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INTER-ETHNIC RELATIONS ON CAMPUS: CAN'T WE ALL GET ALONG?

Delores E. Mack, Traci W. Tucker, Randi Archuleta, Gary DeGroot,
Alina A. Hernandez and Susan Oh Cha
Monsour Counseling Center
The Claremont Colleges

While our colleges and universities reflect to some extent the unease and hostility that
have been growing in American society, it is also true that these institutions represent a
unique opportunity for the development of harmonious relations among our many ethnic
groups. The open exchange in classrooms, social activities, sport teams, and residential
halls all contribute to a type of interchange found nowhere else in our society, with the
possible exception of the military. What have been the results of this interchange?

The body of research on the ways in which White students and ethnic minority students
have adjusted to each other is quite limited (deArmas & McDavis, 1981), with much of
the research focusing on the adjustment of African American students or on the attitudes
of White students. Leonard and Locke (1993) reported that Black and White students
held primarily negative stereotypes about their mutual communication styles (e.g., they
described each other as boastful, aggressive, and noisy). In his study of Stanford students,
Bunzel (1992) found that there were no significant levels of friendship among Black and
White students, with most interaction occurring in residence halls and classes, and very
little interaction in social settings. Balenger, Hoffman, and Sedlacek (1992) and Sedlacek
(1987) in studies spanning a ten and twenty year period respectively, note little change in
the attitudes of White students toward Black students. White student attitudes were
replete with negative stereotypes and discomfort in a wide variety of social situations.
Fuertes and Sedlacek (1990) reported that White students have more negative attitudes
toward Black students than toward Hispanic students.

Studies have typically found that African American students had greater concerns about
academic performance and financial issues than White students, and felt isolated, lonely,
different, and discriminated against (e.g., Westbrook, Miyares, & Roberts, 1978; Tate &
Barker, 1978; Boyd, Shueman, McMullan, & Fretz, 1979). More recent studies on
Hispanic students have found that they also experienced greater academic and financial
stress (Quintana, Vogel, & Ybarra, 1991). Some studies on Asian students have described
them as a model minority with attitudes and behavior more similar to those of White
students. However, a study by Toupin and Son (1991) found that Asian Americans had
lower GPAs, were less likely to be on the deans' list, and were more likely to be placed on

academic probation than a group of white students matched with their Asian counterparts
on socio-economic background and intellectual ability.




There are fewer comparative studies which have examined the differences among various
ethnic groups. Patterson , Sedlacek, and Perry (1984) found that African American
students were more likely to perceive racism, and were less comfortable interacting with
White students than Hispanic students. Similarly, Webster, Sedlacek, and Miyares (1979)
found that Hispanic students were less likely to view themselves as victims of racism than
Black students. Stephan and Stephan (1989) also found that Hispanic students expressed
less intergroup anxiety, had fewer negative attitudes, and experienced more positive
contacts with Caucasians than Asian students. On the other hand, Mack and Pittman
(1993) found that Black and Latino students were more likely to perceive racism on
campus than White or Asian students. Moreover, Asian students were markedly more
comfortable than Latino or Black students interacting with White students. Loo and
Rolinson (1986) found that there were significant differences between the various ethnic
groups (Chicanos, Asians, African Americans, Filipinos, Native Americans and racially
mixed) with respect to the extent of their alisnation from university life. In an extensive
study of racial/ethnic interaction, Hurtado, Dey, and Trevino (1994) found that students of
color interacted more across different ethnic/racial groups than White students. They also
found that ethnic minority students (especiaily African Americans) felt more excluded
from school activities because of their ethnicity than White students. Furtkermore, ethnic

minority students were more likely than White students to experience racial insults or
threats made by other students.

