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Person–Organization
Congruence and the
Maintenance of
Group-Based Social
Hierarchy: A Social
Dominance Perspective

Hillary Haley and Jim Sidanius
Department of Psychology, UCLA

Using vocational choice theory and social dominance theory as guiding frameworks, this paper
examines the interrelationships between the types of social institutions that a person occupies,
on the one hand, and the sociopolitical attitudes and behavioral predispositions that a person
displays, on the other. Beginning with Holland (1959, 1966), numerous researchers have
documented the fact that people’s work-related values tend to match the values of their work
environments. Researchers have also found, as we might expect, that this value match yields
superior job performance and greater employee satisfaction. Social dominance theory has
proposed an important expansion of this research: people’s sociopolitical attitudes (e.g. anti-
egalitarianism) should also be compatible, or congruent, with their institutional environments
(e.g. schools, workplaces). A growing body of research supports this claim. Specifically, recent
research has shown that hierarchy-enhancing (HE) organizations (e.g. police forces) tend to be
occupied by those with anti-egalitarian beliefs, while hierarchy-attenuating (HA) organizations
(e.g. civil liberties organizations) tend to be occupied by those with relatively democratic
beliefs. This research has also provided evidence for five (non-mutually exclusive) processes
underlying this institutional assortment: self-selection, institutional selection, institutional
socialization, differential reward, and differential attrition. This paper reviews the literature
bearing on each of these processes, and suggests key paths for future research.
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DURING the last 40 years, there has been a
steady stream of research on worker–workplace
‘fit’—the idea that people can be psychologically
‘matched’ to different occupational settings.
This research was largely pioneered by Holland
(1959, 1966), who was among the first to
suggest that occupational choices function as
expressive acts. As Holland saw it, people seek
out occupations that suit their inclinations and
motivations (e.g. ‘artistic’ or ‘entrepreneur-
ial’)—just as, for example, people are apt to eat
foods that suit their tastes. Holland further
thought the secret to job satisfaction is in the
fit; the greater the person–environment (P–E)
congruence, the deeper an employee’s satis-
faction should be. Finding the right job, it was
argued, is as much about a person’s psychology
as it is about a person’s skills and abilities.

Vocational and organizational psychologists
have produced a substantial body of research in
support of Holland’s reasoning. The bulk of
this work has focused on P–E congruence in
terms of values (e.g. concern for others,
interest in financial gains, attention to detail).
Researchers have found that people’s central
values do indeed tend to be congruent with the
values prevailing in their work environments
(e.g. Adkins, Russell, & Werbel, 1994; Ben-Shem
& Avi-Itzhak, 1991; Holland, 1996; Posner, 1992;
Rynes & Gerhart, 1990). Moreover, researchers
have found that such P–E value congruence
corresponds to heightened job satisfaction,
greater job commitment, and diminished
turnover intentions (e.g. see Assouline & Meir,
1987; Bretz & Judge, 1994; Cable & Judge, 1996;
Chatman, 1989, 1991; Gottfredson & Holland,
1990; Joyce & Slocum, 1982; Meglino, Ravlin, &
Adkins, 1989; Meir, 1995; O’Reilly, Chatman, &
Caldwell, 1991; Tranberg, Slane, & Ekberg,
1993; Vancouver & Schmitt, 1991). 

Consistent with these findings, it has also
been shown that P–E value congruence goes
hand in hand with superior employee perform-
ance (see, e.g. Adkins, Ravlin, & Meglino, 1996;
Boxx, Odom, & Dunn, 1991; Chatman, 1991;
Chatman & Barsade, 1995; Goodman &
Svyantek, 1999; Gottfredson & Holland, 1990;
Holland, 1966, 1985; Jehn, Chadwick, &
Thatcher, 1997; Joyce & Slocum, 1982;

Kemelgor, 1982; Kuo, Cheng, & Wang, 2001;
Meglino et al., 1989; Mount & Muchinsky, 1978;
O’Reilly et al., 1991; Posthuma & Navran, 1970;
Tokar, Fischer, & Subich, 1998; see also
O’Reilly & Chatman, 1996). In brief, this
research suggests not only that value congru-
ence is normative, but also that it is beneficial
to both worker and workplace alike. 

In recent years, social dominance theorists
(e.g. Pratto & Espinoza, 2001; Pratto, Sidanius,
Stallworth, & Malle, 1994; Pratto, Stallworth,
Sidanius, & Siers, 1997; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999;
Sidanius, Pratto, Sinclair, & van Laar, 1996;
Sidanius, van Laar, Levin, & Sinclair, 2003; van
Laar, Sidanius, Rabinowitz, & Sinclair, 1999)
have suggested that a similar P–E ‘fit’ exists for
sociopolitical attitudes. In the same way that
people who place a premium on moneymaking
tend to work in environments that do the same,
it is expected that people who endorse the sub-
ordination of others tend to inhabit environ-
ments that produce the subordination of
others. Put differently, social dominance
theorists argue that there should be a positive
correlation between an individual’s attitudes
vis-a-vis inter-group equality and his/her
organization’s impact on existing inter-group
inequalities.

In this paper, we examine evidence for such a
sociopolitical ‘fit’. We begin by reviewing several
relevant tenets of social dominance theory,
including the distinction between hierarchy-
enhancing (HE) and hierarchy-attenuating
(HA) institutions. Next, we take stock of the
growing body of literature—by social domi-
nance theorists and by others—that provides
support for the idea of sociopolitical ‘fit’. We
then turn to a discussion of the processes
believed to guide this sociopolitical ‘fit’.
Following the lead of the occupational congru-
ence literature, social dominance theory posits
five (non-mutually exclusive) processes: self-
selection, institutional selection, institutional
socialization, differential rewards, and differen-
tial attrition (see van Laar et al., 1999). We
examine evidence for each of these processes in
detail. Finally, this paper also identifies lacunae
in this stream of research, and suggests some
key directions for future work.
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Our goals in this review are therefore three-
fold: (1) we intend to show that there is in fact
a positive correlation between people’s inter-
group attitudes and their respective organiz-
ations’ relationships to existing group
inequalities; (2) we seek to demonstrate that
this correlation is maintained by at least five
specific—though likely interrelated—pro-
cesses; and (3) we aim to underscore the
important implications of these patterns of
findings, and to identify fruitful avenues for
future research. Before discussing the evidence
for person-organization congruence in inter-
group attitudes, a brief overview of social domi-
nance theory is in order. 

