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Abstract

Four studies reveal that offering diversity awards (i.e., awards for applicants from marginalized groups) has
unintentionally negative implications for equity. Across the four studies, applicants from marginalized groups were
more likely to select the more lucrative award when two unrestricted awards were offered (Study 1: adults from racial
groups underrepresented in U.S. colleges who were recruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk, N = 168; Studies 2—4:
college women, N range = 152—-628). However, the presence of a less lucrative diversity award caused applicants to
apply for and prioritize diversity awards over more lucrative unrestricted awards. Fit, or how much applicants felt the
award was for someone like them, mediated their increased likelihood of applying for diversity awards over unrestricted
awards. These findings suggest that diversity awards may inadvertently siphon applicants from marginalized groups
out of application pools for unrestricted awards. Greater examination of unrestricted awards is needed to increase their

attractiveness and fit, especially in instances when diversity awards are also offered.
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With rising tuition costs (Snyder et al., 2019), scholar-
ships that can offset the cost of college have become
increasingly important to students and their families.
The amount of all educational scholarships offered in
the United States increased by 119% (accounting for
inflation) between 2000 and 2010 and by an additional
24% over the next decade, totaling $140.9 billion in
2020 alone (Ma et al., 2020).

Although awards are designed to increase opportu-
nity, an examination of who wins awards reveals that
White applicants are more likely to win than applicants of
color (Ginther et al., 2011, 2016), and men are more
likely to win than women (Hechtman et al., 2018; Lincoln
et al., 2012). To offset systemic funding biases (Hoppe et
al., 2019) and increase winning opportuni- ties for groups
less likely to receive awards, organiza- tions have
historically offered diversity awards (i.e., awards for
applicants from marginalized groups; e.g., the National
Institutes of Health’s National Research Service Award to
Promote Diversity). However, despite their helpful intent,
these awards may bring negative

consequences. Diversity awards may lead applicants from
marginalized groups to be less likely to apply for
unrestricted awards, leaving those applicant pools con-
siderably Whiter and more male. Diversity awards may
be inadvertently siphoning applicants from marginal- ized
groups out of the applicant pool for unrestricted awards.

The Benefits and Costs of Diversity
Awards

Diversity awards provide many beneficial opportuni- ties
to students from marginalized groups, including
networking, recognition as a top scholar, and feelings of
belonging within academic contexts in which they may be
more likely to face discrimination and contend
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with feelings of not fitting in (e.g., Stephens et al.,
2014). Yet at the same time, diversity and unrestricted
awards are not viewed equally. When evaluating which
award carried a higher status, undergraduates were
more likely to select unrestricted over diversity awards
(Germano & Cheryan, 2021). Students may not have
the time and resources to apply for both diversity and
unrestricted awards or may be explicitly prohibited
from applying for both awards (e.g., the Swiss National
Science Foundation prohibits women from applying
for both the PRIMA women’s award and the Eccellenza
unrestricted award). In addition to their many benefits,
diversity awards may also have costs.

Why Choose Diversity Awards Over
Unrestricted Awards?

Offering diversity awards may lead applicants from mar-
ginalized groups to choose diversity over unrestricted
awards because of perceptions of fit. Individuals prefer
contexts that provide high fit between how they see
themselves and who is prototypical in that particular
context (Cheryan & Plaut, 2010; Niedenthal et al., 1985).
Because people from marginalized groups are fre-
quently reminded of the ways in which they do not fit
and are not typical (Eagly & Carli, 2007; Heilman, 1983),
particularly in academic contexts (Cheryan et al., 2009;
Good et al., 2012; Walton & Cohen, 2007), diversity
awards may provide a unique space for applicants to
feel increased fit.

Fit is a strong behavioral motivator (e.g., Oyserman
et al., 2006). Women’s estimations of fit between them-
selves and who they perceive as the prototypically “suc-
cessful person” in a particular context can influence the
educational and vocational opportunities they select
(Barbulescu & Bidwell, 2013; Bian et al., 2018; Cheryan
et al., 2009). For example, many women are more inter-
ested in workplaces that value feminine versus mascu-
line attributes, ultimately leading them to select more
feminine over masculine jobs (Dieckman et al., 2010;
Gaucher et al., 2011). In the pursuit of fit, applicants
from marginalized groups may be similarly motivated
to apply for educational opportunities (i.e., diversity
awards) matching their self-views.

Aside from fit, there may be alternative explanations
drawing applicants toward diversity awards. For
instance, because fewer people are eligible for diversity
awards, applicants may perceive an increased likeli-
hood of winning. Applicants may believe that commit-
tees evaluating diversity awards will be less
discriminatory (Kaiser et al., 2013) or value their identi-
ties more (Plaut et al., 2009; Purdie-Vaughns et al.,
2008). Applicants may also perceive that diversity
awards are easier to apply for. We examined these and
other alternative explanations.

Statement of Relevance

Organizations frequently offer diversity awards,
such as scholarships for students from racial
groups that are typically underrepresented in U.S.
colleges. These awards are intended to help offset
systemic funding biases and increase winning
opportunities for applicants from marginalized
groups. However, offering diversity awards may
bring unintended negative consequences. We pro-
vide experimental evidence that offering diversity
awards leads application pools for lucrative unre-
stricted awards to become less diverse. This
research illuminates an important dilemma: the
siphoning of competitive applicants from margin-
alized groups away from more lucrative unre-
stricted award pools. We suggest that policies
addressing this issue should not focus on chang-
ing the behavior of people from marginalized
groups or on eliminating diversity awards alto-
gether. Instead, we propose that solutions should
focus on making changes to awards themselves
(e.g., changing the program announcements and
aims of unrestricted awards to more explicitly
value diversity) to increase equity.

