
The Influence of Religious Personal Identity
on the Relationships Among Religious Dissimilarity,
Value Dissimilarity, and Job Satisfaction

George B. Cunningham

Published online: 13 March 2010

� Springer Science+Business Media, LLC 2010

Abstract The purpose of this study was to examine the influence of religious

dissimilarity and religious personal identity on one’s job satisfaction. Data were

collected from 260 top managers. Structural equation modeling indicated that

religious dissimilarity positively affected perceived value dissimilarity from others,

which in turn, held a negative association with job satisfaction. These effects were

qualified, however, by a significant religious dissimilarity 9 religious personal

identity interaction such that, for persons whose religious beliefs were a central part

of who they were, being religiously different from others in the workplace strongly

impacted their perceived value dissimilarity. Research contributions and practical

implications are discussed.
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Increases in organizational diversity means that now, more than ever before, people

are likely to work with, work for, or supervise someone who is different from the

self. These differences are important, as people who are different from others,

relative to those who are not, have been shown to have less psychological

attachment to the organization (Tsui, Egan, & O’Reilly, 1992), express less

satisfaction with their job (Mueller, Finley, Iverson, & Price, 1999), engage in fewer

citizenship behaviors (Chattopadhyay, 1999), perceive that they are treated less

fairly (Wesolowski & Mossholder, 1997), and, perhaps not surprisingly, demon-

strate an increased likelihood of leaving that group (O’Reilly, Caldwell, & Barnett,

1989). Supervisors’ attitudes and behaviors toward their subordinates are also
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affected by similarities between the two parties, such that greater differences are

associated with poorer outcomes for the subordinate (Judge & Ferris, 1993; Stauffer

& Buckley, 2005).

More recently, researchers have considered moving beyond demographic

dissimilarity (i.e., surface-level differences) to also consider the effects of more

substantive, deep-level characteristics, such as one’s personality and attitudes (see

Riordan, 2000). Deep-level differences are thought to play an important role

because they are associated with demographic characteristics (Hobman, Bordia, &

Gallois, 2003; Thomas, Ravlin, & Wallace, 1996) and are also thought to be the

more proximal antecedent of subsequent attitudinal and behavioral outcomes

(Harrison, Price, Gavin, & Florey, 2002). As examples, Cunningham (2006, 2007b)

has found that deep-level dissimilarity mediates the relationship between surface-

level differences (both actual and perceived) and both affective (i.e., coworker

satisfaction) and behavioral (i.e., turnover intentions) outcomes. Collectively, this

research points to the primacy of deep-level differences in predicting the effects of

diversity.

The purpose of the current study is to extend the examination of deep-level

differences by considering the effects of religious dissimilarity from others in a

group. Although the United States is considered the most religiously diverse

country in the world (Hicks, 2003) and religion has become an increasingly salient

part of the workplace, research examining the effects of religious dissimilarity in

the organizational context is scarce. As Hicks (2003) notes, ‘‘if the respective fields

of leadership and management studies have avoided religion, the academic

discipline of religious studies has overlooked the workplace’’ (p. 3). Similarly,

Moore (2008) suggested that ‘‘strangely absent is research that has been performed

on religion in the workplace’’ (p. 268). Such an omission is unfortunate when

considering that religious beliefs can play a central part of one’s personal identity

(Markus, 1977). In drawing from multiple literatures (i.e., social psychology,

psychology of religion), I argue that religious dissimilarity is related to perceived

value dissimilarity from others, which in turn, negatively affects job satisfaction.

These effects might be further augmented by people’s personal religious identity,

or the extent to which their religious faith is a central part of who she or he is as a

person. An illustrative summary of these expected relationships is presented in

Fig. 1. The theoretical framework and specific hypotheses are provided in the

following section.

