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CHAPTER 10

In the early 1970’s an African American family I knew, the Stovalls, had a trying experience. At the time, they thought it was only their experience. They lived in a working-class neighborhood of small homes on Chicago’s South Side that had a high standard for yard maintenance—manicured lawns in the summer, precisely snow-shoveled sidewalks in the winter. The Stovalls’ house bordered this community and faced a large fork truck factory across the street. To compensate for their industrial view, their yard care exceeded the neighborhood standard—a perfect lawn, an elegant flower border. They regularly won neighborhood flower and garden prizes. They had two sons, who, under the father’s watchful eye, cohered into a finely tuned yard maintenance unit. Like clockwork—winter, spring, summer and fall—they did what had to be done. And they were strong students too—both of them.

Then, as the oldest son packed off to college, the family got a break. The fork truck factory across the street bought up all of the houses on the Stovall’s block—expanding its parking lot. The Stovalls suddenly had money, at least enough to buy a split-level in the suburbs. Their last son, Felton, would get to go to a really good high school, they told friends. Like the Jeffersons, in the popular TV show of this era about a black family’s move to the Upper East Side of New York City, the Stovalls were “Movin’on Up.” They knew there weren’t many black families in their new suburb. But like the times, they were optimistic. Within months of moving in, the flower border around their spacious new lawn won a neighborhood garden prize. 

Mrs. Stovall was the first to notice changes in Felton. He said his new school was fine, but spent long periods alone in his room. Their old house had been a hang out. Not a single visitor in the new house. The few other black students lived scattered all over the area. He hadn’t gone to elementary or junior high school with them. They saw him, it seemed, like a distant face in the crowd. He eventually found one friend with whom he repaired bicycles on Saturdays, and another who was publicly gay. They were bonded in alienation, and though often out of touch, they remain friends to this day. 

Nor did Felton thrive academically. He’d been an honors student. But his new school, presuming that his old school had prepared him poorly, placed him in “Industrial Math” rather than the freshman algebra he’d been aspiring to. There were 100 students in the class. He loved reading. But again, with presumptions at play, he was placed in a non-honors English class focused on workbook exercises. His academic advisor cautioned “realistic goals.” His teachers seemed happy if he just staid out of trouble. He was rarely around stronger students--in the same building, but it was as if he was going to a different school. He started to miss classes, ignore homework, do badly on tests. Perhaps he was just having an awkward adjustment. But his story never really turned around. In a bubble of alienation, he never became the student he’d been in his old school.

This deeply frustrated his parents. They said they’d moved to the suburbs for Felton’s sake--so he could go to a better school than his brother’s school. And this was the thanks they got. Also, these were the early seventies. The Stovalls had been active in civil rights. They wanted integrated schooling to work. They loved Felton with all their might, but they expected him to pick up the mantle. He was supposed to succeed in a school that his forbearers wouldn’t have even gotten into. 

For his part, Felton began sneaking back to his old neighborhood. Rumors of a girlfriend reached the family. They presumed the worst: Felton was drifting into a bad crowd. They grounded him for three weeks, at the end of which, his sojourns resumed, lasting all the way through high school.  

I talked to the Stovall parents during this “nadir of their parenting life” as they put it. I was struck by how much, in trying to understand things, they focused on Felton himself, on what could be wrong with him, rather than on the experience of their move, the nature of his classes, his changed status at school, his not fitting in socially, and so on. They worried that he was under-prepared for the new competition; that his old neighborhood friends were undermining his adjustment; that he was having an adolescent break down; and so on. They talked as if the world of the new school—the one with the strong reputation, the one they’d moved to this community to get into—was a neutral factor in Felton’s problems. I pressed them. Was their anything about the family move, about the new school that could be involved? They seemed to think I was talking about racism. They soberly acknowledged the possibility, but stressed that blacks had long been dealing with more virulent racism than Felton would face at this school. Given the opportunities at stake, he was supposed to push through. 

Their analysis had a familiar ring. In trying to explain poor school performance by minority students, we social scientists often take an “observer’s perspective” as well. With the students themselves most prominent in our “mind’s eye”, we focus on them—things about them that might logically explain their troubles, things like their prior test scores, their families’ values and income, the intellectual culture of their home life, the values of their peer subculture. When we go beyond this to think about schooling itself, we look at things that would affect everybody in a school, things like class size, average school district expenditure per student, student-teacher ratios, and so on. 

These things are important, very important. But looking at Felton’s life, more things may be going on: close-in influences that shape his particular school experience, in our terms, contingencies of his racial, class, newcomer, and non-athlete identities. We’re not in Felton’s shoes; contingencies of his identities—the things he has to deal with in this setting because he is a certain kind of person—are in the periphery of our vision. Nor do we have good language for describing these things. We’re not good at identifying them—at specifying the ecology of a group’s identity contingencies. And we’re not good at weighing their significance in a group’s experience of school. But this doesn’t mean they’re not there. 

Consider some of Felton’s. The places where students socialize before the first bell rings in the morning, were strictly organized by identity—a place for better-off whites, for less well off whites, for the small number of blacks, for Latino’s, for kids who were bused into the school from neighborhoods farther away, and so on. Infamously, the same pattern held in the school cafeteria. Violations of these groupings were taken seriously. Being new, Felton wasn’t secure in any of them.

