
lower perceptions of out-group threat, which in 
turn predicted more favorable attitudes toward 
immigrants (Ward & Masgoret, 2006). We further 
examine the link between threat and multiculturalism 
below. Both symbolic threat and out-group stereotypes 
mediate the previously discussed relationship 
between in-group identification and multiculturalism 
(Velasco González et al., 2008).

Correlates and outcomes.  The picture of multi
culturalism with respect to stereotyping is mixed. 
Some studies have suggested that majority group 
individuals who endorse multiculturalism stereotype 
an out-group less (Velasco González et al., 2008). 
Ryan et al. (2007) found that greater endorsement 
of multiculturalism (relative to color-blindness) 
predicted weaker perceived group dispersion among 
White participants (a marginally significant result) 
but stronger stereotypes and perceived group dis-
persion among Black participants. These results for 
Blacks comport with Wolsko et al.’s (2000) findings 
for Whites that exposure to a multicultural message 
prompted the expression of stronger stereotypes 
about an ethnic out-group. However, Wolsko et al. 
found that the increased stereotyping prompted by 
multiculturalism does not preclude positive regard 

2Different measures of ethnic identification may have contributed to differences in results. Although Wolsko et al. (2006) used the Collective Self-
Esteem Scale, Verkuyten (2005) used only items similar to the Identity and Membership subscales of the Collective Self-Esteem Scale. However, 
Verkuyten did not find a significant negative relationship for majority group members in Study 3. Another possible reason for the inconsistency is 
that the identification measures do not account for differences in identity form (see Goren & Plaut, 2012).
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for an ethnic out-group (Study 1) and that multicul-
turalism can promote a reliance on both ethnic and 
individuating information about a person (Study 3).

Does the increased group differentiation 
prompted by a multicultural approach to diversity 
lead to increased prejudice? Wolsko et al. (2006) 
found a relationship between endorsement of 
multiculturalism and category differentiation (i.e., 
seeing more differences between groups), at least 
among ethnic minority respondents. Although a 
tradition of research has suggested that the height-
ened category differentiation—for example, fos-
tered by multiculturalism—lays the basis for 
prejudice, other research has suggested this may 
not necessarily be the case (see Park & Judd, 2005). 
According to experimental research by Deffen-
bacher, Park, Judd, and Correll (2009), making a 
group difference salient does not necessarily 
increase intergroup bias. Other research on inter-
group exposure and prejudice with Jewish and Arab 
children has suggested that making children aware 
of ethnic categories contributed to reducing essen-
tialist bias (Deeb, Segall, Birnbaum, Ben-Eliyahu, & 
Diesendruck, 2011).

In fact, correlational research has suggested that 
support for multiculturalism is correlated with lower 
evaluative bias or ethnocentrism (i.e., evaluating the 
in-group more positively than the out-group) among 
White (Wolsko et al., 2006) and White and Black 
(see Ryan et al., 2007, Study 1) U.S. college students 
and more warmth toward the in-group than the out-
group among White and Latino adults (Ryan et al., 
2010). Experimental studies have suggested a simi-
lar pattern. For example, Richeson and Nussbaum 
(2004) found that exposing White American stu-
dents to a multicultural message diminished implicit 
and explicit in-group bias relative to a color-blind 
condition. Similarly, in correlational and 
experimental research with secondary school and 
university students, multiculturalism was associated 
with out-group evaluation for the majority group 
(Dutch) and with in-group evaluation for the 
minority group (Turks; Verkuyten, 2005).

Moreover, among White U.S. college students, 
multiculturalism correlated negatively with both 
social dominance orientation and general prejudice 
against racial minority groups (Levin et al., 2012).  

A link between multiculturalism and lower bias also 
appears in work suggesting that White employees’ 
multicultural attitudes are correlated with racial 
minority coworkers’ psychological engagement and 
that this relationship is mediated in part by the racial 
minorities’ perceptions of lower bias in their work 
environment (Plaut et al., 2009). Independent of 
prejudice (as measured by the Modern Racism Scale), 
endorsement of multiculturalism also predicts pro-
diversity public policy preferences (e.g., immigra-
tion, affirmative action; Wolsko et al., 2006).

A growing number of studies have suggested that 
being exposed to a multicultural ideology increases 
the perceiver’s perspective taking and outward 
focus. For example, priming multiculturalism facili-
tates perspective taking, and the effect is bidirec-
tional: Perspective taking boosts multicultural 
attitudes (Todd & Galinsky, 2012). Vorauer et al. 
(2009) found similar outcomes of multicultural 
ideology in intergroup interactions. In their study, 
reading a multicultural ideological prompt led 
White and Aboriginal Canadians to adopt a more 
outward focus (as measured by the total number of 
words used to describe their impressions of their 
partner), which in turn increased the amount of 
positive other-directed comments they made to their 
other-race interaction partner.

Multicultural experiences have been linked to 
increases in creativity—enhancing the ability to 
solve problems, retain and access unconventional 
knowledge, and expand the idea pool by recruiting 
and adapting ideas from other cultures (Leung, 
Maddux, Galinsky, & Chiu, 2008). These positive 
changes not only have been found among those 
individuals who had experiences living abroad 
(Maddux & Galinsky, 2009) but were also evoked 
through exposure to cultural cues in a laboratory 
setting (Leung & Chiu, 2010).

