
 

Repositório ISCTE-IUL
 
Deposited in Repositório ISCTE-IUL:
2019-05-06

 
Deposited version:
Post-print

 
Peer-review status of attached file:
Peer-reviewed

 
Citation for published item:
Ramos, M., Hewstone, M., Barreto, M. & Branscombe, N. R. (2016). The opportunities and challenges
of diversity: explaining Its impact on individuals and groups. European Journal of Social Psychology.
46 (7), 793-806

 
Further information on publisher's website:
10.1002/ejsp.2261

 
Publisher's copyright statement:
This is the peer reviewed version of the following article: Ramos, M., Hewstone, M., Barreto, M. &
Branscombe, N. R. (2016). The opportunities and challenges of diversity: explaining Its impact on
individuals and groups. European Journal of Social Psychology. 46 (7), 793-806, which has been
published in final form at https://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2261. This article may be used for non-
commercial purposes in accordance with the Publisher's Terms and Conditions for self-archiving.

Use policy

Creative Commons CC BY 4.0
The full-text may be used and/or reproduced, and given to third parties in any format or medium, without prior permission or
charge, for personal research or study, educational, or not-for-profit purposes provided that:

• a full bibliographic reference is made to the original source

• a link is made to the metadata record in the Repository

• the full-text is not changed in any way

The full-text must not be sold in any format or medium without the formal permission of the copyright holders.

Serviços de Informação e Documentação, Instituto Universitário de Lisboa (ISCTE-IUL)
Av. das Forças Armadas, Edifício II, 1649-026 Lisboa Portugal

Phone: +(351) 217 903 024 | e-mail: administrador.repositorio@iscte-iul.pt
https://repositorio.iscte-iul.pt

https://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2261


Running head: THE OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES OF DIVERSITY 

 

The Opportunities and Challenges of Diversity: Explaining Its Impact on 

Individuals and Groups  

  

Miguel R. Ramos 

University of Oxford and Instituto Universitário de Lisboa (ISCTE-IUL) 

 

Miles Hewstone  

University of Oxford 

 

Manuela Barreto 

University of Exeter and Instituto Universitário de Lisboa (ISCTE-IUL) 

 

Nyla R. Branscombe 

University of Kansas 

 

Author’s Note 

This research was supported by a Marie Curie Intra-European Fellowship (627982) 

awarded to the first author, grants from The Leverhulme and the Economic & Social 

Research Council (ORA programme) to the second author, and a fellowship from the 

Canadian Institute for Advanced Research Social Interactions, Identity and Well-Being 

program to the fourth author. Correspondence concerning this article should be 

addressed to Miguel R. Ramos, Department of Experimental Psychology, University of 



THE OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES OF DIVERSITY      2 

 

Oxford, Tinbergen Building, South Parks Road, OX1 3PS, Oxford, UK. Email: 

miguel.ramos@psy.ox.ac.uk.  

  



THE OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES OF DIVERSITY      3 

 

Abstract 

Demographic trends reveal that modern societies have become increasingly diverse. 

Within the social sciences, these changes have been reflected in concerns about the 

implications of social diversity. Whilst early research noted that diversity may have 

negative consequences for societies and individuals, more recent scholarship has 

indicated that diversity is not always translated into negative outcomes. These 

inconsistent findings initiated a scholarly debate concerning the impact of many 

different forms of diversity for a host of social outcomes. It is now clear that the 

boundary conditions of these effects are yet to be fully understood. This Special Issue 

offers a collection of research advances identifying mediating and moderating variables 

addressing when and why diversity impacts intergroup relational outcomes. By focusing 

on different levels of diversity (i.e., in the society and in groups), this research also 

sheds light on the effectiveness of ideologies and policies for managing diversity. 
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The Opportunities and Challenges of Diversity: Explaining Its Impact on 

Individuals and Groups  

With changes in the global economy and increased availability of communication and 

transportation networks, the number of migrants around the world has dramatically 

increased over the last decades (United Nations, 2015). Such changes are already having 

a massive impact across all spheres of life, including the workplace, neighbourhood 

environments, and nations. It is thus not surprising to see, within the social sciences (but 

also outside academic enquiry, in politics, economics, and public debate), concern about 

the impact of diversity on societies, the consequences of multicultural ideologies and 

policies, as well as the adaptation of immigrant populations.  

Initial interest in the effects of diversity emerged from economics, with research 

investigating the relationship between income, ethnic, and racial diversity and social 

cohesion (e.g., Alesina & La Ferrara, 2000; Costa & Khan, 2003). However, it was 

Putnam’s (2000) work—carried out in the US—that sparked a heated debate across the 

social sciences by claiming that ethnically heterogeneous communities are harmful, at 

least in the short-term, by undermining interpersonal trust and social cohesion. 

Although this conclusion was later qualified (Putnam, 2007), it initiated a scholarly 

debate concerning many forms of diversity — not just ethnicity but also gender, age, 

occupational, and disability — and their consequences for a host of social outcomes. 

Subsequent research (including an exhaustive meta-analysis by van der Meer & Tolsma, 

2014) intensified this debate by yielding mixed and inconclusive results (Gesthuizen, 

Van der Meer, & Scheepers, 2008; Uslaner, 2012; for a review see Portes & Vickstrom, 

2011), especially for data assessing these relationships in European countries (Hooghe, 

Reeskens, Stolle, & Trappers, 2009).  

http://pss.sagepub.com/content/early/2014/01/15/0956797613508956.full#ref-9
http://pss.sagepub.com/content/early/2014/01/15/0956797613508956.full#ref-9
http://pss.sagepub.com/content/early/2014/01/15/0956797613508956.full#ref-36
http://pss.sagepub.com/content/early/2014/01/15/0956797613508956.full#ref-11
http://pss.sagepub.com/content/early/2014/01/15/0956797613508956.full#ref-11
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The discussion about the effects of diversity is truly diverse in itself, as it has 

been a multidisciplinary concern involving a variety of perspectives within the social 

sciences. Given that diversity research focuses on the relationship between the social 

context (e.g., diversity in a neighbourhood) and individual-level variables (e.g., trust in 

members of another social group), we believe that this is particularly fertile ground for 

social psychologists to apply their methods and theory in explaining some of the current 

inconsistencies.  

