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Abstract

This research examined preferences for national- and campus-level assimilative and pluralistic policies among Black and White
students under different contexts, as majority- and minority-group members. We targeted attitudes at two universities, one
where 85% of the student body is White, and another where 76% of students are Black.The results revealed that when a group
constituted the majority, its members generally preferred assimilationist policies, and when a group constituted the minority,
its members generally preferred pluralistic policies. The results support a functional perspective: Both majority and minority

groups seek to protect and enhance their collective identities.
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As societies grow more diverse, developing peaceful methods
of integration is increasingly important. The two most promi-
nent integration ideologies are assimilation, according to
which immigrants should be absorbed into the dominant soci-
ety while relinquishing their original group culture, and plural-
ism, according to which immigrants should retain cultural
distinctiveness while simultaneously identifying with the
dominant culture (Berry, 2001). In general, members of host
nations prefer assimilation, and members of immigrant groups
favor pluralism (Pfafferott & Brown, 2006; \Verkuyten &
Yildiz, 2006; Zagefka & Brown, 2002). Although research on
differing group-integration preferences has focused on host
and immigrant cultures, similar differences occur between
Whites and Blacks in the United States (Ryan, Hunt, Weible,
Peterson, & Casas, 2007; Wolsko, Park, Judd, & Wittenbrink,
2000), though each group has contributed historically to the
development of the nation. Whites generally prefer assimila-
tion, whereas Blacks, like immigrant groups, prefer pluralism
(Dovidio, Gaertner, & Kafati, 2000; Plaut, Thomas, & Goren,
2009). These parallels in preference for assimilation or plural-
ism suggest that preferences for different integration ideolo-
gies may be rooted in strategic considerations serving to
satisfy group-based needs (Dovidio, Gaertner, & Saguy, 2009).
The research reported here investigated how group prefer-
ences for these ideologies fluctuate as a function of group-
based concerns.

Building on social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979),
we posit that integration preferences may stem from motiva-
tions to perpetuate the group’s values and distinctiveness from
other groups. Assimilation allows the majority group to main-
tain the dominance of its values, thereby maintaining its posi-
tive social identity (Dovidio et al., 2009). Yet for a minority
group, pluralism maximally enhances social identity by foster-
ing positive distinctiveness from the dominant culture while
establishing the legitimacy of this identity (Brewer, 1991;
Scheepers, Spears, Doosje, & Manstead, 2006).

Several studies have obtained results consistent with this
proposed functional fluidity of integration preferences. Group
preferences may shift as a function of social context (Schmitt,
Branscombe, & Kappen, 2003), and groups endorse culture
maintenance more when an intergroup context is salient than
when an intragroup context salient (Verkuyten & de Wolf,
2002). Verkuyten and Yildiz (2006) found that Turkish and
Kurdish immigrants living in The Netherlands and sharing
minority status equally supported local minority rights. How-
ever, when these immigrants answered questions regarding
minority rights in Turkey (where Turks constitute the majority
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but Kurds remain a minority), Turks endorsed minority rights
less than Kurds did.

We argue that integration ideologies of Blacks and Whites
in the United States are functional and therefore vary accord-
ing to group-based needs in a given context. To the extent that
integration preferences address the functional needs of the
group, members shift their preferences systematically, depend-
ing on which ideology is most beneficial.

Adopting a functional perspective to understand why majority-
and minority-group members endorse different integration pref-
erences, we extended previous work by examining nonimmigrant
majority- and minority-group members in multiple contexts. We
examined integration preferences of students at two universities
located only 42 miles apart: Delaware State University, a pri-
marily Black school (76% Black), and the University of Dela-
ware, a primarily White institution (85% White).