Identity was equally important in who took what classes: better-off whites in the higher track and honors classes; blacks, Latinos and poorer whites in the lower-track classes. You could tell what track a class was by the prevailing identity of the students in it. The term “smart” seemed reserved for certain kinds of kids. It was almost never applied to other kinds of kids, no matter the circumstances. And in this school, Felton was not in the group to whom it was applied. Very few minority and poorer students occupied positions of status, as members of the student council or newspaper staff. Blacks were disproportionately represented on athletic teams. The school had only two minority teachers, one an assistant football coach. Social life, friendship networks and romantic relationships were as tightly organized around race and class identities as the hallway groupings in the beginning of each day. The content of syllabi, the examples and cultural references used in classes, the revered personages, especially in higher track classes, constructed strong academic achievement as a “white space”—to use a term developed by the legal scholar John Powell to convey how settings signal who belongs there. 

Racial prejudice was also at work: graffiti on the restroom walls, racial fights after football games (often between those morning hallway groups), occasional use of the N word, the “soft bigotry” of low expectations for minority and poor students by some teachers and counselors, black students being under greater surveillance by school security guards. 

These were the identity-tailored details of Felton’s school life. They arose from history, and its legacy of organizing society significantly around race, class, gender, etc. Part of that legacy is group prejudice. But the legacy also includes an everyday ecology of identity contingencies—the system of norms, rules, expectations, traditions, social barriers, etc that shaped everything from what courses Felton was seen as belonging in, to who he talked to when he went through the school door in the morning. These contingencies, as much as prejudice, made Felton want to escape to his old neighborhood. 

His experience makes clear another point as well: the social ecology of his school can’t be regarded as an identity-blind influence on his experience of the school, or on his academic achievement there. I am not saying it’s an insurmountable influence, or that his opportunities at the school didn’t outweigh its costs--although getting a fourteen-year-old to see this point could be asking a lot. These contingencies were likely a big force in Felton’s academic life and the academic life of other black students in this school, yet they are difficult for we observers—even his parents--to see and appreciate, and ultimately, to measure. Measuring general school characteristics (as important as they are) won’t work. Things like expenditures per student, class size, etc affect everyone. To better understand group achievement gaps, you have to measure situational influences on a group that are peculiar to that group. 

Well then, perhaps the high school in Felton’s old neighborhood—the one his brother went to—would have been a solution for him. But this misses what Felton’s parents, to their credit, saw all too clearly: the old neighborhood and the old school were changing, and not for the good. Most of the better off families, like the Stovalls, were decamping for the suburbs. Reflecting macro economic changes, most of the well-paying, low skilled industrial jobs that had brought blacks from the South to these Northern communities were disappearing. The Industrial Belt was becoming the Rust Belt. Yet, as William Julius Wilson’s classic work describes, despite disappearing jobs and a fleeing middle class, the migration of poorer blacks from the South continued virtually unabated, especially of the young. To fill the economic void, drug trade and related gang activities developed, transforming many formerly working class neighborhoods with nice lawns and flower borders into what Wilson termed “jobless ghettoes.” The schools in these neighborhoods reflected the conditions in these neighborhoods. They suffered a “concentration” of deprivations: a low tax base, deteriorating buildings, too few and less well-trained teachers and staff, a large undersupply of textbooks and other teaching resources, all to deal with students who were already under the nation’s worst economic and social pressures. 

Felton’s old neighborhood high school had declined steadily during this era. Under the pressures I described, it became almost entirely black, Latino and low-income. Felton might have faced less identity threat in that school--with fewer limiting contingencies tied to his race and class. But as his parents understood, the school was decreasingly able to deliver a competitive education. 

Felton really had no optimal school to go to. 

Thankfully though, his new suburban life kept him from full immersion in the gangs that had emerged in his old neighborhood. It kept him at arms length from life-derailing trouble. Felton’s parents believed they’d done the right thing.  

For a broad spectrum of Americans, racially integrated schools are a basic ideal. That spectrum includes educators, politicians, civil rights leaders, business leaders, social scientists, Felton’s parents and me--Americans from all walks of life. We are the adults, the Generals of the movement. But we’re often 40 thousand feet above the experience of the students doing the integrating, the foot soldiers of the movement like Felton. It’s difficult for us to see what happens on the ground. For Felton it was often a “downwardly constituting” experience that he would spend much of his early life trying to get over. His parents had almost no idea what they were asking of him. Their cause was unassailable—and for me, I hasten to point out, remains unassailable—but the cost of pursuing that cause was hidden in the on-the-ground force of something we hardly had language to describe—the contingencies of Felton’s racial and class identities in a specific time and a specific place. 

To make the ideal of school integration a reality--to solve problems like the test score gap for example--we Generals may have to get closer to the ground. Our sophisticated statistical analyses, for example, are only as good as the measures we feed into them. They can’t reveal what we haven’t measured. And what we haven’t measured are the different things that different groups of students deal with in specific schools. 

Felton’s story also bears on another question that had become central in our research: What determines the felt strength of these threats—stereotype and broader identity threats? What makes them strong or weak, in the sense of how much they affect students and their academic development? Answers to these questions are critical to knowing how to reduce these threats and their effects. 

