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ABSTRACT
THE FIRST TERM:

COMUNICATION AND SATISFACTION IN COLLEGE STUDENT
ROOMMATE RELATIONSHIPS OVER TEN WEEKS

By
Lynn Elizabeth Fraedrich Aho

This study had two goals, to field test a participant observer
method of collecting data on communication in relationships and to ex-
plore patterns of commuhication and satisfaction in college student
roommate relationships over 10 weeks, identifying those worth further
investigation.

Fifteen students, 12 women and 3 men, enrolled in a special topics
class on interpersonal communication kept daily logs of their communi-
cation with their roommates. The students were trained as participant
observers in the class. Their daily logs included estimates of time
together and spent in casual conversation, serious discussion and rela-
tional discussions, topics of serious and relational discussions, de-
scriptions of relational discussion, and ratings of their satisfaction
with their total relationship and each of the three kinds of inter-
action.

Overall, the roommate dyads studied talked to each other for an
average of 1.91 hours per day, spending an average of 68% of that time
in casual conversation, 18% 1in serious discussion and 12% in relation-
al discussion. Academics, the opposite sex, and room management con-

cerns were the most frequent topics of conversation, careers, drugs,
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and people in general the least frequent. Individual personal concerns
were discussed far more frequently than external topics such as news or
politics or shared or relational concerns. Communication and satisfac-
tion generally decreased for the first 9 weeks of the quarter prior to
Thanksgiving vacation and rose in the final week of the quarter after
vacation. Previously acquainted dyads spent a larger proportion of time
in serious discussions and a smaller proportion of time in casual con-
versations than did previously unacquainted dyads, but had no signifi-
cant differences on any other variables. High-involvement dyads spent
more time each day talking to each other, discussed more topics, and
spent a smaller proportion of their time in relational interaction than
did low-involvement roommates. Medium-satisfaction dyads spent the most
time together; low-satisfaction dyads spent the least. Low satisfaction
dyads had the highest proportion of relational discussions, the middle
proportion of serious discussions, and a moderate proportion of casual
conversations. Medium-satisfaction dyads had the lowest proportion of
relational discussions, the lowest proportion of serious discussions
and the highest proportionof casual conversations. High-satisfaction
dyads had the middle proportion of relational discussion, the highest
proportion of serious discussion and a moderate proportion of casual
conversation. The communication patterns characteristic of the four
observed types of relationships, high involvement-high satisfaction,
Tow involvement-high satisfaction, high involvement-medium satisfaction,
and low involvement-low satisfaction, were described.

A critique of the method listed specific improvements to be made

including redesign of the log sheet, direct measurement of shared
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activity and frequent collection of logs. Future research directions
are discussed as well as possible causes for and implications of the

findings.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Both scholarly and lay understandings of relationship formation
emphasize the importance of communication in forming and maintaining
relationships. Scholars define relationships as patterns of interaction
(Homans, 1979). Several recent treatments of interpersonal communica-
tion (Berger & Calabrese, 1975; Duck, 1973; Knapp, 1978; Miller &
Steinberg, 1975; Phillips & Metzger, 1976) emphasize the importance of
communication in relationships. Popular understanding of forming a
friendship or other relationship is that it is a process of getting to
know one's relational partner by talking and doing things together.
Block's (1980) survey on friendship shows that people frequently char-
acterize their relationships primarily in terms of communication. Sur-
vey responses also show that people feel a need for increased communica-
tion when the circumstances of a relationship change.

Communication is the means of forming relationships. Although
variables such as attitude similarity, need complementarity, demographic
similarity, etc. may influence relationship formation, without communi-
cation forming a relationship is impossible. Communication has at
least three major functions in the relationship formation process.

First, coomunication is a means of exchanging information, both in
the content of communication and by providing an opportunity to observe
a potential relational partner's behavior (Knapp, 1978; Miller &
Steinberg, 1975). Altman and Taylor (1973) focused on this aspect of
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communication in relationship formation in their social penetration
model. Berger and Calabrese (1975) specified that information exchange
is important because it reduces uncertainty in relationships. Miller
and Steinberg (1975) viewed the type of information used to make pre-
dictions about a relational partner's behavior as a criterion distin-
guishing interpersonal from noninterpersonal relationships.

Second, communication is important in the formation of a relation-
ship because relational partners negotiate the terms of their relation-
ships through communication. Negotiation may be explicit or it may be
an implicit part of the dialog between relational partners. Scanzoni
and Szinovacz (1980) provide examples of explicit negotiation. Marital
and family therapists frequently use explicit negotiation techniques in
therapy sessions and try to teach families more effective modes of nego-
tiation (Haley, 1963; Jackson, 1965; Likorish, 1975; Rausch, Barry,
Hertel, & Swain, 1974; Rice, 1979; Steinmetz, 1977; Tittler, Freedman,
& Klopper, 1977). The area of implicit control in relationships has
been explored by a number of researchers using interaction analysis
techniques (Doane, 1978; Fisher & Beach, 1979; Folger & Sillers, 1977;
Harper, Scoresby, & Boyce, 1977; Jacob & Davis, 1973; Mark, 1971; Rogers
& Farace, 1975; Sluzki & Beavin, 1977).

Third, communication between relational partners is a source of
reward in the relationship. Block's (1980) respondents stressed the
value of having "someone I can talk to." Jourard (1964), too, stressed
the value of a confidant, but Block's survey responses also reveal the
enjoyment people get from conversations that are not particularly self-

disclosing. They may enjoy discussing topics of interest, such as



favorite activities, politics, or current events, or they may enjoy
conversation as a social activity that is one of the benefits of an on-
going relationship. Story-telling and joke-telling are salient examples
of conversation as an entertaining activity. Conversation with relation-
al partners may also provide useful information and a sense of belonging
to a group or social network. Gossip is entertaining, but also fosters
identification with a social group. Particularly in a college setting,
conversation can provide opportunities for social comparison of atti-
tudes and values. Heath's (1968) study of college students indicates
that discussions with peers who have different ideas and perspectives
are an important part of students' intellectual maturation.

Many theoretical treatments of relationship formation have speci-
fied changes in communication as relationships are formed, a process
frequently characterized as movement toward greater intimacy. Knapp
(1978) summarized several theorists' statements on the changes in com-
munication as relationships move toward greater intimacy. He states
that as relationships move toward greater intimacy, communication be-
tween relational partners is characterized by:

1. more messages manifesting greater depths of self-
disclosure.

2. more message strategies associated with constructive
(rather than destructive) conflict.

3. a higher frequency of absolute and superlative phrases
describing the relationship ("You're the best and I'11
be yours forever").. These statements abound in the
early growth stages but would later become less frequent
and become less certain. (Note: This behavior signi-
fies a different way of expressing feelings at a dif-
ferent time in the relationship, not a decrease in af-
fection).



4. a higher number of commitment messages repeated in essen-
tially the same form in the early growth stages. These
messages acquire alternative forms as intimacy progresses.

5. more frequent use of the future tense during the early
stages of intimacy, followed by an increasing use of the
present and, eventually, the past tense as the history of
the relationship grows and the participants age.

6. a greater frequency of intimate-affectionate forms of
address (rather than more formal forms).

7. a higher frequency of nonverbal messages associated with
affection, 1iking, and warmth (more touching, longer
touching, touching in more intimate places, more mutual
eye contact, longer eye gazes, more pupil dilation, more
symmetry of dress, more comfortable silences, more im-
mediacy behaviors, and more positive facial and vocal
behaviors).

8. a greater amount of private jargon and private meanings
unique to the intimate pair.

9. a more frequent use of verbal shortcuts that reflect the
pair's local cultural identity. This identity is based
on shared expectations, experiences, and assumptions.
(Knapp, 1978, pp. 174-175)

The strong theoretical interest in changes in communication during
relationship formation is relatively recent, so it is not surprising
that relatively little empirical information on this topic is as yet
available. A number of studies support the hypothesis that there is
generally more self-disclosure in established relationships such as
friendships and marriages than there is in initially interacting dyads
(Archer, 1979). Laboratory observations reveal that the pattern of
self-disclosure in established close relationships may differ from that
found in initially interacting dyads (Archer, 1979; Ayres, 1979).
Taylor (1968) found self-disclosure between pairs of initially unac-

quainted roommates to increase over time for 13 weeks. Other aspects

of interaction between relational partners and previously unacquainted






dyads have also been compared. Winter, Ferreira, and Bowers (1973)
found that in a laboratory decision-making task spouses showed more fre-
quent spontaneous agreement, less politeness, more interruptions, and
less frequent exchange of explicit information about their own choices
than did strangers. Birchler, Weiss, and Vincent (1975) found that the
interaction of spouses was more negative than that of stranger dyads.
Thus, it seems that additional descriptive data about communication in
relationships would be a valuable contribution to the literature on
relational communication and relationship formation.