Religious 
Dissimilarity 

Value
Dissimilarity 

Job
Satisfaction 

Religious 
Identity 

Fig. 1 Illustrative summary of study predictions
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Theoretical Framework

The social categorization approach is central to understanding the effects of

dissimilarity (Riordan, 2000) and therefore employed as a theoretical lens in the

current investigation. From this perspective—which collectively draws from social

identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and self-categorization theory (Turner,

Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987)—people categorize themselves and

others into groups. The categorization process can be based on a myriad of factors,

including demographics, attitudes, beliefs, or other characteristics, such as religion.

People therefore define themselves in terms of a social identity. Those persons

similar to the self (i.e., in the same social group) are considered in-group members

while those who are different are considered out-group members. Ceteris paribus,

in-group members, relative to out-group members, are liked more, afforded greater

trust, and are the beneficiaries of more positive behaviors (Gaertner, Mann, Murrell,

& Dovidio, 1989). Consequently, the categorization process oftentimes results in

perceptual bias among in-groups and out-groups, with ‘‘us’’ and ‘‘them’’ dynamics

prevailing.

The social categorization framework has guided much of the diversity research.

As van Knippenberg, De Drue, and Homan (2004) wrote, ‘‘group members are more

positively inclined toward their group and the people within it if fellow group

members are similar rather than dissimilar to the self’’ (p. 1009). In general, a

similar pattern was expected here. That is, people who differ from others in their

organization were expected to have less job satisfaction than were their

counterparts.

Where this study differs from past research (Cunningham, 2006, 2007b; Harrison

et al., 2002; Hobman et al., 2003) is the consideration of a broader array of deep-

level characteristics—that is, by moving beyond discussions focused solely on

personality and attitudinal differences to also consider the effects religion. As

previously noted, examination of religion in the workplace is lacking (Hicks, 2003).

This is a disappointing omission considering that over 80% of all persons in the

world follow one of the five major religions: Judaism, Christianity, Islam,

Hinduism, and Buddhism (Kriger & Seng, 2005), thereby suggesting that the

majority of persons are affected by religion in some way. Not surprisingly,

researchers have shown that people use religion as a way to categorize the self and

others (Weeks & Vincent, 2007).

The effects of religion and spirituality are also seen in the workplace (Hicks,

2003). The increased time spent away from home and loved ones, coupled with

more hours spent at work, results in people seeking greater meaning in their lives—

a quest that often leads to a greater integration of religious and work identities (Cash

& Gray, 2000; Jurkiewicz & Giacalone, 2004; Kelly, 2008). Thus, employees are

now likely to merge their religious beliefs and identities into their work. The

influence of religion in the workplace is also seen in federal legislation, in the way

of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which protects people from employment

discrimination based on their religion (see www.eeoc.gov). Finally, religious beliefs

have been shown to influence a variety of work outcomes, such as leadership style

(Hicks, 2002; see also Fry, 2003; Kriger & Seng, 2005; Whittington, Pitts, Kageler,
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& Goodwin, 2005), ethical behavior (Weaver & Agle, 2002), and strategic decisions

made (Dunn & Stevenson, 1998; Shafran, 2002). Collectively, this literature sug-

gests that religious diversity is high in the United States, religion influences various

aspects of one’s life, and religion has become increasingly salient in the workplace.

Thus, examination of the effects of religious dissimilarity—something that has not

been endeavored—is warranted.

In drawing from the social categorization framework previously outlined

(Riordan, 2000; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner et al., 1987), people are likely to

use their religious beliefs to categorize themselves and others into in-groups and

out-groups (for empirical evidence, see Weeks & Vincent, 2007). Indeed, Burris and

Jackson (2000) suggested that ‘‘religion has been numbered—along with gender,

ethnicity and nationality—among the core social categories around which an

individual’s social identity is organized’’ (p. 257). As a result of the categorization,

persons who differ religiously from others in the workplace might be viewed by

others as out-group members and are likely to consider themselves as religious

minorities in that context. Employees who perceive themselves to be religiously

different from others in the workplace might believe that their values (i.e., their

ideas about what is right, good, or valuable; Robbins & Judge, 2007) vary

accordingly. This perspective is consistent with that of Chattopadhyay (1999), who

argued that people use relational differences and similarities to make further

inferences about others’ values. Indeed, different religious denominations vary on a

number of attributes, such as their views toward the afterlife, the environment, the

death penalty, sexual orientation, and the role of women in society, to name a few.

