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Article

One generation from now, White non-Hispanic individuals 
will no longer constitute the majority of the U.S. population. 
Although Whites will continue to comprise the single largest 
ethnic1 group, current projections suggest that ethnic minori-
ties will collectively achieve majority status by 2042 (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2011). As a majority, Whites have been rela-
tively unencumbered with essential introspection into diver-
sity or interactions with people of color (McIntosh, 1998; 
Unzueta & Binning, 2010), raising questions about how 
members of this group will adjust to a minority status. One 
such question explored in the current research concerns how 
comfortable Whites are with ethnic diversity. As studies 
show that attitudes toward diversity contribute to a willing-
ness to interact and participate in experiences with diverse 
others (Binder et al., 2009; Spanierman, Neville, Liao, 
Hammer, & Wang, 2008), identifying sources of greater 
comfort with diversity will likely prove valuable for helping 
Whites to acclimate to a more ethnically diverse society.

Perspectives on Diversity: Social 
Perceptions and Empirical Evidence

Ethnic diversity and opportunities for interethnic cohesion 
and interaction are often discussed as desirable social values. 
It may be somewhat surprising then that research examining 

the effects of diversity has frequently evidenced negative 
psychological consequences. Empirical studies have linked 
exposure to greater ethnic diversity with increased stress and 
anxiety (e.g., Schulz et al., 2008; Wickrama & Bryant, 2003) 
and negative civic and redistributive attitudes (Alesina & La 
Ferrara, 2000, 2002; Costa & Kahn, 2003; Delhey & Newton, 
2005; Putnam, 2007). Putnam’s (2007) prominent study of 
trust in diverse settings draws a further damaging picture of 
diversity: Across 41 different U.S. neighborhoods, he found 
that individuals living among greater ethnic diversity dis-
played a behavioral pattern characterized by degradation in 
interpersonal trust and social withdrawal. For Whites, in par-
ticular, living in a more ethnically diverse neighborhood has 
been linked with having greater racial hostility and prejudice 
(Fossett & Kiecolt, 1989; Giles & Hertz, 1994; Stein, Post, & 
Rinden, 2000).
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Underpinning this pattern of outcomes may be a tendency 
for individuals to perceive diversity as threatening. Some 
Whites, for example, may construe increasing diversity as 
emblematic of the demise of their social influence, values, 
and status, thus motivating greater derogation of ethnic out-
groups. Indeed, even imagining a more ethnically heteroge-
neous future society increases Whites’ fear of and anger 
toward ethnic minorities (Outten, Schmitt, Miller, & Garcia, 
2012), and their adherence to social dominance hierarchies 
devaluing ethnic out-groups (Morrison, Plaut, & Ybarra, 
2010). More recent empirical support for this threat hypoth-
esis has emerged from a set of studies featuring population-
based data (Craig & Richeson, 2014); Whites primed with 
demographic data signaling a more diverse future felt more 
negatively toward ethnic minorities than Whites primed to 
think about changes unrelated to race. What is more, this 
effect was fully mediated by increased feelings of threat. It is 
important to note, however, that individuals with a weaker or 
less certain sense of self, or those who are most sensitive to 
self-threatening information also report more negative atti-
tudes toward diversity (Strauss, Connerley, & Ammermann, 
2003). Thus, bolstering individuals’ psychological resources 
that emphasize a sense of value and self-persistence may 
increase comfort with ethnic diversity by diminishing per-
ceptions of threat associated with it.

Increasing Comfort With Diversity 
Through Purpose in Life

The accumulation of evidence that ethnic diversity can be 
threatening and that contexts characterized by greater diver-
sity may be less comfortable has outpaced the identification 
of factors that may attenuate these effects. Yet, there is rea-
son to believe that a sense of purpose in life may figure 
prominently in attitudes about ethnic out-groups. Purpose is 
defined as a “self-organizing life aim that organizes and 
stimulates goals, manages behaviors, and provides a sense of 
meaning” (McKnight & Kashdan, 2009, p. 242), and is rec-
ognized as an indicator of psychological well-being (Ryff & 
Keyes, 1995), physical health (Kim, Sun, Park, Kubzansky, 
& Peterson, 2013), and even longevity (Hill & Turiano, 
2014). Purpose is thought to contribute to well-being by pro-
viding a guiding framework for actualizing life goals within 
a larger social system. Purposeful individuals are oriented 
toward connecting with the broader world around them. For 
example, considering how other people may contribute to or 
benefit from one’s life aim is thought to be a key component 
of purpose (e.g., Damon, Menon, & Bronk, 2003). To the 
extent that purpose includes a broad intentionality to perse-
vere until one’s goals are brought to fruition, a greater sense 
of purpose may help individuals conceptualize what it takes 
to thrive in the context of a more inclusive and diverse future.

