
societies

Article

The Effects of Perceived Neighborhood Diversity on
Preferences for Redistribution: A Pilot Study

Liza G. Steele 1,* and Krystal M. Perkins 2,*
1 Sociology, John Jay College of Criminal Justice, City University of New York, New York, NY 10019, USA
2 Psychology, Purchase College, State University of New York, Purchase, NY 10577, USA
* Correspondence: lsteele@alumni.princeton.edu (L.G.S.); krystal.perkins@purchase.edu (K.M.P.)

Received: 15 June 2018; Accepted: 3 September 2018; Published: 10 September 2018
����������
�������

Abstract: A substantial literature exists within sociology and political science positing a negative
link between racial/ethnic heterogeneity and a host of social goods issues. Recent large-scale
meta-analyses, however, have established that the effect of racial/ethnic heterogeneity on social
policy attitudes may be more salient at the local or even neighborhood level. In extending this
work, we examined how racial/ethnic heterogeneity affects attitudes about redistribution within one
of the most diverse and ethnically heterogeneous cities in the world, New York City. Specifically,
we assessed the effects of perceived neighborhood racial/ethnic heterogeneity on preferences for
redistribution and social policies among members of majority and minority groups. A diverse
sample of New York City residents recruited through Amazon Mechanical Turk (mTurk) responded
to a series of questions regarding their perceptions of the diversity of their neighborhood before
indicating their social policy preferences. We found that neighborhood racial/ethnic heterogeneity
was associated with greater support for redistribution and social policies. The only evidence of
a negative association with support for redistribution or social policies was for black and white
respondents living in majority white neighborhoods. Together, these data suggest that perceptions
of racial/ethnic heterogeneity on redistributive and social policy attitudes may be a function of
one’s group status. Implications for the existing research are discussed. In particular, we believe
this work offers new insights into the relationship between racial/ethnic heterogeneity and social
policy preferences.

Keywords: social policy preferences; diversity; racial/ethnic heterogeneity; neighborhood effects;
preferences for redistribution

1. Introduction

Ethnically diverse and heterogeneous communities are the cornerstones of multicultural societies.
International migration and global mobility have created an ethnically diverse world where more
people live outside of their countries of birth than ever before [1]. Racial/ethnic heterogeneity has
the potential to enrich communities by providing opportunities for diverse sets of people to interact
with one another, allowing for the sharing and blending of new ideas and perspectives. Indeed,
prior research has shown that multicultural and diversifying experiences are associated with increased
flexible thinking and creativity [2,3]. Despite the potential benefits of diversity and racial/ethnic
heterogeneity, the effect of diversity and racial/ethnic heterogeneity on communities has been a highly
debated topic within the academic research literature. In particular, a large body of evidence suggests
a negative relationship between racial/ethnic heterogeneity and a host of social policy preferences and
related phenomena, including social cohesion, trust, social spending, and attitudes about redistribution.
Scholars, politicians, and public figures from both the left and right wing of the political spectrum
have thus concluded that greater diversity will inevitably lead to demands for the retrenchment of
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welfare state benefits, a conundrum for those on the left known as the “progressive’s dilemma” [4–7].
The common underlying theme of this work and the related claims of public figures is that racial/ethnic
heterogeneity may be deleterious to community life.

The purpose of our paper is twofold. First, we aim to examine the question of how racial/ethnic
heterogeneity affects attitudes about redistribution and social policies at the neighborhood level within
one of the most diverse and ethnically heterogeneous cities in the world, New York City. Many of the
studies of the effects of immigration and diversity on attitudes have focused on countries or regions
that are rapidly becoming more diverse, while the context we analyze, New York City, has been defined
by its diversity and openness to newcomers for decades, if not centuries. Second, previous research
suggests that the effect of racial/ethnic heterogeneity on attitudes about redistribution and social
policies may be more context-dependent than country-level studies would suggest [8,9]. Following
this logic, there is reason to believe that the relationship between racial/ethnic heterogeneity and
attitudes about redistribution and social policies may mean different things for different racial and
ethnic groups. As such, we assess the effects of perceived neighborhood racial/ethnic heterogeneity
on preferences for redistribution and social policies among members of majority and minority groups
in the highly diverse context of New York City. To begin, we provide a brief overview of the existing
evidence that investigates this link. We then describe our specific hypotheses and current study.

The Diversity Paradox

A number of studies have examined how the racial and ethnic composition of a community is
related to a medley of public goods provisions and attitudes about them, including social cohesion,
redistribution, and public spending. In one of the most cited pieces of work on the topic of social
cohesion, Robert Putman presented the findings from his research program that investigated the
relationship between ethnic diversity and social cohesion [6]. The major contribution of this work
was the assertion that social connections, intergroup trust, and cohesion (operationalized as the
interconnectedness between individuals, using the Social Capital Community Benchmark Survey),
are all lower in ethnically diverse populations. In such communities, according to Putnam, ethnic
diversity seems to cause people to “hunker down and retreat from social life” (p. 147). This assertion
has come to be known as the constrict proposition. The constrict proposition has its origins in a
related set of conflict theories that all purport that diverse social environments induce feelings of
threat between groups, arising out of the perceived (real or imagined) competition for scarce resources.
Consequently, racial/ethnic diversity and heterogeneity give rise to this perceived threat, resulting in
stereotyping, discriminatory treatment, and diminished social cohesion.

Following Putnam’s controversial 2007 study, a wealth of empirical studies and meta-analyses
have been produced evaluating the proposed relationship in different contexts and using different
indicators of social cohesion [10]. Some studies have established that diversity undermines social
cohesion, and other studies have found no such link or have established a positive relationship between
ethnic diversity and social cohesion [11–13]. More recently, scholars have started to investigate the
conditions under which the negative relationship between ethnic diversity and social cohesion are
more likely to appear [9,14]. For example, Van der Meer and Tolsma’s large-scale review concluded
that there is no fundamental association between racial/ethnic heterogeneity and various indicators
of social cohesion, but that racial/ethnic heterogeneity may be deleterious to social cohesion at the
neighborhood level and most consistently within the context of the United States [9].

