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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Seeking Common Ground: First-Year U.S. University Students’
Experiences with Intercultural Interaction and Friendship

in an On-Campus Residential Community

by

Michelle Elise Gaston
Doctor of Philosophy in Education
University of California, Los Angeles, 2017

Professor VVal D. Rust, Chair

The number of international students on U.S. campuses has increased more than 84
percent over the past decade (I1E, 2016). Although it is well-known that interaction and
friendship with local students has long been determined to be a key element in international
student adjustment to a foreign university, little is known about how these relationships develop,
and even less from the domestic student point of view. This dissertation uses a case study
approach to add to the small, but growing, body of literature. Grounded in a conceptual
framework consisting of Allport’s (1954) contact hypothesis, the more recent updates by
Pettigrew, Tropp, Wagner, and Christ (2011), and principles of social identity theory (Brown,

2000; Tajfel, 1981) the study sought to learn more about how the relationships between domestic



students and international students developed over the course of a year. Ten first-year domestic
students living with international students in the residential halls at UCLA twice over the course
of the year to gain insight into their intercultural relationships on campus, particularly the
relationship(s) with their international roommate(s). The findings indicate that domestic students
perceive and experience intercultural interaction and friendship as a complex process with
multiple layers of facilitating and inhibiting factors, and while the experience of living with an
international student did offer them a direct opportunity for intercultural interaction and
friendship, sharing a living space alone was not enough to guarantee meaningful interaction or
the development of any type of relationship. Multiple layers of facilitators and inhibitors played
a significant role in the development of deeper relationships. Perceived cultural similarity
seemed to be the most salient of these facilitators, and perceived cultural distance the most potent
of the inhibitors. Despite the lack of relationship development in some of the pairs, this study has
also shown that despite participants demonstrating signs of intercultural learning and growth
over the course of a year, many of them are still unsure how to apply the abstract concepts of
diversity and interculturalism that they have learned in concrete ways. The findings presented
here suggest that in order to better facilitate intercultural interaction and friendship among a
diverse student body, institutions may need to be more deliberate in their programming to offer
students not only ways to increase their intercultural knowledge, but also opportunities to

practice and develop their intercultural skills.
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DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS

International Student

International student will be used to refer to students who are temporarily in the United States
for the purposes of study, whether in a degree program, a professional certification program, or a
non-degree language program. The literature also refers to students temporarily in a host country
for the purposes of study as student sojourners, foreign students, and overseas students. These

alternate terms may appear in this paper when citing literature.

Domestic Student

Domestic student will be used to refer to students who were raised and educated in the United
States. While these students may not be citizens or native speakers of the dominant language
(English) of the host university, they do have distinct advantages over international students in
that they are more familiar with the academic and social customs. Other literature has used other
terms such as host-national student and home student interchangeably. These alternate terms

may appear in this paper when citing literature.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

A compelling argument can be advanced which recognizes the potential of student
diversity as an educational resource, but one which simultaneously acknowledges the
vital need for meaningful contact in order for such benefits to be achieved. That is, the
mere presence of students from diverse backgrounds, be that based on nationality, race,
ethnicity, age, socioeconomic class or some other variable, is insufficient to secure the
desired potential outcomes. Instead, positive intercultural contact must take place.

—Dunne (2013), p. 569

Statement of the Problem

In the current age of globalization, an increasing number of students are choosing to leave
their home countries to study abroad, whether for the experience alone or for the better educational
opportunity (Wadsworth, Hecht, & Jung, 2008). The past decade has seen a more than 84 percent
increase in the number of international students in U.S. higher education institutions (HEIS),
from 586,000 in 2003 to approximately 1.04 million in 2016 (Institute of International
Education, 2016b). While all first-year students likely face adjustment issues when arriving at
college, international students have an additional layer of cross-cultural adjustment issues to
contend with, as well. Interaction and friendship with local students has long been determined to
be a key element in international student adjustment to a foreign university (Al-Sharideh & Goe,
1998; Chapdelaine & Alexitch, 2004; Hechanova-Alampay, Beehr, Christiansen, & Van Horn,
2002), as interaction with host-nationals offers international students the opportunity to learn
about norms of social interactions, linguistic irregularities such as idiomatic language, and
customary behaviors in academic settings (Li & Gasser, 2005). However, these intercultural

friendships can prove elusive for international students. In studies as far back as 1929 addressing



international student adjustment issues, a Chinese student stated, “I have been attempting to form
some friendship with Americans. But to the present, I have not found any that can be entitled as
‘true’” (Cheo, 1929, p. 101). These sentiments have been echoed in recent research (Chapdelaine
& Alexitch, 2004; Poyrazli, Kavanaugh, Baker, & Al-Timimi, 2004; Poyrazli & Lopez, 2007)
and by my own undergraduate international students here at UCLA in conversations we have
had. | find it staggering that in more than 85 years, we have not found a viable solution for
addressing basic issues of intercultural interaction and friendship on campus.

Although UCLA has no published policy of internationalization, a great deal of emphasis
has been placed on diversity in recent years, as evidenced by the recent campus-wide research
into the racial climate, and the establishment of the Office of Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion
and the hiring of its first VVice-Chancellor. International students are included under this
umbrella, despite frequently being excluded from explicit mention in discussions of diversity.
The same cross-cultural understanding and competencies expressed as being necessary for
successful interethnic and interracial dialogue can, and should, be applied to relationships
between international and domestic students. With one of the highest international student
populations in not just California, but in the United States, UCLA cannot afford to ignore the
importance of intercultural relationships on campus in general, and in particular those between

domestic and international students.

Importance of Intercultural Friendships

Interaction and friendship with local students has long been determined to be a key element in
international student adjustment to a foreign university (Al-Sharideh & Goe, 1998; Chapdelaine
& Alexitch, 2004; Hechanova-Alampay et al., 2002; Li & Gasser, 2005; Summers & Volet,
2008), as interaction with host-nationals offers international students the opportunity to learn

2



about norms of social interactions, linguistic irregularities such as idiomatic language, and
customary behaviors in academic settings (Li & Gasser, 2005). Kim (2001) argues that cross-
cultural adaptation of sojourners into the host culture can only happen if the sojourner remains in
contact with the host community. She sees adaptation as a communicative process: “This
interactive, communication-based conception...conceptualizes cross-cultural adaptation not as an
independent or dependent variable, but as the totality of an individual’s personal and social
experiences vis-a-vis the host environment in and through a complex system of communicative
interfaces” (p. 32). Thus, it is imperative for international students’ successful integration and
engagement both academically and socially to interact with domestic students on a regular basis.
In addition to host national student friendships, international students also tend to seek
out co-national friendships and friendships with other international students (Kudo & Simkin,
2003). These findings support Bochner’s (1977) functional model of friendship, which divides
international students’ social networks into three categories: co-nationals (students from the
same home country), host nationals (students from the host country), and multinationals
(international students of an origin other than their own country). He argued that each of these
groups serves a specific purpose in international students’ social lives: co-national friendships
allow international students to “rehearse” and “express” their own cultural values and practices;
multinational friends and acquaintances provide recreational companionship for “non-cultural”
or “non-task-based” activities; while host nationals provide academic and professional support,
by means of language practice and adjusting to the host academic environment. Co-national
networks were the strongest relationships for both international students and host-national

students (Bochner, Hutnik, & Furnham, 1985; Bochner et al., 1977; Furnham & Alibhai, 1985).



Despite the dearth of research showing that interaction with host nationals is important
for international students’ successful transition into studying in another culture, the contact levels
between international and domestic students remains low (Brown, 2009b; Leask, 2009; Nesdale
& Todd, 2000; Ward, Masgoret, & Gezentsvey, 2009). While there is an abundance of literature
on international students’ dissatisfaction with their relationships with host national students
(Chapdelaine & Alexitch, 2004; Poyrazli et al., 2004; Poyrazli & Lopez, 2007), to date there has
been very little research on host-national student attitudes towards international students and
their perceptions of the barriers to and benefits of forming intercultural friendships during their
university experience.

To fully understand the nature of intercultural friendships and why they do and do not
form, it is imperative to examine attitudes and experiences of both international and domestic
students in regards to how they relate to each other. While we know much about the desire of
international students to acquire domestic student friendships, we know very little about how
domestic (or host national) students feel about these relationships. In the past fifteen years,
Gareis (2000, 2012), Spencer-Rodgers (2001), Spencer-Rodgers and McGovern (2002), Kudo
and Simkin (2003), Lee (2006, 2008), Halualani (2008, 2010), and Dunne (2008, 2009, 2013)
have led the field in developing the body of research on domestic students and their interactions
with international students, but it remains relatively sparse in comparison to what we know of
international students.