Empirical support for the role of purpose in diversity 
comfort exists in a recent study utilizing train passengers, 
wherein individuals reported greater negative affect when 

aboard trains populated with higher percentages of ethnic 
out-group members (Burrow & Hill, 2013). However, this 
association was attenuated for individuals who scored higher 
on measures of dispositional purpose (see Study 1) or were 
given an opportunity to write briefly about what it means to 
have a sense of purpose prior to boarding the train (see Study 
2). Because attitudes toward ethnic diversity were not mea-
sured explicitly in this study, it is unclear whether purpose 
muted participants’ reactivity to diverse settings by narrow-
ing their attention to self-focused aims (similar to the meta-
phor of “putting blinders on”) or, in accordance with current 
theorizing, by bolstering comfort with diversity. Confirmation 
that purpose contributes to greater comfort with diversity 
explicitly (as opposed to ignoring it altogether) is in need of 
empirical testing, and if found, would more prominently sit-
uate purpose as a psychological asset in an increasingly 
diverse society.

Establishing purpose as a unique and robust resource in 
the context of diversity requires evidence of its beneficial 
influence above and beyond its known correlates. For 
instance, studies have established that purpose is associated 
with both higher levels of positive affect (King, Hicks, Krull, 
& Del Gaiso, 2006) and perceiving greater connections with 
others (Hicks & King, 2009; Quinn, 2012). Broadened mind-
sets stemming from positive affect (Fredrickson, 2001) may 
allow individuals to perceive more positive interactions with 
people of different backgrounds than their own. Alternatively, 
perceiving more and stronger social ties may indirectly 
afford purposeful individuals a sense of connection with oth-
ers, allowing them to recognize potential interconnections 
with ethnic out-group members. Thus, positive affect and 
perceived social connections are important to include as con-
trol variables when determining any distinctive role purpose 
plays in shaping the degree to which individuals are comfort-
able with diversity.

Overview of the Current Research

Although the realities of increasing diversity are relevant to 
all ethnic groups, Whites’ comparatively slow rate of popula-
tion growth and long-standing majority status uniquely char-
acterize their transition into a more diverse society. Thus, 
research focusing on how Whites, in particular, feel about 
ethnic diversity provides an opportunity to build on recent 
studies (e.g., Craig & Richeson, 2014), and may reveal impor-
tant insights into improving their adaptation to this social 
context. In three studies, we explored the association between 
purpose in life and comfort with ethnic diversity among 
White adults. In Study 1, we examined the relationship 
between dispositional purpose and diversity comfort, while 
controlling for a number of demographic, personality, and 
mood variables to better isolate the unique association 
between these primary variables of interest. In Study 2, we 
experimentally increased the salience of ethnic diversity by 
showing participants demographic projections of either a 
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White majority or ethnic minority–majority future. We then 
tested purpose as a moderator of these projections on reported 
levels of threat. In Study 3, we examined the causal influence 
of purpose by having participants either write about this sense 
or a control topic. We then explored diversity comfort indi-
rectly, assessing participants’ preference for living in an eth-
nically diverse versus homogeneous city, while testing writing 
condition as a predictor of these preferences. Across studies, 
we hypothesized that participants reporting greater purpose 
(Studies 1 or 2) or writing about purpose (Study 3) would 
evidence the greatest levels of comfort with ethnic diversity.

Study 1

Method

Participants and procedure. Adults (N = 274) were recruited to 
complete an online questionnaire using Amazon’s Mturk. 
Only adults living in the United States were allowed to partici-
pate. In addition, only respondents who indicated their race/
ethnicity as White (75% of all respondents) were included in 
the analysis, resulting in a final sample of 205 participants. 
The sample was majority female (n = 128, 62%) and ranged in 
age from 18 to 73 (M = 36.12, SD = 13.68). The average 
household income fell between US$50,001 and US$80,000. 
Participants received US$0.50 for completing the survey.

Measures
Demographics form. Participants reported their age, gen-

der, household income, and race. Respondents were allowed 
to select as many racial categories as they felt were applica-
ble to them. Only participants selecting White were included 
in our analyses.

