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LIVING ENVIRONMENTS & SENSE OF BELONGING 

 

Abstract 

Community and belonging have been a longstanding emphasis of residence hall practitioners and 

are believed to be part of the unique benefit students receive from living on-campus. Researchers 

claim that on-campus students experience greater sense of community and belonging than their 

off-campus peers, however, on-campus residences may not be safe or places of community for 

all students or in the same ways. This study seeks to expand the often-mixed results about 

college living arrangements using a large-scale, multi-institution quantitative data set. We 

examine differences between various on-campus and off-campus options as they relate to 

students’ sense of safety and community. We specifically focus on students from marginalized 

backgrounds who have been historically underrepresented in college environment studies. 

Findings suggest that there is an interaction between students’ racial/ethnic identification and 

their living environment regarding their overall sense of belonging. 
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Examining the Relationship between Living Environments and Sense of Belonging: 

A Multi-Institutional Study 

Community and belonging have been a longstanding emphasis of residence hall 

practitioners and are believed to be part of the unique benefit students receive from living on-

campus (Cheng, 2004; Lounsbury & DeNeui, 1996). In order to promote community, residence 

halls include various types of academic and social programming to increase students’ sense of 

belonging and community (Lounsbury & DeNeui, 1996). Researchers claim that on-campus 

students experience greater sense of community and belonging than their off-campus peers 

(Lounsbury & DeNeui, 1996). However, on-campus residences may not be safe or places of 

community for all students or in the same ways (Harwood et al., 2012; Stayhorn & Mullins, 

2012). Different aspects of students’ living environments may lead to different experiences of 

safety and community, and it is essential that we identify which are effective and for whom. We 

cannot simply rely on requiring or encouraging students to live on campus without attending to 

the characteristics that lead to increased safety and community for all students.  

In this paper, we challenge long-held assumptions about students’ living experiences. 

Campus educators have been called to communicate and provide evidence for their commitments 

to diversity, inclusion, and equity (LePeau et al., 2018). At the same time, we have witnessed 

increased reports of discrimination and harassment of Students of Color on campuses (Journal of 

Blacks in Higher Education, 2013). Therefore, we must contend with the fact that our 

understandings of safety, belonging, and community may not apply to Students of Color in the 

ways that are assumed or that on-campus residences necessarily promote safety and community 

for all students equitably. Therefore, we take a more nuanced approach to the concept of 

belonging by taking a student-centered approach and by examining specific elements of the 
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living environment. Guided by the following research questions, the purpose of this study is to 

investigate which aspects of a student’s living environment positively relate to safety and 

community particularly for students from marginalized backgrounds. 

1. How does Sense of Safety and Sense of Community differ by students’ 

a. Racial/ethnic identification? 

b. Living environment? 

2. How does Sense of Safety and Sense of Community differ by students’ living environment 

when controlling for racial/ethnic identification? 

3. What are typical characteristics of living environments for racial/ethnic minority 

students? 

Literature and Framework 

In this section, we provide a review of literature on sense of belonging and its use as a 

concept in previous studies. We then discuss how we apply suggestions for conceptualizing 

belonging for Students of Color in this study. Next, we briefly share literature about the 

experiences of Students of Color in on-campus residences. We end with an overview of literature 

on factors of the relationship between on-campus residence characteristics and sense of 

belonging.  

Sense of Belonging, Community, and Safety 

The concept of belonging has been a focus of higher education research for decades 

(Hoffman et al., 2003; Hurtado & Carter, 1997), and several scholars claim that these concepts 

are intimately related to students’ social and academic success on campus (Allen et al., 2008; 

Cheng, 2004). Early discussions of belonging come from Schlossberg’s (1989) work on 

“mattering,” which discussed the ways that students needed to feel valued and important to 
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others. Bollen and Hoyle (1990) discussed both cognitive and affective elements of belonging, 

which referred to students’ collective affiliation with a larger community. Additionally, Johnson 

et al. (2007) discussed a composite understanding of students’ sense of belonging defined as “a 

fundamental need to feel that they are an important part of a larger community that is valuable, 

supportive, and affirming” (p. 527).  