These differences reflect a variation in what people hold dear and important to

them—that is, what they value. Thus, people who differ from others in the

workplace according to their religious beliefs are also likely to vary in their values.

This rationale led to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 Perceived religious dissimilarity will be positively associated with

perceived value dissimilarity.

Of course, religious beliefs can affect people differently. For some, such

convictions are a core part of who they are, while, for others, they might think little

about their religious beliefs except when explicitly prompted to do so. Note that in

both cases, people who hold a particular set of religious beliefs; it is the strength of

those beliefs and how central they are to one’s perception of the self that differ.

Such variability highlights the importance one’s religious personal identity, or the

level of importance placed on one’s religion (for related work, see Becker &

Hofmeister, 2001; Ladd, 2007; Markus, 1977). As Brewer (1991) notes, one’s

personal identity is an identity an individual holds that is perceived as critical to his

or her self-concept. It represents an important part of one’s self-image and who she

or he is as a person, while also playing an important role in how people feel about

themselves (Cunningham, Choi, & Sagas, 2008; Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992; Randel

& Jaussi, 2003). Brewer further noted that personal identity is ‘‘the individuated

self—those characteristics that differentiate one individual from others in a social

context’’ (p. 476).
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One’s religious personal identity is particularly important in the context of

discussions related to dissimilarity from others, and it is possible to draw from

related studies to demonstrate these effects. For instance, Randel and Jaussi (2003)

examined the effects of functional diversity (i.e., differences in people’s functional

area of expertise within the organization) on subsequent performance. These authors

found that, among people who were in the functional minority, persons with a strong

functional personal identity performed more poorly than did those who did not hold

such a personal identity. In another study, Cunningham et al. (2008) investigated the

effects of racial dissimilarity among members of athletic teams. They found that

people who were in the racial minority were more likely to perceive that they were

racially different from others in the group when they also held a strong racial

personal identity. Collectively, this research suggests that one’s personal identity

shapes how she or he interprets being different and whether or not people put

‘‘stock’’ into those differences.

In drawing from this literature, it was expected that religious personal identity

would impact the effects of being religiously different from others. For people who

hold a strong religious personal identity, the effects of being religiously different

from others are likely to be pronounced, and the relationship between perceived

religious dissimilarity and value dissimilarity strong. On the other hand, if religious

personal identity is low, then it will matter little whether one is similar or different

from others based on that characteristic. In this case, the relationship between

religious dissimilarity and subsequent outcomes might be weak. Together, the

theoretical support and empirical results suggest that personal identity likely

moderates the relationships between dissimilarity from others in the group and

subsequent outcomes. Thus, the second hypothesis for the study was:

Hypothesis 2 Religious personal identity will moderate the relationship between

religious dissimilarity from others and perceived value dissimilarity. Specifically,

the positively relationship between religious dissimilarity and value dissimilarity

will be stronger for those persons with high religious personal identity.

Finally, the influence of value dissimilarity on job satisfaction was also

examined. This outcome was chosen for several reasons. First, from a human

resource management perspective, understanding factors that shape how much

employees enjoy their work is of critical importance. Consider, for instance, job

satisfaction has been linked with employee health and well-being (Johns & Saks,

2001), performance (Judge, Thoresen, Bono, & Patton, 2001), and extra-role

behaviors (Johns & Saks, 2001). Second, a number of studies have indicated that

demographic dissimilarity is negatively related to satisfaction (Cunningham, 2006;

Mueller et al., 1999), though examinations related to the effects of religious

dissimilarity are lacking.

