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When trying to determine whether an organization is diverse,
people often look to “the numbers”—that is, statistics about the
relative representation of different groups. For example, in 2014,
Facebook first publicly shared their diversity statistics (e.g., 57%
White employees, 34% Asian, 6% Hispanic and Black, 85% men,
15% women, etc.) prompting many other companies to follow suit
(Isaac, 2015). The common interpretation of these statistics was
that they indicated an insufficient degree of diversity. This was a
viewpoint Facebook shared as they released an accompanying
pledge to increase the representation of women and ethnic minor-
ities within their ranks. Implicit in this interpretation is the possi-
bility that alternate statistics could signify sufficient diversity, a
point at which efforts to increase diversity could be considered no
longer necessary. Army Vice Chief of Staff James C. McConville
alluded to such a point when, in 2018, after describing recent
increases in women’s representation in U.S. Army, he concluded

“when we’ve stopped keeping track of percentages, then we’ve
probably hit the right point.” (Defense Visual Information Distri-
bution Service, 2018). If there are numbers that represent insuffi-
cient diversity, and numbers that represent sufficient diversity, then
somewhere in-between there must exist a threshold of relative
group representation at which an organization crosses over from
not being diverse to being diverse. This research seeks to deter-
mine where members of different social groups draw this thresh-
old—a concept we refer to as “the diversity line.”

Although many Americans speak in vaguely positive terms
about the concept of diversity (Bell & Hartmann, 2007), whether
increasing diversity is a strength or a threat remains a polarizing
topic (Neal, 2017). Despite this tension in the general population,
among corporations and institutions of higher education, organi-
zations have overwhelmingly moved toward an explicit embrace
of diversity (Herring, 2009; Kalev, Dobbin, & Kelly, 2006). In
2019, one would be hard pressed to find a major corporation or
university that does not feature an official prodiversity statement in
their promotional materials (Bartels, Nadler, Kufahl, & Pyatt,
2013; Edelman, Fuller, & Mara-Drita, 2001; Jayne & Dipboye,
2004). Despite proliferating in number, most of the prodiversity
initiatives in schools and business today still fail to produce
meaningful changes (Dobbin & Kalev, 2016; Kalev et al., 2006).
As investments in diversity increase and new strategies emerge,
the need for a clear metric of success becomes all the more
apparent. In fact, prominent legislation in support of diversity
initiatives often hinges on the premise that these efforts should
expire upon the attainment of an undefined “critical mass” of
underrepresented group members (e.g., Grutter v. Bollinger,
2003). But what is critical mass and who gets to define it? If there
are numerical thresholds of diversity (i.e., a percentage of wom-
en’s representation at which an organization could be considered
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diverse in terms of gender, or a percentage of ethnic minority repre-
sentation at which an organization was considered ethnically diverse),
it is unlikely that everyone agrees where they lie. We argue that the
groups people belong to, and the relative standing of these groups,
plays an influential role in where this diversity line is drawn.

Group Status and Strategic Definitions of Diversity

Although numerical demographics may seem to provide an
objective measure of diversity, what matters is the subjective
interpretation of these numbers. A growing body of research shows
that people’s perceptions of diversity generally align with group-
serving biases (Unzueta & Binning, 2012; Unzueta, Knowles, &
Ho, 2012). We similarly predict that people’s thresholds of diver-
sity will vary systematically by group membership, focusing spe-
cifically on the role of group status. Because the social categories
typically invoked in discussions of diversity (e.g., ethnicity, gen-
der, etc.; Unzueta & Binning, 2010) are also marked by status
hierarchies within them (Pratto, Sidanius, & Levin, 2006; Sidanius
& Pratto, 2001), we argue that group standing in the social hier-
archy, and accompanying motivations to enhance that status, will
predict where people draw the diversity line. To test this, we
contrast dominant (groups with the greatest access to power,
resources, and opportunity) and nondominant groups along two
dimensions, ethnicity and gender. Along ethnic lines in the United
States, Whites are dominant and ethnic minorities (e.g., Black
Americans, Latino Americans) are nondominant (Axt, Ebersole, &
Nosek, 2014; Kim, 1999; Zou & Cheryan, 2017). In terms of
gender, men are dominant and women are nondominant (Ridge-
way & Correll, 2004).

In line with social dominance theory (Sidanius & Pratto, 2001)
we argue that members of dominant and nondominant groups
generally have competing motivations when it comes to the exist-
ing hierarchy. Although both dominant and nondominant groups
may be broadly motivated by self-interest to enhance the standing
of their group (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), dominant groups are
typically motivated to preserve or enhance the hierarchical social
order, whereas nondominant groups are more likely to be driven to
attenuate the hierarchy, pushing toward a more egalitarian outcome
(Ho et al., 2012, 2015). We predict that dominant and nondominant
groups will set thresholds of diversity that help them to achieve their
generally preferred goals in regards to the hierarchy.

One way for dominant and nondominant groups to achieve their
hierarchy-relevant goals is via the pursuit of greater relative rep-
resentation. Many people view relative group size and relative
group status as intrinsically linked (Blalock, 1967; Quillian, 1995;
Schlueter & Scheepers, 2010). The larger one’s ingroup is, the
more secure one feels in terms of access to power and resources.
The larger the outgroup, the more of a threat they pose. Members
of dominant and nondominant groups should, therefore, both gen-
erally prefer definitions of diversity that give their ingroup an edge
in terms of relative representation.

Lending support to this prediction, researchers have shown that
dominant groups (e.g., Whites in America, men in high-status
professions) report feeling threatened by the increased representa-
tion of nondominant groups (e.g., non-Whites, women) in the
relevant context (Craig & Richeson, 2014a; Danbold & Huo, 2015,
2017; Kravitz & Platania, 1993; Outten, Schmitt, Miller, & Garcia,
2012). Members of nondominant groups, on the other hand, gen-

erally view the prospect of increased ingroup representation (e.g.,
the growth of non-White populations in the United States) posi-
tively (Lopez, Passel, & Rohal, 2015; Sears, Citrin, Cheleden, &
Van Laar, 1999). Although nondominant groups can sometimes
feel threatened by the growth of other nondominant groups (e.g.,
Black Americans report more conservative attitudes when re-
minded about the growth of Latino Americans, Craig, & Richeson,
2017), they do show much more consistent support for more
hierarchy-attenuating policies than members of dominant groups.
In organizational settings, where efforts to increase diversity gen-
erally connote a decrease in the relative representation of the
dominant group (Unzueta & Binning, 2012), opposition to diver-
sity initiatives is greatest among members of dominant groups
(Chow, Lowery, & Hogan, 2013; Dover, Major, & Kaiser, 2016;
Lowery, Knowles, & Unzueta, 2007; Lowery, Unzueta, Knowles,
& Goff, 2006; Plaut, Garnett, Buffardi, & Sanchez-Burks, 2011;
Unzueta & Lowery, 2008). Nondominant groups, on the other
hand, are generally more supportive of efforts to increase the
representation of nondominant minority groups (Bobo, 1998; Har-
rison, Kravitz, Mayer, Leslie, & Lev-Arey, 2006; Kinder & Sand-
ers, 1996).

Conflicting attitudes about whether diversity should increase
also translate into conflicting attitudes about what “diversity” as a
term means. For example, whereas Whites tend to feel the pres-
ence of racial minorities in low-status positions is enough to
declare an organization as being diverse, non-Whites are less
willing to do so unless ingroup members are represented in both
the lower and upper (i.e., managerial) levels of the organization
(Binning & Unzueta, 2013; Unzueta & Binning, 2012). Addition-
ally, while Whites are generally willing to declare work groups
diverse so long as they include any member of a non-White group,
minority perceivers tend to only see such groups as diverse when
they include members of their racial ingroup (Bauman, Trawalter,
& Unzueta, 2014). This cumulative evidence leads us to predict
that, when trying to determine where people draw the diversity
line, members of dominant and nondominant groups may set
different thresholds.

Defining Thresholds of Diversity

In order to test where people draw the “diversity line” (i.e., the
percentage of dominant vs. nondominant group representation at
which an organization can be considered diverse), it is important
first to discuss the metrics upon which judgments of diversity are
likely made. Existing mathematical indices of diversity, the most
prevalent of which are the Simpson index (from ecology; Simpson,
1949) and its theoretical cousin the Herfindahl-Hirschman index
(from economics; Rhoades, 1993), use both the number of groups
represented within a context, and the degree to which members of
each group are represented evenly to calculate a score of relative
diversity. For example, an environment containing three groups is
more diverse than one containing two, especially if the relative
representation of each group is more or less equal. Although
people’s judgments of diversity likely take both the number of
groups present and their relative size into account, in this paper we
focus exclusively on this latter factor, the relative representation of
groups within an organization. As this research represents a first
step toward understanding where people draw the line between the
presence and absence of diversity, we benefit conceptually and
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methodologically from beginning with this simplest configuration
of diversity—two groups varying in zero-sum representation along
a single dimension of diversity. This approach allows us to calcu-
late a numerical value for the relative representation of these
groups representing the threshold at which sufficient diversity has
been attained. For example, in an organization of men and women,
we can determine the points of relative representation of women
versus men at which members of each group think the organization
has attained sufficient gender diversity.

In order to estimate these thresholds of diversity, however,
we need to draw predictions based on the relationship between
relative group representation and degree of perceived diversity.
One possibility is that degree of diversity is positively and
linearly related with the representation of members of the
nondominant and generally underrepresented groups most as-
sociated with diversity efforts (e.g., as the number of Black
Americans increases in an organization, so does its diversity;
Unzueta & Binning, 2010). Alternatively, taking a purely mo-
tivational perspective, members of dominant and nondominant
groups, in order to maximize their relative representation, may
say that diversity increases positively and linearly with the
representation of their ingroup (e.g., Black Americans may say
that peak diversity when an organization is 100% Black, but
White Americans would say that peak diversity is when an
organization is 100% White). However, all of these models
predicting a linear relationship between the diversity and the repre-
sentation of any one group contradict the fact that diversity is (con-
sistent with the Simpson index) defined by heterogeneity.

Figure 1 represents our prediction that in most people’s
minds the relationship between relative group representation
and perceived diversity is curvilinear. Consider a context in
which a dominant group and nondominant group are repre-
sented in zero-sum (e.g., men and women within an organiza-
tion). We predict that members of both groups would agree that
diversity was present when both groups were represented
roughly equally within the organization (i.e., the apex of the
curve at 50%/50% representation). We also predict that mem-
bers of both groups would disagree that diversity was present
when either group was not represented at all (the two low points
of the curve at either extreme). However, even if these three
points are shared by members of dominant and nondominant
groups, the points that lie in between them may differ. For
example, some people may only agree with the presence of
diversity between 30% representation of the nondominant
group and 30% representation of the dominant group. Others
may say that an organization that is 20% nondominant group is
diverse, but may at the same time say that the same organization
isn’t diverse unless it has at least 40% representation of the
dominant group. Establishing such a pair of thresholds would
clearly benefit the dominant group (assuring them greater rel-
ative representation), and so should find more support among
members of that group. Members of nondominant groups, on
the other hand, should prefer thresholds of diversity that benefit
them (e.g., saying the definition of diversity is satisfied with a
minimum dominant group representation of 20%, but requires a
minimum nondominant group representation of 40%). In other

Figure 1. Predicted model of diversity thresholds.
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words, even working from a shared premise of diversity being
rooted in heterogeneity, people may vary in terms of how they
define the boundaries of what is and is not diverse. This is the
general model and mechanism through which we expect mem-
bers of dominant and nondominant groups to draw the diversity
line, doing so in ways serve their motivations regarding their
group’s place in the hierarchy.

Moderators of Diversity Thresholds

We predict that, given the link between group size and dominance,
members of both dominant and nondominant groups will be moti-
vated to draw thresholds of diversity in ways that would enhance their
demographic representation. Despite this shared motivation, we pre-
dict that both members of dominant and nondominant groups are
constrained in a variety of ways from setting thresholds of diversity
that would maximally serve their group interests.