Comfort with diversity. Comfort with ethnic diversity was 
assessed with the Miville–Guzman Universality–Diversity 
Scale (MGUDS; Miville et al., 1999). The MGUDS mea-
sures the extent to which individuals generally accept and 
appreciate differences using three distinct subscales (i.e., 
Diversity of Contact, Relativistic Appreciation, and Com-
fort With Differences). Evidence for reliability and valid-
ity of the MGUDS has been demonstrated across ethnically 
diverse adult samples (Fuertes, Miville, Mohr, Sedlacek, & 
Gretchen, 2000). Because the five items from the Comfort 
With Differences subscale refer specifically to ethnic diver-
sity, it was the only subscale used. Sample items are “Getting 
to know someone of another race is generally an uncomfort-
able experience for me” and “I am only at ease with people 
of my race.” Responses ranged from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 
(strongly disagree). Cronbach’s alpha was .84.

Purpose in life. Purpose was measured using nine items 
taken from the Ryff Scales of Psychological Well-Being 
(Ryff, 1989) assessing one’s sense of directedness and 
intentionality in life. This scale has demonstrated strong 

reliability and validity with adult samples (Ryff & Singer, 
2006). Sample items include “Some people wander aim-
lessly through life but I am not one of them” and “I am an 
active person in carrying out the plans I have set for myself.” 
Responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly 
agree). Cronbach’s alpha was .83.

Colorblind attitudes. The Color-Blind Racial Attitudes 
Scale (Neville, Lilly, Duran, Lee, & Browne, 2000) was used 
to assess colorblind attitudes. Specifically, the six-item Bla-
tant Racism subscale was used because it taps respondents’ 
general awareness of race as a relevant and important social 
issue. Sample items include, “Racism may have been a prob-
lem in the past, it is not an important problem today” and 
“Talking about racial issues causes unnecessary tension.” 
Participants rated each item from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha was .82.

Positive affect. Positive mood was assessed with the Posi-
tive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, 
& Tellegen, 1988). Participants rated the extent to which they 
generally felt 10 discrete positive moods on a scale ranging 
from 1 (very slightly or not at all) to 5 (extremely). Cron-
bach’s alpha was .91.

Personality. Two dimensions of personality (e.g., neuroti-
cism and openness) were assessed using eight items taken 
from the Mini-IPIP (International Personality Item Pool; 
Donnellan, Oswald, Baird, & Lucas, 2006). Sample neuroti-
cism (α = .81) items were “I have frequent mood swings” 
and “I get upset easily.” Sample openness (α = .79) items 
were “I have a vivid imagination” and “I am interested in 
abstract ideas.” Responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 5 (strongly agree).

Ethnic out-group connectedness. A single item adapted 
from the Inclusion of Other in Self Scale (Aron, Aron, & 
Smollan, 1992) was used to assess out-group connectedness. 
This commonly used measure of self–other overlap captures 
perceived ties or closeness with other individuals or groups. 
Participants were shown seven pairs of circles with increas-
ing amounts of overlap. In each pair, one circle was labeled 
“self” and the other circle was labeled “Ethnic out-group 
members.” Participants rated how close they felt to people 
of different ethnic backgrounds than their own. Responses 
ranged from 1 to 7, with higher scores indicating greater 
perceived connectedness to ethnic out-group members (see 
online supplementary material for all study materials).

Results and Discussion

Descriptive analyses. Intercorrelations, means, and standard 
deviations are presented in Table 1. Means for the comfort with 
diversity and purpose variables indicated that both were mod-
erately high. Although comfort with diversity was negatively 
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Table 2. Study 1 OLS Regression Predicting Comfort With 
Diversity.

95% CI

Predictors b SE b
Lower 
bound

Upper 
bound

Age .05 .00 −0.01 0.01
Gender −.02 .11 −0.25 0.18
Married −.07 .12 −0.35 0.13
Income .06 .04 −0.04 0.11
Neuroticism −.17* .06 −0.25 −0.01
Openness .22* .07 0.07 0.34
Positive affect .03 .08 −0.13 0.18
Colorblind attitudes −.25* .08 −0.52 −0.20
Out-group connectedness .32** .03 0.09 0.21
Purpose .20* .06 0.00 0.23

Note. Full Model R2 = .39. Gender (0 = male, 1 = female). Married (0 = no, 
1 = yes). b = standardized beta coefficient. OLS = ordinary least squares; 
CI = confidence interval.
*p < .05. **p < .001.

correlated with neuroticism and colorblind attitudes, it was 
positively related to openness, ethnic out-group connectedness, 
and purpose as anticipated. Also, age was positively associated 
with comfort with diversity. No significant association emerged 
between purpose and colorblind attitudes.