In a related set of scholarship, empirical studies also suggest that racial/ethnic diversity and
heterogeneity matter for actual public spending. These studies have investigated the association
between racial/ethnic diversity and public spending across various countries and within cities and
states in the United States [15–19]. In an early study by Mueller and Murell, the authors found that
among a subset of Organization of Economic Development (OECD) countries, public spending was
negatively related to a country’s ethnic diversity [20]. Other more recent work has also shown that
ethnic diversity, as measured by the number, size, or geographical location of ethnic and racial groups,
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is negatively related to health, education, and welfare spending. Similar findings have also been noted
in other countries, including Sweden and Germany, where individuals are less supportive of welfare
spending in regions where the proportion of foreign-born residents is larger [21,22]. Within the context
of the United States, previous studies have also indicated that as the proportion of racial diversity
increases, taxes for education, trash disposal, and welfare decrease [15,23]. Cross-national studies
on the topic have also concluded that ethnic fractionalization is negatively correlated with social
spending [16,18,19]. Although this work has been criticized for relying heavily on the context of the
United States and failing to address general issues of measurement and comparability across countries,
the overall conclusion suggests that racial/ethnic heterogeneity may erode actual social spending
and redistribution.

Empirical work has also extended the question to the relationship between racial/ethnic diversity
and attitudes about social spending, often called “preferences for redistribution”. The most consistent
evidence for a negative relationship between diversity and support for redistribution comes from the
United States. In interpreting this relationship, several bodies of scholarship argue that redistribution
attitudes are highly racialized within the United States [24,25]. For example, scholars have found that
welfare opposition is associated with negative attitudes toward blacks, the threat posed by the number
of blacks in relation to whites, and both [24,26,27].

Outside of the United States, cross-national studies have yielded more mixed results with some
large-scale studies demonstrating little to no association between racial/ethnic diversity and support
for social spending [28–31]. For example, through a study of individual-level attitudes in 91 countries,
Steele found that racial/ethnic diversity was not negatively related to redistribution attitudes, and may
actually be positively related to support for redistribution [28]. Likewise, experimental studies have
not consistently established a causal link between racial/ethnic diversity and related phenomenon like
support for public goods [13].

Taken together, the reviewed research suggests that a more nuanced relationship exists between
racial/ethnic diversity and the different indicators of social goods. Within the social cohesion and
attitudes about spending literatures, the clearest evidence of a negative relationship exists within the
context of the United States. These findings are consistent with the racialized political environment
of the United States. Outside of the United States, the negative relationship appears more spurious,
yielding little evidence of a negative association. Regarding actual spending, the overall conclusion
within the United States and cross-nationally seems to be that racial/ethnic diversity is negatively
associated with actual social spending, such that as the proportion of racial/ethnic diversity increases,
social spending decreases. Despite these patterns, it is unclear whether they reflect people’s everyday
experiences with racial/ethnic diversity. In particular, this body of research has largely utilized
national or cross-national measures, and occasionally regional measures, to draw conclusions about
racial/ethnic diversity and social goods. However, the national or cross-national context—and even
the regional context—may be too large to be relevant in people’s everyday localized contexts [29].

Indeed, there is some evidence to suggest that national and cross-national measures are not ideal
indicators of racial/ethnic diversity, and that smaller geographic units are better able to capture
people’s experiences of diversity [32–34]. Some scholars have also suggested that it is actually
neighborhood diversity that is most salient for inter-group relations because it is more relevant to
people’s actual everyday experiences [9,10,32,33]. Thus, the extent to which the relationship between
racial/ethnic heterogeneity and social goods is positive or negative may be contingent on whether
people have the opportunity to have inter-group interactions.

Using New York City as a case study, we examine these related questions of how racial/ethnic
heterogeneity is related to attitudes about redistribution at the neighborhood level. New York City
is one of the most diverse and ethnically heterogeneous cities in the world. According to recent U.S.
Census data, 40 percent of the New York City population was born outside of the United States.
Immigrants make up the majority of some neighborhoods, and the borough of Queens alone is the
most linguistically and ethnically diverse county in the United States. [35]. New York City is also
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a unique case to examine because it is a city that has consistently been diverse. Unlike other cities
and countries that are experiencing recent surges in racial/ethnic or immigrant groups, New York
City’s has a long history of being the home to people of many different racial, ethnic, and immigrant
backgrounds, and stands as a source of pride for people that live in the city. At the same time, however,
it is a city that is highly segregated residentially and in the realm of public education. Hence, the social
context of New York City provides an important test of the diversity/social policy link.

In addition to the general effects of racial/ethnic diversity, there is reason to believe that
heterogeneity may mean different things for different ethnic and racial groups. Within the context of
the United States, a racial hierarchical system exists that has privileged whites and disadvantaged
people of color. Undoubtedly, because of the racial dimensions of American society, members of
majority and minority groups will likely be affected differently by racial/ethnic heterogeneity or
homogeneity [36,37]. For members of majority groups (e.g., whites), racial/ethnic heterogeneity
may be threatening because of the perceived challenge that racial diversity represents to members
of majority groups’ power in society [38]. Indeed, a substantial body of evidence suggests that the
perceived size of diverse groups has a direct bearing on members of majority groups’ attitudes and
feelings toward those groups. Early studies, for example, have established that anti-minority attitudes
increased in white respondents as the proportion of minorities in the population increased [27,39–42].
Similarly, subjective perceptions of larger immigrant groups were also associated with anti-immigrant
attitudes [43]. Some research has also confirmed that whites feel less trust in their neighborhoods
as the concentration of blacks and Hispanics increases [36]. Other research has also examined
more directly how racial/ethnic demographics affect social policy attitudes of members of majority
groups [44–49]. For example, Wetts and Willer found that presenting data to respondents indicating
that the racial income gap was declining led to greater anti-welfare attitudes among whites, but only
when those programs were portrayed as benefiting minorities [49]. Together, these findings suggest
that racial/ethnic diversity may be associated with whites’ opposition to social policies. In line with
this reasoning, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 1. Among members of majority groups, living in a racially/ethnically heterogeneous neighborhood
decreases support for redistribution.