As previously noted, when people believe they are different on deep-level

characteristics, such as values, they are also likely to have poor work experiences

(van Knippenberg et al., 2004). For instance, people who believe they differ from

others on deep-level characteristics are less likely to socially integrate into the group

(Harrison et al., 2002; Moore, 2008), express less satisfaction with their coworkers

(Cunningham, 2007b), and communicate their intentions to leave the organization
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(Cunningham, 2007b). These relationships are likely a function of the social

categorization process and the out-group status in which one is situated when

holding different values than others.

Consequently, it was hypothesized:

Hypothesis 3 Perceived value dissimilarity will be negatively associated with job

satisfaction.

Method

Participants

Athletic administrators (N = 260) from National College Athletic Association

Division I-A institutions participated in the study. Most were male (62.7%,

n = 163) and White (78.8%, n = 205). The age ranges varied: 18–30 years (8.1%,

n = 21), 31–40 years (27.3%, n = 71), 41–50 years (29.2%, n = 76), 51–60 years

(30.4%, n = 79), and 61 or more years (5.0%, n = 13). Participants had spent an

average of 9.69 (SD = 8.83) years at their current organization and 17.50 years

(SD = 10.21) working in intercollegiate athletics.

Measures

Participants received a questionnaire which asked them to provide their demo-

graphic information, as previously outlined, and to respond to questions pertaining

to their perceived dissimilarity from others, their religious personal identity, and

their job satisfaction.

Perceived Dissimilarity

Following past research (Cunningham, 2006, 2007b; Harrison et al., 2002), the

perceived dissimilarity items were preceded by the phrase, ‘‘How different are you

from others in your athletic department with respect to….’’ Participants then

responded, using a 7-point Likert-type scale from 1 (very different) to 7 (very
similar), the degree to which they differed from others based on their ‘‘religious

(spiritual) beliefs’’ and ‘‘values.’’ Both items were reverse scored such that higher

values were indicative of greater perceived dissimilarity.

Religious Personal Identity

In drawing from Randel and Jaussi (2003; see also Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992), four

items were used to measure religious personal identity. While Randel and Jaussi’s

scale focused on functional background, items in the current study were adapted to

reflect the importance of the individual’s religious personal identity. The items

included: ‘‘in general, my religious (spiritual) beliefs are an important part of my

self-image,’’ ‘‘my religious (spiritual) beliefs are an important part of who I am as a
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person,’’ ‘‘my religious (spiritual) beliefs are unimportant to what kind of person I

am’’ (reverse scored), and ‘‘overall, my religious (spiritual) beliefs have little to do

with how I feel about myself’’ (reverse scored). Items were anchored by a 7-point

Likert-type scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The internal

consistency estimate for the measure was acceptable (a = .92).

Job Satisfaction

Job satisfaction was measured with three items from Cammann, Fichman, Jenkins,

and Klesh (1983): ‘‘all in all, I am satisfied with my job.’’ ‘‘in general, I like working

at my current job,’’ and ‘‘in general, I do not like my job’’ (reverse scored). Items

were anchored by a 7-point Likert-type scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7

(strongly agree), and the reliability was acceptable (a = .90).

Procedures

This particular study was part of a larger research project aimed at assessing the

influence of diversity on athletic departments and the people who worked in those

entities. Participants were informed that the focus of the study was on diversity in

the intercollegiate athletics context. Questionnaire packets (i.e., a cover letter

explaining the purpose of the study, the questionnaire, and a postage-paid return

envelope) were mailed to the top administrators (athletic directors, associate athletic

directors, assistant athletic directors) at all NCAA Division I-A institutions

(n = 117 institutions at the time of the data collection; n = 680 administrators).

Two hundred and five persons responded to the first mailing. After 6 weeks, an

additional questionnaire was sent to all non-respondents, with an additional 55

returning the questionnaire, for a final response rate of 38.3%. Early and late

respondents did not significantly differ in their ratings of perceived dissimilarity,

religious personal identity, or job satisfaction. Thus, non-response bias is likely not

a substantial concern (Dooley & Linder, 2003).