The aim of this Special Issue of the European Journal of Social Psychology is to 

capitalise on the momentum that diversity research has gained and provide a social 

psychological perspective on this pressing social matter. Specifically, this Special Issue 

offers a collection of contributions that advance our knowledge of when and why 

diversity has harmful or positive consequences for individuals and their societies, and 

illuminates how potential ideologies and policies for managing diversity can be more or 

less effective. Interest in this research is timely, as demographic trends point to the 

continued increase of diversity in its many forms. There is, therefore, an urgent need to 

plan for these changes and it is likely that the quality of this planning will strongly 

influence the quality of people’s lives, and the sustainability of our societies and their 

economies.  

Diversity Research 

In his book Bowling Alone (Putnam, 2000), Robert Putnam presented the largest 

study of civic engagement in the United States, demonstrating the importance and 

decline of social capital in the US. Social capital consists of characteristics of social 

networks such as trust, collaboration, mutual obligations, and acceptance of social 

norms. Putnam found that, among the communities examined, ethnic diversity was 

associated with less trust in neighbours, lower political efficacy, lower levels of voter 
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registration, less volunteering, less involvement in community projects, and lower 

contributions to charity
 
(Putnam, 2007). These results were striking, and they 

strengthened concern, across the social sciences, about the effects of diversity. In 

economics and sociology, for example, scholars have noted that ethnic and racial 

diversity is associated with lower school funding
 
(Miguel & Gugerty, 2005), economic 

performance
 
(Alesina & La Ferrara, 2005), social trust, civic engagement, and political 

participation
 
(Kesler & Bloemraad, 2010). In a review of 15 studies, it was found that 

diversity in societies is consistently associated with lower levels of social capital
 
(Costa 

& Kahn, 2003). 

Although the abovementioned work portrays a gloomy picture of the 

consequences of ethnic diversity, recent research has questioned the inevitability of 

these conclusions. For example, in Canada it was found that diversity at the municipal 

level is positively associated with general trust in others
 
(Kazemipur, 2006). In the UK, 

scholars reported a negative association between diversity and social capital but noted 

that this effect depends on variables such as neighbourhood poverty or the respondents’ 

racial and ethnic background (Fieldhouse & Cutts, 2010). Other authors (Kesler & 

Bloemraad, 2010)
 
found that countries that promote equality and the integration of 

immigrants tend to experience declines in social capital as a function of diversity that 

are less pronounced than those reported by Putnam (2007). Van der Meer and Tolsma’s 

(2014) meta-analysis of 90 recent papers contributed greatly to this discussion. Not 

surprisingly, the authors found mixed support for Putnam’s hypothesis, but more 

importantly their findings led them to conclude that “a lack of theoretical substantiation 

on the mechanisms behind that supposed relationship has only increased the cacophony 

of seemingly contrary empirical findings” (van der Meer & Tolsma, 2014, p. 471). To 

contribute to the identification of these potential mechanisms and the boundary 
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conditions of diversity effects, we next describe a series of questions raised by previous 

work that we believe to be of particular relevance to social psychology.  

The Scientific Challenges of Diversity Research 

An analysis of the potential variables explaining the effects of diversity must 

begin with a discussion of how diversity has been defined and measured in the 

literature. In what follows, we consider the importance of perceived diversity in 

particular, and its interaction with individual characteristics, in order to explain when 

diversity may be harmful or beneficial for intergroup outcomes. We then go on to 

review and discuss potential mechanisms explaining why diversity might have an 

impact on these outcomes.    

Objective diversity, perceived diversity, and potential moderators. There is 

no consensual definition of diversity. In the public sphere, diversity is strongly 

associated with racial heterogeneity (Bell & Hartman, 2007) and with cultural 

differences arising from migration (Lentin & Titley, 2008). In the social sciences 

though, diversity is often defined as social diversification in terms of a larger variety of 

social categories. It consists of the social heterogeneity found along numerous 

dimensions (e.g., ethnicity, religion, culture, age) within a specific area. Diversity tends 

to refer to group-based attributes that are inborn or largely immutable such as ethnicity 

or gender, but can also encompass fluid and changeable attributes such as education, 

work experience, or religious beliefs (Vertovec, 2012). In addition, it can refer to 

readily visible (or surface) characteristics (such as race, ethnicity, gender), or it can refer 

to characteristics that are not as easy to identify (deep-level diversity, such as 

differences in attitudes, values, beliefs; Jehn, Chadwick, & Thatcher, 1997).  

The broad ways in which diversity is defined translate into multiple methods of 

assessing this variable. Across the disciplines of economics, sociology, and political 
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science, research methods have privileged measures assessing “objective” diversity, or 

demographic diversity. Among these objective measures the most commonly used is the 

Herfindahl-Hirschman index (Hirschman, 1964) also known as the fractionalization 

index (Alesina, Devleeschauwer, Easterly, Kurlat, & Wacziarg, 2003), which indicates 

the probability that two individuals chosen at random would belong to a different 

demographic group. Other relevant objective measures are the polarisation index 

(Montalvo & Reynal-Querol, 2005) and other indices focusing on the level of 

dissimilarity and segregation in a given space (Massey & Denton, 1988). A popular 

alternative to these indices is to assess relative outgroup size, such as the percentage of 

minority group members in a country, society, or neighbourhood (e.g., Savelkoul, 

Hewstone, Scheepers, & Stolle, 2015). Overall, these measures tap into different aspects 

of demographic heterogeneity and are not directly comparable (for a more detailed 

discussion of these indices see Esteban, Mayoral, & Ray, 2012; Montalvo & Reynal-

Querol, 2005). 

