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Adaptation to diversity: Individual and

societal processes

Linda R. Tropp®’

With the historic rise in global migration in recent
decades and the dispersion of diverse groups into new
communities worldwide, greater levels of contact are
occurring between social groups than ever before. It is
in this context that Ramos et al. (1) rightfully note the
potential for humans to adapt to—and thrive in—diverse
environments, and usefully suggest that our natural in-
clination toward homophily may be “less compatible
with the social diversity typical of modemn societies.” In
a compelling manner, the authors employ different time
scales in their analysis to illustrate how people and soci-
eties adapt to social diversity over time. They show that,
in the short term, societal diversity is not directly linked
to contact between groups, although it is associated
with lower levels of trust; but over the long term, increas-
ingly diverse societies can propel contact between
groups, which corresponds with greater levels of trust.
This process of adaptation can only be observed
through comparing models across different time scales,
enhancing our recognition of dynamic processes that
occur in diversifying societies that continue to change
over time. As such, Ramos et al. highlight that not only
do people and societies need time to adapt as they
change, but we, as researchers, must be attuned to
and inclined to measure these changes to have more
thorough and accurate understandings of societal
transformations.

Individual Processes of Adaptation

Considerable research suggests that analogous pro-
cesses occur at the individual level. We may initially be
inclined toward suspicion, uncertainty, or animosity in
relation to other groups, yet these tendencies can
change through greater contact with other groups
(2, 3). Such shifts have been noted in numerous cross-
sectional studies (4) and, increasingly, in longitudinal
studies that examine contact effects over time (5).
Multisession experimental studies where people are
randomly assigned to interact with a cross-ethnic or
same-ethnic partner also show similar trends (6). In
one study, Latino and white participants with high
scores on an implicit prejudice measure displayed a

peak in cortisol reactivity (relative to baseline) after a
first interaction with a cross-ethnic partner, indicating
greater stress responses at the initial stages of in-
tergroup contact; however, their stress responses at-
tenuated such that during subsequent interactions
with the cross-ethnic partner, their cortisol reactivity
was comparable to that of participants who were
paired with a same-ethnic partner or who scored low
on implicit prejudice (7). Along with Ramos et al.’s (1)
study, this literature demonstrates how—both attitu-
dinally and physiologically—people are capable of
adapting effectively to intergroup encounters.

Such adaptations often have far-reaching effects
that people carry with them into new situations and
across stages of life. In the study referenced above (7),
participants scoring high on implicit prejudice and
randomly paired with a cross-ethnic partner were
more likely to initiate novel interactions with members
of other ethnic groups following the experimental ses-
sions, relative to those paired with a same-ethnic partner.
Thus, although people may initially find cross-group
interactions stress provoking, even a few positive ex-
periences with an outgroup member can begin to shift
their feelings toward future cross-group interactions.
Relatedly, people who experience greater intereth-
nic contact in childhood are more likely to choose to
live and work in ethnically integrated environments
when they become adults (8), and ethnically diverse
schools and classrooms enhance the extent to which
children select peers from other ethnic groups as
potential friends (9).

This body of work is consistent with broader the-
orizing regarding how attitudes and relations between
groups shift as people adapt to diverse environments,
and as people gain greater intergroup experience. At a
basic level, we respond more favorably to stimuli that
have become more familiar to us through repeated
exposures, and particularly when there are no aversive
events or experiences linked to those exposures; re-
peated exposures allow individuals to distinguish be-
tween people and environments that are safe from
those that are not, thereby forming “the basis for
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social organization and cohesion” and providing “basic sources of
psychological and social stability” (ref. 10, pp. 227-228). When
applied to the realm of intergroup relations, it is therefore un-
derstandable that people would tend to favor their own groups,
while maintaining a certain degree of social and psychological
distance from people in other groups (11). But as they begin to
engage in contact with members of an outgroup, a process of
deprovincialization often occurs (12), by which they not only de-
velop more favorable attitudes toward the specified outgroup,
but also experience a broader reconfiguration of their attitudes
toward more general acceptance of intergroup difference.