Multiculturalism backfiring.  Multiculturalism 
ideology can also contribute to negative outcomes 
for majority and minority group members. Efforts 
to acknowledge and respect the differences between 
groups can backfire if these efforts are invoked in 
a way that pigeonholes people—especially racial 
minorities—into a certain mold or pressures them 
to fit within prescribed category boundaries rather 

Co
py

ri
gh

t 
Am

er
ic

an
 P
sy

ch
ol
og
ic
al
 A
ss
oc
ia
ti
on
. 
No
t 
fo
r 
fu

rt
he

r 
di

st
ri

bu
ti

on
.



New Frontiers in Diversity Research

603

than allowing them to being seen as individuals 
(Purdie-Vaughns & Walton, 2011). For instance, 
Gutiérrez and Unzueta (2010) found that priming 
participants with multiculturalism caused them 
to express greater dislike for African Americans 
and Latinos who deviated from stereotypes of their 
group (e.g., an African American who liked surfing 
and country dancing). Multiculturalism may thus be 
problematic because it restricts behaviors of minori-
ties by removing their freedom to deviate from 
limiting stereotypes of their groups.

Multicultural ideology can also backfire by caus-
ing backlash among majority group members. One 
line of studies has pointed to the role of feelings of 
inclusion and exclusion in majority group members’ 
reactions to multiculturalism. Plaut et al. (2011) 
found that multiculturalism was implicitly associ-
ated with exclusion among Whites and that Whites 
had a harder time associating multiculturalism with 
the self than did racial minorities. Notably, associat-
ing multiculturalism with the self-concept not only 
predicted students’ support for diversity at the uni-
versity but also mediated the relationship between 
majority and minority group membership and sup-
port for diversity. Moreover, in a conceptual replica-
tion, feeling included in organizational definitions of 
diversity also mediated the relationship between 
minority and majority group membership and sup-
port for diversity in the workplace.

Other research on multiculturalism has directly 
implicated threat. Multiculturalism has been found 
to be a source of threat or anxiety for majority group 
members (Ginges & Cairns, 2000; Verkuyten, 
2005). Multiculturalism can also invoke hostility, 
especially under conditions of conflict or threat 
(Correll, Park, & Smith, 2008; Vorauer & Sasaki, 
2011). In experiments by Correll et al. (2008), 
under high conflict (e.g., competition for classes), 
White U.S. college students showed—at least 
initially—greater expression of racial prejudice after 
being exposed to a passage about multiculturalism 
than to one about color-blindness. Taking this 
research a step further, Vorauer and Sasaki (2011) 
showed that under threat (e.g., disagreement with or 

rejection by an out-group partner), White Canadian 
students exposed to multiculturalism showed 
heightened hostile behavior toward an out-group 
interaction partner. They found that multiculturalism 
increased hostility toward a threatening out-group 
member not because it heightened group-level 
thinking or a focus on differences, but rather 
because it promoted a learning orientation in which 
they engaged in deep cognitive processing of the 
partner’s challenging behavior. In other words, for 
the same reason that multiculturalism can have pos-
itive effects on nonthreatening social interaction 
(e.g., Vorauer et al., 2009), it can also have negative 
effects under threat.

Consistent with a motivated cognition story, 
research has also suggested different reactions to 
multiculturalism by individuals with differing in-
group protection motives (assuming that racial iden-
tity is tied to these motives). For example, 
multiculturalism increases perceptions of threat and 
support for inequality among White Americans with 
high ethnic identification (Morrison et al., 2010). The 
downstream consequences of threat on out-group 
attitudes have been documented by other research 
(see Riek, Mania, & Gaertner, 2006, for a meta-analytic 
review). Though further research is needed on what 
kinds of threats are evoked by multiculturalism, 
research has suggested that symbolic threat may be 
particularly relevant because it implies a threat to 
core cultural identity and values (Mukherjee, Molina 
& Adams, 2012; Yogeeswaran, 2013).3

If threat moderates reactions to multiculturalism, 
it should come as no surprise that prejudice does as 
well. Prejudice, as measured by the Modern Racism 
Scale, moderates the effects of exposure to a multi-
cultural message: High-prejudice individuals are 
more disturbed by cultural differences after a multi-
cultural message, and low-prejudice individuals are 
less disturbed (Vorauer & Sasaki, 2010). In this 
study with White Canadian students, the difference 
was also seen in participants’ behaviors toward an 
anticipated Aboriginal Canadian interaction partner: 
After reading a multicultural message, high-prejudice 
individuals showed less warmth than did low-prejudice 

3Other types of perceived threat are also relevant to the presence of other groups, such as immigrants. Two of these are realistic threats—threat 
to resources (e.g., Stephan, Renfro, Esses, Stephan, & Martin, 2005; Zárate, Garcia, Garza, & Hitlan, 2004) and threat of disease (e.g., Huang, 
Sedlovskaya, Ackerman, & Bargh, 2011).
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individuals toward their interaction partners (i.e., as 
measured by conveyed liking for their partner, 
intimacy and breadth in the personal information they 
disclosed, and total number of words in their answers).

