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SURVEYING RACIAL
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A MULTIETHNIC LABOR MARKET

Lawrence D. Bobo and Susan A. Suh

racial-ethnic discrimination continues to grow. Social science re-

search has not yielded simple answers to the question of the cur-
rent potency of race-based discrimination in the workplace. On the one
hand, the growth of the black middle class (Landry 1987), significant
affirmative action and antidiscrimination enforcement efforts (Burstein
1985; Jaynes and Williams 1989, and more positive racial attitudes
(Firebaugh and Davis 1988; Schuman, Steeh, and Bobo 1985} all point
toward a potentially diminishing problem of labor market discrimina-
tion (Wilson 1978). On the other hand, systematic social science investi-
gations of actual forms of discrimination have become a surprising new
area of active inquiry (Reskin, forthcoming).! Research over the past de-
cade spanning auditing studies {Turner et al. 1991}, in-depth interviews
(Peagin and Sikes 1994; Kirschenman and Neckerman 1991), organiza-
tional surveys {Braddock and McPartland 1987), as well as social psycho-
logical (Pettigrew and Martin 1987} and sociopolitical analyses (Carnoy
1994; Waldinger and Bailey 1991), all tend to suggest that racial-ethnic

THE DEBATE over the extent, nature, and consequences of modern

.discrimination remains a common problem, especially for African

Americans.

Attitude studies complicate the picture further by partly confirming
positions on both sides of the discrimination debate. Many sample sur-
veys suggest that blacks and other minorities generally perceive high
rates of collective or group discrimination (Jaynes and Williams 1989,
131-36; Kluegel and Smith 1986). Nonetheless, many of these same
studies tend to elicit very low levels of personal reports of experiences
with discrimination (Sigelman and Welch 1991). For example, national

523



PRISMATIC METROPOLIS

surveys from the mid-1980s showed that 61 percent of blacks felt that
blacks as a group faced discrimination in wages and 68 percent felt that
blacks faced discrimination in gaining managerial positions. Yet, only 39
percent of black respondents to the same survey reported that they had
personally faced discrimination in the labor market (Sigelman and
Welch 1991, 55-57).
Our broad objective is to examine the utility of general population
surveys for illuminating personal reports of labor market discrimina-
tion. Our specific analytical purposes in this chapter are threefold. First,
we analyze data expressly designed to contain multiple-item measures
of possible encounters with racial discrimination in the workplace, as
well as a detailed open-ended description of one of these encounters. We
suspect that the relatively low rates of reported personal encounters
with discrimination found in many surveys reflect reliance on reSponses
to one question or 3 small number of general items. Second, we analyze
data from a multiethnic labor market. The great bulk of social research
on the problem of racial discrimination has focused on the black experi-
ence. Although important in its own right, this focus is constraining in
at least two ways. The U.S. population is far more racially diverse. But
also, given the concentration of many recent Asian and Hispanic-Latino
immigrants in major urban centers with large black populations {Wal-
dinger 1989), even those primarily interested in the status of African
Americans must increasingly pay attention to the altered dynamics of
workplaces and larger labor markets in the newly multiethnic social
context. Third, we also assess the impact of personal encounters with
discrimination on a broader sense of racial-ethnic identity and attach-
ment. What constitutes discrimination can be a matter of judgment. It
thus seems important to determine how closely connected the personal
reporting of discrimination is to other indicators of ethnic awareness.

Background

There is no uniformly accepted definition of discrimination in the so-
cial sciences. The social processes involved in discrimination are €nor-
mously complex. It may take direct and indirect forms, involve blatant
or subtle acts, have both immediate and longer-term effects on individ-
uals and on broader social relations between groups. Students of dis-
crimination also differ in the research questions they examine, the
levels of analyses they conduct (for example, interpersonal versus mac-
rosocial), and the political values they hold. All these considerations
have made arriving at a single conceptualization of discrimination diffi-

cult (see Pettigrew and Taylor 1990).
Our interest is in learning what individuals can relate to us about
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their own encounters with discrimination. For this purpose a service-
able definition conceives of discrimination as “involving actions that
serve to limit the social, political, or economic opportunities of particu-
lar groups” {Fredrickson and Knobel 1982, 31). Our focus is thus on the
interpersonal, observable experience of discrimination. We are con-
cerned with discrimination that individuals are aware of and can thus
potentially relate to an interviewer when asked about it.

Even when the term is defined in this manner, however, many re-
searchers remain skeptical of the utility of general population surveys
{and possibly any quantitatively oriented methodology) for illuminating
processes of discrimination. Writing two decades ago, Joe Feagin and
Douglas Lee Eckberg argued that: “By emphasizing census data, survey
data, laboratory settings, and the mathematical analysis of existing data,
social science will not deal with phenomena such as discrimination that
might occur in natural settings” {1980, 18). This reservation doubtless
played a part in the reliance on 209 snowball sample in-depth interviews
in a major study of the black middle class conducted by Joe Feagin and
Melvin Sikes, who emphasize that such data provide a “richness of ma-
terial unavailable in surface-level analyses based on surveys and opinion
polls” (1994, x). An element of this skepticism is hinted at in the impor-
tant analyses of surveys of employers that have largely stressed patterns
derived from in-depth interviews (Kirschenman and Neckerman 1991
Neckerman and Kirschenman 1991).

To our knowledge, Lee Sigelman and Susan Welch (1991} provide
the only in-depth survey-based effort to map and model personal report:
of discrimination. Analyzing national data on African Americans, the
found that 60 percent reported at least one encounter with discrimina
tion spanning the life domains of work, housing, and education. Th
main determinants of reports of discrimination were sex, age, education
subjective class identification, and subjective feelings of economic inse
curity. Men were slightly more likely to report discrimination thas
women, older blacks more than the young, the highly educated mor
than the poorly educated, and those identifying with the working clas
and feelings of economic insecurity.*

Previous research points to a number of workplace characteristic
and dynamics that are likely to influence the odds of encountering di
crimination. Public-sector employment is often seen as a site of les
discrimination at point of entry and a generally more hospitable climat
for minorities than the private sector (Bean and Tienda 1987; Farle
1984). Smaller firms often have less formal recruitment and hiring pr
cedures than do large firms, which may open the door wider to processt
of discrimination (Waldinger 1986). The racial-ethnic background of :
individual’s coworkers and supervisors can also influence the likelihoc



PRISMATIC METROPOLIS

of encountering discrimination in the workplace {Pettigrew and Martin
1987).

Previous research suggests that one of the principal mechanisms of
discrimination is informal social networks (Feagin and Sikes 1994).
Within larger industrial sectors (Waldinger and Bailey 1991} and within
specific work sites or locations (Braddock and McPartland 1987, it is
the patterns of interaction, association, and information sharing that
play a critical role in who gets extended opportunities for employment,
pay raises, and promotions. If this is true, we should find that when
called upon to describe discriminatory experiences, respondents identify
exclusion from important information and decision-making networks as
a key factor.?