Social dominance theory

According to social dominance theory (SDT),
there is a general human tendency to form and
maintain group-based social hierarchies. Such
hierarchies, it is argued—whether predicated
upon ethnicity, class, caste, or any other social
designation—can be observed within any
modern human society. In all cases, one or
more dominant social groups (e.g. the rich)
enjoy disproportionate social advantages (e.g.
high status or political power), while one or
more subordinate groups (e.g. the poor) suffer
disproportionate social disadvantages (e.g.
poor access to healthcare or high rates of
imprisonment). 

Social dominance theorists posit that these
social hierarchies are in large part created, pre-
served, and recreated by social institutions, or
organizations. While lone individuals can help
to strengthen these hierarchies (e.g. by voting
in favor of laws that disproportionately
handicap low-status groups) or to attenuate
them (e.g. by voting in favor of laws that instead
help to level the playing field), institutions
should be able to impact hierarchies to a far
greater degree. Universities, financial houses,
and judicial systems, for example, can power-
fully promote or suppress existing social hierar-
chies based on how they allocate positive
resources (e.g. prestige, wealth, healthcare)
and/or negative resources (e.g. disdain, poverty,
endangerment). Indeed, SDT—unlike many

competing theories (see, e.g. Jones, 1997)—
asserts that institutions play a principal role in
shaping group-based hierarchies (e.g. Mitchell
& Sidanius, 1995; Pratto et al., 1997; Sidanius,
Liu, Pratto, & Shaw, 1994; Sidanius et al., 1996;
van Laar et al., 1999).1

Social dominance theorists also draw a dis-
tinction between two types of institutions: HE
institutions and HA institutions. Within social
dominance theory HE and HA forces can be
thought of as counterbalancing elements that
jointly contribute to the stability of existing
group-based hierarchies. HE institutions can be
identified as those most likely to promote hier-
archically structured relationships among social
groups (e.g. economic inequalities among
‘races’, classes, or ethnic groups) by making
disproportionately greater positive social allo-
cations (or fewer negative social allocations) to
dominant groups than to subordinate groups. 

Examples of HE institutions are internal
security organizations (e.g. SAVAK, FBI, KGB,
Vlakplass), death squads, and profit-maximizing
financial institutions (e.g. corporate law firms).
One important HE institution is the US
criminal justice system, which has been docu-
mented as imposing disproportionately harsh
negative sanctions on subordinate groups (e.g.
blacks and Latinos) as compared with dominant
groups (e.g. whites; see also Chevigny, 1995;
Cole, 1999; Kennedy, 1997; Mauer, 1999;
Miller, 1996; Nelson, 2000; Parenti, 1999;
Sidanius & Pratto, 1999; Tonry, 1995; for
indirect evidence see also Weitzer, 2000). While
personnel within the criminal justice system
may not consciously intend to discriminate, and
may not even be aware of the discriminatory
effects of their behavior, the system can still be
considered an HE institution simply because its
net result is the enactment and maintenance of
group-based hierarchy and inequality.

In contrast, HA institutions offset the effects
of HE institutions by defending subordinate
social groups (e.g. the poor) and generally
facilitating both an egalitarian distribution of
positive social value and the subsequent attenu-
ation of group-based social hierarchy. Among
the more obvious examples of HA institutions
are civil rights groups, civil liberties groups,
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welfare organizations, and religious organiz-
ations devoted to the protection of the poor,
the vulnerable and the oppressed (e.g. follow-
ers of liberation theology).2 It should also be
noted that while a given institution might be
identified as an HE institution or as an HA
institution, it may also contain differently
flavored (HE and HA) departments or sectors;
consider, for example, both (HE) prison
guards and (HA) social workers within the
(HE) US criminal justice system.

This distinction between HE and HA insti-
tutions is central to the claim that a P–E ‘fit’
exists for sociopolitical attitudes. According to
this claim, HE environments will tend to be
populated by supporters of group-based hierar-
chies, while HA environments will tend to be
populated by those who reject group-based
hierarchies. This line of reasoning is very con-
gruent with Holland’s (1985) assertion that any
given institution functions as a ‘human aggre-
gate’, exerting influence through the pooled
characteristics of its members. 

SDT captures people’s support for group-
based hierarchies with a construct known as
social dominance orientation (see Pratto et al.,
1994). Social dominance orientation, while
distinct from other constructs, is reliably
related to belief systems such as ethnocentrism,
nationalism, authoritarianism, ‘racism’, and
sexism. Similarly, it has been found to correlate
with hierarchy-related behaviors (e.g. ‘racial’
discrimination, stereotyping) and hierarchy-
related policy positions (e.g. death penalty
views, welfare reform views, support for military
conquest). 

People with discriminatory convictions such
as ‘some groups are better than others’ are said
to have high levels of social dominance orien-
tation, and should therefore be quite comfort-
able within HE institutions. People with
egalitarian beliefs, such as ‘we should strive for
increased social equality between groups’, on
the other hand, are said to have low levels of
social dominance orientation, and should be
more comfortable within HA organizations (see
Sidanius & Pratto, 1999, pp. 41–44; Sidanius,
Pratto, Martin, & Stallworth, 1991). Naturally, it
is also expected that sociopolitical beliefs

related to social dominance orientation (e.g.
xenophobia, sexism) will function in a similar
manner, such that people with egalitarian
beliefs should tend to ‘match’ with HA environ-
ments, while those with non-egalitarian beliefs
should tend to ‘match’ with HE environments.
Thus, it is argued that a person’s sociopolitical
‘fit’, or congruence, within an institution pivots
on whether the institutional environment is
classifiable as HE or HA.