Multiculturalism may also backfire if efforts to 
acknowledge cultural differences subject minorities 
to being inappropriately characterized. Rather than 
feeling valued or appreciated, minorities can 
respond negatively to questions about their cultural 
identity when those questions deny them another 
identity that is important to them. For instance, 
Asian Americans who were asked about their cul-
tural identities in a way that cast doubt on their 
American identities (e.g., “Where are you really 
from?”) expressed more negative emotions and der-
ogated the questioner more than Asian Americans 
who were not asked about their identities in this 
manner (Cheryan & Monin, 2005). Similarly, multi-
culturalism in the form of positive stereotypes (e.g., 
“Blacks are good athletes”) can be problematic for 
minorities for several reasons. First, they can com-
municate high expectations that can cause targets to 
choke under pressure (Cheryan & Bodenhausen, 
2000). Second, they can render those group mem-
bers who do not fit the stereotypes invisible (Fry-
berg et al., 2008). Third, positive stereotypes may be 
particularly problematic in U.S. and other indepen-
dent contexts in which people seek to be recognized 
for their individual traits and merits rather than 
being seen through the lens of their group member-
ships (Siy & Cheryan, 2013). When multicultural-
ism involves the imposition of an identity that is 
unwarranted or inappropriate, targets respond nega-
tively, preferring instead that these comments be 
unstated (Czopp, 2008).

Color-Blindness
Color-blindness is an approach to diversity that has 
gained prominence in the United States (for reviews, 
see Apfelbaum, Norton, & Sommers, 2012; Plaut, 
2010b) and resonates in other liberal democracies 
(e.g., with France’s concept of republicanism). At its 
base, color-blindness represents an approach to 
diversity that minimizes the use and significance of 
racial group membership—that race should not and 
does not matter in how people are treated. Yet the 
shifts color-blindness has taken, both historically 

and in the psychological literature, render a 
systematic review of its sources, correlates, and 
outcomes somewhat challenging.

A glance at the literature reveals important differ-
ences in the construct’s operationalization. Items 
used in some research have centered on color-
blindness as a repudiation of contemporary preoccu-
pation with race—that racial labels and obsession 
with race obscure individual uniqueness (Knowles, 
Lowery, Hogan, & Chow, 2009; Morrison et al., 
2010). Other items have stressed that racial and 
ethnic membership is simply not important to who 
people are (Rosenthal & Levy, 2012). Yet another 
measure implicates national identity and citizenship, 
with items stressing the importance of seeing 
Americans as individuals, not as members of racial 
or other groups (Levin et al., 2012). Another mea-
sure focuses on whether individuals perceive certain 
strategies, such as judging people as individuals and 
seeing them as the same and as created equally, as 
improving intergroup relations (Ryan et al., 2007; 
see also Wolsko et al., 2000). A commonly used 
color-blindness essay prime offers perhaps the 
broadest conceptualization, emphasizing the follow-
ing: that Americans are all created equal, that they 
are all human beings and citizens of the United 
States, that they should see people as both individu-
als and part of the larger group, Americans, and that 
they should look beyond skin color and emphasize 
sameness (Wolsko et al., 2000). Notably, this essay 
also portrayed color-blindness as a way to achieve 
the goal of avoiding or overcoming ethnic conflict. 
Color-blindness has also sometimes stressed similar-
ity and assimilation because asking minority groups 
to be part of a whole without regard to race (e.g., 
Americans) often implies asking them to shed their 
racial and ethnic accoutrements (Neville, Lilly, 
Duran, Lee, & Browne, 2000; Plaut et al., 2009). 
Other research has operationalized color-blindness 
not as attitudes or ideology but as a norm or behav-
ior of strategically avoiding race, for example in 
interracial interaction (Apfelbaum, Sommers, & 
Norton, 2008; Norton, Sommers, Apfelbaum, Pura, 
& Ariely, 2006). Finally, research in counseling psy-
chology has suggested yet another conceptualization—
individuals’ lack of awareness of the role that  
race and racism play in contemporary society.  
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For example, the Color-Blind Racial Attitudes  
Scale (Neville et al., 2000) measures the denial of 
Whites’ racial privilege, a lack of awareness of 
institutional discrimination, and the belief that 
racism is not a problem.

Patterns and sources.  Studies that report mean 
group differences in endorsement of color-blindness 
have suggested that on the whole Whites endorse 
color-blindness more strongly than do racial 
minorities (Neville et al., 2000; Ryan et al., 2007; 
Tynes & Markoe, 2010; but see Rosenthal & Levy, 
2012, who found no difference) and more strongly 
than they endorse multiculturalism (Ryan et al., 
2007). Ryan et al. (2007) also found that Blacks 
endorse color-blindness significantly less than 
multiculturalism.

What motivates support for or opposition to 
color-blindness? Egalitarian-minded Whites may 
view color-blindness as a principle of distributive 
justice (a way to decrease inequality), whereas 
Whites high in social dominance orientation may 
view it as a procedural justice mechanism (a way to 
legitimize inequality), especially when threatened 
(Knowles et al., 2009). Moreover, individuals in 
high-status groups are motivated to maintain a 
focus on commonality (Saguy, Tausch, Dovidio, & 
Pratto, 2009). Identity and self-presentation con-
cerns may also motivate adherence to color-blindness. 
For example, White male job-seeking students high 
in the need to belong (but not those low in the need 
to belong) are more attracted to an organization that 
espouses color-blindness than to one that embraces 
multiculturalism (Plaut et al., 2011). Maintaining 
an egalitarian self-image may also play a role, as 
suggested by work on aversive racism (Dovidio & 
Gaertner, 2004; Schofield, 1986). For example, 
external motivation to control prejudice predicts 
Whites’ adherence to a color-blind norm in interra-
cial interaction (Apfelbaum et al., 2008). Though 
some racial minorities may endorse color-blindness 
and view it as a mechanism for combating stigmati-
zation (see Purdie-Vaughns & Ditlmann, 2010), 
they may also view color-blind rhetoric as 
disingenuous, particularly in contexts with low 

numerical representation of minorities 
(Purdie-Vaughns, Steele, Davies, Ditlmann, & 
Crosby, 2008). Other research has suggested that 
for Blacks, high endorsement of color-blind racial 
attitudes is related to false consciousness, including 
social dominance orientation (Neville, Coleman, 
Falconer, & Holmes, 2005).