Results
Reports of Discrimination

In interviews with respondents to the Los Angeles Study of Urban In-
equality, we asked four questions about personal experience with racial-
ethnic discrimination in the labor market. The percentage answering
yes to each possible form of discrimination is shown by race of respon-
dent in table 14.1. With only one exception, African Americans and La-
tinos were the most likely to report direct personal experience with dis-
crimination in the workplace. White and Asian American respondents
were usually less likely to report such experiences. The one exception
occurs for reports that a supervisor has used racial or ethnic slurs during
the past year, where we find that whites {11.5 percent] reported a higher
rate of hearing such comments than did blacks (7.9 percent) or Asian
Americans {3.5 percent). This instance, however, may deviate from the
pattern observed for the other items because white subordinates were
hearing their white supervisors use racial epithets or slurs directed
against other racial minorities and not at themselves.*

In general, the reported rates of experience with discrimination
were low. None of the four individual items yields as much as 50 per-
cent of the respondents of any race indicating that they experienced a
particular form of discrimination. The single most frequently cited form
of discrimination involves perhaps the most extreme form: refusal of
employment. Reports of having been refused employment were given by
more than two out of five African Americans, 16 percent of Latinos, and
approximately one in ten white and Asian American respondents.

The relatively low rates of response to any single item, however,
would surely underestimate the likelihood that any given individual has
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TABLE 14.1 Personal Experience of Racial Discrimination in the
Workplace, by Respondent Race

Respondent Race and Percentage “Yes”

African Asian
Type of Discrimination White American American Latino
Supervisor used racial slurs 11.5% 7.9% 3.5% 12.0%”
General racial discrimination 8.5 22.6 6.9 13.3*
Pay or promotion slower 6.2 16.7 2.8 8.6*
Refused a job 11.0 44.7 11.6 16.0*

QUESTION WORDING: (1) During the {past year/last year you worked) has/dic
your supervisor or boss ever use racial slurs; (2) During the (past year/last yea
you worked) have/did you experience racial or ethnic discrimination at you
place of work because of your race Or ethnicity?; {3) Have you ever felt at an
time in the past that others at your place of employment got promotions or pa’
raises faster than you did because of your race or ethnicity?; and (4) Have yo1
ever felt at any time in the past that you were refused a job because of your rac

or ethnicity?

Source: Los Angeles.Study of Urban Inequality 1994. ) 3
Note: Base Ns for whites range from 531 to 790; for African Americans, from 765 to 1,05¢
for Asian Americans, from 459 to 821; and for Latinos, from 692 to 900. These range

reflect different skip patterns for each question asked.
*p < .001

encountered discrimination in the workplace. A somewhat more robus
gauge of its overall likelihood can be obtained by examining the c
mulative frequency of discrimination (see table 14.2). Bar and away, A
rican Americans were the most likely to report encountering racial di
crimination. Just under 60 percent (58.9 percent) responded positively
at least one of the personal experience of discrimination items. In adc
tion, African Americans were the most likely to- encounter multip
forms of discrimination. Approximately 30 percent reported experien
ing two or more forms of discrimination, with one in ten respondi
positively to three or more of the four items. Latinos followed blacks
the personal experience of discrimination queue, with 30.9 percent
porting encounters with at least one type of discrimination. One in fc
whites reported encountering some form of discrimination, while Asi
Americans reported the least, at 21.6 percent. Asian Americans,
should be noted, are the minority group most likely to have supervis
of the same race (56.2 percent; se¢ table 14A.2). Hence, the relativ
low rates of personal discrimination reported by Asian Americans o
be partly attributable to their greater immersion in an ethnic econol

enclave.
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TABLE 14.2 Cumulative Frequency of Personal Experience of
Racial Discrimination in the Workplace, by
Respondent Race

African Asian

Cumulative Frequency White American American Latino
0 74.9% 41.1% 78.4% 69.1%
1 15.4 . 304 13.5 18.8
2 6.0 20.1 6.8 6.1
3 3.6 6.8 1.1 4.4
4 0.1 1.6 0.1 1.5
Percentage reporting any

discrimination 25.1 58.9 21.6 30.9*
Mean 39 97 31 50"

Source: Los Angeles Study of Urban Inequality 1994.
*p < .001 .

Social Background
and Workplace Factors

Table 14.3 shows the percentage of respondents reporting any experience
of racial discrimination by respondent race and the social background
factors of nativity, sex, age, education, occupation, and income. The
largest and most consistent effects are found for level of education. As
education levels increase, so do the percentages reporting discrimination
among both African American and Asian American respondents. The
gradient for both groups is quite sharp, with a 50-plus percentage point
difference separating those who did not finish high school from those
with postgraduate training. The importance of postgraduate training
emerged sharply for both blacks and Asian Americans. Virtually all Afri-
can Americans (98 percent) in the highest educational category reported
experiencing at least one form of racial discrimination in the workplace.
Sixty-four percent of the most highly educated (postgraduate training)
Asian Americans did so, a rate nearly three times that for Asian respon-
dents who had only completed college.

Aside from the education effects observed among the African Amer-
ican and Asian American respondents, the social background variables
do not have strong connections to the likelihood of encountering work-
place discrimination. Among the black and. Asian American respon-
dents, there is a tendency for the reported experience of discrimination
to rise with increasing occupational standing, but this presumably re-
flects the strong effect of education. The weak or nonexistent effects of
occupation and income strongly suggest that the experience of discrimi-
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TABLE 14.3 Percentage Reporting Any Personal Experience of
Racial Discrimination in the Workplace, by Social
Background Factors and Respondent Race

African Asian )
White American American Latino
Nativit .
Um’tzd States 249 62.4 21.8 25.5
Foreign 26.3 28.8 21.6 33.1
SeI%/lale 29.2* 58.2 28.4** 3:‘}.0‘ *
Female 21.0 59.5 17.0 25.7
Age * W *
Twenty-one to thirty-five 27.5 53.8 19% %?(5)
Thirty-six to fifty 26.8 68.4 22;.0 38.1
Fifty-one to sixty-five 17.3 58.5 17. 46.3=
Sixty-six Or more v 20.4° 49.3 — .
Education . o
Zero to eleven years gg ggi 1%?, g?l.;
Twelve . . . .
Thirteen to fifteen %2? gég %23{ ?ﬁé
Sixteen . : 23. 21.3
Sixteen plus or more 24.1 98.0 63.6 51.1
Occupation _ e
Lower-blue-collar 25.1% 58.2 2% 2%?
Upper-blue-collar 38.4 56.0 2.4 3
Lower-white-collar 26.3 56.5 ?)) . 94..5
Upper-white-collar 20.5 673 23.9 24.
Income .
< $5,999 279 56.4} 17.42 ggi
$6,000 to 16,999 34.6 56.5 gi 21.9
$17,000 to 31,999 24.5 58.5 12. 36.4
$32,000 or more : 22.9 64.3 46.8 .