Descriptive Versus Sufficient Diversity

One potential factor that may moderate the thresholds of diver-
sity set by members of dominant and nondominant groups is
whether they are thinking about diversity in descriptive (e.g., “this
company is diverse”) versus prescriptive (e.g., “this company is
diverse enough”) terms. A declaration of sufficient diversity, con-
trasted to a declaration of descriptive diversity, is accompanied by
a normative component, that the company is as diverse as it should
be. If an organization is not sufficiently diverse, there is an
implication that direct effort is necessary to increase the represen-
tation of the underrepresented group. Members of dominant and
nondominant groups should, therefore, both be more motivated to
set thresholds of diversity in ways that benefit their group when the
definition of diversity is framed in terms of sufficient, versus
descriptive, diversity.

Status Threat

Another context in which both dominant and nondominant
groups should be especially motivated to draw diversity thresholds
in ways that ensure their group greater representation is when they
perceive their group to be under threat. Under conditions where
members of dominant and nondominant groups feel secure in their
group’s place in the hierarchy, the urgency of increasing relative
group representation should not be so urgent. Supporting research
has already linked group status threat to dominant groups’ oppo-
sition to increasing nondominant group representation (Craig &
Richeson, 2014b; Major, Blodorn, & Major Blascovich, 2018).
Here we predict that group status threat will be associated with
more ingroup-serving bias in their thresholds of diversity for both
members of dominant and nondominant groups.

Baseline Representation

Another contextual factor that may moderate both members of
dominant and nondominant groups’ drawing of diversity thresh-
olds in biased ways is the relative representation of groups in the
baseline. A common defense companies invoke when they are
criticized for their lack of diversity is that there aren’t enough
members of the underrepresented group in the applicant pool or
“pipeline.” Therefore, in contexts where people would like to

justify an extreme underrepresentation of the outgroup (e.g., men
saying that a company with 15% women is sufficiently diverse),
people may feel justified to do so when the baseline representation
of the underrepresented group is low (e.g., in an industry where the
overall representation of women is only 10%). In a context where
the underrepresented group is highly represented (e.g., in an industry
where the baseline representation of women is 50% or higher), then
such a biased diversity threshold may seem less justifiable. We predict
that information about the relative representation of groups in a
relevant baseline may serve as another constraint in determining
where people draw the diversity line. In instances of low outgroup
representation in the baseline, this can be seen as justifying the
drawing of the diversity line in ways that ensure especially low
outgroup representation. When outgroup representation in the base-
line is higher, such biased diversity thresholds lack justification, and
are thus less likely to be expressed.

Mediators of Diversity Thresholds

We predict that members of dominant and nondominant groups
will be motivated to set thresholds of diversity that benefit their
ingroup and enhance or attenuate the existing hierarchy, respec-
tively. Additionally, we predict that these biased thresholds will be
justified by support for contrasting beliefs about how best to define
diversity. We compare two common frameworks for thinking
about how judgments of diversity should be made: proportional
representation (the idea that groups should be represented in a way
that mirrors their representation in the relevant baseline context)
and equal representation (the idea that all groups should always
be represented in equal proportion; Abram, 1986; Lippert-
Rasmussen, 2008; Robinson, Reithel, & Franklin, 2001). We pre-
dict that members of dominant groups will generally support a
principle of proportional representation but will show greater
relative opposition to a principle of equal representation. Non-
dominant groups, who are typically in the minority, may see utility
in supporting both principles as both could potentially be em-
ployed to increase their representation. As such, support for a
principle of equal representation should be the differentiating
factor between these two groups.

Attitudes about equal versus proportional representation also
resonate with the broader prediction that people’s thresholds of
diversity are shaped by their group status concerns. A principle of
equal representation generally aligns with a more egalitarian
worldview. Because embracing egalitarian attitudes functions to
attenuate existing hierarchies, we predict that a principle of equal
representation may not only have practical utility for nondominant
groups, but may also function as part a broader set of strategies to
reduce status disparities between groups. For members of domi-
nant groups, on the other hand, a rejection of equal representation
and broader egalitarian principles can facilitate them drawing the
diversity line in a hierarchy-enhancing way.

Between-Groups Differences in the Susceptibility to
Moderators of Diversity Thresholds

An interesting prediction derived from our theorizing about the
mediators and moderators of diversity threshold is that members of
dominant and nondominant groups will bias their thresholds of
diversity to different degrees because of their underlying beliefs
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about the hierarchy. That is, members of nondominant groups,
relative to members of dominant groups, are more likely to support
principles of equal representation and egalitarianism (e.g., low
social dominance orientation, Ho et al., 2012). By binding mem-
bers of nondominant groups to a concept of equality, these prin-
ciples may also limit the extent to which they can draw thresholds
of diversity in ways that benefit their group. Members of dominant
groups, on the other hand, less committed to egalitarian principles,
are relatively freer to set biased thresholds of diversity. For exam-
ple, we predict that both members of dominant and nondominant
groups could use information about the relative representation of
groups in the baseline (e.g., the representation of groups in the
state where the organizations being evaluated are based) to justify
declaring sufficient diversity at a relatively low representation of
the outgroup. However, members of nondominant groups should
be less likely to employ this baseline justification to their advan-
tage because of their relative commitment to egalitarianism and
equal representation. Members of dominant groups, less commit-
ted to equal representation, should feel more leeway to use base-
line information to their advantage and set lower thresholds of
nondominant group representation in the appropriate contexts be-
cause they are not constrained by the competing principle of equal
representation.

For example, if a woman adheres to a principle of equal repre-
sentation and she wants to argue that a company needs to be at
least 40% women to be considered gender diverse, to be consis-
tent, she may feel the need to say that the same company needs to
be at least 40% men. Conversely, members of dominant groups,
who do not as strongly endorse the principle of equal representa-
tion should be freer to report asymmetrical thresholds of diversity
that serve their group interests. A man who disagrees with a principle
of equal representation is freer to draw thresholds of diversity in ways
that benefit his group, for example saying that a company needs only
20% women to be considered diverse, but would not be diverse
without a minimum representation of 40% men.

Present Research

Although past research has demonstrated that diversity is a
nebulous construct subject to biased interpretations along group
lines, no research that we are aware of has examined biased
definitions of diversity in terms of numerical representation.
Across seven studies we estimate the thresholds of relative group
representation at which members of dominant and nondominant
groups perceive organizations to be diverse. Using novel methods
and large samples of participants from a variety of groups (includ-
ing women and Latino Americans who are previously unexamined
in work on subjective definitions of diversity), this research tests
the following seven predictions:

1. Members of dominant and nondominant groups both
have a basic model, rooted in heterogeneity, of what is
and is not diverse when considering the zero-sum repre-
sentation of two groups. Using this model (where diver-
sity is at its maximum near equal representation and its
minimum when either group isn’t represented at all), we
can estimate people’s “diversity thresholds,” or the range
of relative group representations of groups under which
an organization can be considered diverse.

2. Members of dominant and nondominant groups are both
motivated to skew their definitions of diversity in ways
that ensure greater relative ingroup representation, thus
enhancing their ingroup’s standing and either enhancing
(for dominant groups) or attenuating (for nondominant
groups) the broader hierarchy.

3. Members of dominant and nondominant groups are both
more likely to draw thresholds of diversity that benefit
their group when making assessments of sufficient diver-
sity (which prescriptively imply the need of deliberate
efforts to increase representation of the minority group)
versus descriptive diversity (simply saying whether the
context being evaluated is diverse).

4. Members of dominant and nondominant groups are both
more likely to bias thresholds of diversity in favor of the
ingroup when they perceive their group status is threat-
ened versus when they feel their group status is secure.

5. Members of dominant and nondominant groups will both
adjust their thresholds of diversity in response to contex-
tual baseline information. Members of both groups will
draw especially low thresholds of diversity for minimum
outgroup representation when this can be justified by a
similarly low representation of the outgroup in the rele-
vant contextual baseline.

6. Between-groups differences in thresholds of diversity can
be explained by members of dominant groups reporting
less support for a principle of equal representation (and
broader hierarchy-attenuating, egalitarian attitudes) than
members of nondominant groups.

7. As members of nondominant groups are relatively more
likely to support principles of equal representation than
members of dominant groups, their thresholds of diversity
will be less affected by the moderating effects described in
Predictions 2 through 5 above. Members of dominant
groups, less committed to egalitarian principles, will show
more variance in their thresholds of diversity.

Common Method

The studies in this article employ a number of shared ap-
proaches for data collection and analysis. To reduce redundancy,
we detail this common method below, noting only relevant excep-
tions in the descriptions of each study.

Common Participant Recruitment Procedures

Across all seven studies, participants were recruited online via
Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) to participate in a short survey
titled “Is it Diverse?” Payment for participation was $0.25 for
between-subjects studies (Studies 1 and 2) and $0.50 for within-
subjects studies (Studies 3 through 7). Before being allowed to
participate, workers had to complete an eligibility questionnaire in
which they were asked to report their age, gender, ethnicity, and
other demographics. Only participants who self-identified accord-
ing to our eligibility criteria (e.g., identifying as Black American or
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White American in Study 1) were allowed to participate, but were
never informed what the eligibility criteria were.

Sample sizes and data collection cut-off points were predeter-
mined by the researchers. As is common for studies utilizing
online data collection our total number of responses typically
exceeded our cut-off point by a small amount. No formal power
analyses were conducted prior to data collection. Instead, sample
sizes were determined based on informal analyses of effect sizes
from prior studies (studies are presented in roughly chronological
order). We report effect sizes throughout and discuss the potential
limitations of this approach in the General Discussion section.

Common Experimental Procedures

In each study, participants were asked to evaluate one, or a
series of, organizations that ranged in the relative representation of
members of dominant and nondominant groups (i.e., from 0%
nondominant/100% dominant to 100% nondominant/0% domi-
nant). Relative group representation was conveyed with a text box
explicitly indicating the percentage of employees from both
groups. This was supplemented by a graphical representation of
the organization, a 10 ! 10 matrix of stick figures (as commonly
displayed on bathroom signs) that were shaded either gray or black
in color (see Appendix A in the online supplementary materials for
examples). Because the number of organizations being evaluated
and whether they were prefaced by baseline information varied by
study, these details are presented with each study description.

Across all studies, participants were asked to indicate the extent
to which they agreed or disagreed with three statements regarding
the diversity of the organization they saw (1 " strongly disagree
to 7 " strongly agree): “This is a diverse company,” “This
company is diverse enough,” and “This company has a diversity
problem.” The first statement was categorized as representing
descriptive diversity, whereas the second two were categorized as
representing sufficient diversity. Across studies, correlations be-
tween these two sufficient diversity statements were all significant
(all ps # .010) within each condition, ranging from .34 to .95.
Within each condition, these two sufficient diversity statements
were collapsed onto a single index of sufficient diversity ratings.1

Common Analytical Procedures

In addition to showing the general relationship between group
representation and perceived diversity that we believed would
underlie people’s definitions of diversity, Figure 1 also illustrates
important elements of the methods used to test this article’s pri-
mary predictions. In each study, we measure or generate estimates
for participants’ evaluations of diversity for the full range of
organizations from 0% nondominant/100% dominant to 100%
nondominant/0% dominant. The x-axis in our predicted model
represents this full range. On the y-axis are ratings of perceived
diversity. We measure these perceptions on a scale such that a
score of 1 indicates a strong disagreement that diversity is present
in the organization, and a score of 7 indicates a strong agreement
that diversity is present in the evaluated organization. Scores
below the midpoint (4 on the y-axis), then, indicate varying de-
grees of disagreement with the notion that the organization being
evaluated is diverse. Likewise, scores above the midpoint indicate
agreement with the presence of diversity. Given enough responses,

we predicted that we could extrapolate a curvilinear relationship
between relative group representation and use this to estimate
participants’ thresholds definitions of diversity.