This chapter reports what we’ve learned so far. You’ll see that “details” in a setting play a powerful role in imposing identity threat—more than we expected. You’ll see this effect is an inherent part of most integrated settings. And hopefully, you’ll begin to see, along with us, what it takes to improve things, what it takes to reduce these “threats of integration” in schools, workplaces and other critical situations. 

But first it is important to see that the ability of situational cues to cause identity threat is a general phenomenon, that it happens in high places as well as ordinary places, that it happens as easily to justices on the Supreme Court of the United States, as it did to Felton in his suburban high school those many years ago. It is important to see that foot soldiers of integration exist at all levels of society.   

*                                *                                  *                            *

On June 23, 2003, the US Supreme Court announced its decisions in two landmark affirmative action cases in which the University of Michigan defended its right to consider the race of an applicant in admissions to its undergraduate school (Gratz vs. Bollinger) and its law school (Grutter vs. Bollinger). I was confident though, that I knew how these decisions would go weeks before the June 23rd announcement. I’d heard an interview of Justice Sandra Day O’Connor by Nina Totenberg on National Public Radio’s All Things Considered on May 13, 2003. The common wisdom at the time was that the other eight Supreme Court Justices would split evenly on these two decisions, leaving O’Connor as the deciding vote on both. 

Affirmative action was never mentioned in the interview. It focused on O’Connor’s recently published memoir, Majesty of the Law, which began with her youth on the Lazy B Ranch in Arizona and proceeded all the way through her time on the Supreme Court. When Totenberg asked O’Connor about her early years on the Court as its only woman, O’Connor said the experience was “asphyxiating.” “Everywhere that Sandra went, the press was sure to go,” she said, and added that after each decision “there would be a little add on: What did Justice O’Connor do in the case?” Questions hung over her appointment: Was she good enough? Did she have feminist leanings? Would she veer too far from feminist leanings? Hyper-scrutiny from all camps.  

Then Totenberg asked O’Connor “When Justice Ginsburg (the second woman Justice on the Supreme Court) arrived, it made things better?” O’Connor replied “Oh, it was just night and day. The minute Justice Ginzburg arrived, the pressure was off… we just became two of the nine Justices…it was just such a welcome change.” On hearing this as I drove along in my car, I felt I knew how the affirmative action decisions would go. I felt I knew because this statement revealed that O’Connor understood the concept of “critical mass,” the basis of Michigan’s defense. 

The term “critical mass” refers to the point at which there are enough minorities in a setting, like a school or a workplace, that individual minorities no longer feel uncomfortable there because they are minorities--in our terms, they no longer feel an interfering level of identity threat. When Justice O’Connor was alone on the Court, she lacked critical mass. She was stressed, burdened with extra scrutiny, pressured to be the Jackie Robinson of women in the law. When Ginzburg arrived, she had critical mass. The stress and sense of burden subsided. The change was more than psychological. Her actual contingencies changed. The press dropped its extra scrutiny of her opinions; they no longer followed her into restaurants. Her work environment now included someone who shared the experience and perspectives of being a woman. She could worry less about being seen stereotypically. 

When O’Connor retired and left Ginzburg as the sole woman on the Court, Ginzberg lost critical mass, her contingencies began to resemble those O’Connor had faced earlier. “I didn’t realize how much I would miss her until she was gone,” Ginzburg said recently of O’Connor’s departure. “We divide on a lot of important questions, but we have had an experience growing up women and we have certain sensibilities that our male colleagues lack.” Nor, she said, did she want the Court to signal that a woman justice is just a “one-at-a-time curiosity, not a normal thing.” With O’Connor’s retirement, Ginzburg’s contingencies worsened. She had gone from being a “normal thing” to being not a “normal thing.”  

Critical mass is not a precise term. It’s difficult to peg it to a precise number. There were 40 or so black students in Felton’s high school. Yet he lacked a sense of critical mass. O’Connor, however, enjoyed a sense of critical mass with only one additional woman on the Court. What’s at play here? One possibility is that the number of minorities in a setting has to be large enough to improve the contingencies of individual minorities. The number of blacks in Felton’s high school was just too small to affect the society of his 2000-student high school--the prevailing styles, who had status, who could be a student leader, the likelihood of being stereotyped, and so on. With even 40 or so blacks, he felt his race branded him an outsider. Yet adding one additional woman to a Supreme Court of nine justices changed O’Connor’s contingencies dramatically. At some point this would have presumably happened at Felton’s school too; adding black students would have changed the school’s society and his identity contingencies. But at what point? 15%? 25% ? 40%?

The well-known Harvard organizational psychologist, Richard Hackman, looked at this question in relation to the incorporation of women into U.S. symphony orchestras. His findings were fascinating. In orchestras with a small percentage of women—in the 1% to 10% range--women musicians felt a lot like Sandra Day O’Connor on the pre-Ginzburg Supreme Court. They felt intense pressure to prove them selves and to fit a male model of what a good orchestra member is. In orchestras where the percentage of women approached 20% or so—some degree of critical mass—women felt more comfortable. Their own sensibilities began to inform the playing style and repertoire of the orchestra. There was occasional gender conflict over these issues, but women had a greater sense of belonging in these orchestras. In orchestras where the percentage of women approached 50%, women felt very comfortable. There were very few gender-related contingencies, gender conflict dropped considerably, and both the repertoire and range of emotional expression in these orchestras expanded. 