My dissertation research aims to add to this body of literature by examining first-year
domestic students’ experiences with intercultural interaction and friendship on campus in general

and, in particular, with their international student roommates.



Significance of the Study

This study will add to the small, but significant body of literature on the role that
domestic students play in international student adjustment. I aim to provide some insight into
how and why contact does or does not result in friendship formation for intercultural roommates.
Gaining an understanding of why intercultural friendships either succeed or fail, and the role that
perceptions of attitudes and actions of all parties involved play in those relationships, can help
individuals—whether student, teacher, advisor, or administrator—deal with potential conflicts of
this nature. In addition, the findings of this research may be able to help shift institutional policy
away from deficit models of programming only for international students to additive models for
all students. And finally, because international students face many of the same adjustment issues
as underrepresented populations on university campuses, the findings could potentially provide

new insight into the overall diversity picture for universities.

Researcher Positionality

In quantitative research, the role of the researcher is to eliminate as much of the
subjectivity from the interpretation of the data as possible by accounting for as much variability
as possible. With qualitative methods, the role of the researcher is often intertwined with that of
the participants. Interpretation of the data is a key aspect of this type of research. As such, it is
necessary to reflect on the biases, beliefs, and assumptions that all participants and executers of
research hold. However, as Corbin and Strauss (2008) state:

This is not necessarily a negative happening; after all, persons are the products of their

cultures, the times they live in, their genders, experiences, and training. The important

thing is to recognize when either our own or the respondents’ biases, assumptions, or

beliefs are intruding into the analysis. Recognizing this intrusion is often difficult because
meanings are often taken for granted. (p. 80)



At the age of 30, after being fired from a job for the very first time, | took a month off
and traveled overseas (another first for me). When 1 returned from that trip, | immediately
enrolled in a master’s degree program for teaching English as a second language, studied in
Spain for a year during my coursework, and upon completion, | became U.S. State Department
English Language Fellow teaching in universities in Kosovo. The next time | worked or lived in
the United States was nearly six years later.

My last job overseas was in China working for a large American-based multinational
company whose employees worked directly with English speaking customers all over the world.
The team | managed was responsible for delivering training in basic English skills, as well as
delivering cross-cultural communications training, to help the Chinese team work better with
their customers and fellow employees in English-speaking countries. The training, based in Geert
Hofstede’s (1984) cultural dimensions, was eye-opening for both the trainees, who were all
Chinese nationals, and for the trainers, who were all expats living abroad. Through the trainings,
we all learned how our own belief systems color our judgments of the world around us, even
beliefs that we didn’t know we had. We learned how to try to see the situation from a different
perspective and to think about what beliefs might be behind the behaviors we witnessed and the
things we experienced. We learned to reach across cultural gaps to find a place of mutual
understanding where meaningful interaction could take place.

When the training ended and we had to evaluate the performance of the trainees on their
interactions with customers, | was struck by the changes. | saw these trainees begin to ask
questions to gain a deeper understanding of the situation rather than react based on assumptions.
| also noticed that the trainers on my team related differently to the Chinese managers that they

worked with. While this training was a positive experience overall for the Chinese side of the



business, | began to question the one-sidedness of the training. The company was spending a
fortune on training its Chinese employees to behave more “American” or “Australian,” but
absolutely no action was being taken on the American or Australian side of the business to
improve the cross-cultural communication skills of their employees, who regularly worked with
the Chinese group. The general message was one of assimilation—“you must become like us”—
rather than one of mutual consideration and adaptation. I suggested to the CEO of the Chinese
business that we offer the training to the Australian team and while he said he found the idea
intriguing, it never materialized.

When | began my doctoral research on international students, | quickly learned that the
assimilationist approach is not singular to the corporate world. As international students arrive on
U.S. campuses, they will find services to help them speak better English, learn about American
customs and food, behave appropriately in the American classroom, and countless other
programs to help them “fit in” (a.k.a., become more like an American). However, programs on
U.S. campuses very rarely address the other side of the cross-cultural communication equation
and provide training or support for intercultural communication skills to domestic students. The
appearance, then, is that the institution assumes that international students are somehow
deficient, as only they are offered “help.” The goal of my research is to re-center the
conversation about international student adjustment around improving intercultural
communications and interaction skills as a whole across campus, rather than trying to “fix”

international students, who are not broken.



Chapter Summary and Structure of the Dissertation

This introductory chapter presents an overview of the problem at hand: the lack of
interaction between international and domestic students on university campuses, despite knowing
that both parties benefit from and desire to have more contact. It also gives an explanation of my
own personal experiences with intercultural interaction and intercultural communications
training and how these have influenced my interest in this area of research. Chapter 2 will give a
more in depth look at the literature surrounding intercultural interaction and friendship on
university campuses. Chapter 3 will explain the methods used in this study and the process for
making these decisions. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 lay out the findings and discuss their significance in
terms of the existing literature. Chapter 7 will give a summary of these findings along with the

implications and conclusions.



CHAPTER 2
CONTEXTUALIZING THE STUDY: A LITERATURE REVIEW

The first chapter provided background for why | was personally interested in studying the
intercultural interaction between international and domestic students on the U.S. university
campus and gave a brief introduction to some of the gaps in the research in this area. This
chapter will provide context for the development of this study by first giving an overview of
internationalization of higher education, specifically in the United States and California. From
there, | will operationalize what is meant by intercultural for this study, followed by a discussion
of the relevant literature on intercultural contact and communication in higher education. Finally,

I will discuss the conceptual framework for this study and give the research questions.

The Internationalization of Higher Education in the United States

In the current age of globalization, information, goods and services, and even people flow
more freely across national boundaries (Suarez-Orozco & Qin-Hillard, 2004). In addition, the
influence of economic globalization and neoliberal ideologies can be seen in the
commodification of knowledge and the manner in which higher education institutions (HEISs) are
driven by market ideals—students are seen as consumers, knowledge as a tradable good, and
tenure and teachers’ unions as a threat to competition and quality education (Torres & Van
Heertum, 2009). As a result of this commodification, and to compete for the increasingly mobile
international student body, English-speaking universities have begun to establish satellite
campuses in foreign countries, and universities in non-English speaking countries have begun to
establish English-language graduate and undergraduate programs. This mobility across borders

raises questions of identity, culture, dominance, and marginalization in the educational domain.



Should international students be expected to assimilate to the dominant culture? What is the
institution’s responsibility to these students? Institutions must find the balance between meeting
the expectations of the ‘local’ while preparing all for the needs of the ‘global.” To address this,
many universities have adopted policies of internationalization to some degree “to enhance
research and knowledge capacity and to increase cultural understanding” (Altbach & Knight,
2007, p. 292).

Internationalization has been defined as “the process of integrating an international,
intercultural, or global dimension into the purpose, functions, or delivery of postsecondary
education” (Knight, 2015). In higher education practice, this takes the form of increasing the
international presence on campus, in both the faculty and the student body; promoting foreign
language acquisition and study abroad; and internationalizing the curriculum; the goal of which,
purportedly is to promote global citizenship and to provide students with the skills necessary to
succeed in a multinational workplace (Parsons, 2009).

One of the primary differences between globalization and internationalization is the
tendency of globalization rhetoric to revolve around a flattening of individual cultures into a unified
‘global culture;” whereas, the language of internationalization focuses more on the inclusivity of
working across differences and not privileging one cultural practice over another. Contextualizing the
debate in academic settings, Turner and Robson (2008) argue that the discourse surrounding
internationalization is inherently dialogic, providing “a practical space in which to identify, discuss
and bridge differences in the context of celebrating diversity rather than seeking to eradicate it”
(p. 11). This framework of inclusivity, rather than exclusivity, if adopted, has the potential to
shape the way HEIs approach not only inclusion of international students, but diversity in

general.
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Internationalizing the Student Body

The United States remains the top study abroad destination for the more than 4.5 million
globally mobile students, with 1.04 million international students in various degree- and non-
degree seeking higher education programs in the 2015-2016 academic year, more than twice the
number of students hosted by the U.K., the next closest receiving country. Since 2000, the
number of international students in the United States has increased by 84.7%, with much of this
growth coming from Chinese, Indian, and Saudi Arabian students. Although the United States
holds the top spot for the number of international students, only 5.2% of total enrolled students
are international students, compared to up to 20% in destinations such as the U.K. or Australia,
signifying that there is still room for growth in the international student market (Institute of
International Education, 2016c).