Regression analysis. Descriptive analyses revealed that sev-
eral variables were associated with comfort with diversity. 
To isolate the unique relationship between purpose and 
diversity comfort, an ordinary least squares (OLS) multivari-
ate regression analysis examined demographic variables, 
neuroticism, openness, colorblind attitudes, positive affect, 
ethnic out-group connectedness, and purpose as simultane-
ous predictors of diversity comfort (see Table 2). Together, 
these predictors explained 39% of the variance in diversity 
comfort. Results of the OLS regression revealed that even 
after accounting for other individual differences, purpose 
was positively associated with higher levels of diversity 
comfort, b = .20, F(10, 199) = 9.76, p < .001.1 Thus, support-
ing our hypothesis, purpose emerged as a robust indicator of 
greater diversity comfort above and beyond the effect of 
other covariates. Notably, purpose remained significant even 
when including positive affect and perceptions of ethnic–
out-group connectedness, essentially ruling these variables 
out as explanatory mechanisms by which purpose is related 
to diversity comfort. Moreover, neuroticism and colorblind 
attitudes were both negatively associated with diversity com-
fort, suggesting that emotional instability and a tendency to 
minimize the significance of racial/ethnic group distinctions 
may actually limit how comfortable White individuals are 
with others from different ethnic backgrounds.

Study 2

The findings of Study 1 situate purpose as a unique correlate 
of greater comfort with ethnic diversity. Yet, establishing 

purpose as a resource capable of promoting greater comfort 
would be furthered by demonstrating its protective influence 
in contexts where diversity has first been shown to impose a 
threat. In Study 2, we sought evidence for this claim by 
experimentally increasing perceptions of threat by manipu-
lating the relative salience of ethnic diversity. Conceptually 
replicating recent studies (e.g., Craig & Richeson, 2014; 
Outten et al., 2012), we presented Whites with demographic 
projections indicating that the population by the year 2050 
would either be majority White or majority ethnic minority. 
We anticipated that although participants would perceive 
greater threat after viewing projections of a majority–minor-
ity future, purpose in life would attenuate this effect. Such a 
finding would serve, to our knowledge, as the first empirical 
evidence of a moderator of the diversity–threat relationship.

Table 1. Intercorrelations, Means, and Standard Deviations for Study 1 Variables.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. Gender —  
2. Married −.05 —  
3. Age −.15* .35** —  
4. Income .16* .19* −.06 —  
5. Neuroticism −.09 −.14 −.15* .09 —  
6. Openness −.10 −.03 .09 −.02 −.02 —  
7. Positive affect −.01 .19 −.05 .11 −.09 −.28** —  
8. Out-group connectedness −.02 −.01 .02 .02 −.05 .09 .13 —  
9. Comfort with diversity −.19* .01 .16* −.05 −.24* −.31** −.38** .39** —  

10. Colorblind Attitudes .22* .29 .10 −.04 −.37** .20* .11 −.20* .16* —  
11. Purpose −.16* .26 .09 −.01 −.41** .18* .49** .02 .27** .02 —
M — — 36.12 2.55 2.70 3.90 1.97 4.03 4.00 3.35 4.99
SD — — 13.68 1.39 0.96 0.83 0.67 1.60 0.78 0.77 1.08

Note. n = 205. Gender (0 = male, 1 = female). Married (0 = no, 1 = yes). All p values are two-tailed.
*p < .05. **p < .001.
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Method

Participants and procedure. Two hundred fifty-two adults 
were recruited through Amazon’s Mturk. After applying the 
same ethnic and national selection criteria described in Study 
1, the resulting sample was comprised of 184 U.S. White 
adults (45.7% female; M

age
 = 34.39 years, SD = 12.34, range 

= 18-81). Participants first completed a brief survey assess-
ing their demographic characteristics and sense of purpose in 
life. They were then randomly assigned to one of two condi-
tions: future White majority or future majority ethnic minor-
ity. In the future White majority condition (n = 89), 
participants were shown two pie charts under the heading 
“Population projections for the United States based on the 
most recent census data.”2 The first chart was labeled “2015” 
and showed the population as being 62% White and 38% 
ethnic minority. The second chart was labeled “2050” and 
showed the population as being 57% White and 43% ethnic 
minority (thus, reflecting a shift toward greater ethnic diver-
sity while retaining a White majority). In the future ethnic 
minority condition (n = 95), participants viewed similar pie 
charts with the only difference being that for the “2050” 
chart; the population was shown as being 53% ethnic minor-
ity and 47% White, thus reflecting a shift to a majority ethnic 
minority population. Finally, participants completed a brief 
mood inventory that appeared directly beneath the pie charts 
for both conditions.