So it’s hard to be precise about critical mass. And there is probably an underlying continuum at play: as the number of minorities increases in a setting, they probably feel less and less identity threat all the way up to the point where they are no longer minorities, or where they are the only group present. Still, the first transition that Hackman documented—when women go from being a tiny minority to being a moderately sized minority in an orchestra—is probably especially important. With moderate size, the very worst identity contingencies minorities face may loosen and drop away. 

And listening to the car radio that day, I knew that Sandra Day O’Connor understood this. I knew that she understood critical mass as real and important—no matter its imprecision as a concept. She had lived its absence and its presence. 

She might have wished the truth was simpler: that we are all just individuals; that a given school or workplace is essentially the same situation for everyone regardless of their identity. She might have wished that being a lone woman on the Supreme Court was the same as being a man on the Supreme Court. She might prefer an interpretation of the law that rigorously considers only the individual perspective, that recognizes no contingencies of group identity. She was, after all, raised in the post-frontier West, a region known for its individualism. But she also knew her own experience. And in the end, on the Michigan decision, she went with that.  

*                                   *                                 *                               *

Sandra Day O’Connor and Felton Stovall experienced intense identity threat in settings of great importance to them. The central question of this chapter is what makes this threat felt, and what determines how much a person is affected by it?  

My first guess, as I’ve already confessed, followed my psychologist’s inclinations. It must be something psychological, a trait perhaps, that made them susceptible to the threat--a lack of confidence for example, an over-sensitivity to the possibility of discrimination, a low capacity for dealing with frustration and set backs? But early on, as I noted earlier, the research pointed in a different direction. The people most affected by this threat, were people like Sandra Day O’Connor, Ruth Bader Ginzburg, and I dare add, Felton—people in the achievement vanguard of their group, people with relatively strong skills, confidence, and motivation to succeed. If a set of still greater traits were needed to overcome this threat, then doing so would be next to impossible. 

So we turned away from the strictly psychological to explore the role of circumstance. And that’s how we eventually got to the idea of identity contingencies—those particular circumstances that went with a person’s identity in specific situations. And then, just as importantly, that idea led to the next idea: that what determines how much identity threat a person feels in a setting are the cues in that setting that might signal these contingencies--cues such as, in Felton’s case, the racial/class organization of his high school hallways, the small number of blacks in advanced classes, blacks’ generally low status, the stereotypes about them in the school and in the larger society, etc. Or shall I say, this idea became our chief research question: Could it be that these cues--often innocent-appearing cues that seemed to be natural, unavoidable ingredients of a situation--regulate how much identity threat a person feels? 

There are good reasons to think so. If you are “identity integrating” a setting—as O’Connor did on the US Supreme Court, as Ted did in his African American Political Science class, or as Felton did in his high school—then vigilance to possible contingencies is a central focus. And what more relevant information is there than features of the setting. You’ve got nothing else to use in trying to ferret out your contingencies. And this is no easy task. Any particular cue could tell you everything you need to know, or nothing at all. You have to keep delving; using multiple cues sometimes to triangulate on meanings. Take O’Connor for example. The number of phone messages from reporters after a Court decision could be telling her that her role in the decision is under special scrutiny—a contingency of her identity on the court. Or an arguing attorney’s tendency to make eye contact with only the male justices could be telling her that her sex detracts from her stature in the courtroom—another contingency. She wouldn’t know for sure. These details could be telling her nothing. But at some level—explicitly or implicitly—she’d likely be sorting through them, trying to figure them out, all the while, occupying valuable cognitive resources. 

We came to a simple, working rule: If cues in a setting that point in an unsettling direction mount up, a sense of identity threat is likely to emerge. But if such cues are sparse in a setting and/or point in a benign direction, then a sense of identity threat should subside. Rules are nice—if they’re useful. In the chapters that follow, I hope this one will be useful in showing how to get rid of identity threat, especially in places where its effects are deleterious.

But for now, to convey the scope of the detective work that goes into figuring out contingencies, let me give a few examples of the cues I am talking about, a few of the major types.  

Cues implicating one’s marginality have to be high on the list. And the number one such cue is the number of other people in a setting with the same identity. As Arthur Ash, the African American tennis star of a generation ago put it, “Like many blacks when I find myself in a new situation, I count, I always count. I count the number of black and brown faces I see.” (p.?). Ted counted in his African American Political Science class, as does Ruth Bader Ginzburg on the Supreme Court. Virtually everyone has counted. Why? Because it tells us whether there are enough identity mates around that we won’t be marginalized based on that identity. It answers the “critical mass” question. A low count can be worrisome. It signals bad possibilities: that we might have trouble being accepted; that we might lack associates who share our sensibilities; that we might lack status, power and influence in the setting. A low count doesn’t confirm these contingencies. It raises their possibility. It keeps us vigilant; allocating our mental resources to assessing likelihoods. The mere fact of Ted being one of only two whites in his African American Political Science course was enough to keep his vigilance on the boil over the entire course.  

Other cues too, speak to marginality. If no powerful people in a setting have your identity, it tells you something. Perhaps your aspirations will be frustrated there. Perhaps you’ll be pressured into marginal roles. One of the important things about the Presidential candidacies of Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama is that they helped politically de-marginalize people of two major identities—women or blacks. No longer do these identities prevent access—in a categorical way—to the highest level of national leadership. 