First, and most importantly, such descriptive knowledge would be
of scientific interest in its own right, as part of a natural history
of relationships. At a very elementary level, a typology or classifi-
cation system is recognized as a worthwhile form of scientific knowl-
edge (Babbie, 1975; Blalock, 1969; Reynolds, 1971). Existing typolo-
gies or classifications of relationships (Marwell & Hage, 1970;
Triandis, Vassilou, & Nassikou, 1968; Wish, Deutsch, & Kaplan, 1976)
frequently focus on respondents' norms for the relationships named
rather than their behavior in various types of relationships. While
this study is not aimed at constructing a typology, since only one kind
of relationship will be studied, the information provided would be use-
ful in that endeavor.

Beyond classification, a natural history of relationships would
provide a more comprehensive understanding of actual active relation-
ships and the roles they play in the lives of individuals and in form-
ing social units. Leopold (1966) eloquently expressed the need for
natural history in his own field of biology, deploring that "the living



animal is virtually omitted from the present system of zoological edu-
cation (p. 206). Instead, as he describes, students spend many hours
memorizing the names of bumps on bones of different animals, an exercise
defended on the basis of its usefulness in teaching evolutionary theory.
Leopold grants this but urges the need for an understanding of animals,
plants, and their environments which can only be gained through natural
historical study. In an ahalogous fashion, a social science which fo-
cuses narrowly on specific variables may lose sight of living relation-
ships in their environments.

Second, as Reynolds (1971) noted, the individuals who invent the
best new theories are very familiar with their phenomena. A body of
descriptive literature on relationships would aid scholars in becoming
more broadly familiar with a range of relational phenomena faster than
if they needed to gain all of their knowledge through personal observa-
tion. Unlike those who study more exotic phenomena, social scientists
can be easily lured into thinking that their own personal experiences
in relationships are an adequate basis for theorizing. The pitfall in
this thinking becomes obvious when one considers the generalizability
of theories based entirely on the experiences of a group so atypically
educated, verbal, and aware of social phenomena as social scientists.
Using such a group as a sample for a study would be unthinkable. Al-
though there is no formal calculus for translating descriptive findings
into theories, it is also true that theorizing without extensive knowl-
edge of the phenomenon is nonsensical.

Third, descriptive information would be useful in planning experi-
ments and in interpreting and applying experimental findings. Knowl-

edge of natural conditions would aid experimenters in planning



naturalistic research conditions and manipulations. Advance information
about the ranges and variabilities of key variables would be very valu-
able in computing power estimates and specifying statistical tests.
Researchers would be much better equipped to discuss the generalizabil-
ity of their findings if they had more information about the similari-
ties and differences of different kinds of relationships and social
contexts. Descriptive information could make it easier to resolve ap-
parently conflicting sets of results by evaluating the range of the
relevant variables included in each study relative to their normal range
and distribution, and by evaluating the representativeness of samples.

Descriptive information would make translating the rather abstract
terms of theory into terms which can be readily understood and used by
laypeople. Science is properly concerned with control as well as ex-
planation and prediction. In the context of interpersonal relation-
ships control must, in most respects, be exercised by changing the be-
havior of the relational partners, which in turn cannot be accomplished
unless they understand the changes to be made. Philosophically, it
also seems that the most appropriate exercise of control over inter-
personal relationships is by the relational partners themselves, which
requires explanation of social-scientific theories and findings in a
readily grasped and used manner. Because descriptive information would
aid in constructing these explanations, it would be useful in applying
social-scientific theory and findings as well as in planning experi-
ments and interpreting research findings.

Thus it seems that observing communication while relationships

are being formed would be useful both for gaining greater understanding



of the relationship formation process and for moving toward a systematic,
empirical basis for prescribing behaviors that will lead to the forma-
tion of satisfactory relationships. The primary goal of this study was
to begin making such observations.

However, good methods for collecting descriptive observations of
relationships are not readily available. Conventional, observer-
oriented methods are not suitable for the relational setting because
the presence of an external observer alters the situation considerably
and the meaning of behavior in relationships may rely heavily on rela-
tional history and idiom. Unobtrusive recording raises serious ethical
questions as well as being expensive and severely limiting the pool of
individuals who might be willing to participate in the study. A partic-
ipant observer method seems to offer the best opportunity for collect-
ing rich descriptive data. Although participant observations have been
criticized in the past, this criticism lacks a firm empirical founda-
tion. The majority of the studies commonly cited as evidence that par-
ticipants are very poor observers (Hill, 1965; Kenkel, 1963; Levinger,
1963; McCord & McCord, 1961; Olson, 1969; Olson & Rakunsky, 1972; Turk
& Bell, 1972; Weller & Luchterhand, 1969) either make inappropriate
comparisons or rest on the assumption that an outsider's view of what
is going on in a relationship is necessarily correct, and if the par-
ticipants' views differ the participants are wrong. It seems much more
rational to take the view, as have Olson (1977) and Kelley (1977), that
insiders' and outsiders' perspectives on relationships differ, but this
does not mean that either is in error. Viewed closely, it would seem

that although relational participants would have a greater tendency






toward bias because of their personal involvement in the relationships,
their chances of out-and-out error in interpreting relational communica-
tion would be less due to their greater knowledge of the relationships.

When the observational conditions for participant observers are
improved to make recording of observations more systematic and immedi-
ate, bias may be significantly decreased. Only one such participant-
observer study was available at the time this research was planned, and
its protocol could not be directly adopted. Wills, Weiss, and
Patterson (1974) studied the frequencies of pleasing and displeasing
behavior among seven married couples for 2 weeks. Their protocol did
not involve the variables of interest in this study, and the data re-
cording procedures were too demanding to be sustained by college stu-
dents, the proposed participants, for 10 weeks. Therefore, a second
goal of this study was to compose, use, and evaluate a participant-
observer protocol in dyadic relationships.

A number of considerations played a role in the selection of col-
lege roommate relationships to be observed in this study. A basic
underlying premise was that forming new relationships is a social skill.
Children begin to learn this skill as babies and generally master the
basics of it by adolescence, although learning certainly continues into
adulthood. While there are expected to be variations in the pattern
for different types of relationships and different situations, there
should be basic similaritfes in how relational partners behave in form-
ing various types of relationships. Exactly what differences and simi-
larities there may be cannot be specified until relationship formation

has been studied in a variety of different situations and types of
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relationships. However, one might expect the formation processes to be
most similar for similar kinds of relationships.

Roommate relationships belong to the very broad category of peer
relationships which also includes classmate relationships, coworker re-
lationships, most friendships, and many marriages. While all of these
would be expected to be somewhat similar in relational development to
roommate relationships, the most similar would be classmates, immediate
coworkers, and same-sex friendships. Cautious generalization from room-
mate relationships to these similar types of relationships would be
logical. Compared to family relationships and supervisor/supervisee
relationships, mbst peer relationships have received relatively little
scientific attention. This, coupled with the importance of peer re-
lationships to the participants, made a type of peer relationship an
attractive choice for study.

Roommate relationships were selected from among various types of
peer relationships for both pragmatic and more scholarly reasons. One
of the more scholarly reasons is that roommates are not so strongly in-
fluenced by societal role prescriptions as are partners in other types
of relationships. Socially prescribed roles for roommates, if any,
are vague and weak compared to those of spouses, for example. Room-
mates' joint activities are not defined for them as co-workers' joint
activities are defined by their work roles. Thus there would seem to
be a greater necessity for negotiation of roles through interaction
than might be the case in other kinds of relationships. Scanzoni and
Szinovacz (1980) described a husband and wife simply arising on the
first day of their marriage and going about their culturally pre-
scribed duties, experiencing very little need for talk to decide who
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would do what tasks. One can hardly imagine this occurring between
roommates. Because somewhat more communication may be necessary in
forming a roommate relationship, roommate relationships may be a par-
ticularly good place to observe the role communication plays in relation-
ship formation.

A second rather scholarly reason for selecting roommate relation-
ships is that they do not seem to be expected to necessarily be very
intimate. Knapp, Ellis, and Williams (1980) found that respondents
rated the relational term "roommate" as only slightly above the mid-
point in intimacy. "Roommate" ranked thirty-seventh in intimacy rat-
ings of 62 relational terms which ranged from "husband" and "wife" to
"acquaintance" and "employer." As noted earlier, a number of authors
have dealt with relationship formation as a process of moving toward
greater intimacy (Knapp, 1978). Yet, many relationships never become
particularly intimate (Miller & Steinberg, 1975). What qualitative
or quantitative differences would be seen in the formation of noninti-
mate relationships compared to intimate ones? Are relationships which
are not moving toward greater intimacy stagnating as Knapp (1978) pro-
posed? Can nonintimate relationships be satisfying? It would seem
that more light could be shed on these issues by examining relationships
which may become intimate, but are not necessarily expected to be either
intimate or nonintimate, than by relationships which are usually ex-
pected to become intimate but fail, sometimes, to do so, as in the
latter the questions of violations of expectations and non-normative
behavior may obscure the issues. Roommate relationships may be either

fairly intimate or rather distant and uninvolving, apparently without
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any violation of social norms. Heath (1968) reported roommate relation-
ships of both kinds. He found that roommate relationships may be a ma-
turing or immaturing influence. Zillman and Stocking (1976) used a
manipulation in which the stimulus people portrayed their roommates
either as friends or enemies. If both relatively intimate and rela-
tively nonintimate relationships can be found in the sample of room-
mates, it would be very advantageous, since differences in the intimacy
of the relationships would not be confounded with differences in type
of relationship as would be the case in comparing (intimate) spouses
to (nonintimate) friends or co-workers.