Data Analysis

Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations were computed for all

variables. A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to examine the

validity evidence of the measures used. Religious dissimilarity was expected to hold

a positive association with perceived value dissimilarity (hypothesis 1), and that

relationship was thought to be moderated by religious personal identity (hypothesis

2). Finally, perceived value dissimilarity was expected to be negatively associated

with job satisfaction (hypothesis 3). These predictions were tested through structural

equation modeling using AMOS 7.0 (Arbuckle, 2006), with moderation carried out

by following Marsh, Wen, and Hau’s (2004) recommendations. Religious dissim-

ilarity and religious personal identity were both standardized and these variables

were used to create the religious dissimilarity 9 religious personal identity product

term (Marsh, Wen, et al., 2004). This method is preferred over multiplying each of

the religious personal identity item indicators by the religious dissimilarity variable
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to create a latent variable interaction terms, as the latter practice reuses information

(see Marsh, Wen, et al., 2004, p. 296). The participants’ age, sex, and race, were

used as controls and estimated to have a direct impact on job satisfaction. Research

has consistently demonstrated that detecting interactions in field research through

moderated regression is difficult due to a loss in statistical power (Aguinis, 1995;

Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003; McClelland & Judd, 1993). As such,

researchers generally increase the alpha level (e.g., Harrison, Price, & Bell, 1998)—

a technique also prescribed by statisticians (e.g., Aguinis, 1995) and adopted here,

where the alpha was set to .10. The root mean square error of approximation

(RMSEA), comparative fit index (CFI), and Tucker Lewis Index (TLI) were used to

assess model fit. RMSEA values less than .06, CFI values greater than .95, and TLI

values greater than .90 are generally considered as indicative of close model fit (Hu

& Bentler, 1998, 1999; but see also Marsh, Hau, & Wen, 2004, for alternative

arguments).

Results

Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Results of the CFA suggest that the model was a close fit to the data: v2 (n = 260,

df = 6) = 11.35, p = .08; v2/df = 1.89; RMSEA = .06 (90% C.I.: .00, .11);

CFI = .99, TLI = .97. As seen in Table 1, this model was a better fit to the data

that were the alternative three-factor, two-factor, and one-factor models. These

findings (a) provide validity evidence concerning the uniqueness of the measures

used in the study, and (b) allay concerns pertaining to method variance. Specifically,

Korsgaard and Roberson (1995) have argued that ‘‘if method variance is a

significant problem, a simple model (e.g., single factor model) should fit the data as

well as a more complex model’’ (p. 663). As the one-factor model was a

significantly poorer fit to the data than was the hypothesized model, method

variance is likely not a significant concern.

Table 1 Fit statistics of alternative confirmatory factor analyses

Model v2 (df) RMSEA CFI TLI

Four-factor 11.35 (6) .06 .99 .97

Three-factor 36.92 (7)*** .13 .95 .86

Two-factor 38.30 (8)*** .12 .95 .87

One-factor 66.08 (9)*** .16 .90 .79

Notes. *** Significance of chi-square difference test when compared to the four-factor model significant

at the p \ .001 level. Three-factor model included religious personal identity as one item, the two

dissimilarity items loading on one latent factor, and the job satisfaction items loading on a second latent

factor. Two-factor model included the religious personal identity, religious dissimilarity, and value

dissimilarity items loading on one latent factor and the job satisfaction items loading on a second latent

factor
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Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 2, and several points are worth making

here. First, religious dissimilarity held a significant association with both value

dissimilarity and job satisfaction, thereby supporting the notion that being

religiously different from others serves to reliably influence one’s work outcomes.

Second, religious personal identity was not related to job satisfaction, but the overall

mean score was significantly higher than the midpoint of the scale (4), t
(254) = 12.85, p \ .001. This suggests that the participants’ religious beliefs were

important to them and served an important part of how they saw themselves.

