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An Intergroup Contact-Theory Framework for Evaluating
Racial Climate on Predominantly White College Campuses

Tabbye M. Chavous1,2

This study examined the association of racial climate to social integration outcomes among
215 African American students and 144 White students from a predominantly White univer-
sity. Presented is preliminary evidence regarding the utility of an ecological approach based
on Allport’s (1954) intergroup contact theory in examining students’ climate perceptions and
their impact. Responses to a racial climate scale previously used in secondary settings were
collected from participants, and, through factor analysis, a revised scale was developed. The
revised scale showed evidence for five subscales assessing perceived intergroup interactions
on campus at individual and institutional levels, as well as individuals’ personal intergroup
interactions. Group differences were found for the subscales and in relationships between
subscales and college integration outcomes. Findings suggest the importance of understand-
ing college climate at interpersonal and institutional levels and of assessing impact for both
majority and minority students.
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In this paper, the ways that African American
and White students attending a predominantly White
college institution (PWI) perceive and experience
their campus racial climate are examined using a
framework that emphasizes perceptions of the nor-
mative quantity and quality of intergroup relations
on campus. Although the racial compositions of PWI
settings are becoming more ethnically diverse, this
has not necessarily translated into increased inter-
group interactions or lessened racial tensions on
campus. In fact, diversity related issues continue to
be primary sources of conflict on campuses across
the country (Gurin, Dey, Hurtado, & Gurin, 2002;
Levine & Cureton, 1998). The college/university
campus represents a distinct type of community set-
ting, with a climate created and perpetuated by physi-
cal structures, policies, and social norms that guide its
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functioning. On PWI campuses, issues related to race
often are interwoven into academic and social do-
mains directly and indirectly (e.g., through class cur-
ricula, discussion of current events, institutional pol-
icy, etc.) resulting in an institutional climate where
race is made very salient to minority and majority
group members. Thus, of particular relevance for
community psychologists is the idea that PWI cam-
puses are settings where informal and formal struc-
tures and norms around race and intergroup interac-
tions are conveyed to individual members and shape
their experiences and subsequent behaviors in the
settings.

Racial Climate and Intergroup Relations
on College Settings

The climate of an institution can be concep-
tualized as a psychologically meaningful represen-
tation of the institution’s environment (Pargament,
Silverman, Johnson, Echemendia, & Snyder, 1983).
Studying the climate of an institution provides in-
sight into the culture of a setting, by examining the
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beliefs, attitudes, values, and expectations shared by
members of the institution that are sustained over
time (Schein, 1985). Climates represent the observ-
able practices, routines, and behaviors that act to
socialize and perpetuate cultural beliefs and values
to individuals in a setting (Guion, 1973). Models of
school organizational climate have been used to de-
scribe the social and academic systems that make
up school settings in ways that parallel the ways
psychologists describe human personalities and at-
tributes (e.g., Halpin & Croft, 1963; Trickett & Moos,
1973). The climate of a setting can be viewed, for
example, as supportive or non-supportive, control-
ling or open, or as embodying particular ideologies
or philosophies around the ways its members should
interact. Thus, the examination of the racial climate
of a college or university entails the examination of
the beliefs, attitudes, values, and expectations shared
by students at the institution that are sustained over
time.

Research suggests that White students and eth-
nic minority students at the same institution often ex-
perience different racial climates. In general, White
students tend to report more positive perceptions of
intergroup relationships and diversity norms at their
institutions than do African Americans (e.g., Ancis,
Sedlacek, & Mohr, 2000). Some research suggests
that students may be similar in their views about
particular aspects of the environment, but they may
differ regarding other aspects of the racial climate.
Loo and Rolison (1986) for instance, found that mi-
nority students (African Americans, Chicanos, and
Asian Americans) and White students were in agree-
ment regarding the existence of sociocultural diffi-
culties among students, but that White students per-
ceived that there were greater levels of university
support for minorities than the ethnic minority stu-
dents perceived. Racial group differences regarding
the salience of race may account in part for race dif-
ferences in perceptions of the racial climate. Because
race is a more salient identity for ethnic minorities
than Whites (e.g., see Phinney, Ferguson, & Tate,
1997; Crocker & Luhtanen, 1990) minority college
students may be aware of more complex ways that
race can impact their lives than White college stu-
dents. Ethnic minority students are more likely than
White students to consider both individual-level in-
teractions and structural/institutional factors in eval-
uating the ways race functions on their college cam-
pus (Blauner, 1989). In contrast, White students are
more likely to think about intergroup relations on
campus only in terms of the nature of interactions

among individuals (Blauner, 1989). Thus, they are
more likely to view claims of structural or institu-
tional racism by minority students to be exaggerated
(Essed, 1991; Kluegel & Bobo, 1993).

Along with showing racial differences in the per-
ception of racial climate, research suggests that col-
lege students’ perceptions of norms around race on
campus have implications for important academic
and social outcomes for ethnic minority students,
such as performance and persistence (Nettles, 1988;
Zea, 1997; Cabrera et al., 1999); enhanced interaction
with teachers and White peers (Allen, 1988; Davis,
1995; Fleming, 1984; Nettles, 1988); and college in-
volvement (Nettles, 1988, 1991; Tracey & Sherry,
1984). Interestingly, the association between White
students’ perception of their college’s racial climate
and their own college adjustment outcomes has re-
ceived little attention from researchers. This omis-
sion seems problematic in light of the fact that mi-
nority group members who have been traditionally
underrepresented in higher education are attending
PWIs in greater numbers (Harvey, 2001), resulting
in more diverse campuses and more opportunity for
interaction among African American and White col-
lege students. Furthermore, while research in the
past two decades has suggested that White students
are overall apathetic about issues of multiculturalism
and diversity on their campuses (Baxter Magolda,
1997; Levine & Cureton, 1998), race and race rela-
tions are extremely salient issues on PWI campuses.
The current debates over college admissions policies
and affirmative action, for instance, have resulted in
open discourse around race in many forms (e.g., class
curricula, student activism activities, media coverage,
academic talks/presentations) making it likely that
most White students would at least be exposed to
some discussion of race on their campus. Such expo-
sure to racial issues is likely to have important con-
sequences for students. Research by Helm, Sedlacek,
and Prieto (1998) suggests that the way race is dis-
cussed and perceived on campus has implications for
the social and academic adjustment for both minority
and majority group members. As such, it is important
to investigate whether White students’ perceptions
of the overall racial climate of their campus have a
similar association with their social adjustment and
integration on campus as it does for ethnic minor-
ity students. In one of few studies examining the im-
pact of racial climate with a White sample, Canabal
(1993) found that racial climate (as evaluated by
perceptions of diversity support by the university)
was more predictive of institutional attractiveness for
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Hispanics, African Americans, and White females
than for White males. Cabrera and colleagues (1999)
reported significant relationships between percep-
tions of discrimination on campus and perceived in-
tellectual development and institutional commitment
for Whites and African Americans, but the relation-
ships were weaker for White students. In contrast,
campus discrimination showed a strong relationship
to social experiences for African Americans, but not
for White students. The research suggests particular
aspects of racial climate related to intergroup rela-
tions may relate differentially to attitudes, behavior,
and adjustment for different types of students.

