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Abstract


	The model presented suggests that demographic diversity influences the perceived similarity of values and beliefs among members of a group.  This is moderated by the level of communicative participation and the media by which information is exchanged.  Perceived similarity then influences an individual’s identification with the group.  This relationship, however, is moderated personal need for structure (NFS) in a way that  members with a lower NFS are more tolerant of perceived value and belief differences between themselves and other group members and thus find it easier to identify with their workgroup. Finally, the level of identification with the group influences performance.  Implications for individual selection to workgroups are suggested.
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In their efforts to realize the greatest performance from today’s organizations, firm decision-makers need to take into consideration at least these two important trends: the growing demographic diversity of the workforce (Jackson, Brett, Sessa, Cooper, Julin, & Peyronnin, 1991; Tsui, Egan, & Porter, 1994), and the increased use of groups to conduct the business of the organization (Ancona & Caldwell, 1992; Bowen, 1995).  Many scholars have documented the challenges that workgroups encounter when attempting to utilize diverse human resources including negative conflict (Amason, 1996; Jehn, 1997; Pelled, 1996), lack of familiarity (Watson, Kumar, & Michaelsen, 1993), or stereotypical reactions to other group members (Cox, 1993).  While on-the-job training and the actual practice of working together may help workgroups to develop skills which allow the successful utilization of diverse human resources (Stout, 1997; Liang, Moreland, & Argote, 1995), a focus on the earlier process of member selection may prove cost-effective and beneficial, enabling workgroups to be more productive at an earlier stage.


In the past, organizations have looked at several selection criteria that are intended, when properly utilized, to provide a competitive advantage for the organization, including cognitive ability (Ree & Teachout, 1994), motivation (Kanfer, 1990), and leadership ability (Yukl, 1992).  The primary consideration for such criteria was simply to match worker characteristics to the explicit requirements of the job.  The past decade has seen more attention paid to aligning potential workers with the organizational or work area context, which includes the organization or subunit culture, the working conditions, and many other environmental aspects (Schuler & Jackson, 1987; c.f. Ostroff & Rothausen, 1997).  Ostroff and Rothausen (1997) suggest that distinctive “personal attributes and personalities” may predict success in differing work environments, thus demanding that we research which variables are important to which situation (p. 11).


This paper suggests that when selecting for diverse workgroups, organizations should consider the dispositional tolerance of potential members.  This perspective follows those such as Fernandez (1993) who deems that, in light of increasing workforce heterogeneization and use of workgroups, it is essential that organizations hire those individuals who will be able to enter and work successfully with a group regardless of the demographic mix.  We will outline how such tolerant dispositions in potential organizational members can be operationalized as “personal need for structure” [NFS] (Neuberg & Newsom, 1993).  The NFS construct has emerged from research on stereotype formation and refers to individual differences in the predilection to use rigid cognitive categories to classify others.


We present a model [Figure 1] which proposes that demographic diversity influences the perceived similarity of values and beliefs among members of a group.  This influence is moderated by the communicative participation of the group membership as well as the type of information exchange between group members (Harrison, Price, & Bell, 1998).  In turn, the perceived similarity of one’s values and beliefs with those of the group influences an individual’s strength of  identification with the group.  This relationship, however, is moderated by an individual’s personal need for structure in a way that  members with a lower NFS are more tolerant of perceived value and belief differences between themselves and other group members and therefore find it easier to identify with their workgroup. Finally, the level of identification with the group influences individual effort and loyalty with the group, which is related to performance when that effort is congruent to the group’s performance goals.  The paper will conclude with a review on the performance criterion and suggestions for group selection.


A member entering a workgroup, or nearly any shared membership, will have some level of identification with the collective merely by virtue of his/her membership (Ashforth & Mael, 1989).  Our model recognizes this condition as a boundary of the intrapsychic processes at work in further impact on identification.  In fact, recognition by a new member of shared memberships with other members outside of the workgroup will further strengthen perceptions of shared values and beliefs.  Allowing this effect to randomly vary, through holding shared memberships as a boundary condition, will highlight the added variance specific to the processes explicated by our model.





Relating Group Demography to Perception of Value Similarity


The work of Pfeffer (1983) and many of those following his research stream (Wagner, Pfeffer, & O'Reilly, 1984; Bantel & Jackson, 1989; Wiersema & Bantel, 1992) sought to predict organizational outcomes from demographic characteristics of the organization, the top management team, or other organizational units. While these findings were often significant, their small effect sizes drastically limit their explanatory power. Lawrence (1997) believes that greater explanation will result from examining the “black box” of intermediate processes between demographic statistics and performance outcomes.  Thus, this model proposes relationships that explicate factors operating in the linkages between groups and individuals.