Third, roommates are under relatively strong pressure to relate
to each other by virtue of the fact that they must share relatively
small living quarters. This is a situation in which attempts to not
communicate are likely to be taken as meaningful; in which, for example,
"not saying anything" can be quickly translated into "pointedly ignor-
ing." This pressure to relate creates a situation in which a research-
er is more likely to find a wide range of different interaction pat-
terns and communicative behaviors than in relationships 1ike friend-
ships. College students, as well as adults in employment or family
work settings, usually have to make deliberate efforts to see their
friends. When friction occurs that effort may simply not be made, at
least for a while. This decreases frequency of interpersonal conflict
or problem-solving in friendships, as the need for them is avoided.
Studying roommate relationships provides a greater opportunity to ob-
serve how relational problems are solved and conflicts resolved.

Finally, like other types of peer relationships, roomate relation-

ships seem to have the potential for significant impact on people's
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lives. College roommates are frequently noted as being an important
part of the college experience (Heath, 1968; Madison, 1969; Newcomb &
Wilson, 1966, Newcomb & Feldman, 1969; Williams & Reilley, 1972). Pro-
spective students are advised that roommates may be important (Barclay,
Crano, Thornton, & Werner, 1971), but are not given concrete advice on
how to have positive roommate relationships. Roommates are also found
in other institutional settings besides college dormitories, and obser-
vations of college roommates should apply fairly readily to these other
roommate situations. In addition, as housing costs rise relative to
income and the number of single childless adults increases, it may be-
come more common for adults who are not initially relatives, close
friends, or lovers to share apartments or houses. While adult room-
mates probably differ from college student roommates in some respects,
limiting the applicability of these observations, they can still shed
some light on the possible dynamics of adult roommate relationships.
The practical reasons for selecting roommate relationships concern
the ease of defining and studying them. Unlike "friend" or "acquaint-
ance" (Block, 1980; Reisman, 1979) there are few ambiguities or shades
of meaning in the term "roommate." Because of this, and because the
definition uses observable criteria, it is easy to operationalize as
well. Also, an investigator can identify roommate relationships at
or close to their beginning, while friendships and romantic relation-
ships generally cannot be identified until they have existed for some
time. Roommate relationships are common on college campuses. It may
be easier to get participants willing to report on roommate relation-
ships than on, for instance, romantic relationships, because the joint

activities of first-time college roommates are unlikely to include the
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sort of sexual or financial activities that most people consider
strictly private. Roommate relationships, while very immediate and in-
volving, do not represent a long-term commitment or self-defining per-
sonal choice as do marriages and some friendships and romantic relation-
ships. Changing roommates is usually not strongly stigmatized. There-
fore it seems likely that more accurate participant observations would
be obtained of roommate relationships because the participant observers
would be less strongly motivated to provide a cognitive defense for
their decisions, save face, or report behavior consistent with cultural
role prescriptions for their relationships.

In summary, roommate relationships were selected from among the
various types of peer relationships because they have characteristics
which make them easy to study and because their relative lack of strong
socially prescribed roles makes them interesting to study. They are
not unique in lacking strong social role prescriptions as co-worker
relationships also have relatively weak role prescriptions and role
prescriptions for friendships are fairly vague and sometimes contradic-
tory (Block, 1980). Thus it is expected that the results of this study
could be fairly readily generalized to nonfomantic same-sex peer re-
lationships and generalizable with rather more caution to other types
of peer relationships. Some components of the relationship formation
process observed in roommate relationships will be common to the for-
mation of all relationships, but until the process has been studied
in a variety of relationships it will be difficult to say which ones.

Research on roommates has most commonly concerned roommate compati-

bility (Gehring, 1970; Lozier, 1970; Nudd, 1965; Pace, 1970; Pierce,
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1970; Roby, Zelin, & Chechile, 1977; Scheidt & Smith, 1974; Scheidt &
Smith, 1976; Schuh & Ondre, 1977). The educational effects of room-
mates on each other (DeCoster, 1968; Hall & Willerman, 1963) and means
of dealing with roommate conflict have also been studied (Miller &
Zoradi, 1977; Phelen & Heick, 1977). Williams and Reilly (1972) pro-
vide an extensive review of the studies on roommate compatibility and
educational effects, reaching these conclusions:

1. Roommates who are also enrolled in the same course will
achieve higher grades than roommates who are not so en-
rolled.

2. Roommates matched on certain apparently significant
variables are no more likely to be compatible than
roommates assigned at random.

3. Roommates who are very much dissatisfied with one an-
other will experience less academic success than other
roommates.

4. Room assignments based on academic classification or
major course of study have no influence on grades of
students.

5. Room assignments based on academic classification pos-
sibly increase scholarly orientation of students but
probably do not influence other attitude or personality
scores significantly.

(Williams & Reilly, 1972, p. 408)

Several more recent studies have also focused on roommate compati-

bility. Scheidt and Smith (1974, 1976) found birth order compatibility
to be a significant factor in roommate compatibility. This finding was
refuted by Schuh and Ondre (1977) who criticized Scheidt and Smith's
(1974, 1976) analysis and found no significant difference in compati-
bility between roommates matched for compatible versus conflicting
birth orders. Although not significant, the difference was in the di-
rection of greater compatibility among roommates matched for conflict-

ing birth orders. Roby, Zelin, and Chechile (1977) achieved a
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significant level of success in matching roommates based on their own
expressed preferences on a number of key issues using a computerized
optimization technique. Unfortunately, Roby, Zelin, and Chechile (1977)
do not report what key issues were used in eliciting the preference
statements. Wetzel, Schwartz, and Vasu (1979) compared the predictive
power of three hypotheses about roommate compatibility, the similarity
hypothesis, that similar roonmates are more mutually attractive, the
social desirability hypothesis, that roommates having socially-desirable
characteristics are more attractive, and the ideal hypothesis, that
roonmates who more closely resemble each other's ideal roommate are
more mutually attractive. The predictive power of the similarity
hypothesis received moderate support, that of the social desirability
hypothesis little support, and that of the ideal hypothesis strong sup-
port. Wetzel, Schwartz and Vasu (1979) note that their findings may
have limited practical application since roommates' self-perceptions
frequently were quite different from their roommates' perceptions of
them, which would limit effective matching of roommates. The authors
did not provide any information about the characteristics of respond-
ents' ideal roommates. Walts (1982) found that roommates who differed
in their tendency to be active in the morning rated their relationships
more negatively than tnose similar in morning activeness.

Roommates have been involved in a number of studies of interper-
sonal conflict. Miller and Zoradi (1977) and Phelen and Heick (1977)
described programs used by residence hall staff to help roommates deal
constructively with interpersonal conflict. The programs were apparent-
ly somewhat successful, but the authors provide no information about

the nature or causes of conflict in roommate relationships. Wheaton
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(1974) used roommate dyads in his study of principled versus communal
conflict. Wheaton defined principled conflict as conflict over princi-
ples, basic laws or ethical standards. In principled conflict the
partners disagree "in principle," that is, they have different stand-
ards. Comrunal conflict was defined as conflict which assumes adher-
ence to the same basic principles. In communal conflict partners dis-
agree about what action is most consistent with the principle, or best
attains its goals. He found that principled conflict did have a de-
structive effect on cohesiveness while communal conflict had a positive
influence. However, Wheaton (1974) did not discuss the issues, causes,
or frequency of conflict.

Perception of crowding and problems caused by crowding has also
been studied among roommate relationships (Baum, Shapiro, Murray, &
Wideman, 1979; Glassman, Burkhart, Grant, & Vallery, 1978; Gormley &
Aiello, 1982; Riddy, Baum, Fleming, & Aiello, 1981; Walden, Nelson, &
Smith, 1981). These studies compared roommates in overpopulated rooms
to those in regular-density rooms, e. g. three roommates in a double
room compared to two roommates in a double room. Several factors be-
sides density were found to mediate perception of crowding. More posi-
tive relationships among roommates seemed to inhibit perception of
crowding (Gormley & Aiello, 1982). Coalition formation between room-
mates which left a roommate isolate was associated with decreased per-
ceptions of crowding among coalition members and increased perception
of crowding among isolates (Baum, Shapiro, iurray, & Wideman, 1979;
Riddy, Baum, Fleming, & Aiello, 1981). Violation of students' expecta-

tions of density decreased students' satisfaction with their living
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arrangements (Glassman, Burkhart, Grant, & Vallery, 1978). Finally,
sex differences in perceptions of crowding and reactions to high-density
conditions, with men having more negative reactions to high density than
women, were found in one study (Walden, Nelson, & Smith, 1981).

