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Abstract

This study examined the effect of living with White, Asian American, Latino, or African American roommates on affective, cog-
nitive, and behavioral indicators of prejudice among university students. We used a five-wave panel study with approximately 2000
students to examine the effect of roommate contact in two ways: First, through a field experimental test by examining prejudice as a
function of living with randomly assigned roommates during the first year of university. Second, net of pre-existing attitudes, we
examined the effects of voluntary roommate contact during the second and third year of university on fourth year prejudice. Con-
sistent with contact theory, both randomly assigned and voluntary contact decreased prejudice. Also, there was generalization to
other outgroups, particularly from Black roommates to Latinos, and vice versa. Finally, an interesting exception was found for con-
tact with Asian American roommates, whether randomly assigned or voluntary, which tended to make attitudes towards other
groups more negative. Potential explanations for this result are discussed.
� 2004 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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Since first articulated by Williams (1947) and later re-
fined by Allport (1954), contact theory has inspired a
great deal of research and public policy (see Amir,
1969; Brewer & Brown, 1998; Hewstone & Brown,
1986; Pettigrew, 1998; Stephan, 1987 for reviews).
Despite the volume of work on this theory, and its far-
reaching influence, there is surprisingly little evidence
that intergroup contact actually causes reductions in
prejudice. Experimental or longitudinal designs are nec-
essary to definitively show this causal relationship; how-
ever, such designs are rarely used in research on contact
theory. In addition, extant research on this theory often
limits its focus to interactions between two groups. This
strategy prevents exploration of interesting questions
0022-1031/$ - see front matter � 2004 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

doi:10.1016/j.jesp.2004.08.002

* Corresponding author. Fax: +31 71 527 3619.
E-mail address: cvlaar@fsw.leidenuniv.nl (C. Van Laar).
regarding the effect of interaction partners� group mem-
bership on the outcome of contact. In response to these
shortcomings, the current research employs data from a
five-wave panel study to examine the impact of living
with an outgroup roommate on affective, cognitive,
and behavioral indicators of prejudice among students
at a multi-ethnic university. Because most of the stu-
dents were randomly assigned to their roommate situa-
tion during their first year, findings for these students
constitute an experimental test of the prejudice-reducing
effects of long-term contact.

According to Allport�s (1954) formulation, inter-
group contact reduces prejudice when: (1) participants
in the contact situation have equal status, (2) these indi-
viduals are pursuing common goals, (3) participants in
the contact situation are interdependent or work coop-
eratively, and (4) relevant authorities are thought to
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sanction contact. In addition, subsequent research has
identified a number of conditions that facilitate preju-
dice reduction as a function of contact (see Stephan,
1987; Pettigrew, 1986, 1998 for reviews). Perhaps most
prominent of these conditions is acquaintance potential
(Cook, 1962, 1978). This condition seems to be com-
prised of two elements: affective ties and the opportunity
to learn about outgroup members. That is, contact is
thought to reduce prejudice when it generates positive
affect, empathy, and/or friendship among participating
individuals (e.g., Batson et al., 1997; Herek & Capitanio,
1996; Pettigrew, 1997, 1998). Contact is also thought to
reduce prejudice when it affords participating individu-
als the opportunity to discover previously unnoticed
similarities (e.g., Cook, 1984) and the chance to see
counter-stereotypic characteristics and behaviors in
one another (e.g., Rothbart & John, 1985).

Although there is controversy as to which of these
conditions are necessary, rather than sufficient, to re-
duce prejudice (Pettigrew, 1986), the notion that inter-
group contact is associated with improved intergroup
attitudes is well substantiated (e.g., Brewer & Brown,
1998; Pettigrew, 1998; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2000). For
example, one early study with White housing project res-
idents found that contact with Black neighbors was neg-
atively associated with prejudice toward African
Americans (Deutsch & Collins, 1951). More recently,
White children�s contact with ethnic minority classmates
was found to be negatively associated with prejudice and
positively associated with learning (e.g., Aronson &
Gonzalez, 1988; Aronson & Patnoe, 1997).

Despite the wealth of research showing that inter-
group contact and prejudice covary, there is little re-
search definitively demonstrating the direction of this
relationship (Pettigrew, 1998). It may be the case that
intergroup contact reduces prejudice, as contact theory
predicts. On the other hand, individuals who are low
in prejudice may select to engage in more intergroup
contact. Although studying environments in which
self-selection is minimized and using non-recursive sta-
tistical techniques provide some leverage against this
causal sequence problem, experimental and longitudinal
research are the most effective means of overcoming
causal uncertainty. Unfortunately, these designs are
infrequently employed in contact theory research, par-
ticularly examinations of long-term contact with high
acquaintance potential (Pettigrew, 1998).

Another shortcoming of existing research on contact
theory is that it has tended to focus on contact between
two groups. While this strategy has the virtue of simpli-
fying the phenomena under study, examination of con-
tact between multiple groups raises at least three
questions that deserve further investigation. First, do
the characteristics of involved groups influence the out-
come of contact? The limited research available on this
question suggests that both respondents� group member-
ship, and the group memberships of people they come
into contact with, may influence the degree of prejudice
reduction. For example, in a recent meta-analysis, Petti-
grew and Tropp (2000) found that contact had a stron-
ger impact on intergroup attitudes of individuals from
high-status majority groups than on individuals from
low-status minority groups.

Second, does contact with members of one outgroup
affect prejudice towards other outgroups? Although few
researchers have examined whether the beneficial effects
of contact with one outgroup generalize to other out-
groups, extant findings suggest that such generalization
is possible (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2000). For example, Pet-
tigrew (1997) found that the number of outgroup friends
people reported was negatively related both to prejudice
toward ethnic groups with whom respondents were likely
to interact (i.e., those found in their country) and to pre-
judice toward ethnic groups with whom respondents were
unlikely to interact (i.e., those not found in their country).
This finding suggests that the positive effects of contact
generalized from local outgroups to distant outgroups.

Third, does contact with ingroup members increase
prejudice? In multi-ethnic contexts, extended contact
with ingroup members may decrease opportunities for
interaction with outgroup members. Contact with fellow
ingroup members may also serve to instantiate biased
ingroup norms (e.g., Blanchard, Lilly, & Vaughn,
1991; Turner, 1991). Although these possibilities speak
to the importance of examining the independent effects
of ingroup and outgroup contact, this is infrequently
done. In a notable exception, an experiment conducted
by Wilder and Thompson (1980) found a negative rela-
tionship between outgroup contact and prejudice but a
positive relationship between ingroup contact and preju-
dice. Levin, Van Laar, and Sidanius (2003) also found in
their longitudinal analyses of friendship formation in the
sample examined in the current study that students with
more outgroup friendships and fewer ingroup friend-
ships during their second and third years of university
showed less prejudice at the end of university, control-
ling for their prejudice levels as first-year students, pre-
university friendships, and a variety of background
variables. Also using this longitudinal dataset, Sidanius,
Van Laar, Levin, and Sinclair (2004) found that contact
with ingroup members through segregated fraternities
and sororities increased levels of social distance to ethnic
‘‘others,’’ increased the sense of ethnic victimization,
and decreased the perception of social inclusiveness.
The current study

The current study uses data from this five-wave, four-
year panel study to examine the effect of living with a
member of a different ethnic group on university stu-
dents� ethnic attitudes. Roommate arrangements are



1 There is considerable research showing opposition to interethnic
marriage and dating to be an important subcomponent of ethnic
prejudice, e.g., see Brigham, Woodmansee, and Cook (1976), Fang et
al. (1998), Sidanius (1993), Sones and Holston (1988); see also
Pettigrew and Tropp (2000).
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ideally suited to tests of contact theory because they meet
many of the conditions thought to facilitate prejudice
reduction via intergroup contact. First, although differ-
ences in ethnic group status are evident within society
at large (Smith, 1991), within the university setting,
and a given living situation, members of different ethnic
groups are likely to have equal status. Furthermore, even
though university students are often required to compete
over grades in the classroom, those who live together
must work cooperatively to achieve the common goal of
maintaining a home environment that is mutually satis-
factory. Roommate situations are also characterized by
high acquaintance potential. The familiarity and mere
exposure afforded by living together is likely to generate
positive affective ties between roommates (e.g., Festin-
ger, Schachter, & Back, 1950). Also, the wide range of
activities that roommates may share (e.g., studying, talk-
ing, and eating) provide them with the opportunity to
discover previously unnoticed similarities or counter-ste-
reotypic thoughts, characteristics or behaviors on the
part of an outgroup roommate. Finally, a consistent
body of research has shown that universities are egalitar-
ian socializing environments (e.g., Bobo & Licari, 1989;
Lipset, 1983; McClintock & Turner, 1962; but see also
Jackman, 1978; Jackman & Muha, 1984). For this rea-
son, it is highly likely that students in this environment
will perceive relevant authorities to be supportive of
cross-ethnic contact, thus providing the remaining condi-
tion for beneficial contact postulated by Allport (1954).