We acknowledge that students at each university have
deliberately chosen the institution they attend and are
obviously not randomly assigned to their school condition.
Nevertheless, the proximity and histories of these two state
institutions offer a unique opportunity to examine the indepen-
dent effects of local- and national-level majority and minority
status on integration preferences. To explore the potential role
of basic differences in orientations between the two schools,
we assessed assimilation and pluralism preferences at both the
national level, a context in which Whites are the majority and
Blacks the minority regardless of the university attended, and
the campus level, where the majority and minority status of
Whites and Blacks depends on the specific university setting.
Evidence that students of a given race exhibit different
national-level integration preferences at the two universities
would indicate a potential participant selection bias. However,
a pattern in which White students at both universities and
Black students at both universities show different preferences
at the national level than at the campus level would demon-
strate that preferences vary with the setting, which would be
consistent with a functional perspective.

Thus, we hypothesized that in regard to national issues,
White students at both universities would advocate assimila-
tion more than Black students, whereas Blacks would endorse
pluralism more than Whites. For campus issues, however, we
predicted that each ethnic group would support assimilation
more when it constituted the majority group (Whites at the
University of Delaware, Blacks at Delaware State University)
than when it constituted the minority group (Whites at Dela-
ware State University, Blacks at the University of Delaware).
Similarly, we predicted that the minority groups would endorse
pluralism more strongly than the majority groups.

Method
Participants

A total of 480 students (350 female, 130 male) participated
in this study. The subsample at the University of Delaware, a

primarily White institution, included 209 Whites and 141
Blacks (mean age = 19.33 years, SD = 1.15). The subsample at
Delaware State University, a primarily Black institution,
included 29 Whites and 101 Blacks (mean age = 21.14 years,
SD =4.76).

Procedure

Participants, who were recruited via e-mail and by research
assistants at each campus, completed an online survey includ-
ing our items of interest and a variety of demographic ques-
tions. Upon completing the survey, participants were paid
$15.00.

Survey items were intended to assess participants’ endorse-
ment of assimilation and pluralism at both the national and the
campus level. Because of the distinct issues in national and
campus contexts, assimilation and pluralism items differed in
content depending on whether they addressed national or cam-
pus issues. Items were adapted from and inspired by previous
research (Berry & Kalin, 1995; Dovidio et al., 2000; Ryan et al.,
2007). Participants indicated how much they agreed or dis-
agreed with each statement on a scale from 1, strongly disagree,
to 7, strongly agree. We conducted confirmatory factor analysis
to verify that endorsements of national assimilation, national
pluralism, campus assimilation, and campus pluralism were dis-
tinct factors. One-, two-, and four-factor models were estimated
from the 28 items. Factor loadings clearly suggested that the
four-factor model fit the data best, *(344) = 1,074.6, p < .001;
root mean square error of approximation = .067; comparative fit
index = .85; relative fit index = .78; normed fit index = .80."
These factors (see Table 1) reflected endorsement of assimila-
tionist national policies (8 items; o = .81), pluralistic national
policies (4 items; o = .81), assimilationist campus policies
(9 items; o = .82), and pluralistic campus policies (7 items; o =
.85). For each factor, item scores were averaged to create a fac-
tor value; higher values reflect stronger support for the policies
addressed by a given factor.

It would have been uninformative and potentially mislead-
ing to compare the mean level of endorsement across the four
scales because content differed across the scales, and the level
of endorsement was presumably influenced by the specific
questions asked. For instance, scores for the endorsement of
national assimilation were lower than scores for all other
scales, across all groups. Therefore, we computed z scores for
each scale by normalizing across all participants simultane-
ously and then conducted analyses on the z scores.” After each
main analysis, we present the results of a supplementary anal-
ysis of covariance controlling for the background variables of
political conservatism, age, and parental education.

Results

We hypothesized that (a) in a national context, regardless of
university affiliation, Whites would show a greater preference
for assimilation than would Blacks, and Blacks would exhibit
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Table I. Items in Each Scale and Their Factor Loadings

Scale and item Loading

National assimilation

If people want to succeed in the USA, they should adopt strictly American values. 1.00

In the USA, there is no point emphasizing our different racial identities when we are all just .99
Americans.