Present Research

Across four studies, we tested whether the presence of
aless lucrative (i.e., smaller) diversity award deters appli-
cants from marginalized groups from applying for amore
lucrative (i.e., larger) unrestricted award. Study 1 tested
diversity awards for members of racial groups that are
typically underrepresented in U.S. colleges, whereas
Studies 2 to 4 tested diversity awards for women. In the
Supplemental Material available online, we report a mini
meta-analysis conducted to test our hypothesis regarding
how the presence of a diversity award influences appli-
cants (eight studies in total). Studies conducted between
2014 and 2015 with smaller sample sizes are described
in the Supplemental Material. Procedures for all studies
were reviewed and approved by the institutional review
board.

Study 1

In Study 1, we predicted that the presence of a diversity
award would deter applicants from applying for a larger
unrestricted award.

Method

Participants. Only participants who indicated being
members of racial groups typically underrepresented in
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Table 1. Descriptions of Unrestricted and Diversity Awards in Studies 1 to 3 (Smaller $2,500 Award) and Study 4 (Smaller

$20 Award)

Study and variable

Unrestricted award
(control condition)

Diversity award
(experimental condition)

This scholarship is available to members of an
underrepresented ethnic or racial minority.

This award provides each recipient with a
scholarship of $2,500.

This scholarship is available to women who are
freshmen, sophomores, juniors, and seniors.

Four women will be selected to receive this award,
which provides each recipient with a scholarship

Study 1

Who This scholarship is available to anyone.

What This award provides each recipient with a
scholarship of $2,500.

Study 2

Who This scholarship is available to freshmen,
sophomores, juniors, and seniors.

What Four men and four women will be selected
to receive this award, which provides each
recipient with a scholarship of $2,500.

How Last year about 400 students applied.

Study 3

Who This scholarship is available to freshmen,
sophomores, juniors, and seniors.

What Four students will be selected to receive this
award, which provides each recipient with a
scholarship of $2,500.

How Last year about 400 students applied.

Study 4

Who This scholarship is available to students who
participate in the Psychology Subject Pool.

What This award provides the recipient with a

scholarship of $20.

of $2,500.
Last year about 400 students applied.

This scholarship is available to women who are
freshmen, sophomores, juniors, and seniors.

Four students will be selected to receive this award,
which provides each recipient with a scholarship
of $2,500.

Last year about 400 students applied.

This scholarship is available to women who
participate in the Psychology Subject Pool.

This award provides the recipient with a scholarship
of $20.

Note: Participants saw either unrestricted or diversity descriptions for the smaller $2,500 award (Studies 1-3) and for the smaller $20 award (Study
4). All participants also saw a larger unrestricted award ($5,000 in Studies 1-3 and $30 in Study 4) that was open to everyone (not included in
the table). In the “How” section of the awards in Studies 2 and 3, all participants also saw, “Recipients are selected on the basis of scholastic

achievement, leadership activities, community service and financial need.”

U.S. colleges (e.g., Black, Latinx, Native American) were
permitted to complete the survey. Our initial sample con-
sisted of 196 Amazon Mechanical Turk workers living in
the United States who completed the online study for
monetary compensation. After we removed 26 partici-
pants who failed the eligibility check and two partici-
pants who indicated not being a member of a racial
group typically underrepresented in U.S. colleges, 168
participants remained (94 women, 71 men, three another
gender; 89 Black, 58 Latinx, nine Native American, seven
multiracial, two another unlisted racial group, one
Aboriginal American, one Middle Easterner, one Pacific
Islander). The mean age was 29.03 years (SD = 9.87).

Materials and procedure. Participants first completed
demographic items to determine their eligibility as mem-
bers of racial groups typically underrepresented in U.S.
colleges. If eligible, participants next read descriptions of
two counterbalanced awards—one valued at $5,000 and
another valued at $2,500. The larger award (Scholarship
F) was always framed as unrestricted. Each participant
was randomly assigned to learn about one of two smaller

awards (Scholarship J). One award was a diversity award
that was open just to applicants from racial groups typi-
cally underrepresented in U.S. colleges (experimental
condition). The other was an unrestricted award that was
open to everyone (control condition). Across conditions,
award descriptions were otherwise identical in terms of
the judging criteria and the requirements for applying
(for award descriptions, see Table 1). Thus, participants
were choosing between a larger unrestricted award and
a smaller diversity or an unrestricted award.

Eligibility check. Participants were asked after each
award, “Are you eligible for Scholarship F/J?” and given
the option to select either “yes” or “no.” Only participants
who indicated “yes” for both awards were considered to
have passed the eligibility check. In line with the prereg-
istrations for Studies 2 and 3, analyses included only par-
ticipants who successfully passed this eligibility check.

Manipulation and attention checks. To determine
whether participants were attending to the details of each
condition, we tested participants on who the award was
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for (i.e., everyone, only members of racial groups typi-
cally underrepresented in U.S. colleges) and each award’s
value (i.e., $5,000, $2,500) after they saw each award’s
description. If a participant answered one of these ques-
tions incorrectly, the award description was presented
again, and participants were given a second chance to
answer the question correctly.

Award choice. Participants were asked, “If you could
only apply for one of these scholarships, which would you
choose to apply for?” They could select either the smaller
or the larger award. Participants’ likelihood of applying
for each award was measured via the item, “How likely
would you be to apply for Scholarship F/J?” which they
answered on a scale ranging from 1 (very unlikely) to 7
(very likely).

Why choose diversity awards  over  unrestricted

awards? We administered five items to initially explore
why participants might select diversity awards over simi-
larly valued unrestricted awards. These items included
our proposed mediator, fit, “Scholarship J is for people
like me,” which participants answered on a scale ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), and four
alternative items measuring (a) similarity (“How similar
do you think you are to other applicants for Scholarship
1?71 = not at all similar, 7 = very similar), (b) competi-
tiveness (“How competitive do you think Scholarship J
18?7 1 = not at all competitive, 7 = extremely competitive),
(c) prestige (“How prestigious do you think Scholarship
Jis?” 1 = not at all prestigious, 7 = extremely prestigious),
and (d) likelihood of winning (“If you were to apply
for Scholarship J, how likely do you think it is that you
would get it?” 1 = very unlikely, 7 = very likely).