Source: Los Angeles Study of Urban Inequality 1994. ) o
]\?otec: Base Ns fgor whites range from 515 to 517; for African Americans, from 757 to 758;
for Asian Americans, from 4472 to 446; and for Latinas and Latinos, from 675 to 679.
sCell count less than 10.

*p<.057p< 01, -**p < .00L.

nation in the workplace tends to occur across the class spectruml. There
is also a tendency among the African American apd A51:21n American
respondents for reports of discriminajcion to be hlghesjc in th.e pnm(e1
working-age category of thirty-six to fifty years old. Whlte:, Lgtxpo, an

Asian American males are slightly more likely to report discrimination
than are their female counterparts. Native-born blacks are substantially
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more likely to report discrimination than are foreign-born blacks. Sur-
prisingly, there is little evidence of an effect of nativity on reports of
discrimination among Latino or Asian American respondents.

It is important to determine whether certain types of workplace
characteristics contribute to the likelihood of reporting discrimination.
Hence, table 14.4 reports the experience of any discrimination by the
workplace characteristics of type of employment (public or private sec-
tor), size of firm, race of supervisor, sex of supervisor, and racial mix of
coworkers. In general, workplace characteristics that bring increased
chances of interethnic contact, especially contact with other-race au-
thority figures, appear to be associated with higher rates of reported dis-
crimination. Race of supervisor and race of coworkers most consistently
affect the likelihood that a respondent will report having encountered
discrimination. Indeed, the relative rates of reported discrimination
closely parallel the likelihood of having a supervisor of another race.
The two groups most likely to report discrimination, African Americans
and Latinos, are also the two groups most likely to have other race su-
pervisors {69.7 percent and 57.1 percent, respectively; see table 14A.2).
Likewise, the significant affect of public-sector employment among
black and Asian respondents, for the latter in particular, suggests that
movement out of private and presumably co-ethnic-owned enterprises
increases the chances of experiencing discrimination.

In order to better understand the likely social processes involved
with reports of discrimination, we estimated a series of multivariate
logit models predicting the log-odds of reporting any experience of dis-
crimination using both. the social background variables and workplace
characteristic measures. The results are shown separately by race in ta-
ble 14.5 for the full model. We estimated the logit models in a three-step
process. At the first stage, the models fit only a constant term. At the
second stage, we introduce all the social background variables. At the
third stage, we introduce all the workplace characteristic variables. With
the exception of white respondents, two patterns hold: introducing the
set of social background variables always brings a significant improve-
ment in fit for the model; and introducing the workplace variables al-
ways brings an improvement in fit over a model including only the so-
cial background variables. Only the latter pattern holds among whites.

The odds of reporting discrimination by whites does not hinge to a
significant degree on nativity, age, education, occupation, or income,
though there is a borderline effect in the full model for men as con-
trasted to women. As a result, the second-stage model including only
these variables is not a significant improvement over the constant
model (difference chi-square = 23.42, df. = 15, ns). Although the third
stage, or full model, which introduces the workplace variables is a sig-
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TABLE 14.4 Percentage Reporting Any Personal Experience of
Racial Discrimination in the Workplace, by
Characteristics of the Workplace and Respondent Race

African Asian Latina or
White American American Latino
Type of company X .
yIlg’rivate 25.4 56.5 19.9 gég
Public 23.4 66.1 39.2 .

Size V * * ak *
very small (<10 25.4 46.1 lgg 33’,912
small or mid (10 to 49) 24.4 59.1 & 3
medium {50 to 499) 28.0 65.6 37. 25.1
large (500+) 20.5 54.7 31.0 .

orkers .

Rawcehoigecow 22.2* 73.0*** 31.0 31 i
African American 46.3° 53.7 90.2 3;63
Asian American 38.3° 89.2 10.0a 29.5
Latino 33.4 65.7 16.7 .

Racweh(i)fesupemsor 22.3** 57.5 25.9%" 35.3:
African American 35.6° 53.2 54.1 :1526
Asian American 53.0 70.4 16.9a 26.4
Latino 34.0 73.2 23.7 .

isor

Sein’l(a){esuperVI 272 67.2*** 23.4 33:1
Female 20.7 48 .4 16.4 25.5

- Los Angeles Study of Utrban Inequality 1994. ) o
f\?;lti:ieBase Ns fgor whites range from 510 to 515; for African Amernicans, from 752 to 758;

for Asian Americans, from 436 to 446; and for Latinos, from 665 t0 679.

sCell count less than ten.
“p < 05, **p <01, 77p <001

nificant improvement in fit (difference chi-square = .2-1.48,. d.f. = 9,
p < .05), only one variable has a significant effect: }vhl_tes_ w1jch Asian
American supervisors were more likely to report dlggnmmatlon. It is
worth noting that there is an effect of borderline significance for having
African American coworkers (b = 1.20, s.c. = .68_, p= .075)._

Among African Americans we found a signihcant curvilinear effect
of age, with discrimination highest in the middle age ranges and‘ 1ow§r
for younger and older blacks. In addition, thgre are clear edu.canor}lli ef-
fects, with reports of discrimination increasing in monotonic fa§ on
with increasing education. Although adding the workplgce Vanabifs
brought a significant improvement in fit of the model (difference chi-
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square = 29.21, df. = 9, p < .001), only sex of supervisor (male) signifi-
cantly increased reports of discrimination.

Among Asian Americans, we found that the most highly educated
group reported substantially more discrimination than did those with
less education. Likewise, Asians in upper-white-collar occupations re-
ported more discrimination than did those in blue-collar occupations.
Both of these patterns suggest that high-status Asian Americans are
striving to assimilate and move out of the ethnic enclave economy but
encountering greater discrimination when they do so. Men reported
more discrimination than women. And those with African American
coworkers reported very high levels of discrimination.

For our Latino respondents, we found that the foreign-born were
more likely to report discrimination than the native-born. There is also

a significant effect of age, with younger and older Latinos reporting -

more discrimination than those in the middle age range. In addition,
those with African American coworkers or white supervisors tended to
report more discrimination.

It is worth noting that size of firm never has a significant effect on
the odds of reporting discrimination. Similarly, the public- versus pri-
vate-sector distinction does not influence the odds of reporting discrimi-
nation.’ To the extent that workplace factors matter for personal reports
of discrimination, they seem largely to involve something about the mix
and characteristics of coworkers and supervisors.