Hypothesis Testing

As evidenced in Fig. 1, I have hypothesized that value dissimilarity fully mediates

the relationships between religious dissimilarity and religious personal identity, and

subsequent job satisfaction. This model served as the baseline model in testing the

hypotheses. I tested this model against two theoretically plausible alternative

models: (a) a direct effects model, in which the antecedent variables directly affect

job satisfaction, irrespective of value dissimilarity and (b) a partially mediated

model, in which the effects of the antecedent variables on job satisfaction are

observed both directly and through value dissimilarity. A summary of the findings is

presented in Table 3. These findings indicate that the fully mediated and partially

mediated models did not significantly differ from one another: Dv2

(Ddf = 3) = 1.05, p [ .05. The fully mediated model is preferred since it is the

more parsimonious of the two. That model was also a better fit that the direct effects

model, as evidenced by the fit statistics.

Given the superior fit of the fully mediated model, it was used to examine the

hypotheses. An illustrative summary of the structural equation model is presented in

Fig. 2. The model was a close fit to the data: v2 (n = 260, df = 32) = 64.26,

p \ .001; v2/df = 2.01; RMSEA = .06 (90% C.I.: .04, .08), pclose = .17;

Table 2 Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations

Item 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Sex –

2. Race -.04 –

3. Age -.07 .25 –

4. Religious dissimilarity .04 -.07 .13 –

5. Religious personal identity -.04 -.15 .01 -.35 –

6. Value dissimilarity .03 -.14 -.11 .37 -.12 –

7. Job satisfaction -.01 .12 .17 -.17 .08 -.49 –

Mean .38 .79 2.97 3.45 5.26 2.91 5.92

SD .48 .41 1.05 1.26 1.56 1.17 1.09

Notes. Sex coded as 0 = male, 1 = female; race coded as 0 = racial minority, 1 = White; Age coded as

1 = 18–30 years, 2 = 31–40 years, 3 = 41–50 years, 4 = 51–60 years, 5 = 61 or more years. r |C| .14,

p \ .05
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CFI = .96, TLI = .92. The variables collectively explained 15% of the variance in

perceived value dissimilarity and 26% of the variance in job satisfaction. Of the

three controls, only age was significantly related to job satisfaction (b = .11,

p \ .05), with older employees expressing greater satisfaction with their job.

Hypothesis 1, which predicted that religious dissimilarity would hold a positive

association with perceived value dissimilarity, was supported (b = .39, p \ .001).

Hypothesis 2 predicted that the positive relationship between religious dissimilarity

and perceived value dissimilarity would be moderated by religious personal

identity. The interaction term held a significant association with job satisfaction

(b = .12, p = .06). The simple regression lines were plotted following Cohen

et al.’s guidelines: low religious personal identity, Y = .36x ? 3.60; high religious

personal identity, Y = .58x ? 3.64. Thus, the simple slope increased as did the level

of religious personal identity. An illustrative summary of the interaction effect is

presented in Fig. 3. In support of Hypothesis 2, the effects of being dissimilar from

others were augmented when one’s religious personal identity was high.

Finally, in support of Hypothesis 3, perceived value dissimilarity was negatively

associated with job satisfaction (b = -.50, p \ .001).

Discussion

Though workplace diversity has received considerable attention, examination of

religion in the workplace has largely been lacking (Hicks, 2003; Moore, 2008). This

Table 3 Fit statistics of alternative structural equation models

Model v2 (df) RMSEA CFI TLI

Fully mediated 64.26 (32) .06 .96 .92

Partially mediated 63.21 (29) .07 .95 .91

Direct effects 101.71 (32) .09 .90 .83

-.50***

Religious  
Dissimilarity (RD) 

Job
Satisfaction .92

.75

.93

.39***

-.03

.12*
RD × RI  

Religious 
Identity (RI) 

Value
Dissimilarity 

Race Sex Age

.02 .01 .11

15% 26%

Fig. 2 Illustrative summary of structural equation model. * p = .06. *** p \ .001
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is an unfortunate omission give that most of the world’s population follows a

religious faith (Kriger & Seng, 2005) and people are increasingly making their

religious and spiritual beliefs a salient part of their work (Cash & Gray, 2000;

Jurkiewicz & Giacalone, 2004; Kelly, 2008). The purpose of this study, therefore,

was to extend the diversity literature by considering the relationships among

religious personal identity, religious dissimilarity, value dissimilarity, and job

satisfaction.