Importantly, these measures entail some conceptual caveats. First, categorisation 

into social groups, even demographic social categories, is often not straightforward or 

consensually agreed upon. The fact that categorisations are open to negotiation 

questions the idea that diversity can ever be considered “objective.” Also, the same 

individual can be categorised according to either their race, ethnicity, immigrant status, 

citizenship, ancestry, or whether s/he is from a visible minority group. It is important to 

note that these divergent categorisations result in inconsistent measurement across 

studies, and this in itself may explain some of the contradictory findings found in the 

literature. Second, measuring diversity uniquely in terms of ethnicity provides a 

misleading unidimensional perspective on contemporary diversity. Ethnicity overlaps 

with immigration status, gender, education, and labour experiences, but rarely is there 
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an analysis of the interplay between these factors (Vertovec, 2007). Finally, we cannot 

assume that the diversity observed along these demographic lines corresponds to how it 

is estimated and perceived by individuals, and might impact their behaviour. Previous 

work has yielded weak to moderate correlations between “objective” and “perceived” 

diversity (e.g., Semyonov, Raijman, Tov, & Schmidt, 2004; Hooghe & De Vroome, 

2013). Objective diversity is typically assessed using areas that are physically defined 

by governments (e.g., countries, cities, postal codes), and these do not necessarily 

reflect the immediate environment with which individuals may have contact (Hipp & 

Boesen, 2013). Thus, a better understanding of the relationship between the social 

environment and the individual should serve to enhance our knowledge about the 

effects of diversity.  

Addressing these limitations, and drawing on the idea that individual perceptions 

mediate the relationship between the environment and behaviour, scholars have pointed 

to the significance of subjective diversity. Indeed, research has found that the effects of 

objective diversity on attitudes and behaviour only emerge when diversity is 

subjectively perceived (Alba, Rumbaut, & Marotz, 2005; Hooghe & De Vroome, 2013; 

Koopmans & Schaeffer, 2015). In a similar vein, perceived diversity was found to have 

an independent effect on social cohesion indicators, over and above that of objective 

diversity (Koopmans & Schaeffer, 2015). Others have suggested that perceived 

outgroup size, but not its actual size, is associated with anti-immigrant attitudes 

(Hooghe & De Vroome, 2013; Semyonov et al., 2004). Thus, one apparent limitation of 

many empirical investigations is that they do not measure and test the effects of 

perceived diversity (for exceptions see Scheepers, Gijsberts, & Coenders, 2002; 

Schlueter & Scheepers, 2010).  
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Advances can be made by attempting to understand what contextual, structural, 

or individual factors might shape these perceptions, or the discrepancy between 

“objective” and perceived diversity. In social psychology there is a long tradition of 

considering individual characteristics as moderators of the relationship between the 

context and intergroup processes (for a recent review see Hodson & Dhont, 2015). This 

is consistent with Stolle, Soroka, and Johnston’s (2008) argument that there is 

individual variation in the sensitivity to detect “objective” diversity. Thus, one potential 

avenue for research aiming to understand the effects of diversity is to examine in detail 

how individual characteristics might interact with the social environment in shaping 

one’s perceptions of diversity. This is an important issue given that it can potentially 

dictate individual responses to the environment and thus the effects of diversity on 

intergroup variables. Researchers have recently begun to examine the moderating role 

of individual levels of authoritarianism on these processes (Kauff, Asbrock, Thorner, & 

Wagner, 2013; van Assche, Roets, Dhont, & van Hiel, 2014). However, 

authoritarianism is only one of several potential moderators. Research on intergroup 

relations has also considered the relevance of personality factors (e.g., Big Five; Costa 

& McCrae, 1985), values (e.g., valuing harmony and equality; Heaven, Organ, 

Supavadeeprasit, & Leeson, 2006), social dominance orientation (Sidanius & Pratto, 

1999), conservatism (Wilson, 1973), system justification (Jost & Banaji, 1994), and 

religious fundamentalism (Batson & Stocks, 2004). Clearly, however, many other 

factors remain to be examined. There is thus much scope for social psychology to make 

a major contribution in explaining when diversity impacts intergroup relations. 

Although this research trend has just begun, it has the potential to provide a vital 

contribution to the multidisciplinary debate in diversity research.  
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The mechanisms underlying the effects of diversity. Research focusing on the 

effects of diversity has tended to test a direct relationship between diversity and 

outcomes, with little empirical effort to explain the mechanisms underpinning such 

effects. This might possibly be due to researchers’ assumption that negative effects of 

diversity stem from feelings of intergroup threat, although other possible mechanisms, 

including those that might explain positive effects of diversity, have been less 

examined. This has attracted criticism, arguing that work has been conducted in an 

atheoretical manner (e.g., Hewstone, 2015; van der Meer & Tolsma, 2014). To the best 

of our knowledge, the only exceptions to this lack of theoretical substantiation have 

emerged from social psychology. For example, Schmid, Al Ramiah, and Hewstone 

(2014) showed that the effects of ethnic diversity on outgroup, ingroup, and 

neighbourhood trust are mediated by intergroup contact and perceived intergroup threat. 

It was found that positive contact and lower perceived threat associated with diversity 

suppressed most negative direct effects on trust. Relatedly, Green, Sarrasin, Baur, and 

Fasel (2015) found that intergroup contact and perceived threat mediated the effect of 

ethnic diversity on radical right-wing voting. 

Other promising mechanisms that might explain the ways in which diversity 

affects outcomes are through individual characteristics that can emerge (or become 

more salient) by immersion in a diverse environment. For example, Schmid, Hewstone, 

and Al Ramiah (2013) demonstrated that ethnic diversity is associated with lower 

ingroup bias and less social distance, and that this effect is explained by the individuals’ 

increased social identity complexity in ethnically diverse contexts. It has also been 

found that diversity experiences (e.g., being exposed to diversity courses, community 

events) are associated with more inclusive intergroup attitudes (for a review see 

Aberson, 2010). Moreover, being exposed to diversity improves perspective-taking 
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regarding outgroup targets (Leung & Chiu, 2010; Todd & Galinsky, 2012), and the 

intergroup contact following from such immersion in a diverse context is likely to 

increase intergroup empathy (Swart, Hewstone, Christ, & Voci, 2011).  

