
Ethnic dissimilarity predicts belonging motive frustration and 
reduced organizational attachment

Article  (Accepted Version)

http://sro.sussex.ac.uk

Kim, Kawon, Ormiston, Margaret E, Easterbrook, Matthew J and Vignoles, Vivian L (2019) Ethnic 
dissimilarity predicts belonging motive frustration and reduced organizational attachment. Group 
Processes and Intergroup Relations, 22 (1). pp. 116-138. ISSN 1368-4302 

This version is available from Sussex Research Online: http://sro.sussex.ac.uk/id/eprint/72355/

This document is made available in accordance with publisher policies and may differ from the 
published  version or from the version of record. If you wish to cite this item you are advised to 
consult the publisher’s version. Please see the URL above for details on accessing the published 
version. 

Copyright and reuse: 
Sussex Research Online is a digital repository of the research output of the University.

Copyright and all moral rights to the version of the paper presented here belong to the individual 
author(s) and/or other copyright owners.  To the extent reasonable and practicable, the material 
made available in SRO has been checked for eligibility before being made available. 

Copies of full text items generally can be reproduced, displayed or performed and given to third 
parties in any format or medium for personal research or study, educational, or not-for-profit 
purposes without prior permission or charge, provided that the authors, title and full bibliographic 
details are credited, a hyperlink and/or URL is given for the original metadata page and the 
content is not changed in any way. 

http://sro.sussex.ac.uk/


Running head: ETHNIC DISSIMILARITY AND THE BELONGING MOTIVE   
 

 

Ethnic Dissimilarity Predicts Belonging Motive Frustration and Reduced Organizational 

Attachment 

 

Kawon Kima 

Margaret E. Ormistonb 

Matthew J. Easterbrookc 

Vivian L. Vignolesd 

 

a Corresponding author: The Hong Kong Polytechnic University, Department of 

Management and Marketing, Hung Hom, Kowloon, Hong Kong, 

kawon.kim@polyu.edu.hk, +852 2766 7106 

b George Washington University, Department of Management, 2201 G Street, NW, 

Washington, DC 20052, USA 

c d University of Sussex, Department of Psychology, Brighton, BN1 9QH, UK 

mailto:kawon.kim@polyu.edu.hk


Running head: ETHNIC DISSIMILARITY AND THE BELONGING MOTIVE  1 
 

Ethnic Dissimilarity Predicts Belonging Motive Frustration and Reduced Organizational 

Attachment 

Abstract 

Some empirical studies show negative consequences of being demographically 

different from one’s group, but the underlying psychological mechanisms are not well 

understood. To address this gap, we investigated the role of the belonging and 

distinctiveness motives in individuals’ experiences of being ethnically dissimilar from their 

group. We propose that ethnic dissimilarity satisfies group members’ need for 

distinctiveness whereas it frustrates members’ need for belonging, and this frustration 

reduces their organizational attachment. An experimental study showed that ethnic 

dissimilarity led to heightened arousal of the belonging motive, indicating that this motive 

was frustrated. In a naturalistic study of real-life student groups, ethnic dissimilarity was 

associated with frustrated belonging, which in turn was associated with reduced 

organizational attachment. This paper contributes to the literature of demographic 

dissimilarity in groups by closely examining the effect of demographic dissimilarity on 

group members’ fundamental motives and reactions to group membership. 

Keywords: demographic dissimilarity; group diversity; belonging motive; 

distinctiveness motive; identity shift 
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Both academics and management practitioners highlight the value of demographic 

diversity, particularly with regards to group tasks. Diversity in work groups can lead to 

high quality group outcomes because of the varied perspectives and knowledge within the 

group (Cox, Lobel, & McLeod, 1991; McLeod, Lobel, & Cox, 1996), tolerance of 

dissenting ideas (Phillips & Loyd, 2006), and thorough information processing (Sommers, 

Warp, & Mahoney, 2008). However, diversity can also have detrimental effects on 

individual group members. Indeed, individuals who are demographically dissimilar from 

their group, at times, suffer from a host of individual problems, such as reduced satisfaction 

and commitment, as well as higher absenteeism and turnover (e.g., Chatman & Flynn, 

2001; Guillaume, Brodbeck, & Riketta, 2012; Jackson et al., 1991; Liao, Joshi, & Chuang, 

2004; Riordan & Shore, 1997; Tsui, Egan, & O'Reilly, 1992; but see Guillaume, Van 

Knippenberg, & Brodbeck, 2014).  

One key mechanism proposed to explain these negative effects is motivated identity 

construction, or how individuals define themselves to satisfy basic identity motives 

(Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Vignoles, 2011). Drawing on social identity (SIT; Tajfel & 

Turner, 1986) and self-categorization theories (SCT; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & 

Wetherell, 1987), group diversity researchers have suggested that group members routinely 

categorize themselves in relation to other members based on salient demographic 
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characteristics, and these self-definition processes affect members’ experiences in groups 

through motive satisfaction/frustration (Chatman, Polzer, Barsade, & Neale, 1998; Tsui et 

al., 1992).  

Among several motives that can guide identity processes (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; 

Vignoles, 2011), group diversity researchers often focus on motives for self-esteem and 

uncertainty reduction (Hogg & Terry, 2000). Researchers have commonly proposed that 

individuals fare worse in demographically dissimilar groups because such groups do not 

provide a good basis upon which to form favorable and certain identities, and hence they 

may frustrate these motives (Chattopadhyay, 1999; Chattopadhyay, George, & Lawrence, 

2004; Goldberg, Riordan, & Schaffer, 2010; Tsui et al., 1992). In turn, frustration of these 

identity motives is associated with negative outcomes, such as reduced group identification 

and citizenship behavior (Chattopadhyay, 1999; Chattopadhyay et al., 2004).  

Despite the accepted role of motivated identity processes in explaining the link 

between demographic dissimilarity and individual outcomes, research has focused on a 

limited range of motives. Indeed, calls have been made to examine a wider range of 

underlying motives, to elucidate why dissimilar individuals struggle in groups (Lawrence, 

1997; Ormiston, 2016; Ormiston & Wong, 2008; Riordan, 2000). Shore and colleagues 

(2011) theorized that two motives of critical importance for understanding the experience 
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of being dissimilar are the belonging motive—a desire to feel connected with others 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995)—and the distinctiveness motive—a desire for differentiation 

from others (Brewer, 1991; Lynn & Snyder, 2002; Vignoles, Chryssochoou, & Breakwell, 

2000). Despite their theoretical relevance, no previous studies in our knowledge have 

examined the role of satisfaction/frustration of these motives within dissimilar small work 

groups.  

We address this gap by examining how group members’ motives for belonging and 

distinctiveness are differentially affected by demographic dissimilarity. We focus on salient 

demographic characteristics because, as Tsui, Egan and Porter (1994) note, these “physical, 

observable, and immutable personal and background characteristics….play a critical role in 

the initial categorization process” (as cited in Harrison, Price, & Bell, 1998) and thus would 

affect satisfaction/frustration of identity motives. We focus on ethnic dissimilarity, in 

particular, because group members commonly categorize one another into ethnic categories 

based on observable surface-level differences early in group life, and ethnicity is a 

prototypical attribute of “diversity” (Daniels, Neale, & Greer, 2017; Mannix & Neale, 

2005). Ethnic categorizations in daily social interaction are fluid and informal (Jenkins, 

1994; Okamura, 1981) and are based on contextual similarities and differences in 

observable (e.g., visible or audible) characteristics such as skin color or use of language 
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(Maddox & Chase, 2004; Rakić, Steffens, & Mummendey, 2011). 