To understand which award participants felt they
had the best chance of winning, we asked participants
the forced-choice item, “Which scholarship do you
think you would have the best chance of getting?” They
had the option to select either the smaller or the larger
award.

Other items. Participants also answered other items
beyond the scope of the hypotheses: These other items
assessed how likely they would be to apply for both
awards and measured the strength of their racial identi-
fication. Strength of racial identity was measured using a
modified version of the four-item importance-to-identity
subscale of the Collective Self-Esteem Scale (Luhtanen &
Crocker, 1992)."!

Results

Eligibility check. Twenty-six participants were excluded
from Study 1°s analyses for not passing eligibility checks.
Including these participants revealed similar results on

award choice, ¥%(1, N = 194) = 17.52, p < .001, ¢ = .30.
However, including them changed the results of our 2
(award amount: larger, smaller; within subjects) x 2
(award type: diversity award, unrestricted award; between
subjects) analysis of variance (ANOVA) on likelihood of
applying for the smaller award; we found a main effect
of award amount, F(1, 192) = 7.55, p = .01, and no inter-
action between award amount and award type, F(l,
192) =0.001, p = .98.

Manipulation and attention checks. Five of the 168
participants did not correctly recall either the award’s
value or who the award was for on their second attempt.
When we removed these participants, the overall pattern
of findings on choice did not change, y*(1, N = 163) =
19.03, p < .001, ¢ = .34, but the interaction on partici-
pants’ likelihood of applying for the smaller award was
no longer statistically significant, (1, 161) =3.56, p = .06.

Award choice. In line with our hypothesis, when both
awards were unrestricted, the vast majority of partici-
pants selected the larger award over the smaller award
(87.0%). However, when the smaller award was a diver-
sity award, significantly fewer participants selected the
larger unrestricted award (55.3%), x*(1, N= 168) = 21.02,
p <.001, ¢ =.35 (see Fig. 1).

In an examination of participants’ likelihood of
applying for either award, we conducted a 2 (award
amount: larger, smaller; within subjects) x 2 (award
type: diversity award, unrestricted award; between sub-
jects) ANOVA. Results revealed no main effects of
award amount, F(1, 166) =2.12, p = .15, or award type,
F(1, 166) = 0.88, p = .35, but a significant interaction
between award amount and award type, F(1, 166) =
4.34, p = .04 (see Fig. 2). When both awards were
framed as unrestricted, participants reported being
more likely to apply for the larger award (M = 5.99,
SD = 1.46, 95% confidence interval [CI] = [5.69, 6.29])
relative to the smaller award (M = 5.54, SD = 1.56, 95%
CI=[5.22,5.87]), F(1,166) =6.92, p= .01, d,, =0.29.2
However, when the smaller award was framed as a
diversity award, participants reported being no more
likely to apply for the larger award (M = 5.91, SD =
1.58, 95% CI =[5.55, 6.27]) than for the smaller award
(M= 5.99,SD = 1.31,95% CI = [5.69, 6.29]), F(1, 166)
= 0.18, p = .67. In a 2 (award amount: larger, smaller;
within subjects) x 2 (award type: diversity award, gen-
eral award; between subjects) x 2 (award order: larger
award presented first, smaller award presented first;
between subjects) ANOVA, we found that this interac-
tion was moderated by the order in which participants
saw each award, F(1, 164) = 15.90, p < .001.3

Why choose diversity awards over unrestricted
awards? An exploratory analysis. We conducted a
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Fig. 1. Percentage of participants who chose to apply for larger
and smaller awards when the smaller award was framed as either a
second unrestricted award (no diversity award offered) or a diversity
award (diversity award offered) in Study 1.

one-way multivariate ANOVA (MANOVA) to test the
effect of award type on our proposed mediators and
detected a statistically significant effect, Pillai’s trace =
.08, F(5, 162) = 2.87, p = .02. In a series of separate uni-
variate ANOVAs, we found significant condition differ-
ences on fit, our proposed mediator. Participants who
saw the smaller diversity award felt greater fit with the
smaller award (M = 5.82,SD =1.16,95% CI =[5.55, 6.08])
relative to URMs who saw the smaller unrestricted award
(M =5.26,SD =1.44, 95% CI = [4.96, 5.56]), F(1, 166) =
7.36, p = .01, d = 0.42. There were no differences between
URMs who saw the smaller award framed as either a
diversity or an unrestricted award in how similar they
expected to be to the other winners of the smaller award,
F(1, 166) = 2.30, p = .13; how competitive they perceived
the smaller award to be, F(1, 166) = 3.27, p = .07; how
prestigious they perceived the smaller award to be, F(1,
166) = 1.20, p = .28; or how likely they would be to win
the smaller award, F(1, 166) = 2.25, p = .14. Although
similarity and fit are sometimes brought into one con-
struct (e.g., Cheryan et al., 2009), we did not find high
correlation between these two items and tested each
individually (for correlations, see Table 2).

When asked which award they felt they had a better
chance of winning, the smaller or the larger award,
participants who saw both awards as unrestricted were
somewhat more likely to choose the smaller award
(58.7%). However, participants who saw the smaller
award as a diversity award were overwhelmingly more
likely to indicate that they had a better chance of win-
ning the smaller award (84.2%) than the larger award,
21, N=168)=12.96, p <.001, ¢ = .28.
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Fig. 2. Participants’ likelihood of applying for larger and smaller
awards when the smaller award was framed as either a second unre-
stricted award (no diversity award offered) or a diversity award
(diversity award offered) in Study 1. Likelihood of applying was
rated on a scale from 1 to 7. Error bars represent standard errors.

Discussion

When no diversity award was present, participants from
racial groups typically underrepresented in U.S. col-
leges were more likely to select the larger award over
the smaller award. However, when the smaller award
was a diversity award, participants were significantly
less likely to select the larger award. Participants felt
increased fit with and a greater chance of winning the
diversity award than the unrestricted award. We inves-
tigated these and other mechanisms in Study 2.

