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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of thi s study was to examine objective factors that may influence 

how we ll di verse a person perceives his work environment. The factors explored include 

skin color, the number of different races represented in the work group, race percentage 

of the work group, job tenure, and whether or not the supervisor is of the same race. This 

is a policy capturing study, thus, forms no specific hypothesis. It used a multiple 

regression analysis to ascenain which factors cont1ibute to a person's overall perception 

of racial diversity within the work group. 

Collectively, the factors were found to be marginally significant. Upon examining 

the factors individually, skjn color/same race was found to be a significant factor. 

Additional findings along with specifics are discussed, as well as future research 

directions . 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Many organi zations, businesses and governments are increasingly becoming 

aware of di versity matters. Some educational institutions have revised their strategic plan 

in an effort to accommodate diversity issues. Companies are implementing diversity 

workshops and other programs (e .g. as Affirmative Action) to address and manage these 

issues. Researchers have attempted to understand the effects of diversity on organizations 

(Willi ams & O'Reilly, 1998; Richard, 2000; Doka, 1996; Jehn, Northcraft, & Neale, 

1999; Sackett, Dubois, & Noe, 1991; Harrison, Price, & Bell , 1998; Tsui, & O'Reilly, 

1992; Pelled, Ei senhardt, & Xin, 1999;Terpstra, 1997). Although effort has been made in 

th eoreti cal and research development relating to diversity in organizational behavior, it 

has not been firmly grounded. As noted by Williams and O'Reilly (1998) , 40 years of 

empirical research relating to the effects of diversity on organizational pe1iormance have 

yielded conflicting results . Nevertheless, di versity remains an eminently important reality 

and should not be overlooked. 

Much of the research on di versity has explored its effects on the organization. 

While thi s is of considerable importance, little work has examined the effects of 

racial/ethnic status on the individual employee in terms of whether or not that person 

views his work environment to be similar to him. This may possess significance for 

minori ti es . Sackett et al (1991) examined male-female differences in performance ratings 

in near! y 500 work groups across a variety of jobs and organizations. Their findings 

showed that women received higher performance ratings when the proportion of women 

in the work group was greater. The implication here is that in workgroups where 



members see few simil ari ti es between themsel ves and others within the group, there may 

be negati ve consequences. Observable similariti es may mitigate negati ve assumptions , 

like feelings of di scrimin ati on. In the stud y of equity theory, it is perceptions of, rather 

th an actual, inputs and outcomes that cau e fee ling of inequ ity (Harder, 1992; Vogl­

Bauer, Kalbfl eisch. & Beatt y, 1999). Thi paper purports to examine fac tors that may 

influence an individual's perceptions of rac ial di ers it y in the, ork en ironment. 



CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Perceprions and Identities 

Perceptions are the collection of processes used to anive at meaningful 

interpretations of feelings (Nairne, 2000). Perceptions are created through an individual's 

environment. Various segments of her experiences and surroundings contribute to an 

overall evaluation. These evaluations are the basis from which feelings or perceptions are 

drawn. 

Research and theory show that there is a pervasive cognitive tendency to react to 

perceived differences (Sanchez & Brock, 1996; Sackett et al , 1991). Research suggests 

that these reactions may have negative consequences. We live in a world of differences 

and these differences are of all types. In view of Williams and O'Reilly's (1998) meta-

analytic work, there are several types of di versity relevant to organizations. Society's 

explanations or definitions of diversity are as varied as the many forms of diversity itself 

(Mosely, 1997; Jehn et al , 1999). Some reflect differences among people across groups 

(e.g. personality, cognitive ability, and values) , while others are based on 

group/demographic membership (e.g. race, gender) . Demographic classifying is more 

commonly known as social categorizing. 

Social categories usually include gender, age and race/ethnicity (McGrath, 

Berdahl, & Arrow, 1996). While there are other types of diversity (Harrison et al, 1998), 

social category diversity is most often the umbrella under which people are referring 

when speaking in reference to diversity issues (McGrath, et al, 1996). Overt social 

category characteristics offer an identifiable and key foundation by which individuals can 



categorize themselves and others (Tajfel, 1981). Social coonition is thouoht to be the 
0 ::, 

means by whi ch we categori ze. 

Social cognition concerns how we perceive and process information about others 

and ourselves (Macrae & Bodenhausen, 2000). Social cognition causes us to scan our 

environment to make sense out of it. One way we make sense of our surroundinos is 
0 

sociall y. We identify with certain social categories, known as social identity. 