Open-Ended Descriptions

In order to develop a richer sense of what the experience of discrimina-
tion involves, we asked one open-ended question seeking a fuller de-
scription of the discrimination experience. This question, which asked
“What happened that made you feel that way?” followed the item on
whether the respondent had ever faced racial discrimination in terms of
rates of pay or promotion. Generally, we think, the open-ended re-
sponses substantially clarify and flesh out the closed-ended reports of
discrimination, though it is important to emphasize that the open-ended
question followed the item on pay and promotion differences. This prob-
ably somewhat narrows the base of possible reports of discrimination,
and as a result may point to dynamics a bit different from those sug-
gested when analyzing overall rates of exposure to discrimination. Table
14.6 shows the distribution of responses among white respondents,
while table 14.7 shows the responses of African American, Asian Ameri-
can, and Latino respondents. It was necessary to separate responses in
this fashion due to the largely nonoverlapping character of the answers
given by white as contrasted to racial minority respondents.
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TABLE 14.6 Distribution of Open-Ended Descriptions of Pay or
Promotion Discrimination Among White Respondents

Major Reasons {and Subcategories) Percentage Frequency
i 35
Reverse discrimination (;é.g) (35)
{more promotion chances) (20.4)
{minority quotas) o (14.3)
{general minority favoritism) (10.2)
{higher minority pay} . 5
Other white ethnicity favored 10.2 W
8.1

Gender discrimination

Other nonracial (for example, age L0 "
nepotism, favoritism) .

(1)
Not ascertained 2.0

‘ Source: Los Angeles Study of Urban Inequality 1994

On the whole, recall that fewer than one in ten Whlte resp](j)lndiritz
reported experiencing pay or promotion discrimination. As ta1 aic; o ;)f
shows, of this number, nearly three—fou_rths (?1 4 perce?t) com;} lained o)
some form of reverse discrimination involving a pre eren?le ace)
minorities over whites (though only one respondent actually ugetaﬂed
phrase “reverse discrimination”). The table also shqws a more e ailed
specification of the reverse discrimination cqmplamts into a)sste}rle ons
that minorities have easier chances for prorpotmn !26.5 pelgzent , o
of minority quotas {20.4 percent), wage de.fere.njuals {10. perc; ,
general remarks about favqritism toward minorities (14.3 percent).

Multiple Ethnic Cleavages One of the immed1ajcely sl'gkag qoliilé
ties to the open-ended comments is th_e extent to which w ites repd tec
experiences of discrimination in relation to Latinos anfi ASla-nSlgnwhite
merely in relation to blacks. For exgmple, a tinrty-sm-yez.n—o | white
woman who worked as a clerk explamed. that:_ 1 went anjlgly v
November and returned demoted and a Hispanic got my jOb- ! SO hailghez
two people above me is Hispanic. She promot_es -Hlspa(xlncs 01SO o
position pay raises over whites who have sempnty and are z;d e
qualified for those jobs.” According to a .thlrty-twc.)-?lfear-o white
woman who worked as a stationary engineer in a plant: My1 sup; isor
was a Filipino man and when a Filipino girl came [szhe] got & ot odB
leges and he didn’t blame her for anything. But me: 1 was blamed.

ifici i these descriptions of the dis-
Specificity of Accounts Sometimes t : dis-
cfimir)?ation experience, though usually brief, spoke directly to a particu
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lar incident. For example, a thirty-six-year-old white man who worked
- as a computer systems analyst explained that: “Another Hispanic em-
ployee was promoted ahead of me. He had less experience with the com-
pany.” Likewise, a thirty-nine-year-old white woman who worked as a
manager in a food service establishment claimed that: “There were all
Hispanics. During promotion the supervisor gave promotions to every
Hispanic, but not me. That’s the reason I quit.” “They preferred a black
woman because they need racial balance in the office where I worked,”
according to a thirty-four-year-old white female account auditor. Or, in
the case of a twenty-seven-year-old white woman who worked in an
office support capacity: “Another girl who arrived at the same time [I
did] [was] Filipino and most of the people at higher levels are either of
different origin, Filipino or Asian men. She’s in line for a promotion.”

General Resentments Many of the comments, however, were less
concrete or did not seem to speak to a direct personal experience of
discrimination at all. Sometimes respondents spoke of a general percep-
tion of how the work situation in their field was operating. For instance,
a forty-nine-year-old white man working as an electrician in the enter-
tainment industry said: “Different types of shows that are happening.
With black television series, they prefer you to hire black employees if
you can. When I first started on this job, you’d rarely see women work-
ing or Asians or Latinos.” These more generalized perceptions often in-
volve negative references to affirmative action or quotas, such as the
response of a twenty-six-year-old white man who works as a guard:
“Courtappointed standards make unfair standards for different races.”
Similar remarks were made by a sixty-two-year-old white man who

worked as an educational administrator: “Race and gender preference in
civil rights legislation. Blacks and females got jobs faster and got pro-
moted more.” One respondent simply stated: “The politics.” When
asked, “Can you be more specific?” by the interviewer, she responded:
“Just general perception.” And when asked if there was “anything else,”

the forty-year-old who worked in the clergy simply said: “No.” The one
instance among white respondents of using the phrase “reverse discrim-

ination” also was a vague reference to general conditions rather than a
description of a direct personal experience: “A case of reverse discrimi-

nation. Universities are in the main ‘race-sensitive.” Prefer minorities

over whites,” explained a forty-six-year-old white male office super-
visor. Thus, in a number of cases, the claim of experiencing direct per-

sonal discrimination among our white respondents appears to involve a
more generalized discontent or grievance against at least affirmative ac-
tion pressures if not also against minorities more broadly.
A few respondents pointed to instances of discrimination among
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1 had worked at a job for three years already and-when an English guy came
after 2 month he got promoted. Although he always wanted for me to help
him out. This was at a clinic. I felt that this was very unfair. The guy
didn’t know anything about the job, yet he had preference over the others
and myself.—thirty-two-year—old Latina, property manager

1 was more experienced. I was on the job longer and I trained a white male
for the job. He was promoted before me.—forty-three-year-old African
American woman, legal assistant .

You see one white nurse who doesn’t have the experience that other Asian
or Hispanic nurse[s have] but she got promoted to charge nurse job.—
thirty-six-year-old Asian American woman, registered nurse

Five years ago L had a prejudiced white femnale supervisor. Others got a pay
raise, while I did not. So I went to her supervisor and complained and later
I received a raise comparable to the others.—forty-year-old African Ameri-
can woman, licensed practical nurse

Although minority respondents were significantly more likely to offer
concrete descriptions of discrimination than were white respondents, there
are a number of accounts that are less concrete.” Unlike the vague explana-
tions offered by some white respondents, however, the vague accounts
offered by minority respondents did not involve broad resentments of affir-
mative action pressures. Instead, they involved general reference to favori-
tism toward specific groups, disadvantages confronted by members of the
respondent’s racial group, ora blunt assertion of discrimination:

They have special preferences to [whites]. They get more money.—thirty-
four-year-old Latino, drafting technician

I feel the whites got promoted more often because they were white.—sev-
enty-year-old African American man, tool and die maker