However, the contact hypothesis also proposes that increasing population diversity can provide
opportunities for groups to interact with one another, which in turn may reduce prejudices and
promote positive feelings and trust [50,51]. In the widely cited 2007 experimental study using public
goods games in Uganda, Habyarimana et al. demonstrated that frequent social interactions between
ethnic groups enhanced support for public goods provision [52]. Studies in the United States have
also shown that whites who had had a black person as a guest in their home were more supportive
of social welfare spending [53,54]. Other related studies have found that interactions with Latinos
reduced stereotypes about Latinos and decreased opposition to immigration [55,56]. Based on the
contact hypothesis, we hypothesize a competing hypothesis for living in ethnically heterogeneous
neighborhoods for members of majority and minority groups:

Hypothesis 2. Among members of majority and minority groups, living in a racially/ethnically heterogeneous
neighborhood increases support for redistribution.

What are the implications for redistribution attitudes of living in racially/ethnically homogeneous
communities for a member of a majority or minority group? In line with the contact hypothesis,
in racially/ethnically homogeneous communities, there are fewer regular personal interactions with
diverse groups. The lack of contact with individuals of diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds may
reinforce prejudices and be associated with less support for redistribution policies, at least for members
of majority groups. This idea is underscored by Simpson and Yinger’s early observation that “prejudice
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is sometimes explained by a lack of contact with members of minority groups . . . ” [57] (p. 117). On the
basis of this logic, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 3. Among members of majority groups, living in a racially/ethnically homogeneous neighborhood
(e.g., predominantly white) decreases support for redistribution.

For members of minority groups, we believe that living in a racially/ethnically homogeneous
neighborhood may actually be associated with more support for redistribution. In a racially/ethnically
homogeneous neighborhood, ethnic minorities are the numerically dominant group, but often not in
the larger surrounding community. In this context, minorities may develop a sense of identity and
pride, but also understand the limits of their power, more broadly. This amalgamation of identity, pride,
and knowledge about the limits of their power may be expressed by more support for redistribution.
To our knowledge, very few research studies have examined these ideas empirically. One exception
is the early study of Massey et al. on ethnic intolerance and population arrangements in the former
Yugoslavia [58]. They found that minorities living in neighborhoods where they were the numerically
dominant group (e.g., ethnic enclaves) were more intolerant of the status quo and the dominant majority
group than those living outside ethnic enclaves. Thus, in line with this reasoning, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 4. Among members of minority groups, living in racially/ethnic homogeneous neighborhoods
(predominantly black and Latinx) increases support for redistribution.

To summarize, there is considerable nuance in the findings about the effects of racial/ethnic
diversity and heterogeneity on a variety of social goods issues. While some scholars conclude that racial
status threat may shape majority groups’ (whites’) opposition to social policies, others have presented
evidence suggesting that the increased intergroup contact in diverse locales reduces intergroup
prejudice and promotes positive feelings and trust. Numerous scholars have proposed that diversity’s
effects on social goods issues should be most salient at the neighborhood level, although empirical
scholarship in this area remains limited. Moreover, previous studies have largely failed to account for
the different effects of living in diverse areas on members of majority versus minority groups.

In extending this work, our research makes a number of important contributions. First, our paper
addresses an important dimension of the diversity literature. In particular, our research is one of
a few studies to examine how racial/ethnic diversity at the neighborhood level affects people’s
attitudes about redistribution and social policies. We believe neighborhood-level data allow for better
examination of the effects of diversity because it is more relevant to people’s experiences. Secondly,
we evaluate these ideas among members of majority and minority groups, separately [36,37]. Because
of the racial dynamics of the United States, members of majority and minority groups will likely be
affected differently by residing in a racially/ethnically heterogeneous or homogeneous neighborhood.
To date, only a handful of studies have examined how the effects of diversity and heterogeneity operate
for different racial and ethnic groups. Finally, our data come from residents living in New York City,
arguably one of the most diverse cities in the world. New York City is a unique case for examining these
issues because it has been a major destination point for all of the country’s ethnic and racial groups,
as well as for immigrants of many nationalities. Together, we believe this work offers new insights into
the relationship between racial/ethnic heterogeneity and social policy preferences. To explore these
ideas, we designed a survey to assess the relationship between the effects of perceived neighborhood
diversity on preferences for redistribution, and how this relationship might vary for members of
different racial and ethnic groups.

2. Data and Methods

In May 2015, we conducted an original online survey that asked participants to respond to
questions about their neighborhoods and their social policy and redistributive preferences. Informed
consent was obtained from all participants before they took the online survey. The study was conducted
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in accordance with the protocol approved by the Institutional Review Board of the State University
of New York, Purchase College (IRB Protocol Number 141561). Participants (N = 346) were recruited
and paid through Amazon Mechanical Turk (mTurk). They were required to live in New York
City1 and have a good mTurk performance rating.2 Data were not analyzed from participants who
submitted an incorrect completion code, did not pass the screening questions, or did not complete
the study. Applying these exclusion criteria left data from 320 participants for analysis. The sample
was 37.5 percent female and 62 percent white with a median age of 29 (see Table 1 for a comparison of
sample demographics with those of the populations of New York City and the United States). Despite
demographic differences from the general population, which are typical of mTurk samples,3 recent
research suggests that mTurk is a valid tool for evaluating political attitudes [60,61].

Table 1. Demographics of analytic sample versus New York City (NYC) and U.S. populations.

Variable Sample Median or % NYC Median or %4 U.S. Median or %5

Female 37.5% 52.3% 50.8%
Age 29.1 35.9 37.8

Race/Ethnicity 1

White (not Hispanic/Latinx) 62.2% 32.3% 61.5%
Black 13.1% 22.2% 13.1%
Latinx 10.3% 29.1% 17.6%

Asian (East or South) 12.8% 13.6% 5.5%
Other 1.6% 1.0% 5.9%

Multiracial 7.5% 1.8% 3.1%
Citizenship Status

U.S. citizen (U.S.-born) 92.5% 62.8% 86.5%
U.S. citizen (born abroad) 5.0% 20.2% 6.4%
Legal permanent resident 2.2%

Other 0.3%
American Community Survey (ACS) Categories

Not a U.S. citizen 2.5% 17.0% 7.0%
Foreign-born 7.5% 37.2% 13.5%

NYC Borough of Residence
Bronx 10.9% 17.0%

Brooklyn 36.9% 30.8%
Manhattan 23.4% 19.3%

Queens 23.1% 27.3%
Staten Island 5.3% 5.6%

N 320 8,461,989 321,418,821
1 Mutually exclusive race (categories exclude those who selected more than one race, who are included in the
“multiracial” category).