California has more international students than any other state, and UCLA has the second
largest international student population in California with more than 11,513 international
students from 85 countries all over the world (Institute of International Education, 2016a).* In the
2016-2017 school year, 739 international freshmen enrolled at UCLA, making it the second
largest class of incoming first-year international students in UCLA’s history (UCLA
Undergraduate Admissions, 2016). These enrollment numbers cap a five-year trend of increasing
international student presence on the UCLA campus. Beginning in 2012, large numbers of
international students were intentionally recruited from heavy sending markets like China. At the
same time, contrary to popular belief, the number of domestic students admitted was not
decreased. Instead, the size of the freshman class was expanded overall (UCLA Undergraduate

Admissions, 2016).

! This number includes both graduate and undergraduate students.
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The contributions international students make to the U.S. university are immeasurable.
International students contribute to the better sharing of knowledge, experiences, ideas, and
perspectives on a broad scale through interactions in the classroom, in dormitories, and other
locations on and off-campus (Andrade, 2006). These interactions benefit not only the
international students, but also the domestic students by improving opportunities for cross-
cultural understanding, and thus preparing all students to be better global citizens, and by proxy,
better global employees. Demonstrated competence in international and intercultural settings has
become a highly desirable trait and marketable skill in an increasingly globalized job
marketplace (Turner & Robson, 2008).

Financially, international students contribute to resolving some universities’ budget
issues as international students frequently pay higher tuition than their domestic counterparts.
For state schools, like UCLA, this is due to international students paying “out-of-state” resident
fees on top of resident tuition. Out-of-state domestic students are generally reclassified as in-state
students by their second year. However, because of international students’ visa status, they can
never achieve in-state resident status. Thus, they will pay higher tuition for the entire four years
of their undergraduate education. They are also frequently self-funded or funded by outside
sources, meaning the university does not provide any sort of stipend or financial support. In fact,
only 20 percent of international students are primarily funded by their respective universities
(Institute of International Education, 2016b). The additional fees overseas students pay directly
to the institutions help to ease the university’s burden of decreasing federal funding and rising
costs. The economic benefits are not limited to the institutions alone. In the 2013-2014 school

year, international students added approximately $24 billion dollars to the U.S. economy overall
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(NAFSA, 2014). However, this is not to say that international students are viewed solely as cash-
cows meant to resolve an institution’s budget shortfalls.

International students also add a much needed contrastive perspective to bodies of
research that have been dominated by Western views due to the dominance of English in top tier
academic journals in many fields (see Flowerdew, 2008 for a complete review of issues facing
scholars who use English as an Additional Language). Research universities, in particular,
actively recruit the best and the brightest from all markets to ensure that their labs and institutes
remain on the cutting edge of innovation.

Although many universities across the United States are actively recruiting international
students to improve the social, academic, and financial capabilities of their institutions, it should
be noted that many of these universities are not prepared for the reality of a heavy international
student presence on campus. International students need more than just a visa in order to be
successful in a foreign university. Moving to another country to take on rigorous academic work
in a foreign language can be incredibly stressful and difficult, and most international students

face some adjustment difficulty at one point or another along their academic journey.

International Student Adjustment Issues

Most of the literature on international student adjustment deals with the identification of
adjustment obstacles that one must face upon arrival in the host culture. These international
student adjustment issues can be grouped into three overall categories: academic, social, and
personal/psychological (Altbach, Kelly, & Lulat, 1985). It should be noted, however, that none
of these issues are entirely independent of one another, as difficulties in one area can affect the
others. For instance, if an international student is struggling with language, he or she might begin
to fall behind academically, which may lead to depression or feelings of personal inadequacy,
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which in turn may lead to withdrawal from social activities. Social isolation may in turn affect
academic performance.

Academic adjustment. In the classroom, international students may find themselves in
an exceptionally unfamiliar environment, with no foundation for understanding the “rules of
engagement” in the classroom, how to create academic support networks with their peers, or
even how the grading system works. Wan, Chapman and Biggs’s (1992) study showed that
international students found the academic pressures of workload, fast paced student-instructor
interaction, and lack of academic support structures extremely stressful. Studies have found that
many international students have difficulties with academic English skills, such as listening to
lectures, oral communication, note-taking, and managing the reading load (Ramsay, Barker, &
Jones, 1999; Senyshyn, Warford, & Zhan, 2000; Tompson & Tompson, 1996). While grade
point averages do not necessarily indicate that international students are struggling
academically—international students are frequently doing as well, if not better than their
domestic counterparts (Andrade, 2009b)—there are other indicators of adjustment difficulties.
As noted above, international students commonly identify English language ability as a primary
stressor in the academic arena. The lower a student’s English proficiency, the more difficulties
they will face in adjusting to the university (Senyshyn et al., 2000); and conversely, international
students with higher levels of English proficiency are able to cope with stress of adjustment more
easily. However, Yu and Shen (2012) found that proficiency alone is not enough—confidence in
one’s language ability is a key predictor of academic, social, and personal adjustment. This is not
surprising, considering the criticality of language use to each of these subsets. The U.S.

classroom generally requires active, vocal participation. Interaction and communication with
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faculty and peers depends on one’s willingness to speak up in academic settings. Making friends

outside one’s own cultural group also requires confidence in communications.

Social and personal adjustment. Another key factor in international student adjustment
is social integration and involvement with the university (Al-Sharideh & Goe, 1998; Hechanova-
Alampay et al., 2002). Astin (1999) defines involvement as “the amount of physical and
psychological energy that the student devotes to the academic experience” (p. 518). In addition
to participation in one’s studies, this also means spending time on campus, having membership
and participating in student organizations, and developing relationships with peers and faculty
members (p. 518). This includes building a support network of friends from co-national groups,
other international students, and host-nationals (Bochner et al., 1977). Co-national friendships
are important to international students, one, because they are easy, and two, because they
reinforce cultural identity and values. However, other studies have consistently shown that at
universities with large groups of conational students, over-reliance on these friendships can
create stronger feelings of “culture shock™ (Major, 2005; Yeh & Inose, 2003). Although it has
been well-documented that international students find it difficult to make friends with host-
nationals (Andrade, 2006, 2009a), this type of interaction is one of the key factors to
international student adjustment (Al-Sharideh & Goe, 1998; Chapdelaine & Alexitch, 2004). It is
intercultural interactions such as these that lead to further cross-cultural adjustment for
international students as questions are asked, stereotypes are contested, and new cultural

meaning is derived.
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The Messiness of the Terms Culture and Intercultural Interaction

Before embarking on a study of the intercultural interactions of domestic students with
international student roommates at UCLA, | wish to acknowledge the messy nature of the term
culture, and, thereby, the messiness of defining intercultural. In more than a century of trying,
scholars have yet to agree on a singular definition for culture. In fact, more than 60 years ago,
Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952) identified 164 definitions of the concept of culture (Spencer-
Oatey & Franklin, 2012).

An early, but classic, definition of culture comes from (Tylor, 1874), who stated:

Culture or Civilization, taken in its wide ethnographic sense, is that complex whole

which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, custom, and any other capabilities and

habits acquired by man as a member of society. (p. 1)

It is interesting to note that Tylor’s definition equates culture to civilization, evidence of the
heavily Western-centric thinking of the time that valued Western cultures over others. For
example, Lewis Henry Morgan’s theory of social evolution, explicated fully in his 1877 book
Ancient Society, which argued that human societies developed along a continuum from “savage”
to “barbaric” and finally to “civilized,” with civilized meaning modern, industrialized, and
Westernized high-society. Notes of this Victorian-era valorized viewpoint echo in Tylor’s all-
encompassing definition; nevertheless, Tylor’s definition was also the first to assert that culture
was something learned, rather than inherited. Critics have also argued that Tylor’s definition
assumes homogeneity amongst members of a given society, remains hierarchical (some societies
are more ‘cultured’ than others) (Stocking, 1966), and does not offer any means to account for

those members of society outside the mainstream (Dunne, 2009). Despite its shortcomings,

Tylor’s definition of culture was the standard in anthropology for many years.
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In the early 1900’s, Franz Boas began to question the evolutionary nature of culture,
moving towards cultural determinism. Stocking (1966) wrote about Boas: “...[he] maintained
that the difference between our own and primitive mentality was the ‘product of the diversity of
the cultures that furnish the material with which the mind operates’ rather than a reflection of
‘fundamental difference in mental organization’ (1904:2)” (p. 877). In other words, the structure
of the mind is not what determines behavioral development, rather the social context does.