Sociopolitical attitudes and P–E ‘fit’

As SDT would predict, a good deal of literature
supports the idea that there is a P–E ‘fit’ with
respect to sociopolitical attitudes. Interestingly,
this ‘fit’ can be found even between college
students—who commonly have very similar
backgrounds and very indefinite sociopolitical
attitudes—and the courses of study they pursue
(e.g. Altemeyer, 1998; Guimond, 1999;
Guimond, Palmer, & Bégin, 1989; Sidanius
et al., 1991, 2003; van Laar et al., 1999).
Specifically, students pursuing degrees that
would typically lead to HE careers (e.g. degrees
in business or law) hold relatively anti-egali-
tarian views, while those pursuing degrees that
would typically lead to HA careers (e.g. degrees
in the humanities or social sciences) hold rela-
tively egalitarian views. One of the earliest such
findings was reported by Feldman and
Newcomb (1969), who found less authori-
tarianism among students in the humanities
and arts as opposed to students in other areas
of study.

Recently, more fine-grained evidence of this
pattern has been reported (Sidanius et al.,
2003) in research with UCLA students. In this
research, the authors identified lists of majors
that could be clearly classified as ‘HE majors’ or
‘HA majors’ based on mutually-agreed-upon
decisions made by a pair of independent
coders. The coders were told to consider a
major an ‘HE major’ if it was (explicitly or
implicitly) invested in the agenda of ‘the
socially powerful’ (e.g. the wealthy). Majors
designated as ‘HE majors’ included: account-
ing; business; business administration; business
economics; business management; economics;
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marketing; and pre-economics. They were told
to consider a major to be an ‘HA major’, on the
other hand, if it was (explicitly or implicitly)
invested in the interests of subordinate social
groups (e.g. women, ethnic minorities). This
category included: African languages; African
studies; anthropology; Asian studies; ethnomu-
sicology; Jewish studies; Latin American studies;
Near Eastern studies; public health; sociology;
special education; and women’s studies. 

Having made these classifications, the authors
then compared students from each type of
major on anti-egalitarianism—as measured by
both the social dominance orientation scale
(see Pratto et al., 1994) and the symbolic racism
scale (see Henry & Sears, 2002; Sears, van Laar,
Carrillo, & Kosterman, 1997), while also con-
trolling for demographic differences such as
gender and ethnicity. As expected, and within
every year of study examined, ‘HE majors’ were
found to have attitudes significantly more anti-
egalitarian than were ‘HA majors’.

Kurpius and Lucart (2000) found a similar
pattern when they compared men enrolled as
civilian university students with men enrolled as
US military students—in the Naval Academy,
Air Force Academy, or Reserve Officer Training
Corps. In this research, the civilian students
were pursuing various courses of study, and can
thus be thought of as a control group. The
military students, by contrast, were all joining
up with a clearly HE system. In line with SDT,
this research found the military students to
have relatively anti-egalitarian attitudes when
compared to their civilian counterparts.
Specifically, the military men—relative to the
civilians—were likely to hold negative attitudes
toward women (e.g. to feel that women’s rights
should be curtailed), to endorse masculinity
norms (e.g. to agree that men should act
‘tough’), and to show higher levels of right-
wing authoritarianism. 

Along the same lines, Liebkind and Eränen
(2001) found differences between nursing
students and police academy students in terms
of their attitudes toward fictional trauma
victims (e.g. refugees, victims of shipwreck).
Notably, both groups of students were aspiring
to professional careers in which they would

meaningfully interact with such victims, albeit
in different ways. In line with SDT expectations,
however, these groups expressed divergent atti-
tudes toward the fictional victims. Students of
the police academy (in training for HE work)
expressed relatively negative attitudes toward
the victims, while nursing students (who were
following an HA career track) expressed rela-
tively positive attitudes. Police students were
less likely than their nursing counterparts, for
example, to find the victims interesting or
likable. While this same study did not find a
similar set of differences among medicine, law,
and social sciences students, the latter group—
as we would expect—tended to show the most
favorable attitudes toward the victims.

Research from non-student populations tells
a similar story. Sidanius, Liu et al. (1994), for
example, examined social dominance orien-
tation across four different groups of people:
(1) police officers from the (HE) Los Angeles
Police Department; (2) public defenders from
the (HA) Los Angeles Public Defenders Office;
(3) undergraduate students from UCLA
(following both HE and HA tracks); and (4)
adults called to jury duty in Los Angeles County
(from both HE and HA organizations). It was
predicted that the police officers, operating
within an HE organization, would show higher
levels of social dominance orientation than
either the undergraduates or the jurors. Simi-
larly, it was predicted that the public defenders,
working within an HA organization, would
show lower levels of social dominance orien-
tation than either of these groups. Both of these
differences emerged, and were statistically
significant. Impressively, these differences
remained significant even after researchers con-
trolled for demographic factors that differed
across the groups (e.g. age, gender, social class,
education). 

Whitehead (1998) nicely illustrated a similar
pattern with respect to death penalty views—
documenting the different death penalty views
of public defenders, district attorneys, and
legislators. Consistent with work on social
dominance orientation, it was found that
public defenders were the most likely to oppose
the death penalty, to express concerns about
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its morality, and to believe that it fails as a
deterrent. Further, public defenders were also
the most likely of the three groups to believe
that the death penalty is imposed in a ‘racially’
biased manner, and to argue that death penalty
laws should strive to guarantee the absence
of ‘racial’ bias. In short, across a variety of
populations and measures, research strongly
supports the idea that there is a tendency for
people to match up with institutions that share
their sociopolitical views.

