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Preface

The idea for this book began when James Jones was asked about updating his earlier 
book, Prejudice and Racism ( Jones, 1997). He was loath to do so because, in his view, 
diversity was the compelling challenge of  the twenty-first century. The three of  us met 
at a multicultural conference in New York and talked about what a new book address-
ing diversity issues would look like and how it could be accomplished. Thus began a 
collaboration that has produced the current volume.

The very last pages of  Prejudice and Racism included a major heading, “Diversity is 
a Strength in the Species and Society.” This section argued for both the inevitability 
of  diversity and its fundamental benefits. Subheadings began to explore the idea that 
diversity exists not only between groups but also within groups. Upon reflection, we 
realized that prejudice and racism, while continuing to be major deterrents to social 
justice and a better society, were not sufficient to capture the complexity and chal-
lenges of  the twenty-first century. The United States and the whole world had changed 
too much. We began discussing the relationship of  diversity to prejudice and racism, 
and how a textbook could help students and others understand the challenges of  
diversity and how managing and supporting it across all levels of  society would make 
this a better nation.

“Diversity” is a label that can be applied to any noticeable differences in a context 
or setting—a forest, a community, the world, the planet. Trying to understand and 
study diversity in its broadest sense is daunting. When we take too broad an approach, 
it is difficult to bring clarity to the discussion. When we take too narrow a view, then 
its meaning and relevance is challenged by all that is excluded from its purview. 
Finding the proper balance and perspective has been our aim. We know that differ-
ences matter and the world has struggled to deal with differences from the beginning 
of  time. We have plunged into an effort to educate readers about the ways in which 
members of  our society have collectively responded to differences among us, and the 
promise that our differences may combine to create better institutions, societies, and 
a better world.



xvi Preface

What Is This Book About and Who Is It For?

Increasingly, diversity is a fact of  life in the United States and globally. The Psychology 
of  Diversity: Beyond Prejudice and Racism examines the challenges created by differences 
among us, and the opportunities these differences offer for creating stronger, more 
effective institutions and full participation of  diverse members of  society. This book 
is about the challenges diversity poses socially and psychologically and how people 
can choose to address and benefit from those challenges. The book is mainly for stu-
dents in classes on prejudice, stereotyping, and discrimination; multiculturalism and 
society; and intergroup relations. It should also appeal to a broad audience of  people 
who are interested in understanding social diversity. The coverage is evidence-based; 
it is about the facts as we currently know them. These facts tell a story that we attempt 
to recount, of  the past, present, and future of  our society and the challenges and 
opportunities of  diversity in everyday life.

What Is the Purpose of this Book?

The purpose of  The Psychology of  Diversity is to help people understand the ways in 
which differences among people produce a broad array of  psychological responses 
that determine how they are perceived and the effects they have. Diversity is not 
simply about the experiences of  members of  selected traditionally disadvantaged 
groups or about people who bring different values and cultures to new countries when 
they immigrate. Diversity affects and includes us all. People usually find comfort from 
being around others similar to themselves, and seek support for their views of  the 
world and their place in it. We document that sharing varied perspectives, talents,  
and worldviews is beneficial to human interaction and institutional performance. We 
also demonstrate the resistances that diversity elicits and the benefits that arise when 
we overcome them. We also focus on approaches that have been shown to produce 
positive outcomes; that we can learn and benefit from what makes us different from 
one another. This challenge of  diversity is not simply to control or manage it; it is to 
understand and profit from it. Increasing diversity is inevitable. We use research, case 
studies, and historical illustration to show that by understanding diversity, we can 
more constructively navigate our everyday lives and prepare, individually and socially, 
for a world that is more diverse, more interdependent, and more complex.

What Is Special About this Book?

Many books, including other ones we have written, focus more narrowly on bias and 
its consequences. This book is subtitled Beyond Prejudice and Racism, and also devotes 
considerable attention to the problems of  prejudice and discrimination toward diverse 
groups. But each chapter also discusses the solutions to these problems; they describe 
research on techniques for improving intergroup relations in different ways. Moreover, 
this book goes beyond prejudice and discrimination to emphasize how an understand-



 Preface xvii

ing of  diversity offers unique insights and opportunities to better prepare people for 
a diverse society.