As semiotic epistemologies took root in anthropology in the 1960s, definitions of culture
became centered around interpretation and meaning-making. For example, Geertz (1973) defined
culture as:

an historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of

inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men communicate,
perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes toward life. (p. 89)

In this viewpoint, culture is a process of interpreting one’s surroundings and interactions through
a specific lens. This interpretive lens is learned through socialization as a member of the group,
but can be altered via interactions with others. One can “develop their knowledge” and acquire
new ways of interpreting the world around them.

More recent definitions of culture have broadened to account for intragroup differences
rather than just intergroup differences, leaving room for the role of the individual within groups.
In 2008, Spencer-Oatey gave this definition:

Culture is a fuzzy set of assumptions and values, orientations to life, beliefs, policies,

procedures, and behavioral conventions that are shared by a group of people, and that

influence (but do not determine) each member’s behavior and his/her interpretations of
the ‘meaning’ of other people’s behavior. (p. 8)

Spencer-Oatey’s notion of culture furthers other interpretivist definitions of culture by
recognizing the agency of the individual within the group, asserting that although an individual

may be “influenced” by the belief systems of the group to which they belong, ultimately, the
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individual must interpret and make meaning of their interactions themselves. All the defining
characteristics of culture are “fuzzy,” as they are seen through various interpretive lenses.
Individual identities and experiences indeed color the way that one sees the world. As Tanaka
(2007) notes:
The term ‘culture’ must now operate as a broader rubric that accounts for identities
formed around such disparate categories (themselves far from monolithic) as race,
ethnicity, gender, class, sexual orientation, immigrant status, age, religion, and physical

capability. These meanings change over time, and in most cases and individual will have
more than one basis for culture. (p. 37)

Thus, according to these definitions by Spencer-Otey and Tanaka, culture is fluid, not fixed, and
an individual may belong to multiple cultural groups at any given time.

A key takeaway from this examination of cultural definitions is that culture is both an
individual and a collective concept. Although individuals interpret and make meanings of
interactions for themselves, these interpretations are influenced by the shared “assumptions and
values, beliefs, policies, procedures, and behavioral conventions” of group membership, thus an
individual does not constitute a culture in itself. But, because of interpretive frameworks learned
from the group and through individual experience, any interaction could be considered
intercultural. As Kim and Gudykunst (2013) state:

All encounters are considered intercultural to an extent, and the degree of

interculturalness of a given encounter would depend on the degree of heterogeneity with
the life experience of the communicators. (p. 173)

In other words, whether someone would consider an interaction intercultural or not would
depend on how different the interactants perceive themselves and their experiences to be from
each other. This concept, also known as cultural distance, has been defined by Ward (2001) as
“the perceived similarity/dissimilarity between two cultures,” and has been shown to play a

significant role in different types of intercultural interactions, including those between
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international and domestic student interactions on university campuses (Chapdelaine & Alexitch,
2004).2

Much of the previous literature on intercultural communication and contact, based in
social and organizational psychology, has used national borders to place clear boundaries around
cultural groups for the purposes of study (e.g., Gannon, 2004; Hofstede, 1984). However, it is
also necessary to recognize the intracultural differences that exist between members within a
national group and that there may be more similarity between members of different national
groups based on their individual life experiences. For this reason, both Halualani (2008) and
Dunne (2009) argued that basing a study of intercultural interaction on a pre-determined notion
of what intercultural means would inherently be flawed, as it would not take into account these
individual experiences and interpretive lenses.

It follows, then, that imposing a definition of intercultural interaction that only included
interactions with international students on the participants in this study would exclude their own
background and experiences, the lens through which they interpret the world around them and
make meaning of their encounters with those that they perceive to be culturally different from
themselves. Thus, following the methodology used in Halualani (2008) and Dunne (2009),
participants in this study were asked how they defined intercultural interaction and how they

experienced these interactions.

2 A deeper discussion of the role of cultural distance in international student and domestic student
interaction can be found in the section titled “Factors that Inhibit Intercultural Interaction and Friendship” in this
Chapter.
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Intercultural Interaction and Friendship Development

Friendships are unique interpersonal relationships characterized by their voluntary and
personalistic nature (Wright, 1984). Unlike other types of personal relationships (e.g., kinship,
collegial), friendships are entered into by choice and develop over time. Intracultural friendships
are facilitated by shared understandings of cultural context clues, values, and belief systems.
However, intercultural friendships can be more complicated because of cultural differences,
particularly in the expectations of friendship (Lee, 2008). In addition, the opportunities for
contact and interaction may be limited. Multiple studies have concluded that the presence of a
diverse student body on a campus in and of itself does not facilitate intercultural interaction (e.g.,
Campbell, 2012; Dunne, 2008, 2013; Fischer, 2008; Harrison & Peacock, 2009; Nesdale &
Todd, 2000; Peacock & Harrison, 2008), and while the majority of the literature to date has
focused on the factors that prohibit intercultural interaction and friendship, several factors have
been identified that facilitate it. The following will address some of the factors that have been
identified in the literature as facilitators and inhibitors of intercultural interaction and friendship

formation on university campuses.

Factors that Facilitate Intercultural Interaction and Friendship

Several key factors have been shown to positively influence intercultural friendship
development. These include perceived similarity in terms of interests, values, and beliefs (Gareis,
2000; Sias & Cahill, 1998) and perceived cultural similarity (Groeppel-Klein, Germelmann, &
Glaum, 2010; Gudykunst, 1985a; Sias et al., 2008); opportunities for interaction, including
physical proximity (Gareis, 2000; Hays, 1985; Kudo & Simkin, 2003; Ujitani, 2006), shared

activities (Duck, Hay, Habfoll, Ickes, & Montgomery, 1988), and shared social networks (Kudo
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& Simkin, 2003); and prior intercultural experience (Sias et al., 2008; Summers & Volet, 2008).

Each of these will be addressed in more detail below.

Perceived similarity and perceived cultural similarity. Perceived similarity of
personality and attitudes is an important factor in adolescent friendship development (Linden-
Andersen, Markiewicz, & Doyle, 2008). In intercultural relationship development it has been
shown to reduce uncertainty between groups (Hammer, Bennett, & Wiseman, 2003). In their
study of students at border universities, Groeppel-Klein et al. (2010) found that perceived
cultural similarity rather than nationality played a bigger role in intercultural interaction. These
findings are not surprising, considering the role of cultural distance in inhibiting intercultural

interaction and friendship (Ward, 2001; Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 2001).

Opportunities for interaction. Research from social psychology has long shown that
frequent interaction between groups leads to reduction in intergroup bias (see the discussion of
the contact hypothesis in this chapter; see also Pettigrew et al., 2011; Spencer-Rodgers &
McGovern, 2002). Gareis’s (2000) case study of five German students in the United States noted
“proximity” as a key factor in facilitating these types of interactions. This was supported by
Kudo and Simkin (2003), who argued that propinquity in terms of sharing physical spaces—such
as shared dorm rooms and classrooms—were key to providing opportunities for international and
domestic students to interact and for those relationships to develop. However, noting that
physical proximity was not enough to guarantee interaction, they additionally identified shared

social networks as another important facilitator of intercultural interaction. The importance of
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mutual friends as a resource for intercultural interaction was also noted in studies by Ujitani

(2006) and Dunne (2008).

Prior intercultural experience. Prior meaningful intercultural experience has been
shown to be closely related to a positive orientation toward intercultural contact in general (Sias
et al., 2008). For example, Summers and Volet’s (2008) study on mixed-culture group work
found that students, both domestic and international, that were multilingual and had deeper
intercultural experience prior to the project had more favorable attitudes towards working with a
culturally mixed group of students for the semester project. In addition, Sias et al. (2008) found
that prior intercultural experience in terms of travel and/or living abroad or having other
intercultural friends made domestic students more willing and eager to develop friendships with
those who were culturally different from themselves. They noted these students’ prior

experiences had taught them the value of intercultural interaction and friendship.

Factors that Inhibit Intercultural Interaction and Friendship

In addition to factors that facilitate intercultural interaction and friendship, research has
also identified numerous factors that inhibit intercultural interaction and friendship. Among these
are perceived cultural distance (Brown, 2009b; Chapdelaine & Alexitch, 2004; Ward, 2001);
homophily and co-national support (Hotta & Ting-Toomey, 2013; Major, 2005; Peacock &
Harrison, 2008); perceived discrimination and negative attitudes (Karuppan & Barari, 2010;
Poyrazli & Lopez, 2007; Wadsworth et al., 2008); differences in the meaning of friendship
(Hotta & Ting-Toomey, 2013; Lee, 2006); lack of opportunity to interact (Dunne, 2008;

McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001); and anxiety and negative emotions (Spencer-Rodgers
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& McGovern, 2002; Trail, Shelton, & West, 2009). Each of these will be examined in more

detail below.