Whites get promoted faster.—fifty-year-old Asian American man, civil en-
gineer

The Generality of Ethnocentrism and Bias A common thread link-
ing the responses of our white, African American, Asian American, and
Latino respondents was the perception of general ethnocentric bias. 1f the
ranks of supervisory positions and/or owners were filled by members of a
different racial-ethnic group, there was a possibility of ethnic favoritism:

Supervisors seem to push/promote their own kind.—thirty-seven-year-old
African American man, distribution clerk

Hispanics are always paid the lowest wages. Others get more on any
jobs.——thirty-two-year—old Latino, real estate manager
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In [the] sixties and seventies at [my] former job, all white people got pro-
motions and very few Asians got promotions.—sixty-eight—year—old Asian
American man, truck driver

The suggestion of general ethnocentrism comes through as well in refer-
ence to a great variety of bases of preference other than race, such as
national origin or religion. The apparent aniversal sensitivity to the

-prospect of ethnocentric bias in the workplace may signal an important

part of the processes by which groups come to specialize in particular
economic niches and act to achieve “#occupational closure” (Waldinger
1986).

Many respondents offered only brief descriptions. Some of the brev-
ity in the remarks of minority respondents in answer to our request to

describe the discrimination they had experienced appeared to reflect
genuine exasperation at having to explain repeatedly experienced prob-
lems of discrimination that to them seemed obvious. For example, when
asked the open-ended follow-up question, a forty-year-old African Amer-

ican man who worked as a machinist initially refused to answer the

.question. But then he asserted: “It’s obvious. People with less time

”g

come in and get promoted over you because they are white.

The Importance of Networks Many of the open-ended comments
from minority respondents strongly suggest that the process of discrimi-
nation is played out through networks of information sharing and inter-
action. From the vantage point of many of our minority respondents, the
crucial decision-making ranks are overwhelmingly staffed by whites
who come to favor other whites at pay or promotion time, either
through greater trust, comfort and familiarity, or friendship, or direct
family ties:

All the higher positions are white.—twenty-nine-year-old Asian American
woman, registered nurse

Supervisor usually promote[s] relative or somebody he knows. One time,
[a] white male supervisor said, “1 hate men and Orientals,” and told me,
#you'll never make it.” He promoted [a] white woman he was seeing.—
thirty-two-year-old Asian American man, postal worker

There were positions with the organization that have never been filled by a
Hispanic. I was qualified but denied the position.-—ﬁfty-one-year-old La-

tino, manager in a service organization

Because my boss gets along better with people of his own race.—thirty-
three-year-old Latina, food preparer -
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the best-paid jobs.” In contrast, 2 thirty-nine—year-old Asian American
woman who worked as a cook complained: “Overtime is paid to His-
panics, but not to Koreans.” Or, as a thirty-three-year—old Asian Ameri-
can male secretary said: “[The] manager is Hispanic. For new jobs she
advertises only in La Opinion [the largest Spanish-language paper in Los
Angeles). Hispanics are allowed to work overtime for one hour but paid
for the whole day on Saturdays.”

Emotional Impact One of the concerns of recent research on dis-
crimination is the emotional impact it may have on those who experi-
ence it. At one level, any claim of experience with discrimination de-
notes an encounter with perceived unfair treatment and is thus
potentially upsetting. At another level, however, review of the open-

~ended accounts suggested considerable variability in the explicitness of

emotional upset or anger. The overwhelming fraction of respondent re-
marks reflect some degree of emotional upset.’ Nonetheless, by a slight
margin, signs of emotional upset were more often manifest in the com-
ments of our African American (87.7 percent), Asian American {75.0 per-
cent), and Latino respondents (89.2 percent) than among-white respon-
dents (57.4 percent, chi-square = 26.51,df. =3, p< .001).

The Connection to Ethnic Awareness

Interpreting experiences in the workplace as discrimination may be
bound up with or contribute to a broader sense of ethnic awareness. We
conceive of ethnic awareness as concerning the degree of feelings of at-
tachment and significant subjective involvement with others sharing a
common racial-ethnic background. We employ two indicators of the de-
gree of ethnic awareness: a measure of “common fate ethnic identity,”
and a measure of the degree of perceived labor market discrimination
against members of one’s racial-ethnic group generally. A sense of com-
mon fate is a critical element of group identity formation (Tajfel 1982
and powerfully affects the political attitudes and behaviors of African
Americans (Gurin, Hatchett, and Jackson 1989; Tate 1993; Dawsor
1994). Perceptions of discrimination, likewise, are regarded as core ele
ments in a potentially politicized sense of group awareness {(Gurin
Miller, and Gurin 1980). Distributions by race for these two items ar
shown in table 14.8.

In general, the ethnic awareness measures suggest that Africa
Americans and Latinos, the two groups most likely to report person:
experiences of discrimination in the labor market, were also the mo:
ethnically aware. To be sure, most respondents expressed some degree (
common fate identity with their racial group as a whole. But this ter
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TABLE 14.8 Ethnic Awareness by Respondent Race

) African Asian
White American  American Latino
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A lot 20.2 39.5 20.3 27.0
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-
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tests, the impact of personal discrimination was significant. Both of the
exceptions came when predicting the ethnic common fate identity mea-
sure. One of these exceptions occurred among white respondents, where
the effect of personal discrimination was in the right direction but
barely of borderline significance (b = .16, s.e. = .11, p = .11). The other
occurred among Latinos (b = .14, s.e. = .10, n.s.).

Personal discrimination is associated with increasing strength of
common fate ethnic identity among blacks (b= .40, s.e. = .09,
p < .001) and among Asians (b = .37, s.e. = .13, p < .01). With respect
to perceived discrimination against one’s group, we find a significant net
association, regardless of race. Among the white (b = .21, s.e. = .09,
p < .05), African American (b = .22, s.e. = .05, p < .001), Asian Ameri-
can (b = .30, se. =.09, p<.0l), and Latino respondents {b = .33,

s.e. = .07, p < .001), as personal reports of discrimination increased so
too did the likelihood of perceiving one’s group as collectively facing
discrimination.

Given the cross-sectional nature of the data it is, of course, impossi-
ble to specify in which direction the causality flows. For that reason we
are careful to discuss the effects observed in tables 14.9 and 14.10 as
uassociations” rather than as cause-and-effect relations. Over the life-
course there are almost certainly reciprocal effects between an individ-
ual’s interpretation of direct personal experiences of discrimination and
his or her sense of ethnic awareness. Greater ethnic awareness, all else
equal, probably increases the chances of interpreting certain workplace
experiences and conditions as constituting discrimination based on race.
Conversely, concluding that one has experienced racial discrimination
at work probably deepens a sense of ethnic awareness.