The design of this study allows us to contribute to the
literature on contact theory by examining whether inter-
group contact causes reductions in prejudice in two
ways. First, because most students are randomly as-
signed to their roommate situation in their first year,
examination of first-year students� ethnic attitudes as a
function of their roommate situation constitutes a field
experimental test of contact theory. To our knowledge,
there are only three experimental examinations of resi-
dential contact and these examined effects of residence
hall contact in general, as opposed to close extended
contact between roommates or examined only interac-
tions between White and African American roommates
(Nesdale & Todd, 1998, 2000; and see upcoming work
by Towles-Schwen, 2003; Towles-Schwen & Fazio,
2002). Second, we utilized a longitudinal design to
examine the effect of choosing to live with an outgroup
roommate during second and third year on changes in
intergroup attitudes from first to fourth year. Both of
these methodological strategies give us substantial lever-
age against the causal sequence problem.

Commensurate with the three elements of an attitude,
we examined the effects of contact on affective, cogni-
tive, and behavioral indicators of prejudice. Meta-anal-
yses indicate that affective measures are more susceptible
to the benefits of contact than cognitive measures (Petti-
grew & Tropp, 2000). Negative feeling toward members
of other ethnic groups and intergroup anxiety (feelings
of unease and lack of competence when interacting with
members of other ethnic groups) constituted the affec-
tive indicators of prejudice. Stephan and Stephan
(1985) contend that individuals may feel personally
threatened in intergroup encounters by the possibility
of being embarrassed or rejected. Intergroup anxiety
may both reduce the initial likelihood of intergroup
interactions and decrease as a result of favorable contact
with outgroup members (Stephan & Stephan, 2000). As
cognitive indicators of prejudice, we examined symbolic
racism, social dominance orientation and anti-miscege-
nation attitudes.1 Finally, heterogeneity of friends and
dating partners provided behavioral indicators of preju-
dice. The behavioral indicators of prejudice used in this
study are of interest because they allow us to determine
whether contact begets contact, thus creating a ripple ef-
fect of prejudice reduction.

In essence, the current study allows us to test two
hypotheses derived from contact theory. Individuals
randomly assigned to live with an outgroup roommate
should show improved intergroup attitudes as a func-
tion of this contact (Hypothesis 1). Individuals who vol-
unteer to live with an outgroup roommate should also
show improved intergroup attitudes as a function of this
contact (Hypothesis 2). In addition, the multi-ethnic
nature of our sample enables exploration of three addi-
tional and important questions: (a) whether roommates�
ethnic group memberships moderate the relationship be-
tween contact and prejudice, (b) whether the positive ef-
fects of contact with one ethnic outgroup also create
more positive attitudes toward other ethnic outgroups,
and (c) whether contact with one�s own ethnic group
actually increases prejudice.
Method

Participants and procedure

Data were collected as part of a five-year longitudinal
study among university students beginning their first
year of university at the University of California, Los
Angeles (UCLA) in 1996. The incoming first-year class
was composed of 3877 students. Of these students, 32%
were White, 36% Asian American, 18% Latino, 6% Afri-
can American, and 8% were of another ethnicity or did
not report their ethnicity. Data were collected during five
different time periods between 1996 and 2000: in the sum-
mer before university entry (1996), and during the spring
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quarter in each subsequent academic year (1997–2000).
The first wave of data was collected through the mass
administration of a survey at the beginning of the sum-
mer orientation program. Subsequent data collection
was through telephone surveys during the spring quarter
of each academic year. These interviews averaged 20
minutes in length and were conducted using the Comput-
er-Assisted Telephone Interview (CATI) system run by
the Institute for Social Science Research at UCLA. Re-
sponse rates were as follows: 78% at the pre-university
wave (N = 2156), 82% at the end of Year 1 (N = 2016),
82% at the end of the Year 2 (N = 1667), 66% at the
end of Year 3 (N = 1360), and 59% at the end of Year
4 (N = 1215). Only members of the four major ethnic
groups (i.e., Whites, Asian Americans, Latinos, and
African Americans) were selected for analysis in the cur-
rent study.2 The ethnic and gender breakdowns of the
White, Asian American, Latino, and African American
participants in each year of data collection can be found
in Levin et al. (2003). The percent of females in the study
ranged from 44% in the pre-university wave to 56% in the
last wave. The number of Whites ranged from 748 in the
pre-university wave to 311 at the end of Year 4. Compa-
rable numbers for Asian Americans were 753 and 389.
Sixty-eight African Americans and 255 Latinos partici-
pated in the pre-university wave. To increase the size of
these two groups, additional Blacks and Latinos were
surveyed at the end of Year 1, and the number of partic-
ipants in this wave rose to 430 for Latinos and 130 for
Blacks. At the end of Year 4, 252 Latinos and 67 Blacks
participated in the study.3
2 The majority of Latino students at UCLA in the sample are of
Mexican American origin (76.5%), with Central American (10.6%),
South American (7.8%), and other Latino (5.1%) being represented in
lower numbers. The majority of Asian American students in the
sample are of Chinese origin (42.6%), with Korean (17.8%), Filipino
(12.2%), South East Asian (11%), East Indian (6.8%), Japanese (6.6%),
and Pacific Islanders (0.5%) being represented in lower numbers.

3 Our sampling frame during the pre-university wave consisted of
the 2749 summer orientation attendees who were at least 18 years of
age or who had written parental consent to participate in the study.
Our sampling frame at the end of first year consisted of all the students
who returned the summer survey, with two exceptions. We excluded
179 White and Asian American students with incomplete data and/or
missing contact information, and added 471 Black and Latino students
due to the under-representation of these groups in the summer
orientation and therefore in our pre-university wave of data collection.
Latino and Black students present in the sample at the pre-university
wave differed significantly from those added at the end of first year on
a number of demographic variables. For example, there were signif-
icantly more males among the Latino and Black students added at the
end of first year than among those who participated in the pre-
university wave. However, this sampling bias did not influence our
results because we did not exclude the non-participants in the pre-
university wave from our longitudinal analyses. Rather, our sampling
frames at the end of the second through fourth years consisted of all
the students who completed the interview at the end of first year (in
addition to 51 Black and biracial students who were added at the end
of the third year).
Measures

To determine the extent and nature of respondents�
roommate contact, we measured whether their room-
mates were self-selected or randomly assigned, and com-
puted two measures of intergroup contact based on the
self-reported ethnic composition of their current living
situation: roommate heterogeneity and number of
roommates from specific ethnic groups. Respondents
also completed affective, cognitive, and behavioral indi-
cators of prejudice: affect toward each of the four major
ethnic groups, intergroup anxiety, symbolic racism, so-
cial dominance orientation, anti-miscegenation atti-
tudes, ethnic heterogeneity of friendships, and the
degree of interethnic dating. Each construct was as-
sessed in all five waves of data collection.

Nature of roommate selection. Respondents were
asked a number of questions about their roommates.
They were instructed to consider persons in the dormito-
ries with whom they shared their room as their room-
mates, and if they lived in a room, house or apartment
off-campus to consider persons with whom they shared
their residence as their roommates. The range of the
number of roommates indicated by respondents was
zero to more than three. Most of the students in our
sample spent their first year in a dormitory (85%). An-
other 11% lived at home, and 4% lived in off-campus
housing. In the dormitories, students tended to share
their room with one (58%) or two (32%) and occasion-
ally three (4%) or more (5%) other first-year students.
During the first year at UCLA, university policy dictates
that roommates are randomly assigned to students (the
only restriction being that roommates must share the
same gender). Students can obtain a non-random room-
mate if they specify that they want to share a room with
a particular person. As such, most of the students in our
sample who lived in the dorms their first year had a ran-
domly assigned roommate (78%), whilst 20% lived with
a self-selected roommate. After the first year at UCLA,
many students either choose their roommates within the
dormitories or move out of the dormitories. For exam-
ple, in their second year 52% of students lived in a dor-
mitory, whereas (31%) spent their second year living in
off-campus housing. Another 14% lived at home. In
off-campus housing, students tended to have one
(28%), two (21%) or three roommates (32%) and occa-
sionally zero (6%), four (7%), or more than four (6%)
roommates (i.e., persons with whom they shared their
residence). In order to check whether a person�s room-
mate or roommates were randomly assigned or self-se-
lected in the first year, respondents were asked ‘‘Did
you choose your roommate or roommates, or were they
randomly chosen for you?’’ Potential responses were
‘‘1—I chose my roommate/s,’’ ‘‘2—My roommate/s
was/were randomly chosen for me,’’ ‘‘3—Both,’’ or
‘‘4—I don�t have a roommate.’’
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Roommate heterogeneity. This contact variable con-
stituted the major independent variable in this study
and consisted of the number of roommates who were
members of outgroups. Respondents were asked to iden-
tify the ethnicity of all the people they were living with.
The answers were recoded such that who was considered
a member of an ethnic outgroup depended on student
ethnicity: Thus for White students, Whites were consid-
ered ingroup roommates whereas all other roommates
were considered outgroup roommates; for Latino stu-
dents, Latino roommates were considered ingroup
roommates whereas all others were considered outgroup
roommates; for Asian American students, Asian Amer-
ican roommates were considered ingroup roommates
whereas all others were considered outgroup room-
mates; and so on. Roommate heterogeneity in a given
year was calculated as (1 � (number of ingroup room-
mates/total number of roommates)). The correlations
between the total number of roommates indicated and
roommate heterogeneity were r = .23, p < .001 at the
end of the first year of university, r = .25 p = .001 at
the end of the second year, r = .34, p < .001 at the end
of the third year, and r = .35, p = .001 at the end of
the fourth year.