Perceived cultural distance. As noted previously, Ward (2001) defined cultural distance
as “the perceived similarity/dissimilarity between two cultures.” One of the more common
frameworks used by researchers of intercultural communication, cultural dimensions, is useful
for discussing perceived cultural distance. A dimension, according to Hofstede (2005), is “an
aspect of culture that can be measured relative to other cultures” (p. 23), and is part of the
“software of the mind” that dictates how we react to and interact with others. Thus, two cultures
that fall on opposite ends of the spectrum of one or more dimensions could be considered to have
greater cultural distance than two that score similarly on these dimensions. In terms of
intercultural interactions on campus, then, the more differences domestic students see between
themselves and their interactant, the bigger the barrier to overcome in terms of interaction.

Hofstede’s (2005) framework consists of five dimensions: power distance (hierarchical
vs egalitarianism), individualism vs collectivism, masculinity vs femininity, uncertainty
avoidance (high-comfort vs low-comfort), and time orientation (short-term vs long term).2 The
two dimensions that are likely to be of particular consequence in this study are individualism vs
collectivism and time orientation, as these are the two that most affect interpersonal relationships
and friendship development the most. In terms of interpersonal relationships, individualist
cultures tend to put the good of the individual ahead of the good of the whole whereas

collectivist cultures tend to put the good of the whole ahead of the individual; in individualist

3 See Appendix A for full definitions and examples of national cultures that fall on either end of these
spectra.
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societies, the smallest unit of analysis is the individual and in collectivist, it is the family. This
orientation affects how members of these societies relate to and move through the world around
them, including their communication style, orientation towards privacy and personal space, and
how they relate to in-group and out-group members (Hofstede, 2001). In terms of friendship
development, cultures that are more long-term oriented (like East Asian cultures) tend to develop
life-long friendships built around mutual obligation and deep emotional attachment built over
time. In contrast, short-term oriented societies (like the United States) tend to make friends
quickly, but also dissolve them more readily. Members of individualistic and short-term oriented
societies tend to move around more frequently, and while interpersonal relationships are deeply
valued, they may serve a particular purpose and dissipate along with the functional need for the
friendship (Hofstede, 2001).

Chapdelaine and Alexitch (2004) found that the degree of interaction between host-
nationals and international students decreased as the degree of cross-cultural societal differences
between the two countries increased. These findings are consistent with other research that has
shown that students from Asian cultures may have a more difficult time adjusting socially than
international students from other Western countries (Major, 2005; Sam, 2001; Yeh & Inose,
2003). Brown (2009b) found that white European students were less likely to be confronted with
overt instances of discrimination, xenophobia, and Islamophobia than Asian and Muslim
students faced at a UK university. Since East Asian cultures tend to fall towards the collectivist
and long-term orientation ends of these spectra while American culture tends to fall towards the
individualist and short-term, cultural distance along these two dimensions becomes particularly
relevant to this study, as all but one of the participants in this study has at least one East Asian

roommate.
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Homophily and co-national support. Homophily, in the simplest of terms, mimics the
old adage “birds of a feather flock together”—it’s the idea that like attracts like, and friendship
groups tend to contain members that are similar to one another. As defined by McPherson et al.
(2001), “Homophily is the principle that a contact between similar people occurs at a higher rate
than among dissimilar people” (p. 416). In accordance with this principle, Dunne (2013) argues
that international students and domestic students are less likely to belong to the same friendship
groups in the first place. Additionally, the more co-national students that are on a given campus,
the lower the degree of interaction between domestic and international students (Chapdelaine &
Alexitch, 2004).

Both international students and domestic students sometimes find it “casier” establish
relationships with their co-nationals. Dunne (2009) found that domestic students reported
intercultural contact to be “less rewarding..., yet more demanding” (p. 12) than co-national
contact, primarily because of perceived language and cultural barriers and the amount of effort
put into the interaction. Hotta and Ting-Toomey (2013) found that “identity continuity” was an
important part of “why some of them [international students] preferred to stick close to their
‘ingroup members’ for emotional support while others tried to branch out to create intercultural
friendship with US American classmates” (p. 562). Others have suggested that this search for
affinity in friendships stems from a fear of rejection (see McAdams, Healy, & Krause, 1994). For
adolescents, in particular, the need to “fit in” with their peers is a constant driver for seeking out

the familiar (Linden-Andersen et al., 2008).
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Perceived discrimination/negative attitudes. Domestic student preconceptions towards
international students have been identified as one of the key barriers to interactions between
international and domestic student friendships (Lee, Abd-Ella, & Burks, 1981; Summers &
Volet, 2008). International students have reported overt discrimination (Hanassab, 2006), and
“host indifference and antipathy towards their presence” (Brown, 2009b, p. 440). Despite the
extreme variation in nationality, languages spoken, physical appearance, and a host of other
characteristics within the group “international students,” it has been found that American
students still tend to lump international students into one over-arching category as “foreign” and
to hold stereotypical beliefs about them (Spencer-Rodgers, 2001). They may also see
international students as “socially awkward, naive, and clueless, rather than as individuals who
are coping with extraordinary adjustment demands and pressures” (Spencer-Rodgers, 2001, p.
651). Some domestic students’ impatience for listening to accents different from their own likely
also plays a role in forming stereotypes and discriminatory perceptions (Abel, 2002). Summers
and Volet (2008) also found that domestic students’ negative perceptions and attitudes towards
working with international students kept the international students from joining mixed groups for
project work, while another study found that breakdowns in communication brought about
“feelings of exclusion” for the international students (Joyce & Hopkins, 2014).

However, stereotyping and discrimination is not totally one sided. Perceptions on both
sides that the other is unwilling or incapable of understanding or overcoming the cultural
differences in order to form closer ties inhibits interactions that go beyond polite formalities and
superficial academic interaction (Lee et al., 1981; Volet & Ang, 2012). In addition, international

students come to the United States with preconceived notions of what Americans are like, and
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what it means to be a “real” American. With these perceptions come instances of racial

prejudice, misunderstanding of social cues, and the potential of reinforcement of stereotypes.

Differences in the meaning of friendship. In collectivist and long-term oriented
cultures, relationships are built around communities and are long-lasting, sometimes even life-
long. There is a greater sense of responsibility to one another than in more individualistic and
short-term oriented cultures, whose relationships may develop and dissolve quickly (Hofstede,
2005). Gareis (2000) found that some of the dissatisfaction that international students had with
their friendships with Americans was due to very different expectations on the role of a “friend.”
Americans tend to use the word friend even for very casual relationships, and this can be
confusing and misleading to many international students. Conversely, the intensity of some
international students’ efforts at establishing relationships may be off-putting to domestic
students. Because of the potentially conflicting notions of what it means to be a “friend,” asking

participants to define their expectations from friendships will be an important part of this study.

Lack of opportunity for interaction. Studies have shown that there are few spaces
where international and domestic students cross paths socially on campus—most interactions
happen in a classroom setting. Nathan (2005) found that because of the structure of U.S.
university education, repeated interaction and friendship formation is difficult unless someone
shares nearly identical interests. For example, students are randomly assigned to dorm rooms, if
they didn’t self-select a roommate. If this roommate is of a different major, then the two students
will not be taking the same classes, and quite possibly, would be isolated on different areas of

campus. Add to this the myriad of intermural activities, such as sports, social clubs, fraternities
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and sororities, and on- or off-campus jobs, and repeated interaction or shared interests becomes
even more unlikely (Summers & Volet, 2008). In addition, many host-national students,
especially those attending an institution that is close to home, may have come to the university

with friendship groups already established (Nathan, 2005; Volet & Ang, 2012).

Anxiety and negative emotions. Domestic students may feel anxious about intercultural
contact based on assumptions and preconceptions regarding contact. They may feel that
international students are a threat to their academic success (Harrison & Peacock, 2009). Other
studies show that domestic students fear being rejected by, offending, or stereotyping
international students (Harrison & Peacock, 2009; Peacock & Harrison, 2008; Spencer-Rodgers,
2001). These anxieties may prevent domestic students from initiating contact with international
students, or worse, if the experience of initial contact is perceived as negative, may cause

domestic students to avoid further interaction altogether.