Self-disclosure has also been studied in roommate relationships.
Taylor (1968) used roommate dyads in his study of self-disclosure over
time in high revealer and low revealer dyads. He found that self-
disclosure increased over time with high revealer dyads consistently
self-disclosing more. There was a trend toward a widening gap between
high-revealer and low-revealer dyads at greater levels of intimacy.
Broder (1982) obtained high correlations between female roommates'
reports of liking and both their own and their roommates' reports of
self-disclosures. The correlations were stable across measurements
taken at 2 days, 2 weeks, and 13 weeks after the start of the roommate
relationships. Neither researcher provided any information about the
content of the roommates' conversations or activities. Altland and
Kaplan (1983) describe a board game designed to enhance roommate re-
lationships by inducing increased self-disclosure, but do not discuss
the issues of self-disclosure supposed to be of importance for roommate
relationships or any other particulars, or present any tests of the
game.

Two recent studies dealt with roommates' interaction. Although
not directly measured, roommates' interaction was proposed as a cause
of Wolff and Desiderato's (1980) finding that roommates of students
participating in an assertiveness training program had higher asser-
tiveness scores than roommates of students participating in a discussion

group or in the control group. Berg (1984) examined relationships
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among liking and satisfaction, self-disclosure, similarity, and social
exchange in roommate relationships at 2 weeks' duration and again ap-
proximately 6 weeks later. He found that those who had decided not to
room together the next year by the time the spring data were collected
showed different overtime patterns than those who had decided to room
together next year and those who were undecided. Those not planning

to room together next year reported decreases in liking for their room-
mates while the other two groups' reports showed no change. They also
reported decreases in help given them by their roommates while the
other two groups reported increases. Those who decided not to live to-
gether the following year rated their current living arrangements less
favorably compared to other available alternatives than did those who
had decided to room together the following year or those who were un-
decided. They also saw themselves as more dissimilar to their room-
mates than did the other two groups. There were no differences among
decision groups in perceptions of equity. Those who had decided not to
room together next year reported less satisfaction than the other two
decision groups in the fall as well as in the spring. Men evaluated
their living arrangements compared to available alternatives less
favorably in the spring than in the fall while womens' ratings showed
little change. Men also rated their relationships as less equitable
than did women and reported fewer instances of being helped by their
roommates than women. Regardless of sex or decision group, roommates
reported lower levels of satisfaction in the spring than in the fall,
greater 1iklihood of receiving the kind of help from their roommates

than the most desired, and slightly less equity in their relationships.
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Regression analysis suggested that the degree to which roommates are
rewarded by their partners and their ratings of their relationships com-
pared to available alternatives will be,over time, the best predictors
of 1iking and satisfaction. Although these are certainly valuable find-
ings, they do not provide any information about the nature of inter-
action between roommates. Thus, although a number of studies on room-
mates have been conducted it seems that a descriptive study of communi-

cation between roommates could still contribute new information.

Research Questions

In keeping with the exploratory nature of this study, research
questions were formulated rather than hypotheses. More specifically,
the following questions were investigated:

1. How much time do roommates spend talking to each other?

2. What are the proportions of casual, serious, and relational
coomunication in roommates' interaction?

3. What (topics) do roommates talk about?

4. What over-time patterns can be seen in the time roommates
spend interacting, the frequency of serious and relational
discussions, and the number and kind of topics discussed?

5. What over-time patterns can be seen in ratings of satis-
faction with casual, serious, and relational discussions
and with the overall relationship?

6. How do previously acquainted roommates' communication pat-
terns and satisfaction ratings differ from those of pre-
viously unacquainted roommates?

7. How do the communication patterns over time and the satis-
faction ratings of high-involvement relationships differ
from those of low-involvement relationships?

8. How do the communication patterns of relatively satisfac-
tory relationships differ from those of relatively unsat-
jsfactory relationships?






CHAPTER II
METHODS

Variables

Since descriptive information about communication in roormate re-
lationships is very limited, the variables selected were quite basic
and relatively concrete. Several of them: time spent interacting,
topic, and previous acquaintance, require no formal conceptual defini-
tion. Three interaction categories or types were used in the study:
casual conversations, serious discussions about nonrelationship issues,
and discussions about relationship issues. Casual conversations were
defined as not-serious interactions, usually short in duration, light
in tone, including chit-chat, joking around, "bull sessions," light
conversation, and so on. Serious discussions about nonrelationship
issues were defined as conversations with a serious tone, including
conversations about serious issues or about personally important deci-
sions, except for conversations about relationship issues. Discussions
about relationship issues were defined as any conversations, regardless
of tone, about the relationship, about joint activities, or joint plans,
or any relational conflict. Since the term intimacy is already afflict-
ed with many disparate definitions, many of which are inappropriate for
a study of roommates, involvement was selected as a parallel concept.
Involvement was defined as the degree to which the roommates share ac-
tivities other than those necessary to maintain their quarters and have

serious discussions. Conceptually, the sort of relational discussion
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in which the relational partners comment positively on their relation-
ship is also related to involvement. This type of conversation may
occur too infrequently in the current sample to be used as a part of
the operationalization of involvement. In the context of this study,

a satisfactory relationship was defined as one consistently given re-
latively high satisfaction ratings by one member of the dyad. Naturally,
some of the relationships given high satisfaction ratings by one member
of the dyad may be much less satisfactory to his or her roommate. Nudd
(1965) found differences in roommates' perceptions of behavior in the
relationships. Ideally a bilateral definition of satisfaction would
provide greater precision. The unilateral definition was adequate for
this study, however, since satisfaction was measured using only 3
ordinal levels. Although Nudd (1965) found differences in perception,
he reported no cases in which one roommate was satisfied with the re-

lationship while the other was dissatisfied.

Data Collection

The data were collected in the context of a special-topics class
on interpersonal communication held at Michigan State University in fall
1980. The students in the class acted as participant observers of their
relationships with their roommates. Fifteen students, 12 women and 3
men were enrolled. Two of the women were roommates of each other. All
were first-time roommates but six dyads were previously acquainted.
Demographic characteristics of students and their roommates are given
in Table 1. Unenrolled roommates of those enrolled in the class were
provided an explanation of the project via a letter which assured them

that they would not be in any way deceived or manipulated, that they
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of both participant observers and
their roommates (n=13 dyads) at Michigan State University, fall quarter,
1980.

Characteristic

=

21+

Class level
Freshman 1
Sophomore
Junior
Senior

Majors
Communication
Business areas
No preference
Political Science
Telecommunication
Advertising
Medical arts

Hometown
Detroit metro area 1
Michigan small city
Michigan college town
East Coast
Chicago suburbs
Pacific Coast

Family background
Professional
Entrepreneurial
White-collar
Blue-collar
Unknown

Religion
Protestant 1
Catholic
Jewish
None
Unknown
Catholic-Protestant

Political preference
Independent/None 1
Democrat
Republican
Unknown
Liberal
Conservative
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would remain anonymous, and that the data would be kept strictly confi-
dential. A1l of the unenrolled roommates gave their consent to their
roommates' participation in the study. Unenrolled roommates were asked
to fill out some questionnaires on a voluntary basis during the term.
If they did so, they received either a small sum of money or extra
credit in an introductory communication course as compensation.

On the positive side, using a classroom setting for data collec-
tion made possible training of the students as observers by defining
terms, stressing objectivity, and providing feedback. In addition, the
biweekly meetings allowed establishment of rapport between the partici-
pant observers and the experimenter which could forestall biased report-
ing due to lack of participant trust in the experimenter. Certain as-
pects of the course were designed to enhance the development of rapport.
For instance, all assignments were graded only as complete or incomplete,
and class grades were calculated based on the percentage of assignments
completed. Students usually had the opportunity to complete assign-
ments initially submitted in incomplete form. By minimizing the in-
structor's judgment in grading, the potential barrier to rapport of
student resentment of instructor judgment was also minimized. The
instructor/experimenter also attempted to behave toward the students/
observers in a consistently friendly and trustworthy manner while avoid-
ing any behavior that might influence their attitudes or behavior toward
their roommates. Advice or any kind of commentary specific to any of
the students' relationships with their roommates was strictly avoided.