Most of the research on ethnic group adjustment and interaction have examined the ways
in which one or more ethnic groups interacted with or were viewed by the dominant White
majority. However, within the last two decades there have been dramatic changes in the
demographic make-up of the U.S. population with some estimates indicating that by the
year 2010 non-whites will comprise the majority of the population (D'Andrea & Daniels,
1991). This increase in America's ethnic population has created a rapid change in the
ethnic make-up of our schools. The increasing diversity of our schools has been
accompanied by an increase in group conflict (Ehrlich, 1995). Soriano, Soriano, and
Jimenez (1994) reported on the increase in school violence: they noted that hate crimes
had occurred in one-third of Los Angeles' junior and middle schools and that 32% of a
national sample of high school students reported incidents of racially motivated violence in
their schools. Ehrlich (1995) reported that there had been a sharp increase in the number
of colleges and universities reporting ethnoviolence from 42 in 1987 to 113 in 1989. He
noted that ethnoviolence was now common on campuses (71% of the schools in 1992-93

reported such incidents), was traumatic, and affected others (co-victimization) not directly
touched by the violence.

Although mmich of the data indicate that campus ethnoviolence is perpetrated by white
males, other evidence suggests that ethnoviolence occurs between various ethnic minority
groups. Evidence from commmunity sources indicates that an increasing number of gang
killings, prison riots, and middle and high school brawls can be traced to ethnic conflict
between Latinos and Blacks (Rodriguez, 1994). The conflicts between Koreans and

African Americans in several cities have been well publicized. Less well-known is the
conflict between Latino and Asian gangs in Southern California.
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Consequently, it is important for psychologists and other social scientists to examine tlfe
ways in which members of our rapidly increasing ethnic minority population interact wnh
each other as well as with White America. Examination of inter-ethnic relations requires a
complexity which many previous research studies have not employed with their tendency
to focus on one or two ethnic groups. The pilot study which is reported below is an
attempt to gather preliminary information about this increasingly complex area. This study
will examine how members of several different ethnic groups (Black, Asian, Latino, and
White students) view each other and interact in the college environment.

METHOD

For this pilot study, a survey was mailed to ail seniors at five small, private, and high.ly
selective colleges in California. Because of the smail sumbers of Black (35) and Latino

(81) seniors, these two groups of students were sent a second mailing approximately two
weeks after the first mailing was sent.

The survey was divided into five sections. The first section {23 items) consisted of the
Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (Phinney, 1992). This instrument divides ethnic
identity into three components: Affirmation and Belonging or a sense of ethnic pride (5
items); Ethnic Behaviors and Practices, such as attending social or cultural functions (2
items); and Ethnic Identity Achievement, a component focusing on exploration of and
commitment to one's ethnic identity (7 items). Respondents rated their agreement with
items on a 4-point scale ranging from "strongly agree" to "strongly disagree,” with a
higher score indicating a higher level of ethnic identification.

The second, third, and fourth sections of the questionnaire were slightly modified versions
of the questionnaire utilized by Patterson et al. (1984) to assess various aspects of
interracial interaction. The second section (in addition to collecting demographic
information), asked respondents eight questions about the extent of their interaction with
other racial/ethnic groups. This section included questions on dating, studying, eating,
partying, and other behaviors common for college students. Typically, students were
asked to select one of the following responses:

1. Usually members of your own race/ethnic group
2. Usually a mixed race or ethnic group

3. Usually members of another race/ethnic group
4. Not applicable :

The third section asked students 11 questions about their comfort level when interacting
with Asian, White, Black, and Hispanic individuals. All of the questions referred to issues
of interaction with other students with the exception of one question which focused on the
counseling situation. Students rated their comfort level on a five-point scale ranging from
“very comfortable" to "very uncomfortable.” In order to eliminate an order effect, four
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different versions of the questionnaire were created, with each version rotati:gg the order
in which respondents were asked to rate their comfort with the different ethnic groups.

The fourth section focused on the student's perception of the college environment with
twelve questions about the interracial climate, college support for ethnic group activities,
ethnic self-segregation, pressure to attend ethnic activities and others. Perceptions of the
college environment were rated on a 5-point scale ranging from “strongly agree” (1) to
“strongly disagree” (5). Examples of these items include:

I feel left out of things because of my race/ethnic group while attending this
college.