Study 2

We had four aims in Study 2. First, we investigated
whether results would generalize to members of another
marginalized group: women. Second, we investigated
whether women would select smaller over larger awards
even when the number of potential female winners for
each award was controlled. Third, we conducted a pre-
registered test of our hypothesis. Fourth, we explored
possible mechanisms motivating women’s likelihood of
applying for diversity awards over unrestricted awards.

Method

Participants. Six hundred eighty-eight students who
identified as women were recruited through the psychol-
ogy participant pool. All completed the study online in
exchange for course credit. After we removed partici-
pants who failed the eligibility check, 628 participants
remained (627 women, one participant who identified as
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Table 2. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations Between

Potential Mediators in Study 1

Correlations
Variable M SD 2 3 4 5
1. Fit 5.51 1.34 S3** 12 .19%* S5%*
2. Similarity 5.05 1.48 — .07 15 37**
3. Competitiveness 5.37 1.47 — 33w -.02
4. Prestige 4.49 1.48 — .14
5. Own odds 4.70 1.62 —

*p <.05. **p < .01. (two-tailed)

both a woman and a man; 324 Asian, 182 White, 52 mul-
tiracial, 34 Latinx, 17 Black, 17 another unlisted racial
group, one Native American, one provided no racial
group). The sample size (including power analyses), pro-
cedure, hypotheses, and analysis plan were preregistered
and can be accessed at https://osf.io/2cdk7/.

Our preregistered target sample was at least 580
participants who passed eligibility checks. We collected
an additional 48 participants to surpass our minimum
target. We did not analyze the data when it approached
or exceeded the target N of 580 until data collection was
complete.

Materials and procedure. Procedures were identical
to those in Study 1 except that more possible mediator
questions were included, and the award descriptions dif-
fered in two primary ways. First, the diversity award was
for women. Second, all award descriptions included an
additional statement that out of the expected 400 appli-
cants, either four women (experimental condition) or
four men and four women (control condition) would be
selected as winners (for award descriptions, see Table 1).

Eligibility check. Participants answered the same eli-
gibility-check items as in Study 1. Following the prereg-
istration, we included in our analyses only participants
who successfully passed the eligibility-check question.

Manipulation and attention checks. Participants
answered manipulation-check items that were similar to
those in Study 1 but modified to be specifically about
gender, as well as two additional items testing partici-
pants’ recall of the number of each award’s previous
applicants and total number of winners.

Award choice. Participants completed the same forced-
choice items as in Study 1. Likelihood of applying for the
larger and smaller awards was measured via two items:
“How likely would you be to apply for Scholarship F/J?”
(1 = very unlikely, 7 = very likely) and “How interested
would you be in applying for Scholarship F/J?” (1 = not

at all interested, T = very interested; larger award p = .89,
smaller award p = .89).

Understanding the motivation to apply for diversity
awards over unrestricted awards. We administered items
measuring our proposed mediator: participants’ feelings
of fit with the award. We measured the following as alter-
native mediators: participants’ perceptions of how likely
evaluators of diversity awards or unrestricted awards
would be to understand and care about them,* how
biased they expected diversity- and unrestricted-award
committees to be, the perceived ease with which appli-
cants could imagine what they would write in an appli-
cation for a diversity award or an unrestricted award,
participants’ perceived odds of winning each award com-
pared with other award applicants (i.e., other women or
other women and men), how proud and empowered
participants would feel to win a diversity award or an
unrestricted award, how risky it would feel to apply for
a diversity award or an unrestricted award, and the per-
ception that winners of diversity and unrestricted awards
would be members of their gender. All items were mea-
sured on 7-point Likert scales. For a complete list of all
scale measures and reliabilities, see Table 3.

After completing these items, participants reported
demographic information.

Results

Eligibility check. Following our preregistration, we
excluded 60 participants from analyses because they
indicated that they were not eligible for one or more of
the awards. Our findings were similar regardless of
whether these participants were included or not (for
analyses, see the Supplemental Material).

Manipulation and attention checks. On a second
attempt, 13 participants did not correctly recall the
award’s value, the target population for the award, how
many people had previously won, or how many people
were eligible to win one or both of the awards presented.
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Table 3. Items and Scales for the Smaller Award in Studies 2 and 3

Construct and item

Study

Fit (Study 2: a. = .95, Study 3: o =.95)
Scholarship J is a good match for someone like me.
Scholarship J is for people like me.
Scholarship J is a good fit for me.
Scholarship J is looking for someone like me.
I am the kind of person Scholarship J is looking for.

I have a lot in common with other applicants for Scholarship J.

I feel a sense of connection with Scholarship J.

Winners of Scholarship J will be students similar to me.

I would feel comfortable applying for Scholarship J.
Evaluators care (Study 2: o = .91, Study 3: a = .88)

People who care about someone like me will be evaluating Scholarship J.
People who understand my experiences will be evaluating Scholarship J.
People who value my experiences will be evaluating Scholarship J.

Evaluators biased (Study 2: p = .65, Study 3: p = .83)

<<
<<

<o

LGS
<<

The evaluation committee of Scholarship J will not discriminate against applicants of my gender. Y
I expect the evaluation committee of Scholarship J to be fair. Y
The evaluation committee of Scholarship J will discriminate against applicants of my gender. Y
The evaluation committee of Scholarship J will be biased against applicants of my gender. Y

Ease of applying (Study 2: p = .82, Study 3: p = .80)

In an application for Scholarship J, I think I’d be able to sell myself well. Y Y
In an application for Scholarship J, it is easy for me to imagine what I would write. Y
It is easy for me to imagine what I would write in an application for Scholarship J. Y

High odds (Study 2: o = .82, Study 3: o. =.89)
I think my odds of winning Scholarship J are high.
I am likely to get Scholarship J if I apply.

I am likely to win Scholarship J based on the quality of other applicants.
If you were to apply for Scholarship J, how likely do you think it is that you would get it?
Based on the quality of applicants for Scholarship J, I am likely to win.

How competitive do you think Scholarship J is?
Someone like me is likely to receive Scholarship J.
Empowered (Study 2: p =.89)

Winning Scholarship J would feel like a proud achievement to me.

