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The United States is becoming increasingly racially diverse, making interracial interactions 
virtually inevitable. This diversity has the potential to be tremendously rewarding. Exposure to 
racial diversity can lead to many positive outcomes, including more positive racial attitudes, 
better leadership development and more complex thinking about the social world.1 In the words 
of former President Bill Clinton, diversity can be a “Godsend” for those who can “live together, 
learn together, work together.”2 Indeed, organizations that have promoted and leveraged diversity 
have gained a huge competitive advantage. Organizations like IBM have not only succeeded in 
achieving diversity in their workforce, they have used it to reach out to new markets, develop 
more creative solutions, and redefine the work they do so that employees—all employees—feel 
invested in the company.3 IBM’s success story is not the norm, however. Many organizations 
struggle to achieve diversity, especially at the top of the organizational hierarchy, and they fail to 
leverage differences.4 
 
For decades, researchers have argued that the reason efforts to increase diversity fail is that 
people are secretly (or not-so-secretly) prejudiced. Research has shown that most people favor 
members of their own social groups.5 They trust and like ingroup members more than outgroup 
members, and prefer to give rewards to those in the ingroup.6 In the context of race relations, 
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research has shown that white Americans prefer white people. They prefer to live in 
predominantly white neighborhoods.7 They have an easier time associating good things with 
white people and bad things with black people.8 They are also more willing to help and share 
resources with white people than with people of minority groups.9 Clearly, prejudice can 
undermine diversity efforts. 
 
This explanation is incomplete, however. A main reason diversity efforts today fail is that 
diversity is challenging. Interracial interactions are stressful. Research has shown that many 
individuals exhibit physiological and behavioral signs of distress during interracial interactions. 
They exhibit increases in cortisol, a “stress hormone.”10 They also exhibit nonverbal behaviors 
associated with social anxiety (e.g., fidgeting, blinking excessively, averting eye gaze) that 
undermine the quality of social interactions.11 To improve interracial interactions and leverage 
diversity, leaders will need to learn how to cope with interracial contact in positive and 
productive ways. 
 
Stress and coping in response to interracial interactions 
 
To understand why interracial interactions are stressful and how people might cope with that 
stress, it is useful to understand stress and coping more generally. Figure 1 provides a schematic 
of the stress and coping process applied to the interracial context. When faced with a potential 
stressor, individuals make primary and secondary appraisals. 12  During primary appraisal, 
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individuals appraise the demands of a potential stressor. In the context of interracial interactions, 
they appraise how much effort the interaction is likely to require. Research has shown that most 
people appraise interracial interactions as being quite demanding.13 Whites are often concerned 
about appearing prejudiced and ethnic minorities are often concerned about being the target of 
prejudice — managing these sets of concerns requires effort.14 Individuals often self-regulate 
their thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in an effort to manage their concerns.    
 

STRESS AND COPING FRAMEWORK FOR INTERRACIAL CONTACT 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. A stress and coping framework for understanding behavior during interracial 
interactions.  
 
Once people have assessed the demands of a potential stressor, they go on to secondary appraisal. 
During this phase, individuals appraise resources available to cope with the stressor. Resources 
can be material, physical, or psychosocial, and facilitate one’s ability to change the situation, 
mitigate negative outcomes, and/or generate positive outcomes. In the context of interracial 
contact, one of the most useful resources is a social script. Social scripts are guidelines for what 
to say and do during a social situation. People have social scripts for any number of situations, 
such as attending class (e.g., sit down, take notes, ask thoughtful questions), eating at restaurants 
(e.g., wait to be seated, look at the menu, order from the waiter), and even interacting with those 
of one’s own racial group (e.g., say hello, ask where s/he is from, talk about favorite restaurants 
in Charlottesville). Because many people have little interracial contact experience, they lack 
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PRIMARY APPRAISAL:  DEMANDS? 
For many people, interracial contact is demanding 

SECONDARY APPRAISAL:  RESOURCES? 
For many people, resources are low 

THREAT 
For many, demands > resources 

CHALLENGE 
For some, demands < resources 

FREEZE 
“Don’t say or do 

anything!” 

AVOID 
“Get out of this as 

quickly as possible!”  

ANTAGONIZE 
“Be unpleasant and 
they will go away!” 

ENGAGE 
“Win them over and 
this will be better!” 
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social scripts for interracial interactions. This lack of experience is especially true of white 
Americans.15 Consider how stressful it is for many white Americans to use racial labels (“should 
I say black or African American?”).16 This lack of knowhow can make interracial contact 
stressful for both whites and minorities. 
 
Interracial interactions are stressful then because the demands of interracial interactions often 
exceed individuals’ resources to meet those demands. As a result, individuals often feel 
threatened or distressed and must deploy coping strategies to reduce their stress. These strategies 
can take countless forms, but broadly speaking, there are four basic coping behaviors:  attacking 
the source of threat (to remove the threat), avoiding/escaping the threat, freezing until the threat 
disappears, or creating and maintaining social bonds to manage the threat. Attacking and 
avoiding/escaping the threat is often referred to as “fight or flight,” while creating social bonds to 
cope with a threat has also been referred to as “tend and befriend.”17 In the context of interactions, 
we label these responses antagonizing, avoiding, freezing, and positively engaging, respectively.18  
 
Antagonizing  
One response to threat is attacking the source of the threat, moving it from one’s immediate 
environment. In the context of interracial interactions, individuals who attack antagonize their 
interaction partner. They might sneer and make snide remarks (e.g., offensive jokes) or behave in 
aggressive and dominant ways. The goal of antagonizing is to invalidate the threat, making the 
interaction and one’s interaction partner insignificant. Although this coping response can reduce 
the threat people feel during interracial interactions, it fails to promote positive outcomes. 
 