Correlates and outcomes.  Research in social and 
counseling psychology has largely borne out the 
claim made by sociologist Eduardo Bonilla-Silva 
(2006) that color-blindness supports social strati-
fication. Color-blind racial attitudes as measured 
by the Color-Blind Racial Attitudes Scale predict 
scores on the Belief in a Just World scale, the Quick 
Discrimination Index, and the Modern Racism Scale 
(Neville et al., 2000). These attitudes are also asso-
ciated with less empathy and greater attribution of 
responsibility for the cause of problems among coun-
selors (Burkard & Knox, 2004). Color-blind racial 
attitudes have also been linked to apathy toward 
racially themed party images on social networking 
sites (Tynes & Markoe, 2010), disagreement with a 
university’s decision to discontinue a controversial 
racialized university mascot (Neville, Yeung, Todd, 
Spanierman, & Reed, 2011), and affirmative action 
policy attitudes (Awad, Cokley, & Ravitch, 2005).

Social psychological research has further sug-
gested a relationship between color-blindness and 
stereotyping and prejudice outcomes (but see Levin 
et al., 2012).4 For example, individuals who endorse 
color-blind ideology (over multicultural ideology) 
hold stronger stereotypes (Ryan et al., 2007). In fact, 
directly asking people to ignore race increases rather 
than decreases stereotype accessibility (Payne, 
Lambert, & Jacoby, 2002). Those who endorse 
color-blind ideology (over multicultural ideology) 
also exhibit less internal motivation to control prej-
udice (Ryan et al., 2007). Moreover, experimental 
exposure to a color-blind ideology essay prime 
(Wolsko et al., 2000) increases implicit and explicit 
bias (Richeson & Nussbaum, 2004) and behavioral 
prejudice (Holoien & Shelton, 2012) among White 
students. In one study, non-Black participants who 
conducted an unstructured interview with a Black 

4Levin et al. (2012) found a negative correlation of their color-blindness measure with social dominance orientation and with generalized prejudice. 
The discrepancy between these results and those of other studies may be attributable to differences in the measure.

Co
py

ri
gh

t 
Am

er
ic

an
 P
sy

ch
ol
og
ic
al
 A
ss
oc
ia
ti
on
. 
No
t 
fo
r 
fu

rt
he

r 
di

st
ri

bu
ti

on
.



Plaut, Cheryan, and Stevens

606

confederate under an instruction to not think about 
race placed themselves at a greater distance from 
another Black interviewee in a subsequent interview 
than those given an identity-conscious instruction 
(Madera & Hebl, 2013).

Research has suggested that although prejudice 
may initially decrease under the influence of a color-
blindness prime (even in a high-conflict situation), 
it soon rebounds (Correll et al., 2008). Why is this? 
Although suppression of bias can mask bias in the 
short term, when vigilance declines, prejudice will 
reappear. Moreover, the prevention orientation and 
preoccupation with ignoring differences fostered by 
color-blindness results in ironic effects in interracial 
interaction (Vorauer et al., 2009; Vorauer & Sasaki, 
2010; but see Vorauer & Sasaki, 2011). Consistent 
with these findings, the strategic use of color-
blindness (i.e., purposefully evading race) can lead 
to executive function impairment during interracial 
interaction (see also Richeson et al., 2003; Richeson 
& Trawalter, 2005), causes Whites to act less friendly 
toward Black interaction partners, and also makes 
them appear more, rather than less, prejudiced 
(Apfelbaum et al., 2008). Moreover, Whites exposed 
to color-blind (as opposed to multicultural) ideology 
behave in ways that produce greater cognitive 
depletion in their Black interaction partners—even 
in the absence of differential impairment of their 
own executive function (Holoien & Shelton, 2012). 
This sheds light on the finding that minority 
coworkers of Whites who espouse color-blindness 
detect more bias and are less psychologically 
engaged than those whose White coworkers show 
less support for color-blindness (Plaut et al., 2009).

PERCEIVED CONSEQUENCES  
OF DIVERSITY

In addition to what diversity is, with whom it is 
associated, and what to do with it, diversity is also 
constructed by its perceived consequences. In this 
section, we describe the perceived consequences of 
addressing diversity and inequality, particularly 
among Whites.

One increasingly common perception among 
Whites is that addressing diversity and racial 
inequality have had negative consequences for the 

in-group. For example, as we noted, diversity may 
appear exclusive to Whites (Morrison & Chung, 
2011; Plaut et al., 2011; Unzueta & Binning, 2010). 
Another study has suggested that White Americans 
now perceive that bias against Whites has been 
increasing as bias against Blacks has been decreasing, 
such that the former has eclipsed the latter (Norton 
& Sommers, 2011). The authors of this study sug-
gest that White Americans are engaged in zero-sum 
thinking: that discrimination against one group 
increases as discrimination against another group 
decreases. The Black Americans they surveyed, 
however, did not show this pattern.