While it is important to investigate how indi-
viduals’ perceptions of racial climate are related to
academic and social outcomes for students, from a
community psychology perspective, equal relevance
also should be given to understanding the sociocul-
tural backgrounds that individuals bring to their col-
lege environment as well as to the contexts they ex-
perience within their college setting (Trickett, 1996).
Recent studies reveal that students reporting more
diversity experiences prior to college (e.g., inter-
group friendships) had more diversity experiences on
campus (Hurtado, Engberg, Ponjuan, & Landreman,
2003; Nagda, Gurin, & Johnson, 2004). D’Augelli
and Hershberger (1993) and Davis (1995) suggest
that African American students whose precollege
backgrounds are more racially congruent with the
PWI environment show better social and academic
integration. Thus, individuals’ prior experiences may
influence how they perceive race as functioning on
campus, as well as the ways they respond and adjust
to the environment.

An Intergroup Contact Theory Approach
to Studying Racial Climate

A review of the research literature on racial
climate yields several operationalizations of the
construct. For example, racial climate has been
operationalized as: trust and interaction among
racial groups on campus (Hurtado, 1994), peer
relations and attitudes of university government
and personnel (Johnson-Durgans, 1994), and the
existence of diversity in student body, faculty, and
administration (Canabal, 1993). While the racial
climate of college settings often is discussed in terms
of a single phenomenon that is “positive” or “nega-
tive,” the varying conceptualizations of racial climate
in the research literature suggest that the construct is
comprised of a number of interrelated, but conceptu-

ally distinct, components that tap into the underlying
values and philosophies of the setting. As a result, it
is important that measures of racial climate capture
this complexity. Otherwise, we will be hard pressed
to understand nuanced relationships between various
aspects of racial climate and various outcomes. Using
unidimensional measures such as the proportions of
minority students as a single indicator of racial cli-
mate severely limits our understanding of seemingly
contradictory findings. Research linking the racial
compositions of school environments to academic
and social outcomes for African American students
is equivocal (Gray-Little et al., 1997; Nettles, 1988;
Tinto, 1987). Some research suggests that having
racially integrated schools can relate to positive
intergroup interactions (e.g., Gray-Little et al., 1996)
or to negative intergroup interactions (e.g., Nettles,
1991). These findings illustrate the importance of
distinguishing among the possibility for intergroup
interaction, the actual amount of intergroup inter-
action, and the nature of the intergroup interaction
in assessing racial climate. Unfortunately, at present,
there is no single conceptual model or measure
within the research literature on college racial
climate that captures the multi-faceted nature of the
construct.

The contact hypothesis first proposed by Gor-
don Allport (1954) and since refined by a host of
others (e.g., Brewer, 1996; Cook, 1985; Jones, Lynch,
Tenglund, & Gaertner, 2000; Pettigrew, 1998; Cook,
1985; Stephan, 1987) provides a relevant conceptual
frame for studying racial climate. Allport’s contact
hypothesis has been the prevailing framework for un-
derstanding when contact between members of un-
equal status groups will lead to a reduction of prej-
udice since it was first articulated in the early 1950s
(Allport, 1954). In discussing the effects of desegre-
gation in schools, Allport challenged the idea that
successful school racial integration would occur sim-
ply as a function of African Americans and Whites
sharing the same environment. He argued that in-
dividuals would not change stereotypical thinking
simply through involuntary associations alone. Be-
cause educational settings serve to socialize individu-
als regarding the norms around which individuals and
groups should or should not interact, Allport sug-
gested that successful integration would occur only
if certain conditions in which the intergroup inter-
actions occurred are met. Allport and others who
have built upon his theory have delineated the fol-
lowing conditions as necessary for intergroup con-
tact to lead to successful integration: 1) meaningful
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associations among members of different groups; 2)
interdependence among group members in reaching
and maintaining common goals; 3) similar level of
social status in the environment; and 4) the encour-
agement of positive intergroup interactions by the
institution. These conditions represent a framework
for representing the multifaceted nature of racial cli-
mate. It is likely that individuals within and across
racial groups vary in their perceptions of the extent
to which their university racial climate has met each
of the conditions as a function of individual and racial
group differences in background characteristics and
current experiences with individuals of other groups.
It is also likely that students’ perceptions regarding
each of the conditions will differentially predict stu-
dent outcomes across conditions and perhaps across
groups.

Although much of the research focusing on the
contact hypothesis has been conducted in the field
of social psychology, there already exists evidence
of the relevance of the contact hypothesis for un-
derstanding students’ perceptions of racial climate
in their educational settings. A number of studies
have utilized measures of racial climate that were re-
lated to specific dimensions of the contact hypoth-
esis. In a sample of high school students, Bullock
(1978) found that for African American students,
contact with Whites alone did not predict social tol-
erance, but individual contact and perceptions of
equal status among African Americans and Whites
were positively related to social tolerance. Similarly,
in a study of students from a multicultural high
school, those who viewed their high school as one
group or different groups on the same team felt
more positively about other groups than those who
viewed groups as functioning separately (Gaertner,
Rust, Dovidio, Bachman, & Anastasio, 1994). Col-
lege research indicates that students who perceived
their campus environment as being supportive of
racial diversity and intergroup relations were more
open to associating with students from racial and
ethnic groups that differed from their own (Astin,
1993; Hurtado, 1992; Pascarella, Edison, Nora et al.,
1996). Perceiving the college environment as non-
discriminatory also has been related to students’ pos-
itive intergroup attitudes on campus (Whitt, Edison,
Pascarella, Terenzini, & Nora, 2001).

Green, Adams, and Turner (1988) created a
school interracial climate measure in which they
operationalized Allport’s framework using four in-
tergroup contact criteria and examined their rela-
tionships with various school outcomes in African

American and White middle school students (Green
et al., 1988). The authors developed separate sub-
scales to assess students’ perceptions of the extent
to which the racial climate of their school met each
of four conditions proposed by the contact hypoth-
esis. They found that students who believed that
both relational conditions (perceptions of interac-
tions among different groups as a school norm, in-
terdependence of groups) and structural contact con-
ditions (equality among groups, and school support
for group interactions) were met in their school
had higher quality of school life scores and higher
sense of academic self-efficacy than those who en-
dorsed the existence of fewer criteria. Other re-
searchers have evaluated each of the criteria more
recently with elementary students using the Green
et al. (1988) measure and find positive associations
with school adjustment outcomes, but single compos-
ite scores across the criteria were used when report-
ing racial climate relationships and outcomes (e.g.,
Marcus-Newhall & Heindl, 1998; Wittig & Grant-
Thompson, 1998). To date the measure has not been
used with a college sample.

The present study extends the work of Green
and colleagues (1988) by revising their measure so
that it is appropriate for a college sample. In adapting
their measure, the present study investigates both its
construct and external validity. Consistent with the
multidimensional nature of the scale, the study also
will use students’ scores on the individual subscales
independently and not aggregated together into a
sum score. Such an approach allows for the exami-
nation of ways that various subscales independently
and synergistically predict a particular outcome. It
also allows for the possibility that different dimen-
sions of racial climate may be associated with differ-
ent phenomena. Finally, the study extends the work
of Green et al. by distinguishing between college stu-
dents’ perceptions of their institution’s racial climate
and their own intergroup experiences at the institu-
tion. Some of the current research on racial climate
conflates individuals’ perceptions of racial climate
with individuals’ own experiences interacting with
members of other racial groups (e.g., Pewewardy &
Frey, 2002). Such a conflation does not allow for
the examination of the relationship between the two
constructs.