Our paper has two goals: First, we examine how ethnic dissimilarity affects 

members’ needs for distinctiveness and belonging. We predict that dissimilarity satisfies 

the distinctiveness motive but frustrates—and thus arouses—the belonging motive. Second, 

we examine how motive frustration relates to an often-studied individual outcome within 

group diversity research, organizational attachment, or “psychological and behavioral 

involvement in a social group or unit” (Tsui et al., 1992, p. 554). The presented studies 

contribute to understanding why dissimilarity often negatively impacts members’ reactions 

to group membership, with clear implications for managing diverse work groups. 

Demographic Dissimilarity and Strivings for Belonging and Distinctiveness 

Although people are influenced by a range of identity motives (Ashforth & Mael, 

1989; Cooper & Thatcher, 2010; Vignoles, Regalia, Manzi, Golledge, & Scabini, 2006), 

psychologists have long shown that two critical motives for self-definition are belonging 

and distinctiveness. Humans’ desire for belonging is considered a basic and universal need 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Bowlby, 1969; Maslow, 1968); hence, people experience low 

academic achievement, reduced meaning in life, emotional distress, or even physical 

pathology when they are socially disconnected (Barden, Garber, Leiman, Ford, & Masters, 

1985; Leary, 1990; Lynch, 1977; Murphy, Steele, & Gross, 2007; Stillman et al., 2009; 
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Walton & Cohen, 2007, 2011). However, individuals also have a basic need to be distinct 

from others (Lynn & Snyder, 2002; Snyder & Fromkin, 1980; Vignoles et al., 2000). 

Failing to differentiate oneself is an unpleasant experience (Fromkin, 1972), and, at the 

extreme, can be associated with psychological disorders (de Bonis, De Boeck, Lida-Pulik, 

& Feline, 1995).   

Contextual factors that highlight an individual’s difference from, or similarity to, 

others are likely to either frustrate or satisfy these two motives. For instance, Murphy and 

colleagues (2007) found that when female math, science, and engineering (MSE) 

undergraduates viewed a supposed advertising video for an MSE leadership conference that 

was composed of 3 men and 1 woman, they reported lower anticipated belonging at the 

conference than when the video was gender balanced. This suggests that having one’s 

social group numerically underrepresented affects a sense of belonging. Elsewhere, 

university honors students who were told that their personality scores diverged from those 

of their fellow university honors students subsequently described themselves as highly 

stereotypical honors students (Pickett, Bonner, & Coleman, 2002). This suggests that these 

students’ belonging motive was frustrated, and, to compensate, they attempted to re-affirm 

their sense of belonging by highlighting their similarity to the group stereotype. 

Conversely, when participants found themselves to have similar aesthetic preferences to 
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three confederates, they judged themselves as highly dissimilar to in-group members, 

suggesting they had experienced a frustrated distinctiveness motive and were attempting to 

re-affirm a sense of distinctiveness (Markus & Kunda, 1986). These studies indicate that 

feeling highly similar or highly different frustrates the distinctiveness or the belonging 

motives, respectively. However, to our knowledge, no previous study has directly tested 

motive frustration in response to demographic dissimilarity in small work groups.  

In the two studies we report here, we operationalize demographic dissimilarity as 

being ethnically dissimilar from one’s group. Ethnicity, as we understand it here, is not 

reducible to ancestry, genetics, skin color or race (Hirschman, 2004): Ethnicities are social 

categories that people attribute to themselves and each other (Turner et al., 1987). Although 

individuals may develop stable ethnic identities based on a variety of information and 

influences, ethnic categorizations in daily social interaction are likely to be much more 

fluid and informal (Jenkins, 1994; Okamura, 1981), based on contextual similarities and 

differences in observable (e.g., visible or audible) characteristics such as skin color or use 

of language (Maddox & Chase, 2004; Rakić et al., 2011). Thus, as suggested in SCT 

(Turner et al., 1987), we argue that being ethnically dissimilar in a group is a salient social 

situation that may differentially frustrate or satisfy these two motives.  

When individuals are placed into a group in which they perceive members are 
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ethnically different from them, they are likely to be concerned that they do not belong in 

the group due to their dissimilarity and experience belonging motive frustration. However, 

ethnic dissimilarity is likely to satisfy the distinctiveness motive, because it allows group 

members to differentiate themselves easily from others.   

Hypothesis 1. Ethnic dissimilarity frustrates the belonging motive (but not the 

distinctiveness motive). 

Demographic Dissimilarity, Belonging Motive Frustration and Organizational 

Attachment 

Demographic dissimilarity is often associated with reduced organizational 

attachment (e.g., Jackson et al., 1991; Riordan & Shore, 1997; Tsui et al., 1992). Following 

previous research, we define organizational attachment as psychological and behavioral 

involvement in a social group or unit (Tsui et al., 1992). Psychological involvement reflects 

positive attitudes towards the social unit, such as satisfaction and commitment toward one’s 

organization, whereas behavioral involvement manifests in less withdrawal from the social 

unit, such as lower absences and turnover in organizations. We examine the role of 

belonging frustration on organizational attachment for two key reasons. First and foremost, 

the two constructs are clearly linked conceptually. Indeed, Riordan and Shore (1997) 

explained their finding that ethnic dissimilarity for African Americans was linked to 
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attachment outcomes (e.g., commitment) but not performance-type outcomes (e.g., 

productivity) by arguing that “commitment more strongly reflects social identification with 

and attraction to the work group than either productivity or advancement, and social 

identification and attraction are the underlying reasons for the effects predicted by 

relational demography theory (Tsui et al., 1992)” (pp. 353-354). Second, much previous 

relational demography research has looked at how dissimilarity links to elements of 

organizational attachment (e.g., satisfaction, commitment, absenteeism, turnover; Chatman 

& Flynn, 2001; Riordan & Shore, 1997; Tsui et al., 1992), because these elements have 

critical performance implications for organizations (Hom & Xiao, 2011). Despite the 

organizational importance of organizational attachment, little research has explored the 

underlying psychological mechanisms explaining demographic dissimilarity’s negative 

effect on this outcome.  

Past research suggests that satisfaction of the belonging motive positively affects 

individuals’ psychological involvement in groups. For example, a sense of belonging is 

positively associated with cooperation to one’s group (De Cremer & Van Knippenberg, 

2002), commitment, and experiences of positive mood and interest in group activities 

(Sheldon & Bettencourt, 2002). As such, to the extent that individuals' belonging motive is 

frustrated by demographic dissimilarity within a group, their attitudes towards that group 
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are likely to be more negative. 

Research also indicates that satisfaction of the belonging motive positively predicts 

individuals’ favorable behavior towards their organization, whereas frustrated belonging  

results in less behavioral engagement. Minority students who are underrepresented in 

academic settings are thought to feel that “people like me do not belong here” (Walton & 

Cohen, 2007, p. 83), resulting in less academic engagement (Mahoney & Cairns, 1997). In 

an observational study of classroom involvement, Jones and Gerig (1994) found that 

individuals who felt they were not accepted by their peers, and thus presumably 

experienced belonging motive frustration, were more likely to be classified as “silent” 

students—those who spoke up, on average, less than once over the course of fourteen 

observations. However, the authors also noted that these silent students were just as likely 

to perform well on tests. Other research finds that a lack of acceptance is related to low 

attendance and dropout rates (Elliott & Voss, 1974; Parker & Asher, 1987).  