Testing Our Predicted Model Through Estimated
Curves

To test these predictions, the data collected in all seven of our
studies asked participants to effectively (but not literally) mark a
set of coordinates on the axes shown in Figure 1 and described in
the paragraph above. Given multiple such points, we fit a normal
(Gaussian)2 curve to our data (an example of this curve is also
shown in Figure 1). This approach of finding the best-fitting
Gaussian curve to represent our data, adapted from techniques in
the social vision literature (Freeman & Ambady, 2011; Freeman,
Ma, Han, & Ambady, 2013), involves using the MatLab Curve

Fitting toolbox to fit our data to the equation y ! ae"
!x"b"2

2c2 . In this
equation, y (scores on the y-axis) is the estimated level of agree-
ment with a statement about the diversity of the evaluated orga-
nization. The value x in this equation is the relative percentage of
employees in the company being evaluated that belong to one of
two groups. The e parameter is the mathematical constant e (ap-
proximately 2.718), the base of the natural logarithm. The
a-coefficient in our equation is the amplitude of the estimated
function, the highest value of y on the fitted curve. Note that
Figure 1 does not predict the amplitude of our predicted curve to
reach the maximum on our y-axis. We draw this prediction from
the fact that in this context we are only evaluating two groups, and
similar to the Simpson index, individuals are likely to reserve the
highest possible evaluations of diversity for instances in which
more than two groups are represented. The b-coefficient in our
equation functions as the central tendency of the function, the
value of x that produces the highest value of y on the function.
Finally, our c-coefficient represents the spread of the function, the
degree to which data points are clustered or dispersed around the
central tendency.

Calculating Thresholds of Diversity

Given a fitted Gaussian curve, we can determine individuals’
thresholds of diversity by calculating the two points on the x-axis
where the curve crosses from a range of disagreement with the

1 Unsurprising given their closely related content and measurement,
descriptive and prescriptive measures of diversity were also correlated
across studies (correlations range from .24 to .94). Despite this, we argue
that our decision to approach these variables as distinct is legitimate based
on face validity and the observation of frequently distinct patterns of results
across studies (e.g., Figure 4, Appendix C of the online supplementary
materials). Post hoc analyses confirm that disagreement between dominant
and nondominant groups about minimum nondominant group representa-
tion thresholds is higher when looking at sufficient diversity than descrip-
tive diversity.

2 In model testing, Gaussian curves fit our data better than first, second,
or third degree polynomial curves, as well as an exponentially modified
Gaussian distribution and Pearson Type I and Type II distributions. Al-
though a second-degree polynomial curve would have allowed us to run a
quadratic regression analyses, this approach did not fit our data well as
changes in perceived diversity were minimized rather than exaggerated
around the extremes (i.e., organizations with 0% to 5% representation of
each group).
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presence of diversity to a range of agreement with the presence of
diversity (i.e., the midpoint of the y-axis). To do this, we simply set
y equal to 4 and solve for x. Because of the symmetry of the
Gaussian curve, this always generates two values. To distinguish
between these two points, we label them as the minimum non-
dominant group representation threshold (the threshold on the left
side of Figure 1) and minimum dominant group representation
threshold (on the right side). These thresholds serve as our primary
dependent measures throughout this article. Organizations that fall
within the range of relative representation (values on the x-axis)
bounded by these two thresholds would, therefore, be considered
diverse. Organizations beyond these thresholds in either extreme
would be considered not diverse.

Fit Statistics and Outliers

Our curve fitting procedure provided us not only with the
parameters of the best-fitting Gaussian curve to fit our data, but
also a number of fit statistics. These included adjusted-R2 values
(explanatory power of the fit, accounting for the number of pre-
dictors in the model), sum of squared error (SSE), and root mean
squared error values (RMSE). For Study 1 and Study 2, when we
estimated curves at the level of the group, we observed high
adjusted-R2 values (around .90) and relatively low SSE and RMSE
values (around 3.5 and .40, respectively). In the subsequent stud-
ies, when we estimated curves for each individual participant, we
were able to observe that some participants’ responses fit a Gauss-
ian curve better than others. Individuals whose responses did not
match a relatively normal distribution (e.g., participants who re-
sponded seemingly randomly, or those who rated every organiza-
tion a 4) had data that either could be not be fitted to our equation,
or resulted in low fit statistics. To reduce the influence of these
anomalous responses, we excluded all participants with an ad-
justed R2 of less than 0.20 from our subsequent analyses.3 Average
fit statistics for the remaining participants were similarly strong as
in our initial studies (e.g., mean adjusted-R2 values around .70).

Another issue which arose with our curve fitting approach was
a small number of participants who expressed that they did not
agree that any of the organizations they evaluated were diverse
(i.e., their scores on their y-axis and their estimated a-coefficient
were less than 4). Because there was no range of organizations
where they agreed with the presence of diversity (i.e., no values of
x, given the curve equation fitted to them, would produce values
greater than or equal to 4), we were unable to calculate thresholds
of diversity for these participants.

Finally, we observed a few individual cases where calculated
thresholds of diversity fell outside the range of our fitted model.
For example, some participant responses resulted in curves that
would estimate their strong agreement with the presence of diver-
sity for a company that was 0% nondominant group. In other
words, if in their fitted equation, a value of x " 0 would produce
a value of y " 5, one of their thresholds of diversity (x where y "
4) would be less than 0. Given that such a threshold is impossible,
we identified individuals whose thresholds were less than 0 or
greater than 100, and rounded those responses to 0 or 100, respec-
tively. Fit statistics and a summary of participants whose responses
were excluded or adjusted for lack-of-fit are presented for each
study in Appendix B of the online supplementary materials and
final sample sizes are reported for each study below.

Why Fitted Curves?

Generating curves that fit our data provides us with a number of
methodological advantages. We believed that asking people to
self-report thresholds of diversity would be subject to social de-
sirability bias and would be less realistic to the way people
typically evaluate diversity (i.e., making an evaluation based on
existing demographics). A curve fitting approach thus provides an
indirect measure of thresholds of diversity that is difficult for
participants to game. Another clear advantage is that it allows us
to estimate how people’s perceptions of diversity change across
the full range of possible representation for two groups within an
organization. From this, we are able to efficiently calculate thresh-
olds of diversity without having to develop a priori predictions
about where those thresholds might lie and testing around these
guesses. Additionally, fitted curves allow us to run parallel anal-
yses at the level of both the group (as we do in Study 1 and Study
2) and the individual. Getting multiple evaluations of diversity for
a series of randomly varying sets of demographics (as we do in
Studies 3 through 7), allows us to estimate curves and calculate
thresholds of diversity for each participant. With distributions of
individual-level thresholds, we can run significance tests compar-
ing mean thresholds between groups, as well as correlational
analyses examining predictors of threshold placement.

Study 1: Do Black and White Americans Set Different
Thresholds of Diversity?

Study 1 tested the prediction that members of dominant and
nondominant racial groups draw different thresholds of diversity.
We predicted that White participants (the dominant ethnic group in
America) would, relative to Black participants (a nondominant
ethnic group), declare diversity as having been achieved at a lower
percentage of Black employees within an organization. We also
predicted that these effects would be stronger when participants
were evaluating sufficient diversity (i.e., “This company is diverse
enough”) relative to descriptive diversity (i.e., “This is a diverse
company”). A between-subjects design was employed to test these
predictions in which each participant spontaneously rated only
one organization in isolation. This allowed us to measure percep-
tions of relative diversity in the absence of potentially influential
contextual information (e.g., baselines).

Method

Participants. One-thousand and 74 White and Black MTurk
workers completed our survey. Participants were 44% men, and
59% self-identified as White Americans. The average age was
34.03 with a standard deviation (SD) of 11.55 years. When asked
to define their political ideology on a 7-point Likert-type scale
(1 " extremely liberal to 7 " extremely conservative with 4 "
neither liberal nor conservative), 54.3% self-identified in the
liberal range of the scale, and 20.1% self-identified in the conser-
vative range of the scale.

3 In post hoc analyses, we looked for between-group differences in the
proportion of participants excluded from our analyses for poor fit. We
observed no consistent patterns across studies, suggesting that these unus-
able responses are most attributable to the noise inherent in online data
collection (e.g., inattentive participants).
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Procedures. Participants were randomly assigned to evaluate
one of 21 organizations as described above in the common exper-
imental procedure. Organizations ranged in intervals of 5% from
0% Black/100% White to 100% Black/0% White.

Results

General pattern of results. Immediately apparent from ex-
amining the overall results (see Figure 2) is support for the
prediction that members of dominant and nondominant groups
both generally adhere to a model of diversity based on hetero-
geneity (i.e., similar to the pattern of results predicted by the
Simpson index). That is, rather than evaluating diversity as
linearly related to the representation of the nondominant group,

or linearly related to each group’s ingroup, both groups agreed
that diversity peaked around the equal representation of both
groups, and was lowest when either group was not represented
at all.

Between-groups mean differences. Despite sharing this
overall general pattern of results, there were notable differences
between groups. Independent-sample t tests were run comparing
Black and White participants for each presented organization on
both descriptive and sufficient diversity dependent measures
(means and standard error bars are shown in Figure 2). The
majority of disagreement between Black and White participants
occurred for organizations at or below 40% Black employees
within the organization. This was particularly true and most reli-

Figure 2. Study 1 agreement with diversity statements by participant ethnicity and percentage of Black
employees within an organization. Standard error bars and estimated Gaussian curves are shown.
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ably significant for our measures of sufficient, rather than descrip-
tive diversity.

Estimated curves and diversity thresholds. These group-
level data provided early support for our prediction that dominant
and nondominant groups would differ in terms of their perceptions
of diversity. However, because our stimuli only measured these
perceptions in 5% intervals of group representation, they were not
ideal for estimating each group’s thresholds of diversity. Follow-
ing the curve-fitting procedures detailed previously in the common
analytical procedures, we fit a continuous Gaussian curve to the
mean responses of both groups (see Figure 2) and calculated the
points of relative group representation which bounded overall
agreement with the presence of diversity. Table 1 lists the mini-
mum Black representation thresholds and minimum White repre-
sentation thresholds for both Black and White participants, re-
sponding to both our descriptive and sufficient diversity measures.
Although we were only able to calculate one threshold per group
(thus preempting significance testing of differences), results sug-
gest that when looking at minimum Black representation, White
participants set a consistently lower threshold than Black partici-
pants, especially when asked about sufficient diversity.

Discussion

Study 1 provides evidence in support for several of our key
predictions. When looking at the aggregated responses of evalua-
tions to single organizations, both members of dominant (White)
and nondominant (Black) groups adhered to a general model of
diversity in which peak diversity emerges around equal represen-
tation, and the lowest level of diversity emerges around 0% rep-
resentation of either group. These patterns followed a relatively
curvilinear trend, allowing us to fit a Gaussian curve to them, and
use the equation generated from this to calculate thresholds of
diversity. From this, we observed that, consistent with our predic-
tions, both White participants and Black participants set thresholds
that ensured their greater relative representation within an organi-
zation. Imagining these results playing out in the real world, if an
organization had developed a diversity initiative and raised the
representation of Black participants from single digits to around
25%, White evaluators of that organization would likely to declare
that diversity initiative to be successful, whereas Black evaluators
would need to see Black employee representation rise to around
30% to 35% before reaching the same conclusion. Interestingly no
clear between-groups difference emerged when looking at mini-

mum White representation threshold, with both groups setting this
around 30% White representation.

Study 2a: Do Men and Women Also Set Different
Thresholds of Diversity?

Study 2a aimed to replicate the findings of Study 1 while
shifting from evaluations of ethnic diversity to gender diversity.
Although gender is not actually a binary identity (e.g., Lorber,
1996), many people continue to view it as such. Therefore, it is less
likely for people to wonder about the absence of entire groups in
a gender context than when comparing an organization of varying
percentages of only two ethnic groups. Additionally, because in
contrast to ethnicity, gender is relatively evenly distributed in the
population, one would expect (in the absence of more specific
baseline information) that people would be operating off baselines
for these groups where proportional representation and equal rep-
resentation are the same. (i.e., 50% per group). Consistent with
Study 1, we predicted that, the evaluations provided by men (the
dominant gender group in society) and women (the nondominant
gender group) would produce estimated thresholds of diversity that
would ensure greater representation of their ingroup.