STUDY OBJECTIVES

The present study introduces a new approach
to operationalizing college students’ perceptions of



College Racial Climate and Intergroup Contact 243

racial climate with the ultimate goal of better under-
standing racial differences in perceptions of racial cli-
mate and their consequences. With this in mind, the
present paper has four objectives. The first objective
is to investigate the underlying factor structure of a
measure of racial climate that is being adapted for
use with college students and which is based on All-
port’s contact hypothesis. In doing so, the present pa-
per examines whether the underlying factor structure
of the measure is valid for both African American
and White college students. The second objective
is to explore whether there are differences in the
ways in which African American and White stu-
dents perceive their racial climates across the differ-
ent conditions proposed by the contact hypothesis.
The third objective of the study is to investigate the
relationship between individuals’ demographic and
racial backgrounds and their racial climate percep-
tions. The final objective is to examine the extent
to which students’ perceptions of different aspects
of the racial climate predicted social integration (or-
ganizational involvement), psychological integration
(sense of community), and intergroup attitudes (ori-
entation toward other ethnic/racial groups) across
racial groups.

METHOD

Participants

The present study was part of a larger study fo-
cusing on the life experiences of African American
college students during the 1997–1998 academic year.
The sample consisted of 215 African American and

144 White undergraduate students from a large, pub-
lic predominantly White public university in the
southeast United States. African American students
made up 9% of the student population, White stu-
dents represented 88%, and all other ethnic groups
made up 3% of the institutions’ racial composi-
tion. The sample was primarily female, with 86 male
students (63 African American and 23 White) and
273 female students (152 African American and
121 White). White students were sophomore level
(class year M = 1.78, SD = 1.02) on average, while
the African American sample averaged junior class
level (class year M = 2.72, SD = .92). Table I pro-
vides descriptive information on student background
characteristics.

Procedure

Participants were recruited from introductory
psychology and 200-level psychology classes, through
advertisements placed in various areas of campus,
and through electronic mail postings to academic de-
partment sites. The methods of recruiting resulted
in a diverse sample with regard to class year and
major (majors from various disciplines from the so-
cial sciences to business to engineering were repre-
sented). All students were recruited from the same
types of settings using the same sampling methods,
but because the investigator’s larger study centered
around issues of ethnicity and college perceptions
among African American students, higher numbers
of this group were recruited. Thus, the proportion
of African Americans in the present study sample
is higher relative to Whites in the student body.

Table I. Means and Standard Deviations for Demographic Background Variables

Entire sample White students African American
Variable Range M (SD) M (SD) students M (SD)

Family income 1–12 8.00 (3.07) 9.04 (2.91)∗ 7.40 (3.01)
(below $4,999 to (about $65,000) (about $75,000) (about $58,000)
above $105,000)

Mother’s education 1–8 4.48 (1.63) 4.41 (1.45) 4.53 (1.74)
(some high school (college diploma) (college diploma) (college diploma)
to PhD/MD)

High school GPA 1–4 3.65 (.26) 3.75 (.34)∗ 3.61 (.18)
Percentage African 1–5 (1: less than 20% 2.19 (1.54) 1.53 (.52)∗ 2.83 (1.66)

to 5: over 80%)
Americans in neighborhood

Percentage African 1–5 (1: less than 20% 2.23 (1.32) 1.63 (.70)∗ 2.33 (1.32)
to 5: over 80%)

Americans in high school

∗Indicates significant differences in means at p < .05 level.



244 Chavous

Given the overall low representation of African
American students at the university, their numbers
in the present sample makes them more substantially
representative of the larger African American stu-
dent population at the college at the time. While the
White student sample is smaller, because all students
were recruited using the same methods and in similar
settings, there is no systematic reason that the stu-
dents would differ from other White students at their
institution (in fact, the resulting samples of African
American and White students were comparable to
the larger student population of African Americans
and Whites in terms of their average socioeconomic
background characteristics based on university statis-
tics on entering student characteristics for that aca-
demic year).

All participants completed study measures in
scheduled group administration sessions. Once stu-
dents agreed to participate, they were asked to
sign a consent form for their participation. White
and African American participants completed iden-
tical measures assessing college perceptions, organi-
zational involvement, and intergroup attitudes. The
psychology pool participants received one (1) course
credit for their participation. Other participants re-
ceived $5 to participate (students who received pay-
ment did not differ significantly from those who re-
ceived credit along any of the study variables). All
participants were assured that all information given
would be kept confidential and that their participa-
tion was voluntary. Following completion of the mea-
sures, all participants were debriefed.

Measures

Demographic Background Characteristics

Students completed a demographic measure in
which they provided information about their pre-
college backgrounds. Information obtained included
class year, gender, parental education levels, house-
hold income, and high school grade point average.
Table I summarizes the demographic characteristics
of the data sample.

Racial Background Characteristics

Information about students’ pre-college contact
with other racial groups was obtained from students’
reports of the racial make-up of their neighborhood
and high school. Respondents indicated the racial

composition in the two settings on a 1–5 categorical
scale, where 1 indicated “0–20% African American”
and 5 indicated “80–100% African American.”

College Racial Climate

Information about students’ perceptions of their
university racial climate was obtained using a School
Interracial Climate Scale (SIRC) (Green et al., 1988).
The scale evaluates criteria based on Allport’s (1954)
intergroup contact hypothesis. The SIRC was de-
veloped for secondary students and has shown ade-
quate reliability with that population. Several items
were modified to be more appropriate for college
students, and analyses were conducted to determine
factor structure and internal validity for this popu-
lation. Four subscales evaluated campus perceptions
regarding: (1) association, (2) equal status, (3) inter-
dependence, and (4) university supportive norms. A
fifth subscale, personal association, assessed respon-
dents’ personal intergroup contact on campus. Par-
ticipants responded to items on a 7-point likert scale
indicating 1 (strong disagreement) to 7 (strong agree-
ment). Example items include: “Blacks and Whites
at my university have important things to offer each
other” (Interdependence); “This university encour-
ages students to make friends with students of dif-
ferent races” (Supportive Norms); “Students of dif-
ferent races don’t have much to do with each other
at my university” (Association); “Instructors at my
university pay attention to both Black and White
students” (Equal Status); “At my university, I of-
ten go through a whole day without interacting with
someone from another group” (Personal Associa-
tion). Each subscale showed good internal consis-
tency (Cronbach’s αs for the association, equal sta-
tus, interdependence, and university norms subscales
were .88, .78, .84, .80, and .80, respectively).

Social Integration—Involvement
in Cultural/Multicultural Organizations

Organizational involvement was an indicator of
students’ social integration in this study and was as-
sessed in two ways. For White students, involvement
in organizations that included substantial propor-
tions of other ethnic groups was evaluated. Students
were asked to list the organizations in which they
were involved and to indicate the percentage of
the group that was made up of members of other
racial groups (on a 5-point scale ranging from 1
(less than 20%) to 5 (over 80%). The percentage of
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organizations made up of over 20% of other groups
represented the diverse organization variable. For
African American students, the percentages of mul-
ticultural/racially mixed groups (over 20% African
American, but less than 80%) as well as the per-
centage of ethnic group affirming organizations (over
80% African American) were assessed. Organiza-
tions that were considered as ethnic affirming were
those whose purpose was to specifically support
and nurture African American students (e.g., Black
Student Government, Black pre-med and engineer-
ing associations) and/or whose group composition
was more than 80% African American. Other or-
ganizations with diverse racial representation were
considered multicultural groups. A composite vari-
able was then created to represent percentage of
African American or multicultural organizations.
Thus, in subsequent analyses, a single organiza-
tional variable (group affirming/multicultural organi-
zations) was utilized.