There have been several critiques of the concept of belonging in that it focuses on 

assimilation of Students of Color (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Rendón et al., 2000). In response, 

more researchers have investigated the ways campus climate informs feelings of community 

among marginalized students (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Museus, Yi, Saelua, 2017). For example, 

Hurtado and Carter (1997) studied belonging as a construct focused on how students understood 

themselves as part of the community. Other scholars have emphasized the importance of 

understanding the ways institutional environments facilitate feelings of belonging and 

community or not (Cabrera et al., 1999; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Hurtado & Ponjuan, 2005).  

In addition to belonging and community, safety is a major focus of college campuses. 

Many institutions have added various types of safety measures or awareness programming 

(Santucci & Gable, 1998). Vaccaro and Newman (2016) found that minoritized students 

incorporated safety and respect as part of their definitions of belonging. Conversely, privileged 

students did not consider safety or similar sentiments in their understandings of belonging 

(Vaccaro & Newman, 2016). The authors emphasize the importance of viewing belonging 

differently for minoritized and privileged students and recommended for sense of belonging 

frameworks to include measures of safety (Vaccaro & Newman, 2016).  

Based on this previous research, we use sense of belonging as the conceptual framework 

for this study. Specifically, we use two measures—one focused on safety and one on 
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community—to understand students’ sense of belonging. We use this framework to both 

determine how Students of Color report their sense of belonging based on where they live, and 

which elements of their living environment influence their sense of belonging.  

Factors Influencing Students of Color’s Sense of Belonging in On-Campus Residences 

Researchers have started taking a more nuanced approach to understanding the 

relationship of where a student lives during their collegiate experience (Graham, et al., 2018) 

with a greater emphasis on the different ways students from marginalized backgrounds 

experience living on campus (Harwood, et al, 2012; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Strayhorn & 

Mullins, 2012; López Turley & Wodtke, 2010). Researchers such as Hurtado and Carter (1997) 

have examined sense of belonging for historically marginalized groups and how this may differ 

from their peers. Hurtado and Carter (1997) emphasized the importance of perceptions of racial 

climate, particularly for Students of Color, on students’ sense of belonging. Researchers have 

noted that on-campus residence halls have the potential to promote greater inter-group 

interaction and openness to diversity (Hurtado et al., 1999; Pike, 2002). Yet, others have found a 

different story within residence halls.  

For example, Johnson (2003) found that Students of Color perceived the racial climate of 

residence halls negatively compared to their White peers. More specifically, African Americans, 

Asian Americans, and Latinos responded less positively to the items such as “my hall is a great 

place for people of all races to live” (Johnson, 2003). Perceptions of racial climate in residence 

halls is significant as it shapes students’ overall sense of belonging with the institution. Johnson 

et al., (2007) found that Students of Color who perceived their residence halls as more supportive 

of students from diverse backgrounds reported greater sense of belonging.  
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Unfortunately, Students of Color do not simply hold different perceptions; in many cases, 

they have very different (and harmful) experiences. For example, Harwood et al. (2012) found 

Students of Color experienced racial microaggressions such as racial jokes or racial slurs written 

in public spaces. Additionally, Students of Color discussed the ways residence halls are subtly 

segregated. Hotchkins & Dancy (2017) conducted a study of Black students living in residential 

learning communities. They found that Black students more frequently sought community in 

organizations and spaces outside of the residence halls. Additionally, participants expressed 

frustration with not seeing themselves reflected in the residence hall within the staff or other 

aspects of the building (e.g., pictures). They also named staff as not culturally competent or 

prepared to prevent racial incidents.  

Factors Influencing Sense of Belonging in On-Campus Residences 

On-campus residence halls have been named as environments that promote greater 

community and belonging (Berger, 1997; Bronkema & Bowman, 2017), which is tied to various 

student success outcomes (Braxton et al., 2014). For decades, it was assumed that proximity to 

campus was the most influential factor on the student experience (Blimling, 1993; Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 1991). However, the assumption that proximity to campus and living in a residence 

hall is an inherently positive experience has been complicated (Graham, Hurtado, & Gonyea, 

2018). Therefore, there is a need to further examine the specific elements of a students’ living 

environment that shape their experience.  

Using Berger’s (1997) dimensions of community (i.e., identity, interaction, and 

solidarity), Erb et al. (2016) identified residence hall practices that promote community and 

belonging. These included year-specific (e.g., first-year) buildings or complexes (identity), 

traditional events and residential curriculum models (interaction), and purpose-driven 
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programming (solidarity). They specifically noted that community building for students from 

nondominant identities (e.g., Students of Color) may not happen in the same way, and that 

students from nondominant identities often must find community outside of their on-campus 

residences. Therefore, they recommend that residence hall practitioners pay attention to the ways 

the communities they build promote appreciation for and support difference (Erb et al., 2016). 