Another line of research has suggested that 
Whites and ethnic minorities use different reference 
points for assessing racial progress: Whites are more 
likely to assess current conditions of racial equality 
through comparisons with the past, whereas ethnic 
minorities are more likely to use comparisons with 
an ideal (Eibach & Ehrlinger, 2006). Suggesting the 
relevance of motivation to these findings, another 
study found that emphasizing Whites’ losses 
increased the gap between Blacks’ and Whites’ per-
ceptions of racial progress and that loss aversion had 
a greater effect on Whites high in social dominance 
orientation, those with the greatest interest in 
preserving the hierarchy (Eibach & Keegan, 2006).

Framing that suggests progress or loss also helps 
to mold policy preferences with regard to race. For 
example, under a loss framing, Whites express less 
support for affirmative action than under a commit-
ment to racial equality framing (Eibach & 
Purdie-Vaughns, 2011). Further suggesting the role 
of motivation, other studies have found that when 
affirmative action is framed as a loss for Whites, 
White participants’ racial identity negatively predicts 
support for the policy; however, when the policy is 
framed as a gain for Blacks or even as neutral for 
Whites, racial identity does not predict policy prefer-
ence (Lowery et al., 2006).

Whether perceptions of societal discrimination 
and diversity-relevant policy attitudes stem from a 
sense of exclusion, a sense of losing the zero-sum 
discrimination game, or a sense of loss of racial 
privilege, all of these explanations contribute to the 
understanding of how majority group members view 
the consequences of diversity. This understanding is 
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important given the wide divergence in opinion that 
still exists in Whites’ and non-Whites’ perceptions 
of discrimination against both White and non-White 
groups. For example, according to a 2010 report 
from the Pew Research Center, 43% of Blacks say 
Blacks face a lot of discrimination, whereas only 
13% of Whites perceive a lot of anti-Black bias. 
Moreover, 81% of Blacks say that the country needs 
to make more changes to give Blacks equal rights 
with Whites, contrasted with only 36% of Whites 
(54% of Whites say the country has done enough). 
The percentage of Latinos perceiving a lot of anti-
Black discrimination views falls between Whites and 
Blacks at 47%. In a poll conducted by the Associated 
Press and Univision (GfK Roper Public Affairs and 
Media, 2010), 55% of Latinos and only 24% of non-
Latinos responded that there was a lot of discrimina-
tion against Latinos in the United States.

In sum, the ways in which people understand the 
consequences of attending to diversity and form 
opinions about race-relevant policies are often tied to 
motivations such as belonging needs, concern for the 
in-group, or hierarchy maintenance. At the same 
time that people of color perceive discrimination 
against their groups, many Whites not only fail to see 
discrimination against people of color but also have a 
heightened sense of victimization of their own group. 
This perceptual segregation has important implica-
tions for intergroup relations and for attempts to 
redress discrimination (see Robinson, 2008).

APPLICATIONS AND SOLUTIONS

Findings of the psychological science of diversity—
perceptions of what it is, who is associated with it, 
what to do with it, and what the consequences are—
have implicated a variety of contexts. Here we focus 
our discussion on law, organizations, and education.

Law
Perceptions of how to treat diversity (i.e., what to do 
with it) have in many ways shaped the design of legal 
institutions. Color-blindness was a common theme 
during the U.S. civil rights era, figuring prominently 
in arguments favoring civil rights legislation and in 

Supreme Court jurisprudence on equality (e.g., 
Brown v. Board of Education, 1954). Understandings 
of diversity in U.S. Supreme Court jurisprudence 
have increasingly trended toward color-blindness 
over the past several decades (see Plaut, 2010b). 
However, the newer color-blindness departs signifi-
cantly in function (how it is used) and form (its basic 
structure) from that used to promote civil rights in 
the middle of the 20th century. In terms of function, 
color-blindness has been used primarily to condemn 
race-conscious remedies for discrimination (e.g., 
affirmative action) in reverse-racism cases (e.g., Ada-
rand Constructors, Inc. v. Peña, 1995; Parents Involved 
in Cmty. Schs. v. Seattle Sch. Dist. No. 1, 2007). In 
terms of form, whereas the color-blind argument in 
Brown stressed distributive justice, the more recent 
color-blind argument has focused on procedural jus-
tice (Knowles et al., 2009). Additionally, whereas 
striking down the use of race previously involved 
both antisubordination and anticlassification princi-
ples (i.e., that the use of race implicated group subor-
dination), the newer form of color-blindness simply 
relies on anticlassification—that any use of racial 
classification in government action is unconstitu-
tional. As Justice Roberts stated in Parents Involved 
(2007), a case about the constitutionality of the use of 
race in school assignment, “the way to stop discrimi-
nation on the basis of race is to stop discriminating on 
the basis of race.”