‘We are reassured about the likely flow of effects as we have spe-
cified them by the significant impact of personal discrimination on eth-
nic awareness net of respondent education among our African American
and Asian American respondents. It seems clear that the highly edu-
cated are unusnally well adept at interpreting certain experiences as
constituting racial discrimination, at least among blacks and Asians (see
tables 14.3 and 14.5). But education is not the whole story. There ap-
pears to be something about interpreting an experience as involving dis-
crimination that carries over for measures of ethnic awareness above
and beyond whatever it is that greater education does to increase sensi-
tivity to discrimination.

We took one further step to verify our specification of the models
that assume that personal discrimination is likely to contribute to
a sense of ethnic awareness. Each of the models in tables 14.9 and

14.10 involving significant effects for personal discrimination were re-

estimated, including either the group discrimination variable when pre-
(Text continues on p. 548.)
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dicting common fate ethnic identity or the common fate identity vari-
able when predicting group discrimination. In every instance the per-
s<')ne.11 discrimination variable continued to have a significant ’net asso-
ciation, and the size of the coefficient changed only trivially. Taken as a
Whole, then, these results suggest that personal reports of discrimina-
tion are not merely the interpretive product of ethnic awareness. Experi-
encing discrimination personally seems to reinforce or enhance com-
mon fat.e ethnic identity (net of education and general perceptions of
group discrimination) and to increase perceptions of group discrimina-
tion (net of education and of common fate ethnic identity).

Conclusion

Examinations of racial attitudes are among the most enduring topics of
survey-based research in the United States (Converse 1987; Hyman
1991 i Smith 1987). The issue of race was an important conce,rn in the
clgssm ?merican Soldier studies (Stouffer 1949) and was the subject of a
series of pioneering surveys conducted by NORC in the 194
apd_Shefltsley 1956; Taylor, Greeley, ang Sheatsley 1978). Doess;gli_grill'?ig
distinguished and ongoing tradition of research (Schuman, Steeh, and
Bobo 1985; Niemi, Mueller, and Smith 1989}, Feagin and otI{ers are’right
to note the lack of sustained survey-based research on discrimination
per se. Our aim has been to begin to fill this critical lacuna and to stem
'_che growing impression that general population samples cannot mean-
ingfully illuminate actual social processes of discrimination. We believe
that they can and in ways that allow one to exploit the other strengths
of large systematic sample surveys.

These analyses support five noteworthy conclusions about the per-
sonal experience of racial discrimination in a major multiethnic labor
market. First, there were substantial group differences in levels of re-
ported experiences of discrimination. In general, minority respondents
Fe.ported more encounters with discrimination than did whites. Minor-
ities were also more likely to relate concrete instances of discrimination
When a§ked an open-ended follow-up than did whites and more often
did s0 in a fashion suggestive of emotional distress or upset. African
Ax‘ne_ncar.ls clearly reported the highest levels of encounters with dis-
crimination in the workplace. Latinos followed blacks in the discrimi-
nation queue, though the two are separated by an order of magnitude
difference. This discrimination can take strong forms, with the most
frequet,ntly cited type involving the denial of employment. We found lit-
tle evidence that the experience of discrimination in the workplace was
concentrated at a particular place in the class hierarchy. Save for the
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substantial differences by level of education, discrimination appears to
occur across the class spectrum.

Qur analyses are based on respondent reports of personal experi-
ences, neither controlled experiments Or anditing methodology nor
based on an observer's judgments of actual behaviors or situations.”
That is, we measured the subjective individual salience of workplace
racial discrimination. This is a different type of outcome than proba-
bilities of employment, wage rates, OI occupational standing and mo-
bility. It is thus not surprising that personal discrimination of this type
may have roots in 2 somewhat different mix of individual and work-
place characteristics than do these other types of outcomes (for example,
the relative lack of importance of the public- versus private-sector dis-
tinction).

We take any claim of having experienced discrimination seriously.
Feagin {1991) rightly reminds us that the experience of discrimination is
painful and rarely an eagerly embraced interpretation of one’s experi-
ences. More important, in some respects what individuals believe about
the experiences of discrimination is of great social consequence. As we
have shown, personal discrimination reinforces a sense of common fate
ethnic identity and increases the perception of collective discrimination
against members of one’s group. It may also affect other workplace and
labor market-relevant behaviors (such as job change and job search be-
havior), though this is a matter for future research.

In addition, the overall levels of discrimination we found are best
regarded as Jower-bound estimates of the likelihood that individuals of
any given race encounter discrimination in the workplace. Some types
of discrimination are difficult to observe by the individual and thus
could not be taken into account in a self-report. Most important, we
asked only four questions, and could have addressed a number of other
potential forms of bias. The weight of both considerations, we believe,
leans in the direction of regarding our reported levels of discrimination
as lower- rather than upper-bound estimates.

Second among our major conclusions: across race-ethnicity there
was a strong expectation and reported experience of ethnocentric bias in
the workplace. The thread that most strongly connects the open-ended
responses of our white, African American, Asian American, and Latino
respondents is mutual sensitivity to in-group favoritism that may occur
when coworkers, SuUpervisors, those with decision-making authority, or
owners are of a different racial-ethnic background.

One immediate implication of these results is that there are a num-
ber of points of potential racial-ethnic group conflict in the workplace,
as opposed to one great overwhelmingly salient divide. That is, there are
as many potential sources of conflict as there are possible pairings of
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v»lforkers ofhl different racial-ethnic group backgrounds. Two that bear
close watching in the future are the Lati ja :
atino and Asian American cas

- . - ‘c

fmd thg W}lute and Asian American case. These two types of pairings arc
increasingly common and, our results indicate, far from free of feelings

of racial discrimination, competition, and conflict.

AS‘aThnrd among our major conclusions: many of the African American
o ; n Amencan_, and Latino respondents who reported discrimination,
re a perception of the current ubiquity of white privilége in the

workplace:

[It’s a] race problem. Whites
. _ . get promoted faster.—thirty- -
Asian American man, financial manager e thiry-three-year-old

What happens is that t i i
What drivir at they favor white people.—forty-five-year-old Latino

Whites are always over blacks. Th
S . They got promotions and I didn’t.— -
three-year-old Afrlgan American man, social worker didnft—forey

White guys always receive high
: : er wages and more jobs than th i
and blacks.—thirty-nine-year-old Latino carpenter ] ¢ Lacinos

Well, ah, whites ju i

just get special treatment.—twen i .
- . - ty-nine-year- n
American woman, police officer old Africa

z;s Slscusfsed, our open-ended responses suggest that the ubiquitous per-
Wp 1ion (f) white adyan.tage rests in the subtle operation of informal net-
plzzes :fﬁ comgmcaﬁon and interaction among whites in the work
. can ericans, Asian Americans, and Lati -

, atinos frequently feel

Eﬁiﬂliﬁl irr(i)tr;l ;he:s;. networll:s. Whites may well feel equally exc{uded

ocial networks. But minority social -

o minorey . t 1al networks are a good

y to include supervisory personn i
‘ . , el, business owners, or
?1:25? r:l\{lth Y:orkplacedauthorlty. The ubiquity of this perception amlong
inority respondents who had reported discriminati
: : scrimination may also

:fl (icretxced to the observangn of few minorities in positions of autlfority

and 0 rf:peated obgeryanon of promotions and pay raises going tc;
t}c;:s W1}'§h less seniority or less apparent qualification.