As a contingency detective you may also notice how a setting is organized by identity. Do people group by identity? Are friendships and professional relationships bounded by identity? Does an identity affect your compensation in the setting, or the standards against which your work is evaluated? Are some identities more associated with power in a setting? Is your access to resources in the setting—from the local swimming pool to knowledge of how the setting works—affected by your identity? 

And then there are cues about a settings’ inclusiveness. Does the setting value identity diversity? Does it see it as being integral to the goals of the setting? Or does it see it as an obligation, or even as an artificiality? How is diversity normatively regarded in the setting? What do the leaders say about it? Is everybody on the same page, or is there a polarization around this issue? Answers to these questions are contingencies cues: they tell you what you may have to deal with in the setting. 

And while you take in these cues, the little detective inside you stays on the look out for just plain old prejudice. Do people say things that convey bias, stereotyping, or animus against the identity? Are people able to see who you are beyond the identity? Are there patterns of discrimination against people with this identity?

Several things about identity detective work are important to remember. First you probably wouldn’t do it unless you were “identity integrating” a setting. There may be some exceptions to this rule. Minority students in a non-integrated all minority school, for example, might read the school’s dilapidation as a cue that the larger society devalues them. But, for the most part, it’s the simple fact of integration that occasions this detective work, that makes you concerned about identity contingencies, and that lights up the whole setting as a source of clues as to what they are. 

Second, this detective work isn’t all about detecting prejudice. As I hope this list of “integration concerns” illustrates, not all identity threatening contingencies come from prejudiced people in the setting. Think about O’Connor on the Supreme Court before Ginzburg. Many of the contingencies she dealt with had little to do with prejudice among her fellow justices or her staff. Some of them may have had prejudices. But her problems went beyond that: a Court that was dominated by male sensibilities and referents, and that was less sensitive, in its functioning, to the perspectives of women; no critical mass of women with which to give her a sense of belonging on the Court; negative stereotypes about women in the larger society and in the legal world that were available for use in judging her work; the fact that her being the only woman on the Court made her the sole representative of her sex in each Court decision, and so on. O’Connor would have had to deal with these things even if there wasn’t an iota of sexism in any of the people she worked with. 

It’s sad, but true: in assessing your identity threat in a situation, you have to worry about more than prejudice. You have to worry about the full range of contingencies tied to your identity in a situation—and the many cues, beyond those needed to decipher prejudice, that signal them. Identity threat is not the threat of prejudice alone; it’s the threat of contingencies.    

*                               *                                       *                            *

But you might have questions. We did. Can a few cues in a setting really undermine a person’s sense of belonging? Are people that attuned to their social environments, that susceptible to situational influence? We’d gotten to our ideas reasonably enough. But standing back, our claim about the impact of situational cues seemed strong. Would it hold up to empirical test? 

In developing these ideas I worked primarily with two colleagues, Valerie Purdie-Vaughns and Mary Murphy. Although Valerie and Mary come from different backgrounds—Valerie, African American from New York City, and Mary, part Latino from Texas—their different backgrounds seemed to produce a shared talent: they both had great psychological insight and they were both fascinated with how one’s social identity affected one’s everyday experience in workplaces and schools. We were joined sometimes by Paul Davies who I introduced earlier, and by Jennifer Randall Crosby, another social psychologist strongly interested in how identity shapes educational experience. A good team, excited by a question that might be called the “no-man-is-an-island” question: Can something as basic as our sense of belonging in a setting actually be affected by incidental cues in the setting—bicycles hanging from the ceiling, phone messages from reporters, being one of only two white students in a political science class—that only ambiguously signal identity contingencies? Our guts said “yes,” but we knew it was just as reasonable to assume that people can easily overcome the influence of such cues--if they want to, if, for example, the setting is important to them—O’Connor’s experience on the Supreme Court notwithstanding.

Our gut feeling was bolstered by several dramatic research findings. Recall the Michael Inzlicht and Avi Ben Zeev study, in which women took a difficult math test in groups of three test-takers. In groups with no men, women did better than women in groups with one man; and in groups with one man, women did better than women in groups with two men. As the number of women in these groups went down—an incidental and ambiguous cue--so did their performance. These women were not “islands.”  They were affected by context; a background cue they might have been expected to overcome. 

Our own Paul Davies along with Steve Spencer published another demonstration of the power of cues. They had men and women college students watch a set of six television commercials—ostensibly as part of media study. For half of these students, two of these commercials included women depicted in silly gender-stereotypic ways—as a co-ed extolling the party life at her university, for example—and for the other half the commercials had not prominent gender content. They were interested in whether exposure to stereotypic images of women—a clearly minor and incidental situational cue for women who saw the gender-stereotypic commercials--was enough to affect women, to get under their skin enough to affect their subsequent interest in math and math-related careers. After viewing the commercials each student was taken across the hall to an ostensibly different study where they were to help a graduate student trying out new items for a standardized test. They could work on as many verbal and math items as they wanted to, after which they reported their interest in math- and verbal-related college majors and careers. The results were dramatic. The women who had seen the stereotypic images of women in the earlier commercials chose fewer math problems to work on, performed worse on the ones they did chose, and reported being less interested in math-related college majors and careers than women who had not seen these commercials. A completely incidental, passing cue—probably by evoking images of women that these women did not want to confirm--not only impaired their math performance, but deflected their interest in math and math-related college majors and careers. Situational cues, perhaps especially when they are not obvious enough to defend against, can apparently have insidious effects. 