Relatedly, notions of discrimination—perceptions 
of the consequences of diversity—also figure promi-
nently in law. For example, the 2009 Supreme Court 
decision in Ricci v. DeStefano (the New Haven fire-
fighter case) echoed research suggesting that Whites 
see discrimination as a zero-sum game in which less 
victimization of Blacks means more victimization of 
Whites (Norton & Sommers, 2011). In Ricci, the 
court held that New Haven’s discarding of the pro-
motion test results of a primarily White group of 
firefighters was unconstitutional because it violated 
Title VII of the Civil Rights Act. The court essentially 
argued that the disparate treatment experienced by 
the White firefighters was in direct tension with (and 
of greater concern than) the disparate impact on 
racial minorities’ promotion caused by the test.5

5Disparate treatment is discrimination on the basis of some protected characteristic such as race, whereas disparate impact is the adverse effect of an 
institutional practice or policy on members of a protected class.
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Meanwhile, racial minorities have had a difficult 
time proving racial discrimination in the courts. 
Disparate impact claims make up an increasingly 
small proportion of discrimination suits that are 
won by discrimination claimants. They have also 
experienced difficulty proving disparate treatment. 
Part of this difficulty comes from the plaintiff’s bur-
den to prove malicious intent (Krieger, 1995). Using 
the malice test developed in 1979, the Supreme 
Court has never found modern discrimination 
against non-Whites (Haney-López, 2012). If Whites 
see anti-White discrimination as more frequent than 
discrimination against racial minorities (Norton & 
Sommers, 2011), this could make it even more 
difficult for minorities to prevail (see Plaut, 2011).

Together, the Supreme Court’s attack on race-
conscious remedies to discrimination and the difficulty 
of proving discrimination are cause for concern, 
especially because this closing of the valve appears 
to map societal perceptions of discrimination (see 
Plaut, 2011) and marks an intentional blindness to 
the history and persistence of discrimination 
(Haney-López, 2012). If the courts have become an 
ineffective tool for fighting antiminority discrimina-
tion and have become an instrument for dismantling 
protections against disparate impact, then new 
avenues are needed.

Organizations
Nebulous and slippery conceptualizations of diver-
sity and discrimination have also impeded antidis-
crimination efforts in organizations. For example, key 
terms—perhaps most important, discrimination and 
affirmative action—were not defined in antidiscrimi-
nation legislation such as Title VII of the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964 and Executive Order 11246 (Edelman, 
1990; Kelly & Dobbin, 1998; Stryker, 1996). Illustra-
tive of the United States’ “weak” federal state (Dobbin, 
Sutton, Meyer, & Scott, 1993; Hirsh, 2009), they 
contained no prescriptions for what ought to be  
considered discrimination or what constitutes appro-
priate levels of diversity, either in the workplace or in 
colleges and universities. The legal ambiguity 
surrounding diversity and discrimination allowed 
room for interpretation and enactment of these laws 
by the legislative branch and, quite interestingly, one 
of the main targets intended for legal oversight—

corporations (Dobbin et al., 1993; Edelman, 1992; 
Edelman, Uggen, & Erlanger, 1999).

Corporate actors used the broad guidelines 
provided by the federal government, specifically in 
equal employment opportunity laws, to construct 
internal policies and practices with hopes of 
eschewing infringement of organizational power 
(Anderson, 2004; Edelman, 1990) and legal inter-
vention (Bisom-Rapp, 1998; Dobbin, 2009). In 
developing internal compliance policies and prac-
tices, corporations, in effect, defined what was ille-
gal as judges often looked to the best practices of 
major firms (Dobbin, 2009; Edelman, Krieger, 
Eliason, Albiston, & Mellema, 2011). Resulting 
partially from judicial deference to institutionalized 
organizational practices, corporations played a 
major role in shaping equality of opportunity both 
inside and outside of the workplace. Research has 
demonstrated the many ways in which internal 
workplace conditions, such as personnel policies 
and the organization of work, affect the extent to 
which patterns of inequality found in society at large 
are replicated and maintained at work (e.g., Baron, 
Davis-Blake, & Bielby, 1986; Dobbin et al., 1993; 
Kalev, 2009). Even seemingly innocuous structures, 
such as job ladders, sustain the traditional power 
hierarchy within a diverse workforce in 
organizations, particularly in instances of turnover 
(Anderson, 2004; Baron et al., 1986).

As conceptualizations of diversity continue to 
shift, organizational and legal actors need to 
acknowledge these demographic changes. For 
example, Best, Edelman, Krieger, and Eliason 
(2011) recently found that equal employment 
opportunity laws are not equipped to handle cases 
in which discrimination claims are based on inter-
secting bases of discrimination (e.g., race and 
gender). More specifically, Best et al. found that 
non-White women had the lowest predicted proba-
bility of full victory in litigation based on intersec-
tional claims and were half as likely as White male 
and female plaintiffs to have full victory. Especially 
because judges often defer to the policies and prac-
tices erected by organizations in discrimination 
cases, organizations must attend to the complexity 
of discrimination, particularly as the workforce 
continues to increase in diversity.
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Despite being vetted by the courts, the effective-
ness of widespread organizational policies and 
practices promoting diversity and equality of oppor-
tunity has not been established (Bisom-Rapp, 1998; 
Krawiec, 2003). In fact, recent research has sug-
gested that the mere presence of diversity structures 
in an organization can create an illusory sense of 
fairness among high-status group members, such 
that they become less sensitive to discrimination 
experienced by disadvantaged group members 
(Kaiser et al., 2013). Moreover, policies, by them-
selves, are not sufficient to promote diversity in 
organizations (Bielby, 2008), especially in those 
organizations making symbolic efforts without 
accountability (Edelman, 1992; Edelman et al., 
1999; Suchman & Edelman, 1996). Only recently 
was there a systematic audit of the common corpo-
rate diversity programs examining the seven com-
mon best practices in diversity management (e.g., 
Kalev, Dobbin, & Kelly, 2006). Kalev et al. (2006) 
found that organizational programs establishing 
accountability—for instance, affirmative action 
plans, diversity committees, diversity staff 
positions—were more broadly effective in promot-
ing diversity in management than those that 
addressed managerial bias (e.g., diversity training, 
diversity evaluations) or social isolation (e.g., net-
working, mentoring programs) among women and 
Blacks. Additionally, Kalev (2009) demonstrated 
that moving away from rigid and narrow divisions of 
labor to restructuring work around cross-functional 
teamwork with weaker job boundaries can improve 
the proportions of women and minorities in mana-
gerial positions.