Number of roommates from specific ethnic groups. Be-
sides examining the overall degree to which one was ex-
posed to roommates from different ethnic groups, we
also explored the effects of being exposed to roommates
from specific ethnic groups. For each year, we asked
each respondent to indicate the number of roommates
they had who were either: White, Asian American, Lati-
no, or Black. The numbers provided in each category for
each year then constituted the independent variables.

Group affect. Affect toward different ethnic groups
was measured by the stem question: ‘‘How positively
or negatively do you feel towards the following groups?’’
on a scale of ‘‘1—very negatively’’ to ‘‘7—very posi-
tively.’’ The individual groups of interest were ‘‘Cauca-
sians/Whites,’’ ‘‘Latinos/Hispanics,’’ ‘‘Asians/Asian
Americans,’’ and ‘‘African Americans/Blacks.’’

Intergroup unease and multicultural competence. Inter-
group unease was measured by the item: ‘‘I feel uneasy
being around people of different ethnicities’’ (1—strong-
ly disagree, 7—strongly agree). Multicultural compe-
tence was measured by the item: ‘‘I feel competent
interacting with people from different ethnic groups’’
(1—strongly disagree, 7—strongly agree).

Symbolic racism. This variable was measured using a
four-item scale. Participants rated the degree to which
they agreed or disagreed with the following statements
on a scale of ‘‘1—strongly disagree’’ to ‘‘7—strongly
agree’’: (1) ‘‘Blacks are getting too demanding in their
push for equal rights,’’ (2) ‘‘Over the past few years,
Blacks have gotten less economically than they deserve’’
(reverse-coded), (3) ‘‘The Irish, Italians, Jews, and many
other minorities overcame prejudice and worked their
way up. Blacks should do the same without special fa-
vors,’’ and (4) ‘‘Blacks get less attention from the gov-
ernment than they deserve’’ (reverse-coded; average a
across five waves of data = .65).

Social dominance orientation. This construct was mea-
sured by use of four items from the standard SDO6 Scale
(see Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). Participants rated the de-
gree to which they agreed or disagreed with the follow-
ing four statements on a scale of ‘‘1—strongly disagree’’
to ‘‘7—strongly agree’’: (1) ‘‘It is probably a good thing
that certain groups are at the top and other groups are
at the bottom,’’ (2) ‘‘Inferior groups should stay in their
place,’’ (3) ‘‘We should do what we can to equalize con-
ditions for different groups’’ (reverse-coded), and (4)
‘‘We should increase social equality’’ (reverse-coded;
average a across five waves of data = .74).

Anti-miscegenation attitudes. These attitudes were
measured using a two-item scale. Participants were
asked to rate the degree to which they agreed or dis-
agreed with the following statements on a scale of
‘‘1—strongly disagree’’ to ‘‘7—strongly agree’’: (1) ‘‘In-
ter-ethnic dating should be avoided’’ and (2) ‘‘Inter-eth-
nic marriage should be avoided’’ (average a across five
waves of data = .95).

Friendship heterogeneity. This variable was first as-
sessed by asking students how many of their closest
friends belonged to each of the four ethnic groups: Afri-
can American, Latino, Asian American, and White. The
students� responses were given on a five-point scale rang-
ing from: ‘‘1—None,’’ ‘‘2—Few,’’ ‘‘3—Many,’’ ‘‘4—
Most,’’ and ‘‘5—All.’’ These responses were then trans-
formed into three-category scales such that responses of
1 and 5 were coded as ‘‘0’’, 2 and 4 were coded as ‘‘1’’
and 3 was coded as ‘‘2.’’ Each of these responses was
then weighted by the inverse proportion of a given eth-
nic group on campus (i.e., 36% Asian Americans, 32%
Whites, 18% Latinos, and 6% Blacks). Thus, being
friends with an African American (a relatively small eth-
nic group on campus) was given more weight than being
a friend with an Asian American (a relatively large eth-
nic group on campus). The final friendship heterogeneity
index was then simply the sum of these recoded and
weighted indices across the three ethnic outgroups. As
was the case in the roommate heterogeneity variable,
for White students, Latinos, Asian Americans and Afri-
can Americans were considered members of outgroups
whereas Whites were considered ingroup members and
so on. As such, a very high score indicates having close
friends from many different ethnic outgroups while a
low score indicates having very few friends from many
different ethnic outgroups (or having ingroup friends
only).

Interethnic dating. Ethnicity of dating partners was
measured by asking the respondents if they had dated
anyone who was White, Asian American, Latino, or
Black within the last year. The responses were coded
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as ‘‘0’’ if ‘‘no,’’ or ‘‘1’’ if ‘‘yes.’’ The final outgroup dat-
ing measure indexed the number of different outgroups
they had dated within a given year. As a result, for
any given year the score could range from ‘‘0’’ to ‘‘3.’’
If the respondent did not date anyone, he or she was gi-
ven a missing data code.
Results

Preliminary analyses

Prior to conducting the main analyses, we wanted to
assure ourselves that university assignment to a dormi-
tory roommate during the first year was, indeed, ran-
dom. We accomplished this in two ways. First, we
examined whether participants� pre-university attitudes
related to first-year roommate heterogeneity separately
among those who reported having randomly assigned
roommates versus self-selected roommates in a dormi-
tory. Eighty-five percent of the students in our sample
reported living in the dorms during their first year. Of
those respondents who reported living in the dorms dur-
ing their first year, 292 reported having a self-selected
roommate (20%), while 1130 reported having a ran-
domly assigned roommate (78%). Among those who re-
ported selecting their own roommates, it is likely that
pre-university attitudes will be related to the ethnic het-
erogeneity of roommates such that students who felt, for
example, less at ease with people from different ethnic
groups would be less likely to choose ‘‘ethnic others’’
as roommates. At the same time, if random assignment
to roommate situation was achieved among those
who reported having their roommates assigned to
them, these participants� pre-university ethnic attitudes
should be unrelated to the ethnic heterogeneity of their
roommates.

To examine whether this was indeed the case, we re-
gressed degree of first-year roommate heterogeneity on
the indices of intergroup attitudes and behaviors as-
sessed prior to university entry.4 These regressions were
conducted separately for respondents who lived in a
dormitory and reported choosing their own roommates
and those who reported having randomly assigned
roommates in a dormitory.5 As shown in Table 1, as ex-
pected, there were no significant relationships between
roommate heterogeneity during the first year and pre-
4 We were not able to run this analysis on the group affect variables
as we would have had to run the analyses within each ethnic group
separately, creating very small sample sizes.

5 Respondents who lived in a dormitory and answered that they
had both chosen and randomly selected roommates (2.8%) and those
dormitory residents who answered that they had no roommates during
the first year (in fact there were no students who indicated this) were
left out of these analyses.
university ethnic attitudes and behaviors among respon-
dents whose roommates were randomly assigned. In
contrast, those who reported having self-selected room-
mates during the first year of university showed more
roommate heterogeneity as they showed: (a) less unease
being around people of other ethnic groups (b = �.06,
p = .006, semi-partial r2 = .03), (b) more competence
interacting with people from other ethnic groups
(b = .04, p = .009, semi-partial r2 = .03), and (c) more
ethnic heterogeneity among their friendship circle prior
to university (b = .01, p = .03, semi-partial r2 = .02),
with these being small size effects (Cohen, 1988). Simple
slopes analyses (see Aiken & West, 1991) showed that
when regressing first-year roommate heterogeneity on
pre-university attitudes and behaviors for self-selected
roommates versus randomly assigned roommates, the
slopes tended to be larger in the self-selected category
in one case and were significantly larger in the self-se-
lected category in the other two cases (i.e., Unease
around other groups: b = �.06 vs. b = �.01, t = 1.96,
p = .05, R2

change for interaction ¼ :003; Ethnic competence:
b = .04 vs. b = .00, t = 2.22, p = .03,
R2

change for interaction ¼ :004; Ethnic heterogeneity of
friends: b = .01 vs. b = .00, t = 2.23, p = .03,
R2

change for interaction ¼ :003). Other results in Table 1 show
that neither students who reported self-selecting a room-
mate nor those who reported having a roommate ran-
domly assigned to them showed any relationship
between roommate heterogeneity and their symbolic
racism, social dominance orientation, and opposition
to intergroup dating and marriage.