Linking Individual and Societal Processes of Adaptation
However, the analysis necessarily becomes more complex when
considering the joint effects of diversity at the societal level and
the effects of contact at the individual level. Indeed, depending
on societal conditions, diversity may lead not only to contact
between groups but also to a sharing of geographical space with
other groups with whom minimal actual contact occurs—what
may be referred to as intergroup exposure (13). Although contact
between groups typically reduces intergroup threat and hostility,
exposure to other groups is likely to exacerbate intergroup threat
and hostility when groups have little contact with each other (14),
and particularly when societal forces foster separation and com-
petition between groups. As Ramos et al. (1) note briefly, there are
many societal factors—including systemic inequality (15), norms
and ideologies that support division (16), segregation and eco-
nomic competition (17, 18), among others—that are likely to curb
the degree to which diversity at the societal level would promote
salutary outcomes of intergroup contact. It may be for this reason
that some scholars have been pessimistic about the potential
benefits of diversity, instead assuming that diversity would cor-
respond with lower levels of trust and a withdrawal from civic
engagement (19). By contrast, the present analysis (1) can help to
explain why rapid societal transformations—whether induced by
new waves of immigration or refugee settlements in new regions—
are especially likely to be perceived as threatening to host pop-
ulations (20), whereas geographical areas with more established
streams of diverse populations may be less unsettled by increas-
ing diversity (21).

Overall, then, | generally concur with Ramos et al.’s (1) con-
tention that it is problematic to assume that adaptation to socially
diverse contexts will necessarily lead to negative outcomes, either
for the individual or for society as a whole. At the same time, my
views diverge somewhat from those of the authors, who frame
their work as a test of “how both negative (i.e., reduced trust
stemming from diversity) and positive (i.e., increased trust through
intergroup contact) effects operate” and who suggest that “as
societies become more diverse, individuals steadily reorient
themselves by adopting outgroup-focused cognition and be-
haviors.” Regrettably, | doubt that the process of intergroup ad-
aptation is quite as seamless as the authors propose, that negative
intergroup outcomes stem solely from societal-level processes, or

that contact experienced at the individual level will unfailingly
lead to positive outcomes in a linear fashion. Rather, in diverse
modern societies, | believe the roots of positive or negative in-
tergroup relations can be observed at either level of analysis, and
the valence of effects and the levels at which they occur should
not be conflated. Indeed, the complex and multifaceted nature of
intergroup relations suggests that they could involve experiences
of rejection or acceptance at the individual level (22), just as easily

Ramos et al. highlight that not only do people
and societies need time to adapt as they change,
but we, as researchers, must be attuned to and
inclined to measure these changes to have more
thorough and accurate understandings of societal
transformations.

as they could be shaped by widespread patterns of exclusion or
inclusion at the societal level (23). Moreover, there is a wealth of
research evidence on the experiences and effects of intergroup
encounters from the perspectives of historically disadvantaged
groups that has yet to be incorporated into the authors’ frame-
work. This research must be taken into account as we seek to
develop a comprehensive understanding of the effects of societal
diversity, as it shows how entrenched forms of discrimination and
subjugation—enacted by individuals, social institutions, and the
broader societies they inhabit—regularly limit life opportunities
and outcomes for members of disadvantaged groups, along with
continually sharpening intergroup tensions (24, 25).

Nonetheless, there are valuable lessons that can be gained
from the work of Ramos et al. (1) and the work cited above re-
garding how the greater diversity of modern societies can more
efficiently translate into positive relations among heterogeneous
groups within those societies. First, as diverse groups increasingly
occupy shared geographical spaces, we can be more deliberate in
structuring opportunities for meaningful cross-group interactions
(26) (for instance, collaborative projects that would enhance their
communities and be of mutual benefit), rather than simply waiting
passively for this process to occur gradually over time. We must
also attend closely to and challenge explicitly those societal fac-
tors that inhibit the potential for social integration to flourish—
such as rising trends toward economic inequality and segregation,
or more intentional efforts on the part of leaders to stoke the
flames of division and fear—because lack of attention to these
factors may inadvertently, and inaccurately, lead people to come
away with the impression that diversity itself is the root cause of
societal problems (27). A key challenge for future research, then, is
to gain greater clarity regarding how these processes of adapta-
tion to diversity, which co-occur at the individual and societal
levels, are framed and shaped by the social conditions under
which diverse groups encounter each other.
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