The story of  diversity and its challenges is both broad and complex. This book can’t 
tell it all, so it has particular emphases. The book is primarily social psychological in 
its orientation, but we consider how historical, political, educational, economic, and 
societal factors shape the way people think about and respond to diversity. The 
approach is multilevel, with coverage of  the neuroscience of  prejudice through the 
sociology and politics of  diversity. Our discussions primarily center on racial and 
ethnic biases in the United States, partly because most research on these topics is based 
on people from the United States.

Another reason is because we believe that an understanding of  the challenges of  
diversity should consider the particular historical, political, institutional, societal, and 
cultural context in which individual-level biases—the emphasis of  social psychological 
approaches—are embedded. To tell that story within a limited number of  pages, we 
have used race and ethnic relations within the United States as a thematic case study. 
However, we do not limit our discussion to these issues. We examine the implications 
to a range of  other “isms” (e.g., sexism, heterosexism, weightism) regularly through-
out the book and discuss diversity and social bias globally. And finally, we have included 
evidence-based examples that point the way to approaches to differences that have 
been shown to be effective in bringing people together for mutual benefit.
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Chapter 1

Psychology of  Diversity
Challenges and Benefits

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are 
endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, 
Liberty and the pursuit of  Happiness.

Thomas Jefferson
Declaration of  Independence, July 4, 1776

Major American businesses have made clear that the skills needed in today’s increasingly 
global marketplace can only be developed through exposure to widely diverse people, 
cultures, ideas, and viewpoints. High-ranking retired officers and civilian military 
leaders assert that a highly qualified, racially diverse officer corps is essential to national 
security. Moreover, because universities, and in particular, law schools, represent the 
training ground for a large number of  the Nation’s leaders, . . . the path to leadership 
must be visibly open to talented and qualified individuals of  every race and ethnicity. 
Thus, the Law School has a compelling interest in attaining a diverse student body.

Justice Sandra Day O’Connor
Grutter v. Bollinger (2003)
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Introduction

This book is about diversity. Diversity refers to those things that make us different 
from one another. Race, ethnicity, and gender are the most common differences  
that are mentioned in diversity conversations. But diversity is much more than  
demographic differences. We are different by virtue of  our country of  origin, our 
culture, sexual orientation, age, values, political affiliation, socioeconomic status, and 
able-bodiedness. Our psychological tendencies, abilities, or preferences also mark 
diversity.

There are more than 7 billion people on the planet and each person is uniquely 
different from every other. Diversity is a global reality. Diversity becomes significant 
in Germany and the Netherlands when increasing numbers of  immigrants arrive  
from Turkey, Africa, and South America. African, West Indian, and South and East 
Asian immigrants diversify the United Kingdom and Canada. Sub-Saharan Africans 
immigrate to South Africa and challenge locals for jobs and opportunities. Ethnic dif-
ferences in the Pacific Islands, Eastern Europe, Canada, and many countries of  Africa 
highlight both differences and similarities. To this we add the pressures created by 
trying to meld the diverse countries of  Europe into a common union, the European 
Union (EU). Differences in politics, economic policy, cultural traditions, and religious 
beliefs challenge the fabric of  a common identity. All of  these diversity trends reflect 
global dynamics of  difference. A recent Google search of  the term yielded 229,000,000 
hits, evidence of  its relevance to our everyday experiences. So how can we possibly 
address diversity of  this magnitude?

Our approach is to narrow it down. Although our goal is to help people understand 
diversity and people’s responses in the broadest global context, much of  this book is 
a case study of  diversity issues in the United States. In this book, diversity is examined 
primarily with respect to racial and ethnic differences, although we also cover differ-
ences in gender, religion, ability, and sexual orientation. Diversity, and how people 
respond to it, depends on the history, economics, and politics of  a society and the 
psychology of  its members. For this reason, we focus primarily on diversity in  
the United States. However, we also refer to diversity in other nations and cultures 
and how responses to diversity may be similar or different.