Second, to provide converging evidence that univer-
sity assignment to roommate situation was truly ran-
dom, and to inspect possible changes in roommate
heterogeneity when previously randomized students
were no longer under constraint, we conducted a 4 · 2
mixed effects ANOVA with university tenure (years 1–
4) as the within-subjects factor and first-year roommate
selection (self-selected vs. randomly assigned) as the be-
tween-subjects factor. As one would expect if random
assignment was truly random, at the end of the first
year, roommate heterogeneity was significantly higher
among students with randomly assigned roommates
(M = .67, SD = .43) than among students with self-se-
lected roommates (M = .33, SD = .44; t (520) = �7.07,
p < .001; g2p ¼ :09, a medium size effect). Moreover, gi-
ven that all students in their second year and beyond
were free to choose their own roommates, we also ex-
pected to see and found a sharper decline in the degree
of roommate heterogeneity between first and second
year for students with randomly assigned roommates
than students with self-selected roommates. As shown
in Fig. 1, this is exactly what the data showed
(interaction effect between first and second years:
F(1, 520) = 13.07, p < .001; g2p ¼ :03, a small size effect).
So, when the university randomly assigned roommates,



Table 1
Relationships between pre-university ethnic attitudes and behaviors and roommate heterogeneity during the first year of university among those with
self-selected and randomly assigned roommates

Ethnic attitudes and behaviors
prior to university entry

Ethnic heterogeneity among
first-year students with self-selected
roommates (n = 292)

Ethnic heterogeneity among first-year
students with randomly assigned
roommates (n = 1130)

t Value of significance of slope
difference between self-selected
and randomly assigned roommates

Intergroup unease �.06**(�.18**) �.01 (�.03) 1.96+

Intergroup competence .04**(.17**) .00(.01) 2.22*

Friendship heterogeneity .01.13 .00(�.01) 2.23*

Symbolic racism .02(.04) �.08(�.02) n.s.
SDO .02(.05) �.02(�.04) n.s.
Anti-miscegenation �.01(�.03) �.02(�.05) n.s.

Entries are unstandardized regressions coefficients (with product–moment correlations in parentheses).
* p < .05.
** p < .01.
+ p < .10.

Fig. 1. Roommate heterogeneity over the university years for those
with randomly assigned and self-selected roommates during the first
year.
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students had more ethnically heterogeneous living situa-
tions. However, when these students were given a choice
of roommate in their second year, they selected room-
mates with significantly less ethnic heterogeneity. Thus
by the fourth year, there was only a small difference in
roommate heterogeneity between those students who
originally chose their own roommates and those stu-
dents who were randomly assigned roommates, and this
difference did not quite reach the conventional signifi-
cance level (M = .40, SD = .46; versus M = 48,
SD = .45; t (520) = �1.70, p = .09; g2p ¼ :01, a small size
effect).

Together, the results of these analyses lead us to be-
lieve that among those students who were randomly as-
signed roommates by the university, heterogeneity of
roommates reflects actual variation in exposure to ethnic
diversity that is independent of respondents� previous
ethnic attitudes and behaviors.

The effect of randomly assigned roommate contact on

prejudice: An experimental test

Having established that university random roommate
assignment showed all the signs of being truly random,
we then took advantage of this fact to explore the major
question motivating this research. Namely, whether or
not exposure to roommates of different ethnic outgroups
changes the intergroup attitudes and behaviors of
students. Since there were no self-selection effects among
students who were randomly assigned to first-year
roommates, restricting the analyses to this subsample
represents an experimental test of contact theory.

Using only those respondents who were randomly as-
signed roommates at the beginning of their first year, we
conducted 11 hierarchical regression analyses with de-
gree of roommate heterogeneity and number of room-
mates from each of the four major ethnic groups (i.e.,
Whites, Asian Americans, Latinos, and Blacks) as the
independent variables and each of the 11 ethnic attitudes
and behaviors as the dependent variables.

As can be seen in Table 2, the results showed a signif-
icant relationship between the dependent variable and
either roommate heterogeneity or the number of room-
mates from a particular ethnic group for six of the 11
dependent variables; another two of these relationships
were consistent with the direction of the hypothesis
but did not quite reach statistical significance. As in
other studies on the effects of intergroup contact, the ef-
fects sizes tended to be small (see Pettigrew & Tropp,
2000 for the most extensive meta-analysis of the effects
of contact), indicating that the random roommate expe-
riences explain a small portion of the variance in the
intergroup attitudes and behaviors (Cohen, 1988). Of
the five independent variables, roommate heterogeneity
had the strongest and most consistent effects on the
dependent variables, with seven of the 11 dependent
variables yielding statistically significant results or re-
sults that were consistent with the direction of the
hypothesis but not statistically significant at the desig-
nated alpha level. For example, Table 2 shows that
greater ethnic heterogeneity of one�s roommates during
the first year caused more positive affect toward Whites,
Asian Americans, Latinos, and Blacks (the coefficient
for affect towards Whites is consistent with the hypoth-
esis, but not statistically significant at the designated al-
pha level). Roommate heterogeneity was also found to



Table 2
Ethnic attitudes and behaviors at the end of the first year of university as functions of roommate heterogeneity and the number of roommates from
specific ethnic groups among students with randomly assigned roommates during the first year

Intergroup attitudes
and behaviors

Roommate
heterogeneity

# of White
roommates

# of Asian American
roommates

# of Latino
roommates

# of Black
roommates

R2

Affect towards Whites .06+ .01 .00 .02 .00 .00
Affect towards Asian Americans .08* .00 .07* .01 .03 .01*

Affect towards Latinos .12*** .01 .02 .05 .06+ .02***

Affect towards Blacks .09** .01 .00 .07* .08** .02***

Intergroup competence .07* .02 .01 .01 .01 .01
Intergroup unease �.03 .01 .03 �.04 �.01 .00
Symbolic racism �.06+ .01 .04 �.04 �.06+ .01*

SDO �.04 �.04 .01 .00 �.04 .01
Anti-miscegenation �.08** .00 �.03 .00 .02 .01
Friendship heterogeneity .03 �.02 �.01 .01 .07* .01
Degree of outgroup dating .02 �.06 .00 �.02 .01 .01

Entries in columns 2–6 are standardized multiple regression coefficients.
* p < .05.
** p < .01.

*** p < .001.
+ p < .10.

336 C. Van Laar et al. / Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 41 (2005) 329–345
increase one�s sense of competence in dealing with peo-
ple from different ethnic groups, decrease symbolic rac-
ism (consistent with the direction of the hypothesis but
not statistically significant at the designated alpha level),
and decrease opposition to interracial dating and
marriage.

Over and above the effects of roommate heterogeneity,
exposure to roommates from specific ethnic groups also
reduced various indicators of ethnic prejudice. As shown
in Table 2, exposure to Asian American and African
American roommates caused more positive affect direc-
ted toward that group (b = .07, p = .03, semi-partial
r2 = .003 and b = .08, p = .007, semi-partial r2 = .01,
respectively). It is also noteworthy that for the two most
stigmatized ethnic groups (i.e., Blacks and Latinos),
exposure to one stigmatized group resulted in more posi-
tive affect toward the other stigmatized group. Thus, hav-
ing randomly assigned Latino roommates also caused
more positive feelings towards Blacks (b = .07, p = .02,
semi-partial r2 = .01), and exposure to Blacks tended to
result in more positive affect towards Latinos (b = .06,
p = .054, semi-partial r2 = .004). Beyond this, exposure
to randomly assigned Black roommates increased levels
of friendship heterogeneity (b = .07, p = .02, semi-partial
r2 = .01) and also tended to decrease levels of symbolic
racism (b = �.06, p = .059, semi-partial r2 = .004). It is
interesting to note that, with the exception of the relation-
ships between exposure to Black roommates and sym-
bolic racism and friendship heterogeneity already
discussed above, the effects of exposure to specific ethnic
groups were essentially restricted to affective reactions to
these groups, and did not generally extend to the cogni-
tive or behavioral variables (i.e., intergroup competence,
unease, SDO, anti-miscegenation, and degree of out-
group dating; see Table 2).
Consideration of both respondent ethnicity and
roommate ethnicity (by analyzing the results within each
ethnic group separately) revealed that some of the effects
of roommate contact depended on the combination of
both variables. Again these effects tended to be small,
with the exception of Black respondents who tended to
show medium size effects of random roommate contact.
While there were few overall effects of exposure to Asian
American roommates, the impact of exposure to Asian
American roommates was pronounced for respondents
from particular ethnic groups. Contrary to contact the-
ory, exposure to Asian American roommates generally
increased prejudice, especially if the respondent was
White: Among White respondents, exposure to ran-
domly assigned Asian American roommates increased
uneasiness being around students of other ethnicities
(b = .12, p = .05, semi-partial r2 = .01), increased sym-
bolic racism (b = .15, p = .01, semi-partial r2 = .01), in-
creased social dominance orientation (b = .16, p = .007,
semi-partial r2 = .02), and tended to increase opposition
to interethnic dating and marriage (b = .11, p = .08,
semi-partial r2 = .01). These anti-egalitarian effects of
exposure to Asian American roommates were not just
restricted to Whites; exposure to Asian American room-
mates also increased symbolic racism among Black
respondents (b = .26, p = .03, semi-partial r2 = .06),
and even tended to decrease the positive affect Blacks
felt towards other Blacks (b = �.23, p = .06, semi-par-
tial r2 = .04).