To be a good American, it is best for people to de-emphasize their racial identities. .94

All children in this country should be taught to adopt the mainstream American values from 91
an early age.

We should have a single official language in this country for all citizens: English. .87

In the USA we should only celebrate American values, traditions and holidays. .84

In the USA, we should have one Miss America for all Americans, rather than a Miss America .59
for each racial group.

In the United States the government should devote more funds to common benefits for all .54

citizens rather than targeting some programs for specific racial groups.
National pluralism

We must appreciate the unique characteristics of each racial group in order to have a 1.00
cooperative society in the USA.

What makes the USA strong is that we are a mixture of different races and cultures. .99

The United States government should devote more funds to multicultural exhibits in national .95
museums in Washington, DC.

If we want to create a harmonious society in the USA, we must recognize that each racial .87

group has the right to maintain its own unique traditions.
Campus assimilation

There is no point emphasizing our different racial identities when we are all just students at 1.00
this university.

At this university, there should be a single center on campus for all students, rather than .98
separate cultural centers for students of different racial groups.

There should be a single student government on this campus, rather than separate ones 91
for different racial groups.

Applicants to this university should be treated without consideration of their racial .75
backgrounds.

This university should devote more funds to common activities for all students, rather than 74
targeting funds for particular racial groups.

| prefer to regard all students at this university simply as students rather than as Black .65
students or White students.

At this university, the established student government can serve all the students well. .57

At this university, students from different racial groups should all have the same set of core .53
values.

This university should treat students from different racial groups the same in all respects. .50

Campus pluralism

At this university, admissions should consider the value that different racial groups bring to 1.00
the university.

At this university, it is essential to ensure that there is diversity in terms of racial group .90
membership among the students, faculty and staff.

This university should devote more funds to multicultural activities on campus. .85

This university should require a course on the unique histories of the different racial groups .85
that compose our student body.

This university should respect the unique situations of students from different racial groups. .78

This university should promote the celebration of traditions of the different racial groups on .78
campus.

In classes at this university, all students benefit from the contributions of different racial groups. .70

a stronger preference for pluralism than would Whites, and (b) status at each university. Consistent with our hypothesis, a 2
in a campus context, preferences for assimilation and plural- (race: Black, White) x 2 (university: primarily White, primar-
ism would differ as a function of group majority or minority  ily Black) x 2 (ideology: assimilation, pluralism) x 2 (domain:
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Fig. I. Mean endorsement (z scores) of assimilation and pluralism at the national and campus levels among Black and

White participants at each university.

national, campus) mixed-model analysis of variance (ANOVA)
with repeated measures on the last two factors revealed a
significant four-way interaction, F(1, 476) = 10.60, p = .001,
an = .02 (see Fig. 1; for raw-score means, see Table 2).
This interaction remained significant even when controlling
for political conservatism, age, and parental education, F(1,
473)=9.91, p=.002, np2 =.02.

National level

Consistent with our hypotheses for the national domain, a 2
(race) x 2 (university) x 2 (ideology) ANOVA revealed the

Table 2. Mean Raw Scores for Endorsement of Assimilation
and Pluralism at the National and Campus Levels, by Race and
University

Primarily White ~ Primarily Black

Measure and racial group institution institution
National assimilation
Whites 4.15 3.83
Blacks 3.24 3.24
National pluralism
Whites 3.24 5.51
Blacks 591 5.72
Campus assimilation
Whites 5.20 5.89
Blacks 433 5.52
Campus pluralism
Whites 442 5.38
Blacks 5.81 5.31