Measures. Demographic variables, neuroticism (α = .80), 
openness (α = .82), and purpose in life (α = .87) were assessed 
with the same items reported in Study 1.

Threat. Participants were asked to rate the extent the 
information contained in the pie charts made them feel sev-
eral emotions (i.e., excited, happy, surprised, threatened, 
fearful, and scared) on a scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 
5 (a lot). Positive emotion items were included as filler so to 
not suggest any intention of the study. Given the high corre-
lation between each of the negative mood items, we created 
a composite “threat” variable (α = .79).

Results and Discussion

Descriptive analyses. Corroborating recent findings that 
demographic projections indicating a shift toward a more 
diverse society can be distressing to Whites, participants in 
the majority ethnic minority condition (M = 1.54, SD = .86) 
reported greater feelings of threat than those in the majority 
White condition (M = 1.23, SD = .54), t(182) = 2.65, p = .01. 
Bivariate correlations revealed only a marginal association 
between purpose in life and threat (r = −.14, p = .07).

Regression analysis. To test whether purpose moderated the 
association between diversity condition and threat, an OLS 
multivariate regression was conducted. In this analysis, the 
composite threat variable was regressed on demographic and 

personality variables, experimental condition, purpose in 
life, and the interaction between condition and purpose (see 
Table 3). Combined, these predictors explained 13% of the 
variance in threat.3 Although significant main effects 
emerged for condition and purpose, both were qualified by a 
significant interaction between the two, b = .50, F(5, 153) = 
2.81, p = .04. Simple slopes tests revealed that for partici-
pants in the majority White condition, purpose was unrelated 
to threat, b = .02, p = .89. However, for participants in the 
majority ethnic minority condition, greater purpose was 
associated with significantly less threat, b = −.28, p = .02. 
Thus, consistent with our hypothesis, purpose served as a 
resource specifically within the context of diversity; it buff-
ered levels of threat reported by Whites viewing projections 
of a more ethnically diverse future.

Study 3

In line with predictions, Studies 1 and 2 showed that disposi-
tional levels of purpose in life can bolster explicit levels of 
diversity comfort and diminish feelings of threat associated 
with considering a more diverse future. In Study 3, we sought 
to extend this pattern of findings in two important ways. 
First, we assessed comfort with diversity indirectly, using a 
more ecologically meaningful context in which individuals 
made hypothetical decisions to live in one of two cities dif-
fering substantially in ethnic composition. Because past 
research suggests that ethnically diverse neighborhoods may 
be psychologically restrictive or distressing (Putnam, 2007), 
we predicted that when provided with maps displaying 
demographic information pertaining to ethnicity, Whites 
would show clear preferences for living in a relatively homo-
geneous (predominantly White) city. However, we expected 
no such preferences among participants who were not 

Table 3. Study 2 OLS Regression Predicting Diversity-
Associated Threat.

95% CI

Predictors b SE b
Lower 
bound

Upper 
bound

Age −.14 .01 −0.01 0.01
Gender −.01 .07 −0.17 0.35
Married −.06 .13 −0.34 0.17
Income −.09 .05 −0.14 0.04
Neuroticism .02 .65 −0.11 0.14
Openness −.05 .64 −0.17 0.09
Condition −.27* .11 −0.59 −0.16
Purpose −.60* 17 −0.76 −0.08
Purpose × Condition .50* .11 0.01 0.44

Note. Full Model R2 = .13. Gender (0 = male, 1 = female). Married (0 = 
no, 1 = yes). Condition is scored −1 for majority ethnic minority and 1 
for majority White. OLS = ordinary least squares; b = standardized beta 
coefficient; CI = confidence interval.
*p < .05.
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Table 4. Results of Logistic Regression Predicting Overall 
Preference for the Diverse City.