Spanierman et al., (2013) examined how students in living- learning communities (LLC) rated 

certain activities as important to their belonging and community as compared to their non-LLC 

peers. These findings illustrate that formal programming is related to belonging and community. 

Interestingly, they did not find any differences by racial categories.  

Looking specifically at how physical space influences belonging and community, Samura 

(2016) argued that students benefit from a space that allows them to be “alone but not lonely” (p. 

96). Essentially, students needed space they could call their own and have privacy, but also space 

that facilitated connection among others (Samura, 2016). Bronkema & Bowman (2017) 

examined whether there were differences between traditional residence halls and suite-style 

residence halls on a number of outcomes including sense of community. They found that 

residence hall design was not significantly related to sense of community and believed efforts to 

build community or individual student characteristics played a greater role in sense of 

community.  

Methods 

Data   

 The data used in this study comes from the 2018 administration of the National Survey of 

Student Engagement (NSSE). NSSE is an annual large-scale, multi- institutional survey 

administered to first-year and senior students at four-year colleges and universities asking about 
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their involvement in educationally purposeful activities (NSSE, n.d.). For 76 institutions, an 

additional set of items asked students about their living environment, including questions such as 

where students lived, their number of roommates, the type of building they were in, and the 

programming and resources offered in their living environment. We included students who 

responded to at least one of these living-environment questions, resulting in 26,380 first-year and 

18,323 sophomore students. The students in this study attended institutions that were roughly 

half Master’s-granting institutions and a quarter each of Baccalaureate- and Doctoral-granting  

institutions; institutions ranged in size from small (under 1,000 undergraduate students) to large 

(more than 20,000 undergraduates). Fifty-seven percent of the institutions were privately 

controlled, and 11% were minority-serving institutions. Find more details about this study’s 

student enrollment by institutional type in Table 1. 

Measures 

 Students responded to a variety of items asking about their background. They reported 

their class level as (a) freshman/first-year, (b) sophomore, (c) junior, (d) senior, and (e) 

unclassified. Students were also asked what race/ethnicity they identified with: (a) American 

Indian or Alaska Native, (b) Asian, (c) Black or African American, (d) Hispanic or Latina/o, (e) 

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, (f) White, (g) Other, or (h) I prefer not to respond. 

Regarding their living environment, students were able to select their housing location for either 

on or off campus (a) traditional residence hall (share a bathroom with a wing or floor), (b) suite-

style residence hall (share a bathroom with suitemates), (c) apartment, townhouse, or other 

apartment-style residence, (d) fraternity or sorority housing, (e) house, (f) institution-owned or 

managed family housing, or (g) other. For our primary outcome variables of interest, students 

responded to the extent they agreed or disagreed with feeling the following characteristics where 
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they lived: physically safe, free from harassment, comfortable being themselves, valued, sense of 

community, and able to resolve conflicts (1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=neither agree nor 

disagree, 4=agree, 5=strongly agree). The items formed two scale measures: Sense of Community 

(α = .808) and Sense of Safety (α = .791) See Table 2 for more details about these scales and their 

component items.  

Respondents 

First year students (61%) represent more than half the population studied while 

sophomores represent just over one-third (39%). We did not include students who identified as 

juniors, seniors, or unclassified as they did not receive the additional item set pertaining to 

housing or were not the focus of this study. The final sample of the study was over 12,000 

students. Regarding race, we did not include students who identified as White in this study as our 

purpose was to examine the experiences of traditionally marginalized students. Of our 

respondents, those who identified as American Indian or Alaska Native (1%), Native Hawaiian 

or Other Pacific Islander (1%), or Other (4%) made up a small proportion of the sample while 

Black or African American (26%) students made up the largest proportion. Asian (22%), 

Hispanic or Latino (23%), and Multiracial (23%) made up similarly sized parts of the sample. 

See Table 3 for more details on respondent demographics.  