A negative aspect of the class setting is the increased potential
for reactivity. Since the students were studying interpersonal communi-

cation they should have been applying some of the concepts learned in
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the course to their relationships. The crucial question is whether
these applications would have had much influence on the events the stu-
dents were observing or whether their main influence would have been on
the students' observation and reporting. Some influence on observation
and reporting were desired, notably use of shared terms and heightened
awareness of communication. There may have been some reactive effects
on the relationships, but it is not possible that these could have cre-
ated biases in the direction of hypotheses because there were none.

It seems likely that the students' habitual patterns of interpersonal
behavior were mostly resistant to change, however, care must be taken
in making generalizations from these data.

The main data of the study are the observations made by the par-
ticipants of their relationships with their roommates. These were
recorded daily on log sheets. One reason for daily recording was that,
with no solid information on how volatile these relationships might be,
but suspecting that they would be susceptible to rapid change due to
their newness and the age of the participants, it seemed best to choose
the most frequent interval practical under the circumstances. Other
reasons for daily recording were to minimize the potentially biasing
effects of forgetting details of the observations by relatively fre-
quent recording and to facilitate consistency of recording. Partici-
pants were encouraged to record their observations at the same time
each day to make it part of their daily routines. In this way, skip-
ping days would be less likely, and each recording would cover the same
amount of time. Daily recording also minimized the effects of gener-

alizing, since the time period is short and well-defined.



26

The daily log sheets consisted of five sections, on the total re-
lationship, casual conversations, serious discussions on nonrelationship
issues, discussions about relationship issues, and external factors.
Each of the first four sections included a rating of the participant ob-
server's feelings about the relationship or communication recorded on a
set of four semantic-differential items, good-bad, tense-relaxed, happy-
sad, and unsatisfied-satisfied. In the section on the total relation-
ship, observers estimated the amount of waking time spent in the room-
mate's presence in hours and minutes, excluding times when communication
was impossible, for example, during a lecture class when the roommates
are seated apart. Observers also described efforts by the roommates to
be together or apart if any.

The three communication categories were defined for the observers
and examples were categorized in class. Casual conversations were de-
fined as non-serious interactions, usually short, light in tone, includ-
ing chit-chat, small talk, joking around, "bull sessions," 1light con-
versations, and so on. Serious discussions about nonrelationship issues
were defined as conversations with a serious tone, including conversa-
tions about serious issues, or about decisions you have to make that
matter to you, except for conversations about relationship issues.
Discussions about relationship issues were defined as any conversation
regardless of tone about the relationship, about joint activities, or
joint plans, or any relationship conflict.

For casual conversations and serious discussions about nonrelation-
ship issues observers stated how many conversations, estimated the
total amount of time spent in these conversations, and listed the top-

ics that were discussed. For relational discussions observers
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described each interaction, including its topic, length, and whether
they saw it as a conflict.

In the fifth section observers noted any factors outside the re-
lationship that they thought were likely to affect the relationship.
Examples given to the students were a big cluster of mid-terms coming
up, a new involvement or breakup with a boyfriend or girlfriend, or a
new part-time job. Finally, observers recorded any other observations
or comments they had about the relationship or relational communication
that day. Observers were encouraged to feel responsible and autonomous
with regard to their role as observers, so any observations beyond what
the log sheets specifically solicited were welcomed.

Basic and concrete variables were selected for this exploratory
study. An additional consideration in the selection of variables was
the kind of observations the participants could reasonably be expected
to record and the type of observations participants are best able to
provide. Some of the variables, time estimates and conversation topics,
are familiar and rather concrete concepts. This should minimize the
potential for bias compared to concepts which are more abstract, less
familiar, or require more judgment, such as power or empathy. These
are also aspects of communication that participants are likely to pay
some attention to normally, unlike microfeatures of interaction such
as turn-taking behavior. It seems that participants would have less
difficulty remembering accurately something that is normally attended
to than something that normally receives little attention. Also, it
seems less likely to distort the communication process to pay more
attention to something normally attended to than to try to pay atten-

tion to aspects of communication which are not normally paid much
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conscious attention as separate items. Communicators' feelings about
their relationships and relational communication are main determinants
of their future interaction and relationship. This information can only
be obtained from the relational participants. Therefore, in order to
make the best use of relational participants as observers, it seemed
best to solicit ratings of their feelings about their relationships
and interaction. The only difficulty that relational participants are
likely to have in making these ratings is in making independent ratings
of the total relationship and each of the three communication types.
For this reason, correlations between these measures on a daily basis
will not be calculated.

Besides the selection of variables, two procedures should help
minimize bias and error in reporting. The first, daily recording, has
already been discussed. The second is that the observers knew in ad-
vance what observations they would be recording. Except in a percep-
tion or unaided memory study, no researcher would send observers into
the field without explaining exactly what behaviors they were to ob-
serve. Yet relational participants are often asked about their inter-
action only on a post-hoc basis. It is not surprising that in many
cases they never paid attention to or did not recall the interaction
aspects of interest to the researchers. Advance knowledge of the vari-
ables of interest should facilitate recall. Note-taking during the day
was also an option open to the participant observers although they were
warned not to do so during interactions with their roommates.

After examining the topics listed by the participants for nonre-

lational conversations two topic category schemes were devised. The
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first is a fairly exhaustive descriptive category scheme. It was de-

signed to provide a fairly detailed descriptive information on what

roommate pairs talked about. Here are the categories and definitions.

Descriptive Content Categories for Topics

1.

Food: food, specific food items, nonalcoholic beverages, hunger,
or food preferences, except where mentioned in connection with a
reducing diet.

Drink: alcohol, booze, drinks, drinking, or specific alcoholic
beverages.

Drugs: drugs, specific drugs, or drug-taking (besides alcohol)
except where specified as a medicine for a health problem.

Clothing/style: clothing, clothes or specific clothing items,

hairstyles, or other grooming or cosmetic styles, or jewelry.
Music: music, musical styles, musicians, radio stations, concerts,
records, etc., except where music is referred to as an academic
subject or as an activity in which a member of the dyad is an
active participant.

Drama: television entertainment (not television sets), movies,

or plays.

Print: magazines, newspapers, or books, except those described as
textbooks or other assigned readings or research for a class.

Spectator Sports: spectator sports, such as college football,

sports teams to which neither of the pair belongs, and sporting
events. Also, just "sports" or specific sports popular as specta-
tor sports such as football, baseball, basketball, etc. will be

included in this catefory unless there is an indication that one



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.
15.
16.

17.

18.
19.
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of the dyad is a participant.

Participant Sports: games or specific games, sports in which at

least one of the pair participates, athletic activities such as
running, and specific sports such as skiing which are not major
spectator sports unless there is indication to the contrary, e.g.
"Olympic Ski Team."

Travel: traveling, trips (other than home), means of traveling,
or places to travel.

Politics: state, federal, or local politics, politicians, politi-
cal events or events with political impact, not including dorm or
campus politics.

Sex: sex or sexual activities. Topic description must be quite
clear that sex was the topic: "what my girlfriend and I did

last night" is not a clear enough indication.

Religion: religion, faith, religious issues, moral or ethical
issues, church, church-going, or other religious activities or
observances. Does not include Thanksgiving or Christmas as these
are often used as catchall terms for the vacation periods.
Campus: characteristics of the campus or campus eventé.

Weather: local weather.

Dorm: characteristics of the dorm (outside the room), dorm
events or dorm activities.

Academics: classes, academic subjects, studying, textbooks and
assignments, professors or instructors, etc.

Home: home, hometowns, high school, home life, etc.

Financial: money or other financial topics, except where dis-

cussed as a political issue, e.g. fiscal policy, taxes, etc.
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21.

22.

23.

24.
25.

26.
27.

28.

29.

30.
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Health/Sickness: illness, treatment, feelings of sickness or

wellness, or explicitly health-related practices such as taking
vitamins.

Weight control: weight, reducing diets, effects of diet on weight,

exercise per se, or other items pertaining to weight control.
Jobs: current part-time employment, work, jobs, or prospects for
vacation-time employment. Does not include potential post-
graduation employment.

Careers: careers, occupations, or prospective post-graduation
employment. If there is ambiguity between a topic such as
"engineering" dealing with a career or an academic subject, it
will be coded as an academic subject.

External Messages: mail, letters, phone calls, or calls.

Opposite Sex: '"girls" by males or "guys" by females, dates,

"scopes," boyfriends, girifriends, etc.
Family: family or family members identified by relational title.

Third Roommate: a person who shares the room or apartment with

the dyad.
Friends: friends, people identified as friends of one member of
the dyad.

Shared Friends: our friends, mutual friends, people identified

as friends of both members of the dyad, suitemates, or dorm
neighbors.

People in General: abstract discussion of kinds or characteris-

tics of people which does not seem to refer to specific individ-

uals.
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32.
33.

34.

35.

36.
37.

38.
39.

40.
41.

42.
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Events in the Personal Sphere: birthdays, holidays, invitations,

and so on, except when the discussion focuses on making plans.