Aside from structural approaches to managing 
diversity, employee perceptions of a pro-diversity 
organizational climate—conceptualized as percep-
tions that an organization makes an effort to imple-
ment fair employment practices and policies (Mor 
Barak, Cherin, & Berkman, 1998)—are associated 
with lower turnover intentions among Blacks, His-
panics, and Whites (McKay et al., 2007), as well as 
increased job satisfaction and lower job stress 
(Walsh, Russell, Tuller, Parks, & McDonald, 2010). 
Regardless of the identities to which individuals 
subscribe, organizations promoting inclusion have 
the potential to create an environment in which 

employees, from a variety of backgrounds, feel valued 
and respected (Linnehan & Konrad, 1999; Stevens 
et al., 2008). For example, Plaut et al. (2011) found 
that explicitly including dominant groups (e.g., 
White men) in conceptualizations of diversity—
referred to as all-inclusive multiculturalism—mitigated 
their automatic association of multiculturalism 
with exclusion. In their integration-and-learning 
perspective, Ely and Thomas (2001) identified an 
organization in which all individuals in the diverse 
workforce felt included, equal, fully respected, and 
open to learning from one another, which provided 
opportunities for cross-cultural learning and 
enhanced work performance. Fostering a climate  
of inclusion can help reduce the challenges 
associated with the color-blind and multicultural 
approaches to diversity by focusing on the value  
of every employee—including members of the  
dominant group.

Education
Conceptions of diversity have important implica-
tions for educational environments. Schools are one 
of the first places children and young adults engage 
with different group members and establish the 
social skills they will be using in the world at large. 
Early ethnographic research on color-blindness in 
an integrated middle school revealed pernicious 
consequences of treating race as an invisible charac-
teristic or as a taboo topic and of minimizing the sig-
nificance of intergroup processes (Schofield, 1986). 
For example, color-blindness can prevent exposure 
of problematic classroom and school policies that 
result in differential outcomes for White and 
minority students and can increase teachers’ and 
administrators’ freedom to act in ways that may oth-
erwise appear less acceptable. An experiment con-
ducted in public elementary schools also suggested 
downsides of color-blindness in schools. Apfelbaum, 
Pauker, Sommers, and Ambady (2010) examined 
the effect of framing discussions of diversity (e.g., 
color-blindness vs. value diversity) on young stu-
dents’ (ages 8–11 years) perceptions of discrimina-
tion. Students exposed to color-blindness were less 
likely to perceive discrimination even when pre-
sented with scenarios containing explicit racial bias. 
Moreover, teachers who viewed the children’s 
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videotaped descriptions of the scenarios were less 
likely to see the need for intervention if the child 
was in the color-blind condition. This suggests that, 
contrary to Justice Roberts’ pronouncement in Par-
ents Involved, adopting a color-blind perspective to 
promote racial equality in educational settings might 
have the opposite effect—causing perceivers to turn 
a blind eye to racial bias.

Alternative methods have been proposed to 
address issues of racial inequity in the classroom. 
One method, proposed by Markus, Steele, and Steele 
(2000), is the identity safety model, which stresses 
the need to acknowledge in-group differences in 
experiences and to accept them as a basis for estab-
lishing mutual respect and understanding among 
students (see also Purdie-Vaughns & Walton, 
2011). This model includes recognizing the “down-
ward social constitution” experienced by certain 
groups in settings in which one’s group is poten-
tially subject to devaluing representations, historical 
narratives, expectations, and interactions (Thomas, 
1992). When identity safety practices are imple-
mented correctly, minority students are assured that 
their group identity will not be used to paint them 
as problematic but will be used to incorporate their 
views into the overall setting. By affirming that the 
identity is valuable not only to minority group mem-
bers but to society as a whole, one can establish a 
classroom setting safe from identity threat.

More generally, social psychological research has 
shown that educational environments that commu-
nicate a sense of exclusion or otherwise signal to 
students that they would be judged negatively 
because of their group memberships prevent stu-
dents from entering and reaching their full potential 
(Steele & Aronson, 1995). However, designing edu-
cational environments in such a way as to communi-
cate a sense of inclusion and belonging can improve 
the outcomes of minorities and reduce achievement 
gaps (Walton & Cohen, 2011).