predicted Race x Ideology interaction, F(1, 476) = 58.55, p <
001, n,? = .11. As anticipated, Whites (M = 0.518, SD = 0.88)
endorsed national assimilation more than Blacks (M = —0.272,
SD = 1.01), F(1, 476) = 51.94, p < .001, 0, = .10. Also, Blacks
(M =0.359, SD = 0.90) endorsed national pluralism more than
Whites (M = —0.272, SD = 0.96), F(1, 476) = 25.73, p < .001,
n.2 = .05. In addition, there was an unexpected marginally sig-
nificant Race x University x Ideology interaction, F(1, 476) =
3.81, p=.051, npz =.01. Asillustrated in the left-hand panels of
Figure 1, the basic pattern of Whites showing a greater prefer-
ence for national assimilation and Blacks showing a greater
preference for national pluralism was found for both campuses,
but this Race x Ideology interaction was stronger for students at
the primarily White institution, F(1, 348) = 105.58, p < .001,
n,” = .23, than for those at the primarily Black institution, F(1,
128) =11.36, p <.001, npz =.08. The analysis of covariance also
showed the expected Race x Ideology interaction, F(1, 473) =
55.82, p <.001, npz =.11, but the Race x University x ldeology
interaction was nonsignificant (p = .102); this result suggests
that the three-way interaction observed for national preferences
should be interpreted cautiously.

Campus level

As predicted, for the campus domain, Whites’ and Blacks’
support for the different integration ideologies was moderated
by university setting: The Race x University x Ideology inter-
action was significant, F(1, 476) = 36.73, p < .001, np2= .07.
This interaction remained significant after controlling for
background variables, F(1, 473) = 30.12, p <.001, npz =.06.
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In an ANOVA focusing on campus assimilation, a Race x
University interaction was obtained, F(1, 476) = 5.09, p =
.025, np2 =.01. As expected, Blacks indicated more support for
assimilation on campus when they were the majority group
(M = 0.435, SD = 0.80) than when they were the minority
group (M = —0.663, SD = 1.08), F(1, 476) = 90.60, p < .001,
np2 = .16. Whites at the primarily Black institution unexpect-
edly showed more support for campus assimilation (M =
0.775, SD = 0.65) than did those at the primarily White institu-
tion (M =0.140, SD = 0.80), F(1, 476) = 13.12, p <.001, npz =
.03, although the difference between universities was smaller
for Whites than for Blacks, F(1, 476) = 5.09, p = .025, npz =
.01. The Race x University interaction for campus assimila-
tion remained significant when background variables were
controlled, F(1, 473) = 4.09, p = .044, np2= .01.

The Race x University interaction was also significant for
endorsement of campus pluralism, F(1, 476) = 41.44, p <.001,
npz = .08, and reflected the hypothesized pattern. Blacks
reported more support for pluralism on campus at the primar-
ily White institution (M = 0.654, SD = 0.68) than at the primar-
ily Black institution (M =0.213, SD =0.79), F(1, 476) = 15.96,
p <.001, npz =.03. Additionally, Whites at the primarily Black
institution showed more support for pluralism (M = 0.272,
SD = 0.99) than did Whites at the primarily White institution
(M = —0.580, SD = 0.95), F(L, 476) = 25.78, p < .001, 1 =
.05. The analysis of covariance controlling for background
variables also revealed the Race x University interaction for
enzdorsement of campus pluralism, F(1, 473) = 33.73, p <.001,
n, = .07.

Discussion

The overall pattern of results supports our hypotheses regard-
ing a functional interpretation of group-integration prefer-
ences (Dovidio et al., 2009). At the national level, where
Whites constitute the majority and Blacks the minority, Whites
generally endorsed assimilation more than Blacks, and Blacks
generally endorsed pluralism more than Whites. However, at
the university level, where the majority-minority status of
Whites and Blacks varied, both minority groups, regardless of
race, endorsed pluralism more when they were in the minority
than when they were in the majority.

The difference between results at the national and campus
levels indicates that the differences between Blacks’ and
Whites’ endorsement of the two ideologies were related to
group status within each context, rather than to systematic dif-
ferences between the students who chose to attend the two uni-
versities. Had the results been due to ideological differences
between students attending a primarily White institution and
those attending a primarily Black institution, students of each
race at each university would have displayed similar prefer-
ences at the national and campus levels. Thus, selection bias
does not readily account for our results.