The variable coding scheme for organizational
involvement was based on examination of students’
reported organizational involvement, which revealed
that African American students were involved either
in predominantly African American organizations or
predominantly White organizations (less than 20%
African American). Similarly, White students re-
ported few predominantly other group organizations,
but were involved in either mixed-racial group or
predominantly White organizations.

Students also were asked if they were members
of a Greek fraternity/sorority and of a varsity athletic
team. Given the substantial time and effort associ-
ated with these types of organizations (Lounsbury &
DeNeui, 1996), membership in a Greek organization
or athletics was weighted as two organizations in stu-
dents’ total number of organizations.

Psychological Integration—Sense of Community

Participants’ feelings of attachment and belong-
ing to their university were assessed using the Psy-
chological Sense of Community Scale. The 12-item
scale is based upon Lambert’s and Hopkins’s (1995)
Psychological Sense of Community Scale used in or-
ganizational settings. Example items include: “[My
University] values my contributions to it,” “I feel
emotionally attached to [My University],” and “I
feel a sense of community with others at [My Uni-
versity].” Participants responded to items along a
7-point likert scale, indicating the extent to which

they agreed or disagreed with the item statements.
Cronbach’s α indicated high internal consistency for
the scale (α = .83).

Intergroup Orientation

The extent to which students had attempted
to learn about other ethnic groups was assessed
using the “Other Group Orientation” subscale of
Phinney’s (1992) Multiethnic Ethnic Identity Mea-
sure. Three items on a 1–4 likert scale assessed in-
dividuals’ engagement in behaviors to learn about
traditions, values, or beliefs other ethnic groups.
Cronbach’s α coefficient (.79) indicated good inter-
nal consistency among items. Higher scores indicate
more intergroup exploration.

RESULTS

Racial Climate Scale Development

Because the SIRC has not been used with col-
lege students, factor analysis was performed to exam-
ine the psychometric properties of the measure for
the present population. A principal axes factor anal-
ysis with orthogonal rotation was performed on the
sample items, and a five-factor solution seemed most
satisfactory when evaluated by criteria summarized
in Pedhazur and Schmelkin (1991). Overall, the or-
thogonal solution seemed to provide a good simple
structure, as there were few items with high loadings
on more than one factor. Furthermore, the first four
factors were consistent with the four contact theory
criteria measured in the original scale by Green et al.
(1988). The first factor of the analysis was composed
of items that assessed whether groups were treated
equally at the university, and was labeled “Equal Sta-
tus.” The second factor, “Association,” consisted of
items that tapped into the amount of socialization
and contact between African American and White
students. The third factor included items that indi-
cated the extent to which groups were dependent and
worked toward common goals (Interdependence).
The fourth factor was labeled “University Norms,”
and evaluated the extent to which instructors and
the university administration encouraged intergroup
interactions.

However, the present study and college sample
did differ from past study with the measure in that
a separate, fifth factor emerged. This factor differed
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conceptually from the other four factors as it con-
sisted of items that evaluated students’ personal in-
teractions with other racial groups. In contrast, items
for the other four factors assessed individuals’ per-
ceptions of how different groups interact in the cam-
pus environment. This fifth factor, labeled “Personal
Association,” consisted of three items. In previous
use of the measure with primary and secondary stu-
dents, the items loaded on the “Intergroup Associ-
ation” scale. One possibility is that the older ado-
lescents in the present sample may be more able to
distinguish their own intergroup contact from their
perceptions of how most people in their school in-
teract with other groups than the middle school and
elementary students studied in previous work, or
younger adolescents may be more likely to conform
their intergroup behavior to match perceived norms
(e.g., Berndt, 1979). For either possibility, the analy-
ses provide support for the importance of distinguish-
ing individuals’ perceptions of intergroup association
as a normative practice on campus from their own
intergroup behavior.

Factor analyses were conducted separately for
African American and White students for the scale
items and resulted in identical factor structures for
both groups. Therefore, factors and item loadings
were reported for the full sample. Items that con-

stituted the five factors were ordered according to
the size of the loading on each factor. Those items
with loadings greater than .40 on a factor were se-
lected to represent that factor as subscales on the fi-
nal scale. The final scale had two main components—
a Climate Perceptions component made up of four
subcomponents based on Allport’s framework (In-
tergroup Association, University Norms, Intergroup
Interdependence, and Equal Status) and a Personal
Contact component evaluated by the items in the
Personal Association factor. The final racial climate
scale for the present study consisted of 30 items. In-
ternal consistency for subscales was calculated using
Cronbach’s α. Results indicated high reliabilities and
were similar for African American and White partic-
ipants (αs ranged from .78 to .88).

Group Differences in Racial Climate Perceptions

To assess differences between groups in per-
ceptions of racial climate, a Multivariate Analysis
of Co-Variance (MANCOVA) was performed with
race and class year as the independent variables
and the four perception subscales and the personal
intergroup contact subscale as dependent variables
(see Table II). Family income, mother education,

Table II. Summary of Multivariate Analysis of Co-Variance Examining Racial Climate Subscales by Race

African American White total African American White
total sample M (SD) sample M (SD) By class year M (SD) M (SD)

Association 3.89 (1.12)∗∗∗ 4.78 (1.21) Freshmen 4.34 (1.56)a 4.96 (1.24)a

Sophomore 3.96 (1.14) 4.46 (1.13)
Junior 3.72 (1.05) 4.82 (1.00)
Senior 3.84 (,98) 4.43 (1.37)

Equal status 4.08 (1.09)∗∗∗ 5.44 (.91) Freshmen 5.08 (1.16)a 5.54 (.97)a

Sophomore 4.22 (1.06) 5.16 (.88)
Junior 3.90 (.90) 5.48 (.69)
Senior 3.76 (1.12) 5.43 (.84)

Interdependence 4.06 (.92)∗∗∗ 4.81 (.92) Freshmen 5.42 (1.01)a 5.74 (.78)
Sophomore 5.05 (.88)a 5.62 (.86)
Junior 4.92 (.98) 5.74 (.95)
Senior 4.95 (.88) 6.23 (.52)a

University supportive norms 4.06 (.92)∗∗∗ 4.81 (.92) Freshmen 4.36 (1.16) 4.89 (.97)
Sophomore 4.21 (.92) 4.72 (.92)
Junior 3.83 (.74) 4.81 (.87)
Senior 3.99 (.99) 4.60 (.83)

Personal association 5.31 (1.38)∗∗∗ 6.13 (.80) Freshmen 5.78 (1.54) 6.10 (.90)
Sophomore 5.38 (1.30) 6.18 (.63)
Junior 5.14 (1.40) 6.13 (.72)
Senior 5.28 (1.40) 6.19 (.67)

Note. The letter a in superscript denotes significant within group differences at p < .05 level.
∗∗∗Denotes significant group differences at p < .001 level.
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Table III. Racial Climate Subscale Inter-Correlations by Race (African American Student Correlations Above the Diagonal, White
Student Correlations Below the Diagonal)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Family income .54∗∗ −.37∗∗ −.20∗∗ .24∗∗ .16∗ .12 −.10 .04 .05
2. Mother education .36∗∗ −.37∗∗ −.12 .25∗∗ .14∗ .10 −.06 .01 −.04
3. Percentage AA in neighborhood −.18∗ −.20∗∗ .33∗∗ −.10 .06 −.11 .13 −.07 .13
4. Percentage AA in high school −.13 −.20∗∗ .12 −.16∗ .16∗ .01 .02 −.06 −.01
5. High school GPA .25∗∗ .33∗∗ −.18∗ −.16 −.15∗ −.04 −.04 −.02 .07
6. Association −.15 .06 .13 −.06 .01 .32∗∗ .47∗∗ .25∗∗ .32∗∗
7. Equal status −.01 .05 .14 .02 −.06 .35∗∗ .36∗∗ .24∗∗ .23∗∗
8. Supportive norms .08 .07 .08 .09 −.10 .46∗∗ .44∗∗ .28∗∗ .14∗
9. Interdependence .01 .13 −.12 .12 −.02 .14 .35∗∗ .27∗∗ .39∗∗