What processes are responsible for this
‘matching’ of the social dominance orientation
(and related constructs) of individuals to con-
gruent social institutions? Do people tend to
seek out and remain in institutions that ‘fit’
them sociopolitically? Or do organizations
select, breed, and work to retain those who best
‘fit’ their sociopolitical climate? As mentioned
earlier, social dominance theorists have
proposed that several distinct processes are at
work in creating this ‘fit’ (see van Laar et al.,
1999): self-selection, institutional selection,
institutional socialization, differential rewards,
and differential attrition rates. 

It is important to note that social dominance
theorists’ conceptualization of these processes
both echoes and coheres with existing models
in the organizational and vocational choice
literature. For example, social dominance
theorists suspect, as suggested by Bretz and
Judge’s (1994) theory of work adjustment, that
person–organization congruence fuels success-
ful and effective work relations, at least in part
because those who most strongly identify with
an organization are also those most likely to
take on an organization’s perspective and act in
its best interests (e.g. see Dutton, Dukerich, &
Harquail, 1994; Mael & Ashforth, 1992). Social
dominance theorists also suggest, as Holland
(1959, 1966) first did, that the processes driving
congruence are intertwined (i.e. non-mutually
exclusive). Reward systems, for example, are
likely to be associated with turnover rates.
Further, and most notably, social dominance
theorists’ views are consistent with the attrac-
tion-selection-attrition model developed by
Schneider (1987), which argues that both
individuals’ inclinations and organizations’

preferences play into creating and maintaining
person-organization congruence.

The five processes proposed to drive socio-
political P–E congruence constitute our focus
for the remainder of this paper. We discuss
each of these processes in turn, and review
research that bears on each. We begin by dis-
cussing the process of self-selection, and then
turn to institutional selection, institutional
socialization, differential rewards, and finally
differential attrition rates.

Self-selection
Self-selection, put simply, is the process by
which people select their environments. This
could entail, for example, a college student
selecting his or her major, a recent graduate
deciding which company to work for, or a
seasoned professional choosing among his or
her most recent job offers. It will be recalled
that the organizational and vocational litera-
ture on value congruence suggests that people
tend to select environments that ‘fit’ their
work-related values. In a similar fashion, SDT
suggests that people tend to select environ-
ments that ‘fit’ their sociopolitical views. More
specifically, all else being equal, those with dis-
criminatory or anti-egalitarian values should
gravitate toward HE institutions such as police
departments or financial firms, while those with
more egalitarian values should instead be
attracted to HA institutions such as human
rights organizations.

This pattern of self-selection is precisely what
has been found. Sidanius et al. (1996) provided
initial early evidence for this pattern in a study
that examined the relationship between social
dominance orientation and career interests
among UCLA undergraduate students. The
researchers asked students to rate the attrac-
tiveness of four relatively HE careers (govern-
ment prosecutor, law enforcement officer, FBI
agent, and big businessperson) as well as four
relatively HA careers (civil rights lawyer, lawyer
in defense of the poor, human rights advocate,
and worker at a charitable organization). As
expected, students’ levels of social dominance
orientation were positively correlated with
their liking for the HE careers and negatively
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correlated with their liking for the HA
careers—even after researchers controlled for
students’ socioeconomic status and level of
political conservatism. In other words, those
with anti-egalitarian values expressed greater
interest in HE careers like law enforcement
officer, while those with more egalitarian views
were more enticed by HA careers like civil
rights lawyer. It is worth noting that these
effects have been fully replicated; in a study
using Stanford University undergraduates,
Pratto et al. (1997, Experiments 1 & 2) found
precisely the same relationship between social
dominance orientation and career interests. 

Sidanius et al. (2003) found additional
evidence of self-selection when they examined
UCLA students’ attitudes as a function of their
career aspirations. In this research, the authors
generated lists of careers that could be clearly
designated as either ‘HE careers’ or ‘HA
careers’. Among the ‘HE careers’, they listed:
economist; financial manager; military person-
nel; national security officer; and police officer.
And among the ‘HA careers’ were: social
scientist; social worker; and special education
teacher. Students were asked to indicate their
interest in pursuing each type of career, and
the authors then examined the relationship
between students’ career interests and levels of
anti-egalitarianism. As predicted, students who
were attracted to ‘HE careers’ had significantly
higher than average anti-egalitarianism scores
than those who were attracted to ‘HA careers’.
Even more striking was the temporal sequence
of this relationship: students’ level of anti-
egalitarianism was significantly predictive of
their later interest—up to a year or more later—
in ‘HE careers’ versus ‘HA careers’. While this
research, like that conducted by Sidanius et al.
(1996), is limited by the fact that it uses only
student samples, its findings are quite support-
ive of the idea that self-selection contributes to
the congruencies observed between anti-
egalitarianism, on the one hand, and academic
and career aspirations, on the other. 

Institutional selection
The second process thought to underlie sociopo-
litical P–E congruence is institutional selection.

Just as people appear to be drawn toward
organizational environments that ‘match’ their
basic values, so too do organizations seem
inclined to recruit and select attitudinal
‘matches’. It is posited that institutions will be
inclined to do this because they will function
most smoothly and effectively when their own
values are mirrored in their employees. In the
organizational literature on work values, it has
been found that recruiters’ and interviewers’
assessments of potential employees’ ‘fit’ are
important determinants of hiring decisions (see,
e.g. Bretz, Rynes, & Gerhart, 1993; Cable &
Judge, 1997). In the same vein, SDT predicts that
HE organizations should be inclined to recruit
relatively anti-egalitarian-minded individuals,
while HA organizations should instead be 
relatively inclined to recruit egalitarian-minded
individuals.