Parameter B SE Wald Exp(B) 95% CI for Exp(B)

Age −0.02 0.02 1.55 0.98 [0.94, 1.01]
Gender −0.54 0.49 1.23 1.23 [0.22, 1.52]
Positive affect −0.65* 0.30 4.62 0.52 [0.29, 0.94]
Out-group 

connectedness
−0.11 0.14 0.59 0.90 [0.69, 1.18]

Writing 
condition

0.55* 0.23 5.61 1.73 [1.10, 2.71]

Map condition −1.25* 0.25 24.78 0.29 [0.18, 0.47]

Note. Writing condition is scored −1 for control, and 1 for purpose; map 
condition is scored −1 for Black and White, and 1 for color; gender is 
scored −1 for male and 1 for female. For the full model, Cox & Snell R2 = 
.27, Nagelkerke R2 = .37. CI = confidence interval.
*p < .05.

provided with ethnicity-relevant information. Second, we 
used an experimental manipulation to increase the salience 
of purpose prior to participants’ decisions. Establishing that 
purpose, when made salient, contributes to greater comfort 
with ethnic diversity is necessary to substantiate its causal 
role in this experience. Thus, we predicted that, relative to 
writing about a control topic, purpose-primed individuals 
who were shown maps for which ethnicity information was 
discernible would be less likely to prefer living in the pre-
dominantly White city.

Method

Participants and procedure. One hundred fifty-eight adults 
were recruited through Amazon’s Mturk. The same ethnic 
and national selection criteria described above were used to 
obtain a final sample of 130 White adults residing in the 
United States (44.6% female; M

age
 = 35.45 years, SD = 

12.79, range = 19-75).
To begin the study, participants completed demographic 

information and were then randomly assigned to either a pur-
pose (n = 65) or control (n = 65) writing condition. Those in 
the purpose condition responded to the prime:

Please take a few minutes to think about what it means to have a 
sense of purpose. Really reflect on the idea of purpose. When 
you’re ready, write a few sentences describing your purpose and 
give an example of its role in your life. Even if you don’t have a 
purpose, please try and give an example of what your purpose 
might be.

This prime was developed based on previous studies uti-
lizing brief reflections on purpose and future goals to affect 
well-being (Bundick, 2011; King, 2001). Participants in the 
control condition (n = 43) responded to the prime:

Please take a moment to think about your typical day. Please 
reflect on what the average weekday is like for you. When you 
are ready, please take a few minutes and describe what you do 
and experience during a typical day.

As a quality control assurance, the length of time partici-
pants spent writing was assessed.

Next, participants were randomly assigned to one of two 
map conditions. In the first condition, participants were 
shown two separate maps, each displaying the geographic 
layout of an actual U.S. city (maps can be found in the online 
supplemental material for Study 3). Both cities were de-iden-
tified such that no streets or landmarks were labeled. The 
cities were pre-matched for population density (approxi-
mately 2,900 residents per square mile), and every resident 
of the city was represented on the map by a single dot that 
was color-coded by ethnicity. Thus, the total population of 
each city was plotted and its respective ethnic composition 
and density clearly visible. The first city was relatively 

homogeneous-White (85% White, 7% Latino, 5% Asian 
American, 1.3% African American, 1.3% Native American, 
according to 2010 Census data); the second city was com-
paratively more diverse (43% White, 46% African American, 
11% Latino, 1% Native American, and 0.3% Asian 
American4). Participants in the second map condition were 
shown these same two cities, but with one key modification: 
Each map was displayed in black and white, so that although 
density was still discernible, no ethno-demographic informa-
tion about the city’s residents was visible (maps can be found 
in the online supplemental material for Study 3). After view-
ing both maps in their condition, participants were asked to 
select which of the two cities shown they would rather live 
in. Across participants, the order in which the two cities were 
presented was counter-balanced.

Finally, participants completed measures of positive 
mood (α = .88) and out-group connectedness using the same 
measures described in Study 1. Although neither of these 
covariates accounted for the relationship between disposi-
tional purpose and diversity comfort in Study 1, we included 
these variables in the current study to establish any influence 
they may have in the context of purpose as a manipulated 
effect.

Results and Discussion

We first examined whether the two manipulations (map color 
and writing prime), or our measures of positive mood and 
out-group connectedness, influenced overall city selection 
across the full sample. Toward this end, we tested a logistic 
regression with two between-subjects factors, two control 
variables (age and gender), and two potential covariates (pos-
itive affect, out-group connectedness). All values are reported 
in Table 4, with respect to their preference for living in the 
more ethnically diverse city. As displayed, significant effects 
were evidenced for both writing prime (B = .55) and map 
color condition (B = −1.25), suggesting that purpose-primed 
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participants as well as those who saw the black and white 
maps were more likely to prefer the ethnically diverse city to 
the homogeneous city.