The affective ties and social identities developed within diverse contexts should 

also contribute to explaining the effects of diversity on intergroup relations. Affective 

ties and attachment tend to be seen as preconditions to the formation of social capital 

(Laurence & Bentley, 2016) and social cohesion (Greif, 2009). Indeed, research has 

shown that neighbourhood attachment tends to be lower in more diverse 

neighbourhoods (Górny & Toruńczyk-Ruiz, 2014; Greif, 2009; Laurence & Bentley, 

2016), and this might help to explain why diversity erodes social capital in these 

situations. However, it is important to note that the existing evidence does not rule out 

alternative explanations, such as the possibility that diverse neighbourhoods might also 

be poorer neighbourhoods that benefit less from regeneration programmes. 

Whilst diversity creates opportunities for intergroup contact, it can also 

contribute to the increased salience of social categorisation. This categorisation is 

important for intergroup relations given that individuals tend to experience more 

positive affect (Otten & Moskowitz, 2000) and tend to be more helpful towards those 

they categorise as ingroup versus outgroup members
 
(Gaertner, Dovidio, Anastasio, 

Bachman, & Rust, 1993). Sharing social identity is also crucial for the development of 

trust. Work in experimental economics, for example, has demonstrated that participants 

who play the “trust game” display significantly more trust for others when they belong 

to the same ethnic group (Glaeser, Laibson, Scheinkman, & Soutter, 2000). Likewise, 

sharing social identity increases cooperation in public goods games (Eckel & Grossman, 

2005) and coordination
 
(Charness, Rigotti, & Rustichini, 2007).  



THE OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES OF DIVERSITY      13 

 

It is clear from these findings that how individuals define themselves and who is 

included in their groups has important implications for determining whom they trust, 

whom they are willing to help and cooperate with, and with whom they would like to 

have contact. On the other hand, categorisation into different groups is a precondition 

for ingroup favouritism to occur (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This could potentially lead to 

status differentiation between groups and pave the way for prejudice and discrimination. 

It is thus also meaningful to examine how the harmful effects of discrimination and 

beneficial effects of sharing social identity might in tandem account for the overall 

effect of diversity on intergroup relations. Evidence of this potential relationship can be 

found in research showing that stigmatisation of minority groups can undermine shared 

identity at the neighbourhood level, which in turn can lead to individual disengagement 

from the community (Stevenson, McNamara, & Muldoon, 2014).  

The research reviewed above provides initial directions, but a lot more needs to 

be done in order to fully understand the impact of diversity on intergroup relations. 

Previous research has typically examined a single mechanism (for an exception see 

Schmid et al., 2014), but it is likely that several variables might be working in parallel. 

What is more, some of these mechanisms (e.g., discrimination, stigmatisation, and 

perceived threat) may explain some of the negative implications of diversity, but others 

should account for the beneficial consequences of diversity (e.g., sharing social identity 

and intergroup contact). For this reason, a full understanding of the effects of diversity 

requires the development of more complex models mapping possible suppression of 

beneficial effects and facilitation of harmful effects that may push or pull in different 

directions. 
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Ideologies and Policies for Managing Diversity 

 The increasing diversity in societies today raises important challenges ranging 

from equality concerns to the optimal placement of individuals in society. To 

successfully manage diversity, it is important to distinguish whether policies are 

directed towards society as a whole, or towards smaller social structures within the 

society, such as work organizations. 

The ideology of multiculturalism. Ideologies such as assimilation (Davies, 

Steele, & Markus, 2008; Verkuyten, 2005) and colour blindness (Rosenthal & Levy, 

2010) have been studied in relation to diversity. Whilst assimilation promotes the 

unilateral adoption of the majority group’s culture for all groups in society; colour 

blindness is the disregard of any racial and ethnic categorisations (for reviews of these 

ideologies, see Berry, 2005; Plaut, 2010; Rosenthal & Levy, 2010). Despite the well-

intentioned goals of these ideologies they are often counterproductive. For example, 

colour blindness can be endorsed as a well-meaning way of decreasing bias: if one does 

not notice another’s race, then one cannot engage in prejudicial behaviour. However, 

this is not the case in practice given that people do encode quite effortlessly the race of 

others (Ito & Urland, 2003), and making an effort to be colourblind while automatically 

noticing colour undermines efforts to be unbiased (Norton, Sommers, Apfelbaum, Pura, 

& Ariely, 2006). Research has supported this view by revealing that exposure to a 

colourblind ideology often leads to more racial bias (e.g., Richeson & Nussbaum, 

2004), and ignoring racial difference renders communication less efficient, nonverbal 

behaviours less friendly, and depletes executive or cognitive capacity (Apfelbaum, 

Sommers, & Norton, 2008; Norton et al., 2006). Of importance, these ideologies do not 

support diversity as they do not acknowledge heterogeneity within societies.  
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By contrast, multiculturalism corresponds to the notion that social group 

memberships are important and add value to the wider society, so they must be 

acknowledged and valued in diverse settings (for reviews, see Plaut, 2010; Stevens, 

Plaut, & Sanchez-Burks, 2008). As such, this ideology focuses on the differences 

between group memberships, whilst considering their positive consequences for both 

the individual and society. This has been supported by a long tradition in social 

psychological and cross-cultural research acknowledging the positive effects of cultural 

and ethnic minority identities (e.g., Berry, 2001; Branscombe, Schmitt, & Harvey, 

1999; Cohen & Garcia, 2005; Jetten, Haslam, & Haslam, 2012; Sellers, Rowley, 

Chavous, Shelton, & Smith, 1997). Moreover, research reveals that exposure to an 

ideological approach acknowledging the importance of diversity (e.g., multiculturalism) 

reduces majority group members’ prejudice towards minorities (Richeson & Nussbaum, 

2004). 