Tsui, Egan, & O'Reilly (1992) coined the term ‘relational demography’ to describe the importance of the presence of diverse characteristics in a workgroup relative to each individual member.  Upon entering a group, individuals evaluate their similarity to others in the group according to characteristics that they find salient.  They are attracted to those similar to themselves (Byrne, 1971) and identify with those whom they recognize as belonging to the same categories as themselves (Turner, 1985; Tajfel & Turner, 1979).  Because highly visible, ‘primary’ differences, such as gender, race-ethnicity, and age are easily noticed, these often form the basis for segregation early in both interpersonal relationships and group development processes (c.f. Milliken & Martins, 1996).


The process of an individual comparing her values and beliefs to those of her group contains an inherently controversial issue — crossing levels of analysis.  Those who see this as a problem may be skeptical of what it means for an individual to assess a set of group values and beliefs.  For instance, is the individual comparing herself to an aggregate, a mean, or a dominant set gathered through her independent assessment of each member of the group?  These questions have been addressed by past researchers who conceptualized a comparison of individual to group through connectiveness (Tichy & Fomrun, 1979), gaps (McCain, O’Reilly, & Pfeffer, 1983), social integration using the Gini index (Blau, 1977), and, seemingly most popular, a D-score (Euclidean distance) (including Tsui Egan, & O’Reilly, 1992; Wagner, Pfeffer, & O’Reilly, 1984).   Questions remain as to whether any of these methods is valid or relevant, and whether an individual can accurately approximate group values and beliefs without the use of a validated instrument of some sort, in any case.


Our model addresses this issue by asserting, following Riordan (1997), that it is the individual’s perception of the differences between herself and the group which matters most, at least in cognitive tasks such as identification.  In other words, an individual member of a group (especially a new member) will identify with a group based in some part on her perceptions of how similar they are to her in values and beliefs.





Explaining the model


Under the lid of the black box may lie the explanation for why individuals rely on demographic categories to sort themselves and others.  Although we use demographics as a categorization heuristic, the categories themselves may represent some belief about why such characteristics represent significant differences.  After all, other characteristics just as visible do not often result in similar demarcations — hair color, for instance, or height.


Many of us believe, through socialization or some inherent bias, that categories of gender, race, and age are more useful sorters than those such as hair color.  As with many stereotypes, there may be some basis in fact or experience for these beliefs.  For instance, age cohort studies have suggested that individuals of varying age have undergone widely differing social experiences due to societal-level incidents and occurrences (Elder, 1975; Elsass & Graves, 1997; Hambrick & Mason, 1984; Pfeffer, 1983).  Racial characteristics may represent varying cultural backgrounds associated with different world-views and values (Cox, 1993; Larkey, 1996), and those of different genders may also have experienced different socialization processes leading to the development of traits and ways of examining the world that are distinctly different (Moore, 1990).  In short, it is our contention that such categories, while sometimes representing real differences in cultural perspectives or beliefs, are in fact imperfect proxies for the varying value structures between any set of individuals, leading to the following proposition.


Proposition 1: The degree to which there is demographic similarity between an individual and his group will predict his perception of the similarity of his own values and beliefs to those of his group.


While diverse groups promise increased insights from the varying perspectives of their members, this potential is rarely realized.  It is well accepted that members of diverse groups do not often communicate effectively among themselves, as they tend to have less interpersonal attraction to each other and therefore are less likely to engage in interactions both within and outside of the work environment (c.f. Byrne, 1971; Cox, 1993; Ziller, 1972).  Consequently,  diverse group members are less likely to be familiar with or make attempts to get to know one another.  This leads to further isolation as lack of familiarity inhibits member from sharing idiosyncratically held perspectives or other information (Stasser, Stewart, & Wittenbaum, 1995).  Further, it has shown that minority members are often marginalized and their views ignored in decision making groups (Larkey, 1996).  These effects have been demonstrated empirically as less frequent communication interactions between individuals (Hoffman, 1985; Zenger & Lawrence, 1989) as well as less communication between the divergent factions (South, Bonjean, Corder, & Markham, 1982).


Even attempts to share viewpoints across demographic boundaries may be thwarted, because messages that actually are communicated suffer distortion, discouraging further participation (Cox, 1993; Asante & Davis, 1985).  Furthermore, the disparity in the value systems of group members prevent them from easily sharing meaning  (Raghuram & Garud, 1996). Thus, the likelihood that group members will effectively come to understand each other’s perspective decreases with increased diversity, reducing the potential for the group membership becoming familiar with diverse perspectives present within their group.  This lack of understanding further discourages members from attempting to voice their concerns and opinions to the group, which we term full communicative participation.