Previous experimental work has examined the unique influ-
ences of group size, power (i.e., control over other people and

their resources), and status (i.e., the social value of group
membership) on intergroup relations (Boldry & Gaertner,
2006; Gonzalez & Brown, 2006). These dimensions frequently
covary in naturalistic conditions, and our study cannot defini-
tively determine which specific dimensions might have driven
the effects we observed. The obtained support for the func-
tional perspective, however, suggests that in addition to pos-
sible influences of these dimensions, other contextually related
factors affecting the needs of particular groups may systemati-
cally determine preferences. For example, in contrast to the
United States and United Kingdom, Portugal began to experi-
ence significant immigration only 40 years ago. Perhaps
because of these immigrants’ insecurity regarding their status,
Guerra et al. (2010) found a pattern opposite that typically
found with majority and minority groups: During interactions
with majority-group members, Portuguese minorities demon-
strated less in-group favoritism when interactions were struc-
tured to appear assimilative (e.g., integrated seating, common
group name) than when they were structured to appear plural-
istic (e.g., segregated seating, separate group names). Thus,
groups may systematically adopt differing integration prefer-
ences to meet their needs in specific situations and cultural
contexts, and integration preferences may be more complex
than previously suspected.

Additionally, group preferences for pluralism or assimila-
tion may be increased under other conditions in which prefer-
ences are more immediately functional. Minority-group
endorsement of pluralism might increase the group’s solidarity
in pursuit of collective action (Hornsey & Hogg, 2000),
whereas endorsement of assimilation might serve a protective
function for the majority, undermining minority attempts at
collective action. Future work might examine contexts in
which strategic considerations influence preferences for dif-
ferent integration ideologies.

Although our results implicate group status as the potent
factor shaping preferences for assimilation or pluralism, other
factors did exert some influence on campus-level preferences.
In particular, Whites’ status as the majority or minority at their
university had less of an effect on their endorsement of assimi-
lation, their generally preferred ideology, than on their prefer-
ence for pluralism. Similarly, Blacks’ status as the majority or
minority at their university had less of an effect on their prefer-
ence for pluralism, their generally preferred ideology, than on
their preference for assimilation. Thus, although contextual
group status exerts a systematic influence, Whites and Blacks
do not entirely abandon the general preferences that may oper-
ate in other facets of their lives.

Our unanticipated finding that Whites at the primarily
Black institution still showed a greater preference for assimi-
lation over pluralism with regard to campus issues may partly
stem from the aggregate of their on- and off-campus experi-
ences. Although this effect persisted when we statistically con-
trolled for a range of background variables, other factors may
play a role. In particular, a notable percentage (18%) of the
White students at the primarily Black institution attend college
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part-time. To the extent that these students spend a substantial
proportion of their time in working environments outside of
college, these experiences may dilute the impact of their
minority status at college. Nevertheless, being a minority at
college did have an effect on White students’ preferences; as
hypothesized, Whites at the primarily Black institution had
stronger preferences for campus pluralism than did Whites at
the primarily White institution. Future research might further
consider the factors that may either increase or decrease group
members’ propensity to shift their integration preferences.

Overall, our study has extended previous work on prefer-
ences of immigrant and host community groups (Verkuyten &
Yildiz, 2006) by examining group preferences among nonim-
migrant groups—U.S. Blacks and Whites, who share common
history in the origins of their nation—that simultaneously con-
stitute both a majority and a minority. Our findings show that
integration preferences vary as a function of group context and
goals. Understanding that these preferences are not stable and
determining when, why, and how they shift can help illumi-
nate the dynamics of intergroup interactions and relations
more generally, making it possible to identify when conflict
may be exacerbated and when optimal opportunities for coop-
eration may occur.
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Notes

1. The four-factor model fit the data significantly better than a two-
factor model with factors reflecting assimilation and pluralism,
AxY*(5) = 529, p <.001.

2. Although the analyses involved standardized scores, we include
the raw scores in the caption for Figure 1.
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