Analysis 

 To answer the first set of research questions about how Sense of Safety and Sense of 

Community vary by racial/ethnic identification and living environment, we examined student 

representation in reported low, medium, or high groupings of student perceptions of sense of 

community and safety created by percentiles. Next, we looked at how the representation of 

students within those groups varied by racial/ethnic identification and living environment. We 
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used chi-square tests and considered standardized residuals of +2 or -2 to be notable differences 

(Agresti & Finley, 2009).  

We used a series of OLS regression models to investigate our second research question 

about exploring the relationships between specific aspects of students’ living environments and 

student identity characteristics with students’ feelings of community. Effect coding allowed us to 

compare groups of students to one another without normalizing the experiences of any one type 

of student (Mayhew & Simonoff, 2015). We used a person-centered approach to our analyses, 

grouping students based on their individual experiences so that we did not treat the identities of 

students as monolithic based on a common characteristic (Malcom-Piqueux, 2015). 

We addressed the last research question through descriptive statistics. Letting the 

previous findings guide our inquiry, we sought to better understand typical characteristics of 

marginalized students’ living arrangements. This provides an overview of where students live 

based on identity characteristics.  

Limitations 

 This study aimed to advance the conversation specifically about historically marginalized 

students’ experiences with their living arrangements, yet there is room for improvement. This 

study is limited by the characteristics of survey research itself in that respondents were limited 

by the questions and response options that we provided to them. The inclusion of additional 

racial and ethnic categories could have allowed for an even greater discussion of the differences 

that exist between student populations; this would have allowed for more nuanced results. 

Furthermore, institutions self-selected to participate in the survey, thus it is possible that students 

from different institutions may yield different results.  

Results 
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 The following sections provide an overview of the findings related to the research 

questions pertaining to representation of sense of community and safety on campus, the variation 

among demographics, and an overall sense of the constructs.  

How does Sense of Safety and Sense of Community differ by students’ racial/ethnic 

identification? 

Find details regarding the representation of Students of Color and their Sense of Safety or 

Sense of Community in Table 4. Results indicated that Black students (AR = 6.5, p < .001) are 

more likely to feel a low Sense of Safety where they live while Hispanic or Latino (AR = 6.0, p 

< .001) are more likely to feel a high Sense of Safety. Students that identify as Asian (AR = 3.6, 

p < .001) were more likely to feel moderate amounts of safety where they lived while students 

that selected Other (AR = -2.6, p < .001) were underrepresented in feeling moderate safety. 

Regarding Sense of Community where one lives, the patterns were similar. Black students (AR = 

4.4, p < .001) were overrepresented in low feelings of community while Hispanic or Latino (AR 

= 7.6, p < .001) were overrepresented in high. Black students (AR = 3.3, p < .001) were also 

overrepresented in the moderate category.  

How does Sense of Safety and Sense of Community differ by students’ living environment? 

 Find details regarding the representation of students in various living environments and 

their Sense of Safety and Sense of Community in Table 5. Students who reported living in 

traditional style halls (AR = 9.1, p < .001)) and suite style halls (AR = 4.3, p < .001) were 

overrepresented in the low Sense of Safety group while students living in houses were 

underrepresented (AR = -14.0, p < .001). In considering the quantity of roommates a student has, 

students with zero (AR 4.0, p < .001), three (AR 2.7, p < .001), four (AR 5.3, p < .001), or five+ 

(AR 3.4, p < .001) roommates were overrepresented in high levels safety while students with one 
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(AR 4.5, p < .001) or two (AR 2.7, p < .001) roommates were overrepresented in the low Sense 

of Safety group. There did not appear to be any differences based on the utility of support 

services, or participation in social, diversity, or wellness activities where a student lives based on 

Sense of Safety. Lastly, students who reported that they would definitely not (AR -13.5, p < 

.001), probably not (AR -12.0, p < .001), and probably yes (AR -8.0, p < .001) choose the same 

living arrangement were underrepresented in the high Sense of Safety category while those who 

selected definitely yes (AR 27.8, p < .001) were overrepresented.  