The college is trying to eliminate racism/ethnocentrism.

Ethnic/racial organizations on campus contribute to the elimination of racism and
ethnocentrism.

The fifth section asked respondents to list the names (or code names) of their good friends
and indicate their ethnicity. They were asked to create an identical list for their less
intimate friends or acquaintances. This section was included to determine wh-t, if any,
effect students’ friendship patterns had on their general attitudes about the * :.ous ethnic
groups. Contact theory would predict that when there is a high degree of personal
contact, especially when individuals are of similar status or the ethnic minority is of a
higher status, feelings of personal animosity and social distance will lessen.

ubjects

One hundred and fifty students (16.9% of all seniors) returned the survey. The Black
(22.9%) and Latino (23.5%) response rates were slightly higher than the overall response
rate. Survey respondents included 87 White, 29 Asian, 19 Latino, and 8 Black students.
There were also 7 students who identified their ethnicity as a mixture of various groups.
Fifty-eight per cent of the respondents were White, 19.3% Asian, 12.7% Latino, 5.3%
Black, and 4.7% Mixed. While there were no official records of Asian enrollment,
estimates from Asian organizations suggested that their enroilment as seniors ranged from

12% to 23% at the five colleges. Consequently, it was not unreasonable for 19.3% of the
respondents to be Asian, '

Seventy-one per cent of the sample were female, while 28% were male. One student did
not list gender. Although females were over-represented in the sample (they were 50.3%

of the seniors) there were no significant differences in the percentages of male and female
respondents by ethnicity.

The ages of students ranged from 18 to 44, with 92.7% of the sample between the ages of
18 and 23.
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RESULTS

Three issues must be addressed before reviewing the data from this study. First, this is a
pilot study and because of the smal! sample size we did not expect strong effects.
Consequently, we will not report data on friendship patterns; however, data from the other
areas surveyed will be examined for trends or patterns in behavior. Secondly, because we
were conducting a large number of comparisons, we decided to be quite conservative and
selected an alpha level of .001 for statistical signficance. Finally, in planning this study on
inter-ethnic relations, we did not anticipate that such a large number of students would be
categorized as having "mixed” ethnic origins, Although we recognized that this group was
quite varied and included different types of race/ethnic mixing, we decided to include this
smail group of students in some of our analyses.

Ethnic Identity Scale

The reliability analysis for each subscale was computed using Chronbachs Alpha, A
reliability of .8650 was achieved for the Affirmation and Belonging subscale and .8614 for
the Ethnic Identity Achievement scale; however, the reliability for Ethnic Behaviors was
only .5094. Consequently, further analyses focused on the first two scales noted.

A one-way analysis of variance of the Affirmation and Belonging subscale by ethnicity
was conducted, yielding F (4, 145) = 8.07, p<.0001. Tukey's HSD post-hoc tests were
then run to determine which group means were significantly different from each other.
This revealed that Latinos, Afficans, and Asians had significantly higher levels of
Affirmation and Belonging than the Mixed group of students; furthermore, Latinos had a
significantly higher score than White students (Table 1). Latinos had the highest score
(M=3.67) while Mixed had the lowest (M=2.46) A similar analysis with respect to Ethnic
Identity Achievement yielded F (4, 145)= 6.47, p<.0001. In this area, Black students had
the highest score (M=3.61), while Mixed students had the lowest score (M=2.47). Black,

Latino, and Asian students had significantly higher scores than either White students or
those with mixed ethnic origins.