Conceptual Framework

Two key theoretical approaches have influenced the development of this study: the
intergroup contact hypothesis (Allport, 1979, originally published in 1954) and social identity
theory (Tajfel, 1981). Allport’s contact hypothesis has long been used as a framework for
examining the reduction in intergroup prejudice (Bennett, 2012; Dovidio, Gaertner, &
Kawakami, 2003; Pettigrew, 1998; Pettigrew et al., 2011). The basic premise of the contact
hypothesis states that repeated quality contact between groups fosters understanding and reduced
prejudice between the two. Originally constructed to examine bias reduction between

Black/White racial groups, it has since been applied to other intercultural contexts. As Fischer
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(2008) states, “The reduction of prejudice through intergroup contact is...conceptualized as the
mediating factor between social structural factors and the formation of intergroup friendships”
(p. 634). Social identity theory and its derivatives have helped to explain how individuals
categorize themselves and others into “ingroups” and “outgroups” (Kim, 2009). It also provides
a useful framework for examining outgroup bias and discrimination and their effects on
intercultural friendship formation. The following discussion will give an introduction to each of

these theories and explain how they are particularly salient for this dissertation research.

Allport’s Intergroup Contact Hypothesis

One of the most significant theories used in studying the reduction of intergroup bias is
Allport’s intergroup contact hypothesis, which was originally developed in the 50s to study race
relations (Dovidio et al., 2003). Allport (1954) posited that repeated intergroup contact could
reduce prejudice between groups. In other words, with increased contact comes increased
understanding, and the more one group knows about the other, the more favorably they see each
other (Triandis & Tranfimow, 2001). However, he also noted that all contact was not equal, and
that four conditions were necessary for the positive effect of prejudice reduction to occur: (1) the
two groups must have equal status in the context; (2) they must have common goals to work
towards; (3) there must be cooperation between the groups; and (4) there must be perceived
support of authority, whether that be legal, institutional, or social (Pettigrew, 1998). Studies of
desegregated merchant marine ships and police forces in the early 1950s supported Allport’s
hypothesis and its conditions, finding that interdependence grew between black and white
officers, and found that those who had more contact, had more positive views of the other race
(for a complete review of the early literature, see Pettigrew, 1998). More recent research has
expanded the application of the theory from racial and ethnic groups to other marginalized
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groups, such as the disabled and LGBTQ populations, with equally as promising results
(Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006).

In much of the early research on the contact hypothesis, focus was placed on testing one
or more of the conditions. And indeed, Pettigrew and Tropp’s (2006) meta-analysis of more than
500 research articles using intergroup contact theory showed that providing structured contact
that met all of Allport’s optimal conditions showed the strongest positive prejudice reduction
effects. However, the analysis also showed that these conditions were not essential, as positive
outcomes were found in studies that met none of the conditions, but rather they found that the
conditions “act as facilitating conditions that enhance the tendency for positive contact outcomes
to emerge” (p. 766). More recent research has identified two additional factors as critical for
successful intergroup contact: 1) personal acquaintance, especially when those in the contact
situation do not meet the stereotypical expectations of the other (Miller, 2002), and 2) intergroup
friendship development (Pettigrew, 1997). These two additional conditions are important to the
generalization of bias reduction from the “outgroup” individual to the “outgroup” as a whole
(Dovidio et al., 2003).

Many of the conditions of the intergroup contact hypothesis overlap with conditions for
friendship—common goals and cooperation, for example. In addition, friendship, specifically
intercultural friendship, requires self-disclosure and reciprocity (Gudykunst, 1985a; Kudo &
Simkin, 2003), both facilitators of intimacy, another key mediator of intergroup contact’s
positive effects (Pettigrew et al., 2011). Kudo and Simkin (2003) found that “domiciliary
proximity and friendship formation were closely linked, and residence halls on campus afforded
more opportunities for intercultural contact and friendship formation than university flats and

off-campus accommodation” (p. 108). Van Laar, Levin, Sinclair, and Sidanius (2005) argued
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that college roommates make an ideal setting for testing intergroup contact theory, as nearly all
of the conditions for Allport’s (1954) hypothesis are met. They argued that students in a
university setting for the first time are likely to hold equal status, regardless of ethnic group; they
have a common goal of living together peacefully, which requires cooperation; and universities
are generally supportive of interethnic contact and cooperation, and provide institutional support
for such initiatives. An additional condition that they suggest that studying roommates provides,
is “high acquaintance potential” (p. 331), which could provide opportunity to notice not only
their differences, but also their similarities—a key aspect of intercultural friendship formation as
well as an essential component of the contact hypothesis, and a key reason why | chose domestic
students with international students as roommates as the subject of this study.

In his study that identified intergroup friendship as an essential condition of the contact
hypothesis, Pettigrew (1997) also noted that “effective intergroup contact relates more closely to
the study of long-term close relationships than it does to the initial acquaintanceship literature.
Optimal intergroup contact requires time” (p. 182). As much of the literature on the contact
hypothesis was quantitative and either cross-sectional or single-encounter oriented, this study is
designed as qualitative and longitudinal.

Integral to understanding how contact between groups decreases intergroup bias is
understanding how individuals conceptualize groups and their belonging to them. Social identity
theory and the closely related social categorization theory (and their derivatives) are helpful in

understanding these processes.

41 use longitudinal somewhat loosely here, as this study is only across one academic year. The limitations
of this approach are further discussed in Chapter 7.

31



Social Identity and Social Categorization Theories

Identity has been conceptualized as a multi-layered, complex construct consisting of the
self and the relationship of the self to the world (Hecht, 2009). Social identity theory (SIT)
proposes that an individual’s self-concept comprises two-parts: the personal and the social. The
personal identity is the parts of one’s self that remain fixed, regardless of social context (e.g.,
personal tastes, physical attributes, etc.) (Turner, 1982), while social identity is defined as “that
part of an individual’s self-concept which derives from his knowledge of his membership of a
social group... together with the value and emotional significance attached to that membership”
(Tajfel, 1981, p. 255). Social categorization theories address the processes by which we as
humans organize and classify ourselves those around us. As Brewer (2001) states, “social
categories are merely cognitive concepts that help individuals to make sense of their social world
and to direct their behavior toward other individuals” (p. 20). These social categories include
(but are not limited to) nationality, ethnicity, age, profession, and political affiliation, and each of
them carries with it a set of shared beliefs and customs (Abrams, O'Connor, & Giles, 2002).

The process of self-categorization into and identification with these groups provides the
basis of ‘ingroup’ (“like me”) formation, and conversely, ‘outgroup’ (‘“not like me”). This
process involves “both the application of stereotypes to others, and the depersonalization of self.
Depersonalization means that the self-inclusive category becomes self-defining” (Abrams &
Hogg, 2001). When one’s own identity is closely entwined with that of the group, “self-worth is
both projected onto and derived from positive ingroup evaluation” (Brewer, 2001, p. 21). That is
to say that positive identification with a group gives validation to both the group and the
individual. However, positive in-group valuation is always in comparison to some outgroup,

which necessarily must be seen more negatively. Group members seek to boost their own self-
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esteem via positive group identity (Brown, 2000), providing the basis for in-group bias. As
Brewer (2001) states:

Categorization of the self as an ingroup member entails assimilation of the self to the

ingroup category prototype and enhanced similarity to other ingroup members. Self-

categorization provides the cognitive substrate for attachment to ingroups and

differentiation from outgroups—the first step toward ingroup bias and discrimination. (p.

20)

Our desire to see ourselves and our ingroup in a positive light leads us to negatively
evaluate groups that we do not belong to, the outgroups. Thus, as Dunne (2008) noted, “social
identity theory offers a social psychological explanation for ethnocentrism, in-group favoritism,
intergroup discrimination and outgroup derogation, even in the absence of scarce resources or
realistic competition (van Oudenhoven et al. 2006; Rubin and Hewstone 2004; Brown 2000;
Capozza and Brown 2000)” (p. 277). However, others have argued that a causal relationship
between ingroup identification and outgroup bias only happens in certain circumstances:

a) the individual categorizes “the self” in terms of membership in the relevant group;

b) the social identity is salient with respect to some comparative judgement;

¢) the in-group and out-group are perceived to be interrelated within an overall
social structure;

d) the dimension of intergroup comparison is relevant to intergroup status
relationships; and

e) the out-group is relevant to the particular comparative judgment being made.
(Turner, 1999 as cited in Sidanius, Van Laar, Levin, & Sinclair, 2004, p. 97)

As Sidanius et al. (2004) note, these are conditions likely to be met on any multiethnic U.S.
university campus. Thus, in a study of the relationship between domestic and international
student roommates on a U.S. university campus, the concepts introduced here are likely to play a
significant role. I expect that social identity theory will be particularly useful in the analysis of

domestic students’ perceptions of their intercultural interactions.
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Research Questions

As seen through the literature review above, much of the research on the nature of

friendship between domestic and international students has come from social psychology, is

quantitative in nature, and has focused on the international student perspective. And while there

is a great deal of value in this type of research, it gives but a snapshot of self-reported attitudes of

international students at a given moment in time. Of the few existing studies on international and

domestic student relationships from the domestic student point of view, only a handful were

conducted in the United States (see Halualani, 2008, 2010; Lee, 2006). A qualitative study, such

as the one proposed here will help to better understand the underlying processes that drive

relationship formation between international and domestic students at U.S. universities, and, in

turn, help to develop better policy for facilitating such relationships.