While exposure to Asian American roommates had
the largest number of anti-egalitarian effects on the atti-
tudes of respondents from other groups, this was not the
only group to produce such an effect. Exposure to White
roommates also increased symbolic racism among Black
respondents (b = .27, p = .03, semi-partial r2 = .05), and



6 While one could argue that this is a prejudice inducing effect, some
would of course argue that such a group oriented response amongst
Black students is essential to reach equality for Blacks in American
society (Boen & Vanbeselaere, 1998; Burstein, 1989; Swanson, 1992;
Taylor &McKirnan, 1984; Van Laar, Sidanius, & Levin, 2004; Wright,
Taylor, & Moghaddam, 1990).
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tended to increase Black and Latino respondents� sense
of unease being around students of other ethnicities
(b = .23, p = .08, semi-partial r2 = .04 and b = .18,
p = .009, semi-partial r2 = .03 respectively). Further-
more, exposure to White roommates tended to decrease
Latinos students� sense of competence interacting with
students of other ethnicities (b = �.12, p = .08, semi-
partial r2 = .01), tended to increase their opposition to
interethnic dating and marriage (b = .12, p = .08, semi-
partial r2 = .01), and significantly decreased the hetero-
geneity of Latino students� friends (b = �.14, p = .04,
semi-partial r2 = .02). Among Asian American students,
exposure to White roommates increased positive affect
toward other Asian American students (their ingroup
members; b = .13, p = .04, semi-partial r2 = .01). Expo-
sure to randomly assigned White roommates also had
some positive effects, however, in that it decreased social
dominance orientation amongst Black students
(b = �.29, p = .03, semi-partial r2 = .06) and tended to
increase positive affect towards Latinos amongst Asian
American students (b = .18, p = .095, semi-partial
r2 = .01). Also, exposure to randomly assigned White
roommates tended to decrease opposition to intergroup
marriage and dating among Black students (b = �.23,
p = .07, semi-partial r2 = .04), though these latter two
results did not reach statistical significance at the desig-
nated alpha level.

The two groups that showed some negative effects on
ethnic attitudes, Asian American and White roommates,
both showed very positive effects of being randomly as-
signed to Latino and Black roommates, or heteroge-
neous roommates more generally: The results show
that exposure to heterogeneous roommates increased
outgroup dating amongst Asian American students
(b = .26, p = .04, semi-partial r2 = .02). Among White
students, exposure to heterogeneous roommates in-
creased the sense of interethnic competence and tended
to decrease the sense of unease that White students felt
being around students of different ethnic groups
(b = .19, p = .02, semi-partial r2 = .01 and b = �.14,
p = .099, semi-partial r2 = .01, respectively), tended to
increase outgroup dating (b = .17, p = .08, semi-partial
r2 = .01), and significantly decreased opposition to inter-
group dating and marriage (b = �.20, p = .02, semi-par-
tial r2 = .01). Similarly, being exposed to randomly
assigned African American roommates lead both Asian
American and White students to have more ethnic heter-
ogeneity amongst their closest friends (b = .13, p = .01,
semi-partial r2 = .01 and b = .12, p = .02, semi-partial
r2 = .01, respectively). Amongst Asian American stu-
dents, exposure to Latino roommates also tended to in-
crease positive affect towards Latinos (b = .23, p = .09,
semi-partial r2 = .01), and decrease their sense of unease
being around students of different ethnic groups
(b = �.09, p = .09, semi-partial r2 = .01). However,
exposure to randomly assigned Latino roommates
amongst White students decreased outgroup dating
(b = �.14, p = .03, semi-partial r2 = .02).

Finally, these group-by-group analyses also allowed
us to explore the degree to which exposure to ingroup
members actually increased prejudice. Inspection of all
forty-four relevant analyses revealed only one potential
prejudice-inducing effect due to ingroup exposure: spe-
cifically, that exposure to randomly assigned Black
roommates amongst Black students increased opposi-
tion to interethnic marriage and dating (b = .37,
p = .03, semi-partial r2 = .06).6 Of the three other signif-
icant ingroup exposure effects that were found, all three
tended to suggest decreased rather than increased preju-
dice as a function of ingroup exposure. Thus, the more
Blacks were exposed to Black roommates, the lower
their levels of symbolic racism were (b = �.41, p = .01,
semi-partial r2 = .07). Among Whites, increased expo-
sure to White roommates tended to decrease unease in
multiethnic contexts (b = �.12, p = .07, semi-partial
r2 = .01). Furthermore, Asian American students
showed more outgroup dating as they were assigned to
more randomly assigned Asian American roommates
(b = .23, p = .03, semi-partial r2 = .02).

A number of other group-specific effects were more
difficult to interpret: Amongst Black students, exposure
to randomly assigned Latino students actually decreased
the sense of competence they felt interacting with stu-
dents of other ethnic groups (b = �.28, p = .02, semi-
partial r2 = .06). Also, exposure to randomly assigned
heterogeneous roommates tended to increase Black stu-
dents� opposition to interethnic marriage and dating
(b = .33, p = .08, semi-partial r2 = .03). Among Latino
students, exposure to randomly assigned heterogeneous
roommates decreased outgroup dating (b = �.26,
p = .005, semi-partial r2 = .05).

Summary of experimental effects

Overall, individuals randomly assigned to live with
outgroup roommates at the start of their first year of
university showed improved intergroup attitudes by
the end of this year, consistent with contact theory.
The results were most consistent for roommate hetero-
geneity as a whole. However, the effects of intergroup
contact also depended on the ethnic group one came
into contact with. Relative to exposure to roommates
of other ethic groups, exposure to African American
roommates had a particularly positive effect on respon-
dents� intergroup attitudes, increasing positive affect
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towards Blacks, lowering symbolic racism and increas-
ing ethnic heterogeneity of one�s friendship circle. More-
over, the beneficial effects of exposure to African
American roommates generalized beyond affect toward
this group to influence affect toward Latinos as well,
and exposure to Latino roommates generalized beyond
affect toward this group to influence affect toward Afri-
can Americans as well. Finally, contrary to contact the-
ory, exposure to Asian American roommates increased
certain indicators of prejudice among White and Black
respondents. Similar effects were sometimes seen as a re-
sponse to exposure to White roommates. However,
Asian American and White students were themselves
positively affected by exposure to Black and Latino
roommates, and heterogeneous roommates more gener-
ally. Exposure to ingroup roommates had few negative
effects amongst respondents.

The effect of voluntary roommate contact on prejudice: A

longitudinal test

Because students were allowed to choose their own
roommates after the first year, any efforts to assess the
effects of interethnic roommate experiences after this
point must control for self-selection effects. We con-
trolled for possible self-selection effects by use of hierar-
chical regression analysis. In all these analyses an
indicator of prejudice in the fourth year served as the
dependent variable and the first independent variable
entered into the analysis was that same indicator of pre-
judice assessed during the first year. At step 2, average
degree of roommate heterogeneity during second and
third years and the average number of roommates one
had from the four largest ethnic groups during the sec-
Table 3
Ethnic attitudes and behaviors during the fourth year of university as func
specific ethnic groups during the second and third years controlling for first

Intergroup attitudes
and behaviors during
fourth year

Effect of first
year attitude/
behavior

Roommate variables

Roommate
heterogeneity

# White
roomma

Affect towards Whites .46*** �.01 .10**

Affect towards Asian Americans .41*** .05 .04
Affect towards Latinos .45*** .01 .06+

Affect towards Blacks .45*** .02 .05
Intergroup competence .27*** .08* .03
Intergroup unease .21*** �.08* �.00
Symbolic racism .53*** �.07* �.06+

SDO .48*** �.08** �.03
Anti-miscegenation .43*** �.02 .02
Friendship heterogeneity .44*** �.05 .10**

Degree of outgroup dating .44*** .10* .00

Entries in columns 2–7 are standardized multiple regression coefficients.
* p < .05.
** p < .01.