As the book’s subtitle implies, prejudice and racism play an important role in the 
context of  diversity; they are a challenge to achieving its positive potential effects. One 
of  the challenges of  diversity in everyday life is to understand and reduce the biases 
that hinder the creation of  diversity in groups, institutions, organizations, and socie-
ties. But equally challenging is to find the proper balance of  approaches to diversity 
that simultaneously strengthen the fabric of  our institutions and society and enrich 
our individual lives, while preserving the cherished values of  equality of  opportunity 
and social justice for all.

Diversity is based in difference, but a variety of  similarities intersect these differ-
ences. Tsui and colleagues, for example, propose that both demographic differences 
and similarities between co-workers and supervisors affect task performance and 
behavior in organizational settings, but in somewhat different ways (Tsui, Porter, & 
Egan, 2002). They call this idea relational demography. Objective similarities—actual 
similarity in a given context—are important, but subjective similarities, the extent to 
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which people perceive how similar they are to others, and how people weigh them 
against differences often matter even more. In general, perceiving greater similarity 
among workers in an organization is related to better performance and commitment 
to the organization. But perceiving greater similarity does not mean that people do 
not recognize or respect differences, as well.

What differences and similarities mean in a given relationship will depend on the 
norms and expectations in that context. A Black and a White female nurse may work 
together better and show greater support for the organization because of  their norma-
tive similarities—both are women in a field in which women are the norm—than 
might a White male and a White female nurse, who are demographically similar by 
race but normatively dissimilar in the nursing context. In this case, gender similarity 
is more important than racial similarity. The simple fact of  difference then does not 
create problems. Differences relative to what, when, and where play an important role 
in determining what the effects are. Diversity offers many ways for us to see similari-
ties with others; it’s not just about differences.

The two quotes at the beginning of  this chapter, one from the Declaration of  Inde-
pendence and the other from Justice O’Connor, illustrate a major challenge we face as 
a democracy. These statements, made at widely varying times, demonstrate that the 
United States has a fundamental commitment to equal opportunity and equal rights, 
and a compelling interest in diversity. As enunciated by Justice O’Connor, compelling 
interest provides the legal basis for determining when and how taking race into 
account may be used to further diversity objectives in higher education. This commit-
ment to diversity raises three fundamental questions that are the subject of  this book: 
How can we create equality in a society that is so diverse? What are the impediments 
or barriers to realizing this goal? What are the benefits when we achieve it?

The biggest barriers to equality, given the diversity of  our society, have historically 
been prejudice and racism, because they are premised on the belief  that people are 
not equal. Prejudice and racism shape how we think about diversity and difference. 
When the institutions of  society, such as law and education, reinforce these beliefs, 
the result is a self-perpetuating social hierarchy in which some groups have more, 
privileges and wealth for example, and other groups have less. One national ideal is 
to treat everyone equally, and yet everyone is not equal, because we are a diverse 
society. There are real and imagined differences among us. The challenge is to treat 
people fairly, recognizing that we are not all equally qualified for the same job, and 
respect the differences among us. Diversity has come to be valued in global and local 
businesses, in educational institutions, and in the military. Justice O’Connor’s state-
ment recognizes this and argues that we have a compelling interest to engage every 
citizen in the social, educational, and economic institutions that provide direct paths 
to leadership. Do you agree? America has always been diverse, but over time we have 
become diverse in different ways. Despite our increasing diversity and the recognition 
by many that dealing effectively with diversity is essential to our security and eco-
nomic well-being, engaging diversity remains controversial and raises challenging 
problems.

Sturm and colleagues refer to successfully achieving diversity in colleges and uni-
versities as full participation: “an affirmative value focused on creating institutions 
that enable people, whatever their identity, background, or institutional position, to 
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thrive, realize their capabilities, engage meaningfully in institutional life, and contrib-
ute to the flourishing of  others” (Sturm, Eatman, Saltmarsh, & Bush, 2011, p. 3). 
Diversity is not a static, or a fixed number. We think of  diversity as a catalyst for full 
participation in our communities, institutions, society and in our lives.