Behavior and Ethnicity

To determine if behaviors were related to ethnicity, Chi-square analyses were conducted
on the distribution of ethnic groups by the various behaviors studied. Only one of the
eight comparisons yielded a significant difference (Pearson’s Chi-Square (12) = 46.58, p <
-0001). These data indicated that White students tended to date within their own ethnic
group while Asians tended to date outside of their ethnic group; hence, 48% of the Asians
usually dated outside of their ethnic group while 43% of the White students usually dated




within their own ethnic group. In general, most students reported that they either engaged
in activities with an ethnically diverse group of students (e.g., 70.9% reported eating meais
and spending their spare time with an ethnically diverse group) or that it didn't matter

(e.g., 80.7% said it didn't matter who sat next to them in class). '

Interracial Climate

Data were analyzed using a one-way analysis of variance of the college climate items by
ethnicity. Tukey's HSD post-hoc tests were conducted if the analysis of variance F test
was significant at the p <.001 level. Three out of the twelve analyses yielded significant
differences at this level (Table 2). White students were less likely than Asian, Black, and
Latino students to perceive a lack of campus activities for their ethnic group. Similarly,
White students were less likely than Latino students to feel left out of college activities
because of their ethnicity. Furthermore, White students were less likely than Latino or
Asian students to feel pressured to attend ethnic events. On the other hand, Black
studeats felt significantly more pressure than Asian, White or Mixed students to attend
ethnic activities. In addition to these differences, there were two trends at the .01 level of
significance that are worthy of note: Black students were more likely than Asian or White

students to agree that the campus was racially hostile and that students were uneasy in the
presence of their group.

Levels of Comfort

With White Students. Four of the 11 analyses yielded significant differences at the .001
level (Table 3). In three of these analyses, Black students were significantly less
comfortable than others. Black and Asian students were significantly less comfortable
than White students with having a White counselor. Black and Latino students were less
comfortable than White students dating a White student, and Black students were less
comfortable than White students with a White roommate. In the fourth area, Asian and
Latino students were less comfortable than White students discussing racism with a White
student. In addition to these findings, there were two trends at the .01 level of
significance: Asian students were less comfortable than White students attending a mostly
White party, and walking into a room with a group of White people already talking.

With Latino Students. At the .001 level of significance, Asian students were
significantly less comfortable than Latino and White students attending a lecture where
most of the students were Latino, and Asian students were less comfortable than Latino
and Black students attending a mostly Latino party (Table 4). White students were also
less comfortable than Latino students attending a mostly Latino party. In addition, there

was a trend at the .01 level of significance for Asians to feel less comfortable than Latino
and White students about walking into a room of mostly Latino students.
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With Black Students. There were no significant differences at the .001 level with respect
to how other students described their comfort with interacting with Blacks; however,
there were trends in 2 items at the .01 level of significance for Asian students to feel less
comfortable than others (Table 5). Asian students were less comfortable than Black and
Latino students attending a lecture where most of the students were Black; and they were
less comfortable than Latino and White students attending a predominantly Black party.

With Asian Students. As with Black students there were no significant differences at the
-001 level of significance (Table 6). Furt-rmore, there was only one trend at the .01

level. We found that Black students werc fess comfortable than White students with
having an Asian roommate. '

DISCUSSION

The data on ethnic identity is interesting for several reasons. First, for at least the
Affirmation and Belonging and Ethnic Identity Achievement subscales, it confirms the
reliability of Phinney's (1992) measure for use with a college-age population. Secondly,
these data are contrary to what was expected, i.c. , White students, despite their
comments to the contrary ("I have no ethnic group other than American"), do have a
relatively strong sense of ethnic identification and ethnic pride. These findings contrast
with Phinney's results where she found that all ethnic groups, including the ethnically
mixed, had a stronger sense of ethnic identity than White students. Since our pilot study
was conducted at least four years after Phinney’s study, our different findings may
correspond to a growing awareness of ethnicity on the part of White students as their
campuses become increasingly diverse. On the other hand, it was clesr that the ethnic -
minority groups (Asians, Blacks, Latinos) were more concemed than White students with
exploring their ethnic roots. This lack of exploration is problematical, because while
White students enjoy the privileges of Whiteness, they may have little understanding of
how their White identity has affected their lives or the lives of others. McIntosh's (1990)
work on white privileges and how they operate as unconscious, invisible assets, illustrates
the need for White students to examine more closely what their identification as members
of a White ethnic group actually means. The lack of awareness on the part of many White
students may make it difficult for them to understand the attitudes and behaviors of ethnic

minority students and hamper their efforts to interact with ethnic minority students on a
more intimate basis.