*** p < .001.
+ p < .10.
ond and third years were entered into the equation in or-
der to see if they could account for a significant amount
of change in the dependent variable between the first
and fourth years. As shown in Table 3, these results were
generally consistent with the expectations of contact the-
ory, and with the experimental results, and again the ef-
fect sizes tended to be small (see Cohen, 1988).

Although the effects of overall roommate heterogene-
ity were not as widespread as they were in the first-year
experimental analyses, all statistically significant rela-
tionships were consistent with contact theory. Even after
controlling for baseline levels of the dependent vari-
ables, the ethnic heterogeneity of one�s roommates was
associated with increased interethnic competence, de-
creased interethnic unease, decreased symbolic racism,
decreased social dominance orientation, and increased
degree of interethnic dating.

In contrast to the effects of overall roommate hetero-
geneity, exposure to roommates from specific ethnic
groups had more widespread effects in these analyses
than in the first-year experimental test (compare Tables
2 and 3). With one noteworthy exception, these effects
were consistent with the expectations of contact theory
and generally consistent with the first-year experimental
test. Greater exposure to White, Latino and Black
roommates during second and third years was associ-
ated with more positive affect towards those groups
measured in the fourth year (e.g., voluntary exposure
to Latino roommates improved affect towards Latinos),
as in the experimental analyses. There was evidence of
the same generalization effect with respect to Latinos
and Blacks found in the first-year experimental analyses.
Namely, greater exposure to Black roommates was asso-
ciated with more positive affect toward Latinos (b = .06,
tions of roommate heterogeneity and the number of roommates from
year ethnic attitudes and behaviors

tes
# Asian American
roommates

# Latino
roommates

# Black
roommates

R2 change
for roommate
variables

�.02 .01 �.02 .01*

�.03 .04 �.01 .01n.s.
�.10** .08* .06* .03***

�.09* .08* .07* .03***

�.05 �.09* .05 .02**

.11** .04 �.05 .02**

.05+ �.09** �.08** .03***

.06+ �.09** �.06+ .03***

.06 �.06+ .02 .01n.s.
�.07* �.04 �.02 .02***

�.05 �.05 .04 .02n.s.
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p = .047, semi-partial r2 = .004), and greater exposure to
Latino roommates was associated with more positive af-
fect toward Blacks (b = .08, p = .02, semi-partial
r2 = .01). In addition, increased exposure to Latino
and Black roommates was associated with decreased
levels of symbolic racism (b = �.09, p = .005, semi-par-
tial r2 = .01 and b = �.08, p = .005, semi-partial
r2 = .01), and SDO (b = �.09, p = .004, semi-partial
r2 = .01 and b = �.06, p = .05, semi-partial r2 = .004,
respectively). Increased exposure to White roommates
also tended to be associated with decreased levels of
symbolic racism, although this coefficient did not reach
conventional levels of significance (b = �.06, p = .08,
semi-partial r2 = .003). Also, exposure to White room-
mates was associated with increased levels of friendship
heterogeneity (b = .10, p = .003, semi-partial r2 = .01).
Unexpectedly, exposure to Latino roommates was asso-
ciated with a decreased sense of intergroup competence
(b = �.09, p = .02, semi-partial r2 = .01).

However, while the bulk of these findings are consis-
tent with contact theory, there is one consistent set of
findings that is quite inconsistent with contact theory.
Namely, as in the experimental data, the voluntary con-
tact data show that exposure to Asian American room-
mates had a clear and consistent tendency to increase
various forms of prejudice, especially prejudice toward
Latinos and Blacks. Specifically, as shown in Table 3, in-
creased exposure to Asian American roommates was
associated with: (a) increased unease in intergroup situ-
ations (b = .11, p = .003, semi-partial r2 = .01), (b) in-
creased negative affect towards Latinos and Blacks
(b = �.10, p = .006, semi-partial r2 = .01 and
b = �.09, p = .01, semi-partial r2 = .01, respectively),
and (c) decreased ethnic heterogeneity of one�s friend-
ships (b = �.07, p = .03, semi-partial r2 = .004). Such
exposure also tended to be associated with (d) increased
levels of SDO (b = .06, p = .06, semi-partial r2 = .004),
and (e) increased symbolic racism (b = .05, p = .09,
semi-partial r2 = .003). Thus, the prejudice-inducing ef-
fects of exposure to Asian American roommates found
in the experimental data were found more consistently
in these longitudinal data.

Inspection of these relationships separately within
each ethnic group indicated that the relationships
between exposure to roommates of a specific group
and ethnic attitudes and behaviors were essentially the
same regardless of respondents� ethnic group. The size
of the relations varied between small, medium and large,
with the larger size effects of roommate contact tending
to occur for African American and Latino respondents.
Thus, as with the analyses for students regardless of eth-
nic group, we found that overall roommate heterogene-
ity had very positive effects on students. Among Latino
students, increased roommate heterogeneity was associ-
ated with lower SDO (b = �.25, p = .03, semi-partial
r2 = .03) and increased positive affect towards Latinos,
African Americans, and Asian Americans (b = .24,
p = .03, semi-partial r2 = .02; b = .26, p = .02, semi-par-
tial r2 = .03; b = .26, p = .02, semi-partial r2 = .05,
respectively). Among Black students, increased room-
mate heterogeneity was associated with increased out-
group dating (b = .58, p = .002, semi-partial r2 = .15).
Also, for Asian American students, increased exposure
to heterogeneous roommates was associated with in-
creased competence in interacting with members of dif-
ferent ethnic groups, although the coefficient did not
reach conventional levels of significance (b = .13,
p = .06, semi-partial r2 = .01).

Again, as with the results for students overall, expo-
sure to White, Latino and Black roommates tended to
be associated with positive intergroup attitudes. Thus,
among Asian American students, increased exposure
to White roommates was associated with decreased sym-
bolic racism (b = �.15, p = .006, semi-partial r2 = .01).
Also, for Asian American students, increased exposure
to Black roommates was associated with increased out-
group dating (b = .30, p < .001, semi-partial r2 = .08)
and increased positive affect toward African Americans,
Latinos and Asian Americans (b = .11, p = .03, semi-
partial r2 = .01; b = .13, p = .009, semi-partial r2 = .02;
and b = .12, p = .01, semi-partial r2 = .01, respectively).
For White students, increased exposure to Black room-
mates was associated with increased outgroup dating
(b = .15, p = .006, semi-partial r2 = .02). For White stu-
dents, increased exposure to Latino students tended to
be associated with decreased opposition to interracial
dating and marriage, although the coefficient did not
reach conventional levels of significance (b = �.10,
p = .07, semi-partial r2 = .01). For Asian American stu-
dents, increased exposure to Latino roommates in-
creased heterogeneity of friends, although the
coefficient did not reach conventional levels of signifi-
cance (b = .09, p = .06, semi-partial r2 = .01). Asian
American students who were exposed to Black room-
mates showed increased positive affect towards Whites,
although the coefficient did not reach conventional lev-
els of significance (b = .09, p = .08, semi-partial
r2 = .01).

There were some exceptions again to these positive ef-
fects. As in the results for students overall, we found
that among Asian American students, increased expo-
sure to Latino roommates was associated with increased
uneasiness around members of different ethnic groups
(b = .12, p = .04, semi-partial r2 = .01). Among Latino
students, increased exposure to Black roommates was
associated with lowered positive affect towards Whites
(b = �.16, p = .02, semi-partial r2 = .02).

We also again found evidence for negative effects of
exposure to Asian American roommates. Thus for
White students, increased exposure to Asian American
students tended to be associated with decreased positive
affect towards Latinos, although the coefficient did not
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reach conventional levels of significance (b = �.13,
p = .05, semi-partial r2 = .01).

These group-by-group analyses also allowed us to
examine whether exposure to roommates of one�s own
ethnic group increased prejudice. Once again, there
was little support for this expectation. Ingroup contact
effects, to the extent that they existed at all, were almost
exclusively associated with decreased rather than in-
creased prejudice, especially among members of the
two low-status groups (i.e., Blacks and Latinos). For
example, among Latinos, exposure to Latino room-
mates was associated with: (a) decreased levels of SDO
(b = �.22, p = .02, semi-partial r2 = .03) and (b) in-
creased positive affect towards Latinos, Asian Ameri-
cans, and Blacks (b = .26, p = .007, semi-partial
r2 = .04; b = .22, p = .03, semi-partial r2 = .03; b = .28,
p = .004, semi-partial r2 = .04, respectively). Similarly,
for Blacks, increased exposure to Black roommates
was associated with increased positive affect towards
Latinos, although the coefficient did not reach conven-
tional levels of significance (b = .30, p = .06, semi-par-
tial r2 = .06). There were only two exceptions to this
general trend: Among Whites, increased exposure to
White roommates was associated with increased opposi-
tion to interracial dating and marriage (b = .12, p = .04,
semi-partial r2 = .01), and among Black students, in-
creased exposure to Black and to Latino roommates
was associated with decreased outgroup dating
(b = �.34, p = .03, semi-partial r2 = .07 and b = �.42,
p = .005, semi-partial r2 = .13, respectively).