Social identity theory says that one of the things we look for when scanning the 

environment is how similar we are to other people (Hogg & Terry, 2000). Social identity 

theory suggests that individuals categorize themselves and others into social categories 

(Tajfel , 1981). People seem to relate to others who are like themselves. The criteria for 

these categories are based on prototypical characteristics of category members. For 

example, Asian Americans group themselves with individuals who have the same 

physical characteristics as they do. 

When groups in organizations form naturally, it is due in part to perceived 

simil arity. For example, females are likely to join a group when they see female 

members. Likewise, African Americans are likely to join a group where other African 

Americans are members. Members from the same social network are most willing to 

congregate as a group (Tajfel, 1981). Therefore, social category diversity is likely to 

influence group interactions and perceptions by virtue of social identity effects. 

Identities and self-presentational behaviors are also the basis on which social 

acceptance and status are awarded or withdrawn (Hogan & Hogan, 1992). In the context 

of social interaction and by means of social cognition, others observe us. The amount of 

acceptance and respect they give us depends on their reactions to us. Therefore, if an 



individual perceives himself as a single minority in a group and acceptance and respect 

are not presented, it is reasonable to predict this will negatively affect the relationship 

(McCauley, Wright, & Hartis , 2000). 

Fu11hermore, persons who believe that they are treated negatively because of their 

membership in a social category may have different feelings , perceptions and possibly 

different outcomes than persons who do not. For instances, Phinney (1990) found that 

minorities who felt they had been treated unfairly tended to have feelings of inadequacy 

and personal conflict. This may be particularly true for the minority who perceives he is 

the sole member of the work group belonging to a minority race. 

Exploratory Factors 

This research represents an exploratory effort to identify factors that may 

influence individual perceptions of racial diversity. The following section suggests 

several characteristics relating to the work environment that may affect an individual 

minority's perceptions of racial diversity. 

One factor that could certainly be expected to have an influence on individual 

perceptions of racial diversity is skin color. A race is a population that can be 

di stingui shed from other populations within a group by genetically transmitted physical 

characteristics (Andreasen, 1998; Mosely, 1997). Each race possesses a unique and 

di stinct collection of genes, making it identifiable by the traits produced from this genetic 

ensemble. For the most part, it is by physical genetic differences that races are most 

easily notable and perceived by individuals. Therefore, members of the same race share 

distinguishing characteristics because they share a common genetic lineage. This is not to 

· · h h b an·at1·on However human bein°s say that any one race 1s pure, m eac t ere can e v · , 0 



belonging to a pa,ticular ethnic group show a hi gher frequency of ce1tain characteri stic 

traits than another group. Logically, the largest group sharing common traits would be 

tenned majority, leaving the smaller ones minority. 

Typicall y within the United States, external physical traits are the primary 

determinant of racial identity both scientifically and in terms of perceptions (Mosely, 

1997). Even so, there are other determinants of racial identity. These include biochemical 

and molecular genetic analyses. However, scientifically, these are found to be consistent 

within the races. Therefore, external physical traits and characteristics take priority in 

influencing race identity as well as perceptions. 

Another factor that may sway perceptions of racial diversity is the racial 

composition of an individual 's workgroup. The term diversity suggests differences. 

Therefore, racial diversity might also be explained in terms of how many different races 

are thought to be present in the workgroup. As noted in the research, this is determined 

essentially as differences among group members' biological characteristics and physical 

features (Mosely, 1997). In other words, a racially diverse workgroup could be viewed as 

containing a variety of races . 

A third factor that might influence perceptions of racial diversity is the proportion 

of indi viduals in the work group who differ from the majority. In light of the research on 

diversity, particularly investigations like Sackett et al (1991), group composition or 

proportion is likely to influence perceptions of diversity. As mentioned previously, racial 

di versity could be viewed as the degree to which there are members belonging to the 

different races in a group. Rationally, the group would include individuals similar to each 

other in teims of race as well as indi viduals different from each other in terms of race. 



Therefore, increasing racial di versity would suggest adding members that are in the 

min01ity race(s) to the group. As a result , the closer the ratios are for each race the better 

racial diversity is for that group. For example, a group consisting of Whites , Blacks and 

Hispanics in a 3:3:3 ratio might be perceived racially di verse to each individual 

belonging to that particular group. Because the proportion of each race represented in the 

group is well balanced, perceptions of racial di versity should be high. Therefore, the 

greater an indi vidual judges there to be a more proportionate number of indi viduals 

simil ar to him in the group, the higher her perceptions of racial di versity may very well 

be. 