Next, we tested our prediction that priming purpose 
should have an effect when participants are provided ethno-
demographic information about the cities shown on maps, 
using logistic regressions within each map condition. Table 5 
presents the results of our analyses for preferring the diverse 
city when shown in black and white (top half), and when 
shown in color (bottom half). As expected, the purpose prime 
had no effect on participants’ preference for either city when 
both were shown in black and white (i.e., with no ethno-
demographic information), but did shape preferences signifi-
cantly when it was displayed in color. Among control 
participants, there was an overwhelming preference for the 
homogeneous-White city (94% to 6%), but this bias was sig-
nificantly attenuated among participants who, prior to view-
ing the maps, wrote about purpose (76% to 24%), χ2(1) = 
4.45, p = .04. Moreover, as shown in the bottom half of the 
table, this effect was significant even when controlling for 
demographics and the other potentially mediating variables.

As shown in Table 5, the effect of purpose held even when 
including positive affect and out-group connectedness in the 
model. However, we still tested whether writing about pur-
pose influenced positive affect or ethnic out-group connect-
edness in the colored map condition using independent-samples 
t tests. Writing about purpose lead to greater positive affect, 
t(64) = 2.09, p = .04, but had no significant effect on out-
group connectedness, both ts < 1. However, as shown in 
Table 5, positive affect actually led to a decreased (albeit 
non-significant) likelihood of choosing the ethnically diverse 

city among participants; and thus, it is unlikely that writing 
about purpose influenced city choice through enhanced posi-
tive affect.

General Discussion

Emerging demographic shifts provide an impetus for identi-
fying resources that can improve Whites’ comfort with eth-
nic diversity. Guiding our analysis was the view that 
perceiving diversity as a threat may preempt any recognition 
of its positive benefits. Novel in the current research was 
examining purpose as a unique source of greater comfort 
with ethnic diversity among White adults. We assessed pur-
pose as both an individual difference (Studies 1 and 2) and an 
experimentally manipulated variable (Study 3), and across 
each study, found evidence of its positive influence on diver-
sity comfort.

In Study 1, a cross-sectional analysis of dispositional pur-
pose showed positive and unique associations with explicit 
reports of diversity comfort. This relationship appeared 
robust, as it remained significant even after controlling for 
key demographic factors, personality traits, and colorblind 
attitudes. Furthermore, links between purpose and diversity 
comfort appear separate from any shared association with 
positive affect and out-group connectedness. The failure to 
find evidence that these variables accounted for the purpose–
diversity relationship is noteworthy and leaves open an 
important avenue for future investigation. Study 2 built on an 
established methodological template for inducing fear among 
Whites by presenting demographic projections for a more 
diverse society (e.g., Outten et al., 2012). Beyond replicating 
the patterns of threat that may stem from considering a 
majority ethnic-minority future, we found initial evidence 
that a sense of purpose can attenuate such negative feelings. 
This insight has important implications for understanding 
purpose as a psychological asset: Those who cultivate this 
sense may be better equipped for adapting to population 
changes that appear inevitable.

In Study 3, we assessed Whites’ comfort with diversity by 
examining hypothetical decisions to live in one of two cities 
characterized by divergent ethnic compositions. The general 
preference for the homogeneous-White city found when 
ethno-demographic information was provided is consistent 
with studies suggesting a discomfort with living among eth-
nic out-group members (Putnam, 2007). Dixon and Durrheim 
(2003) suggest that partiality for some physical spaces over 
others is often guided by an “informal segregation” on the 
basis of race and ethnicity. Thus, it is not surprising that 
Whites overwhelmingly chose the homogeneous city, and 
may even help to explain how, over time, the actual demo-
graphics of the city used as the stimulus for this study have 
been achieved and maintained. Yet, participants who wrote 
about purpose were significantly more likely to prefer the 
diverse city than those in the control condition, suggesting 
that a sense of purpose may alleviate motivations for 

Table 5. Results of Logistic Regressions Predicting Preference 
for the Diverse City, by Map Condition.