Winning Scholarship J would feel empowering.
Risk

<
< <

=<K

< <

Applying for Scholarship J feels like a risky application choice. Y

Same gender

The winners of Scholarship J will be students of my gender. Y

Note: In the rightmost columns, a Y indicates that this item was included in the study.

Following our preregistration, we included these 13 par-
ticipants in analyses. However, excluding these partici-
pants did not alter our results (for analyses, see the
Supplemental Material).

Award choice. As predicted, and consistent with the
pattern in Study 1, results showed that when both awards
were unrestricted, a majority of women selected the
larger award (73.0%). When the smaller award was a
diversity award, only a minority of women selected the

larger award (38.1%), x*(1, N=627)=77.25, p < .001, ¢ =
.35 (see Fig. 3).

As predicted, a 2 (award amount: larger, smaller;
within subjects) x 2 (award type: diversity award, unre-
stricted award; between subjects) ANOVA on the likeli-
hood of applying for the smaller award revealed no
main effect of award amount, F(1, 626) = 0.02, p = .88,
or award type, F(1, 626) = 0.20, p = .65, but a significant
interaction between award amount and award type, F(1,
626) = 30.68, p < .001 (see Fig. 4). As predicted, when
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Fig. 3. Percentage of participants who chose to apply for larger
and smaller awards when the smaller award was framed as either a
second unrestricted award (no diversity award offered) or a diversity
award (diversity award offered) in Study 2.

the smaller award was unrestricted, women were more
likely to apply for the larger award (M = 5.23, SD = 1.51,
95% CI =1[5.06, 5.39]) than the smaller award (M = 4.96,
SD =1.52,95% CI = [4.79, 5.13]), F(1, 626) = 16.25, p <
.001, d,,= 0.18. However, when the smaller award was
a diversity award, women were less likely to apply for
the larger award (M = 5.02, SD = 1.63, 95% CI = [4.84,
5.20]) than the smaller award (M =5.27, SD = 1.59,95%
CI =[5.09, 5.45)), F(1, 626) = 14.46, p < .001, d,, = 0.16.
This effect was not moderated by the order in which
participants saw each award, F(1, 624) = 0.93, p = .34.

To examine whether our observed effects were stron-
ger for women of color relative to White women, we
conducted an exploratory 2 (award amount: larger,
smaller; within subjects) x 2 (award type: diversity
award, unrestricted award; between subjects) x 2 (race:
women of color, White women; between subjects)
ANOVA on women’s likelihood of applying for diversity
and unrestricted awards. We found no three-way inter-
action between award type, amount, and race, F(1,623)
=0.002, p = .97. One caveat is that we collapsed across
women of color, who were predominately Asian in our
sample. Our sample size did not enable us to make
statistical comparisons between racial minority groups.

Understanding the motivation to apply for diver-
sity awards over unrestricted awards (not prereg-
istered). To investigate whether women’s feelings of fit
between themselves and diversity awards motivated their
likelihood of applying for a smaller diversity award as
opposed to a smaller unrestricted award, we conducted a
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Fig. 4. Participants’ likelihood of applying for larger and smaller
awards when the smaller award was framed as either a second unre-
stricted award (no diversity award offered) or a diversity award
(diversity award offered) in Study 2. Likelihood of applying was
rated on a scale from 1 to 7. Error bars represent standard errors.

multiple mediation analysis (for descriptive statistics and
correlations, see Table 4).

Before running a multiple mediation analysis, we
first determined whether we could rule out any poten-
tial mediators on the basis of a lack of condition dif-
ferences between women who saw the smaller award
framed as a diversity award and those who saw it
framed as an unrestricted award. Using a one-way
MANOVA, we found a significant main effect, Pillai’s
trace = .45, F(9, 617) = 56.59, p < .001. In a series of
separate univariate ANOVAs, we found no significant
condition differences in how empowered participants
would feel to win the smaller award, F(1, 625) = 3.56,
p = .06; how easy it would be to complete the smaller
award’s application, F(1, 625) = 0.16, p = .69; and how
risky it would feel to complete an application for the
smaller award, F(1, 625) = 0.37, p = .54. The differences
between conditions were significant for all other poten-
tial mediators.

We ran a multiple mediation with 10,000 bootstrapped
resamples (SPSS PROCESS Macro 3.4) to examine what
mediated women’s greater likelihood of applying for the
smaller award when it was framed as either a diversity
award or an unrestricted award (see Fig. 5). The specific
indirect effect of fit was significant, b = 0.32, SE = 0.09,
95% CI = [0.16, 0.50]; women’s increased likelihood of
applying for the diversity award over the unrestricted
smaller award was mediated by women’s increased feel-
ings of fit with the smaller award. The specific indirect
effects of how likely the evaluators of the award would
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Table 4. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations Between Potential Mediators in Study 2

Correlations

Variable M SD 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Fit 4.97 1.18 S59%* 20%* 25%* 69%* J2E* 39%* —17%* 21%*
2. Evaluators care 4.72 1.27 — A0%* A4 A3EE S4%* 5% -.02 20%*
3. Evaluators biased 5.50 1.42 — A9%* J10%* 3% 24%% — 11%** 38

(nondiscriminatory)

4. Evaluators biased (fair) 5.67 1.22 — 21%* 25%* 33%* —-.04 19%*
5. Ease of applying 4.86 1.32 — 65%* 34%* —22%* .08
6. High odds 4.17 1.03 — 23%* — 12%* 2%
7. Empowered 5.89 1.07 — .01 26%*
8. Risk 3.71 1.53 —-.04
9. Same gender 5.49 1.44 —

**p < .01. (two-tailed)

be to care about and value women’s experiences, b =
0.02, SE = 0.03, 95% CI =[-0.04, 0.09]; how high wom-
en’s odds of winning would be, b = 0.02, SE = 0.02, 95%
CI = [-0.01, 0.06]; the likelihood of the winner of the
award being a woman, b = —0.01, SE = 0.08, 95% CI =
[-0.18, 0.14]; how nondiscriminatory evaluators would
be toward women, b = —0.03, SE = 0.03, 95% CI =[-0.08,
0.02]; and how fair women expected evaluators to be,
b =-0.00, SE = 0.01, 95% CI = [-0.02, 0.02], were not
significant.