A fo rth fac tor that might influence individual perceptions of rac ial di versity is job 

tenure. For example , O'Reill y, Caldwe ll and Barnett ' (1989) fin ding ugge t indi idual 

differences in tenure among group member impact emplo ee outcome . ore 

spec ifica ll y, Hani son et al (1 998) hypothesized that time\. ould ba icall di ipate the 

effec ts of ove11 di ffe rences . They rea on that time may pro ide for ex ten ive information 

to be gathered and exchanged. This in tum can modif initial perception . In thi 

instance, a situati on that at one time wa not ie, ed a racial! di ere may be iewed a 

more diverse wi th the pas age of ti me. 

Las tl y, whether or not the person in leader hip belong to the ame race as the 

· · · · · d a contribute to hO\ much di er it y is ind1 v1dual whose perceptions are being asses e m 

· · · A · ·1y havino a person belonging to your perce1 ved to ex ist 111 the work group. a minon , o 

. . d ·ct al's di position on racial di ersity. When race as a supervisor could influence an in 1v1 u 

. . d h. oh-status in an organi zation, percepti ons a person of a minority class 1s recogni ze as 1o 

may be impac ted. 



Suppo,1 borrowed from the organizati · · 
on rnentonng literature may provide indirect 

suppo11 for thi s contenti on. Mentors are usually thou I t f h' h . . . 
g 1 o as 1g -ranking, mfluenttal 

members of the organization who have advanced experie d k 
1 nee an now edge (Parker & 

Kram , 1993). The advanced experience and knowledge along ·th th · fl b w1 e m uence can e 

perceived by junior organization members as a way to acquire meaningful support. As a 

result , proteges may form positive opinions that could dominate their assessment of the 

environment. 

Additionally, Nieva and Gutek (1981) theorized when females are in a small 

minority, same sex mentors can have a profound influence on female organization 

members. They further repo11 that because gender-role expectations spill into work-role 

expectations, it may be perceived by female proteges that female mentors provide more 

supportive relationships than male mentors provide. Again, this may remove or reduce 

negative connotations present in the surrounding environment. 

As with the mentor-protege relationship, the supervisor-subordinate relationship 

is a dyadic one. This paper is interested in factors that may impact the observations one 

uses to make an interpretation of how well racial diversity is present in the work 

environment. At the dyad level, there continues to be processes like face-to-face 

communication, influence, support, possible collaboration and even conflict (Harrison et 

al, 1998). Therefore, a dyadic relationship may impact employee perceptions and 

outcomes . Specifically, observing a person of minority status in such a position of 

. 1 , ·ved amount of racial di versity. mfluence may favorably affect that emp oyee s perce, 

. . h • Th· · s an exploratory research that This paper has no spec1f1c hypot es1s. 1s 1 

. . do ts minorities make when assessing 
attempts to determine factors that go mto the JU omen 
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whether or not their work environment is racially diverse. Although the factors presented 

here are not an exhausti ve li st, it appears logical that these factors may in fact contribute 

to an indi vidual's perceptions of racial diversity . 

9 



Participants 

CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

The sample for this study consisted of 95 participants A d' . ccor mg to research, 

blacks and multiracials place greater importance on racial-ethnic issues than whites do 

(Jaret & Reitzes, 1999). Therefore, the target population and criteria for this study was 

Afiican American. After examining the data set, several persons did not meet the criteria 

and consequently were excluded from analysis . After eliminating those who did not 

identify as Afiican American, 87 participants were left to use for analysis. 

Participants used in the study were 33% male and 67% female. The mean age was 

36.9 years (SD= 10.9). The percentage of participants reporting they had less than a high 

school diploma was 4.5%, 40.9% reported having a high school diploma, 27.3% reported 

an associated degree or some college, while 27 .2% reported having a four-year degree or 

more. Since potential recruits were told they should be employed, participation indicated 

being employed, either full-time or part-time. The mean length of job time reported by 

participants was 6.8 years (SD= 6.9). 

Measures 

Dependent variable. The following item/question served as the dependent 

va1iable in this study: "How racially diverse is your work environment?' The response 

I · h hors ranoino from aoree to disagree. was recorded on a one to seven (1-7) sea e wit anc o o 0 

. . f alono with questions seeking This question appeared on the first o two pages o 

. . . . 'f d s "Diversity" in the tables below. demographic information. This vanable 1s 1dent1 ie a 



lndepeNk,u variabl~.s. The second pap of the survey contained five additional 

questions measuring the independent variables These qucsu· ted · ons represen an attempt to 

identify the factors that may have influenced the individual's O crall • f . v perceptions o racial 

diversity. In an effort to assess the earlier mentioned factors, participants were asked the 

following questions. Beside each question is a statement of the intent of the question 

along with the label used to identify the question in the tables below. 