 In looking at Sense of Community, students who lived in traditional halls (AR 5.8, p < 

.001), suite style halls (AR 5.0, p < .001), and apartments (AR 2.7, p < .001) were 

overrepresented in the low category of Sense of Community while students living in 

fraternity/sorority housing (AR 3.8, p < .001), and houses (AR 21, p < .001) were 

overrepresented in the high Sense of Community group. When looking at the number of 

roommates, students who had zero (AR 4.0, p < .001), four (AR 7.9, p < .001), or five+ (AR 4.8, 

p < .001) were overrepresented in the high group of Sense of Community while students with one 

(AR -9.0, p < .001) and two (AR -3.0, p < .001) were underrepresented. In considering use or 

participation in resources where they lived, students who used support services (AR 2.9, p < 

.001), participated in diversity (AR 5.1, p < .001), or wellness (AR4.6, p < .001) were 

overrepresented in high Sense of Community while students who participated in social activities 

(AR -1.5, p < .001) were underrepresented. Regarding choosing the same living arrangement 

again, students who would definitely not (AR -14.5, p < .001), probably not (AR -14.0, p < 

.001), and probably yes (AR -8.9, p < .001), were underrepresented in the high Sense of 

Community group. Students who reported they would definitely yes (AR 31.1, p < .001) live in 

the same living arrangement were overrepresented in high Sense of Community.  
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How does Sense of Safety and Sense of Community differ by students’ living environment 

when controlling for racial/ethnic identification? 

A regression model demonstrated factors that predict a student’s Sense of Safety where 

they live (Table 6). Students who identify as gender variant (B = -.311, p < .001), prefer not to 

respond to gender (B = -.193, p < .05), questioning or unsure about their sexual orientation (B = 

-.118, p < .05), prefer not to respond to sexual orientation (B = -.118, p < .05) report lower 

levels of feeling safe where they live compared to the average responses of their peers when 

controlling for associated covariates. Students who identified as a man (B = .318, p < .001), 

woman (B = .187, p < .001), straight (B = .206, p < .001), or bisexual (B = .082, p < .05) 

reported higher levels of safety where they lived than the average responses of their peers. 

Students who lived with their family (B = .182, p < .001), in a fraternity or sorority house (B = 

.233, p < .05), or in a house (B = .333, p < .001) reported higher levels of safety where they 

lived in comparison to peers who lived in traditional style halls.  

Regarding Sense of Community, there are several factors that contribute or detract from 

students’ perceptions (Table 6). Students who identified as gender variant (B = -.185, p < .05), 

prefer not to respond to gender (B = -.223, p < .05), questioning or unsure of their sexual 

orientation (B = -.163, p < .01), another sexual orientation (B = -.168, p < .05), or prefer not to 

respond to sexual orientation (B = -.093, p < .05) reported lower Sense of Community where they 

lived in comparison to the respective average student responses when controlling for associated 

covariates. Students who identified as a man (B = .258, p < .001), woman (B = .151, p < .001), 

straight (B = .218, p < .001), or bisexual (B = .090, p < .05) reported higher Sense of Community 

where they lived in comparison to the average student response when controlling for associated 

variables. Students who lived in suite style housing (B = -.067, p < .05) reported less Sense of 
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Community where they lived in comparison to traditional style halls while those living with 

family (B = .252, p < .001), in a fraternity or sorority house (B = .448, p < .001), or a house (B = 

.236, p < .001) reported more Sense of Community.  

What are the typical characteristics of living environments for racial/ethnic minority 

students? 

Students tended to live in a variety of places with differing populations. Of the differing 

racial/ethnic populations, Latino (31%) students were the largest group in off-campus residences 

while Black (32%) students were the largest groups living on-campus. Regarding living with 

family, Latino (37%) students were the largest group while Asian (24%) students were the 

second largest. Black (32%) and Multiracial (25%) were the largest groups of students reporting 

to live in traditional style halls as well as suite style (33% and 25%, respectively). Asian students 

(26%) most frequently lived in apartments while large proportions of Multiracial (38%) students 

lived in fraternity or sorority housing. Latino students (36%) were the largest group reporting 

living in houses. Both Asian (27%) and Black (27%) students equally lived in institution-

owned/family housing. Multiracial (31%) students were most frequent in responding to living in 

Other housing. Find additional student demographics corresponding to housing types in Table 7.  

Discussion and Implications 

Our findings demonstrate that there are differences between racial groups when it comes 

to their sense of belonging and their living environments. This finding is an important reminder 

to not view all Students of Color as a homogeneous group. Most notably, Black students felt a 

lower sense of safety and community regardless of where they lived. This finding supports 

arguments that efforts to increase safety and community are not necessarily reaching all Students 

of Color, in particular Black students (Patton et al., 2017). For years there have been public 
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criticisms of having identity-based communities, which have made residence life practitioners 

hesitant to establish these communities (Patton et al., 2017). However, our findings support 

Patton et al.’s (2017) call for using a cultural center model within on-campus living in an effort 

to promote greater sense of belonging.  