Together these studies highlight the detrimental impact that frustrated belonging can 

have on one’s organizational attachment. Drawing on this work, we argue that being 

ethnically dissimilar from one’s group frustrates members’ belonging, which in turn will be 

negatively related to organizational attachment.  

Hypothesis 2. The relationship between ethnic dissimilarity and organizational 
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attachment is mediated by belonging motive frustration. 

Current Studies 

We report two studies examining how ethnic dissimilarity differentially affects the 

belonging and distinctiveness motives (Study 1), and how frustrated belonging in ethically 

dissimilar groups predicts members’ organizational attachment (Study 2).  

As noted already, we view ethnicities as situated and fluid social categories that 

people attribute to themselves and each other using salient information in a given context 

(Jenkins, 1994; Okamura, 1981; Turner et al., 1987). Based on this, we operationalized 

ethnic dissimilarity with a dichotomous categorization, Anglo (i.e. White, English-

speaking) versus non-Anglo. We believe that this distinction is likely a meaningful basis 

for informal ethnic categorization in the research setting (i.e., a British University). Past 

research finds that individuals often categorize others based on “a dichotomous higher-

order category, rather than multiple subcategories” (Guillaume et al., 2014, p. 1292) 

because membership in different subcategories is often associated with comparable 

meaning such as high or low status within a context (Chattopadhyay et al., 2004; 

Australians and non-Australians in Australia; Joshi, Hui, & Jackson, 2006; White 

Americans and non-Americans in North America). In Britain, Anglo is the dominant group 

and thus non-Anglos in the presence of a majority Anglo participant may contrast 
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themselves against the higher-status mainstream majority, rather than rely on finer-grained 

categorizations such as national or racial groups (Guillaume et al., 2014; Phinney, 1996). 

Thus, in Study 1, we manipulated ethnic dissimilarity by assigning Anglo participants to a 

group whose other members were either all non-Anglo (dissimilar condition) or all Anglo 

(control condition). Study 2 measured ethnic dissimilarity in real-world groups by 

categorizing MBA students into Anglo versus non-Anglo, and examined whether ethnic 

dissimilarity predicted frustrated belonging and reduced attachment.   

Notably, direct measures of motive frustration may not provide valid results 

(Vignoles, 2014) because people may deny experiencing motive frustration when they are 

explicitly questioned. First, reactions to identity threatening situations are often automatic, 

such that individuals may not be aware when a threat has occurred or that they have 

responded to it (Breakwell, 1988). Second, even when individuals are aware of frustrated 

motives, social desirability concerns may hinder public expression of motive frustration. 

For example, individuals who are ethnically dissimilar from their group might be concerned 

that they would be viewed as prejudiced if they express feelings of frustrated belonging 

(Apfelbaum, Sommers, & Norton, 2008; Trawalter, Adam, Chase-Lansdale, & Richeson, 

2012). Hence, it is often preferable to use indirect means to establish when identity motives 

are frustrated, rather than asking explicit questions (Vignoles, 2014). Hence, in both studies 
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we avoided direct verbal measures of frustrated belonging in favor of implicit measures 

based on identity shift (Study 1) or an abstract pictorial measure (Study 2). 

Study 1 

Study 1 aimed to test Hypothesis 1 that ethnic dissimilarity frustrates the belonging 

motive while it satisfies the distinctiveness motive. In this experiment, participants were 

asked to imagine working with five group members. Ethnic dissimilarity was manipulated 

by presenting photographs of hypothetical group members (See Bauman, Trawalter, & 

Unzueta, 2014, for a similar methodology).  

Study 1 used an implicit measure of motive frustration based on identity shift, which 

we define as the process through which individuals emphasize or de-emphasize self-aspects 

across social situations (e.g., Markus & Kunda, 1986; Pickett et al., 2002). This relies on 

three features of identity. First, identity is multifaceted (Burke, 1980; Deaux, 1992). Thus, 

people define themselves with multiple identity aspects including traits, behaviors, roles, 

relationships, and group memberships (McConnell, 2010; Vignoles et al., 2006). Second, 

identity is malleable (Markus & Wurf, 1987). Thus, in different situations, different identity 

aspects are perceived as more or less central to self-definition (Markus & Kunda, 1986; 

Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Finally, identity may shift as a function of contextual changes in 

motive arousal. When a given identity motive is frustrated, identity aspects that better 
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satisfy that motive may be emphasized in self-definition over those that frustrate the same 

motive (Vignoles, 2011, 2014). 

Hence, we argue that when an individual’s sense of belonging is threatened by 

being ethnically dissimilar to other group members, motive frustration can be detected by a 

compensatory identity shift: she may emphasize elements of her identity that provide a 

sense of belonging and/or she may marginalize elements of her identity that deplete her 

sense of belonging. In contrast, when a motive is satisfied, identity shift is not expected 

because motive satisfaction does not require a compensatory response (e.g., Tesser, Crepaz, 

Collins, Cornell, & Beach, 2000). Thus, although we expect frustrated belonging to result 

in identity shift, satisfaction of the distinctiveness motive in dissimilar groups may not 

cause any identity shift associated with the distinctiveness motive.  

To investigate whether ethnic dissimilarity leads to identity shift, we adapted the 

method of Vignoles et al. (2006) for examining identity motives. Participants described 

themselves by freely generating a series of identity aspects, and then rated how central each 

aspect was for their identity, and how much each aspect satisfied their needs for belonging 

and distinctiveness. We then manipulated ethnic dissimilarity and tested whether there was 

any selective shift in the centrality of those identity aspects that were associated with more 

or less belonging or distinctiveness motive satisfaction. 
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Method 

Participants and procedure. Eighty-three members of a British university-

affiliated participant pool took part in our online study in exchange for a £3 voucher. We 

used two exclusion criteria. First, we excluded 8 non-British participants who mistakenly 

participated in this study for which we recruited British White females only. Second, we 

excluded 12 participants (one of whom was non-British) who failed to follow an instruction 

on an unexpected question (i.e., “If you are reading this question, please do not answer this 

question.”) in order to increase the validity of the online data (Oppenheimer, Meyvis, & 

Davidenko, 2009). Final participants (N = 64) were all White British females with a mean 

age of 22.53 (SD = 2.87). The online experiment had one manipulated between-participants 

factor (ethnic dissimilarity: dissimilar versus control) and two measured within-participants 

predictors (belonging and distinctiveness) of shifts in the perceived centrality of different 

aspects of identity. The experiment was conducted in three stages. 

Pre-manipulation stage. Participants were told that they would participate in a 

study concerning individual identity and be asked to answer some questions about 

themselves. First, participants were asked to provide ten answers to the question “Who am 

I?” (adapted from Kuhn & McPartland, 1954), each representing an identity aspect (e.g. “I 

am a sister,” “I am a daughter,” “I am single”). Next, participants were asked to rate each of 
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their identity aspects on three dimensions on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all, 7 = very much). 