I. How many people of your race work in your dcpattukSDt/group? [This item 

measures skin color - Same Race] 

2. How many different races are represented in your work group? (This item 

assesses the racial composition of the work group - Diff Races] 

3. How many people work in your department/work group? [This item divided into 

question one represents the proportion/racial percentage of those wh9 differ from 

the majority-Race%] 

4. How long have you worked in your present job? [This item measures the length of 

time worked or job tenure -- Tenure] 

5. Is your supervisor a member of your race? [This item denotes ·the person in 

leadership factor -- Supervisor] 

In an attempt to minimize the time of participants as a means of encouraging their 

participation, it was decided to use one-item measures to appraise all variables. There is 

empirical foundation for this approach (Drolet & Monison, 2001). Because items within 

a scale should be correlated, each additional item in a scale provides somewhat less 

ed . "Cl I one or two good itemS that elicit 
infonnation than the item that preced it. e~ Y, 

11 



appropri ate res pondent behavior will yield better i f . 
n ormation than multiple, poorly 

presented items" (p.199). 

Procedures 

One research assistant was trained to assist in ad · · · . 
mm1stenng and collecting 

documents and questionnaires. In an effort to recruit Africa A · .. 
n mencans, participants 

were enlisted from a local community church. The pastor of the h h • • d c urc mv1te members 

to participate and gave infonnation on where to report if they decided to partake in the 

study. Also, signs were posted in various areas as an invitation to participate and to direct 

potenti al participants to the designated room in which the research would take place. 

After assembling recruits in the research room, the researcher briefly gave an 

introduction and verbally gave all participants specific details regarding the project. After 

each person received an infonned consent document to keep for his record, he was asked 

to read it silently. Time was allotted for questions concerning the study. When all had 

completed reading, participants were assured that their responses would be anonymous 

and used for research purposes only. They were also told that they could cease 

involvement at any point. Once participants indicated they wished to continue, 

questionnaires were distributed. All choose to continue with the research. 

In order to discourage participants from returning to the first questionnaire after 

completing the second, the survey was distributed to participants in two pages. To later 

· · · d ble number The same number was match for analysis, the first page contame a remova · 

. . . k d to complete the first paae and wntten on the questionnaire. Part1c1pants were as e 0 

h · en the second pa0 e and remove the number. If they wished to proceed, t ey were giv 0 

asked to enter the removed number on that page. It took approximately seven minutes to 

12 



complete the survey. Thi s was the only meeting required of participants to conclude the 

data collection process. Each participant was offered a soda as (s)he left the room. 

13 



CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

Descripti ve stati sti cs and intercorrelat· b 10ns etwee ct· · n 1vers1ty, same race, di fferent 
races, race percent and age are contained in Tab! 1 e . 

Table I 

Mean, Standard Deviati on, and Correlations of n1·v ·t S 
ersi Y, ame Race D"ff Race Percent , and Age · 1 erent Races, 

Vari ables Mean SD I J l 1 Q 

l. Di versity 3.34 1.98 1.00 

2. Same Race 5.33 5.48 0.2_ ** 1.00 

3. Di ff Races 2.61 - .02 0.10 0.06 l. 

4. Race 9'o 0.49 0.69 -0.02 0.19* 0.04 1. 

5. Ten ure 6.78 6.90 o._0* 0.16 O.L -0.0_ 1.00 

6. Superv isor 0. 1 0.0 0.0 0.04 --0. I 1.00 

Note : upen·isor 1ean and D ba ed on _ pt 
110 1 the sa me . ** Indicate significa nce at p < .0 . Indi ate . 

Thi tab le hows a ign ificant bi np ption f div it and 

same race, and margin all y ignifi ant r lati n hip tw n ption of di it and 

both tenure and supervisor. 

In order to determi ne the abil ity of an of the ind pend nt variabl to predi 1 

percepti ons of diversit y in the presence of the other ariable • a regre ion a u ed 10 

ana lyze the data. Results are indicated in Table 2. 