Despite its various benefits, multiculturalism as a policy has been criticised 

recently for promoting the self-segregation of minorities, which can hinder the 

integration of immigrants into the receiving society’s social and economic structures 

(Koopmans, Statham, Giugni, & Passy, 2008). There is also resistance from majority 

group members, who tend to consider multiculturalism as threatening (Verkuyten, 

2005). This is especially the case for majority group members who identify strongly 

with their ethnic group (Morrison, Plaut, & Ybarra, 2010), those who perceive that 

intergroup relations are characterised by zero-sum conflict (Correll, Park, Judd, 

Wittenbrink, Sadler, & Keesee, 2008), and those who tend to score high on right wing 

authoritarianism (Kauff et al., 2013). Overall, majority group members tend to believe 

that multiculturalism is relevant to minority groups (or for their benefit) and feel 
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excluded from this ideology (Dover, Major, & Kaiser, 2016; Plaut, Garnett, Buffardi, & 

Sanchez-Burks, 2011).   

It is thus clear that multiculturalism may have opposing effects on majority and 

minority group members and that one of the challenges is to convey this ideology in 

ways that can benefit both groups. Some recent research has begun to address this 

possibility. For example, Yogeeswaran and Dasgupta (2014) showed that in response to 

abstract (compared to concrete) forms of multiculturalism, White Americans exhibit 

less prejudice against minorities and experience lower perceived threat to their national 

identity. Another way of making multiculturalism more appealing for majority groups is 

to change their self-conceptions. Morrison and Chung (2011) demonstrated that white 

American participants reported more support for multiculturalism when led to define 

themselves as “European American” rather than as “White.” 

It follows from these findings that multiculturalism can be a promising ideology 

for promoting positive intergroup relations. However, more research is needed in order 

to fully understand how to promote its positive effects. Recent work has suggested that, 

among majority groups, political conservatism (Yogeeswaran & Dasgupta, 2014) and 

right-wing authoritarianism (Kauff et al., 2013) moderate the effects of multiculturalism 

on intergroup attitudes. Here, individual-level characteristics such as personality factors, 

values, social dominance orientation, or conservatism might be important for 

understanding the boundary conditions of the effects of multiculturalism (for a detailed 

discussion of the moderating role of these variables, see Hodson & Dhont, 2015).  

Another promising avenue for future research is to reframe multiculturalism in 

terms that are more inclusive of majority groups. This could perhaps involve focusing 

on group differences with equal emphasis on majority and minority groups, 

emphasising common goals, or making similarities salient. The challenge would be to 
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better understand the delicate balance between recognising differences and developing 

meaningful similarities, between group identities and individuals, and between equality 

and differential treatment. Whilst initial research on multiculturalism has focused 

mainly on the integration of minority groups, research should (and some work already 

does) account for both majority and minority perspectives with the aim of providing 

optimal outcomes for both groups. 

Managing diversity in the workplace. In employment settings, the inclusion of 

individuals independent of their demographic background is a matter of fairness and 

social justice (Eagly, 2016; Van Dijk, Van Engen, & Paauwe, 2012). Yet, 

discrimination results in the systematic exclusion of various groups (e.g., women, ethnic 

minorities, older adults) from many opportunities. Scholars (e.g., Fullinwider, 2014) 

have advocated in favour of affirmative action and anti-discrimination polices with the 

aim of restoring social justice. These policies are, however, often misunderstood, and 

they have met with considerable public resistance (Crosby, Sabattini, & Aizawa, 2013; 

Kahlenberg, 2013); in fact, they are considered illegal in some countries (Deitch & 

Hegewisch, 2013). 

The consequences of different policies in the workplace for organisational 

dynamics have been widely explored by social psychological research (for recent 

reviews see Apfelbaum, Phillips, & Richeson, 2014; Eagly, 2016; Ellemers, 2014; 

Galinsky, Todd, Homan et al., 2015; Paluck, 2006; Paluck & Green, 2009). Although 

many positive effects are documented, such as an increased number of minority 

members applying to vacancies in organizations with explicit commitment to equality 

and diversity (McNab & Johnston, 2002), recent research raises concern that the 

existence of diversity policies might in fact increase blindness to actual instances of 
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discrimination (Kirby, Kaiser, & Major, 2015). More research is needed to understand 

how this negative effect can be counteracted.  

In addition, researchers have examined how members of majority and minority 

groups perceive specific policies. One of the most popular and direct forms of 

affirmative action is the quota-based selection scheme, which ensures that a certain 

number of jobs are awarded to a particular population (Harrison, Kravitz, Mayer, Leslie, 

& Lev-Arey, 2006; Kravitz, 2008; Kravitz & Platania, 1993). As well intentioned as 

quota-based selection might be, reactions to these policies are not always positive. In 

fact, they tend to result in lower perceived social equality and poorer evaluations of 

leaders (Walker, Feild, Giles, Armenakis, & Bernerth, 2009; Walker, Feild, Giles, 

Bernerth, & Short 2011). Quota-based policies are likely to enhance injustice 

perceptions, especially for those who do not benefit from them, given that they are 

thought to violate merit-based norms (Harrison et al., 2006; Slaughter, Bulger, & 

Bachioci, 2005; Slaughter, Sinar, & Bachiochi, 2002). In addition, if implemented 

without adequate justification of their need, quotas can negatively affect team processes, 

such as reducing cooperation (Dorrough, Ziolkowska, Barreto, & Glockner, 2016). 

Perhaps ironically, these policies also have the reverse and unintended effect of 

harming those whom they were meant to benefit (for reviews, see Crosby, Iyer, & 

Sincharoen, 2006; Leslie, Mayer, & Kravitz, 2014). For example, research has shown 

that women became less interested in leadership positions when gender was decisive in 

the selection process (e.g., Heilman, Lucas, & Kaplow, 1990) and often experience self-

doubt when they are hired in this way (Brown, Charnsangavej, Keough, Newman, & 

Rentfrow, 2000). This is, however, counteracted when it is made clear that the selection 

procedure also involved a consideration of merit (Brown et al., 2000).  
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Given the clear need for policies that assist organizations with equality and 

diversity management, research needs to continue moving beyond the identification of 

positive and negative effects of diversity to identify which policies effectively manage 

diversity and how they must be implemented to serve this purpose.  