When I first saw these results, I resisted them. Surely such passing cues could have only minor and passing effects. Then I remembered: in real-life situations like Felton’s new school, or O’Connor’s pre-Ginzburg Supreme Court, or Ted’s African American Political Science class, or being a women in a computer science class, the cues that cause these effects aren’t passing, they’re ongoing elements of the situation. As such, they might well cause major and lasting effects. Clearly we aren’t islands. Our life-shaping choices and critical performances can be affected by incidental features of our environments--even as we have little awareness of it. 

Of course my colleagues and I assume this happens because these incidental cues signal the possibility of bad identity contingencies, and the underlying meaning that maybe we don’t belong in the setting. In this place where we want to belong, and need to belong, these cues tell us that we don’t belong. And the threat of this can be upsetting enough to directly interfere with performance, and to maybe also scare us into thinking that we should just get out of the domain altogether. That’s our explanation of the effects I just described--incidental cues launching a bad chain of reactions. But at a certain point, my colleagues and I had to admit that we lacked direct evidence for a critical link in this chain: the link of incidental cues being able to make people feel like they didn’t belong in a setting, or that they couldn’t trust the setting, or feel comfortable in it. Was this so? 

Valerie Purdie Vaughns and I, after considerable stewing on the question, came to a simple way of testing it. We gave samples of black and white respondents a life-like newsletter ostensibly from a Silicon Valley company and asked them, after they’d read it thoroughly, to rate how much they felt they would belong in a company like that, and how much they would trust it. To see if incidental features of the company--presumably by signaling possible identity contingencies in the company--would affect people’s sense of belonging and trust there, we made up different newsletters—newsletters that included different company features—and then compared their effect on people’s sense of belonging and trust. 

Some of the newsletters included photographs of daily life that depicted a small number of minorities (blacks, Latinos and Asians) in the company. In other newsletters these photographs depicted a larger number of minorities in the company. The newsletters then, depicted either a high or a low critical mass of minorities in the company. We wanted to learn the effect of another cue as well: the company’s stated policy toward diversity. So some of the newsletters included a prominent article stating that the company was strongly committed to “color-blindness”—defined as treating people, and trying to foster their welfare as individuals. And some of the newsletters included a prominent article stating that the company was strongly committed to “valuing diversity”—defined as valuing the different perspectives and resources that people from different backgrounds bring to the workplace.   

It was a simple procedure, and portable too. We could hand out the newsletters to different samples of black and white respondents—to college students in the laboratory for sure, but also to Business School students in a cafeteria, to an organization of black professionals at a TGIF mixer, and to perfectly innocent people riding the commuter train between Palo Alto and San Francisco. We used all of these different samples, and for all of them we examined the effect of the same two cues—critical mass and diversity policy—on how much they felt they would belong in the company and trust it. 

The results were strong for virtually every sample we studied.  White respondents (depicted as the majority group in our newsletters) felt like they would belong in the company and trusted the company no matter what cues the newsletter contained—regardless of whether it depicted a small or moderate number of minorities in the company (the highest percentage of minorities we depicted was 33%) and regardless of whether the company had a color-blind or valuing difference diversity policy. Majority status—inside and outside the company--allowed a sense of belonging in the company.  

Black respondents, however, behaved a lot like Arthur Ashe; they counted. When the company was depicted as having a moderate number of minorities, they trusted it and felt like they would belong in it as much as white respondents did. And they felt this way regardless of the company’s diversity policy. Critical mass laid their vigilance to rest. 

But when the company was depicted as having a low number of minorities, blacks’ trust and sense of belonging was more conditional. Diversity policy became critical. Interestingly, the  “color-blind” policy--perhaps America’s dominant approach to these matters—didn’t work. It engendered less trust and belonging. It was as if they couldn’t take “color-blindness” at face value when the number of minorities in the company was small. But importantly, and just as interestingly, blacks did not mistrust the company when it espoused a “valuing diversity” policy. With that policy in place, they trusted the company, and believed they could belong in it, even when it had few minorities.

The practical lesson here is that both critical mass and an approach that values what diversity can bring to a setting, may go some distance in making minority identities feel more comfortable in a setting. 

But the findings reveal something more general as well: in the appraisal of identity threat, one cue can shape the interpretation of another. A policy that explicitly valued diversity, led black respondents to overlook the low number of minorities in the company, a cue that otherwise bothered them considerably. And depicting a larger number of minorities in the company led them to overlook concerns they would otherwise have had about a color-blind diversity policy. The meaning of one cue then, depended on the meaning of other cues--on what other cues were also present. 

Herein may lay a principle of remedy: if enough cues in a setting can lead members of a group to feel “identity safe”, it might neutralize the impact of other cues in the setting that could otherwise threaten them. Once Ginzburg joined the Supreme Court, many of the cues in that setting that had made O’Connor feel such identity threat were still there—cues like the male-dominated culture and sensibility of the Court, the Court’s history of all male justices, cultural suspicions about a woman’s ability to be a good justice, and so on. But with Ginzburg there, O’Connor had enough identity safety--enough change in critical identity contingencies—so that these other cues didn’t bother her as much. She knew she was safer.