10. Personal association −.07 .08 .21∗ .04 −.04 .27∗∗ .18 .08 .20∗

∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01.

and racial composition of neighborhood and high
school were entered as covariates. The overall Model
F was significant (F = 7.65, p < .001). Examination
of means indicated that African American students
held more negative perceptions across all four per-
ception subscales compared to White students. In
contrast, White students had higher scores on the
personal association subscale. Class year effects were
found for association and equal status perceptions.
Post hoc comparisons (Duncan’s tests) revealed first
year students had higher scores on the subscales
than other class years. Finally, race × class year
effects were found for equal status scores and in-
terdependence scores. With regard to equal status
scores, African American freshmen had more pos-
itive perceptions than African American students
in all other class years, while no class differences
were found for White students. Similarly, African
American freshmen and sophomores had higher in-
terdependence scores than African American junior
and seniors. In contrast, White seniors had higher in-
terdependence scores than White students in other
class years.

Table III presents inter-scale correlations for
student background and racial climate variables for
African Americans and Whites. Moderate, positive
relationships were found among the racial climate
factors across sample groups. In general, few rela-
tionships were found between student background
variables and the racial climate variables. The two
groups, however, did differ in a few respects. Having
higher numbers of African Americans in their neigh-
borhood was related to more personal intergroup
association on campus among Whites. For African
American students, family income, mother educa-
tion, and percentage of African Americans in high
school were positively correlated with perceived in-
tergroup associations on campus. A negative rela-

tionship with association was found for high school
GPA.

The samples also differed in relationships
among some racial climate variables. For African
American students, a significant, positive relation-
ship was found between association and interdepen-
dence. For White students, the correlation between
the two variables was non-significant. Further group
differences emerged between personal association
and other racial climate variables. For White stu-
dents, personal association with other racial groups
related to perceiving intergroup associations on cam-
pus and to group interdependence. For African
Americans, personal association showed significant,
positive relationships with all other racial climate
variables.

Group Differences in Campus Interaction
and Social Integration Variables

Organizational Involvement

African Americans and Whites differed signif-
icantly in whether they were involved in organiza-
tions at all, with 38 White students (26%) reporting
being involved in no organizations and 29 African
American students (13%) reporting no organiza-
tional involvement (χ2 = 11.19, p < .001). Sample
sizes for analyses related to organizational involve-
ment, therefore, are based on students participating
in at least one organization (N = 106 White students
and N = 186 African American students). A series
of T-tests were conducted to compare involved and
non-involved students on all study variables. Results
showed that students who were involved in at least
one organization were higher in class year than those
reporting no organizational involvement (t = −2.05,
p < .01). Involved students had a higher mean score
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on other-group orientation (t = −2.12, p < .05). The
involved and non-involved groups also differed on
perceptions of equal status among racial groups on
campus (t = 1.54, p < .05). Those involved in no
organizations had a higher mean score (M = 4.85,
SD = 1.06) than those involved in at least one orga-
nization (M = 4.56, SD = 1.25).

To examine race group differences in organiza-
tional involvement variables, Analysis of Covariance
(ANCOVA) was conducted with the total percent-
age of organizations as the dependent variable. Stu-
dent demographic background factors and class year
were included as covariates. The overall model was
significant (F = 10.09, p < .001). The racial groups
differed in their total number of organizations (M =
1.90, SD = 1.62 for Whites and M = 2.22, SD =
1.53 for African Americans). While groups could
not be compared statistically on intergroup organi-
zational variables (as different organizational vari-
ables were used for each group), it does appear
that groups did differ in their organizational involve-
ment. African American students’ mean percent-
age of group affirming organizations or multicultural
organizations was 51.71% (SD = 40.42). 12.32% of
White students’ organizations were ethnically diverse
(SD = 27.65).

ANCOVAs also were conducted to examine
racial group differences in other-group orientation
and sense of community (covarying student back-
ground variables). The groups did not differ signif-
icantly on other-group orientation scores, but they
did differ in sense of community scores (F = 32.6,
p < .001). White students reported higher sense of
community (M = 4.84, SD = .87) than did African
Americans (M = 4.31, SD = .87).

Racial Climate and Social
Integration/Intergroup Outcomes

In order to establish external validity of the
racial climate measure, hierarchical regression anal-
yses were conducted to examine the relationship
of student background and racial climate factors
on intergroup outcomes (organizational involve-
ment, other group orientation) and overall social
integration (sense of community). In each model,
student background variables and class year were
entered into the first block and racial climate fac-
tors in a second block. Separate models were
tested for the African American and White samples.
Tables IV and V summarize these analyses.

Table IV. Summary of Regression Models: Social Adjustment Outcomes Regressed on Student Background and
Racial Climate Factorsfor White Students

Percentage diverse/cultural Other group
Sense of community organizations orientation

β β β β β β

1. Background factors
Class year −.31∗∗ −.22∗∗ .20∗ .20 −.13 −.15
Income .21∗∗ .18∗ −.07 −.14 .02 .03
Mother’s education .04 .03 −.04 −.08 .06 .03
High school GPA −.10 −.06 .06 .13 .03 .06
Percentage African .06 .03 .03 −.02 .03 .03

Americans in high school
Percentage African .03 −.08 .09 −.05 .14 .09

Americans in neighborhood
Statistics for step R2 .13 .07 .04

2. Racial climate factors
Association −.01 −.21∗ −.03
Equal status .48∗∗∗ .01 −.01
Interdependence −.20∗∗ .30∗∗ −.09
Supportive norms .12 −.13 .05
Personal association −.05 .22∗∗ .34∗∗∗
Statistics for step
R2 .37 .16 .16
�R2 .24 .09 .12

Note. In the regression model predicting percent multicultural organizations, participants’ total number of
organizations also was included as control variable.
∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01. ∗∗∗p < .001.
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Table V. Summary of Regression Models: Social Adjustment Outcomes Regressed on Student
Background and RacialClimate Factors for African American Students

Percentage diverse/ Other group
Sense of community cultural organizations orientation

β β β β β β

1. Background factors
Class year −.11 .01 .10 .01 −.08 −.06
Income .05 .07 −.07 .01 .07 .05
Mother’s education .04 .01 −.01 −.06 −.05 −.03
High school GPA −.05 .02 −.08 −.06 .03 −.02
Percentage African .03 .06 −.08 −.06 .09 .12

Americans in high school
Percentage African −.04 −.04 .01 .02 −.15 −.12

Americans in neighborhood
Statistics for step
R2 .03 .13 .04

2. Racial climate factors
Association −.08 .11 −.22∗∗
Equal status .18∗∗ −.24∗∗ −.03
Interdependence .40∗∗∗ .06 .43∗∗∗
Supportive norms .19∗∗ .03 .19∗∗
Personal association −.09 −.08 .43∗∗∗
Statistics for step
R2 .27 .18 .22
�R2 .24 .05 .18

Note. In the regression model predicting percent multicultural organizations, participants’ total
number of organizations also was included as control variable in block 1.
∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01. ∗∗∗p < .001.