Results indicate that religious personal identity and religious dissimilarity were

negatively associated with one another. Thus, as people considered themselves to be

more religiously similar to their work colleagues, their religious personal identity

also increased. This pattern is contrary to what might be expected from a social

categorization perspective, as being different from others should heighten the

salience of that identity group, rather than the opposite pattern (for empirical

evidence, see Cunningham et al., 2008). Shared reality theory (Hardin & Conley,

2001; Hardin & Higgins, 1996) can be used to explain these findings. From this

perspective, people hold a specific identity because others in their life share those

self-views. As Sinclair, Hardin, and Lowery (2006) explain, ‘‘The achievement of

‘shared reality’ thus serves the dual functions of structuring both individual beliefs

and social relationships’’ (p. 530). Applied to the current study, if most of an

individual’s colleagues in the workplace share her or his religious views (i.e., the

person is religiously similar to others), then the degree to which those views are a

central part of the self (i.e., one’s religious personal identity) might be heightened.

This is likely to particularly be the case in the current context, as intercollegiate

athletics has been characterized as a highly religious setting (Cunningham, 2007a).

While others (Magee & Hardin, in press) have found evidence that shared reality

processes are linked with religiosity, this is an under-researched area that warrants

further investigation.

Consistent with the study hypotheses, religious dissimilarity was reliably related

to perceived value dissimilarity, which in turn, was negatively associated with job

satisfaction. This former association was qualified by the religious
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Fig. 3 Effects of religious dissimilarity and religious personal identity on job satisfaction
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dissimilarity 9 religious personal identity interaction. For individuals whose

religious beliefs were a central part of who they were as a person, being religiously

dissimilar from others strongly predicted their perceived value dissimilarity from

others. Lesser effects were found for people whose religious personal identity was

low.

These findings highlight the importance of considering one’s personal identity in

the study of how dissimilarity influences subsequent outcomes. From one

perspective, the study of religious personal identity has largely been limited to

studies outside the work context, such as examinations of religious involvement

(Becker & Hofmeister, 2001) or death attitudes (Ladd, 2007), to name a few (for an

exception, see Moore, 2008). This study contributes to the literature by also

demonstrating that one’s religious personal identity contributes to her or his

perceptions of the self relative to others. From a different perspective, several

scholars have bemoaned the overly simplistic approach of much of the diversity

research (Chattopadhyay, Tluchowska, & George, 2004; Lawrence, 1997; van

Knippenberg et al., 2004). The failure to consider key intervening and/or

moderating variables, coupled with the lack of adhesion to the theory’s primary

tenets, can potentially result in misleading findings and under-estimated effects.

Such was clearly illustrated here, as a focus solely on religious dissimilarity would

have as resulted in the erroneous conclusion that being different from others affects

all people the same. Such is not the case, as the effects of being religiously different

from others varied based on the person’s religious personal identity. Thus,

articulating and testing a key moderating influence—in this case, including religious

personal identity—helped to shed light on the impact of religious dissimilarity.

Finally, value dissimilarity was found to be a significant predictor of job

satisfaction. In fact, value dissimilarity held the strongest association among all of

the variables with job satisfaction (see Table 1). These findings are consistent with

previous research illustrating the negative effects of having different values from

one’s coworkers (Cunningham, 2006, 2007b; Harrison et al., 2002; Moore, 2008).

These findings have also been observed among groups, where value diversity

contributes to a group’s emotional conflict (Barsade, Ward, Turner, & Sonnenfeld,

2000), while detracting from its effectiveness and efficiency (Jehn, Northcraft, &

Neale, 1999).