First, two items measured how central each aspect was in their identity (henceforth, pre-

centrality; e.g. “You stated “I am a daughter.” How much do you see this aspect of yourself 

as central or marginal to your identity?”). Participants’ responses to the two pre-centrality 

items were highly correlated (r = .82), therefore, the responses were averaged to measure 

pre-centrality (See Appendix A for items and scales). Second, they completed one item that 

measured how much each identity aspect gave them a sense of belonging (e.g. “You stated 

“I am a daughter.” How much does this aspect of yourself make you feel close to other 

people?”). Third, they completed one item that measured how much each identity aspect 

gave them a sense of distinctiveness (e.g. “You stated “I am a daughter.” How much do you 

feel that this aspect of yourself distinguishes you from other people?”).  

Manipulation stage. After the pre-manipulation survey, participants were told that 

they would be asked to imagine themselves working in a group and would be provided with 

photos of their five group members. Participants were asked to visualize a situation in 

which they work with the five members on a group task and think of what their experience 

in the group would be like. On the next page, participants in the dissimilar condition read 

the following, “Please imagine that you are a part of the following work group composed of 

one African member, one Latin member, one Indian member, one East Asian member, one 
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Russian member, and yourself.” On the same page, they saw photos of five female students, 

all with different ethnic backgrounds from themselves (i.e., African, Latin, Indian, East 

Asian, and Russian [White Slavic]). In the control condition, participants were told to 

imagine themselves as a part of a group composed of “5 White members and yourself” and 

they saw photos of five White female students. Photos were selected from multiple photo 

databases (Caltech archive categories, 1999; CBCL, 2004; Hancock, 2008; Jain & 

Mukherjee, 2002; Thomaz, 2006). Research suggests that target attractiveness affects 

judgments and treatments of targets (Langlois et al., 2000). Thus the photos were piloted 

with a separate sample of 57 participants to confirm that their perceived attractiveness did 

not differ across conditions: F(1, 56) = 1.67, p = .20, ηp
2 = .03.  

Post-manipulation stage. After imagining themselves working in their assigned 

groups, participants re-rated their identity aspects for perceived centrality (e.g. “You stated 

before “I am a daughter.” Right now, how much do you see this aspect of yourself as 

central or marginal to your identity?”). Again, participants’ responses on the two centrality 

items were highly correlated (r = .89); thus we took the average of these to measure post-

centrality. This re-rating of centrality allowed us to examine whether participants in each 

condition would selectively centralize or decentralize aspects of their identities that differed 

in their prior associations with a sense of belonging/distinctiveness. We predicted that those 
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identity aspects listed in the pre-manipulation stage that were rated as providing a greater 

sense of belonging would be rated as more central after the dissimilarity manipulation than 

the control condition. On the other hand, identity aspects listed in the pre-manipulation 

stage that were rated as providing a lesser sense of belonging would be rated as less central 

after the dissimilarity manipulation than the control condition.   

After completing this post-manipulation rating, manipulation check items were 

presented: Participants rated their agreement with two items about the group they had been 

asked to imagine working in, on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree): 

“All group members have different ethnicities,” “All group members have the same 

ethnicity (reversed)” (demographic dissimilarity: ρ = .95). Finally, participants answered 

demographic questions and were then debriefed. 

Results 

Manipulation check. Results from a one-way ANOVA indicated that participants’ 

perception of demographic dissimilarity was significantly higher in the dissimilar (Mean = 

6.36) than in the control (Mean = 2.57) condition, F(1, 62) = 187.09, p < .0001, ηp
2 = .75, 

indicating that our manipulation worked as intended. 

Hypothesis testing. The data have a nested structure where identity aspects (Level 

1: within-persons) are clustered within participants (Level 2: between-persons) (Vignoles, 
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2004). Hence, we used hierarchical linear modeling (HLM; Raudenbush, Bryk, & 

Congdon, 2002), where identity aspects rather than individual participants were treated as 

our primary unit of analysis. We assessed the degree to which the belonging/distinctiveness 

motives were satisfied or frustrated by modelling the relationship between the 

belonging/distinctiveness ratings of each participant’s ten identity aspects and post-

centrality, controlling for pre-centrality. An increase in the strength of the relationship 

between the motive and post-centrality ratings brought about by our manipulation of ethnic 

dissimilarity would indicate that the manipulation frustrated and thus activated that motive, 

resulting in those identity aspects that satisfy the motive becoming more central to a 

person’s sense of identity (and/or those identity aspects that frustrate the motive becoming 

less central). Thus, our hypothesis is concerned with predicting within-person variance in 

perceived centrality rather than between person variance. To obtain unconfounded 

estimates of the within-person slopes, all Level 1 predictors (i.e., pre-centrality, belonging, 

and distinctiveness) were centered around participant means (Vignoles, 2004). Table 1 

presents descriptive statistics and correlations between all Level 1 variables.  

Hypothesis 1 predicted that ethnic dissimilarity frustrates the belonging motive (but 

not the distinctiveness motive), which would be indicated by an increased strength of the 

within-person relationship between belongingness ratings and post-centrality of the identity 
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aspects. To test this, we specified a multilevel regression model that tested the cross-level 

moderation effect of our ethnic dissimilarity manipulation on the predictive effects of the 

two motive ratings (i.e., belonging and distinctiveness) on post-centrality ratings, while 

controlling for pre-centrality ratings. At Level 1, post-centrality was regressed on pre-

centrality, belonging, and distinctiveness ratings. At Level 2, ethnic dissimilarity was 

entered as a Level 2 moderator of both the belonging → post-centrality and the 

distinctiveness → post-centrality slopes, and as a Level 2 predictor of the intercept. Figure 

1 visualizes the analytical model. 

The predicted cross-level moderating effect of the ethnic dissimilarity manipulation 

was marginally significant for the belonging → post-centrality slope (B = .14, p = .06). 

Moreover, investigating the simple slopes revealed clear support for our prediction that 

ethnic dissimilarity frustrates and thus arouses the belonging motive. In the dissimilar 

condition, belonging ratings of identity aspects significantly predicted how central 

participants rated those aspects to their identity, after controlling for pre-centrality ratings 

(B = .14, p = .01). In the control condition, however, the corresponding effect was non-

significant (B = .00, p = .93). As presented in Figure 2, participants placed in dissimilar 

groups tended to marginalize those identity aspects that provided a lower sense of 

belonging, compared to those in the control condition. Consistent with our prediction, the 
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moderating effect of ethnic dissimilarity was non-significant for the distinctiveness → post-

centrality slope (B = -.01, p = .95). Thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported. 

Discussion 

Being ethnically dissimilar from one’s group led to the expected pattern of identity 

shift, indicating arousal of the belonging motive. Specifically, Anglo participants who were 

in the dissimilar condition were more likely to marginalize aspects of their identities that 

did not provide them with a sense of belonging, compared to Anglo participants who were 

in the control condition. In contrast, also as expected, Anglo participants in the dissimilar 

condition did not engage in identity shift to alter their sense of distinctiveness, suggesting 

that this motive was satisfied and there was no motivation to engage in compensatory 

action. These findings support our prediction that ethnic dissimilarity frustrates the 

belonging motive but not the distinctiveness motive. 

Study 2 

Given our results from Study 1, we focus on the belonging motive in Study 2. 