2.1. Outcome Measures

Questions about policy preferences were modeled on those from the 2009 and 2016 modules of the
International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) [62,63].6 Respondents to the 2009 (“Social Inequality IV”)
were asked to what extent they agreed or disagreed with the following statements where ‘1’ represented
“strongly agree” and ‘5’ represented “strongly disagree”: “Differences in income in our country are too
large” (henceforward, “income differences”); “It is the responsibility of the government to reduce the

1 Location limited to “US-NY (state)” using mTurk parameters; NYC residence was subsequently confirmed via screening
questions (borough name, zip code, and neighborhood name).

2 Human Intelligence Task (HIT) approval rate greater than or equal to 95%; number of HITs completed greater than or equal
to 1000.

3 MTurk samples tend to be disproportionately male, younger, more politically liberal, less religious, and less racially diverse
than the U.S. population [59].

4 Source: NYC Planning Population FactFinder using 2012–2016 American Community Survey data (note: these data include
those under age 18, who are excluded from our study).

5 Source: 2015 American Community Survey data (note: these data include those under age 18, who are excluded from
our study).

6 Orthogonally rotated factor loadings indicated that the questions from these two surveys should be treated as
separate constructs.
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differences in income between people with high incomes and those with low incomes” (henceforward,
“income equality”); “The government should provide a decent standard of living for the unemployed”
(henceforward, “unemployment”); and “The government should spend less on benefits for the poor”
(henceforward, “benefits poor”). In the latter statement, we changed “less” to “more.” For ease of
interpretation, we reversed the ISSP coding of these items so that ‘1’ represents “strongly disagree” and
‘5’ represents “strongly agree.” On the basis of factor analyses, we constructed an index of the income
equality, unemployment, and benefits poor items (“Index 1: Redistribution”; Cronbach’s alpha = 0.85).

Respondents to the 2016 (“Role of Government V”) module were asked: “On the whole, do you
think it should or should not be the government’s responsibility to . . . ” where the ISSP asks about
several social policies. For each, respondents chose among ordinal categories for definitely should
be, probably should be, probably should not be, and definitely should not be. For the purposes of
this study, we included five of the most relevant items that were unique from the 2009 questions:
“provide a job for everyone who wants one” (henceforward, “jobs”); “provide health care for the sick”
(henceforward, “health”); “provide a decent standard of living for the old” (henceforward, “old age”);
“give financial help to university students from low-income families” (henceforward, “student aid”);
and “provide decent housing for those who can’t afford it” (henceforward, “housing”). For ease of
interpretation, we reversed the ISSP coding of these items so that ‘1’ represents “definitely should not
be” and ‘4’ represents “definitely should be”. On the basis of factor analyses, we constructed an index of
the health, old age, student aid, and housing items (“Index 2: Social Policies”; Cronbach’s alpha = 0.89).

Mean responses to the policy attitudes questions are presented in Table 2. For comparison,
mean responses to the ISSP U.S. surveys are also presented. Although the publicly available ISSP
data do not allow for city-specific analyses, to best approximate the New York City (NYC) population,
we also present estimates from ISSP respondents from large mid-Atlantic cities.

Table 2. Mean support for social policies.

Variable Sample
Mean (S.D.)

U.S. Mean
(S.D.)

Large City Mid-Atlantic
U.S. Mean (S.D.) Range

Index 1: Redistribution 1

Income equality 3.55
(1.23)

2.66
(1.26)

3.05
(1.26) [1, 5]

Unemployment 3.71
(1.10)

3.10
(1.18)

3.63
(1.00) [1, 5]

Benefits for the poor 3.53
(1.21)

3.53
(1.04)

3.59
(1.10) [1, 5]

Income difference too large*
(*excluded from Index 1)

4.06
(1.02)

3.71
(1.12)

3.97
(0.94) [1, 5]

Number of observations 320 1405 91
Index 2: Social Policies 2

Health 3.11
(0.99)

3.33
(0.79)

3.71
(0.56) [1, 4]

Old age 3.12
(0.94)

3.34
(0.74)

3.54
(0.55) [1, 4]

Student aid 3.00
(0.95)

3.32
(0.75)

3.70
(0.56) [1, 4]

Housing 2.87
(0.94)

2.99
(0.81)

3.38
(0.74) [1, 4]

Jobs*
(*excluded from Index 2)

2.57
(1.01)

2.20
(0.98)

2.48
(1.03) [1, 4]

Number of observations 320 1315 40
1 U.S. national and regional data from the 2009 International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) [62]; ISSP-provided
analytic weights applied; 2 U.S. national and regional data from 2016 ISSP [63]; ISSP-provided analytic
weights applied.
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2.2. Key Explanatory Measures

Ethnic diversity is most often measured using an index of fractionalization, which measures the
probability of two randomly selected individuals in society belonging to different ethno-linguistic
groups [64,65]. However, many objections have been raised about the validity of this measure [18,66].

In this paper, we focus on perceived rather than actual diversity, since scholarship in psychology
posits it to be more relevant for lived experiences [67]. To measure perceptions of neighborhood
diversity, we asked respondents to estimate the proportion of people of different racial/ethnic
backgrounds in their neighborhoods. Although survey respondents’ perceptions of group size
may not be accurate, the perceptions themselves have been shown to be meaningful. For example,
survey research, such as the 2000 General Social Survey (GSS) and Gallup data from 1990 and 2001,
has demonstrated that whites overestimate the size of minority populations. Possible explanations
for these distorted perceptions include exposure to media, residential segregation, racial stereotypes,
and perceptions of group threat [68]. The distortions also have important consequences in that
members of the majority group who have the most distorted perceptions of the sizes of minority
groups also have the most negative attitudes toward them [39].