Consﬁciuit , c:li.nd per.hap.s most important, it is often the case that what

cons lell ::e dilstcr;m'mgitlon (1isba complex interpretative process. This is
ately indicated by the powerful im .

: ately : pact of level of educa-
t10ne r(;lcl a:lhe lékzhhood of reporting discrimination among our African
Am and Asian American respondents. The i i

: : . . The impact of education
g;)l:,tsu updone posmble ﬁia-nger in generalizing too broadly from samples

o f‘ -e ucated minorities (compare Feagin and Sikes 1994). Without
?hesi 1omnguthe validity of any claim of discrimination, it is clear that

ess well educated among African Americans and Asian Americans
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reported far less discrimination than did the well educated. Indeed,
among blacks virtually every respondent with postgraduate training re-
ported experiencing at least one form of workplace racial discrimina-
tion, as did nearly two-thirds of comparably well educated Asian Ameri-
cans. Reports of experience of workplace discrimination would appear
far less common among a sample composed exclusively of poor and
working-class respondents.

Fifth and last among our major conclusions, our results suggest that
the gap in levels of discrimination between survey-based reports of per-
sonal encounters (low) and those obtained from in-depth interviews
(high), or even within surveys when comparing questions concerning
the individual (low) versus the group (high), may be more apparent than
real (compare Schuman 1972). That is, the disjuncture may reflect the
limited number and often vague character of the questions typically
used in surveys to tap personal encounters with discrimination. Ques-
tions referring to concrete types of situations and, critically, multiple-
item measures of possible forms of discrimination can produce quite
high overall rates of reported encounters with discrimination. In this
regard, the ubiquity of the experience of discrimination suggested in
several recent nonsample survey studies of the black middle class is
directly mirrored in results for our highly educated black and Asian re-
spondents {see, for example, Cose 1993; Feagin and Sikes 1994; Zwei-
genhaft and Dombhoff 1991).

If surveys are to better measure and provide a basis for systematic
research on the relative frequency, form, and processes of modern racial-
ethnic discrimination, then our research suggests that it is important to
draw on multiple-item measures of discrimination. Our questions dealt
exclusively with discrimination in the workplace, yet we found an over-
all rate of encounters with discrimination among African Americans
equivalent to that reported by Sigelman and Welch for measures that
covered, in addition to the workplace, the domains of education and
housing (Sigelman and Welch 1991, 55-56). Multiple-item measures
spanning a number of major life domains, especially when supple-
mented by open-ended questions, may go even further toward erasing
the apparent gap between survey-based assessments of discrimination
and those obtained through in-depth interview and other procedures.

Future survey-based research should do more on several fronts. It is
essential to collect fuller open-ended accounts about the discrimination
experience. Direct probes for the impact of perceived discrimination on
the individual’s emotional state and work productivity need to be exam-
ined. Likewise, explicit examination of the types of responses to dis-
crimination, including the possible pursuit of formal grievances, needs
to be undertaken (see Bobo 1992, 170-71). In all of this, the design and
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execution of surveys will surely be improved by a constant dialogue
with research based in other methodologies, whether it be auditing
studies, in-depth interviews, laboratory experiments, or case studies of
particular industries. ‘

This research bears on matters of much broader scope as well.
These results have implications for the intensifying debate over affirma-
tive action and antidiscrimination efforts. Like an accumulating body of
work using a variety of methods, our data call into question the popular
assumption that racial discrimination against minorities is now a rela-
tively infrequent problem in the workplace. The data also cast strong
doubt on the validity of the perception of widespread minority prefer-
ence over whites in the workplace. '

The authors wish to thank Harry Holzer, Melvin L. Oliver, and Roger Wal-
dinger for their helpful comments on an earlier draft of this chapter. This
research was partly supported by NSF grant SBR9515183.

Appendix
TABLE 14A.1 Background Variables, by Respondent Race
African Asian Latinas and
White American  American Latinos
Nativity
U.S.-born - 84.0% 92.4 11.5 26.3
Foreign-born 16.0 7.6 88.5 73.7
Total N {863) (1119} {1055) (988)
Sex
Male 45.1 43.0 46.7 47.8
Female 549 570 53.3 522
Total N (863) (1119} {1055) {988)
Age
Twenty-one to thirty-five 33.3 449 34.9 53.3
Thirty-six to fifty 34.2 28.6 354 29.8
Fifty-one to sixty-five 20.3 16.4 15.3 14.0
Sixty-six or more 12.3 10.1 14.4 3.0
Total N (862) {1118} (1054) (987}
Education
Zero to eleven years 4.9 11.7 15.1 50.1
Twelve 23.5 32.7 20.9 23.9
Thirteen to fifteen 35.5 40.0 19.8 17.5
Sixteen 25.6 9.1 32.0 6.7
Over sixteen 10.5 6.5 12.2 1.8
Total N (863) (1117) (1054) (988)
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TABLE 14A.1 Continued
African Asian Latinas and
White American American Latinos

Occupation
Lower blue-collar 7.6 9.6 7.4 2 ?g
Upper blue-collar 13.7 25.9 19.6 Y
Lower white-collar 32.6 40.4 33.0 2 1.9
Upper white-collar 46.1 24.1 40.0 .
Total N (711) (882} (748) (837)

I

nc<01§12,000 21.3 22.6 24.7 27.9

$6,000 to $16,999 13.3 21.0 18.9 ;ii
$17,000 to $31,999 26.2 29.1 29.5 9.1
$32,000 or more 39.2 27.4 27.8 .
Total N {659} (787} (591} {804)

Source: Los Angeles Study of Urban Inequality 1994.

TABLE 14A.2 Characteristics of the Workplace, by Respondent
Race
African Asian )
White American American Latino
Type of company
y117)rivate P 85.6% 76.7 94.0 91.6
Public 14.4 23.3 '_6.0 8.4
Total N (711} (883) (754) (839)
Size
very small (<10} 27.3 19.9 43.4 Zgg
small or mid (10 to 49} 25.8 24.4 28.Z 33.0
medium (50 to 499) 32.5 33.% 21.5 30
large (500+) 14.4 22.5 65 72
Total N (700} {875) {723) (82.0)
RaCV\fh?tfecoworkers 83.5 34.5 22.0 18.4
African American 2.2 46.7 3.1 ?)»g
Asian American 3.4 4.1 61.5 g
Latino ) 10.8 14.7 13.3 76.1
Total N (673) (789} {72.8) (814)
R f supervisor
aX?S,sh;)te P 86.3 58.7 37.8 46.4
African American 29 30.3 2.9 4.6
Asian American 4.8 2.2 ‘ 56.2 6.1
Latino 59 8.7 3.1 42.9
Total N {518} {747) (457) (683)

(Table continues on p. 554.)
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TABLE 14A.2 Continued

) African Asian
White American American Latino
Sex of supervisor
Male 67.8 55.5
. . 73.6
frem:lale 32.2 445 26.4 ;zlig
otal N (529) (766) (459) (690}

Source: Los Angeles Study of Urban Inequality 1994.