Specifically, we aimed to replicate that ethnic dissimilarity frustrates the belonging motive 

using an alternative measure of belonging motive frustration, as well as examine how the 

frustrated belonging resulting from dissimilarity affects organizational attachment. In Study 

2, we again avoided using a direct verbal measure of belonging motive frustration, by 
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adopting an abstract pictorial measure (Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992). As mentioned in the 

introduction, we focus on organizational attachment as it is an often-studied outcome of 

ethnic dissimilarity that may be explained, in part, by belonging frustration given its 

conceptual links to the belonging motive. 

Method 

Participants and procedure. Participants were 406 MBA students at a large 

British business school. At the start of their program, students were assigned to 64 study 

groups consisting of six/seven members with whom they would work together over the next 

year. Study groups were assigned by the school based on gender, age, professional 

background, and GMAT (Graduate Management Admission Test) score, such that groups 

were as balanced as possible on these background variables. 

Data were gathered at four time points. First, prior to students’ arrival at the school, 

a personality assessment was sent out to measure students’ personality traits (Costa & 

McCrae, 1992), which served as control variables. Second, after the first week of term 

students were asked voluntarily to complete a questionnaire including items on frustrated 

belonging and satisfaction with study groups. In this first week, students had been assigned 

to groups and spent substantial time with their group members on team activities (e.g., a 

decision-making simulation, formulating a team contract, case discussions) as part of a 
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leadership assessment orientation program. In total, 366 out of 406 students provided 

usable responses: a response rate of 90%. Third, two months into the school term, 

demographic data were collected and coded by four external raters in terms of whether the 

student was White/non-White. (See the Measures section for detailed information.) For 

three students, raters did not reach agreement on this coding, reducing our sample to 363 

students: a final response rate of 89%. Finally, we collected all students’ class participation 

grades from the school at the end of their first academic year.  

Our final 363 participants were 34% female with an average age of 28.62 years (SD 

= 2.56), and on average 5.48 years of work experience (SD = 1.98). Participants originated 

from the following regions: EU mainland Europe (22%), North America (15%), Asia 

(14%), Latin America (11%), UK (9%), Australia/New Zealand (8%), Middle East (7%), 

India (7%), Non-EU Europe (6%), and Africa (2%). 

Measures. 

Frustrated belonging motive. Frustrated belonging was measured by asking 

students to indicate their “actual” and “desired” belonging, on the Inclusion of Other in the 

Self scale (IOS; Aron et al., 1992). IOS is a single-item graphical measure that assesses 

individuals’ perceived overlaps between their self and another person, group, or any other 

social entity, interpreted as representing ones’ perceived belonging to social units (Schubert 
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& Otten, 2002). IOS has been used to measure both actual and desired belonging, capturing 

frustrated belonging by assessing the discrepancy between the two (Thau, Aquino, & 

Poortvliet, 2007).1 

The actual belonging item presented seven pictures, each of which contained two 

circles, one representing the self and one representing the study group. The seven pictures 

indicated different degrees of overlap between the self and one’s group, and were ordered 

such that the degree of overlap increased from the first to the seventh picture. The item was 

titled as “Graphic scale of your relationship with your study group,” and the instructions 

asked participants to indicate the number of the picture (from 1 to 7) that best represented 

the relationship they had with their group at the moment. Participants were asked to think 

about their relationship with their study group rather than with any particular group 

member. Also, participants were told that “The closer you feel you relate to your study 

group, the more the circles overlap.” Beneath the actual belonging item, the desired 

belonging item was shown, presenting the same set of seven pictures: participants were 

asked which picture best captured the kind of relationship they desired to have with their 

                                            
1 Because the IOS scale is based around a spatial metaphor, respondents cannot be entirely sure what the scale 

measures (Schubert & Otten, 2002). We believe that the metaphorical rather than propositional content of the 

measure reduces respondents’ concerns about the social desirability of their responses, which may have a 

confounding influence on more explicit measures of feelings of group belonging—especially in the context of 

ethnically dissimilar groups. 
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study group. Following Thau et al. (2007), we explicitly instructed participants to choose 

the same set of circles if their current state of relationship equaled their desired state. We 

operationalized frustration of belonging as a difference score between actual and desired 

belonging (i.e., desired belonging – actual belonging) such that a higher difference score 

meant higher levels of frustrated belonging. Scores ranged from -4 to 5. 

Ethnic dissimilarity. Participants’ ethnic background was operationalized as a 

dichotomous category, Anglo (i.e., White native English speakers) versus non-Anglo (i.e. 

non-White and/or non-native English speakers), based on two criteria: Skin color and 

language. These criteria are often used to categorize others in initial social interactions 

(Maddox & Chase, 2004; Rakić et al., 2011). Moreover, in the context of Study 2 (i.e., 

diverse international business school in Britain), it is likely that students are identified with 

either a high status majority group (Anglo) or a low status minority group (non-Anglo) 

based on these two characteristics, rather than identified with more finely-grained 

subcategories (Guillaume et al., 2014). Indeed, our own observation from teaching in this 

setting confirms this as Anglo students (i.e., White native English speakers) often dominate 

in-class discussion or group work compared to non-Anglo students. Research supports this 

notion that individuals do identify with pan-minority groups that consist of consolidated 

national identities such as “Latino” (McConnell & Delgado-Romero, 2004) or “Asian” 
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(Wong, Ramakrishnan, Lee, & Junn, 2011) groups in North America (Okamoto & Mora, 

2014).   

Ethnic dissimilarity was therefore calculated by using the two data, skin color and 

first language. As the MBA program office did not have ethnicity-related data, students’ 

skin color (White or non-White) was coded based on their photos by four external raters 

who were unaware of our research question. Inter-rater reliability was high, Cohen’s kappa 

= .82 (Krippendorff, 2012). It was coded as White (or Non-White) when at least three out 

of the four raters rated his or her skin color as White (Non-White). First language data for 

all participants were retrieved from the MBA program office files (N = 406, including both 

respondents and non-respondents). On the basis of this categorization, 21% (76 out of 363) 

of students in our sample were Anglo. 

Following previous group diversity studies (particularly, studies on relational 

demography; e.g., Chattopadhyay, 1999; Tsui et al., 1992), we calculated ethnic 

dissimilarity as the Euclidean distance between the focal student and all other members of 

his/her study group on ethnic background (Anglo vs. non-Anglo). The Euclidian distance 

considers how different an individual is from each member of his/her team on a particular 

characteristic, in this case ethnicity. In particular, it is the square root of the summed square 
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differences between an individual (Anglo/non-Anglo) and each group member (Anglo/non-

Anglo), divided by the group’s size:  

n 

[1/n  (Si – Sj)
2]1/2 

             j =1 

Ethnic dissimilarity scores can therefore range from zero to approaching but never reaching 

1.00. For example, an Anglo student who is in a 7-person group composed of six non-

Anglo students would have an ethnic dissimilarity score of .93. An Anglo student would 

have a score of .38 when his or her 7-person group is composed of only one non-Anglo. As 

such, a larger dissimilarity score meant that a student was more different from other 

members of his or her group in terms of ethnic background. Scores ranged from .00 to .93. 

Organizational attachment. Since organizational attachment involves both attitudes 

and behavior (Tsui et al., 1992), we operationalized it in two ways. First we measured 

group members’ satisfaction with their group. Students’ satisfaction with their group was 

measured with four items (α = .94) adapted from Peterson (1997), on a 7-point scale (1 = 

not at all, 7 = totally): e.g., “How satisfied are you working with this team?”.  