Method

Participants. Eight-hundred and 58 MTurk workers partici-
pated (52% men; 75% White, Mage " 37.93, SD " 12.37); 57%
self-identified as liberal, and 25% self-identified as conservative.

Procedures. Paralleling Study 1, participants were randomly
assigned to evaluate one of 21 organizations ranging in intervals of
5% from 0% women/100% men to 100% women/0% men.

Results

Using identical procedures to Study 1, separate Gaussian
curves were estimated for men and women participants (see
Figure 3), producing comparable fit statistics to those observed
in Study 1 (see Appendix B in the online supplemental mate-
rials). Estimated diversity thresholds are shown in Table 2.
Consistent with Study 1 and our predictions, men and women
participants disagreed about the minimum representation of the
nondominant group (women) necessary to achieve diversity.
Men participants had an estimated minimum threshold of wom-
en’s representation (between 25% and 29%) that was consis-
tently lower than women participants’ (between 33% and 36%).
Between-groups differences were again largest when partici-
pants were evaluating sufficient, rather than descriptive, diver-
sity. Also paralleling Study 1, we observed no between-groups
difference for the minimum threshold for men’s representation
(both groups had estimated thresholds around 28%).

Discussion

Study 2a replicated the finding from Study 1 that members of
dominant groups and nondominant groups, although both ad-
hering to a general model of diversity based on heterogeneity,
bias their thresholds of diversity to afford their group greater
relative representation. Even when participants were rating a
single, nondescript, and purely hypothetical organization, sys-
tematic between-groups differences emerged. Shifting the di-

Table 1
Study 1 Estimated Minimum Black Representation and Minimum
White Representation Thresholds

Participant
ethnicity

Minimum Black
representation

Minimum White
representation

Descriptive diversity (i.e., This is a diverse company.)

White participants 26.38 31.48
Black participants 31.13 28.33

Sufficient diversity (e.g., This company is diverse enough.)

White participants 24.42 31.26
Black participants 36.66 29.04
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mension of diversity from two select groups in a wider set of
ethnic groups, to the stereotypically binary dimension of gen-
der, supported the notion that these group-differences are based
in relative group status, and not any specific aspects of Black or
White identity.

Study 2b: Do Estimated Thresholds of Diversity
Translate to Explicit Agreement?

Study 2b aimed to validate our approach for calculating thresh-
olds of diversity based on the point at which participants crossed
over from a range of disagreement to a range of agreement on
a continuous bipolar scale. To do this, we replicated the pro-

cedures from Study 2a (men and women participants evaluating
companies varying in gender demographics) but substituted our
continuous measure of agreement with a dichotomous yes/no
measure.

Method

Participants. Eight-hundred and 63 MTurk workers partici-
pated (49% men, 75% White, Mage " 26.52, SD " 16.37); 54%
self-identified as liberal, and 26% self-identified as conservative.

Procedures. Following identical procedure to Study 2a, par-
ticipants were randomly assigned to evaluate one of 21 organiza-
tions ranging in intervals of 5% from 0% women/100% men to

Figure 3. Study 2a agreement with diversity statements by participant gender and percentage of women
employees within an organization. Standard error bars and estimated Gaussian curves are shown.
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100% women/0% men, using a dichotomous yes/no measure to
answer our descriptive and sufficient diversity questions.

Results

Figure 4 shows the percent of who responded “yes” to our
diversity statements in each condition. The overall patterns seen in
this study closely mirror those seen in Studies 1 and 2a. The
overwhelming majority of participants of both groups agreed that
diversity was present when both men and women were represented
in roughly equal proportion, and that diversity was absent when
either group was not represented at all. However, also paralleling
the previous studies, there were systematic differences between
men and women, such that men were more likely to agree with the
presence of diversity in organizations with a low representation of
women than women. Interestingly, if we look at the point of
women’s representation at which a majority ($50%) of partici-
pants from either group starts to agree with the presence of
diversity, these roughly align with the thresholds of diversity seen
in the prior studies (i.e., most men agree with the presence of
sufficient diversity at around 25% women’s representation, but
most women do not agree until around 35%). Also consistent with
the prior studies was the lack of consistent group differences for
men’s minimum representation, with the majority of both groups
agreeing with sufficient diversity around 30% men.

Discussion

These findings support our decision to use the midpoint on bipolar
scales (where responses shift from disagreement to agreement or vice
versa) as an indicator of where people’s thresholds of diversity lie.
Given that the results from previous studies indicated that people’s
definitions of diversity can be assessed on a more continuous measure,
we returned to this original approach for the remainder of the studies.

Study 3a: Do Group Differences Between Black and
White Participants Replicate at the Level of the

Individual?

One limitation of the prior studies was that participants only
evaluated organizations at 5% intervals of the relative representa-
tion of different groups. It is rare that groups in the real world are
regularly found in such intervals, perhaps creating a layer of
artificiality for participants. To address this external validity con-
cern, in Study 3a participants were asked to evaluate a series of
randomly ordered organizations varying in diversity by 1% inter-

vals. This also addressed a second limitation of Studies 1 and 2,
which relied on group averages on which to estimate curves of best
fit. By asking each participant to evaluate multiple organizations
(i.e., by using a within-subjects design), Study 3a allowed for
curves to be fit to each individual, allowing us to generate distri-
butions of diversity thresholds.

Method

Participants. Two-hundred and 16 White and Black Ameri-
can MTurk workers participated (43% men, 52% White, Mage "
37.40, SD " 13.22); 60% self-identified as liberal, and 20%
self-identified as conservative.

Procedures. Participants rated a series of organizations rang-
ing in 1% intervals from 0% Black/100% White to 100%
Black/0% White. Of the 101 possible organizations, each partici-
pant evaluated 21 organizations, selected at random and without
replacement. The number of organizations evaluated by each par-
ticipant was predicted to be sufficient to fit a curve without
overexposing participants to the point of fatigue.

Additionally, although we measured agreement with both de-
scriptive and sufficient diversity statements, and patterns of effects
hold regardless of which measures we look at, we focus only on
perceptions of sufficient diversity for the remainder of this article.
This is driven by a desire to streamline results and to draw
attention to this more novel and consequential way of measuring
perceptions of diversity.

Results

Following the curve fitting, outlier removal, and recoding pro-
cedures described in our Common Analytical Procedures section
above, we were able to calculate thresholds of diversity for a final
sample of 163 participants.

Between-groups differences in diversity thresholds. Table
3 displays means and between-subjects t test significance values
for White and Black participants’ minimum Black representation
and minimum White representation diversity thresholds. As seen
in previous studies, there was no between-groups differences in
terms of minimum White representation (around 28% White em-
ployees), t(160) " %.06, p " .955, Cohen’s d " .01, 95%
confidence interval of the difference between the means, CI
[%3.54, 3.34]. Also replicating prior findings, White participants
had a significantly lower diversity minimum Black representation
threshold (25.40% Black employees) than did Black participants
(31.19%), t(160) " 3.68, p # .001, Cohen’s d " .58, 95% CI
[2.68, 8.91].

Discussion

Study 3a replicated the general findings from Studies 1 and 2
using a revised study design in which we estimated thresholds of
diversity at the level of the individual. By generating a distribution
of thresholds for both Black and White participants, we were able
to show that the difference we observed between where White and
Black respondents draw minimum Black representation thresholds
was statistically significant.

Table 2
Study 2 Estimated Minimum Women Representation and
Minimum Men Representation Thresholds

Participant gender
Minimum women

representation
Minimum men
representation

Descriptive diversity (i.e., This is a diverse company.)
Men participants 28.68 28.04
Women participants 33.35 27.85

Sufficient diversity (e.g., This company is diverse enough.)
Men participants 25.04 26.40
Women participants 35.63 28.67
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Study 3b: How Do Latinos Set Thresholds of Diversity
for Black/White Organizations?

The results so far are consistent with our overall prediction that
members of dominant and nondominant groups will both set thresh-
olds of diversity that afford their group greater representation. How-
ever, this original prediction rested on the assumption that these
differences were rooted not just in benefitting the ingroup, but doing
so in a way that addresses each group’s general concerns about the
hierarchy. In other words, we predicted that nondominant groups
would draw thresholds of diversity in relatively similar ways, whether
their specific group is represented in the organizations they are eval-
uating. To test this, we asked members of a nondominant group
(Latino Americans) to evaluate perceptions of diversity for organiza-
tions varying only in Black/White representation.

Method

Participants. One-hundred and 48 Latino American MTurk
workers participated (41% men, Mage " 31.60, SD " 9.30);
58% self-identified as liberal, and 24% self-identified as con-
servative.

Procedures. Participants completed identical procedures and
measures as Study 3a.

Results

Following the curve fitting, outlier removal, and recoding pro-
cedures described in our Common Analytical Procedures section
above, we were able to calculate thresholds of diversity for a final
sample of 95 participants.

Figure 4. Study 2b percent of yes/no agreement with diversity statements by participant gender and percentage
of women employees within an organization.
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Between-groups differences in diversity thresholds. As
shown in Table 3, Latino participants evaluating companies of
varying degrees of Black and White zero-sum representation had a
minimum Black representation threshold of 32.83% and a mini-
mum White representation of 29.05%. Although this data is drawn
from a separate sample, when we compare these results against the
minimum Black representation threshold calculated in Study 3a,
we observe a significant difference between White and Latino
participants, t(176) " 4.32, p # .001, Cohen’s d " .65, 95% CI
[4.03, 10.82], but no significant difference between Black and
Latino participants, t(172) " .99, p " .326, Cohen’s d " .15, 95%
CI [%4.91, 1.64]. Also consistent with prior studies, we observed
no significant difference between White and Latino participants,
t(176) " .61, p " .543, Cohen’s d " .09, 95% CI [%4.61, 2.44]
or between Black and Latino participants, t(172) " .58, p " .565,
Cohen’s d " .09, 95% CI [%4.38, 2.40] for the minimum White
representation threshold.

Discussion

Study 3b used the same methods as Study 3a and found that
Latino participants, evaluating companies varying in zero-sum
proportion of Black and White representation, looked more like the
Black participants in the prior study than the White participants.
Even though their group was not represented in any of the com-
panies they evaluated, they generated similar diversity thresholds
as Black Americans. This supports our prediction that setting
diversity thresholds in subtly biased ways are not simply driven by
a concern for one’s ingroup, they also serve broader hierarchy-
enhancing or attenuating purposes.

Study 4: Thresholds of Diversity and Group Status
Threat

Another way to demonstrate that the setting of diversity thresholds
is rooted in hierarchical concerns would be to show a moderating
effect of threat to group status. As securing higher group status is
central to both dominant and nondominant groups’ desires to enhance
and attenuate the existing hierarchy, respectively, we predicted that
greater group status threat would be associated with greater biasing of
diversity thresholds to ensure greater ingroup representation.

Method

Participants and procedures. Five-hundred and 45 White
and Black American MTurk workers participated (38% men, 61%

White, Mage " 37.93, SD " 12.37); 52% self-identified as liberal,
and 25% self-identified as conservative. Participants completed
identical procedures and measures as Study 3a.

Group status threat. Following the ratings of perceived di-
versity, we measured perceived group status threat by asking
participants to indicate the extent to which they agreed with the
following four statements: “I am worried that in the future, my
ethnic group’s standing in society will be lower than it is today,”
“I am concerned that in the future, members of my ethnic group
will be treated like second class citizens,” “It troubles me to think
that in the future my ethnic group may occupy a low rank in
society,” and “I am confident that in the future, my ethnic group
will enjoy high standing in society” (reverse-coded; 1 " strongly
disagree to 7 " strongly agree). These four items were collapsed
into a single index of perceived group status threat (& " .86).