The studies Valerie and I had done opened a possibility: To make a setting identity safe, perhaps you don’t need to change everything, eradicate every possible identity-threatening cue for example. Perhaps you could do it with a few critical changes--changes that by assuring a critical degree of identity safety, could reduce the threatening meaning of the other cues. 

But before exploring this idea, Mary Murphy wanted to take a deeper look at the impact of these cues. She had joined our lab with an interest in the mind-body relationship, the connection between psychological and physiological functioning. She had a compelling question: What was the physiological cost of identity threat? Did Sandra Day O’Connor, Felton, and Ted pay a physical cost for enduring the threats they endured? Could simple cues like the ones in the experiments that Valerie and I had done actually have physiological effects—that is, cause accelerated heart rate, elevated blood pressure, increased sweating as a sign of emotion, and so on? We knew by then that experiencing stereotype threat while taking a test had such effects. But test taking is intense. Mary’s question was about the physiological cost of identity threat in ordinary, everyday situations. If I had actually begun working at the Silicon Valley start up firm, would the bicycles hanging from the ceiling have affected me physiologically? Did Ted have a physiological reaction to sitting in his African American Political Science class? 

We needed help with this research. Mary went upstairs in our building and asked James Gross—one of the nation’s leading researchers in the psychology and physiology of human emotions—to join the project. He’s a very busy man, but gratefully, he agreed. Our little team was off, addressing a simple question: do incidental situational cues--cues that might signal threatening identity contingencies but that are completely incidental to the setting--actually affect people physiologically? And to this question, we added another: Do these cues also make people more vigilant in the environment, more on the look out for trouble? We could test their vigilance in the setting by testing their memory for its incidental features—the numbers of women and men there, where they were sitting, where the door was, etc. The more vigilant they’d been, the more of these features they should remember. 

We brought men and women math and science majors at Stanford into the lab one at a time. Our stated purpose was to have them evaluate a video that advertised a math, science, and engineering (MSE) leadership conference scheduled to happen at Stanford the following summer. We were also interested in their physiological reactions to the video, we explained, and asked their permission to attach physiological sensors to their wrists while they watched it. The video presented photographs ostensibly taken at the previous summer’s conference. Some participants saw a “balanced” video, in which each photo contained one man for every woman. Others saw an “unbalanced” video in which each photo contained 3 men for every one woman—the cue that we thought might cause identity threat for the women viewers. After the video, via questionnaire, we measured all participants’ memory for incidental features in the video and the experimental room--ending the experiment. 

What happened? Not much for the men math and science majors. Their physiological reactions were unaffected by the gender-ratio in the videos. They were calm throughout. Their memory for incidental features of the video and the setting were uniformly poor. Not so for the women math and science majors who watched the 3 to 1 video. Compared to the women who watched the 1 to 1 video and to the men, these women had dramatically elevated heart rates, blood pressure, sweating, and they remembered more incidental features of both the video and the experimental room. They were aroused and paid more attention; presumably looking for cues—contingency-signaling cues about the “leadership conference.” A mere increase in the ratio of men to women was enough to cause this. 

Sandra Day O’Connor and Ruth Bader Ginzburg may not have realized it, but during their solo periods on the Supreme Court they likely carried an extra physiological burden, an unseen cost of the extra identity vigilance they were pressured into at the time. What Mary and I discovered is that it doesn’t take much to cause this. It happens under very ordinary of circumstances. The difference between the 3 to 1 and 1 to 1 videos, when you look at them, is hardly noticeable. Yet the 3 to 1 video was enough to quicken their pulse, elevate their blood pressure, make them sweat with emotion, and, like the student in my Radcliffe audience those years ago, it made them comb the video and experimental room for clues about things they might have to deal with as women in the world of math, science and engineering. It made them worry about contingencies. 

Mary and I did other, similar experiments. They showed the same thing: the power of incidental, ordinary cues to cause identity threat. And they helped clarify what these cues did to cause this threat; they made people worry about bad things they might have to deal with in a situation based on who they were. The whole process of being alerted and becoming vigilant seemed largely beneath their awareness. They simply found themselves in a vigilant state, like Ted in his political science class, or me in the Silicon Valley firm. They may have wanted to leave. But when they had to stay, they stayed on their toes.  

As important, these experiments reproduced the hopeful finding that Valerie and I had seen earlier: cues that signaled identity safety often quelled participants’ identity threat, even when other cues in the setting still posed it. The research itself was telling us something, something hopeful. It was giving us a glimpse of what it takes to alleviate this threat.       

*                                   *                                   *                            *

What affected Felton in his new school, Sandra Day O’Connor on the pre-Ginzburg Supreme Court, or Ted in his political science course were not deficiencies of knowledge, character or resilience, deficiencies that would have made anybody vulnerable to pressures in these environments. They didn’t have these deficiencies. In all critical respects, they were on par with everyone else in their settings. Their stories revealed another force at play, a force we don’t yet have a broad appreciation of. They exposed the force of threatening identity contingencies, the host of cues that might signal them, and the vigilance it takes to find and interpret them. 