As a behavioral measure of organizational attachment, we examined students’ 

classroom participation, which incorporates attendance and actual participation in the 
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classroom. This represents the behavioral element of organizational attachment as defined 

by Tsui and colleagues (1992; "less withdrawal and lower absences"). A student’s class 

participation grade was operationalized as an average of participation scores received in the 

nine core courses during the first year of the MBA. For each of the nine courses, students 

received numeric participation scores on the basis of class attendance and in-class 

contribution. We standardized, and then averaged the nine numeric scores to compute one 

participation score (α = .80). Scores ranged from -1.59 to 2.04. 

Control variables. Because students’ simple demographic characteristics can 

influence attitudes and behaviors in groups and organizations (Tsui et al., 1992), we 

controlled for each student’s ethnic background (non-Anglo = 0; Anglo = 1), gender 

(female = 0; male = 1), and age. Group diversity studies examine dissimilarity on multiple 

demographic characteristics such as gender, and age (Chattopadhyay, 1999; Farh, Tsui, 

Xin, & Cheng, 1998; Tsui et al., 1992). In order to control for potential effects of these 

other forms of demographic dissimilarity, we also controlled for gender dissimilarity and 

age dissimilarity; each was calculated as the Euclidean distance between the focal student 

and all other members of his/her study group on the characteristic (Range gender dissimilarity = 

.53 - .85, Range age dissimilarity = .93 - 9.14) (Chattopadhyay, 1999; Tsui et al., 1992). We 

obtained data on group size from the MBA program office, which we dummy coded (0 = 
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six members, 1 = seven members) and controlled for, as this can affect students’ 

satisfaction with and engagement in groups. We also measured and controlled for the Big 

Five personality traits (Costa & McCrae, 1992) because these traits predict satisfaction with 

teams (Peeters, Rutte, van Tuijl, & Reymen, 2006) and organizational attachment 

(Erdheim, Wang, & Zickar, 2006; Zimmerman, 2008). Moreover, by controlling for 

individual differences we can be more confident that differences in belonging frustration 

are related to dissimilarity as opposed to personality characteristics that might make 

someone more prone to experience belonging frustration (e.g., higher neuroticism; Downey 

& Feldman, 1996; Seidman, 2013). The Big Five personality traits were measured using the 

NEO PI-R (Costa & McCrae, 1992) which consisted of five 48-item subscales: 

Agreeableness (e.g., I would rather cooperate with others than compete with them; α = .86), 

Conscientiousness (e.g., I'm known for my prudence and common sense; α = .91), 

Extraversion (e.g., I like to have a lot of people around me; α = .88), Neuroticism (e.g., I 

often feel tense and jittery; α = .89), and Openness (e.g., I think it's interesting to learn and 

develop new hobbies; α = .85).2 

                                            
2 When we exclude the Big Five factors in our model we find the same pattern of statistically significant 

results. Specifically, the effect of ethnic dissimilarity on frustrated belonging (β = .19, p = .02) as well as the 

effects of frustrated belonging on satisfaction (β = -.20, p < .01) and class participation (β = -.18, p < .01) 

remain significant. Also, the indirect effects of ethnic dissimilarity on satisfaction (β = -.04, p < .05) and on 

class participation (β = -.03, p < .05) remain significant.   
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Results and Discussion 

 Descriptive statistics and correlations are reported in Table 2. Our data have a 

nested structure where six or seven students are clustered within each group. To deal with 

non-independence of responses by members of the same group, we conducted our analyses 

using the TYPE=COMPLEX command in Mplus 5.0 software (Muthén & Muthén, 2010). 

This analysis uses a sandwich estimator to produce accurate standard errors while 

accounting for the nested data structure. 

 Hypothesis 2 predicted that frustrated belonging mediates the relationship between 

ethnic dissimilarity and organizational attachment. We tested a path model estimating the 

indirect paths from ethnic dissimilarity to forms of organizational attachment via frustrated 

belonging whilst controlling for the direct paths from ethnic dissimilarity to organizational 

attachment. Our two measures of organizational attachment, satisfaction and class 

participation, were examined simultaneously (Preacher & Hayes, 2004; see Figure 3 for the 

theorized and estimated model). All control variables were entered as predictors of 

frustrated belonging, satisfaction, and class participation. 

First, we found that ethnic dissimilarity was positively related to students’ frustrated 

belonging (β = .20, p = .01) suggesting that group members who are more different from 

their group in terms of ethnicity reported greater belonging frustration. Along with our 
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finding from Study 1, this result supports our prediction that ethnic dissimilarity frustrates 

the belonging motive (Hypothesis 1).3 

 Second, we found that frustrated belonging was negatively related to satisfaction 

with the group (β = -.19, p < .01) and class participation (β = -.16, p < .01). Moreover, there 

was a negative and significant indirect effect of ethnic dissimilarity via frustrated belonging 

on satisfaction (β = -.04, p = .03) and class participation (β = -.03, p = .04) respectively, 

supporting Hypothesis 2.4 The direct effect of ethnic dissimilarity on satisfaction was non-

significant (β = .002, p = .98), while the direct effect of ethnic dissimilarity on class 

participation was marginally significant and positive (β = .13, p = .05).  

                                            
3 In addition to ethnic dissimilarity, we entered gender dissimilarity and age dissimilarity scores into the path 

analysis model to examine whether such demographic dissimilarity has comparable effects on frustrated 

belonging, satisfaction, and class participation. There was a marginal positive association between age 

dissimilarity and frustrated belonging (β = .12, p = .06), although the indirect effects of age dissimilarity on 

organizational attachment outcomes did not reach significance (the indirect effect on satisfaction, β = -.02, p = 

.13; the indirect effect on class participation, β = -.02, p = .09). In contrast, there was a non-significant 

association between gender dissimilarity and frustrated belonging. This may be due to the MBA program 

office’s study group assignment policy, which ensures fairly balanced gender representation in the study 

groups. Consequently, despite some variance in gender dissimilarity at the individual level (SD gender dissimilarity 

= .12), the gender dissimilarity in our groups might not have been large enough to cause belonging frustration. 

Moreover, gender dissimilarity was almost perfectly confounded with participants’ own gender (r = -.96: 

Table 2), so the chances of finding a significant unique effect of gender dissimilarity, while controlling for 

participants’ own gender, would be extremely unlikely. 
 
4 The indirect effects of ethnic dissimilarity on satisfaction and class participation through frustrated 

belonging were also confirmed with bootstrapping analysis (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). Because 

TYPE=COMPLEX command does not allow bootstrapping, we bootstrapped the sampling distribution of the 

indirect effect without specifying the nested structure of our data. With 5000 Bootstrapped resamples, the 

estimated indirect effects of ethnic dissimilarity via frustrated belonging on satisfaction (-.15) and class 

participation (-.09) were significant with 95% Bias-Corrected Confidence Intervals excluding zero (CI for 

satisfaction -.36 to -.02; CI for class participation -.22 to -.02).  
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 In sum, using a sample of real interacting groups and a different indicator of 

frustrated belonging from Study 1, Study 2 again finds that ethnic dissimilarity from one’s 

group was associated with increased frustration of the belonging motive. Additionally, we 

find that through this increased frustrated belonging, ethnic dissimilarity indirectly 

predicted lower organizational attachment. 

