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Abstract

Early research on ethnicity
focused on the stereotyped
thinking, prejudiced attitudes,
and discriminatory actions of
Euro-Americans. Minority-
group members were viewed
largely as passive targets of
these negative reactions, with
low self-esteem studied as the
main psychological outcome.
By contrast, recent research has
increasingly made explicit use
of stress theory in emphasizing
the perspectives and experi-
ences of minority-group mem-
bers. Several ethnicity-related
stressors have been identified,
and it has been found that indi-
viduals cope with these threats
in an active, purposeful man-
ner. In this article, we focus on
ethnicity-related stress stem-
ming from discrimination, from
stereotypes, and from con-
formity pressure arising from
one’s own ethnic group. We
discuss theory and review re-
search in which examination of
ethnicity-related outcomes has
extended beyond self-esteem
to include psychological and
physical well-being.
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Racial and ethnic categories,
such as “white,” “black,” “Asian,”
and “Hispanic,” reflect complex
sets of sociocultural and historical
factors (Williams, Spencer, & Jack-
son, 1999). The meaning and im-
pact of these factors at an indi-
vidual psychological level are not
well understood. Of the many as-
pects of ethnicity® that appear to
influence psychological processes,
several may be conceptualized as
psychological stressors, that is, as
perceived threats to physical or
psychological well-being. A num-
ber of qualitatively distinct ethnic-
ity-related stressors have recently
been subject to intensified investi-
gation; we discuss three of them in
this review.

ETHNIC DISCRIMINATION

Ethnic discrimination involves
unfair treatment that a person at-
tributes to his or her ethnicity. We
discuss discrimination at some
length because it has been given in-
creased attention recently in jour-
nalistic accounts and in analyses
involving systematic coding of the
content of interviews with victims
of discrimination. Discrimination
also has been recognized in recent
quantitative research and theo-
retical analyses as a psychological
stressor and a possible risk factor
for physical illness. These efforts
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have sparked new interest in the
topic and identified some major is-
sues. They represent a shift away
from an emphasis on determinants
of discriminatory behavior toward
a focus on the perception and ex-
perience of discrimination by mi-
nority-group members. In another
shift, by contrast with earlier ac-
counts that emphasized major, of-
ten institutional, forms of discrimi-
nation (e.g., hiring practices), more
recent accounts have highlighted
subtle forms of discrimination that
are embedded in everyday life
(e.g., being followed in a store as a
suspected shoplifter).

There have been several efforts
to delineate the various forms of
ethnic discrimination. For example,
in a recent study (Contrada et al.,
in press), we identified five: (a) ver-
bal rejection: insults, ethnic slurs; (b)
avoidance: shunning; (c) disvalua-
tion: actions that express negative
evaluations; (d) inequality-exclusion:
denial of equal treatment or access;
and (e) threat-aggression: actual or
threatened harm. This set of dis-
tinctions accords well with All-
port’s (1954) suggestion that the
behavioral expression of prejudice
may be described in terms of a con-
tinuum of increasing intensity.

Explicit conceptualization of
discrimination as a psychological
stressor has guided several recent
theoretical analyses. This work
suggests that members of ethnic
minority groups form expectations
regarding the likelihood that dis-
crimination will be encountered in
certain settings, decide whether to
approach or avoid situations in
which it is anticipated, and prepare
for its occurrence (Swim, Cohen, &
Hyers, 1998). Thus, the ever-
present possibility of discrimina-
tion itself constitutes a stressor,
requiring vigilance and other pro-
active coping responses.

Minority-group members also
must judge whether specific events
constitute discrimination. Feldman
Barrett and Swim (1998) have con-
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ceptualized this process in terms of
signal detection theory. This theory
was developed as a way to distin-
guish between noticing a stimulus
and responding to it once it is no-
ticed, using the concepts of sensitiv-
ity and response bias. In the present
context, sensitivity involves the
ability to detect the presence or ab-
sence of cues indicating discrimi-
nation. It is determined, in part, by
properties of discriminatory events
or conditions. Acts of discrimina-
tion are often ambiguous because
they can be subtle or involve treat-
ment that is of borderline accept-
ability (“The waiter seemed to be
ignoring me . ..”), the ethnicity-
related motives that define them as
discriminatory (“...because I am
black ... ”) are often unobservable,
and the behavior in question may
be subject to alternative explana-
tions (“...though the restaurant
was extremely busy”). Sensitivity
also may reflect attributes of the
person, such as general knowledge,
previous experience, and social
awareness. Response bias involves
the tendency either to underesti-
mate or to overestimate the occur-
rence of discrimination. It is influ-
enced by general beliefs about the
probability that individuals are
prejudiced, and by the goals a per-
son has (e.g., self-protection) when
judging whether discrimination
has occurred.