Overview of the Current Special Issue 

 In this Special Issue of the European Journal of Social Psychology, we aimed to 

bring together cutting-edge research advancing knowledge of when and why diversity 

has harmful or positive consequences for individuals and their societies, as well as 

shedding light on the effectiveness of ideologies and policies in managing diversity. 

From over 40 initial submissions, we selected nine empirical articles. In this collection 

we aimed to include a wide scope of perspectives in social psychology, examining 

different forms of diversity (e.g., ethnic, gender, age diversity), and integrating a variety 

of methods (e.g., correlational and experimental) focusing on both cross-country 

comparisons and within-country analyses. 

In the first article, van Asche, Roets, Dhont, and Van Hiel report a study 

addressing the role of authoritarianism in shaping people’s perceptions of 

neighbourhood ethnic diversity and its implications for intergroup relations. With a 

large neighbourhood-level study in the Netherlands, the authors tested whether 

authoritarianism moderates the relationship between objective and perceived diversity. 

They further hypothesised that perceived diversity would mediate the effects of 

objective diversity on outgroup threat, anxiety, and mistrust. Results from this study 

showed that among individuals high in authoritarianism, greater objective diversity was 

associated with outgroup negativity, mediated by increased perceived diversity. On the 

other hand, those who were low in authoritarianism showed a similar effect that was 

attenuated because objective diversity was negatively associated with outgroup 
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negativity. Notable features of this research are that it assessed both objective and 

subjective diversity and that it assessed both moderators and mediators of the effects of 

ethnic diversity, shedding light on why conflicting effects have been documented on 

prior research.  

Toruńczyk-Ruiz and Lewicka present an analysis of perceived diversity at the 

neighbourhood level and its effects on neighbourhood attachment in Poland. Their 

research is among the first to examine the impact of ethnic diversity together with two 

additional relevant sources of heterogeneity at the neighbourhood level — age and 

income diversity. To further understand the effects of diversity on neighbourhood 

attachment, the authors test with a large survey the moderating role of neighbourhood 

ties with outgroup members as well as the mediating role of appraisals of the 

environment. A further interesting aspect of this research is that objective diversity was 

calculated using the notion of egohoods (Hipp & Boesen, 2013), which is based on the 

idea that neighbourhoods are personally defined, instead of physically determined. 

Results from an analysis controlling for objective diversity showed that perceived ethnic 

diversity was positively associated with neighbourhood attachment, mediated by 

appraisals of the environment. However, the pattern for age and income diversity was 

reversed, such that among individuals with few ties with neighbours of different ages, 

there was a negative correlation between age diversity and attachment. Likewise, 

perceived income diversity was negatively related to attachment. This pattern of results 

is explained in terms of the socio-cultural context, more specifically, the level and 

meaning of diversity in society. This research provides an interesting contribution to the 

discussion of the effects of diversity, by suggesting that they may depend upon the type 

of diversity being considered. It also highlights the significance of achieving 

neighbourhood ties with outgroup members for shaping a positive experience.  
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With today’s increasing international migration, the recognition of minority 

group rights (on the part of both majority and minority groups) is considered to be one 

of the main challenges in multicultural societies (Human Development Report, 2004). 

Christ, Kauff, Schmid, and Hewstone address this issue by investigating whether 

majority group members’ intergroup contact is associated with increased support for 

ingroup rights among minorities, at the level of the social context. In two studies, the 

authors examine ethnic diversity at the neighbourhood level. Whilst Study 1 provides a 

cross-country analysis using the European Social Survey including 22 European 

countries; Study 2 offers a more detailed analysis using a within-country perspective by 

means of a large survey in Switzerland. Results from both studies revealed that minority 

group members are more likely to support anti-discrimination laws and immigrant rights 

when they live in contexts where majority group members have positive intergroup 

contact experiences (thus majority group members’ contact level has a facilitative, 

rather than ‘sedative’, effect on minority members’ support for collective action). These 

findings speak to the significance of the social context in shaping minorities’ support for 

group rights across Europe. They further suggest that increasing positive intergroup 

contact is a fruitful approach for paving the way to social change and improving the 

status of minority groups. It follows from this research that the increased intergroup 

contact facilitated in diverse communities is associated with positive outcomes when 

this contact is also positive. 

The contribution of Sparkman, Blanchar, and Eidelman represents a novel 

perspective introducing the concept of openness motivation (i.e., the desire for 

multicultural experiences) as a mechanism fuelling the ability of multicultural 

experiences to reduce intercultural prejudice. The authors present two studies conducted 

in the U.S. In Study 1, with cross-sectional data, they found that the frequency of self-
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reported multicultural experiences was associated with greater openness, which in turn 

was associated with prejudice reduction. These findings were extended in Study 2, 

where the authors manipulated participants’ multicultural experiences. Results from this 

study revealed that, compared to a control condition, individuals who were exposed to 

cultural elements and members of foreign cultures reported more openness motivation 

and less prejudice toward various cultural groups (openness was a partial mediator of 

this effect). Such findings suggest a positive effect of diversity on the individual. They 

indicate that being exposed to multicultural environments can improve intercultural 

attitudes by varying the motivation to re-examine pre-existing assumptions, generate 

alternative hypotheses, and consider novel information.  

The fifth contribution to this Special Issue is among the articles that explore the 

effectiveness of ideologies and policies in managing diversity. Rios and Wynn provide a 

stimulating perspective on the ideology of multiculturalism. This ideology has been at 

the centre of multiple recent debates and has been widely regarded as a viable method 

for tackling some of the challenges posed by the increased diversity in societies. Despite 

its positive consequences for minority groups (e.g., Plaut, Thomas, & Goren, 2009), 

research has shown that multiculturalism is often resisted by majority group members, 

particularly those who strongly identify with their ethnicity (Verkuyten, 2005). To 

attenuate majority group members’ resistance to this ideology, Rios and Wynn explore 

the idea that multiculturalism can be presented in ways that are more suitable and 

appreciated by the majority. Across two experiments in the U.S., the authors found that 

highly identified White Americans showed less racial prejudice when exposed to a view 

of multiculturalism as a concrete learning opportunity, as opposed to a concrete set of 

policies or a concrete ideology. They also showed that this effect was mediated by high 

identifiers’ increased perception that diversity benefits themselves and society as a 
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whole. These findings provide an exciting perspective suggesting a significant way in 

which to motivate prejudice reduction and support for multiculturalism among majority 

group members.  