Organizational Involvement

To assess the relation between racial climate
perceptions and involvement in multigroup organi-
zations, students’ percentage of organizations that
were diverse with regard to ethnicity was regressed
on background and racial climate variables for White
students (See Table IV). The predictive model with
background variables only was non-significant (F =
1.38, ns). A significant model did result when the
racial climate variables were added (F = 2.07, p <

.05) and accounted for an additional 9% of vari-
ance in multicultural organizational involvement. In
the final model, univariate analyses showed posi-
tive relationships with class year (β=.20, p < .05),
perceptions, interdependence (β = .30, p < .01) and
personal intergroup association (β = .22, p < .05).
Multicultural organizations were negatively related
to perceptions of intergroup association on campus
(β = .21, p < .05).

For African American students, percentage of
ethnic group affirming or multicultural organiza-
tions was the dependent variable (See Table V).
Student background factors did not contribute sig-
nificantly to the variance accounted for in group-
affirming/multicultural organizational involvement.

Adding the racial climate block resulted in a signif-
icant model that accounted for an additional 5% of
the variation in group-affirming organizations. Only
equal status scores were related to organizational in-
volvement, with lower equal status scores related to
participation in more group-affirming or diverse or-
ganizations (β = −.24, p < .01).

Intergroup Orientation

The model predicting students’ other group ori-
entation was significant for White students (F =
1.83, p < .05), and adding the racial climate vari-
ables resulted in an increment increase of 12% of
variance accounted for in other group orientation.
Personal intergroup association was related to high
other group orientation scores (β = .34, p < .001).
For African American students, a significant model
also resulted when racial climate variables were en-
tered (F = 5.16, p < .001), accounting for an addi-
tional 18% of variance in other-group orientation
(R2 = 22). Perceptions of campus intergroup asso-
ciation were negatively related to other group ori-
entation (β = −.22, p < .01), while university norms
and personal association mean scores were related to



250 Chavous

higher other-group orientation (β = .19, p < .01 and
(β = .43, p < .001, respectively).

Sense of Community

Finally, the relationship between students’ racial
climate perceptions and their overall sense of com-
munity on campus was examined. For White stu-
dents, family income was related to having a higher
sense of community (β = .21, p < .01), while class
year was negatively related to sense of community
(β = −.30, p < .001). The racial climate variables
block increased the variance accounted for in sense
of community from 13 to 37% (overall Model F =
6.91, p < .001). Equal status perceptions were pos-
itively related to sense of community (β = .48, p <

.001), and perceived group interdependence was re-
lated to lower sense of community (β = −.20, p <

.01). For African American students, student back-
ground did not contribute significantly toward vari-
ance accounted for in sense of community. The racial
climate variables increased the variance accounted
for an increment of 24%. Students’ perceptions of
equal status (β = .18, p < .01), university support-
ive norms (β = .19, p < .01), and interdependence
(β = .40, p < .001) were positively related to sense
of community.

DISCUSSION

The present investigation assessed the ways that
African American and White PWI students perceive
the racial climate on their campus, using a frame-
work based on Allport’s intergroup contact theory.
Focusing on students’ perceptions of the quantity and
quality of intergroup interactions on campus at inter-
personal and institutional levels allowed for a more
complex picture of the ways that students from differ-
ent ethnic and social backgrounds experienced race
and race relations. Issues of race and race relations in
America’s educational systems have continued to be
prominent since the school integration efforts of the
1950s and 1960s. The discussion of such issues is par-
ticularly relevant in light of current debates around
race and affirmative action policy in college admis-
sions and the value and impact of diversity in higher
education (e.g., Gurin et al., 2002). More recently,
Gurin and colleagues (2002) analyzed national col-
lege samples and conducted a comprehensive review
of university studies related to campus racial compo-
sition and diversity. They found that students having

meaningful diversity experiences (e.g., intergroup in-
teractions) on campus related to outcomes very rel-
evant to the field of community psychology: intellec-
tual engagement, motivation to think actively about
social phenomena; commitment to promoting racial
understanding; perspective taking; sense of common-
alty with others; and involvement in political affairs.
Their review suggested that these outcomes were
not only limited to the time that students were in
college but to longer term personal intergroup as-
sociation as well. The present study findings pro-
vide complementary evidence that the ways students
perceive their institutions’ norms and values and
philosophies around race and the contribution of dif-
ferent racial groups have implications for the nature
of students’ interpersonal diversity experiences on
campus.

Influences of Student Demographic Background

Students’ prior experiences influence their
perceptions and interpretations in new settings.
College student development theory and inter-
group research with college students assert that
individuals’ precollege characteristics influence
the ways they experience and integrate into their
college setting (e.g., Tinto, 1975, 1987; Pascarella et
al., 1996). Differences between African American
and White students’ college outcomes often have
been attributed to differences in their demographic
backgrounds, with an emphasis on socioeconomic
differences (Tinto, 1987), as well as adjustment
difficulties related to minority students coming
from more race-homogenous backgrounds to ones in
which they are a racial and social minority (D’Augelli
& Hershberger, 1993). In the present study, African
American students had significantly lower family
income levels than did their White counterparts, but
they were similar in mother’s education levels. With
regard to racial background, African American stu-
dents were more likely than White students to come
from environments with racial compositions that
differed from their college environment, although
neither sample came from totally race homogenous
backgrounds.

Prior intergroup contact may influence African
American and White students’ college perceptions
in different ways, however, as their prior inter-
group contact likely occurred under different con-
ditions. African American and White students from
more affluent family backgrounds are more likely
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to come from backgrounds that are predominantly
White than their counterparts from less affluent
backgrounds, and poorer African American students
are especially more likely to come from more race-
homogenous backgrounds (Chavous, Rivas, Green,
& Helaire, 2002; McAdoo, 1997). Results showed
that African American students from more afflu-
ent backgrounds perceived more intergroup rela-
tions on campus. In contrast, African American stu-
dents coming from high schools with more African
Americans also perceived more intergroup associ-
ations. While the findings may seem contradictory,
the relationship with college intergroup perceptions
for African American students from more afflu-
ent, predominantly White neighborhoods may reflect
their prior intergroup experiences. African Amer-
ican students coming from more race-homogenous
environments may view a predominantly White col-
lege environment as having more intergroup inter-
actions relative to their previous intergroup experi-
ences. The fact that students’ backgrounds did not
relate to other racial climate factors suggests, how-
ever, that the racial congruence or incongruence be-
tween their background and their college does not
necessarily influence their views of the quality of
those interactions, institutional values, nor their own
intergroup associations. The reality that they are sta-
tistical minorities on their campus may force African
American students at predominately White institu-
tions, regardless of background, to interact to some
degree with White students. For instance, classes and
labs, academic group projects, academic clubs, and
meals at dining halls may result in frequent inter-
actions with Whites regardless of individuals’ racial
background.

For White students, however, such involuntary
intergroup associations and reciprocal interactions
occur less frequently, thus their personal intergroup
interactions are more likely to result from volun-
tary behaviors (Powers & Ellison, 1995). Because the
PWI setting more closely matches the racial back-
grounds of most of the White students in the study
it would be very easy for them to replicate their
home/high school environments and only interact
with members of their own group. Students who
have had precollege racial experiences (interactions,
friendships) with African Americans before college
may be more likely to initiate or be open to interac-
tions with African Americans on campus compared
to White students who have had little or no contact
with African Americans prior to college (Pascarella
et al., 1996; Whitt et al., 2001).