Supplementary analyses. 

Moderating role of ethnicity. Past work on relational demography has, at times, 

found asymmetric effects for Anglo and non-Anglo participants’ reactions to dissimilarity; 

sometimes Anglos may react more negatively to dissimilarity than non-Anglos 

(Chattopadhyay, 1999; Tsui et al., 1992) and at other times it may be the opposite (Avery, 

McKay, & Wilson, 2008; Liao et al., 2004; Riordan & Shore, 1997). We argue, however, 

that given how fundamental the need to belong is, anyone who feels different from their 

group along a salient dimension, irrespective of their ethnic group, will experience 

belonging frustration. To ascertain whether the influence of ethnic dissimilarity on 

belonging frustration was similar for both Anglos and non-Anglos, we tested post hoc 

whether ethnicity moderated the effect of ethnic dissimilarity on belonging, satisfaction, 

and participation. Consistent with our argument that ethnic dissimilarity has the same 

effects irrespective of ethnic group, the interactions were not approaching significance (β = 
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-.43, p = .35 for frustrated belonging, β = .54, p = .37 for satisfaction, β = .33, p = .58 for 

class participation).  

Overall academic performance. In addition to class participation grades, we 

obtained data on students’ overall academic performance (which includes scores for various 

exams, assignments, and class participation for the nine core courses in the 1st year MBA 

program) and tested the identical path analysis models in which class participation was 

replaced with academic performance. We estimated two alternative models, measuring 

academic performance either including or excluding class participation grades (see 

Appendix B). In both models, both the effect of frustrated belonging on academic 

performance and the indirect effect of ethnic dissimilarity on academic performance via 

frustrated belonging were statistically non-significant. Thus, although ethnic dissimilarity 

indirectly leads to lower engagement (i.e., class participation), it may not lower overall 

academic performance, replicating previous findings in school settings (Jones & Gerig, 

1994).  

General Discussion 

Despite calls to examine more closely the underlying motives that may explain why 

dissimilar individuals struggle in groups (Lawrence, 1997; Riordan, 2000), few studies 

have done so. Moreover, little research has examined how motive frustrations may help to 
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explain members’ reactions to being different from their group. Hence, our goal was to test 

the effect of demographic dissimilarity on the belonging and distinctiveness motives. In 

Study 1, we found evidence of a frustrated belonging motive such that Anglo participants 

made to feel dissimilar were more likely to marginalize aspects of their identities that did 

not offer a sense of belonging than Anglo participants made to feel similar. In contrast, 

participants did not show identity shift to alter their sense of distinctiveness, suggesting this 

motive was satisfied. In Study 2, we examined the effects of ethnic dissimilarity on 

belonging motive frustration within real interacting groups, and found that those who were 

dissimilar to their group in terms of ethnic background, irrespective of ethnicity 

(Anglo/non-Anglo), experienced a frustrated belonging motive. Moreover, we found that 

these group members felt less satisfied with their group membership and participated less in 

class, and these effects were mediated by their frustrated belonging. 

Implications  

The present findings have important theoretical implications. First, they contribute 

to the literature on demographic dissimilarity by elucidating the motivational mechanisms 

underlying demographically dissimilar members’ experiences in groups. Although many 

studies on group diversity have investigated individual outcomes associated with being 

dissimilar to groups, the underlying processes that link dissimilarity to outcomes often have 
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been assumed and not directly studied (Lawrence, 1997; Riordan, 2000; van Knippenberg 

& Schippers, 2007). A few studies have examined such mechanisms by exploring cognitive 

mechanisms (Phillips & Loyd, 2006; Sommers et al., 2008) or focusing on motives such as 

self-esteem and uncertainty reduction (Chattopadhyay et al., 2004; Goldberg et al., 2010). 

Extending this research, our studies highlight that the belonging motive is affected by 

dissimilarity and consequently shapes dissimilar members’ reactions.  

Second, our research has implications for the literature on identity motives, 

specifically on belonging and distinctiveness. Although scholars view these two motives as 

essential for self-definition in relation to groups (Brewer, 1991; Hornsey & Jetten, 2004), 

no previous studies in our knowledge have looked at how they are frustrated or affirmed by 

demographic dissimilarity in small work groups. Our study shows that ethnic dissimilarity 

can frustrate belonging and consequently reduce members’ attachment, thereby suggesting 

the importance of reaffirming belonging in groups. Conversely, ethnic dissimilarity did not 

affect members’ distinctiveness motive, suggesting that their needs for distinctiveness were 

satisfied in dissimilar groups. Thus, our study presents how belonging and distinctiveness 

motives are differentially affected by dissimilarity in groups.  

Additionally, the current study has methodological strengths that hopefully can 

stimulate future studies on motivated identity processes in groups. We used both 
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experimental and correlational survey designs, allowing us to be confident that our findings 

are not an artifact of a specific methodology. Also, in both Studies 1 and 2, we avoided 

using direct measures of motive frustration which may not effectively capture potentially 

unconscious or socially sensitive processes of belonging frustration (Apfelbaum et al., 

2008; Breakwell, 1988; Trawalter et al., 2012). We addressed this potential issue by using 

an indirect measure of identity shift (Study 1) and a pictorial measure of IOS (Study 2). The 

use of identity shift particularly allowed us to capture a subtle but dynamic process of how 

group members change their self-definition seemingly to cope with frustrated motives. 

Future research should continue to explore such compensatory intrapsychic responses to 

frustrated motives and their possible impacts on individual and group outcomes. 

Future Directions 

Future research might extend our findings in several directions, transcending some 

limitations of the current studies. We focused here on ethnic dissimilarity. Clearly, other 

types of demographic, as well as deep-level, differences matter. We examined ethnicity as 

one instance of surface-level characteristics that group members easily use to categorize 

one another when differences are salient (Harrison et al., 1998). Thus, we expect that other 

readily observable demographics such as age and gender can also frustrate a group 

member’s sense of belonging when these attributes become salient. As our data in Study 2 
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did not include enough variance to test this (see Footnote 4), future research can examine 

these other types of demographic dissimilarity in different settings, to test generalizability 

of our findings. Also, future research can look at whether being dissimilar on deep-level 

characteristics such as attitudes, values, beliefs, skills, and knowledge can also arouse 

belonging/distinctiveness motives in work groups.  

Here, we focused on the experience of being highly dissimilar from one’s group, for 

example, the experience of being dissimilar from every other member. Given that group 

composition in real organizations vary greatly, future research can explore how other 

patterns of difference affect the belonging and distinctiveness motives. For example, 

subgroups within groups may allow members to simultaneously satisfy both their needs for 

belonging and distinctiveness within the group (Hornsey & Hogg, 2000; Thatcher & Patel, 

2012). Alternatively, being a minority member in an otherwise highly homogeneous group 

may heighten distinctiveness in an unfavorable way (Kanter, 1977).  

Although we found that both Anglos and non-Anglos experienced belonging 

frustration when they were more ethnically dissimilar from their group, we acknowledge 

that the experience of being ethnically (dis)similar may be qualitatively different for the 

two groups. In particular, we assumed that non-Anglo participants could derive feelings of 

similarity not from being in a particular national/racial group, but from a shared identity 
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position of not being Anglo (i.e., being in non-Anglo category), which is often associated 

with comparative meaning such as low status within a context (Guillaume et al., 2014; 

Phinney, 1996). Future research should explore how non-Anglo group members derive a 

sense of belonging in dissimilar groups and how such sense of belonging affects their 

attitudes and behaviors in groups. 