How does one design educational environments 
that promote inclusion? First, consider removing 
the negative messages, both explicit and implicit, 
that are sent by people in an educational environ-
ment. People can blatantly (e.g., through direct 
statements) or subtly (e.g., through body language) 
communicate that they hold negative stereotypes of 

a group and subsequently cause members of that 
group to underperform (Logel et al., 2009; Wout, 
Shih, Jackson, & Sellers, 2009). The people in a 
group need not hold negative attitudes to evoke 
such a threat to a target’s identity. Even just having 
one’s social group underrepresented in a domain can 
be threatening to members of that group because it 
signals to them that they would not be valued there 
(Murphy, Steele, & Gross, 2007; Sekaquaptewa & 
Thompson, 2003). Representation can lead to better 
performance in the domain (Inzlicht & Ben-Zeev, 
2000; Sekaquaptewa & Thompson, 2003) and a 
greater desire to participate in the domain (Murphy 
et al., 2007). Moreover, research has suggested that 
racial minority students who may otherwise be par-
ticularly sensitive to rejection on the basis of race 
feel greater belonging to their university on days 
after attending ethnic events, which provide oppor-
tunities for engagement with racial minority peers 
(Mendoza-Denton, Downey, Purdie, Davis, & 
Pietrzak, 2002).

Second, the design of educational environments—
even in the absence of any people in the environment—
can signal to students whether they should enter 
and can be successful there. For instance, when 
computer science classrooms were set up in such a 
way that fit current masculine stereotypes of the 
field (e.g., science fiction objects, videogames), 
undergraduate women expressed significantly less 
interest in pursuing computer science than when 
the same classroom was set up in a manner that did 
not fit current stereotypes (e.g., general books, art; 
Cheryan, Plaut, Davies, & Steele, 2009). In another 
study, exposing non-Christian students to small 
Christmas displays lowered their well-being and 
feelings of inclusion at their university (Schmitt, 
Davies, Hung, & Wright, 2010). Although this 
research does not suggest that displays of religious 
or other identities be banned, it does suggest that 
considering whether there are signals of exclusion in 
educational environments may help to level the 
playing field and encourage a wider set of students 
to enter and persist in domains in which they are 
currently underrepresented.

In addition to minimizing discriminatory or 
exclusionary signals, other strategies can also be 
used to promote diversity in educational 
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environments. Providing social connections—in the 
form of friendships or role models with whom one 
can relate—improves educational performance and 
attitudes toward the domain (Marx & Roman, 2002; 
Stout, Dasgupta, Hunsinger, & McManus, 2011; 
Walton & Cohen, 2007). Furthermore, allowing 
students to express a value they find personally 
important (e.g., relationships with friends and 
family) can affirm the self and improve the grades of 
members of negatively stereotyped groups (Cohen, 
Garcia, Apfel, & Master, 2006). Finally, allowing 
students to bring other aspects of themselves into 
the classroom besides the negatively stereotyped 
identity—such as individuating traits (Ambady, 
Paik, Steele, Owen-Smith, & Mitchell, 2004) and 
their other identities (Rydell, McConnell, & Beilock, 
2009)—can alleviate threat and improve 
performance.

Promoting classroom diversity and diverse 
interactions has multiple benefits for students. More 
frequent interracial interaction can decrease the 
physiological stress that is normally experienced in 
such interactions (e.g., Page-Gould, Mendes, & 
Major, 2010; Page-Gould, Mendoza-Denton, & 
Tropp, 2008) and decrease prejudice (e.g., Shook & 
Fazio, 2008). College students with more experi-
ences with diversity have different learning and 
democracy outcomes, including higher civic 
engagement and a greater ability to see difference as 
compatible with unity (Gurin, Dey, Hurtado, & 
Gurin, 2002; Gurin, Nagda, & Lopez, 2004; 
Hurtado, 2005). Moreover, students’ interaction 
with racially diverse peers predicts cognitive out-
comes such as analytical problem skills and integra-
tive complexity and sociocognitive outcomes such 
as perspective taking (Antonio et al., 2004; Hurtado, 
2005). The benefits of diversity also extend to 
individuals performing in groups. Diverse groups 
increase the cognitive complexity of individual 
group members (Sommers, Warp, & Mahoney, 
2008) and can improve group performance (Phil-
lips, Northcraft, & Neale, 2006; Sommers, 2006).

CONCLUSION

A new wave of research in social psychology has 
illuminated a constellation of processes related to 

diversity. This research has suggested that concep-
tions of diversity are relatively ambiguous, allowing 
individuals to use them in a variety of ways that suit 
their motivations or perspectives, often in a way that 
ignores power relations. Research has revealed that 
some groups get associated with diversity more than 
others, but also that certain groups remain invisible 
in diversity discussions. A burgeoning literature on 
approaches to diversity—such as identity-blind and 
identity-conscious approaches—has suggested that 
these approaches are not only differentially valued 
by groups who hold different positions in society 
but also that they can have divergent and sometimes 
unintended negative effects on intergroup relations. 
Different perspectives also emerge on the conse-
quences of addressing diversity, with a growing 
sense among Whites that efforts to diversify society 
and address inequality spell exclusion or loss  
for their in-group. Finally, this new frontier of 
diversity research has revealed that these diversity 
conceptions, associations, approaches, and conse-
quences have important implications for law, 
organizations, and education. Not only have they 
shaped the current design of these institutions, but 
they also point to potential mechanisms for creating 
more equitable environments for living, working, 
and learning.
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