A growing critique of multiculturalism is that it neglects majorities and favours 

ethnic and racial minorities (Goodhart, 2013). To address this issue, scholars argued that 

societies need a shared sense of national unity across cultural differences (e.g., Cantle, 

2012). In their paper, Verkuyten, Martinovic, Smeekes, and Kross identified a number 

of factors leading to people’s support (or rejection) of a common national belonging. 

The authors present three survey studies in which they explore the role of socio-cultural 

and inequality beliefs as possible predictors of a sense of common belonging in the 

Netherlands. In all three studies, endorsement of a right-wing orientation and lower 

education were associated with lower support of common national belonging. Results 

also showed that deprovincialisation and autochthony were strong mediators of these 

relationships. These findings were similar for native majority members and immigrants, 

and provide a significant initial step for the understanding of how sharing a common 

belonging may better accommodate diversity.  

The seventh paper in this collection moves the focus to the effectiveness of 

policies to accommodate diversity in the workplace. In this paper, Shaughnessy, Braun, 

Hentschel, and Peus addressed the process through which quota-based selection systems 

impact people’s decisions to pursue employment. The authors conducted an 

experimental study in Germany presenting an online press release that included (vs. did 

not include) information that hiring would be based on quotas. Both male and female 

participants who read that the company intended to increase either the number of 

women or of different nationalities among upper management rated the selection 

process as less procedurally fair, the organisation as less attractive, with less prestige, 
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and also anticipated lower organisational support. These evaluations, in turn, predicted 

less interest in applying for the management position. These findings highlight the perils 

of quota-based selection. The authors alert us to the need for careful planning when 

implementing a quota, paying particular attention to adequate communication and 

changes in the organisational culture.  

In a similar vein as the previous paper, Nater and Sczesny investigate how 

diversity management affects individuals’ decisions to pursue employment. However, in 

their article, Nater and Sczesny examine how different leadership job advertisements 

affect women’s and men’s inclination to apply. In an experimental study, participants 

from different European countries read advertisements with a number of gender policies 

(no statement vs. women explicitly invited to apply vs. preferential treatment of equally 

qualified women vs. quota of 40% women). Results indicated that, compared to the 

control condition and to men, women in the conditions where they were invited to apply 

or were treated preferentially reported higher self-ascribed fit, which in turn led them to 

be more inclined to apply. Interestingly, in the condition where quota regulations were 

active, female participants revealed neither an increased self-ascribed fit nor higher 

inclinations to apply. The mechanisms explaining the effects of the quota regulation and 

the no-statement condition were identical. That is, only participants with higher agency 

levels were more inclined to apply due to an increase in self-ascribed fit. This research 

suggests that only some policies may be fruitful in promoting women’s interest in 

leadership positions. These results contribute to our understanding of how diversity in 

the workplace can be more efficiently managed. 

Finally, Faniko, Ellemers, and Derks examined the hypothesis that the ‘Queen 

Bee’ effect does not necessarily reflect a reluctance of successful women to support 

other women as previously supposed. Rather, it reflects senior women’s identification 
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with other women like themselves, and disidentification with women unlike themselves 

who do not emphasise their careers. Study 1 was conducted in Switzerland among 

female employees and was based on an experimental design manipulating the target 

(either junior or manager position). It was found that, compared to junior women, 

female managers identified more strongly with successful women and supported 

measures that would benefit these women. However, they were less identified with 

women who put their family first, they viewed themselves as more masculine than 

junior women, and they were less likely to endorse measures to support junior women. 

In Study 2, the authors used the same study design but this time also recruited male 

participants in order to compare women’s Queen Bee responses to men’s Alpha Male 

responses. They found both Queen Bee and Alpha Male effects. Specifically, both 

female and male managers rated their masculinity as higher than their same-gender 

junior colleagues. When compared to male managers, female managers were more 

strongly identified with their successful senior colleagues. Overall, the authors found 

that women and men identify with different subgroups of same-gender colleagues as a 

function of their status and life choices. Another implication is that women managers 

reported self-group distancing and were more reluctant to support gender equality 

policies only when those policies were to benefit junior women whom they perceived as 

different from themselves. Yet, it was also apparent that female managers supported 

other women who they thought were like themselves and worthy of such support. These 

findings have important implications for our understanding of how (female) managers 

respond to gender diversity in the workplace.  

Concluding remarks 

 Diversity research has yielded discrepant findings (van der Meer & Tolsma, 

2014). To address these inconsistencies, work presented in this Special Issue has 
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identified several moderators and mediators of the relationship between diversity and 

intergroup relational outcomes. Collectively, this research contributes by illustrating the 

important role of individual differences in moderating how individuals perceive 

diversity and react to that diversity (van Asche et al., 2016). In addition, it demonstrates 

that perceived diversity, intergroup contact, and openness motivation contribute to 

understanding how diversity can be beneficial to intergroup relations (Christ et al., 

2016; Sparkman et al., 2016; van Asche et al., 2016). One of the novel aspects of the 

papers presented here is that the results were obtained with a wide range of previously 

unexplored outcome variables including outgroup negativity, support for minority group 

rights, and neighbourhood affect. It also presented the first study examining different 

dimensions of diversity (i.e., ethnic, age, and income diversity) within the same 

environment (Toruńczyk-Ruiz & Lewicka, 2016).  