Relationships Among Racial Climate Factors

Racial group differences in how individuals
think about and perceive race relations on campus
across multiple areas also may play an important role
in the group differences in relationships among racial
climate factors. Although the factor structure of the
present racial climate scale was similar for Blacks
and Whites, the different correlations among the fac-
tors suggest differences in how the groups perceived
and made meaning of intergroup interactions. For
African Americans, perceiving more intergroup as-
sociations on campus was related to perceiving more
group interdependence. In contrast, for White stu-
dents, perceiving intergroup association was not re-
lated to group interdependence. One interpretation
is that viewing Black and White students as needing
and benefiting from one another result from actual
intergroup interactions for African American stu-
dents, while for White students, feeling that groups
need one another may not relate to their actual in-
tergroup experiences. Nora and Cabrera (1994) sug-
gest African American students may have more “nu-
anced” views of race on campus than White students
due to the salience of race in these settings. Thus,
African American students may be more attuned to
experiences and issues that convey messages about
race and diversity norms than their White counter-
parts. Furthermore, integrating into an environment
in which they are the numerical and social minority
is more likely to involve having positive relationships
with members of other groups for African American
students. For White students, though, the way race
functions on campus may be less directly salient to
their social experiences, thus their views of interde-
pendence among groups on campus may be based
on less specific race-related experiences and obser-
vations (e.g., Lopez, Gurin, & Nagda, 1998).

One especially relevant finding was that both
groups’ personal intergroup associations were re-
lated to their perceiving intergroup associations as a
normative behavior on campus as well as to perceiv-
ing interdependence between African Americans
and Whites on campus. Although the cross-sectional
nature of the study precludes any conclusions re-
garding the direction of causality, the findings are
consistent with the idea that institutional norms re-
garding intergroup interactions shape students’ own
intergroup behaviors other research indicates that
students are racially socialized by their campus en-
vironment from the very beginning of their tenure
at the institution (Baldwin, Rackley, & Brown, 1990;
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Nagda et al., 2004). It also is possible that the causal
direction is reversed such that students’ personal
intergroup experiences impact their beliefs regard-
ing institutional norms around intergroup interac-
tion. Research has found that individuals’ previ-
ous racial experiences influence their perceptions of
racial climate. It is most likely, however, that the re-
lationship is bi-directional, such that students’ envi-
ronmental perceptions shape their social interaction
behaviors and that their social behaviors affect their
perceptions. Future longitudinal research is needed
before definitive conclusions regarding the direction
of causality can be made.

Racial Climate Perceptions and College
Integration Outcomes

Although students’ precollege backgrounds did
relate to racial climate perceptions to a small ex-
tent, overall, background was not strongly related
to racial climate perceptions or to integration out-
comes on campus for African Americans or Whites.
Instead, institutional racial climate seemed to have
a stronger association with views of the extent and
ways that students from different groups interacted.
The study findings also suggest that racial climate
perceptions may function similarly in some respects
for African American and White students, but dif-
ferently in other respects.

Organizational Involvement

African American students who saw unequal
status between African Americans and Whites were
involved in more African American organizations.
Researchers consistently have asserted the impor-
tance of social integration in students’ academic
experiences, especially for minority students (e.g.,
Suen, 1983). At PWIs, most organizations are pre-
dominantly White. Many organizations involve pro-
fessional affiliations or curricular activities (e.g.,
honor societies, pre-medical organizations, psychol-
ogy club). Therefore, African American students
may be likely to become a part of a mainstream
organization, regardless of their perceptions of the
racial climate. With regard to involvement in African
American predominant organizations, the link with
unequal status is consistent with the view that the
group-affirming organizations serve as social support
or buffering agents in the face of racial isolation or
discrimination (Buttny, 1999; Chavous, 2000).

White students who perceived interdependence
among racial group members and those who had
more personal intergroup association were involved
in more diverse/race-mixed organizations. The lack
of own-group organizations or feelings of social iso-
lation is less likely to influence White students’
selections of racially mixed organizations. Instead,
their involvement may reflect desires to learn about
multicultural issues and interact with other groups,
as many racially mixed or minority-group pre-
dominated organizations are centered on issues of
diversity, ethnicity, or culture (e.g., minority coali-
tion/activist organizations). An alternative explana-
tion is that White students who are involved in mul-
ticultural organizations may have more contact with
other race groups and, in turn, have racial climate
perceptions that are more similar to those groups.

Other Group Orientation

The study findings for other social outcomes also
suggest different integration processes for African
Americans and Whites related to racial climate per-
ceptions. For both groups, having more personal
intergroup interactions related to reporting more
exploration and valuing of other groups’ experi-
ences. However, personal association was the only
significant predictor of other group orientation for
Whites. For African Americans, perceiving group
interdependence as well as viewing intergroup in-
teractions as normative on campus also predicted
other-group orientation. Researchers applying inter-
group contact theory to research with ethnic minor-
ity samples suggest the impact of intergroup associa-
tions is not equivalent across ethnic groups (Sigelman
& Welch, 1993; Shelton, 2001). White students at
PWIs are likely to have very little intergroup in-
teraction or exposure to African Americans prior
to college (Pewewardy & Frey, 2002), and even on
PWI college campuses, researchers report that many
White students have relatively little interaction with
other ethnic/racial groups. Thus, having some per-
sonal contact with another group member may be
sufficient to influence intergroup attitudes. In con-
trast, it is unlikely that African Americans on PWI
campuses have not been exposed to or engaged
in interactions with Whites, as they are likely to
have had White teachers (even within predominantly
Black secondary schools), student peers, class project
groups, etc, as well as substantial media exposure
(TV, movies, etc.). Consequently, their intergroup
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attitudes would be influenced less by personal con-
tact alone than by contact that is based on meaningful
associations (i.e., based on interdependence) (Jones
et al., 2000; Pettigrew, 1998; Powers & Ellison, 1995;
Sigelman & Welch, 1993).

Sense of Community

Perceptions of interdependence, equal status,
and supportive university norms were related to
higher sense of community for African Americans.
In contrast, perceiving group interdependence was
related to having a lower sense of community for
Whites. One possibility for the striking difference is
that for White students who do not perceive Whites
interacting with African Americans as a normative
occurrence on campus, viewing African Americans
and Whites as interdependent may result in their
feeling disconnected from the larger PWI environ-
ment. In organizational research, perceiving one’s
values or beliefs as different from the perceived
philosophies and norms of one’s environment re-
sults in less identification with that environment as
a whole (e.g., Dutton, Dukerich, & Harquail, 1994).
(This reasoning was supported in post hoc regression
analyses conducted by the author, where a significant
association × interdependence interaction was found
in predicting sense of community for Whites, but
not for African Americans). In contrast, for African
Americans, perceiving group interdependence, or
feeling as though their group is valued and makes an
equally valuable contribution on campus, may lead
to stronger feelings of institutional identification.