Another aspect of the communicative participation is that of the choice of which medium of information exchange to use.  The work of Daft and Lengel (1986) leads us to assert that the richness of the medium will vary according to the similarity of the communicants.  Members who see themselves as similar use richer media to transfer information, such as face-to-face contact, while less similar communicants choose leaner communication modes such as email or other written media.  


Proposition 2: The demographic diversity of a workgroup will impact communicative participation and media richness such that more diverse groups will have less chance of all members participating and will use leaner media to transfer information.


Xin (1997) suggests that demographic categories are less salient to members as time passes in the group development process, while Watson et al. (1993) give evidence that negative effects of demographic diversity on group performance lessen over time. Harrison et al. (1998) demonstrate that ‘deeper’ types of diversity become more important to members of diverse groups over time.  Our explanation for these findings is that as diverse group members communicate with one another, whether through necessity of completing a task, happenstance, or other reasons, they become more acquainted with each others’ values and beliefs, thus determining more precisely the true value convergence present in the group.  So, while accepting the favorable chance of discovering value and belief differences on some consistent basis among individuals who differ in primary categories, we believe that this relationship will be moderated by communication between group members.


Our belief is that workgroup members who discover more information about one another will increasingly perceive themselves to be more similar to one another, at least in the context of the workgroup task.  The richness of members’ personalities and backgrounds allows for the likelihood that they will find many similarities with those sharing their work environment.  This belief stems from a line of reasoning extending back to classic personality theorists such as Jung (1933), who said that persons in general, in spite of what seem to be widely varying characteristics and experiences, share many deep-rooted characteristics. 


Further, Daft & Lengel’s (1986) conception of media richness argues that richer forms of media carry more contextual information than leaner forms.  Therefore, we contend that the media richness of members’ communication interactions will act in concert with their communicative participation such that as both increase, workgroup members will increasingly perceive themselves to be similar in values and beliefs.  More formally, we propose:


Proposition 3: The relationship of the demographic diversity of a workgroup and an individual’s perception of her own similarity of values and beliefs with those of her group will be moderated by the members’ communicative participation and richness of media used.  More participation and richer media will be associated with perception of more similarity in values and beliefs.





Social Identity Theory and ingroup identification


 	Ashforth and Mael (1989) developed Social Identity Theory  in line with some of the work initially suggested by Tajfel (1981) and Turner (1985).  Social identity theory deals with how people categorize (either themselves or others) into different social classifications.  Accordingly, social or group identification (Tolman, 1943) is an element of the self-concept that includes the perception of belonging and unity with a group. Ashforth and Mael, 1989, suggest four elements that will increase group identification: distinctiveness, prestige of the group, salience of out groups, and group formation factors, such as perceived similarity of values and goals.  Distinctiveness increases group identification because it helps differentiate from other outgroups, thus strengthening the group’s boundaries.  Prestige of group membership strengthens identification with the group through its effect on individual self-esteem.  Salience of the outgroups also enforces identification with the ingroup:  Inasmuch as one is aware of outgroups, one will be more aware of the existence of the ingroup.  Finally, group formation factors, such similarity of values and goals also strengthen group identity. This is important, because even though social identification theory suggests that ingroup favoritism (Ilgen & Youtz, 1986) occurs even if there is no perceived interpersonal similarity or liking, perceived similarity of values and goals still influences the psychological grouping of individuals (Ashforth & Mael, 1989) and thus it encourages ingroup identification.  Therefore,  according to social identity theory, the extent to which an individual perceives that the group comprises characteristics that are prototypical him/herself, the group becomes part of the self-concept and thus the individual will identify with the group. 


Proposition 4: Perception of similarity of one’s values and beliefs with those of others in one’s workgroup influences group adoption and identification with the group.


Moderating identification: Need for structure


	Upon entering a workgroup, a new member forms perceptions about other group members.  The extent to which the group member perceives his values to be in line with other members’ values and beliefs will influence his likelihood of forming an identity with the group. Individuals are often described as varying in their general tolerance for or acceptance of differences between themselves and others. In demographically diverse groups, an individual’s dispositional tolerance will impact the degree to which he accepts others’ values and beliefs even if different from his own.  Based on the work of Neuberg and Newsom (1993), we operationalize this variable as a cognitive need for structure (NFS).