Pratto et al. (1997, Experiments 3 & 4) found
experimental evidence for such institutional
selection in studies that simulated employment
scenarios. In these studies, undergraduate
students and businesspeople—armed with a set
of job descriptions and a set of resumés—were
asked to play the role of hiring employer. The
job descriptions that the students were given
described either HE positions or HA positions,
but were otherwise indistinguishable (e.g. they
bore the same titles, entailed the same duties,
and offered the same salaries). Similarly, while
the resumés that the students were given
included information either about the candi-
date’s past HE experience or past HA experi-
ence, they were otherwise comparable. For
example, one (HE) resumé listed work as a
camp counselor at an elite private camp in Lake
Tahoe and involvement in ‘Capital Opera-
tions’, a student club promoting free enterprise
in Eastern Europe and Russia; a comparable
(HA) resumé listed work as a camp counselor
at a Head Start program in San Francisco and
involvement in ‘Life Savers’, a student club
promoting international legal protections for
rainforests.

A series of pre-tests confirmed that applicants
saw candidates with past HE experience (like
the Lake Tahoe counselor) as having rather
high levels of social dominance orientation and
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candidates with past HA experience (like the
Head Start counselor) as having rather low
levels of social dominance orientation.
Moreover, in addition to ‘matching’ candidate
experiences with assumed sociopolitical atti-
tudes in a manner consistent with SDT predic-
tions, simulated employers also tended to
recommend applicants with seemingly high
levels of social dominance orientation for HE
positions, and applicants with seemingly low
levels of social dominance orientation for HA
positions. 

It is also worth noting two interesting results
from a related study by Pratto and Espinoza
(2001). Pratto and Espinoza found a sex bias
among white job candidates: simulated employ-
ers tended to recommend more white men for
HE positions and more white women for HA
positions (an effect also found by Pratto et al.,
1997). Moreover, a ‘racial’ bias was also
observed: Whites tended to be selected for the
HE positions, while blacks and Latinos tended
to be selected for the HA positions. Import-
antly, both the sex bias and the ‘racial’ bias are
consistent with the idea of creating a ‘match’
between anti-egalitarian attitudes and type of
position (HE or HA) since men have reliably
higher average levels of social dominance
orientation than do women (Pratto et al., 2000;
Sidanius, Levin, Liu, & Pratto, 2000; Sidanius &
Pratto, 1999; Sidanius, Pratto, & Bobo, 1994;
see also Sidanius, Pratto, & Brief, 1995) and
since whites have reliably higher average levels
of social dominance orientation than do either
blacks or Latinos (Pratto, 1999; Sidanius,
Pratto, & Rabinowitz, 1994). 

In sum, in addition to evidence suggesting
that people are attracted to institutions that ‘fit’
them sociopolitically (i.e. evidence of self-
selection), there is also evidence suggesting
that the attraction is mutual. As predicted by
SDT, it appears that HE institutions, looking to
fill HE positions, are more likely to seek out
individuals with anti-egalitarian attitudes, while
HA institutions, looking instead to fill HA
positions, will search for individuals with egali-
tarian attitudes. 

Institutional socialization
SDT further expects that institutional socializa-
tion fuels the compatibility between people’s
sociopolitical attitudes and the environments
that they end up in. Institutional socialization
can be defined as the process by which people’s
values and attitudes are shaped by forces like
institutional rules, institutional incentives, and
peer pressures. Beginning with Newcomb’s
(1943) classic Bennington studies, much
research has looked at the question of whether
and how institutions might affect individuals’
sociopolitical attitudes. Newcomb and his col-
leagues found that students’ attitudes dramati-
cally swung toward the liberal end of the
political spectrum during the college years, and
then remained more or less stable for the next
50 years (Alwin, Cohen, & Newcomb, 1991).
While we cannot expect that institutional social-
ization will always be this powerful, a good deal
of research shows that HE and HA institutions
tend to enhance or attenuate people’s anti-
egalitarian attitudes, respectively.

For example, there is some evidence that
American higher education (on the whole a
relatively HA system) has HA effects on students’
sociopolitical views. Both cross-sectional and
longitudinal studies show that prejudice against
subordinate groups tends to decrease with
increasing exposure to higher education (e.g.
Bobo & Licari, 1989; Pascarella, Edison,
Amaury, Serra, & Terenzini, 1996; Sidanius
et al., 1991; Sinclair, Sidanius, & Levin, 1998).
Research by Sinclair et al. (1998), for example,
found such a tendency among 1,623 students at
UCLA. Sinclair et al. measured students’ atti-
tudes just prior to enrollment and then again
upon completion of their freshman year. After
nine months of exposure to the university
environment, it was found that students became
reliably less group-dominance oriented, less
‘racist’, less opposed to the egalitarian distri-
bution of social resources, and less opposed to
welfare for the poor. Similarly, in line with our
expectations, Pascarella and colleagues (1996)
found that—to the extent that students perceive
their school to be open to ‘racial’/ethnic diver-
sity—the college experience is likely to increase
students’ openness to such diversity. 
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More evidence for this process of insti-
tutional socialization was found by Sidanius
et al. (1991), who looked at a sample of 5,655
undergraduate students at the University of
Texas at Austin (UT). In this research, Sidanius
and colleagues reasoned that the university as a
whole could be classified as an HA organization,
but that one could nonetheless distinguish
between HE lines of study (e.g. business) and
HA lines of study (e.g. sociology). They there-
fore expected that exposure to the university, in
general, would promote egalitarianism. In
addition, they expected that a student’s course
of study (HE or HA) would interact with this
overall positive shift in egalitarianism; while
an HE course of study was predicted to retard
this shift, an HA course was predicted to
augment it. 