Table 2 

Recrre sion Anal sis Summar for Same Race Different Races Race Percent Tenure 
and Sugervisor Predicting Percegtions of Diversity 

Effect Coefficient Std Error Std Coef t P(2 Tail) 

Constant 1.42 0.75 0.00 1.90 0.06 

Same Race 0.07 0.04 0.20 1.81 0.07 

Diff Races 0.08 0.10 0.09 0.81 0.42 

Race % -0.18 0.30 -0.06 -0.59 0.56 

Tenure 0.05 0.03 0.16 1.53 0.13 

Supervisor 0.89 0.51 0.18 1.73 0.09 

This table shows that while "same race" and "supervisor" were marginally significant 

predictors of perceptions of diversity, the overall regression was not significant [p = 

.066] . 



CHAPTER y 

DISCUSSION 

This study was a policy capturino study and ·t 
o I s purpose was to investigate specific 

factors to detennine if these factors relate to minorities' . 1 . 
'particu arly Afncan Americans 

' 
overall perceptions of racial diversity in the work environment. 

A regression analysis was used to determine if same d'f~ race, 1 1erent races, race 

percent, job tenure, or the supervisor being the same race would pred· t · f 1c perceptions o 

racial diversity among African Americans. The overall regression was marginally 

significant (p = .066). Collectively, the independent variables accounted for about 12% of 

the variance. 

However, the bivariate correlation between perceptions of diversity and same race 

was .22 (p < .05). This correlation suggests that as employees see others of the same race, 

they perceive the workplace to be more diverse. It could be, however, that the 

relationship between these two variables is not entirely linear. It may be that when 

employees see others that are the same race as they are, they perceive the environment as 

di verse but only to a point. After a certain point of seeing individuals of the same race, 

African Americans may no longer deem the situation as racially diverse. Therefore, a 

curvilinear relationship may more accurately represent some circumstances. This 

possibility warrants further investigation. 

The bi variate relationship between overall perceptions of racial diversity and job 

k d · th · b was marginally significant tenure or the length of time a person has war e m e JO 

. h h. h uggests that time diminishes 
(p < .10). This seems to be consistent with researc w ic s 

. "ff (Harrison et al 1998). It is 
possible negative impressions of observable d1 erences ' 



thought that time serves as an oppo1tunity to acqu · . . 
ire more extensive information which 

could perhaps allow for a di fferent evaluation. 

Whether or not the supervisor is of the same h . . 
race as t e part1c1pant was also found 

to have a marginall y significant relationship with percept" f ct· . 
IOns o 1vers1ty. Of course, 

supervisors are higher ranking individuals thought to have ad d . 
vance expenence. Role 

expectations may move into the work environment thus provi·ct· 
' , mg more support to the 

subordinate (Nieva & Gutek, 1981; Kanter, 1977). This might impact appraisals of the 

environment. If this person is the same race as a minority, he may be viewed to account 

for a large proportion of the group's diversity. 

Again, this study was exploratory in nature. It is however, a start in the proper 

direction. Despite there being only marginally significant results found, the current study 

may help to cast some light on factors that influence African Americans' perceptions of 

racial diversity. 

The limitations of this research should be addressed. Perhaps the greatest 

limitation of the study is the measures by which all variables were assessed. Despite 

research such as Drolet and Morrison (2001) indicating that one-item measures can 

effecti vel y educe proper response behavior, it is known that latent constructs are more 

effecti vel y measured when several items are used to evaluate them. Furthermore, one­

item measures cannot produce reliability coefficients. While reliability does not 

guarantee validity, it sets the upper limits for achieving validity (Pedhazur & Schmelkin, 

l 991 ). Therefore, researchers for the most part do not recommend one-item measures. 

. • · number of items so that a 
Future research should seek measures that contam a mmimum 

calculati on of reli ability may be computed. 



Another limitation of the study includes the small sa 
1 

• 
mp e size surveyed. The 

sample size used here contained 87 participants . Of course, the results of any research are 

more meaningful when the sample size is large enough to generalize to an entire 

population. Future research should attempt to expand on sample size. In addition, in light 

of the United States growing in its number of ethnic minorities entering the workpl ace 

(Doka, 1996), other minority races should be explored. 

Still , a third limitation involves the use of objecti e mea ure . The items u ed a 

measures in thi s study were objective in nature. It ma be that indi iduaJ an th ir ,. ork 

environ ment more subj ec ti ve ly than objecti el . Differ n e in ra e i ue that ·i t 

between blacks and whites often tern more from ubje tivi t than bj ti it 

Reit zes, I 999; B1ickson , 2000). Thi re ear h impli that indi idual m b ra 

issue more on feeling th an on what ac tual] i . Th r for 

more effectively tap the actual con tru t "p r pti n 

directi on may opt to look at other fac t r that arc I 

f ra ial di 

tiv 

ma 

it 

ti 
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