Turning to our measure of which award participants
felt they had the best chance of winning, we found that
about half of participants who saw the smaller award as
unrestricted believed they had a better chance of win-
ning it (52.7%) than of winning the larger award. In
contrast, a larger percentage of participants who saw the
smaller award as a diversity award believed they had a
better chance of winning it (68.6%) than of winning the
larger award, y*(1, N = 167) = 16.58, p < .001, ¢ = .16.

Discussion

Even with equal numbers of female winners, the pres-
ence of a diversity award caused women to select this
award over a more lucrative unrestricted award. When
no diversity award was offered, women were more
likely to choose the lucrative award. Women’s increased
likelihood of applying for the smaller diversity award
than the unrestricted award was best mediated by per-
ceived fit.

Study 3

We had two goals in Study 3. First, we conducted a
preregistered test of our hypothesized mechanism: per-
ceived fit. Second, we tested our hypothesis using

another method of controlling the likelihood of winning
by providing the number of total students, not just
women, able to win each award. We predicted that even
with the same number of winners, when a diversity award
was available, women would select and be more likely to
apply for it than for an unrestricted award and that this
choice would be mediated by women’s increased
perceptions of fit.

Method

Participants. Undergraduates were recruited through
the psychology participant pool in exchange for course
credit (n = 501) and voluntarily in public campus spaces
(n = 130). After we removed 50 participants who failed
the eligibility check, 581 participants remained (580
women, one participant who identified as both a woman
and nonbinary; 321 Asian, 153 White, 46 multiracial, 30
Latinx, 19 Black, nine another unlisted racial group, three
provided no racial group). Our preregistered stopping
goal was 580 participants, and one extra participant was
run because of initial miscounting of exclusions. The
sample size (including power analyses), procedure,
hypotheses, and analysis plan were preregistered and
can be accessed at https://osf.io/54wzq/.

Materials and procedure. Study 3’s procedures
closely mirrored those of Study 2 with one change. Spe-
cifically, the award descriptions for both the larger and
smaller awards included the total number of winners
with the statement, “Four students will be selected to
receive this award.”

Eligibility, attention, and manipulation checks. Partic-
ipants completed the same items as in Study 2 except that
participants run on campus using paper questionnaires
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Fig. 5. Multiple mediation model showing whether framing smaller awards as either diversity or unrestricted awards affected the
likelihood of participants’ applying for those awards, as mediated by each of six factors in Study 2. Unstandardized coefficients are
shown, and standard errors are given in parentheses. Asterisks on solid lines indicate significant paths (*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p <

.001); dashed lines indicate nonsignificant paths.

were asked the attention questions only once. Follow-
ing the preregistration, we included in our analyses only
participants who successfully passed the eligibility-check
question.

Award choice. Participants completed the same items
used in Study 2. Reliabilities were high for the likelihood-
of-applying items—Ilarger award: p = .90, smaller award:
p=.91.

Mediation. We measured five different potential medi-
ators about each award—perceived fit, perceived odds of
winning, ease of applying, perceptions that evaluators

will be biased, and perceptions that evaluators will value
their experiences. All items were measured on a Likert
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree; for all measures and reliabilities, see Table 3; for
correlations between all Study 3 mediators, see Table 5).
After completing these items, participants completed
demographic items.

Results

Eligibility check. Following our preregistration, we
excluded 50 participants from analyses because they
indicated that they were not eligible for one or more of
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Table 5. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations Between Potential

Mediators in Study 3

Correlations
Variable M SD 2 3 4 5
1. Fit 5.15 1.20 54%* -.04 66%* AR**
2. Evaluators care 4.89 1.09 — —.09% A4%%* A3%*
3. Evaluators biased 2.28 1.27 — .01 .09*
4. Ease of applying 4.89 1.24 — S2x*
5. High odds 3.49 1.29 —

*p <.05. **p < .01. (two-tailed)

the awards. As in Study 2, including these participants in
analyses did not change our findings (for analyses, see
the Supplemental Material).

Manipulation and attention checks. Five partici-
pants run in the lab did not correctly recall the value,
target population, number of applicants per year, or
number of winners of one or both of the awards that they
saw on the second attempt. Although these participants
were included in our analyses, excluding them did not
alter our findings (for analyses, see the Supplemental
Material).

Scholarship choice. When both the smaller and larger
awards were framed as unrestricted, most women were
more likely to select the larger award (73.6%); however,
when the smaller award was framed as a women’s diver-
sity award, women were significantly less likely to select
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Fig. 6. Percentage of participants who chose to apply for larger
and smaller awards when the smaller award was framed as either a
second unrestricted award (no diversity award offered) or a diversity
award (diversity award offered) in Study 3.

the larger award (38.6%), y*(1, N =577) = 71.96, p < .001,
¢ = .35 (see Fig. 6).