Why does contact with Asian Americans increase

prejudice?

What could be causing the increased prejudice as a
result of intensified random and voluntary contact with
Asian American students? One obvious possible answer
Table 4
Contrasts in prejudice measures between Asian Americans vs. Whites, Latin

Prejudice Indices Asian Americans vs. Whites

Intergroup unease .48***

(.51)
Intergroup competence �.47***

(.39)
Symbolic racism .24***

(.27)
SDO .21***

(.25)
Anti-miscegenation .28***

(.29)
Affect towards Blacks �.58***

(.59)
Affect towards Latinos �.58***

(.59)

Entries are mean differences between groups (i.e., the mean for Asian Americ
absolute values for Cohen�s d-coefficient (Cohen, 1977).
*** p < .001.
to this question is peer socialization. Specifically, peer
socialization studies indicate that students are likely to
modify their attitudes and behaviors to be consistent
with those of their peers (Feldman & Newcomb,
1969). If Asian American students have significantly
higher levels of prejudice than other students, increased
prejudice as a function of contact with them could be
the result of an attitude shift in the direction of their
higher levels of racism and ethnocentrism. To explore
the plausibility of this explanation, we simply calculated
average prejudice scores for the students across all five
waves—from pre-university to the end of the fourth
year. We then conducted a series of planned contrasts
using these prejudice scores and contrasted the Asian
American students against students from the other three
major ethnic groups (i.e., Whites, Latinos, and Blacks;
see Table 4). These comparisons were done with respect
to seven attitudinal measures of prejudice: (1) intereth-
nic unease, (2) interethnic competence, (3) symbolic
racism, (4) social dominance orientation, (5) anti-misce-
genation attitudes, (6) affect towards Latinos, and (7)
affect towards Blacks. Twenty of the 21 contrasts found
Asian American students to have significantly higher
prejudice scores than the other major groups. As shown
in Table 4, the size of these effects varied between small,
medium and large, with the largest differences between
Asian American and other students occurring between
Asian American and Latino students with regard to af-
fect towards Latinos and between Asian American and
Black students with regard to symbolic racism, social
dominance orientation and affect towards Black stu-
dents (Cohen, 1977). Therefore, it seems reasonable to
conclude that increasing prejudice as a function of
increasing exposure to Asian American roommates is
due to students accommodating to the values and
attitudes of their more prejudiced Asian American
roommates.
os and Blacks

Asian Americans vs. Latinos Asian Americans vs. Blacks

.29*** .38***

(.31) (.40)
�.33*** �.48***

(.28) (.40)
.55*** 1.28***

(.61) (1.42)
.53*** .85***

(.64) (1.03)
.39*** .15
(.41) (.16)
�.71*** �1.03***

(.73) (1.06)
�1.03*** �.70***

(1.06) (.72)

ans minus the mean for the other group). Entries in parentheses are the
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Discussion

The current study examined the effects of living with
roommates from ethnic outgroups on affective, cogni-
tive, and behavioral indicators of prejudice among stu-
dents at a multi-ethnic university. Although there is
ample evidence that intergroup contact is associated
with prejudice reduction, there is little research defini-
tively demonstrating the direction of this relationship
(Pettigrew, 1998; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2000; but see
upcoming work by Towles-Schwen, 2003 and Towles-
Schwen & Fazio, 2002). This relationship may occur be-
cause intergroup contact reduces prejudice, as contact
theory predicts. Or it may occur because individuals
who are low in prejudice select to engage in more inter-
group contact. For this reason, we employed an experi-
mental and a longitudinal design to provide stringent
tests of the causal sequence proposed by contact theory.
Given that interactions between university roommates
are characterized by the conditions thought to facilitate
prejudice reduction via intergroup contact (Allport,
1954), we predicted that living with outgroup room-
mates would reduce prejudice. Overall, the findings
tended to support this prediction. However, we also
found that the effect of inter-ethnic contact on prejudice
depended on the specific ethnic groups that interact.

Most students at the university in which these data
were collected were randomly assigned to roommates
in their first year. We took advantage of the natural
experimental conditions this policy enabled to examine
the causal relationship between roommate ethnicity
and intergroup attitudes within the first year. The find-
ings indicated that inter-ethnic roommate contact did,
indeed, cause reductions in ethnic prejudice. Overall eth-
nic heterogeneity of roommate contact, or being ex-
posed to a range of different ethnic groups, increased
positive affect toward all four ethnic groups that were
examined, increased perceived competence in inter-eth-
nic interactions, somewhat decreased symbolic racism
(consistent with the direction of the hypothesis but not
statistically significant at the designated alpha level),
and significantly decreased anti-miscegenation attitudes.

Over and above these effects, exposure to persons
from specific ethnic groups also made independent con-
tributions to prejudice reduction as well. Results from
the field experimental test showed that prejudice reduc-
tion as a function of roommate contact was most consis-
tent with regard to positive feelings directed toward the
ethnic group one�s roommate belonged to. Specifically,
individuals assigned to live with more roommates of
Asian descent had more positive feelings toward Asian
Americans, and individuals assigned to live with more
African American roommates had more positive feelings
toward African Americans.

Since all students were allowed to select their own
roommates from the second year onward, responses
provided in years two through four allowed us to test
the effect of voluntary long-term contact on prejudice
longitudinally. Specifically, we examined the effect of
selecting an outgroup roommate in one�s second and
third year on fourth year intergroup attitudes and
behaviors. We controlled for pre-existing attitudes to al-
low examination of the net effects of living with out-
group roommates. Findings from these analyses also
tended to support the predictions of contact theory. Eth-
nic heterogeneity of one�s roommates was associated
with increased interethnic competence, decreased inter-
ethnic unease, decreased symbolic racism, decreased so-
cial dominance orientation, and increased outgroup
dating. Roommate contact with members of specific eth-
nic groups again made independent contributions over
and above these effects. With the exception of Asian
American roommates, these analyses showed that room-
mate contact was consistently associated with increased
positive feelings directed toward the ethnic group one�s
roommate belonged to, similar to the experimental test.
Choosing to live with more African American or Latino
roommates was also associated with lower levels of sym-
bolic racism and social dominance orientation, and
again there were cross-over effects between exposure to
African American and Latino roommates and affect to-
ward the other group.

As such, both the field experimental and longitudinal
tests of contact theory enable us to make stronger claims
regarding causality than much existing research on this
topic and, therefore, these results represent an important
contribution to this literature. Furthermore, the fact
that the results from these two different analytic strate-
gies were generally consistent with one another provides
further confidence in the assertions of contact theory.
These results were found despite the substantial stability
of ethnic and racial attitudes, and the use of a very sub-
tle independent variable of roommate contact examined
over a period of five years in which students are exposed
to many other influences. We thus believe that these ef-
fects are very meaningful indeed. As this study has indi-
cated, and as suggested by considerable research in
social psychology, small differences in ethnic attitudes
and behaviors can have profound influences on the
behavioral choices individuals make, and these experi-
ences are likely to further alter ethnic attitudes and
behaviors in the direction of the initial leaning (see also
Abelson, 1985; Eagly, 1996; Martell, Lane, & Emrich,
1996). Moreover, the sizes of these effects are equivalent
to those generally found in other studies of intergroup
contact (see Pettigrew & Tropp, 2000 for the most exten-
sive meta-analysis of intergroup contact effects). In the
results reported here, the effect sizes varied from small
for the experimental effects of contact, to small and
medium for changes in ethnic attitudes and behaviors
as a result of exposure to self-selected roommates. In
their 746 tests of intergroup contact effects, Pettigrew



342 C. Van Laar et al. / Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 41 (2005) 329–345
and Tropp found an average Cohen�s d of �.36, which
qualifies as small and is equivalent to an R2 of .03.
Moreover, the subgroup of studies included by Petti-
grew and Tropp that involved intergroup contact in
housing settings yielded an average Cohen�s d of �.30.
Pettigrew and Tropp found effects of intergroup contact
to be generally smaller for minority respondents (mean
effect size of �.29) than for majority respondents (mean
effect size of �.45). In contrast, in the analyses we con-
ducted by ethnic group, we found medium and large ef-
fects of roommate contact for Black and Latino
respondents, whilst the effect sizes for Asian American
and White respondents tended to be smaller. Perhaps
these strong effects for African American and Latino
students occur precisely because in contrast to other
kinds of contacts that these minority students have,
roommate contacts tend to meet many of the conditions
thought to facilitate prejudice reduction via intergroup
contact (Allport, 1954): Roommates have equal status,
must work cooperatively and have the common goal
of maintaining a home environment that is mutually sat-
isfactory. Roommate situations have high acquaintance
potential, and the familiarity and mere exposure affor-
ded by living together is likely to generate positive affec-
tive ties between roommates. Also, the wide range of
activities that roommates share (e.g., studying, talking,
and eating) provide them with the opportunity to dis-
cover similarities or counter-stereotypic characteristics
and behaviors on the part of an outgroup roommate. Fi-
nally, it is highly likely that students in this environment
will perceive relevant authorities to be supportive of
cross-ethnic contact. To the degree that these conditions
are harder to satisfy in other intergroup interactions that
members of minority groups may have, roommate inter-
actions may be particularly effective forms of contact for
minority students.