The results confirmed these expectations. As
a group, the more students were exposed to
UT, the less ‘racially’ prejudiced they became.
The size of this shift, however, varied by student
major. Given the same amount of university
exposure, students with HE majors showed a
significantly smaller decrease in prejudice than
did students with HA majors. Thus, both the
macro-environment (the university as a whole)
and the micro-environment (the context of
student major) appeared to play a role in
determining changes in students’ ‘racial’
prejudices. Importantly, this finding is very
much in agreement with recent research in
education showing that majoring in traditional
fields like business and science may detract
from a college or university’s efforts to promote
‘racial’ understanding among students (e.g. see
Astin, 1993).

Other studies have reported similar findings.
For example, Guimond and Palmer (1996)
found a pattern consistent with SDT when they
compared students studying commerce (and
thus following an HE track) with students
studying social sciences (and thus following an
HA track). These authors found that, across two
and a half years within their respective fields of
study, commerce students and social science
students both changed their beliefs about
poverty and unemployment—but in opposite
directions. While the commerce students

became increasingly likely to explain poverty
and unemployment in terms of internal attri-
butions (e.g. laziness), the social science
students became increasingly likely to explain
these phenomena in terms of external attribu-
tions (e.g. lack of opportunity; see also
Guimond et al., 1989). 

More recently, Dambrun, Guimond, and
Duarte (2002) found evidence for field-specific
socialization among French university students.
In this research, students studying psychology
were compared with students in the relatively
HE-oriented field of law. In line with SDT pre-
dictions, psychology students, as compared with
law students, showed significantly lower levels
of social dominance orientation and signifi-
cantly less endorsement of stereotypes about a
subordinate group (French Arabs). Moreover,
psychology students were significantly more
likely to say that they perceived egalitarian
norms regarding tolerance within their major.
Moreover, the effect of students’ field of study
on stereotyping (though not on social domi-
nance orientation) was mediated by this
measure of perceived social norms. 

Similar research has been conducted outside
of the traditional liberal arts university setting.
For instance, Guimond (2000) examined atti-
tudes among prospective officers at a (HE)
Canadian military college across a four-year
period. In line with SDT, as their training
progressed, Anglophone (majority) students
became significantly more negative toward
outgroups (e.g. Francophones, civilians, and
immigrants) and significantly more likely to
believe in the legitimacy of the economic gap
between Francophones and Anglophones.
Greater exposure to the HE environment was
thus clearly associated with increases in anti-
egalitarian attitudes.

In another study of Canadian military
students, Guimond (1999) found that, with
increased exposure to their HE environment,
students became increasingly politically con-
servative. For example, they became more likely
to support punitive law enforcement practices,
more likely to make internal attributions (e.g.
to laziness) in explaining poverty and unem-
ployment, and more likely to report negative
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attitudes toward subordinate outgroups (homo-
sexuals, convicts, and ex-convicts). Further, as
was the case with research on non-military
students, the size of this general trend
depended upon students’ majors. Specifically,
it was found that engineering students (HE
majors) became significantly more conservative
across time than did humanities or social
science students (HA majors). 

Other research has examined socialization
within the workplace, particularly the police
force. As SDT would expect, this research
largely suggests that the law enforcement
system (an unambiguously HE organization)
breeds anti-egalitarian, authoritarian, and
xenophobic attitudes among police officers.
Early work by McNamara (1967), for example,
followed officers from the recruit stage through
two years on the job. McNamara found that
officers’ authoritarianism (which was positively
correlated with endorsement of the use of
force) increased across time. Similarly, Teahan
(1975) found that across just 18 months of
police training, white recruits became progres-
sively more hostile toward blacks (see also
Carlson & Sutton, 1974). Along the same lines,
Genz and Lester (1976) found that municipal
officers, in general, had higher levels of
authoritarianism than did officers with less than
a year of experience. And Hageman (1979) and
Carlson and Sutton (1975) found a positive
association between officers’ authoritarianism
and their time on the job.

Interestingly, even when police are specific-
ally trained in ‘anti-racism’ and in appreciation
of subordinate cultures, the usual socializing
effects of the police force still appear to
operate. For example, when Wortley and
Homel (1995) studied 412 Australian recruits
who had participated in such training vis-a-vis
Aborigines, they found that despite a softening
of authoritarianism during the training phase,
within 12 months’ time in the field recruits had
nonetheless become significantly more ethno-
centric and authoritarian than they were prior
to training. While these studies do not always
rule out alternative explanations—particularly
the possibility that there are different rates of
attrition for different types of people—they are

consistent with the predicted pattern (see also
Chin & Wells, 1998). 

Finally, it is important to mention that there
have also been a few failures to replicate the
predicted pattern. Peterson and Lane (2001),
for example, found no evidence of differential
change in authoritarianism between students in
professional schools (HE majors) and students
in the social sciences and humanities programs
(HA majors) across four years. Instead, these
researchers found that there were decreases in
authoritarianism across the college years that
were essentially the same for both sets of
students. While these findings are not necess-
arily at odds with SDT (e.g. it is possible that the
macro-environment was in this case unusually
salient), they point up the need for additional
research on socialization effects. 

Differential success
Social dominance theorists argue that insti-
tutions are invested in maintaining P–E ‘fits’ in
terms of sociopolitical attitudes. As we have
seen, this argument is generally consistent with
research on institutional selection suggesting
that employers are more likely to express
interest in sociopolitical ‘matches’ than in
sociopolitical ‘mismatches’. And as will be
recalled, this argument meshes nicely with the
extensive organizational literature suggesting
that P–E ‘fit’ with respect to work values boosts
employee performance. Research that has
looked at people’s behavior in HE versus HA
settings as a function of sociopolitical attitudes
is also generally supportive of this view.