In our study, the questions about perceived community racial and ethnic composition are based on
measures from the Project on Race and Ethnicity in Latin America (PERLA) surveys [69]. Respondents
were asked to estimate the proportion of their neighbors who were of various races or ethnicities (white,
black, Hispanic/Latinx, or other) using the following prompt: “In the present, in the neighborhood
or community where you live, how many of your neighbors are . . . ?” (answer choices included
none, almost none, very few, less than half, close to half, and more than half). For the distribution of
responses to these questions, see Figure 1 below.Societies 2018, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW  9 of 25 
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For ease of interpretation, and to ensure a large enough number of observations per category
of analysis, we recoded this measure into a three-category variable (“3-category” white, black, etc.)
coded as ‘1’ low (none, almost none, very few), ‘2’ medium (less than half, close to half), and ‘3’ high
(more than half) perceived levels of a group. In some cases, to explore differences between the
perception of living around the most privileged group and the most stigmatized group, we focus on
contrasting the effects of the perceived proportion of whites to those of the perceived proportion of
blacks. In the Appendix A, we also present some results using a binary measure of perception of the
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size of racial/ethnic groups in which ‘0’ represents none, almost none, very few, and less than half;
and ‘1’ represents close to or more than half.

We also construct a measure of neighborhood racial/ethnic diversity through creating an additive
index of the four measures of the perceptions of the size of different racial/ethnic groups. The total is
than divided by four so that values range from 1 to 5 where ‘1’ would represent relative homogeneity
and ‘5’ would represent greater heterogeneity (large proportions of multiple groups). Figure 2 below
shows how the index scores are distributed. Because of the small number of observations in some of
these categories, we also construct a 3-category measure of low perceived diversity (index scores in the
bottom quartile, or below 2.75), mid-level perceived diversity (index scores in the middle two quartiles,
or between 2.75 and 3.25), and high perceived diversity (index scores in the top quartile, or above 3.25).Societies 2018, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW  10 of 25 
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We also expect that the effects of the race/ethnicity of the respondents themselves on support
for redistribution will vary depending on the ethnic composition of their neighborhoods. To measure
race/ethnicity, we asked the standard question “What is your race/ethnicity? (Please choose all that
apply).” As shown in Table 1, the ethnic and racial composition of our sample is remarkably consistent
with the composition of the U.S. population, although it is not fully reflective of the diversity of
New York City. Although we received a sizable enough number of responses from black (n = 44),
Latinx (n = 33), and Asian (n = 42) respondents to perform some quantitative analyses limited to
specific minority groups7, for more advanced quantitative analyses we compare white respondents
(n = 220) to all minority respondents (n = 100).

2.3. Analytical Strategy

We offer an exploratory analysis of the relationship between perceived neighborhood ethnic
composition and support for redistribution using the results of our mTurk study. Because this is a pilot
study, we primarily present summary statistics. However, in some cases, we also conduct independent

7 Twenty-four respondents (7.5%) selected more than one ethnic or racial identity.
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t-tests and model ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions. When necessary to facilitate cross-model
comparisons, missing data are handled through list-wise deletion8.

3. Results

As a group, mTurk respondents are generally more liberal than respondents in
more-representative samples [59,70]. Comparing responses to our support for redistribution questions
to those of the U.S. samples and the samples of residents of large cities in the mid-Atlantic in the 2009
and 2016 waves of the ISSP (Table 2), we observe that our respondents may be more liberal than their
counterparts in terms of attitudes about jobs, income differences, income equality, and unemployment.
However, our respondents may be more conservative than the urban mid-Atlantic and even the U.S.
samples with regard to attitudes about health, old age, student aid, and housing. Their responses
about support for benefits for the poor were very similar to the results from the ISSP samples.

When we examine support for redistribution among our respondents by race (Figures 3 and 4),
we see that white people are generally the least supportive of redistribution, followed by Asians,
then Latinxs, who are more supportive, and blacks, who are the most supportive.
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3.1. The Effect of Neighborhood Diversity

To examine whether our evidence supports the constrict or contact hypothesis, we first present
standardized mean support for redistribution by level of perceived neighborhood diversity using the
three-category measure, as shown in Figure 5 below. We observe that mean support for redistribution
appears to increase as perceived level of diversity increases across both indices. Although we hesitate to
draw strong conclusions from these descriptive results, the patterns are suggestive of greater perceived
diversity being associated with greater support for redistribution.
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Next, to test Hypotheses 1 and 2, independent t-tests were performed on white and minority
members of the analytic sample to determine if there were differences in the means of either the index
of support for redistribution or the index of support for social policies on the basis of whether the
respondent perceived their neighborhood as being more diverse. The minority group consisted of 99
respondents, 31 of whom perceived their neighborhoods as highly diverse (31.1%). The white group
consisted of 202 respondents, 63 of whom perceived their neighborhoods as highly diverse (31.2%).
Interestingly, the percentages are almost identical of white and minority respondents who perceived
their neighborhoods to be highly diverse. The results showed that support for redistribution (Index 1)
was higher at near statistically significant levels (p = 0.083) among white people who perceived
themselves as living in more diverse neighborhoods (3.70 ± 0.12) than white respondents who
perceived themselves as living in less diverse neighborhoods (3.48 ± 0.09). There were no statistically
significant or near-significant differences among minority respondents for support for redistribution
(Index 1), nor for white respondents for support for social policies (Index 2). However, the results
showed that support for social policies was higher at near-significant levels (p = 0.056) among minority
respondents who perceived themselves as living in more diverse neighborhoods (3.38 ± 0.12) than
minority respondents who perceived themselves as living in less diverse neighborhoods (3.10 ± 0.10).
Thus, we find some support for the contact hypothesis (Hypothesis 2) that both majority and minority
group members living in more heterogeneous neighborhoods are more supportive of redistribution
and social policies. We do not find any support for the constrict hypothesis (Hypothesis 1). The results
of the independent t-tests are summarized in Table 3 below.

Table 3. Results of independent t-tests of support for redistribution and social policies by perceived
neighborhood diversity.

Mean
(SE)

Index 1: Redistribution

Mean
(SE)

Index 2: Social Policies

Minority

Low diversity
n = 68

3.67
(0.13)

3.10
(0.10)

High diversity
n = 31

3.76
(0.18)

3.38 ˆ
(0.12)

White

Low diversity
n = 143

3.48
(0.09)

2.98
(0.07)

High diversity
n = 63

3.70 ˆ
(0.12)

2.95
(0.12)

ˆ Pr(T > t) < 0.10.