Activities While Separated: sharing events of day, weekend, or

other period of separation.

Shared Activities: events or activities in which both roommates

participated or will participate.

Plans/Scheduling: co-ordination of the pair's plans or schedules,

except for planning something to do in the room or other mutual
activities.

Room Management: room decorating or things for the room, activi-

ties needed to maintain the "roomhold" or joint room activities
such as hosting a party in the room.

Play: conversations described as small talk with no topic indi-
cated, jokes, horsing around, etc.

Other Objects: any animal or thing not included in previous

categories.

Other People: any person not included in previous categories.

Other Activities: any activities not included in previous cate-

gories.

Miscellaneous: any topic not included in previous categories.

Relationship Itself: our relationship, getting along, rooming

together, and any other comments on the nature of their relation-
ship.

Self: myself, him or herself, personal problems, personal experi-
ences, feelings, or other conversation about members of the dyad

as individuals.
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43. News Events: state, national, or world news events which are

not political, or any news event not specified as campus news.
44. Exchange: loans, gifts, trades, or any conversation concerning

transfer of something of value between the relational partners.

The second category scheme was designed for the purpose of compar-
ing the kinds of topics discussed by different roommate pairs. In this
scheme 43 of the categoriés from the descriptive category scheme are
grouped into four larger categories. The first category, External,
includes topics which are essentially external to the relationship,
activities or events in which neither roommate participates; both are
essentially spectators. The categories included are: music, drama,
print, spectator sports, politics, campus, weather, dorm, people in
general, news events, and other objects. The second category, Personal,
includes topics which concern one or both of the roommates as individ-
uals. Although each may be concerned, the issue is essentially indi-
vidual. For example, each roommate might be concerned with getting
good grades, but it is not their concern as a pair. Also included
are activities in which one or both participate. The personal category
includes the descriptive content categories, clothing/style, partici-
pant sports, travel, sex, religion, home, food, drink, drugs, academics,
financial, health/sickness, weight control, jobs, careers, external
messages, opposite sex, family, events in the personal sphere, activi-
ties while separated, friends, self, other activities and other people.
The third category concerns shared experience and is called the Shared
category. Included are: third roommate, shared activities, play, and

shared friends. The fourth category of topics is Relational Management
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and includes conversations in which the roommates discuss managing
their shared resources, including time and space. The topic categories

included are plans/scheduling, room management, the relationship itself,

and exchange.



CHAPTER III
RESULTS

Preliminary Analyses

A preliminary analysis was conducted to determine whether the par-
ticipant observers used the semantic differential rating items (good-
bad, relaxed-tense, happy-sad, satisfied-unsatisfied) on the log sheets
independently or as a single scale. A Cronbach's Alpha reliability co-
efficient was calculated for the four items each participant observer
used in rating his or her total relationship over the entire quarter.
Reliabilities ranged from .52 to .75 with a mean of .70 and standard
deviation of .064. Only one reliability was less than .60. Interitem
correlations for this low-reliability case were calculated and examined,
but showed no evidence of clustering or grouping among the items. Even
for the lowest-reliability case, interitem correlations ranged from .30
to .68, which are too high to be considered independent ratings. There-
fore analyses of the satisfaction ratings used scores created by sum-
ming the four items. These scores had a range of 4 to 28, with a mid-
point of 16.

The raw data were examined for evidence of naturally occurring
divisions into periods. The only such division observed was Thanks-
giving Break. A1l of the dyads were separated during this time, most
of them for 3 to 4 days.

A tendency toward a weekly cycle, or at least differences between

weekdays and weekend days, was observed in many of the dyads. Four of

35
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the dyads were separated every or almost every weekend, and most of the
rest had some weekend separations. When both members of a dyad stayed
on campus, they frequently spent much more time together and time inter-
acting than on weekdays. For this reason, weeks was chosen as a unit
of time for analyzing frequency of serious and relational conversations.
Weeks as used here begin on Thursday and end on Wednesday except for
the week following Thanksgiving Break, which begins on Monday and ends
on Sunday.

Larger time periods were defined for the purpose of making statis-
tical comparisons of the value of communication and satisfaction meas-
ures over time. Since there was evidence of differences between dif-
ferent days of the week it was desirable to have each category include
the same numbers of each day of the week. Also, Thanksgiving Break
needed to be considered. Four time periods were defined, the first,
second, and third 3-week periods of the term, ending at the beginning
of Thanksgiving Break, and a 1-week period following Thanksgiving Break.
Thus Period 1 is days 1 through 21, Period 2 is days 22 through 42,
Period 3 is days 43 through 63, and Period 4 is the first 7 days that
this dyad was together following Thanksgiving Break. Period 4 is
worthy of separate consideration not only because of the discontinuity
created by Thanksgiving but also because it was the last week of the
quarter. Students' schedules and activities at this time may differ
quite a bit from their usual habits as they prepare and submit term
papers and prepare for final exams. Students may also experience
heightened stress and anxiety at this time, which could easily effect

their communication with their roommates. Since the majority of the
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student participants were new to the university and about half were
freshmen, they may have been particularly prone to anxiety about the
outcome of their classes. These factors could cause communication in
this period to be atypical, indicating that it should be examined sepa-
rately rather than included with a unit beginning before Thanksgiving
Break.

Addressing the Research Questions

The overall approach of this study was exploratory, to observe and
describe relational phenomena in a relatively natural setting and iden-
tify aspects of the relationships worthy of further study. In keeping
with this goal and approach, exploratory techniques were used, individ-
ual cases were examined in detail, and statistical tests were conducted
at a lower alpha level than is standard for hypothesis testing.

The main exploratory technique used was a graphing procedure pre-
sented by Tukey (1977) as "smoothing a sequence." The object of this
procedure is to show the overall shape or form of sequential data, espe-
cially when there are no a priori grounds for expecting it to have a
particular shape. The basis of the procedure is taking running medians,
that is, the median of data, 1, 2, and 3, then data 2, 3, and 4, then
data 3, 4, and 5 and so on. Each median becomes the smoothed-sequence
value for the middle position of the data sequence from which it was
taken. For example, the median of data 1, 2, and 3 becomes value 2 of
the smoothed sequence, the median of data 2, 3, and 4 becomes value 3
of the smoothed sequence and so on. This basic process, along with
procedures for dealing with end values and small peaks and valleys, is

repeated until there is no change from further smoothing. An
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investigator may choose to leave some values unsmoothed or partially
smoothed if there is reason to attach particular significance to those
values, as might be the case if the values were associated with highly
out-of-the-ordinary events. Each such analysis is based on a series
of graphs and calculations, but only the original raw data graph and
the final smooth graph will be presented.

Individua] cases were examined in some detail for this study be-
cause whenever more than one main over-time pattern existed, examining
only the whole group would be likely to obscure all the patterning.

The sequential graphing technique used also provides the clearest illus-
tration of one case at a time; when several cases are graphed on the
same axes the picture is much more obscure. (Other techniques are

more suitable for groups, but they work best with groups large enough

to provide relatively stable medians. This was not true for the groups
identified in this study, the largest of which included 4 cases).
Therefore, individual graphs are presented for each analysis, along
with selected group graphs.

In examining the research questions statistical analyses were used
to test for differences across time periods and between groups of dyads
formed on the basis of differences in previous acquaintance, involve-
ment, and satisfaction. These tests were intended to be only initial
assays of relationships between pairs of variables but their use will
help make the research more comprehensible and provide a criterion of
the strength of associations observed among variables.

Nonparametric techniques were used in these analyses because the

distribution of these variables in the population is unknown. The
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current sample was too small to provide much information about the shape
of the population distribution, and the literature does not provide any
either. The sample was also too small for any asymptotic assumptions

to apply. Under these circumstances the assumptions of normality and
homoskedasticity were not reasonable.

The nonparametric tests used had asymptotic relative efficiencies
of 86.4% of the power of the analogous parametric test to 95.5% of the
power of the analogous parametric test (Seigel, 1956). Since this
sample was relatively small, actual power would be lower. To partially
compensate for the lower power of the nonparametric tests, alpha was
set at .10. In this exploratory situation, in which the goal is to
identify any relationships of interest among the variables, it seemed
that the consequences of Type II error would be more regrettable than
those of Type I error. Detecting a weak or idiosyncratic relationship
which would be subsequently refuted by other research did not seem as
bad as failing to detect potentially important relationships. However,
those tests which are significant at the conventional alpha level of
.05 have been identified.

Research Question 1: How much time do roommates spend talking to each
other?