In his classic studies of obedience to auth-
ority, for example, Milgram (1974) found that
subjects high in authoritarianism were
somewhat more likely than others to
obey experimenters and—ostensibly—to harm
innocent people by administering painful
electrical shocks. Were Milgram, say, the head
of an organization devoted to the torture of
others, it would clearly be in his interest to seek
out and reward employees with an authori-
tarian bent. In short, since sociopolitical
‘matches’ should tend to be an institution’s
most effective players, it makes sense to predict
that institutions will tend to reward these
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‘matches’ more than other individuals. In other
words, all else being equal, rewards like positive
performance ratings, high salaries, and high
rates of promotion should tend to go to
employees with congruent sociopolitical atti-
tudes rather than to employees with role-incon-
gruent sociopolitical attitudes. 

Research conducted by van Laar et al. (1999)
supports this line of reasoning. This research,
based on a large sample of college students,
examined the relationship between students’
sociopolitical ‘fit’ with their majors and
students’ grade point averages (GPAs). The
authors distinguished among three types of
academic majors: HE majors, HA majors, and
‘neutral’ majors. As anticipated, they found that
there was a basic ‘fit’ between students’ majors
and students’ sociopolitical attitudes; specific-
ally, HE majors tended to have high ‘racism’
scores, HA majors tended to have low ‘racism’
scores, and ‘neutral’ majors tended to have
intermediate ‘racism’ scores.

Based on the combination of type of major
and ‘racism’ score, the authors then classified
students as either ‘congruents’ or ‘incongru-
ents’. Highly anti-egalitarian-minded students,
with ‘racism’ scores in the top third of the total
student distribution, were classified as ‘congru-
ents’ if they were HE majors and as ‘incon-
gruents’ if they were HA majors. By contrast,
highly egalitarian-minded students, with
‘racism’ scores in the bottom third of the total
distribution, were classified as ‘congruents’ if
they were HA majors and as ‘incongruents’ if
they were HE majors. Other students (students
with ‘neutral’ majors) were excluded from
analyses. It was expected that, all else being
equal, ‘congruents’ would receive greater insti-
tutional rewards, in the form of higher GPAs,
than would ‘incongruents’. In line with this
expectation, while most ‘incongruents’
received less than a ‘C’ average, most ‘congru-
ents’ received above a ‘C’ average. Importantly,
this pattern held even after controlling for
‘racism’, college major, ethnicity, political con-
servatism, and year in school.

These results were replicated and extended
in recent research (Sidanius et al., 2003) that
made use of a large panel study of UCLA

students. Consistent with the findings of
van Laar et al. (1999), this research found that
students who were ‘congruent’—in terms of
their career paths and anti-egalitarianism
scores—also tended to enjoy relatively high
academic success. As compared with ‘incongru-
ents’, ‘congruents’ had higher GPAs and more
positive subjective feelings about their academic
prowess. 

Moreover, and interestingly, this pattern was
foreshadowed by students’ expectations of
academic success even before they had com-
mitted to different majors. Specifically, when
students expected that they would study an ‘HE
major’, increasing levels of anti-egalitarianism
were associated with increased intellectual self-
confidence. When students expected that they
would study an ‘HA major’, on the other hand,
increasing levels of anti-egalitarianism were
instead associated with decreased intellectual self-
confidence. Thus, not only did ‘congruents’
again tend to excel relative to ‘incongruents’,
but it appears that ‘incongruents’ were handi-
capped from the start by lower intellectual self-
confidence.

Importantly, research has also uncovered
evidence for the process of differential success
within the police force. For example, Leitner
and Sedlacek (1976) found that the more
‘racially’ prejudiced police officers were, the
more likely they were to receive positive
performance evaluations from their super-
visors. A similar pattern was more recently
observed in a comprehensive investigation of
the Los Angeles Police Department (Christo-
pher et al., 1991), conducted in the wake of the
Rodney King police brutality case. Investigators
reviewed the personnel files of the 44 police
officers who had the greatest number of civilian
complaints for brutality, use of excessive force,
and use of improper tactics. Consistent with
Leitner and Sedlacek’s findings, performance
reviews of these officers were found to be
unusually positive and unusually optimistic
regarding the officers’ future prospects on the
force. While more research needs to be done
on the process of differential success, the
available findings are therefore just as SDT
would expect. 
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Differential attrition 
As will be recalled, past research on value con-
gruence has repeatedly shown a link between
P–E ‘fit’ and turnover. Such research has found
that people who share the values of their
organizations are more satisfied, more commit-
ted, and less likely to quit or drop out than are
their incongruent counterparts. As Chan
(1996, p. 199) put it: ‘Over time, individuals in
cognitive misfit are likely to be less motivated,
less committed, and experience more work-
related stress and job dissatisfaction than those
in fit’, a process that should affect not just an
individual’s turnover intentions, but also the
likelihood that an individual will suffer when it
comes to salary, promotion, and layoff decisions
(e.g. see Milkovich & Wigdor, 1991). 

In addition, research has suggested that the
degree to which people socially identify with an
organization—the degree to which their self-
concepts are tied up with their organizational
memberships—can importantly affect volun-
tary turnover decisions (e.g. Ashforth & Mael,
1989; Mael & Ashforth, 1995). Mael and
Ashford (1995), for example, in a study of 1,082
US Army recruits, found that identification pre-
dicted subsequent attrition across a two-year
period, net of various personality and demo-
graphic variables. Given these kinds of findings,
and given the apparent link between socio-
political congruence and institutional success,
it is logical to expect that sociopolitical congru-
ence will also relate to turnover. That is, those
with strong egalitarian attitudes should tend to
stay in HA organizations but leave HE organiz-
ations, while those with strong anti-egalitarian
attitudes should tend to do the opposite.