Our focus on dissimilarity rather than similarity raises a question of how being 

similar influences group members’ motivational experiences. Notably, Study 1 found that 

ethnic similarity did not frustrate distinctiveness motive. This may seem to contradict past 

findings that similarity heightens people’s desire to stand out (e.g., Fromkin, 1972). 

However, previous manipulations designed to undermine distinctiveness used rather 

extreme forms of similarity, such as participants’ bogus test scores that very closely 

matched their fellow members’ scores (Pickett et al., 2002; Pickett & Brewer, 2001). This 

is subjectively quite different from our manipulation where Anglo participants were asked 

to imagine working with all Anglo members. This is likely to be a fairly common 

occurrence in Britain and may not have been threatening. Indeed, past work suggests that 

Anglo individuals are less aware of their ethnic identity unless exposed to non-Anglo 

individuals because Anglo is the “norm” (Knowles & Peng, 2005; Perry, 2001, 2002). 

Future studies could examine other situations that make demographic similarity a salient 
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contextual feature, such as when working only with demographically similar group 

members in a demographically diverse organization.  

Finally, future research should explore interventions to manage belonging 

frustration in dissimilar groups, which could work not only for non-Anglos but also for 

Anglos. Prior work indicates important ways for managing minority individuals’ belonging 

frustration (e.g., non-Anglos’ belonging concerns in achievement settings), such as altering 

the attributions one makes about belonging uncertainty (Walton & Cohen, 2007, 2011) and 

highlighting one’s social belonging (Shnabel, Purdie-Vaughns, Cook, Garcia, & Cohen, 

2013). Other research has explored the role of multiculturalism to reduce negative 

experiences of diversity (see Rattan & Ambady, 2013, for a review). Interestingly, some 

work indicates that the ‘“inclusive” ideology of multiculturalism is not perceived as such 

by Anglos, suggesting that the purportedly inclusive message may not be able to address 

Anglos’ potential belonging frustration (Plaut, Garnett, Buffardi, & Sanchez-Burks, 2011). 

Given that our findings suggest that both Anglos and non-Anglos experience belonging 

frustration when they are dissimilar from their group, future research should investigate the 

types of interventions that can foster belonging when someone is dissimilar from their 

group, irrespective of their ethnic background. 

Despite these limitations, our work is the first to demonstrate that ethnic 



Running head: ETHNIC DISSIMILARITY AND THE BELONGING MOTIVE  40 
 

dissimilarity in small groups frustrates the belonging motive, causing compensatory 

identity shift and a reduction in satisfaction and class participation. Identity motives seem, 

therefore, to play an important role in the dynamics of small groups.  
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Descriptive statistics and correlations between Level-1 (within persons) variables (N = 640 

identity aspects) for perceived centrality and motive satisfaction ratings (Study 1) 

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 

1. Post-centrality 4.41 1.87 -- .44** .23** .30** 

2. Pre-centrality 5.07 1.61 .57** -- .40** .51** 

3. Belonging 3.85 1.90 .30** .45** -- .20** 

4. Distinctiveness 4.07 1.86 .37** .53** .27** -- 

Note. Values below diagonal use raw pre-centrality and motive ratings. Values above 

diagonal use participant-mean centered ratings. * p<.05. ** p<.01.  
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Table 2 

Descriptive statistics and correlations between study variables (Study 2) 

  M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

1. Age 28.62 2.56 --               

2. Gender (Male = 

1) .66 .47 .16** --              

3. Ethnic 

background .21 .41 -.06 -.01 --             

4. Group size (0 = 

six members, 1 = 

seven members) 

.38 .49 -.01 .02 -.04 --            

5. Ethnic 

dissimilarity .50 .25 -.08 .00 .73** -.10 --           

6. Age 

dissimilarity 
3.18 1.34 .31** -.03 .00 -.09 .01 --          

7. Gender 

dissimilarity .65 .12 -.15** -.96** .01 -.07 .01 .03 --         

8. Openness  
3.53 .35 -.01 -.21** .08 .09 .04 .05 .20** (.85)        

9. 

Conscientiousness  3.74 .40 .01 -.01 -.02 .00 .05 .06 -.02 .02 (.91)       

10. Extraversion 3.62 .37 -.07 -.01 .09 -.01 .04 -.06 .01 .38** .17** (.88)      

11. Agreeableness  
3.41 .34 -.04 -.14** -.06 -.08 .00 .07 .13* .14** .19** .09 (.86)     

12. Neuroticism  2.60 .40 -.08 -.19** -.04 .03 -.09 -.02 .18** -.07 -.39** -.30** -.22** (.89)    
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13. Frustrated 

belonging 1.40 1.22 .12* -.06 -.04 -.04 .05 .14** .07 -.04 -.08 -.03 -.02 .05 --   

14. Satisfaction 6.09 .94 -.05 -.02 -.08 -.14* -.06 -.11* .01 .06 .08 .10 .18** -.08 -.20** (.94)  

15. Class 

participation 
.00 .63 -.03 .03 .21** -.09 .21** .05 -.03 .11* .08 .10 .07 -.09 -.17** .05 (.80) 

Note. N = 363. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients are in parentheses along the diagonal. * p<.05. ** p<.01.   
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Figure 1. Analytical model (Study 1). For the sake of presentation, the main effect of ethnic 

dissimilarity on post-centrality is not depicted.  
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Figure 2. Plot of the cross-level moderating effect of ethnic dissimilarity in the relationship 

between belonging and post-centrality ratings of identity aspects, estimated at the 

participant mean values of pre-centrality and distinctiveness (Study 1). 
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Figure 3. Analytical model and parameter estimates (Study 2).  

Note. N = 363. Indirect effect from ethnic dissimilarity to satisfaction via frustrated 

belonging: -.04, p = .03; Indirect effect from ethnic dissimilarity to class participation via 

frustrated belonging: -.03, p = .04 

For the sake of presentation, paths from control variables (i.e., ethnic background, gender, 

age, gender dissimilarity, age dissimilarity, group size, and Big Five personality traits – 

agreeableness, openness, conscientiousness, neuroticism, and extraversion) are not 

depicted.  
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Appendix A 

Items used for identity aspect ratings in Study 1 (adapted from Vignoles et al, 2006) 

Construct  Question 

Perceived 

Centrality 

(two items) 

 

 How much do you see this aspect of yourself as central or 

marginal to your identity? a 

 How important is this aspect of yourself in defining who you are?b 

Belonging 

 

 

 How much does this aspect of yourself make you feel close to 

other people?b 

Distinctiveness  How much do you feel that this aspect of yourself distinguishes 

you from other people?b 

Note. a Rated on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = very much marginal, 7 = very central).  b Rated 

on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 7 = very much). 

  



Running head: ETHNIC DISSIMILARITY AND THE BELONGING MOTIVE  68 
 

Appendix B 

Supplementary analysis: Path analysis model with academic performance 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. Indirect effect from ethnic dissimilarity to academic performance including class 

participation via frustrated belonging: β = -.004, p = .66, N = 363 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. Indirect effect from ethnic dissimilarity to academic performance excluding class 

participation via frustrated belonging: β = .01, p = .38, N = 363 
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