1. The most prominent research on discrimination has involved an-
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alyses of large-scale quantitative data sources. In such analyses, for
example;, models of income determination are compared for blellcks
and whites who have been equated on major human capital and
labor force experience variables. The remaining black-white gap in
earnings (or occupational status or probability of employment or
]_ob au_thonty), after holding the other relevant variables constant
is typically interpreted as evidence of discrimination. Mary Cor-
coran and Greg Duncan (1978) and Reynolds Farley (1984) provide
excellent examples and reviews of such research (but see also Dun-
can 1969; Featherman and Hauser 1978; Kluegel 1978; Lieberson
ar}d Fuguitt 1967; Siegel 1970). Some research in this vein is begin-
ning to pursue r_nultiethnic comparisons (Tienda and Lii 1987) or to
examine how‘dlscrimination confronts Latinos {Telles and Murgia
1990) and Asian Americans (Duleep and Sanders 1992; Kim and
Lewis 1994; Tang 1993). Unfortunately, multiethnic alllalyses re-
main the exception rather than the rule, and we know of no other

igsearch examining direct reports on the experience of discrimina-
ion.

The conceptual and theoretical reasons for a connection between
Persqnal reports of discrimination and both subjective social class
identity and subjective economic insecurity are unclear. For that
reason we do not pursue analyses using such measures here. How-
ever, the effects of such factors reinforce the important inte'rpreta-
tive aspect of any reported experience of discrimination. We take
up this issue by examining the connection between reports of dis-
crimination and other measures of subjective ethnic awareness (see

~ rest of chapter, especially the discussion of tables 14.7 and 14.8).

Several other vgriables, most notably length of time in the United

IS)tates and English language mastery, have been found to affect la-

18§; 7I)nz‘i}f]kethoutcomes for immigrant groups {Bean and Tienda
. We chose to examine those factors likely t

each of the four racial-ethnic groups. €1y to operate among

SURVEYING RACIAL DISCRIMINATION

As can be seen in appendix table 14A.2, 86.3 percent of our white
respondents had white supervisors and 83.5 percent had mainly
white coworkers, leaving a comparatively small fraction of whites
in work settings where they were likely to hear racial epithets di-
rected at them by minorities.

We were surprised by the absence of an effect of the public- versus
private-sector distinction. One possible reason for this may be that
we have pooled the wrefused a job” item, which assesses point of
entry discrimination, with the other three items that assess on-the-
job discrimination. A separate analysis of the “refused a job” item,
however, still shows no significant effect for the public- versus pri-
vate-sector distinction at the bivariate level or in the full multi-
variate models for white, African American, and Latino respon-
dents. Among Asian Americans, we do find a significant bivariate
association, but it shows greater discrimination in the public sec-
tor and does not survive controls in the multivariate model. We

" discuss in the conclusion how the subjective personal salience of

discrimination of the type we measure here differs from more rou-
tinely studied labor market outcomes of employment probabilities,
earnings, and occupational standing.

Despite the considerable media attention given to claims of “re-
verse discrimination” (Gamson and Modigliani 1987) and the per-
ception that blacks and other minorities receive significant prefer-
ential treatment (Kluegel and Smith 1982}, the vague character of
the claims of discrimination from many of our white respondents
is consistent with a growing body of evidence challenging the
claim of significant bias against whites (Reskin 1998). For example,
data from the 1990 General Social Survey found that 70 percent of
whites believed it “very likely” or “somewhat likely” that due to
affirmative action whites lose out t0 uequal or less well qualified”
blacks. However, when asked why they felt this way, only 6.9 per-
cent spoke in terms of a direct personal experience; the great bulk
of responses fell into the “heard about from others” (35 percent) or
“heard about it in the media” (42 percent} categories (Davis and
Smith 1990). Along the same lines, a major study found that “re-
verse discrimination” complaints were an extremely small fraction
of all discrimination claims filed, and that only a handful of these
were found to have merit {“Reverse Discrimination Complaints
Rare, a Labor Study Reports,” New York Times, March 31, 1995,
p. A10). Similarly, the Urban Institute employer auditing study
found three times as much discrimination against blacks as they
did preference in favor of blacks over whites (Turner et al. 1991,

62-63).
We classified all the open-ended comment in terms of the presence
or absence of a direct, personally experienced event Or action. Gen-
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eral comments and responses that are not racial in nature were
counted as lacking concreteness. We found that 42.6 percent of the
white responses contained such a concrete reference, compared
with 65.8 percent among African Americans, 58.3 percent among
Asian Americans, and 60.2 percent among Latinos (chi-square =
8.01, df. = 3, p < .05).

8. This sense of exasperation was hinted at in our earlier focus group
research. It was sometimes difficult, especially among the African
American participants, to initiate discussion of personal encoun-
ters with discrimination. Once the moderator made it clear that we
were seriously interested in obtaining detailed reports, the partici-
pants were far more forthcoming. One reason for the initial hesi-
tance seemed to be an assumption that the pervasiveness of dis-
crimination was obvious. “The experience of discrimination was
considered so common, especially among the Blacks, that one per-
son joked “‘Where do you want me to start?’” (Bobo et al. 1995, 82).

9. We defined signs of emotional upset as the explicit use of charged
terms such as “unfair,” “get away with,” “not qualified,” “discrim-
inated,” “forced” (as in “forced to quit” or “forced to implement
quotas”), or the use of extreme words to describe promotion or
raise practices by race, such as “always” and “never.” For these
purposes, responses that are not racial in nature are counted as
lacking emotional content.

10. There is no single best way to gauge discrimination in the labor
market. Other methodologies have weaknesses as well when it
comes to judging the extent of discrimination. For example, even
in cases where trained observers judge a behavior, there can be sub-
stantial ambiguities of interpretation and judgment (see Schuman
et al. 1983). And the degree of “control” achieved in auditing
studies is seldom perfect. Indeed, the closer such research comes to
perfect experimental control, the more artificial the test may be-
come. For instance, black and white job applicants with absolutely
no apparent difference in taste in clothing, spoken English, hair-
style, and other subtle cultural attributes that might become sa-
lient in the course of self-presentation in a job interview {that is,
ability to engage in everyday conversation about favorite musi-
cians) would be virtually impossible to find. The more the research
pressed toward an exactly identical stimulus save for race, the
greater the problem of external validity would become.
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