Implications

These findings also have implications for practice. Given the high levels of religious

diversity in the United States and its workforce (Hicks, 2003; Kelly, 2008), that

religious dissimilarity predicted perceptions of value dissimilarity and ultimately

lower job satisfaction is troubling. Cash and Gray (2000) articulated a framework

that could be used to accommodate religious requests (i.e., observances, behavioral

manifestations) in the workplace. Clearly, consistent, fair, and legal accommoda-

tions of religious and spiritual requests are needed.

Perhaps more substantively, however, is the need for people to feel valued in the

workplace, irrespective of their religious beliefs. Therein rests the importance of an

organization’s diversity mindset. When differences among people are seen as assets
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to the organization, when there is a focus on understanding the way in which people

vary, when there is a realization that workforce diversity can bring positive

outcomes to the organization, and when there is an understanding of how to realize

said benefits, then people who may differ from the typical majority are likely to

have positive experiences in that context (Ely & Thomas, 2001; van Knippenberg &

Schippers, 2007; for similar arguments, see Hicks, 2003). Indeed, van Knippenberg,

Haslam, and Platow (2007) found that, among groups where diversity was seen as

positively contributing to group functioning, gender diversity was positively

associated with group identification. Similar effects might be expected in the current

context, such that people who were religiously different from others in the

organization might have positive experiences when such differences were valued

and believed to be a contributor to the organization’s success. Past research has

shown that integration of diversity into the organization’s core mission, values, and

structure, top management support, and training are all key in creating such an

environment (Gilbert & Ivancevich, 2000; Holvino, Ferdman, & Merrill-Sands,

2004).

Limitations and Future Directions

Despite the strengths of the study, there are some limitations. First, the data were

collected on a single questionnaire, thereby raising the possibility of method bias.

This threat is decreased when testing for moderation, however (McClelland & Judd,

1993). Second, only administrators from NCAA Division I-A athletic departments

were surveyed. It is unclear, then, if a similar pattern of findings would hold in other

contexts, either within or outside sport. There is some evidence that, because other

areas of athletics are considerably less diverse than are Division I departments, the

value that diversity brings to the organization is heightened in those contexts (Fink,

Pastore, & Riemer, 2003). Future research should consider further exploring these

possibilities.

Furthermore, some might question the use of single-item measures to assess

dissimilarity. It is worth noting, however, that these items have been used in

previous studies (e.g., Harrison et al., 2002). Further, for single dimensions

constructs—of which perceptions of being different would be considered—single-

item measures have been found to have similar reliability and validity evidence as

their multi-item counterparts (Wanous & Hudy, 2001). Additionally, actual

religious differences were not assessed, as administrators were not asked to

disclose their religious affiliation. Future researchers should consider this

possibility.

Finally, two potential limitations with the data should be noted. First, all data are

correlational in nature, so causal interpretations should be withheld. Second, as the

employees were nested within their departments, it is possible that group-level

effects are present. While this might not be the case with individual-level factors,

such as religious personal identity, variance in the administrators’ job satisfaction

could be attributed to department-level effects.

The findings of the study also provide questions that should be addressed in

future research. For instance, while this study contributed to the literature by
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considering the effects of religious dissimilarity, there are other deep-level

differences that might also impact people’s attitudes and behaviors in the

workplace, such as sexual orientation. Off hand, similar findings might be expected,

as sexual dissimilarity and sexual personal identity might interact to predict

subsequent outcomes. Future research is needed to examine these possibilities,

however. From a different perspective, I adopted a social categorization approach to

examine the effects of religious dissimilarity; however, I did not investigate factors

that might influence the salience of social categorizations, such as fit, accessibility,

and cognitive accessibility (Turner et al., 1987). It is likely that the model’s

predictive ability would improve with these factors included (see also van

Knippenberg et al., 2004). Finally, and in line with the implications for practice,

future researchers should examine the degree to which positive diversity mindsets

might ameliorate the potential negative effects of being religiously different from

others in the workplace. Indeed, given the religious diversity of the workforce

(Kelly, 2008), finding ways to reduce the negative effects of being different from

others is imperative.
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