	Need for structure is a tendency to engage in cognitions and behavior that simplify and structure one’s environment.  Individuals scoring high on the NFS scale view themselves, others, and non-social objects in less complex ways than those with lower NFS (Neuberg & Newsom, 1993).  Those with high NFS may tend to more readily categorize other group members based on salient demographic differences than those with lower NFS.  Furthermore, past research has shown that those with a high NFS were more likely to generate spontaneous trait inferences from a member’s behavior (Moskowitz, 1993), were more likely to use simplifying stereotypes to understand others (Naccarato, 1988; Neuberg & Newsom, 1993), and were more likely to create simplifying stereotypes of new groups (Schaller, Boyd, Yohannes, & O’Brien, 1995).  When the traits and stereotypes formed by new group members are negative in nature, social attraction theory implies that the member will be less likely to identify with the group (Byrne, 1991).


	Further compounding this tendency to associate traits with group members’ behavior, individuals with high NFS are less likely to assimilate new information about others that contradicts their existing stereotypes or cognitive structures (Thompson, Roman, Moskowitz, Chaiken, & Bargh, 1994).  In this way, negative stereotypes about present group members — and thus low likelihood of identification — may persist even in the face of new, positive information.


	These arguments lead us to propose:


Proposition 5: An individual’s personal need for structure moderates the relationship between perceived individual-group similarity of values and beliefs to their identification with the group.  High need for structure is associated with less group identification if the stereotype content is negatively related to a group member’s potential level of performance.


Group Identity and performance


Social identity theory suggests that when an individual identifies with the group, the group becomes part of the individual’s self-concept. This increases individual support for the group that embodies that self-concept (Stryker and Serpe, 1982).  Since the individual’s fate is related to that of the group, identification induces effort and loyalty on behalf of the group, as well as the adoption of the group’s goals and values.  This is associated to commitment which also includes positive intentions towards the group, such as desire to remain in the group and willingness to work hard on the group’s behalf.  Thus, when the individual identifies with the group, she exercises effort on its behalf, and this effort which is in line with the group’s goals and values through ingroup identification (Ashforth & Mael, 1989).  This is associated with Fiske’s (1957) definition of performance  in terms of behaviors that are in concordance with organization’s goals.  Therefore higher effort and loyalty are associated with higher performance when they are congruent with the group’s goals (Fiske, 1957; Barrick and Mount, 1991).  Thus:


Proposition 6: Identification with one’s workgroup is associated with higher performance.


					Implications


	In the attempt to meet the increasing challenge of international competitiveness, organizations worldwide have increased their talent pool with diverse members (Cox, 1993; Fernandez, 1993).  Although the resultant workforce exhibits talents and resources that enhance the strategic advantage of the firm (Golembiewski, 1995; Baytos, 1995; Cox & Blake, 1995), the diverse elements also engender challenges to the organization.  As a result, the implementation of programs designed to teach methods of managing diversity has gained importance for organizations across the world as a determinant of strategic advantage, and as an instrument to achieve global competitiveness (Fernandez, 1993).


	The use of demographically diverse workgroups may be ill-used as a panacea in highly competitive environments, because diverse workgroups face obstacles to their effectiveness, and workgroups may not always be suitable to the task assigned.  For example, heterogeneity of group members has been associated with higher turnover, and with lower levels of cohesion, loyalty, performance, and satisfaction (Jackson et al., 1989, 1991, 1993).  Yet the access that diverse workgroups have to a variety of resources both within and outside of the group has been demonstrated to provide opportunity for greater performance (Bowen, 1995).  We are led, then, to ask which group processes and individual factors might make a difference in workgroup performance.


	Because, as discussed above, previous literature has suggested that identification of members with their workgroup may lead to greater performance, we have suggested examination of specific factors that affect members’ propensity to identify with their workgroup.  These factors, communicative participation, media richness, and personal need for structure, lead us to outline considerations for managers.  First, we suggest that managers or team leaders encourage full participation of all members in the workgroup.  Through each member communicating his/her viewpoint, other members have opportunity to gain information on which to base their perceptions of similarity in values or beliefs.  Second, while a variety of communication media should be encouraged, managers should urge workgroups to utilize rich formats such as face-to-face meetings.  Through these fuller, richer modes of communication, barriers to identification — and thus barriers to performance — will be diminished.


	Third and most important for the purposes of our model, managers selecting members for diverse workgroups should be aware of their level of tolerance for diversity.  Because tolerance is a complex characteristic, we suggest that assessing an individual’s cognitive need for structure is a useful means of discovering an important aspect of the potential member’s disposition.  This regard for NFS may be also useful at the organizational selection level, much in the way that firms now assess an individual’s “g” and “s” abilities.  While outright elimination of candidates based solely on NFS scores may not be desirable (nor suggested by these authors), certainly such an assessment will provide useful direction for workgroup member training and development plans.  Such attention to individual NFS will ultimately contribute to the success of diverse workgroups in competitive organizations.
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