 The work exploring the effectiveness of ideologies and policies for managing 

diversity also contributed interesting and novel findings. Specifically, it was found that 

different levels of right-wing orientation, education, deprovincialisation, and 

autochthony are important in determining the effects of ideologies on intergroup 

relations (Verkuyten et al., 2016). In addition, work presented here provides guidance 

concerning how multiculturalism should be conveyed so that this ideology is less 

threatening and more appealing to majority groups (Rios & Wynn, 2016). Regarding the 

effectiveness of affirmative action policies, it was found that procedural justice and self-

ascribed fit following from quota-based selection are significant variables in explaining 

the effects of these policies on applicants’ motivations to apply (Nater & Sczesny, 2016; 

Shaughnessy et al., 2016). One important conclusion from this work is that quota-based 

selection might not be the most effective form of affirmative action. Other less direct 

forms of affirmative action such as inviting minority group members to apply or treating 
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them preferentially are related to greater motivation to apply for leadership positions 

(Nater & Sczesny, 2016). Alternatively, if quota-based procedures are used, their 

implementation needs to be carefully considered so as to prevent these negative 

reactions. 

Despite the significant advances made by the articles in this Special Issue, 

important conceptual questions still remain. First, outcome variables could be more 

richly conceptualised, and researchers could employ multi-item measures, which are not 

currently typical in large survey studies. For example, social capital is a rather broad 

term, referring to the resources that individuals extract from social networks (Bourdieu, 

1997), to the density and number of social ties (Coleman, 1990), or to a public good 

(Putnam, Leonardi, & Nanetti, 1994). Scholars have argued that it is crucial to 

distinguish between bonding social capital (i.e., links with fellow ingroup members) and 

bridging social capital (i.e., links between groups), but this is often ignored (see, e.g., 

Savelkoul et al., 2015). In contrast, Van der Meer and Tolsma (2014) are more detailed 

in their conceptualisation and suggest defining social capital as social cohesion, which 

in turn can be further divided along the dimensions of formality (formal or informal), 

mode (attitudinal and behavioural), target (ingroup, outgroup, general population), and 

geographical scope (neighbourhood, city, and country). These inconsistent 

conceptualisations and measurement issues limit inter-study comparisons and might 

create some of the discrepancies found in extant work (Portes & Vickstrom, 2011). 

Hence, refining these measures could perhaps explain some of these discrepancies, a 

task for which social psychologists might be able to offer invaluable guidance. It is also 

important to note that most outcomes previously analysed in diversity research are 

psychological variables (e.g., trust), and there is therefore a need for social 
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psychologists to contribute to the theoretical refinement of these measures as well as to 

extend their collaboration to teams designing large-scale surveys.  

 Second, there is little longitudinal research available; previous work has largely 

been cross-sectional (for an exception see Laurence & Bentley, 2016). An analysis of 

how the effects of diversity evolve over time is crucial, since evidence suggests that 

examining the long-term and sustained relationship between diversity and intergroup 

relations might reveal different results from those found so far in cross-sectional work. 

Specifically, research has shown that, when compared to same-race interactions, 

interracial interactions produce more stress and anxiety (for a meta-analysis of these 

findings, see Toosi, Babbitt, Ambady, & Sommers, 2012; Trawalter, Richeson, & 

Shelton, 2009). However, with the increasing opportunities for intergroup contact in 

highly diverse contexts, it is likely that this contact will reduce intergroup prejudice (for 

a meta-analysis of this effect, see Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). With continued interaction, 

there is thus evidence that the negative effects of diversity could, in some cases, be 

suppressed by more positive ones (as shown by Schmid et al., 2014). Consistent with 

this, scholars have recently argued that the heightened anxiety and other negative 

outcomes of interpersonal relations may be dissipated with time (MacInnis & Page-

Gould, 2015). Moreover, apart from disentangling short-term from long-term effects, 

longitudinal studies can also contribute to our knowledge about causality. In fact, in 

neighbourhood diversity, for example, there should be a high degree of self-selection 

(i.e., individuals who are open to diversity are more likely to move into more diverse 

neighbourhoods). A similar effect could be observed at the workplace with 

organisations being more open to diversity recruiting a more demographically diverse 

workforce. In general, however, we would expect weaker self-selection effects for the 

workplace than the neighbourhood, given a limited supply of jobs, the need to fit one’s 
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skills to the job, and so on. Nonetheless, these are important confounds, and there is an 

urgent need for longitudinal work to shed light on these questions.  

 Furthermore, the increasing mobility of people around the world poses a range 

of challenges that clearly require certain forms of both identity change and development 

of new identities for individuals and their societies. It also follows that diversity 

discourse tends to be orientated in a way such that Whites are seen as the hosts, whilst 

other ethnic groups are outgroups or guests in their societies. Unfortunately, social 

identity and categorisation matters have been largely neglected thus far. Future research 

could perhaps examine intergroup relations in diverse societies in light of the Common 

Ingroup Identity Model (Dovidio, Gaertner, Hodson, Houlette, & Johnson, 2005), for 

example, and study under which circumstances different groups within a neighbourhood 

might be able to share a common and inclusive identity (i.e., superordinate identity), 

leading to more positive intergroup attitudes.  

Finally, one of the goals of this Special Issue was to understand how current 

policies manage diversity and may counteract the decline of social capital. It is 

important to use the knowledge developed in the social sciences to develop analyses 

that will be of practical benefit to leaders and policy makers responsible for managing 

the broad range of diversity challenges faced by the world today. However, despite the 

increasing effort of social scientists to contribute to issues of public policy, the lack of 

consensus in diversity research limits the impact of science on policy, and may even 

damage the relationship between science and policy (Eagly, 2016). On top of this, the 

complex structures promoting discrimination and the disadvantage of certain groups in 

society may resist future policies. For example, Galinsky and colleagues (2015) have 

argued that transparency is vital to guarantee that individuals with different 

demographic characteristics be selected for certain jobs (see also Uhlmann & Cohen, 
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2005). Research has also shown that the language used in job advertisements (e.g., the 

ideal candidate should be “competitive”, “dominant”) can lower the motivation of 

women to apply because of lower perceived fit (Gaucher, Friesen, & Kay, 2011). 

Furthermore, it has been found 

 

 that monitoring and formal mentoring enhances the number of Black and White 

women being promoted (Kalev, Dobbin, & Kelly, 2006). However, despite current 

policies against discrimination and promoting equality, not all companies follow these 

procedures, and transparency is far from being a standard in some companies, societies, 

and countries. This calls for a change in society, and investigating diversity matters.  
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