Results

Following the curve fitting, outlier removal, and recoding pro-
cedures described in our Common Analytical Procedures section
above, we were able to calculate thresholds of diversity for a final
sample of 424 participants.

Between-groups differences in diversity thresholds. We
first examined overall between-groups differences on thresholds of
sufficient diversity. Consistent with the prior studies, White par-
ticipants’ minimum Black representation diversity threshold
(27.93% Black employees) was significantly lower than Black
participants’ (33.31% Black employees), t(422) " 4.71, p # .001,
Cohen’s d " .48, 95% CI [3.14, 7.64]. Also consistent with past
studies, White participants’ minimum White representation diver-
sity threshold (28.38% White employees) was not significantly
different than Black participants’ (28.16% White employees),
t(422) " %.18, p " .854, Cohen’s d " .02, 95% CI [%2.55, 2.12].

Moderation by status threat. We next used multiple linear
regression to test whether perceived group status threat moderated
these between-groups differences in participant’s minimum Black
representation diversity threshold, F(3, 420) " 11.80, p # .001. In
addition to main effects of group status participant ethnicity
(b " %5.28, t(420) " %4.18, p # .001), and perceived group
status threat (b " 1.81, t(420) " 1.99, p " .048), we observed a
significant interaction between participant ethnicity and status
threat on the minimum Black representation threshold (b " %4.14,
t(420) " %3.44, p " .001; see Appendix D of the online supple-
mentary materials for visualization). A simple slopes analysis
revealed that the effect of threat on the minimum Black represen-
tation threshold for Black participants was significant (slope "
1.09, SE " .55, p " .048), but weaker than the effect for White
participants (slope " %1.41, SE " .48, p " .003). There was no
significant interaction between participant ethnicity and group
status threat on the minimum White representation threshold (b #
23.1.703, t(420) " %1.35, p " .176).

As seen in Table 4, we next estimated both minimum Black and
White representation diversity thresholds for White and Black
participants high ('1 SD from the mean), at the mean, and low
(%1 SD) in perceived group status threat. When looking at the
minimum Black representation threshold, Black and White partic-
ipants low in threat had very similar threshold values (around 30%
Black representation). As threat increased, for White participants,
this threshold dropped, such that White participants high ('1 SD)

Table 3
Study 3 Estimated Minimum Black Representation and Minimum
White Representation Thresholds

Participant
ethnicity

Minimum Black
representation

Minimum White
representation

Sufficient diversity (e.g., This company is diverse enough.)

Study 3a - White participants 25.40 27.96
Study 3a - Black participants 31.19 28.06
Study 3b - Latino participants 32.83 29.05
White vs. Black - p #.001!! .955
White vs. Latino - p #.001!! .543
Black vs. Latino - p .326 .565
!! p # .01.
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in threat drew lower thresholds (around 25% Black representa-
tion). Black participants high in threat drew higher thresholds
(around 35% Black representation).

Discussion

By showing that group status threat was associated with where
members of dominant and nondominant groups set thresholds of
diversity, Study 4 provided further support to the prediction that
these thresholds serve a hierarchical function. One possible inter-
pretation of our findings is to imagine an organization where the
representation of Black employees was steadily increasing from
single digits toward equal representation. White observers highly
concerned about their status would be the first to say that sufficient
diversity has been achieved, at around 25% Black representation.
White and Black observers low in group status concerns would not
declare the achievement of sufficient diversity until closer to 30%
Black representation. Finally, Black observers high in group status
threat would only think the organization has become sufficiently
diverse at around 35% Black employees.

Study 5: How Do Baseline Demographics Impact
Thresholds of Diversity for White and Latino

Americans?

In addition to the main effect of group status, we also wanted to test
whether thresholds of diversity would be moderated by baseline
information (i.e., the relative representation of groups in the broader
context surrounding the organizations being evaluated). We predicted
this baseline information would influence where both members of
dominant and nondominant groups drew their thresholds of diversity.
A low representation of the outgroup in the baseline should, for those
motivated to ensure their group greater representation, serve as an
opportunity to draw particularly biased thresholds. However, we
predicted that this effect would be greater for dominant groups than
nondominant groups. This was based in our prediction that nondomi-
nant groups are constrained somewhat by their preference for egali-
tarian, hierarchy-attenuating outcomes (i.e., they could not simulta-
neously favor equal representation as the fairest way to define

diversity and also set thresholds that afford them extremely high
levels of relative representation). Members of dominant groups, on
the other hand, with no strong commitment to egalitarian principles,
should be freer to set thresholds of diversity that benefit their ingroup,
and should feel freest to do so when there is a relatively low repre-
sentation of the nondominant group in the baseline.

Method

Participants and procedures. Five-hundred and 82 White
and Latino American MTurk workers participated (42% men, 57%
White, Mage " 33.64, SD " 11.08); 54% self-identified as liberal,
and 22% self-identified as conservative. Participants completed
identical procedures and measures as Study 3a, except that here the
organizations they evaluated varied in the relative representation
of White and Latino (not Black) employees.

Baseline manipulation. Prior to making any evaluations, par-
ticipants were randomly assigned to one of three experimental base-
line conditions. Participants were told that the companies they would
be evaluating were in an industry where “the pool of qualified appli-
cants for careers in that industry” was either 10%, 50%, or 90%
Latino. In a debriefing at the end of the study, participants were asked
whether they were thinking about a particular industry when evalu-
ating the companies they saw. Ninety percent of respondents within
each condition reported that no specific industries came to mind. Of
those who indicated that a specific industry did come to mind, no
single industry was consistently referenced by more than three par-
ticipants. Although we cannot rule out the alternative, this suggests
that our participants were thinking through this exercise at the in-
tended level of abstraction, without specific industry characteristics
confounding the effects of our manipulation.

Attention check. Participants also completed a recall atten-
tion check at the end of the survey in which they were asked to
indicate from three choices whether the “industry in which the
companies you evaluated was based had a pool of qualified appli-
cants” that was 10%, 50%, or 90% Latino.

Results

Following the curve fitting, outlier removal, and recoding pro-
cedures described in our Common Analytical Procedures section
above, we were able to calculate thresholds of diversity for 449
participants. An additional 75 participants failed our attention
check and were also excluded from analyses, leaving us with a
final sample of 374 participants.

Between-groups differences and condition effects on diver-
sity thresholds. Table 5 displays estimated diversity thresholds
for White and Latino participants’ sufficient diversity evaluations
within each of our three baseline conditions. Focusing on the
minimum Latino representation threshold, we observed a nonsig-
nificant main effect of group status, F(1, 368) " 2.03, p " .155,
partial (2 " .01; a significant main effect of condition, F(2,
368) " 16.35, p # .001, partial (2 " .08; and a significant
interaction between these two predictors, F(2, 368) " 4.02, p "
.019, partial (2 " .02. The main effect of condition on minimum
Latino representation threshold was such that both groups drew
slightly higher or lower thresholds of diversity when Latinos were
represented as a majority or minority in the baseline, respectively.
However, the observed interaction was such that, consistent with

Table 4
Study 4 Estimated Minimum Black Representation and Minimum
White Representation Thresholds at Levels of Group
Status Threat

Participant ethnicity
Minimum Black

representation
Minimum White

representation

%1 SD perceived group status threat (1.91)

White participants 29.40 26.72
Black participants 30.54 27.51

Mean perceived group status threat (3.26)

White participants 27.07 28.99
Black participants 32.35 28.07

'1 SD perceived group status threat (4.62)

White participants 24.73 31.26
Black participants 34.16 28.64

Note. Numbers in parentheses indicate level of threat on a 1 to 7 scale.
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predictions, White participants were more sensitive to baseline
information than Latinos. More specifically, White participants
adjusted their thresholds of diversity according to baseline infor-
mation the most when Latinos were the least represented in the
baseline. Planned contrasts of between-groups differences within
condition showed that White participants drew their minimum
Latino representation thresholds (21.24%) significantly lower than
Latino participants (27.83%) only in the 10% Latino baseline
condition, t(132) " 2.98, p " .003, Cohen’s d " .55, 95% CI
[2.21, 10.97]. There were no significant differences between White
and Latino participants in either the 50% or 90% Latino baseline
conditions. There was no significant interaction between group
status and condition, F(2, 368) " .40, p " .670, partial (2 " .00,
nor any significant within-condition planned contrasts on the min-
imum White representation threshold.

Discussion

Prior studies demonstrated how members of dominant and non-
dominant groups draw thresholds of diversity in ways that benefit
their group’s hierarchy concerns, and that these differences were
strongest (a) when considering sufficient versus descriptive diver-
sity, and (b) when participants were high in status threat. Study 5
demonstrated how baseline information can also play a moderating
role in where members of dominant and nondominant groups draw
the diversity line. Both groups showed some sensitivity to baseline
information, but as predicted, this was strongest among White
participants. White participants, presumably less constrained by a
commitment to egalitarian principles than Latino participants, set
especially low minimum Latino representation thresholds when La-
tinos were a small minority in the baseline. However, they did not
make a consistent adjustment by setting an especially low minimum
White representation threshold when they were the small minority.
This underscores the strategic, hierarchy-enhancing motivations of
members of dominant groups in setting thresholds of diversity.

Study 6: Do Principles About How to Fairly Evaluate
Diversity Explain Group-Based Differences in

Thresholds of Diversity?

Study 6 aimed to replicate the moderating effects of baseline
statistics from Study 5. In addition, it explicitly tested whether
between-groups differences in thresholds of diversity could be ex-
plained by between-groups differences in beliefs about how to most
fairly evaluate diversity. Because dominant groups are often also the
majority group, employing a principle of proportional representation
aligns well with their hierarchy-enhancing goals. Nondominant
groups may also see advantage in employing a principle of propor-
tional representation when they are particularly underrepresented.
Because of this, looking at attitudes toward proportional representa-
tion may do little to explain between-groups differences (especially
considering that Study 5 showed that members of dominant groups
only appear to use proportional representation when they are the
majority, not the minority). We predicted that between-groups differ-
ences would be better explained by contrasting attitudes toward the
notion that diversity is best evaluated against the standard of equal
representation. Nondominant groups, often the minority group, may
see an advantage in endorsing a principle of equal representation as
the fairest way to define diversity in that it not only affords them
greater relative representation, but also aligns well with their broader
hierarchy-attenuating goals. Member of dominant groups, however,
should see a principle of equal representation as at odds with
their hierarchy-enhancing goals. We predicted that differing
levels of endorsement of a principle of equal representation
would not only explain between-groups differences in thresh-
olds of diversity, but also support the general prediction and
observation that members of dominant groups appear relatively
less constrained in their drawing of the diversity line than
members of nondominant groups.

Method

Participants and procedures. Six-hundred and five men and
women MTurk workers participated (50% men, 78% White,
Mage " 36.10, SD " 12.31); 49% self-identified as liberal, and
29% self-identified as conservative. Participants completed iden-
tical procedures and measures as Study 4, except that here the
organizations they evaluated varied in the relative representation
of men and women employees and the baseline information ma-
nipulation told participants they were evaluating organizations in
an industry where the pool of qualified applicants for careers in
that industry was either 10%, 50%, or 90% women.

Support for equal representation. After evaluating their ran-
domly assigned series of companies, participants responded to two
items measuring support for equal representation included in the
survey to function as potential explanatory variables for our ob-
served effects. Two items were included to assess the extent to
which participants agreed that equal representation is a fair way to
determine diversity: “What is fair when considering the diversity
of organizations is whether or not each gender group is represented
equally” and “When considering whether an organization is di-
verse, one should only consider whether the gender groups in the
organization are represented equally (e.g. in a state that is 30%
Group X and 70% Group Y, a diverse organization would be 50%
Group X).” These two items were significantly correlated (r " .59,

Table 5
Study 5 Estimated Minimum Latino Representation and
Minimum White Representation Thresholds at Levels of
Baseline Manipulation

Participant
ethnicity

Minimum Latino
representation

Minimum White
representation

10% Latino baseline condition

White participants 21.24 30.07
Latino participants 27.83 31.34
p .003!! .598

50% Latino baseline condition

White participants 30.87 27.94
Latino participants 30.66 26.38
p .900 .417

90% Latino baseline condition

White participants 33.28 24.89
Latino participants 32.13 25.10
p .639 .933
!! p # .01.
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p # .001), so both items were collapsed into a single index of
support for equal representation.4 There was no effect of our
baseline manipulation on support for equal representation, F(2,
406) " 1.62, p " .199.