This study was guided by the following research questions:

RQ1:

RQ2:

RQ3:

RQ4:

How do domestic students with international students as roommates define
intercultural contact?

What do domestic students with international students as roommates look for in a
friend?

What are domestic students with international students as roommates’ experiences
with intercultural interaction and friendship?

How do domestic students with international roommates’ experiences shape how
they perceive intercultural interaction?

a) What do domestic students perceive to be the barriers to intercultural
interaction and friendship?

b) What do domestic students perceive to be the benefits of intercultural
interaction and friendship?

c) Atthe end of their first year, what have these domestic students learned
about intercultural interaction and friendship?
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Chapter Summary and Preview of the Next Chapter

This chapter attempts to lay a theoretical and empirical basis for this research project. |
have tried to paint with broad strokes the situation of international students both in general and
here at UCLA to demonstrate the importance of the relationships between international and
domestic students to the academic, psychological, and social development of both groups. |
explored the difficulty of studying culture and intercultural interaction as phenomena, noting
that my definition of these terms may differ from the participants’ definitions and thus concluded
that, methodologically, it was important to allow participants to define these terms for
themselves. | then reviewed the existing literature on intercultural interaction and friendship on
college campuses, identifying several factors that facilitated and/or inhibited these relationships.
The conceptual framework outlined the importance of two key theoretical approaches to
intergroup interaction research—the contact hypothesis and social identity theory—that guided
my thinking in the development of this study. Finally, this chapter also included my four
research questions. The next chapter explains the methodological decisions that | made and the

methods employed in conducting this research.

35



CHAPTER 3
METHODS AND METHODOLOGY

This dissertation project is a qualitative case study of first-year domestic students living
in on-campus residential communities at UCLA who were randomly assigned at least one
international student as a roommate. The study explores the development of these domestic
students’ intercultural relationships and friendships over the course of the year, specifically
focusing on the relationship between themselves and their international student roommate(s).
The goal was to examine how domestic students’ experiences with their international student
roommates shaped their intercultural interactions, attitudes, and friendships as a whole.
| chose a qualitative approach because qualitative methods for several reasons. First, qualitative
methods allow researchers to capture the deeply complex nature of a phenomenon in context,
and a especially useful when the context is “highly pertinent” to the phenomenon being studied
(Yin, 2008). The context of this study, domestic and international freshman randomly assigned to
live together in one particular housing community at a major university, is almost a participant in
and of itself in that the context is a key factor in facilitating the relationships between the
students. Without a clear understanding of the context, these complexity of the relationships
between roommates would be difficult, if not impossible to understand. One key feature of
qualitative research is the use of thick description, an ethnographic term meaning “the complete,
literal description of the incident or entity being investigated (Merriam, 2009, p. 43), throughout
the narrative to help the reader empathize with the experience of the participants (Creswell,
2007).

A second reason I chose a qualitative approach is its ability to answer questions of “how”

and “what” from the perspective of the participants themselves (Patton, 1987; Yin, 2008). In this
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study, I asked a) how domestic students defined intercultural interaction and friendship and b)
what they saw as the benefits and barriers to intercultural interaction and friendship. These two
questions formed the basis of the worldview that the participants framed their experiences with
intercultural interaction and friendship. Qualitative methods afford researchers the ability to view
and answer these types of questions through the experiences of the participants themselves.
Third, qualitative research methods are useful for uncovering the meaning participants give to
their lived experiences (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell, 2007). As Merriam (2009) states,
“Qualitative researchers are interested in understanding how people interpret their experiences,
how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (p. 5). My
third research question asks how students experience intercultural interaction and friendship on
campus

Quialitative case studies in particular are well suited for studying lived experiences across
time (Yin, 2008). My final research question asks “How does continued contact over time with a
roommate of a different nationality alter domestic students’ perceptions of intercultural contact
and friendship?” As | aim to examine how domestic student experience intercultural interaction
on the campus of UCLA and how domestic students’ relationships with their international
roommates developed across the period of a school year, | chose a qualitative case study design
for this dissertation research.

The remainder of this chapter examines the theoretical underpinnings of qualitative
research that provides a basis for this study, describes the design and limitations of the methods

chosen, and discusses the measures taken to ensure the reliability and validity of the findings.
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Quialitative Research and its Theoretical Underpinnings

Qualitative research has its roots in multiple fields, most notably anthropology,
sociology, and psychology. While most experimental research is situated in a positivist
orientation, where reality “exists ‘out there’ and it is observable, stable, and measurable,” most
qualitative research finds itself situated a constructivist/interpretivist orientation, which assumes
“that reality is socially constructed, that is, there is no single, observable reality. Rather, there are
multiple realities, or interpretations, of a single event” (Merriam, 2009, p. 8). The significance of
an object or an event is assigned by the observer through his or her perspective—a view of the
world through a cultural lens that is influenced by previous experience, knowledge, beliefs, and
values. Reality, therefore, is in the eye of the beholder.

Searle (1995) argues that there are two modes of existence: intrinsic, which is
independent of human interpretation, and observer relative, which takes into account the
meaning assigned by humans through their experiences. For example, if there were a rock in the
center of a table on top of a stack of papers, an intrinsic observer might state, “That is a rock;”
i.e., there is no doubt in terms of the physical world that the object on the table is a rock. In
contrast, an observer relative statement regarding the same object might be, “That is a
paperweight,” which relies on the observer’s interpretation of the purpose of the object, a
meaning and interpretation that had likely been learned through human interaction and
experience—the observer’s social context. In this interpretivist viewpoint, meaning is
constructed through social interactions with those around them: “Objects, people, situations and
events do not possess their own meaning; rather, meaning is conferred on them” (Bogdan &
Biklen, 2007, p. 27). The job of the qualitative researcher, then, is to interpret the meaning that

subjects give to experiences, interactions, and objects around them (Charmaz, 2004).
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Research Design

Qualitative Case Study Research

Yin defines a case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary
phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon
and context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 2008, p. 18). Cresswell (2007) adds to this,
emphasizing that case studies are particularly useful when the researcher has little to no control
over the phenomenon of interest. Yin (2003) notes that qualitative case studies are useful when
the researcher is interested in answering questions of “how” or “why” (p. 9). Qualitative case
studies are characterized by holistic description and in-depth explanation of a phenomenon in
context. These “thick descriptions” provide the reader with the basis for understanding the
complexity of the case (Creswell, 2007). The context of this study is inextricable from the
participants’ experiences of intercultural interaction and friendship. Without an understanding of
the context in which domestic students interact with international students, among other
intercultural experiences, the researcher would find it difficult to explain these experiences, and
the reader would be left without a framework for comparison to their own experiences.

One feature that distinguishes case studies from other types of qualitative research is the
unit of analysis, or the case itself. Cases are intrinsically bounded—there is a finite end to the
period of time for observation, or the number of people that could be interviewed, or other limits
to data collection (Merriam, 2009). In this study, the phenomenon to be studied is domestic
students’ intercultural interactions and friendships, bounded by both time (the course of their first
year of college) and location (residential communities at UCLA).

The final distinguishing characteristic of qualitative case studies is the expected result:

grounded theory research is expected to result in a theoretical model to account for the
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phenomenon under study; ethnography is expected to result in a deep cultural description; and
phenomenological studies are expected to distill the essence of an experience (Merriam, 2009).
Qualitative case studies, on the other hand, according to Stake (1995) is the researcher’s
emphasis on particularization—defining the uniqueness of the particular case—rather than on
generalization. For this study, | seek to explore how domestic students at this university
experience interaction across cultures, and how the context itself affects those interactions, and
while we know much about how international student experience these interactions, there is little
in the literature to help us understand how domestic students experience them. The exploratory
and explanatory nature of a qualitative case study approach was perfectly suited for the purpose

of this study.