3.2. The Effects of Neighborhood Homogeneity and In-Group/Out-Group Status

In addition, we hypothesized (Hypothesis 3) that living in a racially/ethnically homogeneous
neighborhood (e.g., predominantly white) would be associated with lower support for redistribution
for members of the majority racial group. In Figures 6–8, we plot bivariate regression models of
the effects of perceived proportions of whites (Figure 6), blacks (Figure 7), and Latinxs (Figure 8) on
support for redistribution and social policies for white versus minority respondents. These models
use three-category perceived proportion of a racial/ethnic group as the explanatory variable to obtain
estimates of how attitudes about redistribution and social policies change as a respondent moves from
the perception of the lowest level of the size of that group to the highest. The coefficients in these
figures are also presented in the Appendix A (Table A1).
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In Figure 6, we see that white respondents’ support for redistribution decreases slightly for
support for redistribution (Index 1), but increases for support for social policies (Index 2) as the
perceived proportion of white neighbors increases. In Figures 7 and 8, we see the patterns of the effects
of the perceived proportion of black and Latinx neighbors on support for redistribution and social
policies. White respondents’ support for redistribution (Index 1) increases as the perceived proportion
of black or Latinx neighbors decreases; support for social policies (Index 2) stays about the same as the
perceived proportion of black neighbors increases, and decreases slightly as the perceived proportion
of Latinx neighbors increases. Thus, the results of bivariate regression models yield limited evidence to
support Hypothesis 3, about the effects of whites’ perceived in-group or out-group status on support
for redistribution and social policies.

We also hypothesized (Hypothesis 4) that among members of minority groups, living in
racially/ethnically homogenous neighborhoods would increase support for redistribution and
social policies. Bivariate regression results demonstrate that for minority respondents, support
for redistribution and social policies decreases with a greater perceived presence of white people
in the neighborhood (Figure 6). In Figures 7 and 8, we observe that support increases among
minority respondents across both indices as the perceived proportion of black or Latinx residents
in the neighborhood increases. Thus, there is some evidence to support Hypothesis 4. In other
words, based on the results of these bivariate regressions, the effects of living in predominantly white
neighborhoods (in-group) or minority neighborhoods (out-group) on white respondents’ support
for redistribution and social policies are unclear. However, minority respondents’ support for
redistribution and social policies may decrease with the perceived proportion of white residents
(out-group), but increase with the perceived proportion of black or Latinx neighbors across both indices
(in-group). An important limitation of these findings is that only one of the regression coefficients is
statistically significant (see Table A1); among minority respondents, the perceived proportion of black
neighbors is positive and statistically significant in predicting support for social policies (Model 10).
See the Appendix A (Tables A2 and A3) for ANOVA results yielding similar findings.

To further explore Hypotheses 3 and 4, we examine predicted probabilities of white and black
respondents perceiving different levels of their own group (in-group) and the other group (out-group).
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These results are presented in Figure 9a,b and Figure 10a,b where we see that, across both indices,
white people who perceive that they live around high proportions of other white people and low
numbers of black people have the lowest predicted levels of support for redistribution and social
policies; the only group that scores similarly low is black people perceiving that they live around
a high concentration of white people. Thus, perceived proximity to higher concentrations of white
people appears to be associated with lower support for redistribution and social policies among both
white and black respondents. In contrast, across both indices, perceiving oneself as living around high
proportions of black people predicts higher levels of support for redistribution and social policies for
black and white respondents alike, as does perceiving oneself as living around low proportions of
white people. Although the confidence intervals for the predicted probabilities overlap substantially
with each other, the general patterns are consistent in suggesting that the perceived presence of white
neighbors decreases support for redistribution and social policies while the perceived presence of
black neighbors increases support.Societies 2018, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW  16 of 25 
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Taken together, these results offer mixed support for Hypothesis 3, but more compelling evidence
to support Hypothesis 4. Thus, the effects of homogeneity may vary depending on group status;
white respondents appear to be more supportive of redistribution and social policies when they are
the minority group in their own neighborhood (e.g., ethnic/racial heterogeneity), while minority
respondents appear to be more supportive when they are in the majority group (e.g., ethnic/racial
homogeneity) in their places of residence.

4. Discussion

There is a substantial, yet inconsistent literature within sociology and political science that
suggests that ethnic and racial heterogeneity is harmful to community life and related social
policy preferences. In this paper, we examined how racial/ethnic heterogeneity affects attitudes
about redistribution and social policies within the large diverse metropolitan city of New York.
More importantly, we assessed these effects among members of majority and minority groups because
previous empirical and theoretical work proposes that perceptions of racial/ethnic heterogeneity may
mean different things for different ethnic and racial groups. A diverse sample of New York City
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residents responded to a series of questions regarding the neighborhood that they live in and a number
of social policy preferences indicators.

In contrast to what we hypothesized, we did not replicate the constrict proposition for majority
groups (H1). That is, we found few differences in support for redistribution and social policies among
white respondents in more versus less heterogeneous neighborhoods; if there was a pattern, in most
cases, support for social spending appeared to be higher among white respondents who lived in more
diverse neighborhoods compared to white respondents living in less diverse neighborhoods.

Our preliminary findings are more consistent with the contact hypothesis (H2). In particular,
our findings suggest that both majority and minority group members living in more heterogeneous
neighborhoods were more supportive of redistribution and social policies, although, as above,
these results were seldom statistically significant. This positive relationship between diversity and
support for social spending is consistent with previous studies conducted in another hyper-diverse
city, London, and cross-nationally [28,71], and contributes to a growing body of research that calls
into question the existence of the so-called “progressive’s dilemma” [28,52,72]—the idea that social
democrats must choose between sustaining their traditional agenda of economic redistribution and
embracing greater ethnic diversity.

Our results also suggested some interesting differences between members of majority and minority
groups who live in racially/ethnically homogeneous neighborhoods. Somewhat consistent with our
hypothesis (H3), our results suggest that white people living with higher concentrations of white
people (e.g., ethnic/racial homogeneity) are less supportive of redistribution, although these effects
are not statistically significant. This is in line with previous work in Canada and the United States that
reported that greater ethnic segregation in communities was associated with lower levels of social
cohesion [73]. Additionally and as predicted (H4), black people perceiving themselves as living around
high proportions of black people reported higher levels of support for redistribution and social policies.
Interestingly, perceived proximity to higher concentrations of white people was associated with lower
support for redistribution and social policies among both white and minority respondents. In contrast,
perceiving oneself as living around high proportions of black people followed the opposite pattern.