This book’s main purpose is to help readers understand the psychology of  diversity 
by reviewing what we know about human behavior and how it shapes our experiences 
with diversity in a variety of  settings and contexts. This book highlights some psy-
chological reactions to diversity and the emotions, perceptions, and behaviors they 
activate. It also presents evidence that guides us toward promising pathways for reduc-
ing some of  the adverse impacts that may accompany increased diversity, as well as 
demonstrates some of  the important benefits that diversity can produce.

The Goals of this Book

We have three main goals for this book. First we want to demonstrate the depth and 
breadth of  diversity in the United States. Our perspective is that diversity has always 
been a feature of  American society (see Chapter 3). This diversity has dramatically 
increased along race and ethnic dimensions since the 1960s. If  the expanding diversity 
is properly understood and well managed, it will strengthen our security, economic 
prosperity, and innovation.

A second goal of  this book is to describe how diversity is reflected in people, 
groups, institutions, and cultures, and how and why we react to these forms of  diver-
sity in the ways that we do. Prejudice and discrimination result not only from the 
actions of  bigots, but also from the unexamined actions and attitudes of  those of  us 
who consider ourselves “unprejudiced.” We show that prejudice is “normal” in that 
it is rooted in basic human cognitive, neurological, and emotional processes. As a 
consequence, we must overcome powerful and ordinary predispositions in order to 
reduce prejudices. We present research-based strategies for overcoming some of  these 
prejudices and thus create a more favorable environment for diversity to flourish. In 
this way, we hope to empower students to actualize their goals regarding equity and 
democracy.

Third, and finally, our goal is to present some of  the problems, challenges, and dif-
fering perspectives on diversity, and we provide some historical and cultural perspec-
tives about diversity in the United States. This book may lead you to ask more 
questions than we have raised here and perhaps it will help you understand and 
become aware of  diversity’s challenges. It may also encourage thinking about solu-
tions to some of  the challenges we raise. We hope this will help you better live in 
increasingly diverse settings, institutions, and societies. We want your understanding 
of  diversity to be based on research findings that explain how diversity affects human 
behavior, and we also want you to appreciate the challenges that these findings present.

What is Diversity About?

Fundamentally, diversity is about differences between and within individuals, institu-
tions, and societies. However, talking about diversity simply as difference is not what 
we mean in this book; we consider the kinds of  social differences that society identifies 
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as important for determining the experiences and futures of  individuals and groups. 
There are many ways in which a person or group is related to diversity. This book will 
invite you to learn more about what is meant by diversity, our psychological responses 
to it, what we know about human behavior and diversity, and how it impacts us as 
people and as a nation. Although diversity often offers opportunities for positive ben-
efits, it is not just any differences that are beneficial. We do not want more felons or 
bullies among us. But other things equal, we do believe that diversity of  perspectives, 
experiences, talents, and backgrounds can enrich most contexts, institutions, and 
relationships.

However, as we will show in later chapters, there seems to be a general human 
tendency to avoid differences or react negatively to them. Moreover, when we focus 
on differences, we often fail to appreciate the similarities among us. These biases occur 
at all social levels: (a) individual attitudes and behavior, (b) institutional policies and 
programs, and (c) cultural beliefs and practices that often lead to biases in relationships 
and in institutions. Two of  the major challenges of  diversity in everyday life are to 
understand and reduce the many biases that hinder the creation and support of  effec-
tive diversity in groups, institutions, organizations, and societies and then to maximize 
the benefits of  diversity and to minimize the difficulties and adverse effects growing 
diversity can produce.

This book focuses on the psychology of diversity—basic psychological processes 
that are triggered when we encounter people who are different from us in significant 
and salient ways, or experience being treated differently by others because of  our 
social status. It further explores the dynamics of  mental representation and social 
interaction across individuals, institutions, and cultures, and how differential bases of  
power, privilege, and status affect these interactions. Finally, it identifies the effects  
of  diverse contexts on the thoughts, actions, and feelings of  people in them.