Parameter B SE Wald Exp(B)
95% CI for 

Exp(B)

Black and White Map Condition (Cox & Snell R2 = .09; 
Nagelkerke R2 = .12)

 Age −.01 0.02 0.29 0.99 [0.95, 1.03]
 Gender −.65 0.63 1.09 0.52 [0.15, 1.77]
 Positive affect −.61 0.41 2.23 0.54 [0.25, 1.21]
 Out-group 

connectedness
−.19 0.17 1.24 0.83 [0.59, 1.16]

 Writing condition .38 0.28 1.81 1.46 [0.84, 2.54]
Color Map Condition (Cox & Snell R2 = .13; Nagelkerke R2 = .23)
 Age −.07 0.05 1.74 0.94 [0.85, 1.03]
 Gender −.27 0.83 0.10 0.76 [0.15, 3.92]
 Positive affect −.56 0.48 1.41 0.57 [0.23, 1.44]
 Out-group 

connectedness
.09 0.24 0.15 1.10 [0.68, 1.77]

 Writing condition .90* 0.45 4.07 2.46 [1.03, 5.90]

Note. Writing condition is scored −1 for control, and 1 for purpose. CI = 
confidence interval.
*p < .05.
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self-segregation that might otherwise prevail. This finding 
may have implications beyond that of major life choices, 
such as where people choose to reside, and might also influ-
ence the types of diversity-related decisions people make in 
everyday life including which co-workers to befriend or sim-
ply where to sit on the subway.

Also noteworthy in Study 3 was further evidence that the 
benefits of this construct are capable of being elicited through 
brief manipulation (e.g., Bundick, 2011). The effect of writ-
ing about purpose appears to resonate strongly with the 
stress-relieving benefits linked with values–affirmations 
tasks (e.g., Cohen, Garcia, Purdie-Vaughns, Apfel, & 
Brzustoski, 2009; Rydell, McConnell, & Mackie, 2008; 
Sherman & Cohen, 2006) and may further illuminate a 
unique value of reflecting on one’s purpose in the context of 
diversity. Similar to the passengers riding trains character-
ized by greater diversity (Burrow & Hill, 2013), the current 
findings position brief reflections on purpose as a source of 
better adaptation in diversity-salient contexts. It is plausible 
that a sense of purpose may orient individuals toward acting 
in the larger world on behalf of others in society (Damon et 
al., 2003; Keyes, 2011). Studies suggest that when commit-
ted to a purpose that involves others, individuals expand 
their circle of community (e.g., Quinn, 2012) and begin to 
consider how their aims may contribute meaningfully to a 
broader collective. Thus, future work might explore whether 
individuals with a strong sense of purpose may be better 
attuned to how they can comfortably pursue goals that ben-
efit an increasingly diverse world.

Limitations and Future Directions

Although the present findings offer some empirical footing 
for the beneficial role of purpose in diversity attitudes, we 
also note several limitations that may motivate further inves-
tigation. First, across all studies, outcomes were assessed via 
self-report. Further examination is needed to confirm the 
validity of our findings within actual diverse contexts and 
interactions. For instance, observing targets’ choices, moods, 
or body language as they encounter ethnically diverse others 
may offer additional and more nuanced insights into how 
comfortable individuals feel. This may also provide opportu-
nities to test how purpose influences comfort levels that have 
been shown to change naturally over time with sustained 
contact (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). Second, in 
Study 3, we did not attempt to measure or address the tempo-
ral longevity of our purpose manipulation. Future research, 
therefore, might seek to discern how long the benefits of the 
brief purpose primes used here endure, as this has implica-
tions for the development of sustainable interventions. Third, 
although we have positioned purpose as a potential source of 
greater diversity comfort, it must be recognized that identify-
ing and focusing on one’s life aims may not arise fluidly or 
easily in all people. Therefore, future work within the pur-
pose literature should examine avenues by which individuals 

may better cultivate a purpose in life and draw on this per-
sonal resource when needed. Although our findings remain 
only an initial step, the emerging composition of our society 
offers renewed opportunities for positive interactions and the 
role of purpose in this context remains an avenue ripe for 
continued exploration.
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Notes

1. Data were also analyzed with ethnic minority respondents 
included. Specific groups represented were Asian (n = 16), 
African American/Black (n = 18), Latino (n = 11), Native 
American (n = 1), and White (n = 205). The pattern of results 
that emerged when these groups were included was similar to 
those reported for White participants in our main analysis as 
reported in Study 1. Specifically, purpose remained a statisti-
cally significant and positive predictor of diversity comfort. 
Small sample sizes precluded analysis of effects within specific 
ethnic minority groups.

2. Demographic projections displayed in both pie charts labeled 
“2015,” and those displayed in the “2050” pie chart in the major-
ity ethnic minority condition were derived from actual estimates 
provided by the U.S. Census Bureau Projects (see Ortman & 
Guarneri, 2009 for more information).

3. Data were also analyzed using only the single item “threat,” and 
the general pattern of results remained the same and statistically 
significant for this discrete emotion.

4. The total population sums to more than 100% because the 
Latino category represents an ethnicity that comprises multiple, 
non-exclusive racial groups.
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