To determine whether seeing the smaller award
framed as either a diversity award or an unrestricted
award would influence women’s likelihood of applying
for it, we conducted a 2 (award amount: larger, smaller;
within subjects) x 2 (award type: diversity award, unre-
stricted award; between subjects) ANOVA. We found a
main effect of award amount, F(1, 579) = 8.62, p =.003;
no main effect of award type, F(1, 579) = 1.29, p = .26;
and a significant interaction between award amount
and award type, F(1, 579) =47.07, p < .001 (see Fig. 7).
When both awards were unrestricted, women were
more likely to apply for the larger award (M = 5.29,
SD = 1.44, 95% Cl =[5.12, 5.45]) relative to the smaller
award (M = 4.89, SD = 1.51, 95% CI = [4.72, 5.06]), F(1,
579) = 48.58, p < .001, d,, = 0.27. However, when the
smaller award was a diversity award, women reported
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Fig. 7. Participants’ likelihood of applying for larger and smaller
awards when the smaller award was framed as either an unrestricted
award (no diversity award offered) or a diversity award (diversity
award offered) in Study 3. Likelihood of applying was rated on a
scale from 1 to 7. Error bars represent standard errors.
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Fig. 8. Multiple mediation model showing whether framing smaller awards as either diversity or unrestricted awards affected the likeli-

hood of participants’

applying for those awards, as mediated by each of five factors in Study 3. Unstandardized coefficients are shown,

and standard errors are given in parentheses. Asterisks on solid lines indicate significant paths (**p < .01, ***p < .001); dashed lines indicate

nonsignificant paths.

being more likely to apply for the smaller award (M =
5.30, 8D = 1.45,95% CI = [5.13, 5.47]) than the larger
award (M = 5.14, SD = 1.51, 95% CI = [4.96, 5.32]), F(1,
579) = 7.61, p = .01, d,, = 0.11. The order in which the
smaller and larger awards were presented to participants
did not moderate this effect, (1, 461) = 0.08, p = .78.

Mediation. As in Study 2, prior to running a multiple
mediation analysis, we tested for condition differences
between participants who saw the smaller award framed
as either a diversity or an unrestricted award on each of
our proposed mediators using a one-way MANOVA (for
all tested Study 3 variables, see Table 3). We found a sig-
nificant main effect of award type on the mediators, Pil-
lai’s trace = .05, F(5, 575) = 5.89, p < .001, and in separate
univariate ANOVAs, we found significant differences
between conditions for all potential mediators.

We conducted a multiple mediation using 10,000
bootstrapped resamples (SPSS PROCESS Macro 3.4)
testing whether women’s increased likelihood of apply-
ing for a smaller award when it was framed as a diver-
sity, relative to an unrestricted, award was mediated by
our preregistered mediator, fit, or by alternative media-
tors (see Fig. 8). The specific indirect effects of women’s

feelings of fit, b = 0.31, SE = 0.07, 95% CI = [0.17, 0.46],
and perceived higher odds of winning, b = 0.04, SE =
0.02, 95% CI = [0.01, 0.09], were both significant; wom-
en’s greater likelihood of applying for the diversity award
than for the unrestricted smaller award was mediated by
both women’s increased feelings of fit and women’s
perceived higher odds of winning the smaller award.
However, women’s feelings of fit was the stron- ger
predictor of this relationship, b = 0.26, SE = 0.07, 95% CI
=[0.13, 0.41]. The specific indirect effects of how likely
the evaluators of the award would be to care about and
value women’s experiences, b = 0.03, SE = 0.02, 95% CI
= [-0.02, 0.08]; how biased evaluators of the award
would be toward women, b = 0.01, SE = 0.01, 95% CI =
[-0.01, 0.04]; and perceptions of how easy it would feel
to apply for the award, b = 0.01, SE = 0.02, 95% CI =
[-0.04, 0.05], were not significant.

Discussion

Even with an equal number of winners, women were
less likely to apply for the larger unrestricted award
when the smaller award was a diversity award. How-
ever, when the smaller award was unrestricted, women
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Fig. 9. Percentage of participants who prioritized applications for
larger and smaller awards when the smaller award was framed as an
unrestricted award (no diversity award offered) or a diversity award
(diversity award offered) in Study 4.

were more likely to select the larger award. Women’s
feelings of fit and their perceived odds of winning the
diversity award best mediated their increased likelihood
of applying for it over an unrestricted award, with fit
being the stronger predictor.

Study 4

Our goal in Study 4 was to demonstrate that the findings
of Studies 1 to 3 had important behavioral conse-
quences. In this study, women completed real applica-
tions (e.g., including writing essays) for two awards.

Method

Participants. One hundred fifty-two undergraduate
women (75 Asian, 53 White, 10 multiracial, six Black, two
another unlisted racial group, four Latinx, two Native
American) were recruited through the online psychology
participant pool. All participated in a study in the lab in
exchange for course credit.

Materials and procedure. As in Studies 1 to 3, women
read descriptions of two awards presented in a counter-
balanced order. However, in this study, women had the
chance to apply for and actually win these awards. In the
experimental condition, women read about two awards—
one $30 unrestricted award and one $20 diversity award
for women. The control condition differed only in that
the $20 award was an unrestricted award rather than a
diversity award and the scholarship name was changed
from the “Marilyn L. Carter Scholarship” to the “M. L.
Carter Scholarship” (for award descriptions, see Table 1).

Essays. Participants were given the opportunity to
enter a raffle to win either one or both of the scholar-
ships by writing unique 500-word essays. Both the essay
prompts (either on one’s past achievements or one’s
goals) and order of the presentation of the larger and
smaller awards were counterbalanced.

Participants were asked to choose which, if any,
application they would like to work on first. After com-
pleting the first essay, participants were prompted with
the option either to work on the second award’s essay
or to leave the study having applied for just one award.
Of primary interest was which essay, the essay for the
larger or smaller award, participants prioritized and
chose to work on first when the smaller award was
presented as either a diversity award or an unrestricted

award.

Manipulation check. Participants were asked the same
test items as in Studies 1 to 3 regarding who each award
was forand each award’s value. Participants who answered
incorrectly were not prompted with the questions again.

Other items. Before and after completing applica-
tion essays, participants completed items such as, “How
much would/did applying for the Hughes/Carter Scholar-
ship allow you to express the kind of person you are?”
and “How much would/did you enjoy applying for the
Hughes/Carter Scholarship?” Results for these items can
be found in the Supplemental Material.

Last, participants completed demographic items and
were debriefed. Award winners were randomly selected
and paid.

Results

Thirty-one percent of participants (n = 47) chose to leave
without completing either essay, 37% (n = 56) completed
one essay, and 32% (n = 49) completed both essays.
Whether participants completed none or at least one of
the essays did not differ between conditions,

x3(1, N=152) = 1.79, p = .18. We had a sample of 105
women who completed at least one essay.