Taken together, our findings are highly relevant and offer critical, novel insights into existing
theory and research. In particular, our research provides encouraging evidence that racial/ethnic
heterogeneity is not associated with less support for redistributive or social policies. Consistent
with theories of contact, our findings suggest the opposite: racial/ethnic heterogeneity is associated
with greater support. Second, to our knowledge, our study is the first to examine and illustrate that
perceptions of racial/ethnic heterogeneity on redistributive and social policy attitudes may be a function
of one’s group status. Finally, our findings suggest that among both majority and minority group
members, proximity to whites was associated with lower support for redistributive polices and with
lower support for social policies among minorities, while proximity to blacks was associated with
more support for redistributive and social policies. The finding about proximity to whites, the effects
of which were modest and not statistically significant, was the only consistent evidence of a negative
association with support for redistribution or social policies, and thus requires further research to be
substantiated. There could be a conservatizing effect for minority group members of living in majority
group-dominated neighborhoods, or there could be something unique about minority New Yorkers
who reside in majority white neighborhoods.

4.1. Implications

Our preliminary results consistently suggested that racial/ethnic heterogeneity may be associated
with greater support for redistribution and social policies. That is, our results implied that living in a
racially and ethnically heterogeneous neighborhood could be good for social policy attitudes. But why?
One explanation may have to do with the site where the data were collected. New York City has
unofficially advocated a diverse and multicultural ideology; some examples of official policies include
a wide range of city holidays and the sanctioning of frequent parades and other festivals celebrating the
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city’s many ethnic enclaves; the recent introduction of IDNYC, a program to provide government ID
cards to all city residents regardless of citizenship status; and the city’s designation as a “sanctuary city”
that limits its cooperation with federal immigration enforcement to protect residents. It is possible that
emphasizing the value of different groups in and of themselves allows for more tolerant social policy
attitudes. In addition, many of the studies of the effects of immigration and diversity on attitudes have
focused on countries or regions that are rapidly becoming more diverse, while New York City has
been defined by its diversity and openness to newcomers for decades, if not centuries.

However, we hesitate to conclude that New York City is an exceptional case, distinct from other
metropolitan cities. We want to argue instead, that it has the social conditions that may give rise to more
positive redistribution and social policy attitudes. There are inevitably more opportunities for contact
within highly diverse locales, where the positive effects of intergroup contact can truly gain momentum.
The findings from our study may be typical for diverse or highly diverse metropolitan areas.

Another possibility is that there is a curvilinear relationship between diversity and social spending
attitudes. It could be that during the period of time when diversity is increasing—particularly
when it happens rapidly—enough native residents “hunker down” to give an overall impression
of “welfare chauvinism”—the tendency to prefer that redistribution be limited to one’s own ethnic,
racial, or national group [74]. In other words, the effects of diversity on social cohesion may only be
negative in the context of previously homogenous locales transitioning toward heterogeneity. During
the hunkering-down period, diversity may appear to negatively affect social cohesion. Beyond a
certain level of diversity, the effects of intergroup contact may counteract the negative effects that
emerged during the transition, such that social cohesion rebounds or even increases.

A final explanation for our finding about the positive effects of diversity has to do
with our measure of heterogeneity. We focused on the context where people reside—their
neighborhoods—where opportunities for inter-group contact may be more meaningful and perceptual,
and where the relationship between diversity and attitudes may vary from larger-scale environments
like cities, regions, or countries. Another key distinction is that we measured diversity as perceptions
about the racial/ethnic composition of the neighborhoods of respondents, rather than using objective
measures. Because of this, we may have been able to tap into people’s real everyday experiences living
with diversity [39,68]. Some of the distinctions highlighted above may help explain why previous
results have been mixed.

4.2. Limitations

In considering the results of this study, it is important to note some limitations, some of which
present opportunities for future research. First, our correlational design does not allow us to make any
claims about causation or directionality. It should be also noted that because of our design, we were
unable to control for selection effects associated with where respondents live. The neighborhood
in which the research participant lives might reflect broader values and ideologies. In this regard,
it might be residents’ values that drive the associations observed. The only way to truly examine
whether neighborhood diversity has causal effects is through random assignment of neighborhoods
of residence, a rarely available and ethically fraught option. Thus, almost all current research on
neighborhood diversity must focus on observing associations.

Moreover, the selection of neighborhoods of residence in New York City, as in many cities, is often
closely tied to social class. Recent research from South Africa suggests that the intersectionality of
race and class may be related to social cohesion [75]. Because we did not ask respondents about their
perceptions of social classes in their neighborhoods, we were not able to assess to what extent their
perceptions of racial or ethnic composition were intertwined with their perceptions of the economic
circumstances of people of different racial and ethnic backgrounds.

However, recent evidence increasingly confirms that race, specifically blackness, and class
are inextricably linked in the United States [76,77]. For example, in NYC, median rent varies
greatly between the city’s neighborhoods, and this variation is often correlated with racial or ethnic
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composition. Median monthly rent for a two-bedroom apartment in 2017 in the Lincoln Square
neighborhood of Manhattan, which is predominantly white, was US $5217 per month versus US$1750
per month in the West Concourse neighborhood of the Bronx, which is predominantly Latinx and
black [78,79]. Thus, race/ethnicity, social class and neighborhood of residence are often intertwined in
NYC. In a future iteration of this study, we would incorporate measures of perceived social class of
neighbors. In addition, we plan to follow up on the findings presented herein through analyzing the
results of a dictator game incorporated into the original study; in the game, race and class of partners
were varied to determine whether one of these factors affected generosity more than another.

Another issue concerns the generalizability of the findings. New York City, where the data
was collected has been called a “majority-minority” city, in which non-white groups represent a
numerical majority of the population [80]. These issues may be different in less diverse contexts in
which non-whites and immigrants are smaller in proportion. However, as mentioned above, studying
diversity in a highly diverse city may also be one of our key contributions. Further, the participants in
this study came from a small sample of mTurk participants. Studies suggest that the political attitudes
of mTurk workers is similar to that of the general population and therefore is a suitable means for
conducting research on social policy issues, though mTurk workers are slightly more liberal than the
U.S. as a whole [60].