Although little research speaks directly to this
claim, there is related research that is sugges-
tive. For example, in a study of hospital per-
sonnel, Sims & Kroeck (1994) found a link
between P–E ‘fit’ in terms of ethics and
turnover rates. In this study, it was found that
the more comfortable employees were with the
hospital’s ethical climate, the more likely they
were to express organizational commitment
and the less likely they were to indicate
turnover intentions. Another study (Schwep-
ker, 1999) found the same positive effects for

salespeople who perceived a match between
their own ethical beliefs and those of top
management. Because egalitarian beliefs might
reasonably be expected to relate to people’s
ethical beliefs, these studies should increase
our confidence in a potential link between
sociopolitical ‘fit’ and turnover.

Research by van Laar et al. (1999), while not
at all conclusive, offers further suggestive
evidence. This research suggests that there may
be differential attrition rates for college students
who ‘fit’ with their majors sociopolitically versus
those who do not. More specifically, van Laar
et al. found that as students progressed from
their freshman year to their junior year, their
‘racial’ prejudice scores (high or low) were
increasingly likely to ‘match’ with the nature of
their chosen major (HE or HA). Among the
freshmen, ‘incongruents’ outnumbered ‘con-
gruents’. By the time the students were juniors,
however, the reverse was true. Institutional
socialization may well have been responsible for
this shift across time. It is a strong possibility,
however, that differential attrition (to other
majors or even out of the university system
altogether) also or instead played a key role.
Unfortunately, the measures available in the
study did not allow the researchers to test the
relative validity of these possibilities.

Conclusions and future directions

In integrating the extensive literature on value
congruence with the tenets of SDT, it has been
argued here that there is a P–E ‘fit’ for socio-
political attitudes within both academic and
occupational settings. According to this
argument, people who endorse societal hierar-
chies—for example by holding ‘racist’ views or
attributing poverty to ‘laziness’—tend to be
found in institutional settings that function to
build and maintain group-based social hierar-
chies (known as HE institutions). People who
endorse egalitarianism, on the other hand,
tend to be found in environments that function
to attenuate hierarchies, or equalize conditions
across groups (known as HA institutions). 

In addition to making this basic claim, we
have suggested that five non-mutually exclusive
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processes drive sociopolitical congruence: self-
selection, institutional selection, institutional
socialization, differential rewards, and differen-
tial attrition rates. Not only does existing
research support the notion of sociopolitical
P–E congruence, but existing work also
provides evidence that each of the five pro-
cesses contributes to this congruence.

Nevertheless, a number of questions remain
to be addressed. In particular, because
evidence for the process of differential attrition
is both sparse and indirect, subsequent
research needs to examine this process head-
on. Such research should assess whether—all
else being equal—there is a link between
P–E sociopolitical congruence, on the one
hand, and attrition rates, on the other. Simi-
larly, given the fact that Peterson and Lane
(2001) did not replicate socialization effects for
college students’ majors, it is important that
future research be done to determine why.
Specifically, it would be useful to examine
potential moderators of socialization (e.g.
identification with one’s setting) and also to
look at different types of socialization (e.g.
socialization arising from peer pressure versus
institutional incentives).

Future research should also examine the
extent to which people display workplace-
congruent sociopolitical attitudes simply as an
act of compliance. That is, when people
indicate that they hold attitudes that are work-
place-congruent, are they just (externally)
acting in accordance with social pressures or do
they actually internalize these attitudes? This
question is, of course, functionally irrelevant to
SDT (which does not differentiate between
compliance and internalization in this context).
Nonetheless, exploring such questions (e.g. by
examining the extent to which people’s
reported attitudes and/or behaviors vary as a
function of the presence of superiors versus
peers) would certainly inform and deepen our
understanding of socialization processes.

At a more general level, future research
would do well to make use of experimental
designs to examine the processes driving

sociopolitical congruence. Such designs would
allow researchers to more precisely isolate each
of the five processes involved in P–E congru-
ence, and to compare their relative influences.
Importantly, experimental designs would also
permit examination of the interactions, or
interrelationships, among the different pro-
cesses, as well as the causal directions of these
various interrelationships—something which
existing research is not able to address. For
example, while it might be expected that self-
selection processes precede socialization pro-
cesses, it is also possible that anticipator y
membership in an organization leads to an
attitude change, such that socialization pro-
cesses occur even before final self-selection
decisions have been made. 

Various other relationships among the
processes also seem plausible; institutional
selection, for example, is likely to impact self-
selection; both socialization and rewards are
likely to impact attrition; and attrition is likely
to impact both future self-selection and future
institutional selection. Examining these types
of questions, along with examining related
phenomena that may mediate or moderate
relationships (e.g. motivation, perceived self-
environment similarity) will be important in
fleshing out our understanding of P–E socio-
political ‘fit’. 

As a central goal, research should also
examine precisely how the processes identified
here work to create broad-based HE and HA
institutions, like universities, law enforcement
systems, and health care conglomerates, and
how such institutions in turn serve to maintain
existing social hierarchies. That is, given that
one of the most basic arguments put forward
here is that institutions play a key role in
sustaining, enhancing, and/or dismantling
societal inequalities, an important task for
future researchers in this area is to delineate
the connections among P–E ‘fit’, the general
tenor of organizations in terms of their stance
toward egalitarianism, the balance of HE and
HA forces within society, and the resulting
existence of hierarchy within society.
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Notes
1. While a discussion of the limiting conditions of

social dominance theory and its relationships to
competing and related theoretical perspectives is
beyond the scope of this paper, these questions
are comprehensively discussed elsewhere (see
Huddy, 2004; Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004; Banaji,
2004; Reicher, 2004; Rubin & Hewstone, 2004;
and Sidanius, Pratto, van Laar, & Levin, 2004).

2. The precise manner in which HE and HA
organizations are identified in any given study 
has often been determined by the use of trained
independent coders and assessed by the use of
inter-rater reliability (see, e.g. Sidanius et al., 2003).
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