And all the while, other people in these settings—unless they’ve had similar experiences—don’t see very well what all the fuss is about. It’s difficult to see other people’s identity contingencies. We “don’t get” them. This could be due to a limitation of human perspective taking—difficulty seeing into the conditions of other people’s lives. Whatever the cause, it means that dealing with identity threat can be like fighting a ghost, a ghost that you can see but that other people can’t see, or can’t see well enough to believe in, or take that seriously. Felton was going to a different school than his white classmates. Sandra Day O’Connor was on a different Supreme Court than the other justices. Yet reasonable observers might see these settings as essentially the same for everyone in them. An imperfect vision. 

I’d like to believe that the identity contingencies concept helps clear that vision. It explains how the same place can be dramatically different for people with different social identities. It exposes and labels this reality. 

And, in turn, it exposes the misunderstandings we could have without this concept: We could think that we could know everything a group is dealing with in a setting by assessing the general features of the setting, the features that affect everyone in the setting. Take Felton’s school, for example. Assessing the factors that affect everyone in the school—expenditure per student, class size, student-teacher ratios, the number of computers it has, etc—wouldn’t begin to capture the factors that affected his experience there. He dealt with a myriad of circumstances--in that school, at that time--that were specific to his particular racial and class identities. 

We’d also miss that Felton and Sandra Day O’Connor dealt with more than prejudice, that is, more contingencies than those caused by prejudice. They were minorities, marginal to the society of their settings. They had to deal with this marginality—and all of the contingencies that went with it—even if there weren’t an iota of prejudice in the setting. 

One might think that if that prejudice were wiped away in a setting, there’d be no further identity contingencies to face. But sadly, while prejudice is nothing to take lightly, other things can also cause these contingencies. They come from the way our society is organized around identity; our neighborhoods, institutions, access to opportunity, social networks, distributions of income and wealth, status systems, norms, styles etc. Who knows who; who does what; who lives where; who marries who; and so on. This a lot of what Felton confronted in his new high school, and what Sandra Day O’Connor confronted on the Supreme Court—identity-organized settings that imposed a host of identity contingencies on them, many of which would have been there even if there had been no prejudice in the setting at all.  

Without the concept of identity contingencies we might all miss the power of incidental cues to affect people’s psychological and physiological reactions to a setting. It would surprise no one to find that hate-speech or visible discrimination could do this. We get that. But Mary and I found something less obvious: that subtle, ordinary cues can do this—a cue like the typical ratio of men to women in a math and science workshop. For women who care about math, this ordinary cue was enough to increase their vigilance, elevate their heart rates, cause them to sweat with emotion and undermine their sense of belonging in the workshop. No hate speech. No act of discrimination. Just a 3 to 1 ratio of men to women in the workshop. How could such an incidental cue cause such a reaction? By signaling possibly bad contingencies for women in the workshop—that’s how. Identity contingency is a jargonisitic concept. I wish I could do better. But without it, the power of such a cue to cause such reactions in an entire group of people would be hard to understand. 

In these ways, the concept of identity contingencies exposes what it is like being a foot soldier of integration, what people like Felton, Sandra Day O’Connor, Ted and surely ourselves some of the time, deal with doing the work of identity integration down on the ground. 

*                                    *                                  *                        *

We’d begun this research—Valerie, Mary and I—looking for what determines the strength of identity threat. I think we found the answer. It’s cues, features of a setting—anything from profanities scrawled on bathroom walls to the number of phone messages from reporters after a Supreme Court decision was announced—that signal bad things one might have to deal with in a setting because of who one is. The more of these cues there are, the worse the threats they portend, and the greater the chance the threats could be realized, the more identity threat we feel. Felton’s school was difficult because it was saturated with such cues that signaled troubling, highly probable contingencies. 

So we had a working answer, one I liked because cues and contingencies are things that, at least some of the time, you can change. You can get your hands on them. If identity threat is rooted in an internal psychological trait, a vulnerability or a psychic damage of some sort, then it’s harder to change. Would there be enough therapists to go around? But environments, at least some of the time, can be changed. And the perception of how much threat they pose—when the threat isn’t real or very likely—can be addressed; perceptions can be made more realistic. So I liked the answer. It suggested how identity threat—and its ill effects in important places--might be reduced.  It directed our thinking about remedy. It said focus on settings—their critical features and arrangements--and on how they are perceived. 

And beyond this general point, it offered a nugget of intervention strategy: if you could do enough in the setting to instill a sense of identity safety—by changing contingencies and cues—then you could probably reduce to extent to which other cues in the setting were seen as threatening. You might not have to change everything to instill identity safety. Ruth Bader Ginzburg’s arrival on the Supreme Court improved Sandra Day O’Connor’s identity contingencies and related cues. But it didn’t change all of them. It was still a male dominated court. There were still stereotypes in the air about women’s abilities. But with more security about her identity in the setting, the other cues and contingencies didn’t much bother her. She had the room she needed, the room to be comfortable on the Supreme Court.  

I believe that integration—racial, gender, class and otherwise--of important places like schools, workplaces, leadership elites, Supreme Courts, etc is indispensable to human dignity. It’s just that fundamental to me. But for it to work we have to grasp what the foot soldiers in these settings actually face. We have to grasp their “inconveniences” as Bert Williams put it; their identity contingencies and all that goes with them. 

With this understanding, I hoped we had something that could improve the experience of identity integration down on the ground of real-life settings. I hoped this was so, because this is the challenge we turned to next. 