In considering the application of intergroup the-
ory to the study findings as a whole, it appears that
beyond students’ demographic backgrounds, percep-
tions of intergroup norms and institutional supports
of those norms have a substantial association with
the social adjustment and behaviors of its mem-
bers. The findings from the present study suggest
the need for future research on the ways students’
group identity orientations interact with the philoso-
phies of their college contexts. Although Whites had
more positive racial climate views than Blacks, inter-
group experiences were not unimportant to White
students’ perceptions of the racial climate nor to
their integration outcomes. White students’ percep-
tions and integration outcomes, however, were re-
lated more to perceptions of intergroup interactions
at the interpersonal level, while both interpersonal
and institutional level factors were salient to African

American students’ social and psychological integra-
tion. The discussion of individualism by Lopez et al.
(1998) could help explain group differences in per-
ceptions and relationships found in the present study.
In a society that values individualism, thinking about
structural influences (e.g., institutional discrimina-
tion) may be more difficult and less likely for major-
ity group members. Research on attribution biases
suggests that Western cultures emphasize individu-
alistic explanations of discrimination, while in other
cultures, situationally sensitive and structural expla-
nations are more common (Lopez et al., 1998). While
they exist in a Western society, research has shown
that African Americans are more likely than Whites
to hold collectivist beliefs (Jones, 1994), thus, they
may take a less individualistic perspective in think-
ing about race on campus. Instead, their ideas about
inequality are more likely to derive from ideas about
causation that involve larger social contexts and that
are shared with others (Lopez et al., 1998). Further-
more, White students who perceived different groups
as interdependent but perceived that intergroup as-
sociation was not a campus norm felt lower sense of
community. For some White students, there may be a
social cost for deviating from an individualistic orien-
tation and taking on a more multi-group orientation.

Similarly, a racial climate that is not support-
ive of positive intergroup relations may result in
African American students feeling pulled to choose
between a group versus an individual orientation.
Buttny (1999) discusses the conflict some African
American students experience between their desire
to integrate into the PWI environment and their de-
sire to maintain group solidarity and group identity
on campus. Based on their exclusion from main-
stream social outlets, some African American stu-
dents may perceive significant interactions with other
racial and ethnic groups as unacceptable. Their per-
ceptions may be reinforced by communication from
African American peers who view crossing inter-
group boundaries as behavior that threatens group
solidarity (Buttny, 1999; Giles & Coupland, 1992). In
the present study, students perceiving unequal sta-
tus who become involved in group-predominant or-
ganizations may be able to maintain a sense of sol-
idarity and received needed support, but for some,
it also may reinforce perceived differences between
groups (Kelly et al., 1994). In contrast, students who
perceive intergroup interactions as a campus norm
and racial groups as interdependent may feel more
free to engage in intergroup behaviors (i.e., higher
other-group orientations) without fear of lessening



254 Chavous

own group ties (Jones et al., 2000). This reason-
ing is consistent with research by Watts and Carter
(1991), which shows relationships between African
Americans’ racial identity beliefs and perceptions
of racial climate in organizational settings. Clearly,
more research is needed on the congruence between
individuals’ cultural orientations and their perceived
college environment across and within ethnic groups
before definitive conclusions can be made. Such re-
search could build upon the present findings.

Limitations and Considerations

When considering the study findings, several
points should be made to qualify interpretations and
conclusions made. One is that students may form
other types of support networks and connections in
response to their perceptions of the college environ-
ment than those evaluated in this research. There-
fore, though a student may not be involved in many
school organizations or feel a sense of connection to
the larger college environment, he/she may feel sup-
ported by informal networks, such as peer and friend-
ship groups. Research that examines the approaches
that today’s students utilize in integrating into col-
lege and forming friendships, as well as perceived
barriers to these processes would be an important
compliment and building block for psychological and
educational research. Furthermore, the use of quali-
tative methods (ethnographic study, focus groups, in-
terviews) as well as longitudinal quantitative designs
could help shed light on students’ psychosocial and
developmental processes.

Another consideration in interpreting study
findings is that examining intergroup interactions
(before and during college) in terms of contact
between African Americans and Whites may ob-
scure information about individuals’ interracial con-
tact with other groups. Though some students may
report being in organizations or coming from high
schools with small percentages of African American
students, they may have interacted with Latino/a or
Asian American students in these settings. There-
fore, individuals’ interracial experiences may be un-
derestimated.3 In studying college racial climate
in regions where greater ethnic diversity exists in

3The racial composition of the university and its surrounding re-
gion, as well as students’ regional, neighborhood, and high school
backgrounds, make it likely that their intergroup experiences pri-
marily were between African Americans and Whites.

student background and college population, it would
be necessary to incorporate multiple groups into as-
sessments of the nature and quality of intergroup
associations.

It also may be possible that hypothesized rela-
tionships may differ for some students over time. For
instance, class year may be a moderating influence in
the relationships among background, racial climate,
and intergroup interaction outcomes. Study findings
showed class year was associated with racial climate
for African American students and with social out-
come variables for African American and White stu-
dents. African American freshmen and sophomores
had more positive perceptions along several racial
climate factors than their upperclass counterparts.
White students showed this pattern, but to a lesser
extent, as they were more similar in perceptions
across class years overall. African American students
from race-homogenous backgrounds may perceive
their new campus environment more positively (e.g.,
university efforts to welcome students, substantial in-
teraction with Whites in class and social settings for
the first time) than older students who have had a
chance to learn more about race and campus norms
or be socialized by peer groups. The relationships
among the study constructs may differ not only be-
tween racial groups, but also within groups for stu-
dents in different stages of their college experience.
Students’ social and racial backgrounds may have a
stronger impact on social perceptions, attitudes, and
behaviors for students just entering the college en-
vironment than for those who have had more time
to adapt to the college environment. Furthermore,
older students may be able to view the campus cli-
mate differently and respond to it differently as they
integrate previous experiences on campus (Graham,
1998). This reasoning cannot be fully supported from
data in the present study, given the cross-sectional
nature of the study design. Future longitudinal re-
search is necessary to illuminate intra-individual de-
velopment resulting from contextual experience.

A final consideration is that because students
from only one PWI were examined at one time pe-
riod, findings cannot be generalized to all PWIs.
Future research including samples from multiple in-
stitutions is needed. In addition, because the sam-
ple was disproportionately female, explorations of
gender differences among study constructs and re-
lationships were not possible but may be important
in considering future directions. Fleming (1984) and
Davis (1995) assert that African American males fare
worse socially and academically then their female
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counterparts at PWIs. Furthermore, research on race
attitudes among White college students suggests that
males and females differ in levels of conservatism
(Sydell & Nelson, 1998) and that White females are
more likely to identify with other social minority
groups than White males (e.g., Astin, 1993; Canabal,
1993; Johnson-Durgans, 1994; Levine & Cureton,
1998).

CONCLUSIONS

Even considering the above issues, the present
research suggests the importance of conceptualizing
and operationalizing students’ perceptions of racial
climate in more complex ways. Such an approach
provides greater evidence that students’ perceptions
of the ways race functions in their campus environ-
ment are relevant contributions to research models
seeking to explain students’ college experiences. One
implication is that fostering learning environments
and communities where all students feel included and
valued is an important outcome in itself. In student
transition interventions, student retention programs,
and multicultural or diversity initiatives, information
about the role of race and race perceptions for minor-
ity and majority students is needed. It is important to
include all groups, not just the minority groups that
often are targeted in student transition interventions
or the majority students who often are targeted in
prejudice-reducing or tolerance efforts (Kelly et al.,
1994). Racial climate, whether it exists in a univer-
sity community or in a larger community, is based
on interactions among individuals across groups, not
only within a single group targeted for intervention.
Therefore, the experiences and perceptions of mem-
bers of different groups should be included in efforts
to understand and improve the climate.
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