When subjected to possible dis-
criminatory behavior, members of
ethnic minorities may be motivated
to protect themselves against un-
fair treatment, but they also may
wish to avoid false alarms (i.e., per-
ceiving discrimination when it did
not in fact occur). False alarms can
disrupt social relations, cause
members of ethnic minority groups
to be identified as “thin-skinned,”
and undermine life satisfaction.
One important task now being pur-
sued by researchers is identifying
conditions that favor minimizing
false alarms, and those that favor
being careful not to miss detecting

acts of discrimination when they
do occur (Feldman Barrett & Swim,
1998). There is accumulating evi-
dence that when the situation is
even just slightly ambiguous,
members of ethnic minority groups
may minimize the personal experi-
ence of discrimination. For ex-
ample, they may attribute negative
outcomes (e.g., unfavorable evalu-
ations) to personal factors (e.g., the
quality of their performance),
which apparently serves to en-
hance their perception of personal
control (Ruggiero & Taylor, 1997).

Coping with discrimination also
requires decisions based on a com-
plex set of factors (Swim et al.,
1998). Different responses to per-
ceived discrimination may serve
different goals, some aimed at
dealing with the initiating social
situation, and some focusing on its
emotional impact. Assertive reac-
tions, such as the highly visible,
confrontational communication of
displeasure, may be directed at ter-
minating the offensive behavior or
at retaliation. Less assertive re-
sponses, such as trying to placate
the perpetrator, may be aimed at
self-protection or preservation of
social relationships. Cognitive cop-
ing responses, such as reinterpret-
ing the event as benign or as not
ethnicity related, may preserve a
positive, if illusory, view of the so-
cial consequences of one’s ethnic-
ity. Because discrimination can
cause members of ethnic minority
groups to feel badly about them-
selves personally, or about their
group as a whole (Crocker, Major,
& Steele, 1998), certain coping re-
sponses may be self- or identity-
focused. They may, for example,
involve either reduction or en-
hancement of psychological identi-
fication with one’s ethnic group
(Deaux & Ethier, 1998). Deciding
whether and how to respond to
discrimination appears to involve
cost-benefit considerations, similar
to those involved in the perception
of discrimination, that have only
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recently begun to receive system-
atic attention (Swim et al., 1998).

STEREOTYPE THREAT
AND STEREOTYPE-
CONFIRMATION
CONCERN

Stereotype threat has been de-
fined, in part, as the condition of
being at risk of appearing to con-
firm a negative stereotype about a
group to which one belongs (Steele,
1997). Stereotype threat has been
examined as a social psychological
state created by situational cues in
susceptible individuals. Much of
this work has investigated stereo-
type threat associated with the
American cultural beliefs that Afri-
can Americans are low in intellec-
tual ability and that women are not
skilled in mathematics and physi-
cal sciences. One way stereotype
threat is induced in this research is
by instructing participants that
their scores on tests that they are
about to take will be diagnostic of
their intellectual ability. Results
have suggested that induction of
stereotype threat activates relevant
stereotypes in the thinking of par-
ticipants, increases anxiety, and
impairs test performance. In the
long term, these experiences may
promote disidentification, which, in
this context, is a coping response of
psychological disengagement from
academic activity (Osborne, 1995).
Thus, threat created by very subtle
cues associated with ethnic stereo-
types may have a negative impact
with severe long-term implica-
tions.

Stereotype-confirmation concern
arises from the relatively enduring
or recurring experience of stereo-
type threat (Contrada et al., in
press). It refers to a dimension de-
fined at one extreme by chronic ap-
prehension about appearing to
confirm an ethnic stereotype, and
at the other extreme by the absence
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of such concern. Stereotype-
confirmation concern reflects both
environmental factors (e.g., other
people’s ethnicity-related attitudes
and behaviors) and personal attri-
butes (e.g., one’s ethnicity, the sen-
sitivity and response bias con-
structs described earlier). Members
of all ethnic groups are susceptible
to stereotype-confirmation con-
cern, and for each group, there are
multiple stereotypes that may cre-
ate such concern. For example, col-
lege undergraduates of diverse
ethnicities have reported stereo-
type-confirmation concern with re-
spect to a wide range of behaviors
that might be linked to ethnic ste-
reotypes (e.g., eating certain foods,
dressing or speaking a certain way;
Contrada et al., in press). Reports
of stereotype-confirmation concern
have been found to be only moder-
ately correlated with reports of eth-
nic discrimination. Therefore, al-
though not as widely recognized as
ethnic discrimination, stereotype-
confirmation concern appears to
represent a distinct dimension of
ethnicity-related stress.

OWN-GROUP
CONFORMITY PRESSURE

Members of an ethnic group of-
ten have expectations about what
is appropriate behavior for that
group. For example, some African
Americans who excel academically
are accused by their peers of “act-
ing white” (Fordham & Ogbu,
1986). This appears to be just one
facet of a wider and more general
form of stress originating in one’s
own ethnic group—what is called
own-group conformity pressure.