Attention check. Participants also completed a recall atten-
tion check at the end of the survey in which they were asked to
indicate from three choices whether the industry in which the
companies they evaluated was 10%, 50%, or 90% women, or if
they didn’t remember. Participants who indicated they didn’t re-
member were excluded from analyses, although results are con-
sistent when they are included as well.

Results

Following the curve fitting, outlier removal, and recoding pro-
cedures described in our Common Analytical Procedures section
above, we were able to calculate thresholds of diversity for 508
participants. An additional 136 participants failed our attention
check and were also excluded from analyses, leaving us with a
final sample of 372 participants.

Between-groups differences and condition effects on diver-
sity thresholds. Table 6 displays estimated diversity thresholds
for men and women participants’ sufficient diversity evaluations
within each of our three baseline conditions. Focusing again on the
minimum women representation threshold, we observed a signif-
icant main effect of group status, F(1, 366) " 4.53, p " .034,
partial (2 " .01; a significant main effect of condition, F(2,
366) " 7.64, p " .001, partial eta-squared " .04; and a significant
interaction between these two predictors, F(2, 366) " 3.53, p "
.030, partial (2 " .02. Consistent with Study 5, the main effect of
condition on minimum women representation threshold was such
that both men and women drew slightly higher or lower thresholds
of diversity when women were represented as a majority or mi-
nority in the baseline, respectively. Also consistent with Study 5,
men participants (the dominant group) adjusted their thresholds of
diversity according to baseline information more than women, and
did so the most when women were the least represented in the

baseline. Planned contrasts of between-groups differences within
condition showed that men participants drew their minimum
women representation thresholds (26.50%) significantly lower
than women participants (31.58%) in the 10% women baseline
condition, t(114) " 2.79, p " .006, Cohen’s d " .52, 95% CI
[1.47, 8.69]. In contrast to Study 5, there was also a significant
effect in the 50% women baseline condition, where men partici-
pants drew their minimum women representation thresholds
(31.11) significantly lower than women participants (34.60%),
t(123) " 2.63, p " .010, Cohen’s d " .47, 95% CI [.86, 6.11].
There were no significant differences between men and women
participants on minimum women representation thresholds in the
90% women baseline conditions. There was also no significant
interaction between group status and condition, F(2, 368) " .40,
p " .670, partial (2 " .00, nor any significant within-condition
planned contrasts on the minimum men representation threshold.

Support for equal representation as an explanatory
variable. We predicted that dominant versus nondominant group
differences in thresholds of diversity could be partially explained
by conflicting beliefs about whether equal representation is a fair
way to evaluate diversity. Specifically, we predicted that dominant
groups would show less support for a principle of equal represen-
tation than nondominant groups. Indeed, we observed a strong
main effect of participant gender on support for equal representa-
tion, F(1, 403) " 11.36, p " .001, partial (2 " .03; with no
significant main effect of baseline condition, F(2, 403) " 1.77,
p " .172, partial (2 " .01; or interaction, F(2, 403) " 2.06, p "
.129, partial (2 " .01. Looking across experimental conditions,
men were lower in support for equal representation (M " 4.18,
SD " 1.61) than women (M " 4.67, SD " 1.36), t(407) " 3.36,
p " .001, Cohen’s d " .33, 95% CI [.20, .78].

We next tested the moderated mediation model depicted in Figure
5, in which group status predicts support for equal representation,
which in turn interacts with baseline condition to predict minimum
women representation thresholds. An alternative way of thinking
about this model is an attempt to replicate our primary findings, using
support for equal representation as a stand-in for group status. Results
of the regression analyses used to test this model are shown in Table
7. Consistent with predictions, there was a significant indirect effect of
group status (gender) on the minimum women representation thresh-
old through support for equal representation, but only in the 10%
women baseline condition. This indirect effect was marginal in the
50% women baseline condition and nonsignificant in the 90% women
baseline condition.

Discussion

Study 6 replicated Study 5 by showing that dominant and non-
dominant group members’ thresholds of diversity are subtly shaped

4 We also examined measures of support for proportional representation
(e.g., “What is fair when considering the diversity of organizations is
whether or not each ethnic group is represented in proportion to their size
in their local population”) but found no consistent differences in support
between groups (p " .207). Women expressed support for both principles
of proportional and equal representation, but men only expressed support
for a principle of proportional representation. These patterns were repli-
cated in Study 7 and suggest that, in seeking to understand why dominant
and nondominant groups draw different thresholds of diversity, attitudes
toward principles of equal representation are most informative.

Table 6
Study 6 Estimated Minimum Women Representation and
Minimum Men Representation Thresholds at Levels of
Baseline Manipulation

Participant gender
Minimum women

representation
Minimum men
representation

10% Women baseline condition

Men participants 26.50 34.01
Women participants 31.58 32.36
p .006!! .387

50% Women baseline condition

Men participants 31.11 32.31
Women participants 34.89 33.06
p .010! .530

90% Women baseline condition

Men participants 34.26 25.94
Women participants 33.26 28.73
p .479 .183
! p # .05. !! p # .01.
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by baseline information, but that this moderating effect only appears
when it aligns with the groups’ status motivations. Men (the dominant
group) set consistently lower thresholds of minimum women repre-
sentation than women (the nondominant group), but only when the
baseline information worked to their advantage (i.e., in the 10%
women baseline condition but not in the 90% women baseline con-
dition). Women’s thresholds of diversity were less influenced by
baseline information, a pattern we attribute to their greater preference
for using a principle equal representation in evaluating diversity. In
addition to possibly explaining why nondominant groups were less
likely than dominant groups to use baseline information to their
advantage, support for equal representation (a generally egalitarian
principle thought to align better with nondominant groups’ hierarchy
concerns than dominant groups’) also helps to explain between-
groups differences in diversity thresholds. In our moderated mediation
model (Figure 5), our general pattern of results was effectively rep-
licated using support for equal representation as a stand-in for group
status, suggesting a mediating role.

Study 7: Do Thresholds of Sufficient Diversity
Translate Into Thresholds at Which Diversity

Initiatives Are No Longer Needed?

Study 7 builds upon the previous studies in several ways.
Returning to a Black/White pairing, it was predicted that the
moderating effects of baseline information of Studies 4 and 5
would be replicated, such that White participants would set lower
minimum Black representation thresholds than Black participants

especially when Black people were sparsely represented in the
local context. In addition to testing this with a more fine-grained
approach by examining two contexts in which Black people were
varying degrees of a minority, here the baseline context was
shifted from industry to state as a test of the generalizability of our
predictions.

Dependent variables were also added to validate the thinking
that declarations of sufficient diversity being achieved effectively
translate into declarations that concerted efforts to increase diver-
sity in that organization are no longer needed. We predicted that
sufficient diversity thresholds would map on closely to when
individuals thought that diversity initiatives were no longer nec-
essary. Additionally, we aimed to replicate the finding that oppo-
sition to equal representation functions as an explanatory variable
for why members of dominant groups draw lower diversity thresh-
olds than nondominant groups in low baseline contexts. To vali-
date that attitudes about equal representation were channeling
broader attitudes about the social hierarchy and the overall premise
that diversity thresholds can be drawn in ways that address group-
relevant status concerns, we aimed to replicate our moderated
mediation model using the antiegalitarianism subscale of the social
dominance orientation scale (SDO; Ho et al., 2015) as an alternate
mediator.

Method

Participants and procedures. Two-hundred and 99 White
and Black American MTurk workers participated (42% men, 54%
White, Mage " 35.39, SD " 11.93); 50% self-identified as liberal,
and 26% self-identified as conservative. Participants completed
identical procedures and measures as Studies 4 and 5, except that
here the organizations they evaluated varied in the relative repre-
sentation of Black and White employees and the baseline infor-
mation manipulation told participants they were evaluating orga-
nizations in an industry where the pool of qualified applicants for
careers in that industry was either 1% Black or 37% Black in the
state. These percentages were chosen to approximate the American
states with the lowest and highest representation of Black citizens

Table 7
Study 6 Moderated Mediation

DV " Support
for equal

representation

DV " Minimum
women representation

threshold

Group status (0 " woman, 1 " man) !.49!! %1.97†

Support for equal representation — 3.31!!

50% Women baseline condition — 14.14!!

90% Women baseline condition — 23.98!!

Support for Equal Representation ! 50% Women Baseline Condition — !2.13!

Support for Equal Representation ! 90% Women Baseline Condition — !4.16!!

Constant 4.67!! 3.21!!

R2 .03!! .13!!

Bootstrapped bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals of indirect effect at level of condition

10% Women baseline condition: [%3.07, %.48] 50% Women baseline condition: [%1.47, .00] 90% Women baseline condition: [%.29, 1.42]

Note. Key path coefficients are bolded. For dummy coded condition variables, 10% women condition is the excluded baseline; significant indirect effects
are those whose bias-corrected confidence intervals do not contain zero.
† p # .10. ! p # .05. !! p # .01.

Figure 5. Studies 6 and 7 moderated mediation model.
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in them (Montana and Mississippi, respectively) but were not
explicitly labeled as such.

Diversity initiative opposition. When evaluating each orga-
nization, in addition to expressing agreement with our sufficient
diversity statements, participants also indicated their agreement
with two statements aimed to measure opposition to diversity
initiatives: “This company doesn’t need to make any special ef-
forts to increase the diversity of its employees” and “This company
should invest in increasing the diversity of its employees”
(reverse-coded).

Support for equal representation and SDO-E galitarianism.
After evaluating their randomly assigned organizations, partici-
pants completed identical measures of support for equal represen-
tation from Study 6. Participants also expressed their agreement
with eight items from the antiegalitarianism subscale of the social
dominance orientation inventory (Ho et al., 2012). We measured
agreement with eight statements such as “Group equality should be
our ideal” and “Increased social equality is beneficial to society”
(& " .94).5 Although these items are typically reverse-coded, here
we kept their original coding such that higher scores represent
more egalitarian attitudes. There was no effect of our baseline
manipulation on either support for equal representation, F(1,
182) " 1.86, p " .174 or SDO-E, F(1, 182) " 1.43, p " .233.

Attention check. Participants also completed a recall atten-
tion check at the end of the survey in which they were asked to
select from three choices whether the state in which the companies
they evaluated was 1% or 37% African American, or if they didn’t
remember.

Results

Following the curve fitting, outlier removal, and recoding pro-
cedures described in our Common Analytical Procedures section
above, we were able to calculate thresholds of diversity for 206
participants. An additional 34 participants failed our attention
check and were also excluded from analyses, leaving us with a
final sample of 172 participants.

Between-groups differences and condition effects on diver-
sity thresholds. Table 8 displays estimated diversity thresholds
for Black and White participants’ sufficient diversity and diversity
initiative opposition evaluations within each of our two baseline
conditions. We observed that the thresholds of diversity calculated
for our diversity initiative measures were highly correlated with
the thresholds of diversity for our sufficient diversity measures
(r " .91!! for the minimum Black representation threshold and r "
.94!! for our minimum White representation threshold). This sup-
ported our prediction that the point of relative group representation
at which people thought sufficient diversity had been achieved
signaled the same point at which they thought diversity initiatives
were no longer needed. Given this very high correlation between
these measures and that we see a nearly identical pattern of results
depending on whether we focus on sufficient diversity, diversity
initiative opposition, or the combination of the two, we streamline
the following analyses below to parallel prior analyses and focus
only on the sufficient diversity outcomes. The outcomes for our
moderated mediation model using diversity initiative opposition
thresholds as our dependent variable can be found in the online
supplementary materials (see Appendix E).