Time Interacting (TI) was the daily sum of the time participant

observers reported spending in casual conversations, serious discussions,

and relational discussions. Time Together (TT) was the daily amount of

waking time participant observers reported being with their roommates

when interaction was possible. Time Interacting as a Fraction of Time

Together (TI/TT) was the daily quotient of time interacting divided by

time together. The overall mean for time interacting was 1.91 hours
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per day, with a standard deviation of means of 1.74. The range of this
variable across relationships was considerable, from a dyad mean of
.111 hours per day to 5.11 hours per day. Time interacting as a frac-
tion of time together had an overall mean of .448 and a standard devia-
tion of means of .194, ranging from a dyad mean of .053 to a dyad mean
of .714.

Research Question 2: What are the proportions of casual, serious and

relational communication in roommates' inter-
action?
Participant observers' reports of time spent in casual, serious,
and relational conversations each day were divided by time interacting

for the same day to form the variables Time spent in Casual Conversation

as a Fraction of Time Interacting (TC/TI), Time spent in Serious Dis-

cussions as a Fraction of Time Interacting (TS/TI), and Time spent in

Relational Discussion as a Fraction of Time Interacting (TR/TI). The

daily quotients were used in calculating the means found in Table 2.
Casual conversation clearly dominates roommates' interaction, taking

up about two-thirds of the time spent interacting. Serious and rela-
tional discussions each occupy a little under one sixth of the time
spent in interaction. The amount of time roommates spend in relational
interaction varies the least between relationships while time spent in
casual conversation varies the most. It follows that most of the vari-
ation in time interacting is due to differences in the time spent in
casual conversations.

Research Question 3: What do roommates talk about?

Topics listed by the participant observers on their daily log

sheet were both coded by descriptive content categories and checked
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Table 2. Grand means and standard deviations of means of variables of
communication between roommate dyads at Michigan State University, fall
quarter, 1980.

Variable n M Sb

Time Casual 13 1.40 1.63
(hours)

Time Serious 13 .311 .316
(hours)

Time Relational 11 172 .135
(hours)

Time Interacting 12 1.91 1.74
(hours)

Time Casual 12 .678 .233

Time Interacting

Time Serious 12 .176 .179
Time Interacting

Time Relational 11 .124 .106
Time Interacting

by one rater. Totals for appropriate descriptive content categories
were summed to form comparison categories. Aggregate frequencies for
descriptive categories are given in Table 3. None of three most fre-
quent topics, academics, the opposite sex, and room management, is par-
ticularly surprising considering the nature of the participants. It
should be noted that conversations about academics include discussions
of events in classes, instructors, and commentary on assignments and
grades. Many of the conversations observed seem to concern these as-
pects of academic 1ife rather than the content of courses or scholarly
issues. The frequency of conversations about food, the fourth most
frequent topic, might be misleading without the information that many

of the conversations took place at meals, often dormitory cafeteria
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Table 3. Aggregate frequencies of descriptive topics of conversations
between roommates (n = 12 dyads) at Michigan State University, fall
quarter, 1980.

Topic n
Academics 507
Opposite sex 319
Room management 308
Food 266
Play 197
Self 174
Activities while separated 173
Shared activities 172
Events in the personal sphere 164
Music 160
Other objects 140
Friends 133
Family 132
Plans/scheduling 125
Health/sickness 114
Drama 112
Clothing/style 110
Spectator sports 100
Other people 96
Financial 93
Home 90
Other activities 90
External messages 90
Shared friends 83
Dorm 80
Exchange 79
Weight control 63
Politics 61
Relationship itself 60
Religion 56
Miscellaneous 55
Weather 51
Third roommate 45
Campus 42
Drink 40
Jobs 33
Participant sports 32
Print 28
News events 26
Sex 23
Travel 22
People in general 14
Drugs 10

Careers 4
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meals, a situation which normally elicits commentary on the food. The
low frequency categories are a little more surprising. All the discus-
sions on the topic of careers, the least frequent topic occurred in one
relationship in which one roommate was a senior. Drugs, the second
lowest topic, were discussed by about half the dyads, mostly only once.
It seems that the participants were not regular drug users, which is
not surprising because drug users would be unlikely to volunteer for a
study of this type in any case. Several of the conversations reported
indicated negative attitudes toward drug use. People in general was
the third-least frequent topic, but topics dealing with specific people
show up quite high on the 1ist. The rather low frequencies of politics
and news events are worth noting. The total for politics is probably
atypically high because this was the fall of a Presidential election
year, the first election in which many of the participants were able

to vote. ost of the political discussions concerned the Presidential
contest.

In order to provide a more general view of roommates' conversations,
some of the descriptive content categories were grouped forming several
somewhat broader categories. The new categories formed in this way
were: People, which consists of opposite sex, friends, family, other
people, shared friends, third roommate, and people in general categories,
Recreation, which consists of music, drama, spectator sports, partici-

pant sports, print, and travel categories, Personal Events/Activities,

which consists of activities while separated, shared activities, events
in the personal sphere, and external messages categories, News and

Public Affairs, which consists of news events and politics categories,




gor



44

Immediate Environment, which consists of dorm, campus, and weather cate-

gories, Coordination, which consists of plans-scheduling, room manage-

ment, and exchange categories, Alcohol/drugs, which consists of drink

and drugs, Employment, which consists of jobs and careers, and Self-
Image, which consists of self, clothing/style, and weight control cate-
gories. Several categories, academics, food, play, other objects,
health/sickness, financial, home, other activities, relationship itself,
religion, miscellaneous, and sex, were left ungrouped. Totals for these
categories are shown in Table 4. When these categories were used,
people became the most frequent topic of conversation followed by per-
sonal events/activities, academics, and coordination. The least fre-
quent topics were sex, employment, and alcohol/drugs.

The mean frequencies and standard deviations of the comparison
topic categories are shown in Table 5. Topics in the personal category,
that is, of individual interest or concern, were the most frequent by
a large margin. Comparatively little interest was shown in external
topics. Relational topics showed the least variation among relation-
ships.

Research Question 4: What over-time patterns can be seen in the time

roommates spend interacting, the frequency of
serious and relational discussions, and the
number and kind of topics discussed?

Time Spent Interacting. The graphs of the raw data and smoothed

sequences for time spent interacting over the entire term are shown in
Figure 1. Note that the small carats of the horizontal axis mark off

the four large time periods: this will be done for all the over-time

graphs. The scale on the vertical axes of these graphs varies from
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Table 4. Aggregate frequencies of grouped descriptive topics of conver-
sations between roommates (n = 12 dyads) at Michigan State University,
fall quarter, 1980.

Topics n
People 822
Personal Events/Activities 595
Academics 507
Coordination 512
Recreation 454
Self-Image 347
Food 266
Play 197
Immediate Environment 173
Other Objects 140
Health/Sickness 114
Financial 93
Home 90
Other Activities 90
News and Public Affairs 87
Relationship Itself 60
Religion 56
Miscellaneous 55
Alcohol/drugs 50
Employment 37
Sex 23

Table 5. Mean frequencies and standard deviations of comparison cate-
gories of topics discussed by roommates (n = 12 dyads) at Michigan State
University, fall gquarter, 1980.

Category Mean frequency SD
Personal 236.00 139.53
External . 68.83 48.43
Relational 47 .67 23.23

Shared 40.58 30.86




Figure 1. Daily interaction time (TI) by days of fall quarter, 1980
at Michigan State University for each of 12 dyads.
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dyad to dyad because of variation in the range of time spent interact-
ing. Six of the relationships show a generally descending pattern of
time interacting, two of which are concave. Four relationships show a
generally U-shaped pattern over time, while three are generally fluc-
tuating or multimodal. Sample means and standard deviations for time
spent interacting and time spent interacting as a fraction of time to-
gether for each of the four periods and over the entire quarter are
shown in Table 6.

Table 6. ieans and standard deviations of TI? and TI/TTb during four

perio?s of fall quarter, 1980 at Michigan State University. (n = 11
dyads

Period n M SD
TI*
15 188 2.66 2.46
2 198 2.10 2.77
3¢ 187 2.19 3.16
4 71 2.62 3.07
Entire quarter 644 2.35 2.84
T1/779
1 188 .530 .278
2 198 .483 .285
3 184 .479 .288
4 70 .567 .215
Entire quarter 640 .505 .278

411 is time dyads spent interacting each day (hours).
2TT is time dyads spent together each day (hours).
Weeks 1-3.

e eeks 4-6.

fweeks 7-9.

Post Thanksgiving.
iFriedman X2 = 2.33, df = 3, p>.1).

Friedman x7 = 50.890, df = 3, p<.001.
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The Friedman two-way analysis of variance by ranks was used to
test for differences between time periods. This test is a nonpara-
metric means of testing the null hypothesis of no differences under k
different treatments, conditions or times, and is analogous to a one-
way repeated-measures analysis of variance. Scores are ranked across
conditions--in this application across the four time periods--and within
subjects or matched groups--in this application the same relationships
measured in each period. A sum of ranks is computed for each condition.
These are used to calculate the test statistic, X:’ which is distributed
as chi-squared. The formula for xi is given by Siegal (1956). The
Friedman xi for differences in Time Interacting among the four time
periods was significant (Xﬁ = 50.89, df = 3, p<.001) but the xi for
Time Interacting as a fraction of Time Together was not (x; = 2.33,
df = 3, p>.1). The means show that Time Interacting decreased in peri-
ods 1 through 3 and increased from Period 3 to Period 4.