These results may also suggest some limiting condi-
tions for contact theory. Consistent with the findings
of the recent meta-analysis by Pettigrew and Tropp
(2000), although roommate contact tended to consis-
tently improve feelings toward involved outgroups,
thoughts and behaviors directed toward these groups
showed less change (e.g., friendship heterogeneity and
miscegenation attitudes). Several factors may have con-
tributed to this limitation. Ironically, living with a mem-
ber of an outgroup may be too personalized to influence
cognitions and behaviors toward that group (Hewstone
& Brown, 1986). Our own findings on the effects of
White fraternities and sororities indicate that more
group level contact may be necessary (Sidanius et al.,
2004). While the substantial interdependence required
of roommates can be thought to improve the ability of
roommate contact to reduce prejudice by instigating
common goals and cooperation, it may also inspire
attribute-based, rather than group-based processing of
one�s roommate (Fiske & Depret, 1996; Fiske &
Neuberg, 1990). In addition, students on a university
campus may perceive outgroup roommates as excep-
tions to the stereotypes that guide their thoughts and
behaviors toward the group as a whole (Weber & Croc-
ker, 1983). It is only when the individual outgroup mem-
bers one comes into contact with are thought to be
typical members of that group, that thoughts about
the group as a whole will change (e.g., Johnston & Hew-
stone, 1992; Rothbart & John, 1985; Wilder, 1984; but
see Hamburger, 1994).

In addition, the findings of this study suggest that
while there is a clear tendency for intergroup contact
to decrease various kinds of ethnic prejudice, contact
with Asian Americans represents an exception to this
general trend. The longitudinal analyses showed that
exposure to an Asian American roommate was associ-
ated with decreased positive affect towards both Latinos
and Blacks, increased intergroup unease, increased lev-
els of symbolic racism and social dominance orientation,
and decreased ethnic heterogeneity of one�s friendships.
Similar prejudice augmentation effects of living with
an Asian American roommate were hinted at in the
experimental tests by ethnic group. These analyses
gave indications that exposure to Asian American
roommates increased prejudice among White and Black
respondents.

Exposure to Asian American roommates may in-
crease prejudice for several reasons. First, because Asian
Americans are considered a ‘‘model minority’’ and have
achieved intermediate ethnic group status in the United
States (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999; Smith, 1991), exposure
to members of this ethnic group may increase the likeli-
hood of negative social comparisons between Asian
Americans and ethnic groups with lower social status
(i.e., African Americans and Latinos; Smith, 1991). Sec-
ond, the prejudice-inducing effects of exposure to Asian
American roommates may also be a matter of peer
socialization, social tuning or shared reality processes.
As we showed, Asian Americans have significantly high-
er levels of racial prejudice than the other groups exam-
ined, and therefore this prejudice-induction effect may
be a matter of accommodating oneself to the attitudes
and values of one�s Asian American roommates (Feld-
man & Newcomb, 1969; Hardin & Conley, 2001; Hardin
& Higgins, 1996; Higgins & Rholes, 1978; McCann &
Hancock, 1983; Lowery, Hardin, & Sinclair, 2001).
Although our data do not allow us to examine the origin
of these more negative ethnic attitudes and behaviors
among Asian American students, they do allow us to
eliminate the explanation that these more negative atti-
tudes and behaviors are the result of being recent immi-
grants and perhaps coming from cultures that have not
confronted the history and context of American race
relations: Only 3.9% of the Asian American students
in the sample had lived in the USA less than five years
when they started their first year in the university.
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Over and above providing a basic evaluation of con-
tact theory, this study was able to examine several addi-
tional questions relevant to contact in a multi-ethnic
environment. One such question was whether contact
with a member of a given ethnic group also reduced pre-
judice directed toward other ethnic groups. The current
study found evidence of cross-group generalization be-
tween Latinos and African Americans. That is, in both
the experimental and longitudinal analyses, contact with
Latino roommates tended to improve affect toward
African Americans and contact with African American
roommates tended to improve attitudes toward Latinos.
Perhaps generalization was limited to these groups be-
cause they were the only two ethnic groups with the
same general level of social status that we examined
(Smith, 1991). New insights brought about by contact
with one low-status group may have influenced under-
standing of the other low-status group. It also may be
the case that friendship patterns among Latinos and
African Americans can account for this effect. African
Americans are more likely to have Latino friends, and
Latinos are more likely to have African American
friends, than Asian Americans and Caucasians are (see
e.g., Levin et al., 2003). So positive feelings toward the
non-roommate group may be brought about by contact
with members of that group through repeated visits,
parties, etc. Moreover, simply knowing that someone
who is close to you has a friend of a particular ethnicity
may improve attitudes toward that ethnic group
(Wright, Aron, McLaughlin-Volpe, & Ropp, 1997). So
knowing that one�s Latino roommate has close friends
who are African American may be all one needs to expe-
rience improved attitudes toward African Americans in
general.

Another such question is whether contact with in-
group members increases prejudice. An experiment con-
ducted by Wilder and Thompson (1980) found a
negative relationship between outgroup contact and pre-
judice but a positive relationship between ingroup con-
tact and prejudice, suggesting that it was important to
look at these different forms of contact separately. Con-
trary to their results, the experimental test did not yield
any support for the notion that exposure to ingroup
members increases prejudice. In fact, the findings leaned
slightly in the direction of indicating that increased
exposure to one�s own ingroup decreased rather than in-
creased intergroup prejudice. The longitudinal analyses
also provided little support for the notion that ingroup
contact results in augmentation of prejudice. We have,
however, found negative effects of ingroup contact in a
study of the effects of ethnically segregated fraternities
and sororities (Sidanius et al. (2004)) and in a study
on the consequences of ingroup friendships (Levin et
al., 2003). This suggests that the negative effects of in-
group contact may be more likely to occur when
ingroup contact is socially oriented, emphasizes self-dis-
closure and/or consumes the bulk of individuals� discre-
tionary time.

As such, the findings of the current study make a sig-
nificant contribution to the literature on both outgroup
and ingroup contact effects. However, despite the many
strengths of this study, it is not without some potential
limitations. Most importantly, because we examined a
large proportion of the incoming class, it is quite likely
that a certain number of the respondents in the study
were each other�s roommates. This fact could introduce
dependencies amongst observations. The regression lit-
erature suggests that any nonindependence of observa-
tions when using regression analysis could make our
inferential tests more likely to yield significant results
in our favor, but will not change the size or direction
of the regression coefficients or effect sizes (Cohen, Co-
hen, West, & Aiken, 2003). However, given the nature
of our population (i.e., university students on one par-
ticular campus) and the distance between the indepen-
dent variable (roommate heterogeneity) and the
measurement of the dependent variables (general ethnic
attitudes and behaviors, not attitudes towards room-
mates), any dependence is in fact likely to be minimal
and quite characteristic of studies in a population that
is closed to any degree (something typical of all social
science populations). Finally, and most importantly, it
is difficult to imagine how issues of nonindependence
can provide an alternative explanation for the results
found.

A second issue is whether the observed shifts in atti-
tudes are in fact ‘‘true’’ internalized attitude changes or
simply reflect better monitoring and disguising of true
attitudes (Jackman, 1978, 1994; Jackman & Muha,
1984; Wellman, 1977). Although we cannot distinguish
these effects in the current study, we do find that the
changes in intergroup attitudes and behaviors evidenced
among students exposed to outgroup roommates occur
both among those who were randomly assigned to
roommates and among those who chose their room-
mates. Furthermore, these attitude changes persisted
through to the end of university, suggesting that the po-
sitive attitudinal and behavioral changes continue to be
expressed, regardless of whether they were truly inter-
nalized. Either way, to the degree that behavioral
changes occur, for example in the ratio of ingroup to
outgroup friends, even attitude change that is initially
only conformity may eventually result in true reductions
in prejudice through cognitive dissonance (Festinger,
1957) or self-perception effects (Bem, 1972), or through
the increased attitude change that results from behav-
ioral change (Pettigrew, 1998). Our data of course do
not allow us to distinguish among these alternative
processes.

In sum, this study suggests that although long-term,
intimate interethnic contact is generally an effec-
tive means of reducing prejudice, it is not a panacea.
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Although living with an outgroup member on a univer-
sity campus meets the conditions of contact specified by
Allport (1954), and is rife with acquaintance potential,
the effects of this situation also clearly depend on whom
you come in contact with.
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