Focusing on the sufficient diversity minimum Black represen-
tation threshold, we observed a significant main effect of group
status, F(1, 167) " 15.40, p # .001, partial eta-squared " .08; but
no significant main effect of baseline condition, F(1, 167) " 1.76,
p " .187, partial (2 " .01; and no significant interaction between
these two predictors, F(1, 167) " 1.43, p " .234, partial (2 " .01.
Despite not observing a significant interaction, we observed in
planned contrasts that White participants drew their minimum
Black representation thresholds (22.07%) significantly lower than
Black participants (31.02%) in the 1% Black baseline condition,
t(78) " 3.06, p " .003, Cohen’s d " .69, 95% CI [3.13, 14.77].
White participants also drew their minimum Black representation
thresholds (26.48%) significantly lower than Black participants in
the 37% Black baseline condition (31.25%), but this between-
groups difference is slightly attenuated, t(89) " 2.36, p " .021,
Cohen’s d " .52, 95% CI [.75, 8.80]. If we look at these results a
slightly different way, by comparing condition within ethnic
group, we see that the effect of the baseline condition on White
participants’ minimum Black representation thresholds was mar-
ginally significant, t(96) " %1.74, p " .085, Cohen’s d " .35,
95% CI [%9.44, .62]. This suggests that White participants were

5 We also measured SDO-D, the dominance subscale of social domi-
nance orientation. However, as this subscale is more about explicitly
oppressing outgroups, and not about opposition to egalitarianism, we
predicted it would be less of a parallel to opposition to equal representation.
Indeed, SDO-D did not contribute much clarity to our models and was
excluded from our analyses for parsimony.

Table 8
Study 7 Estimated Minimum Black Representation and Minimum
White Representation Thresholds at Levels of
Baseline Manipulation

Participant
ethnicity

Minimum Black
representation

Minimum White
representation

Sufficient diversity (e.g., This company is diverse enough.)

1% Black baseline condition

White participants 22.07 68.13
Black participants 31.02 71.61
p #.01!! .28

37% Black baseline condition

White participants 26.48 69.07
Black participants 31.25 67.73
p .02! .54

Diversity initiative opposition (e.g., This company should invest in
increasing the diversity of its employees. [reverse-coded])

1% Black baseline condition

White participants 24.04 69.85
Black participants 31.95 72.80
p .02! .41

37% Black baseline condition

White participants 27.01 69.95
Black participants 32.24 69.35
p .01! .80
! p # .05. !! p # .01.

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

18 DANBOLD AND UNZUETA

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000182.supp


marginally responsive to baseline information in the predicted
ways, and that the failure to replicate the interaction between group
status and baseline manipulation was due to the fact that both
conditions in this study were ones in which Black people were the
clear minority. Consistent with prior studies, there was also no
significant interaction between group status and condition, F(1,
167) " 1.64, p " .202, partial (2 " .01, nor any significant
within-condition planned contrasts on the minimum White repre-
sentation threshold.

Support for equal representation and SDO-E as explanatory
variables. Mirroring Study 6, we predicted that dominant versus
nondominant group differences in diversity thresholds could be
partially explained by conflicting beliefs about whether equal
representation is a fair way to evaluate diversity, and that this
would be replicated using SDO-E as an alternate mediator. Con-
sistent with Study 6, group status (participant ethnicity) was a
significant predictor of both support for equal representation, F(1,
180) " 6.98, p " .009, partial (2 " .04; and SDO-E, F(1, 180) "
9.93, p " .002, partial (2 " .05, with White participants scoring
lower than Black participants on both variables.

We next tested two separate versions of the moderated media-
tion model depicted in Figure 5. These models differed depending
on whether we used support for equal representation or SDO-E as
the mediator, although both still produced significant indirect
effects when entered simultaneously in the model. Results of the
regression analyses used to test this model are shown in Table 9
(results for diversity initiative opposition thresholds can be found
in Appendix E of the online supplementary materials). For both
mediators (and both outcome variables), there was a significant
indirect effect of group status (ethnicity) on the minimum Black
representation threshold through support for equal representation,
but only in the 1% Black baseline condition. This indirect effect
was nonsignificant in the 37% Black baseline condition.

Discussion

Consistent with previous studies, Study 7 showed that members
of the dominant group, in contrast to those in nondominant groups,
are more likely to declare sufficient diversity as being achieved at
a lower percentage of members of the nondominant group, and that
this difference is strongest when the nondominant group is
scarcely represented in the baseline. In addition, this study added
clarity to a few issues raised in prior studies. Participants’ percep-
tions of when sufficient diversity had been achieved were highly
correlated with perceptions of when diversity initiatives were no
longer needed (r $ .90). This finding suggests how the findings in
previous studies about perceptions of sufficient diversity may
translate into policy attitudes and behaviors. Study 7 also showed
additional support for the prediction that relevant baseline infor-
mation moderates where people set thresholds of diversity, such
that members of dominant groups especially are likely to use that
information to set thresholds of diversity that benefit them. Finally,
Study 7 parallels Study 6 in showing that differences between
dominant and nondominant groups could be explained by their
differing commitment to a principle of equal representation. This
was replicated again using a broader measure of egalitarian values
(SDO-E). These results lend further evidence to our prediction that
the setting of thresholds of diversity function to serve the
hierarchy-enhancing desires of dominant groups and the hierarchy
attenuating desires of nondominant groups.

Post Hoc Analyses

Studies 1 through 7 provided consistent evidence in support of
our first six predictions described in the Present Research section
of our introduction. Our seventh prediction, however, that mem-
bers of nondominant groups, committed to egalitarian principles,
would be more consistent in their drawing of the thresholds of

Table 9
Study 7 Moderated Mediation for Sufficient Diversity Thresholds

Model 1 Model 2

DV " Support for
equal representation

DV " Minimum Black
representation threshold DV " SDO-E

DV " Minimum Black
representation threshold

Group status !.70!! %5.69!! !.55!! %5.52!!

(0 " Black, 1 " White)
Support for equal representation — 3.52!! — —
SDO-E — — — 4.93!!

37% Black baseline condition — 13.89!! — 23.73!!

Support for Equal Representation ! 37% Black
Baseline Condition

— !2.46! — —

SDO-E ! 37% Black Baseline Condition — — — !3.43!

Constant 4.63!! 13.65!! 6.27!! %.78
R2 .05!! .21!! .05!! .21!!

Bootstrapped bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals of indirect effect at level of condition—mediator " support for equal representation
1% Black baseline condition: [%4.86, %.64] 37% Black baseline condition: [%1.94, .29]

Bootstrapped bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals of indirect effect at level of condition—mediator " SDO-E
1% Black baseline condition: [%6.14, %.77] 37% Black baseline condition: [%2.28, .36]

Note. SDO-E " Social dominance orientation-Egalitarianism. Key path coefficients are bolded. For dummy coded condition variables, 1% Black
condition is the excluded baseline.
Significant indirect effects are those whose bias-corrected confidence intervals do not contain zero.
† p # .10. ! p # .05. !! p # .01.
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diversity, is best examined in the aggregate. In support of this
prediction, we saw in Studies 5 through 7, that members of
nondominant groups were less likely to employ baseline informa-
tion to adjust their diversity thresholds in ways that benefit their
group. Furthermore, members of nondominant groups were more
likely than members of dominant groups to express support for to
a principle of equal representation and more general egalitarian
attitudes. However, when we look at our estimated thresholds of
diversity for all of our studies (see tables or Appendix F of the
online supplementary materials for a summary graphic), it is clear
that no group is totally consistent across studies and contexts.
Although instances of dominant groups drawing biased thresholds
of diversity stand out the most, there are multiple instances where
members of nondominant groups drew thresholds of diversity that
would also benefit them (i.e., setting minimum thresholds of
nondominant group representation higher than minimum thresh-
olds of dominant group representation).

Given this ambiguity, we can best assess the validity of our
prediction through descriptive statistics of these aggregated results.
For example, if we take the absolute value of the difference
between the minimum nondominant group representation thresh-
old and the minimum dominant group representation threshold, we
can get a sense of how symmetrical around 50%/50% representa-
tion each group’s thresholds are. The more thresholds are set to
one’s ingroup advantage, and the more they move around in
response to baseline information, the higher this value would be.
Although we do not have enough data points for significance
testing, this index of consistency produces a mean of 5.23 for
dominant groups and 4.00 for nondominant groups. Another
method of assessing consistency is calculating the range of agree-
ment with sufficient diversity (i.e., [100 % minimum dominant
group representation] % minimum nondominant group represen-
tation) and then calculating the variance of these ranges of agree-
ment. Here, again, the higher the variance, the more people’s
responses are changing study to study based on our moderators and
general group-interest. This variance score was 11.95 for dominant
groups and 10.37 for nondominant groups.

Looking at these two metrics for consistency, we see partial, but
not overwhelming support for our seventh prediction. Certainly,
members of nondominant groups are more in favor of egalitarian
principles and equal representation than members of dominant
groups, but these principles do not completely restrain them from
setting thresholds of diversity to their advantage. Indeed, these
seemingly contradictory forces (enhancing ingroup status while
endorsing egalitarianism) both serve the broader purpose of atten-
uating the broader hierarchy. The story for members of dominant
groups is more straightforward. With less commitment to egalitar-
ian principles, dominant groups are freer to set thresholds of
diversity that worked to serve their hierarchy-enhancing goals.

General Discussion

Testing a variety of groups and using novel methods, seven
studies substantiated the prediction that members of dominant
groups and nondominant groups can look at identical demographic
data and come to different conclusions about the degree to which
an organization is diverse. Where there was disagreement, thresh-
olds of diversity were drawn by members of both groups in ways
that ensure themselves greater representation. This was shown to

be especially the case when thresholds were set in terms of
sufficient (vs. descriptive) diversity, when group status threat was
high, and when the nondominant group was a small minority in the
local context. These patterns were explained by differences in
support for equal representation as the standard against which
evaluations of diversity should be made, an idea that mirrored
broader beliefs expressed in the egalitarianism subscale of social
dominance orientation. Together, these findings suggest that the
setting of numerical thresholds of diversity can address groups’
concerns about their standing in the social hierarchy.

Theoretical and Methodological Contributions

Although novel in its method and findings, the conclusions from
this work are generally consistent with a growing literature on the
subjective nature of diversity showing that members of dominant
and nondominant groups define diversity in ways that benefit
themselves (Bauman et al., 2014; Unzueta & Binning, 2012). We
find that, even when examining numerical representation, the
ambiguity around diversity allows for a strategic interpretation of
these numbers. This finding is interesting in the context of popular
mathematical indices of diversity such as the Simpson index
(Simpson, 1949). Although people’s numerical definitions of di-
versity do appear to follow the general pattern of this index (i.e.,
following a premise of heterogeneity in which peak diversity in a
two-group context is around 50%/50% representation, and the
lowest levels of diversity when either group is completely unrep-
resented), people modulate this model to their advantage. This
suggests that people may hold general heuristics or mental algo-
rithms for determining whether an organization is diverse, but that
these can be biased by group-based motivations and the context
they are in.

Our research also indicates a process by which group differ-
ences in thresholds of diversity may emerge and be enforced.
Beliefs about whether diversity should be evaluated against a
principle of equal representation appear to function as the legiti-
mizing ideology that distinguishes members of dominant and
nondominant groups. This is interesting in that it is generally
proportional representation that is invoked in policy and legal
contexts as a practical principle of evaluating diversity (Abram,
1986; Lippert-Rasmussen, 2008; Robinson et al., 2001). Examin-
ing support for a principle of proportional representation, however,
did little to explain between-groups differences in thresholds of
diversity. Instead, relative support for equal representation (and
broader egalitarian attitudes) provide the most insight into why
members of dominant and nondominant groups set thresholds of
diversity that are biased in their favor. Clearly, more research
exploring these principles, where they come from, and who sup-
ports them, will be fruitful in better understanding how people
form their definitions of diversity.