Avoiding 
Another common response to threat is avoiding it. In the context of interracial contact, individuals 
who avoid will avert their eye gaze, lean back and away from their interaction partner, and try to 
end the interaction as quickly as possible. Because avoiding requires disengagement, it too fails to 
promote positive outcomes. Moreover, when whites are avoidant, they run the risk of appearing 
prejudiced, and when minorities are avoidant, they run the risk of appearing incompetent.   
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Freezing  
A third common response to threat is freezing. In the context of interracial contact, individuals 
who freeze will close their body posture and brace themselves for what is to come. They will say 
or do as little as possible. After all, if they say or do nothing, they cannot say or do something 
wrong. As with the avoiding response, freezing requires disengagement from the interaction and 
fails to promote positive outcomes. At best, it prevents negative outcomes. 
         
Positively Engaging  
A final coping response is positively engaging. In the context of interracial contact, people who 
positively engage make eye contact, lean forward, nod and smile, and affirm their interaction 
partners’ comments. As the interaction unfolds, they are able to reduce stress by making the 
interaction more comfortable and easier to navigate. 
 
Positively engaging in the face of threat can be difficult. Indeed, the easiest way to positively 
engage is to reappraise the interaction as a challenge instead of a threat. Leaders can accomplish 
this shift from threat to challenge by reducing the demands of the interaction and/or increasing 
resources to meet the demands. Once resources exceed the demands of the interaction, individuals 
will feel positively challenged and they will positively engage. (See Figure 1.) 
 
How to Positively Engage in Interracial Interactions 
 
The first way to promote positive engagement is to reduce the demands of interracial interactions. 
One way to achieve this goal is to improve racial attitudes. Indeed, research has shown that 
people who have more interracial contact and more positive racial attitudes find interracial 
interactions less demanding.19 Changing racial attitudes is notoriously difficult, however. It likely 
requires positive interracial contact among equal-status peers who share a common goal and must 
work together to achieve that goal.20  It may also require specific strategies to counter stereotypes 
(e.g., exposure to counter-stereotypical media and role models) and strategies to promote a pro-
diversity mindset (e.g., acknowledging/celebrating rather than ignoring differences).21 
 
Luckily, there are other ways to reduce the demands of interracial contact. The surest way is to 
get people to focus on their interaction partner, the interaction, or the task at hand, rather than 
themselves. For example, people can think of the interaction as an opportunity to learn about a 
topic or another person as opposed to an opportunity to perform well or not.22 They can also 
adopt a promotion focus (“do the right thing”) rather than a prevention focus (“don’t do the 
wrong thing”) to reduce the demands of interracial contact.23 Agreeing on a group goal and/or 
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forging a common group identity can help people perceive racial outgroup members as ingroup 
members, thereby reducing the demands of the interaction.24 
 
These strategies are likely to be even more effective if paired with increased resources. As noted, 
the most useful resource for meeting the demands of interracial contact is to have a social script. 
A script is simply a template for how some event should go (in this case an interaction). It 
provides structure to the meeting or interaction.  It lets people anticipate what is coming up next 
so that they can be ready.  And it provides a shared “language” people can use (during this time, 
it is “safe” to talk about race, gender, or other typically taboo topic). With a social script, it would 
not be out of place to bring up the topic because the participants expect it. Research has shown 
that providing white individuals with a script—what to say and when to say it—can greatly 
improve interracial contact.25 Consider these two real-world examples. IBM recognized that 
discussing race-related issues was stressful and that these discussions were therefore avoided. 
They implemented “5-min drills,” a structured time during meetings when executives had to 
identify and discuss minority employees deserving of promotions. This structured time provided a 
predictable, promotion-focused, and safe environment to talk about a diversity-related issue. 
Other companies have used icebreakers. Even though icebreakers may seem silly, the activity 
gives employees a loose script to help them initiate and navigate interracial contact.  
 
These social scripts are helpful only insofar as companies can implement them. Thus, resources 
necessary to implement these scripts are important too. These resources can include physical 
resources such as glucose (energy) levels and psychosocial resources such as social status. Social 
status is an important resource in any social interaction. It confers respect. In the context of 
interracial contact, it has long been recognized that equal status promotes positive interactions 
(Allport, 1954).26 This may be especially important for minorities who are often concerned about 
being disrespected (i.e., discriminated against). In short, interracial interactions must be set up in 
a way to support the effective use of social scripts and the individuals must have enough personal 
resources to implement those scripts.  
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Conclusion 
 
The United States’ population is increasingly diverse and interracial interactions are stressful. 
One solution to resolve this stress is to avoid interracial interactions. The problem with this 
solution, of course, is that diversity is not a choice but a fact of U.S. society. As a nation, we are 
committed to the ideals of equal opportunity and we know from experience that separate is not 
equal. The solution is to cope with the stress of interracial contact. Unfortunately, most of our 
coping responses are not conducive to positive interactions. Often, people antagonize, avoid, or 
freeze. People can cope in a more positive and constructive way, however, by positively 
engaging. Leaders can learn and teach others to positively engage if they are able to reduce the 
demands of interracial contact and increase the resources people have for meeting those demands. 
Only then will leveraging diversity be possible. ! 
 
Sophie Trawalter is an Assistant Professor of Public Policy and Psychology at the University of 
Virginia’s Frank Batten School of Leadership and Public Policy.  Her research examines 
psychological processes that contribute to social disparities. 
 
Jazmin Brown-Iannuzzi is a doctoral candidate at the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill.  She is an expert in social perception, attitudes and prejudice.  She uses quantitative 
methods to investigate the psychological mechanisms that give rise to status-related disparities. 
 
    