Finally, our study did not measure contact or quality of contact among diverse neighbors [81].
Because of this, the opportunity for actual contact is unknown. It is possible that some participants live
in neighborhoods with many racial and ethnic groups, but have never had meaningful contact with
those individuals. Tropp et al. are examining this question through a project that compares contact
with members of different groups in neighborhoods, public spaces, and workplaces [82]. The few
studies that have included measures of social contact and diversity have shown an enhanced sense
of trust between residents of all ethnic groups with increased contact [71,83]. For example, following
Sturgis et al.’s argument, the extent to which diversity will have a positive or negative impact on
communities and related social policy preferences may be related to the degree of meaningful social
contact and interactions between diverse residents [71].

Other opportunities for future research include an examination of the important differences in
the effects of perceived versus actual racial/ethnic heterogeneity. Neighborhood-level data can allow
us to compare measures of perceptions with actual neighborhood composition to examine whether
there is an effect of having an inaccurate perception of one’s neighborhood. Previous research on
population innumeracy has found that respondent misperceptions about immigrants were associated
with perceiving cultural threats from immigrants [84].

While we cannot draw strong conclusions from a small mTurk pilot study, the patterns we observe
from these data consistently suggest that neighborhood diversity is associated with greater support
for redistribution and social policies. The only evidence of a negative association with support for
redistribution or social policies is for minority respondents living in a majority white neighborhood,
which suggests that the diversity is experienced differently for members of majority versus minority
groups. We hope that future research will further examine the neighborhood diversity findings
suggested by this paper, particularly the importance of disaggregating minority and majority group
members’ experiences.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Bivariate ordinary least squares (OLS) regression models of support for redistribution and
social policies.

White Respondents

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Index 1:
Redist

Index 2:
Soc Pol

Index 1:
Redist

Index 2:
Soc Pol

Index 1:
Redist

Index 2:
Soc Pol

Perceived proportion: White −0.02 0.11
(0.11) (0.11)

Perceived proportion: Black 0.16 0.00
(0.12) (0.12)

Perceived proportion: Latinx 0.18 −0.04
(0.13) (0.13)

Constant 0.01 −0.32 −0.32 −0.07 −0.32 −0.01
(0.27) (0.27) (0.21) (0.21) (0.21) (0.21)

Observations 199 199 199 199 199 199
R squared 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.00

(7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12)

Minority Respondents Index 1:
Redist

Index 2:
Soc Pol

Index 1:
Redist

Index 2:
Soc Pol

Index 1:
Redist

Index 2:
Soc Pol

Perceived proportion: White −0.07 −0.18
(0.13) (0.13)

Perceived proportion: Black 0.04 0.25 *
(0.13) (0.12)

Perceived proportion: Latinx 0.14 0.10
(0.15) (0.15)

Constant 0.24 0.53 * 0.02 −0.29 −0.13 0.03
(0.26) (0.25) (0.27) (0.26) (0.27) (0.27)

Observations 94 94 94 94 94 94
R-squared 0.00 0.02 0.00 0.04 0.01 0.00

Standard errors in parentheses. * p < 0.05.

Table A2. Support for redistribution (Index 1) by perceived neighborhood ethnic composition and
respondent race/ethnicity.

Respondent Race/Ethnicity

Perceived Proportion
Neighbors’ Races/Ethnicities White Minority Own Group

White

White Mean SD n Mean SD n Mean SD n
None—less than half 3.55 0.93 73 3.28 0.76 58 3.55 0.93 73

About half—more than half 3.54 1.12 126 3.07 0.85 36 3.54 1.12 126
ANOVA F(1,197) = 0.00, p = 0.948 F(1,92) = 0.65, p = 0.422 F(1,197) = 0.00, p = 0.948

White Minority Black
Black Mean SD n Mean SD n Mean SD n

None—less than half 3.44 1.07 151 3.72 1.09 48 3.80 0.93 10
About half—more than half 3.87 0.93 48 3.69 0.98 46 3.86 1.05 33

ANOVA F(1,197) = 6.08, p = 0.015 F(1,92) = 0.02, p = 0.875 F(1,41) = 0.03, p = 0.875
White Minority Latinx

Latinx Mean SD n Mean SD n Mean SD n
None—less than half 3.52 1.09 162 3.61 1.07 64 3.41 1.54 18

About half—more than half 3.67 0.89 37 3.90 0.93 30 3.90 0.63 13
ANOVA F(1,197) = 0.60, p = 0.441 F(1,92) = 1.57, p = 0.213 F(1,29) = 1.17, p = 0.288
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Table A3. Support for social policies (Index 2) by perceived neighborhood ethnic composition and
respondent race/ethnicity.

Respondent Race/Ethnicity

Perceived Proportion
Neighbors’ Races/Ethnicities White Minority Own Group

White

White Mean SD n Mean SD n Mean SD n
None—less than half 2.92 0.81 73 3.28 0.76 58 2.92 0.81 73

About half—more than half 3.01 0.84 126 3.07 0.85 36 3.01 0.84 126
ANOVA F(1,197) = 0.48, p = 0.487 F(1,92) = 1.56, p = 0.216 F(1,197) = 0.48, p = 0.487

White Minority Black
Black Mean SD n Mean SD n Mean SD n

None—less than half 3.01 0.80 151 3.09 0.86 3.09 3.15 1.04 10
About half—more than half 2.88 0.92 48 3.32 0.72 3.32 3.40 0.72 33

ANOVA F(1,197) = 0.98, p = 0.323 F(1,92) = 1.91, p = 0.170 F(1,41) = 0.76, p = 0.389
White Minority Latinx

Latinx Mean SD n Mean SD n Mean SD n
None—less than half 2.99 0.83 162 3.14 0.84 64 3.17 0.96 18

About half—more than half 2.93 0.85 37 3.33 0.70 30 3.29 0.53 13
ANOVA F(1,197) = 0.14, p = 0.709 F(1,92) = 1.24, p = 0.268 F(1,29) = 0.17, p = 0.683
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