Another theoretical contribution of this work is highlighting the
potential distinction between sufficient and descriptive diversity.
In our early studies, we observed greater between-groups differ-
ences when organizations were evaluated as being sufficiently
versus descriptively diverse. We also observed that, consistent
with predictions about the prescriptive implications of evaluations
of sufficient diversity, that the point of relative group representa-
tion at which an organization was declared to be sufficiently
diverse also indicated the point at which diversity initiatives were
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said to be no longer needed. As a result, past research assessing
descriptive definitions of diversity (e.g., Unzueta & Binning,
2012) may, in fact, be underestimating the size of group-based
differences in diversity perceptions. Moreover, by not specifically
assessing prescriptive perceptions of diversity, past research may
be missing the definitions of diversity that are most likely to
impact real-world attitudes and behavior.

Another major contribution of this work is its novel methods.
The empirical and analytical strategy described in this article
allows researchers to calculate thresholds of diversity in an accu-
rate but indirect way, drawing upon a simple series of questions,
the responses to which are much harder for participants to game
than if they were explicitly asked to define their thresholds of
diversity. In addition to further exploring peoples’ thresholds of
diversity, this approach could be used to address a wide range
of research questions. For example, using identical stimuli, one
could test at which points of relative group representation would
people view an organization as a successful business or as an
attractive place to work. Outside of the context of diversity,
researchers could use this approach to determine thresholds of
approval for the distribution of a wide range of zero-sum re-
sources. For example, given a fixed budget to allocate to members
of two groups, the methods presented here could be used to
estimate the points of relative funding at which members of each
group would begin to see that allocation as fair. We expect that
scholars from a diverse range of disciplines will find ways to refine
the methods detailed here and apply them to a wide range of
research questions.

Limitations and Future Directions

As a theoretically and empirically novel first step into the
psychology of numerical definitions of diversity, this research still
faces several limitations. One such concern may regard the sample
sizes in some of our later studies and the possibility that we are
underpowered. We acknowledge this as a potential limitation of
this work, but we have taken care to detail effect sizes across our
studies and share our raw group-level responses in the online
supplementary materials (see Appendix C). This limitation is
driven in part by our exclusion criteria (Appendix B) and the fact
that in each study where we fit curves to individual participants
(Studies 3a through 7) we consistently had to exclude those whose
responses either fit our model poorly or produced no calculable
thresholds. Although our models fit the responses of the clear
majority of our participants well, this finding naturally raises
questions about generalizability and the possibility that there are
some people whose thresholds of diversity cannot be represented
by even our best-fitting model. However, because we did not
notice any systematic demographic differences between those ex-
cluded by these criteria and those included, we cannot rule out that
this may also be a consequence of noise in our data. Participants
clicking randomly or invariantly throughout studies is an inherent
risk to online data collection and would generate poor fitting
results like the ones we observed. Given this concern, in Studies 5
through 7, we also opted to exclude participants who failed our
attention checks. Although reinstating these individuals in our
samples had a minimal, and sometimes even favorable, impact on
our effect sizes, excluding inattentive participants allowed us to
run the most faithful and conservative tests of our predictions. By

ensuring larger sample sizes and recruiting from more attentive
subject pools, future research replicating these methods should be
able to minimize these concerns.

A more theoretical question can be raised about the consistent
pattern of results in which we found, across all of our studies, no
significant between-groups differences in thresholds of minimum
dominant group representation. In every reported study and every
context, participants from both the dominant and nondominant
group thought that sufficient diversity had been achieved at
roughly 30% representation of the dominant group. This is in
contrast to the question of sufficient diversity for nondominant
group representation, where dominant groups typically set the bar
lower than 30%, and nondominant groups often set it higher. If
members of dominant and nondominant groups wanted to maxi-
mize the extent to which their diversity thresholds served their
hierarchy concerns, they would adjust both thresholds accordingly.
Exactly why we did not see group-differences emerge in regards to
minimum dominant group representation remains one of the un-
resolved questions of this research and potentially one of the most
exciting avenues for future exploration. One tempting explanation
is that this is an artifact of our curve-fitting procedures, but this is
quickly ruled out by an examination of the raw mean group-level
responses (Appendix C). An alternative explanation is that this is
just the result of dominant groups being biased (setting higher
minimum representation thresholds for themselves than for non-
dominant groups) and nondominant groups not reciprocating.
However, our post hoc analyses showed that differences in group-
serving bias were not categorical, rather they were a matter of
degree. The most plausible working explanation we have is that
dealing with minimum nondominant group representation is more
of a real-world issue than minimum dominant group representa-
tion. Most workplaces in the United States focus on diversity
demographics when the nondominant group is rising in represen-
tation from a very low amount toward parity. It is rarely the case
that people are concerned with the underrepresentation of domi-
nant groups, likely because this primarily occurs in lower status
contexts. Therefore, in the conflict between dominant and non-
dominant groups in defining diversity the minimum nondominant
group representation threshold may simply be where the “battle-
field” lies. Unfortunately, despite this finding being extremely
consistent, we have no way of testing its origins with the current
data. We hope other researchers to explore this question as well.

Another question not entirely resolved by this research is the
extent to which the drawing of diversity thresholds is deliberate.
Recent research has argued that in some instances, certain thresh-
olds of diversity (e.g., having exactly two women on corporate
boards) may be shaped by pressure to conform to descriptive
norms (Chang, Milkman, Chugh, & Akinola, 2018). Given our
methods in Studies 3 through 7 (evaluating 21 companies of
randomly varying relative group representation), we think it would
have been challenging for participants to game their responses in
order to produce a specific threshold, and unlikely that they were
dwelling on normative pressures when making their judgments.
One possible way to reconcile these findings is that the evaluation
of company demographics as tested here, tapped into more auto-
matic (and thus susceptible to bias) processes than a more delib-
erative process like deciding how to staff a board.

Another set of reasonable critiques can be made regarding
external validity. For example, our studies were devoid of much of
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the information that normally accompanies numerical representa-
tions of diversity (e.g., the industry of the organization, or how it
fares on other dimensions of diversity, etc.). Although our stimuli
were based on commonly used representations of diversity statis-
tics, they were kept free of additional information to assess their
effects without extraneous confounds or distractors. Examining the
effect of supplementary information, however, remains an inter-
esting opportunity for future research. For example, stereotypes
about certain industries or groups (e.g., evaluating the diversity of
a majority White hockey teams vs. a majority Black basketball
team) may moderate results in similar ways to the baseline infor-
mation used in this research. Additionally, future research could
examine what happens when individuals are given multiple base-
line statistics (e.g., differing state and industry-specific demo-
graphics), to see whether one is seen as more relevant or whether
participants choose the one that best suits their group-based mo-
tivations.

Our decision to focus, for four of our studies, on the relative
representation of only two ethnic groups may also pose issues of
external validity in the American context. Unfortunately, the meth-
odological and analytical complexity of adding a third or fourth
group to the present experiments far exceeds the scope of this
article. Although this will be important to test, concerns about
generalizability were largely assuaged when we tested our basic
design on the dimension of gender (typically perceived to be a
binary identity). Future research will benefit from examining
groups of more ambiguous status (e.g., Asian Americans; Kim,
1999; Zou & Cheryan, 2017) or how diversity is determined in
organizations consisting of two nondominant groups.

A related limitation is that we only ever compared individuals
on a single dimension of identity. This raises the following ques-
tion about the interaction between participant ethnicity and gender
across our studies. For example, when examining the racial
makeup of an organization, do White men and White women
respond in the same way? In post hoc analyses of our results, we
found no moderating effects of the identities that were not made
salient (i.e., gender in studies where diversity was evaluated in
terms of ethnicity, or ethnicity in studies where diversity was
evaluated in terms of gender; all ps $ .200). Future research
should test whether making multiple identities salient influences
where people draw their thresholds of diversity.

Finally, although we demonstrated that the points of relative
group representation at which people declare sufficient diversity as
having been achieved map on closely to the points at which they
declare diversity initiatives no longer necessary, we did not ex-
plore attitudes about the full range of such initiatives (e.g., targeted
hiring vs. diversity trainings vs. mentorship programs, etc.). It
would be interesting to see if support for these different policies
would vary in their relationship with beliefs about sufficient di-
versity. There are some policies (e.g., mandatory quotas, histori-
cally a “third rail” policy issue; Kravitz & Platania, 1993; Unzueta,
Lowery, & Knowles, 2008) that some people may be hesitant to
embrace even if they do not think sufficient diversity has been
achieved, or that people will only support in order to increase the
representation of their ingroup, but not the outgroup. Additionally,
other efforts which fall under the broad umbrella of diversity
initiatives but aren’t linked so directly with changing the repre-
sentation of groups (e.g., mentorship programs for members of
underrepresented groups) may find support regardless of whether

sufficient numerical diversity has been achieved. These remain
important questions to explore both within and outside this re-
search paradigm.

Implications

Given the utility a single concrete numerical definition of di-
versity would have for organizations and policymakers, how then
should we grapple with the finding that such a definition would be
inevitably subject to group-based biases? Although this research
does provide estimated values of relative representation at which
people began to perceive diversity, we strongly caution readers
against using these estimates literally. That is, the general thresh-
olds of diversity provided in this paper (e.g., approximately 30%–
70% of a group) should not be interpreted as objective diversity
targets. Given the abstract context in which these estimates were
generated, and that these thresholds varied significantly among
people based on their group membership and context, we reject the
notion of any “true” diversity threshold. Additionally, this research
does not suggest the widespread adoption of either proportional
representation or equal representation as guiding principles for
determining diversity. Although equal representation is more
likely to lead to greater equality across groups, there are practical
constraints that may limit its applicability in all situations and may
stir up discontent among members of dominant groups if intro-
duced as formal policy.

Despite these important caveats, we also caution against leaving
diversity goals wholly undefined. The pursuit of an ambiguous
“critical mass” of diversity may lead to both confusion and inac-
tion. At one point in the Supreme Court’s deliberations of Fisher
v. Texas, Justice Scalia, frustrated by either sides’ inability to
provide an explicit numerical value for the critical mass upon
which the case was being argued, joked “we should probably stop
calling it critical mass then, because mass, you know, assumes
numbers . . . call it a cloud or something like that” (Fisher v. Texas,
2013). Although this case is now resolved, part of its drawn-out
deliberation was attributed to the absence of a defined numerical
definition of diversity. Additionally, past research has found that
we cannot rely on organizations to diversify by themselves (Edel-
man et al., 2001), as reaching organizational diversity goals typi-
cally requires the setting of specific diversity goals and the allo-
cation of resources to monitor progress toward these goals.
Therefore, when the need to set concrete diversity goals arises,
organizations should not shy away from adopting specific goals
where they are helpful. However, in doing so, they should be
mindful of who is setting those goals, and how group membership
and motivations, as well as the baseline statistics they are drawing
from, may shape the targets they might initially prefer. Further-
more, in the context of broader structural biases and inequality, the
achievement of a minimal level of sufficient diversity in one
context should not be interpreted as a total and permanent achieve-
ment of that goal. Rather, sustained effort is likely necessary to
maintain sufficient levels of diversity and prevent a reversion to
prior insufficient levels.

Conclusion

As this research highlights the limitations of demographics in
diagnosing an organization’s diversity, it adds to a growing call for
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a more comprehensive approach to diversity (Roberson, 2006; van
Knippenberg & Schippers, 2007). Although more time consuming,
measures of inclusion and belonging reveal more about which
employees feel marginalized and isolated in their organizations
than simple demographics. That being said, we do not expect or
encourage organizations to stop tracking “the numbers.” Rather,
we encourage all organizations to be mindful of the fact that,
whenever dealing with issues of diversity, the groups we belong to
inevitably shape how we see things.
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