Frequency of Serious and Relational Discussions. Raw data and

smoothed-sequence graphs of frequencies of serious and relational dis-
cussions per week are shown in Figure 2. For serious discussions five
dyads show a generally descending pattern, four ascending, and four
nearly level. For relational discussions, eight of the relationships
show a generally descending pattern, two of which are concave. Four
relationships show a nearly level pattern of frequency of relational
discussion, one an ascending pattern and one an inverted U pattern.
Grouped graphs for the main patterns are shown in Figure 3.

Means and standard deviations of weekly mean frequency of serious

and relational discussions are reported in Table 7. The Friedman



Figure 2. Weekly frequency of serious discussions and relational dis-
cussions between roommates by weeks of fall quarter, 1980 at Michigan
State University for each of 13 dyads.
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Figure 2

Dyad 1:

Frequency 6

(days
occuring)

Dyad 1:

Frequency
(days
occuring)

Dyad 2:

Frequency
(days
occuring)

Dyad 2:

Frequency
(days
occuring)
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RAW DATA

Serious Discussions

4-
2- L) . . * o

3 6 9
Time (weeks)

Relational Discussions

o
2-- . .

. L d

v v

3 6 9
Time (weeks)

Serious Discussions

6
4
2 L] .

3 6 9
Time (weeks)

Relational Discussions

6 <
4 .

24 IR

3 6 9
Time (weeks)

SMOOTHED SEQUENCES

61
4<
2-. ..... .
3 6 9
6 4
44 .
2- e ® o o
3 6 9
Time (weeks)
6 4
4 4
2‘. > ® e e o o
3 6 9
6i
41
2‘........0-
3 6 9
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Dyad 3:

Frequency6‘ .
(days 4
occuring), |

RAW DATA

Serious Discussions

3 6 9
Time (weeks)

Dyad 3: Relational Discussions

Frequencys' .

(days 4 1
occuring)z‘

e o o & o o o

Dyad 4:

Frequency® ]
(days 44
occuring)21

. v

3 6 9
Time (weeks)

Serious Discussions

Dyad 4:

Frequencys'
(days 4 1
occuring)z‘ .

3 6 9
Time (weeks)

Relational Discussions

3 6 9
Time (weeks)

62

SMOOTHED SEQUENCES

6‘ .co..
4
2 <
3 6 9
6 1
4. * L] [ I )
24
3 9
6 4
4..
2 9
3 6 9
6-
41
21-0.-......
3 6 9
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Figure 2

RAW DATA
Dyad 5: Serious Discussions
Frequency6 )
(days 4 |
occuring), | *

L4 -

3 6
Time (weeks)

Dyad 5: Relational Discussions

Frequency® |
(days 4 -
occuring)2 1

L] o o

A g

3 6
Time (weeks)

Dyad 14*: Serious Discussions

Frequency® ]
(days 4 1
occuring)z‘

P

3 6
Time (weeks)

Dyad 14*: Relational Discussions

Frequencys‘
(days 4 1
occuring)2 ] .

L] o °

PO
Time (weeks)

SMOOTHED SEQUENCES

24 o

2(0..'0

3' &6

3 6

*Dyad 14 was participant-observer 5 and his second roommate.
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Figure 2

RAW DATA SMOOTHED SEQUENCES
Dyad 6: Serious Discussions
Frequency® {*** ° . 2 R .
(days 4 | . 4 | . .
occuring)2 . . . 2 ]

3 6 9 3 6 9

Time (weeks)

Dyad 6: Relational Discussions

Frequency® 1 ® . 6 "

(days 41 4#

occur1n9)2 | I 2 | L .
3 6 9 3 6 9

Time (weeks)

Dyad 7: Serious Discussions

Frequency6 . 6 1
(days 44 « N 4 |
occuring)2 . . . 2" .o
3 6 9 | 3 6 9

Time (weeks)

Dyad 7: Relational Discussions

Frequency6 ) 6 1

(days 4 - 4 |

occuring), | = . 247 ...
3 6 9 3 6 9
Time (weeks)
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Dyad 8:

Frequency
(days
occuring)

Dyad 8:

Frequency
(days
occuring)

Dyad 9:

Frequency
(days
occuring)

Dyad 9:

Frequency
(days
occuring)
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RAW DATA

Serious Discussions

6- e o s o . °
441 -
2<

3 6 9
Time (weeks)

Relational Discussions

6 'Y [ I
4 ) . i
2 °
3 6 9
Time (weeks)
Serious Discussions

6 .
4
2 - .

3 6 9
Time (weeks)

Relational Discussions

61 Y o
4 1 . .--
2 1

3 6 9

Time (weeks)

SMOOTHED SEQUENCES

6-.0-0.. ¢ v
4
2 9

3 6 9
6 oo s o o
4 e s e e o
2

3 6 9
6 ... [ )
4
2 e & O

3 6 9
6 oo. .
4 s e o
2

3 6 9
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Figure 2
RAW DATA SMOOTHED SEQUENCES
Dyad 10: Serious Discussions
Frequency® | 6 1
(days 4 . . 4 |
occuring), | . S PURAEE
3 6 9 3 6 9

Time (weeks)

Dyad 10: Relational Discussions

Frequency6 61
(days 41 .. . ° . 4 1
occuring), ] o %
3 6 9 3 6 9
Time (weeks)
Dyad 11: Serious Discussions
Frequencys o s o . . 6 ® e 0 o o 0
(days 4
occuring)2 2
3 6 9 3 6 9
Time (weeks)
Dyad 11: Relational Discussions
Frequency®| ° . 61
(days 4 o o . LIy 41-0. ® e o o
occuring)2 . 2{ - et
3 6 9 3 6 9

Time (weeks)
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Figure 2
RAW DATA SMOOTHED SEQUENCES
Dyad 12: Serious Discussions
Frequencys‘ . R 6
(days 4 1 . 4 1 Lt
occuring), . . . . . 24cecee
3 6 9 3 6 9

Time (weeks)

Dyad 12: Relational Discussions
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Figure 3. Group graphs of weekly frequency of serious discussions and
relational discussions between roommates by weeks of fall quarter, 1980
at Michigan State University.
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A

Table 7. Means and standard deviations of weekly frequencies of serious
and relational discussions by roommates (n = 12 dyads) at Michigan State
University during four periods of fall quarter, 1980.

Period M SD

Serious discussions**

18 3.64 1.92
2° 3.61 1.85
€ 3.32 1.76
49 3.75 2.34
Entire quarter 3 58 1.92

Relational discussions*

1 3.56 1.35

2 2.67 1.25

3 2.44 1.37

4 2.75 1.76

Entire quarter 2.85 1.46
% jeeks 1-3
bWeeks 4-6
CWeeks 7-9

dPost-Thanksgiving

*Friedman X7 = 6.575, df = 3, p<.l.

**Friedman x? = 9.788, df = 3, p<.05.
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analysis of variance by ranks was used to test for differences in weekly
mean frequencies ofserious(xi = 9.788, df = 3, p<.05) and relational
(xi = 6.575, df = 3, p<.1) discussions. Both types of discussions de-
creased in frequency from Period 1 through Period 3 and increased in
frequency in Period 4.

Number and Kind of Topics Discussed. Graphs of number of topics

discussed over time are shown in Figure 4. Four relationships showed °
a generally U-shaped pattern, four a fluctuating or multimodal pattern,
three a basically level pattern and one a generally descending pattern.
Most of the fluctuating, multimodal and U-shaped patterns had low points
in weeks 6-8. Figure 5 shows group graphs for U-shaped, fluctuating
and multimodal, and level patterns of relationships.

Means and standard deviations for number of topics over the four
time periods are given in Table 8. A Friedman analysis of variance by
ranks showed that the pattern of decreasing topic frequencies in periods
1 through 3 with a slight increase in Period 4, had significant differ-
ences among time periods (xi = 8.00, df = 3, p<.05).

Table 9 shows aggregate frequencies for the comparison topic cate-
gories in each of the four time periods. They were tested against the
null hypothesis of a steady rate of occurrence. The expected values
were calculated by dividing the total frequency for the category by the
number of days in the quarter and multiplying by the number of days in
each period. No significant differences over time were shown for the
external and shared topics, which were also low in frequency overall.
The chi-squared test for the personal category was significant with the
frequencies decreasing in Period 1 through Period 3 and rising relative-

ly in Period 4. The relational category frequencies over time also had



Figure 4. Daily number of topics discussed by roommates by days of
fall quarter, 1980 at Michigan State University for each of 13 dyads.
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