Own-group conformity pressure
is defined as the experience of be-
ing pressured or constrained by
one’s ethnic group’s expectations
specifying appropriate or inappro-
priate behavior for the group. This
experience may be shaped by both

internal and external factors, the
former including one’s ethnicity
and perception of in-group norms
and expectations, and the latter
including explicit, overt sanctions
for violating ethnic-group norms,
as well as more subtle remind-
ers about “how ‘we’ are supposed
to behave.” As with stereotype-
confirmation concern, own-group
conformity pressure is relatively
enduring or recurring, and is po-
tentially applicable to persons of
all ethnic groups. Among ethni-
cally diverse college students, re-
ports of own-group conformity
pressure relate to personal style
and interests (e.g., pressure to
dress a certain way, listen to par-
ticular music) and social relations
(e.g., pressure to date or interact
with members of one’s own group
only; Contrada et al., in press). Re-
ports of own-group conformity
pressure in these students are only
moderately correlated with reports
of ethnic discrimination and stereo-
type-confirmation concern. Thus,
ethnicity-related stressors can arise
from members of other ethnic
groups, from societal stereotypes,
and from members of one’s own
ethnic group, and these three cat-
egories of stressors are all rela-
tively independent.

ETHNICITY-RELATED
STRESSORS
AND WELL-BEING

Until recently, research examin-
ing the impact of ethnicity-related
stressors focused on the possibility
that internalizing the pejorative
stereotypes and prejudiced atti-
tudes of the dominant majority
might have a negative impact on
the self-concepts of members of
ethnic minority groups. However,
the evidence does not suggest that
being a member of an ethnic group
that is devalued by the dominant
majority leads inevitably, or even
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usually, to lower self-regard. For
example, it has been found that Af-
rican Americans do not score lower
than whites on self-esteem mea-
sures (Crocker et al., 1998).

Regarding psychological out-
comes other than self-esteem, there
is evidence that members of certain
minority groups experience higher
rates of depressive symptoms than
Euro-Americans (Crocker et al.,
1998). However, simple compari-
sons of ethnic groups may reflect
numerous causal determinants, in-
cluding socioeconomic status and
sociocultural norms, in addition to
ethnicity-related stressors (Ander-
son & Armstead, 1995). The contri-
butions of these factors to ethnic-
group differences in well-being
have yet to be teased apart. None-
theless, several studies that have
examined ethnic discrimination di-
rectly have reported that it is asso-
ciated with negative psychological
health outcomes (Williams et al.,
1999).

A small but growing body of re-
search has implicated ethnicity-
related stressors as a determinant
of physical health outcomes. Much
of this work has focused on dis-
crimination experienced by African
Americans, whose rates of physical
disease and mortality significantly
exceed those of Euro-Americans
(Williams et al., 1999). Some stud-
ies have focused directly on disease
outcomes. For example, Krieger
and Sidney (1996) found that high-
er blood pressure among African
Americans, compared with whites,
could be partially explained when
blacks” experience of discrimina-
tion and their coping responses to
such treatment were taken into ac-
count. Other work has examined
physiological and behavioral fac-
tors that may increase risk of dis-
ease. Regarding the former, Arm-
stead, Lawler, Gorden, Cross, and
Gibbons (1989) demonstrated that
when blacks viewed videotaped vi-
gnettes of situations involving dis-
crimination, they showed cardio-
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vascular responses thought to
contribute to the development of
cardiovascular disorders. In an ex-
ample of research addressing ciga-
rette smoking, a major behavioral
risk factor for disease, it was found
that African Americans with high
scores on a measure of discrimina-
tion experienced in everyday life
were significantly more likely to be
smokers than those with low scores
(Landrine & Klonoff, 1996).

CONCLUSION

Research on ethnic discrimina-
tion, stereotype threat and stereo-
type-confirmation concern, and
own-group conformity pressure il-
lustrates an emerging new perspec-
tive based on the premise that
members of ethnic minority groups
are not passive victims of prejudice
and discrimination, but rather are
active agents in making sense of and
coping with multiple and distinct
ethnicity-related threats. Among the
many unresolved questions raised
by this proposition are those pertain-
ing to the features of social situations
that give rise to ethnicity-related
stress, and to the psychological fac-
tors that influence detection of these
stressors and shape ensuing coping
activities. Equally important is the
need to isolate the effects of ethnic-
ity-related stressors from the effects
of other correlates of ethnic-group
membership that may influence psy-
chological and physical well-being,
and to identify aspects of ethnic-

group membership that may buffer
the impact of these stressors. The
concept of ethnicity-related stress
provides new directions for investi-
gating just some of the many psy-
chological ramifications of ethnic-
group membership.
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Notes

1. Address correspondence to Rich-
ard J. Contrada, Department of Psy-
chology, Rutgers University, 53 Av-
enue E, Piscataway, NJ 08854-8040;
e-mail: contrada@rci.rutgers.edu.

2. We use the term ethnicity to refer
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based on culture of origin and to those
social groupings conventionally re-
ferred to in terms of “race,” without
presupposing that these groupings re-
flect a single, fixed quality or essence,
biological or otherwise.
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