Two groups contrasted sharply in how they viewed the interracial climate on campus.
White students had a positive view of interracial interactions and did not perceive their
ethnicity as a barrier or a burden. Black students tended to describe the climate as more
hostile, uneasy, and uninviting. Asian and Latino students held views somewhere between
these two contrasting groups, i.e. while not as satisfied with the interracial climate as
White students, neither were they as dissatisfied as Black students.

BEST COX'Y AVAILABLE




The findings on comfort level are intriguing. Asian students expressed the greatest
discomfort in interacting with students from other ethnic groups. They expressed
discomfort about interacting with White, Latino, and Black students. Their dxscomfort
focused primarily on interacting with groups of other students (e.g., at parties, orina
lecture). Black students were uncomfortable primarily with White students in more .
intimate situations, such as dating a White student or having a White roommate. Latino
and White students appeared to be the most comfortable interacting with other ethnic
groups. The data on comfort level indicate that not only were Latino students comfortable
mteracting with White stvdents (a finding reported by other researchers), but they were
also comfortable interacting with other ethnic minority groups. The data on Asian students

indicate that they were not as comfortable as previously thought and that the social

context is quite important in examining their level of comfort.

The data on the comfort levels that others experience with Black students is quite
surpristug and conflict with general observations. Our findings suggest that political
correctn=ss has, indeed, arrived at these colleges. Thus, because mmch of the focus has
been on prejudice against Black students, we find that only Asian students were willing to
admit to some discomfort with interacting with them, while Asian, Black, and Latino
students felt free to express discomfort about interacting with White students ini a variety
of situations. It is almost certain that political correctness is masking the attitudes of

others toward Black students, while permitting students to be more honest in their
expression of feelings about White students.

Political correctness may also have impacted the data on ethuic identity and behaviors,
pressuring students to indicate that they interact with ethnicaily diverse groups of peop}e,
when even the most casual of observations reveal that student friendship pattems remain
ethnically segregated. The data on white students dating primarily within their own ethnic
group is similar to Hurtado et al's (1994) findings which indicate that White students tend
to segregate themselves more than other ethnic groups. In addition, the finding that
Asians have the highest rate of dating across ethnic lines corresponds with other
mformation indicating that Asians have the highest out-marriage rates ranging from 34.4%
for Koreans to 60% for Japanese (Root, 1992).

The data on comfort level and interracial climate also indicate that despite the media

attention on white uneasiness and white pride groups, White students feel most supported

by their colleges and are quite comfortable interacting with individuals from other ethnic
groups.

Limitations

In addition to the small sample size, there are other significant limitations to this study. .
First, although Blacks, Latinos, and Asians were each treated as uniform ethnic groups, it
must be recognized that there are important differences within each of these categories,

10




10

especially with the Asian and Latino populations (e.g., national origin, history in the U.S.,
the exteat of color prejudice, and others). Whenever possible, these differences should be .-
documented and explored since they may have implications for inter-ethnic intmptions.

These data suggest that political correctness may make it difficult to obtain accurate data
from respondents. Consequently, in addition to a survey, an interview may yield richer,

more valid data. It is also possible that more subtle measures of attitudes and interactions
need to be employed. '

These data were obtained from highly selective colleges with relatively small numbers of
Latino and Black students. Different results may be obtained at less selective public
colleges or universities with larger enrollments of Latino and Black students. In addition,
future research should explore the effects of gender, ethnic identity, and socio-economic
status on inter-ethnic interactions. For example, it is quite possible that some of our

observations about the impact of political correctness may be due to the large number of
female respondents in our sample.

Despite tl.ese limitations, this pilot study has highlighted the need to continue exploring
the rich world of inter-ethnic relations on campus. The data indicate that ethnic minority
groups differ not only from White students, but also from each other in how they perceive
and interact with each other. Future research should not only map out the patterns of
interaction, but indicate at least limited ways in which ethnic interaction can be improved.
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