We examined which of the two awards women were
most likely to prioritize. When both awards were unre-
stricted, the vast majority of women (87.7%) prioritized
applying for the larger award. However, when the
smaller award was a diversity award, only half of the
women prioritized the larger award (50.0%), x*(1, N =
105) = 17.82, p < .001, ¢ = .41 (see Fig. 9).

Of interest was whether women who opted to com-
plete just one essay (n = 56) were more likely to choose
to complete the larger or smaller essay when a diversity
award was either offered or not offered. When no diver-
sity award was offered, 90.9% of women elected to apply
for the larger award. However, when a diversity award
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Fig. 10. Models of what the applicant pool for unrestricted awards (women vs. men)
would look like if no diversity award was offered (right) and if a diversity award was

offered (left).

was offered, only 39.1% of women elected to apply for
the larger award, x%(1, N=56) =17.19, p < .001, ¢ = .55.

Discussion

Even with real money at stake and completing real
award applications, when a diversity award was offered,
women were more likely to prioritize and complete
applications for diversity awards than for larger unre-
stricted awards. In contrast, women selected the larger
award when the diversity award was not offered.

General Discussion

Diversity awards can provide applicants from marginal-
ized groups with increased winning opportunities and
feelings of belonging within institutions that are fre-
quently biased against them. However, offering these
awards can have drawbacks. When two unrestricted
awards were available, applicants from marginalized
groups were more likely to apply for the larger award.
However, the presence of a smaller diversity award
caused applicants from marginalized groups to apply
for and prioritize the diversity award over the larger
unrestricted award. This pattern held when students
prepared real award applications, the odds of winning
were equal, and awards were for members of racial
groups typically underrepresented in U.S. colleges and
women. Offering diversity awards may prevent appli-
cants from marginalized groups from applying for an
unrestricted award, even when that award is more
lucrative.

Fit, or the perception that the diversity award is a good
match for someone like them, predicted appli- cants’
likelihood of applying for diversity awards. Fit was the
strongest predictor of this relationship even

when we accounted for applicants’ perceived odds of
winning, perceptions that award committees would be
less biased or more likely to value their identity, how
easy it would be to apply, how empowering it would
feel to win, how much less risky it would be to apply
for the award, and how likely someone of the appli-
cants’ gender was to win.

This research illuminates an important dilemma: the
siphoning of talented applicants from marginalized
groups away from unrestricted award pools. Imagine
two awards for which 100 women and 100 men each
apply. Using the percentage of women who applied
for unrestricted awards, we can model the distribution
of women and men applicants when diversity awards
are and are not offered (see Fig. 10). Using Study 2’s
data, we found that if a smaller diversity award is
offered in conjunction with a larger, more lucrative
unrestricted award, and 38 women and 100 men (who
are ineligible for the diversity award) apply for the
unrestricted award, 28% of the applicants would be
women. However, if no diversity award is offered and
both awards are unrestricted, 73 women would apply
for the larger unrestricted award. Even if all 100 men
apply for the larger award, women would account for
42% of applicants. This illustration suggests that offer-
ing diversity awards can skew unrestricted applicant
pools toward male applicants, perhaps counterintui-
tively providing a financial leg up to already high-
status groups.

Given the disparities that offering diversity awards can
create, what can be done? First, we believe that policies
addressing this issue should not focus on changing the
behavior of people from marginalized groups or on
eliminating diversity awards altogether. Instead, we
propose four possible solutions. First, applicants can be
automatically entered into
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unrestricted pools. When award committees offer two
awards and one is a diversity award, the application
submitted for diversity awards could be automatically
entered into unrestricted award pools. Second, unre-
stricted awards should more explicitly value diversity.
Because our findings show the importance of how much
applicants felt the award was for someone like them in
making decisions, the program announcements of
unrestricted awards should be altered to increase fit with
people from marginalized groups. Third, the per- ceived
prestige of diversity awards should be increased.
Increasing the financial value of diversity awards may
enhance their perceived prestige and overall net ben- efit
to applicants, serving as a mechanism to decrease historic
wealth gaps between people from marginalized and
nonmarginalized groups (e.g., Kraus et al., 2017). And
fourth, selection committees for unrestricted awards could
reduce their biases so that they are equally likely to select
applicants from marginalized groups, even when they
account for smaller propor- tions of the applicant pool.
One method could be to broaden how award committees
define “merit” to encompass a greater range of
experiences. Although these solutions do not remedy the
systemic inequality spurring the original need for
diversity awards, they offer local structural solutions that
could be paired with larger systemic solutions to reduce
bias toward people from marginalized groups.

Future research could address potential constraints
on the generalizability of our findings. It is unclear
whether our effect would generalize to awards for
members of high-status groups, such as men, or whether
our effect is specific to applicants from marginalized
groups. One possibility is that men may be less likely
than women to feel a sense of fit with same-gender
awards because their gender identification tends to be
weaker (Rudman & Goodwin, 2004). Additionally,
future research could examine whether applicants from
marginalized groups perceive funding agencies and
universities that do and do not offer diversity awards
differently.

Although diversity awards can have many benefits
to applicants from marginalized groups, they may also
have unintentional drawbacks. Because of better per-
ceived fit between applicants and diversity awards,
offering those awards led applicants from marginalized
groups to forgo applying for higher value, and often
more prestigious, unrestricted awards. Common diver-
sity opportunities warrant closer examination to ensure
that they do not have negative consequences for equity.
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Notes

1. These other items were the same in Studies 1 and 2. In Study
3, only the importance-to-identity subscale was included. In
Studies 2 and 3, the importance-to-identity subscale measured
participants’ gender rather than racial identity.

2. Cohen’s d,, is used to calculate effect sizes in within-subject
designs by standardizing the mean difference with the average
of the standard deviations of both dependent variables (see
Lakens, 2013).

3. This order effect did not occur again in other studies.

4. Because of a programming error, the evaluators-care measure
in the control condition included one repeated item and one
original item. This error was corrected in Study 3.
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