We begin with four real stories, based on student-to-student interviews done in a 
course on racism and prejudice, about experiences of  prejudice. These stories come 
from student-led interviews about diversity and help to illustrate what we mean by 
diversity’s challenges at these three levels.

Fahad H. is an exchange student from Pakistan who has lived in the United States 
for less than a year and is getting his Masters Degree at an ivy-league university. He 
has strongly defined typical Middle Eastern facial features and a golden hue to his skin. 
His hair is dark. He also has a slight Pakistani or Indian accent. His western dress, 
charming manner, excellent spoken and written English, and handsome features also 
define him. Fahad describes his experiences on his campus and those when not on the 
campus as being very different:

When I am not at the university I feel more conscious of  my accent. I’m sometimes 
asked where I am from, but not in a kind or curious way, but with suspicion. I’m watched 
on the train. I’ve been stopped by transit cops asking where I am going and where I came 
from. This has never happened to me in Pakistan, my home. I know people treat me 
differently because of  9/11.

Fahad has a number of  Pakistani friends, some of  whom wear traditional dress, are 
Muslim, or have English-speaking characteristics similar to his, who have had similar 
experiences. Fahad is aware of  the well-documented strong negative bias against 
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Middle-Eastern and Muslim persons since 2001. Fahad and his friends are experiencing 
bias at the individual level.

Susanna G. is a college student who has worked for 5 years as an administrative 
assistant in a graphic design and marketing firm in New York City. She was born in 
the United States and her parents were born in the Dominican Republic. She came 
across an article in The New York Times about bias against and exclusion of  Blacks and 
other minorities in her industry. Susanna brought the article to a class on racism  
and prejudice to discuss it with her professor. She stated,

My firm is an example of  exactly what they are describing in this article. There has never 
been a person of  color ever hired in or promoted to a management position in my 
company. All of  the cleaning staff  and most of  the administrative assistants are Black  
or Hispanic. All of  the supervisors are White. When there are meetings with other  
firms or when I have to cover a conference, I never see anyone who is not White calling 
the shots.

She asked, “Is this an example of  institutional bias based on race in the workplace?”
Tameeka A. is a senior at a private university where she is a marketing major. She 

has always worked in fashion sales, and over the summer between her junior and 
senior year she applied for and was hired as a salesperson for a large national clothing 
chain that caters to preppy fashion for “all American” young men and women. She 
arrived on her first day dressed to impress. Her hair was neatly braided cornrows, she 
wore large gold hoop earrings, and a colorful skirt and blouse with coordinating 
African print. Tameeka was called into her manager’s office and told she could not 
wear cornrows or large hoop earrings on the sales floor because they did not represent 
the image the store wanted to promote. She was also told to “tone down her clothing” 
because ethnic clothing was not allowed on sales personnel. Tameeka was also told 
that if  she didn’t want to change her style she would only be able to work in the 
stockroom. Is it fair to Tameeka that conforming to the company standards prohibits 
her personal expression in how she dresses? Does the manager not have the right to 
dictate appropriate dress code for the company? Is Tameeka experiencing a form of  
cultural bias?

Robert S., when he is asked, describes himself  as White. His mother is Italian and 
his father is Irish, but he says, “I’m White,” when asked his racial and ethnic identity. 
Robert has no ethnicity that he acknowledges day to day—it is only part of  his  
background, called up when asked, but he does not see it as self-defining. When 
interviewed he cannot describe any ways in which he has experienced individual, 
institutional, or cultural biases. Robert says in this interview, “I don’t see color, we live 
in a society where everyone has equal rights and a chance to prove himself.” Is Robert 
unbiased? What is his place in the social diversity of  America?

These brief  descriptions illustrate how people perceive or experience bias on an 
individual, institutional, and cultural level. They also illustrate that some majority 
group members may not experience such biases, based on their racial status. But we 
also go beyond this three-prong framework to propose that not all challenges to diver-
sity are because of  biased perceptions, intentions, or beliefs. There are two basic  
ideas that reflect this viewpoint. First, at times it is not the right and wrong of  a situ-
ation that we must consider but rather the difference between two positions or among 