Site

Site selection. UCLA has the second highest international student population in the state
of California, bested only by the University of Southern California (Institute of International
Education, 2016a). Over the past four years, the average number of international freshmen who
enrolled at UCLA has hovered around 12% of the total freshmen class (UCLA Academic
Planning and Budget Office, 2015).% Freshmen who meet the regular application deadline are
guaranteed three years of on-campus housing, and 98% of all freshman live in university housing
(UCLA Undergraduate Admissions, 2016). This means that international students are highly
likely to apply for on-campus housing and to be assigned to a room with a domestic student.

The high percentage of international freshman and the high likelihood that both domestic

and international freshman will live on campus in one of the many residential communities,

51n 2012, nearly 20% of the freshman class were international students due to heavy recruitment from
China.
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made UCLA an ideal site for examining the relationships between domestic and international
student roommates. As | am a student and employee at UCLA, access was also a key factor in

choosing this university as a study site.

Description of housing at UCLA.

Approximately 14,000 students live on “the Hill,” the area of campus where all
undergraduate residence halls are located. All first-year students are guaranteed three years of
on-campus housing, and 96% of all first-years live in university housing. Approximately 10% of
all residents on the Hill are international students. In the residence halls where participants in this
study lived, approximately 16% of the residents were considered international students, quite a
bit higher than the average for the Hill as a whole.®

All participants lived in the same style residence hall with plaza style rooms, which
offered two options: in-room private bathroom or a shared bathroom between two rooms. Figures
1 and 2 demonstrate the typical layout for these types of rooms. In contrast to the illustrations
shown, however, as of the 2015-2016 academic year, all first-year rooms are triple occupancy.
For a clearer idea of the layout of triple occupancy with a shared bathroom, see the bedroom
layout of Figure 1 combined with the bathroom layout of Figure 2. The bedrooms measure 12°5”
x 12°10” and include a bed, a small study carrel, and wardrobe space for each resident. The
assumption made for the purposes of this study, is that, in such small quarters, roommates will
have no choice but to interact. The question is, will this forced contact lead to a deeper

understanding and possibly friendship?

6 UCLA Housing was unable to provide information regarding the percentage of first-year residents at the
time of request.
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Triple Occupancy

Double Occupan
(shared bag:j 2

Figure 1. Triple occupancy with private bath. Figure 2. Double occupancy with shared bath.
Source: https://housing.ucla.edu/student- Source: https://housing.ucla.edu/student-
housing/freshman-students/living-on- housing/freshman-students/living-on-
campus/residential-plazas campus/residential-plazas

Participants

Recruitment. The participants in this study were selected using purposeful sampling,
meaning that selective criteria were applied to the sampling frame in order to narrow the
selection pool and to capture an “information-rich” group for the study (Merriam, 2009, p. 79).
The original sampling frame for this study was first-year domestic students living on The Hill, a
concentrated area of residence halls on UCLA’s campus, in one particular facility: Humboldt
Hall. I chose to only include first-year students in order to capture in-depth the initial stages of
friendship formation upon arrival to university. While students in their second, third, and fourth
years of university have likely had some experience with intercultural contact and relationships,
direct observation across time will only be possible with first-years who are in the process of
developing those relationships. Humboldt Hall was selected because of the large number of first-

year students, and because of ease of access, as | personally knew the residential director of the
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hall, and he agreed to distribute my recruitment email and surveys for me to all his first-year
students.

An initial recruitment email and initial screening survey (see Appendix A) was sent via
the Resident Director of Humboldt Residence Hall to 970 first-year undergraduate students.
Participants were offered $10 contributions to their BruinCards or a $10 gift card to Amazon for
their participation in the study. From the original recruitment email, 35 students responded (a
3.6% response rate), and of those, 11 were deemed eligible participants. Two of these
participants declined to participate once contacted directly for scheduling interviews. One
additional participant was directly recruited after | heard about her experience from another
participant during the first round of interviews. She was asked to complete the recruitment
survey, and after she cleared the qualifying questions, | contacted her to schedule interviews. The
total number of qualified participants at the end of recruitment was ten. There was no attrition by
the end of the study—all followed through to completion of the final interview. The sample
selected here is not representative of the population at UCLA, but as the purpose of this case

study is to provide deep description and analysis.

Overview of participants. All ten participants in the study were first year students at
UCLA living away from home for the first time, all were native English speakers (although three
participants identified as bilingual: English/Teo Chew, English/Spanish, and English/Punjabi;
see Table 2), and all were 18-years old before participating in this study. All participants were
also from high schools in California; no out-of-state residents participated in this study. Of the
ten participants, nine identified as female and one identified as male. Demographic profiles of

the final list of participants can be found in Table 1.
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Table 1

Participant demographic information

Participant ~ Gender Hometown Father level of Mother level of Need to work
name education education

Katie F Santa Barbara  College or College or Beyond Must work summers
Beyond only

Hannah F Diamond Bar ~ Other/ Unknown High School Must work part-time

Haley F Berkeley College or College or Beyond Must work summers
Beyond only

Jason M Los Angeles College or College or Beyond Must work summers
Beyond only

Patricia F San Diego College or College or Beyond Must work summers
Beyond only

Melissa F Bishop College or College or Beyond Must work summers
Beyond only

Connie F San Francisco  College or College or Beyond Do not need to work
Beyond

Amy F San Francisco  College or College or Beyond Do not need to work
Beyond

Marisela F Los Angeles High School High School Must work part-time

Aparna F Sacramento College or College or Beyond Must work part-time
Beyond

Additional criteria applied to the selection of participants was the level of intercultural

experience as evidenced by their own ethnic background, languages spoken other than English,

the ethnic make-up of the high school that each participant attended, and the level of

international travel experience. The responses to these questions can be found in Table 2.
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Table 2

Participant prior intercultural experience

Self-identified level of

Participant fluency in languages other High school ethnic International travel
name Race/ Ethnicity than English make-up? experience °
Katie Asian or Pacific n/a Different Some
Islander
Hannah Asian or Pacific Teo Chew (bilingual) Similar None
Islander Mandarin (conversational)
Spanish (conversational)
Haley White Spanish (conversational) Diverse Moderate
Italian (conversational)
Jason White Spanish (conversational) Similar Some
Patricia Asian or Pacific Tagalog (conversational) Diverse Extensive
Islander
Melissa White n/a Similar None
Connie Asian or Pacific Cantonese (bilingual) Diverse Moderate
Islander Mandarin (conversational)
French (survival)
Amy White Spanish (conversational) Different Moderate
Marisela Hispanic/Latino Spanish (bilingual) Similar Some
Aparna Asian or Pacific Punjabi (bilingual) Different Extensive

Islander

Spanish (survival)

a Source: Participant selection survey. Participants were asked about their high school ethnic make-up. The responses shown here
correspond to the following full answers: similar = most people in my high school were racially and ethnically similar to me; different =
most people in my high school were racially and ethnically different from me; and diverse = there was a wide variety of people of all
different ethnic and racial backgrounds at my high school.

b Source: Participant selection survey. International travel experience was defined in the following ways: None = | have never travelled
outside the United States; Some = | have traveled outside of the United States for short vacations a few times; Moderate = | travel
frequently outside the United States for short visits; Extensive = I have lived outside of the United States for an extended period.

Table 2 also shows the variation in participants’ international travel experience: only one

participant had never traveled outside of the United States, seven had at least some travel

experience outside the United States, and two had lived outside the United States for a period

longer than two months. One participant, Aparna, was born outside the United States and

immigrated when she was very young; the other, Patricia, lived in Guam for two years and spent
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summers with family in the Philippines. Table 3 gives a brief description of each of the
participants’ roommates’ country of origin, race and/or ethnicity.

Table 3

Participant roommate country of origin and ethnicity

Country of origin (race and/or ethnicity)

Participant Roommate #1 Roommate #2
Katie (S01) USA (Taiwanese) India (Indian)
Hannah (S02) Canada (Chinese) China (Chinese-Vietnamese)

Haley (S03) Singapore (White/Swiss) Singapore (Chinese)

Jason (S04) USA (White) China (Chinese)
Patricia (S05) USA (White/Asian) UAE (Indian)
Melissa (S06) USA (Vietnamese) Korea (Korean)
Connie (S07) China (Chinese) China (Chinese)
Amy (S08) Turkey (Turkish) Hong Kong (Chinese)
Marisela (S09) USA (Guatemalan) China (Chinese)
Aparna (S10) USA (unknown) Indonesia (Indonesian)

Participant profiles.

Katie (S01). Katie is an 18-year-old, first-generation Korean-American female, who grew
up in an upper-middle class community in southern California. She went to a public high school,
and noted that “most students were ethnically different” from her on the qualifying survey. Her
parents immigrated from Korea when they were quite young: her mother was t