At the same time, when controlling for race, we found differences for those individuals 

with other minoritized and marginalized identities. For example, students who identified as 

gender variant, questioning or unsure of their sexual orientation, and those unwilling to reveal 

their gender identity or sexual orientation felt less safe than their peers from more prominent or 

numerical-populations. Similar results were found for feelings of community. Therefore, 

practitioners also should ensure that work is done from an intersectional standpoint for matters of 

diversity beyond racial/ethnic identity.  

When it comes to living environment, students who lived in houses felt safer and a 

greater sense of community. This finding is likely influenced more by who they live with than 

the actual physical building structure, because students who live with their families also felt safer 

and a greater sense of community. However, we do believe this finding provides evidence for 

why colleges and universities should rethink live-on requirements. Part of the argument for 

residential requirements was based on Astin’s (1993) findings that leaving home and living on 

campus was what led to positive student outcomes. However, when it comes to sense of 

belonging, we cannot make the same assumptions about what living environments are most 

beneficial for all students. Therefore, we do not interpret these results about residence halls as 

inherently bad, but we should not necessarily assume that everyone benefits in the same ways or 

more greatly by living off-campus (Graham et al., 2018). We also encourage practitioners to 

think about whether it is feasible to provide family housing. Today’s students are very different 
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demographically and providing on-campus living for students with families might be an 

important step for increasing sense of belonging.  

Additionally, the number of roommates played a role in sense of safety and community. 

Students with no roommates or three or more roommates felt safer. The finding for students with 

zero roommates aligns with Samura’s (2016) finding about privacy. Having greater privacy, but 

the ability to still interact with others outside of their roommate seems to increase belonging. 

Although, it is likely impractical to provide single rooms for all students, this finding still 

provides insight for practitioners and how they consider privacy. We also encourage further 

research on those who live alone and how this relates to their feelings of safety and community.  

For those with three or more roommates, the increased safety and community may again be more 

about who they live with and not just the number. Several institutions are implementing new 

policies that no longer allow students to request their own roommates (Bauer-Wolf, 2018). 

Policies that require students to be randomly assigned their roommates by the institution posit an 

increase in interactional diversity (Simon, 2018). Yet, Fosnacht et al. (2018) found that students 

who were randomly matched with roommates only had a trivial relationship with increased 

interactional diversity. Further, they found that Students of Color who chose their roommates 

perceived a more supportive campus environment than their peers who were randomly assigned 

a roommate (Fosnacht et al., 2018). Our findings support this scholarship and the call to ensure 

that policy decisions are not implemented in a way that causes harm for Students of Color.  

A significant part of on-campus living is the programmatic efforts that are incorporated 

into all residence types. Programmatic efforts did not seem to make a difference for safety. We 

note that we did not specifically ask about safety programming, but our findings appear to 

demonstrate that if safety is an element of belonging then we cannot assume all programmatic 
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efforts are influencing that piece of the student experience. With regard to community, students 

who participated in diversity and wellness activities felt more community; yet, those who 

participated in social activities felt less community. We believe there are a couple of different 

explanations for this. First, it could be that the diversity and wellness programming is more 

reflective of the Students’ of Color cultural backgrounds and the social programming is not. 

Second, it could be that the students who attend the social programming are those who are 

already searching for a greater sense of community. In either case, we recommend practitioners 

look into if these programs are developed with diverse perspectives and backgrounds in mind. 

Moreover, the findings about the positive influence of families on belonging may encourage 

practitioners to think about ways to better engage families in programming.  

Conclusion 

In this paper, we extend conversations about what it means to center students from 

historically marginalized groups within their living spaces. Our findings demonstrate the need to 

rethink some of the long-held assumptions about what experiences are best for students. There 

are clear differences in the needs and experiences of Students of Color and how they are 

influenced by different elements of their living environments. We encourage practitioners to 

evaluate their policies and practices to determine how they impact students from various 

backgrounds differently. 
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Tables 

 
Table 1. Select Institution Characteristics 

  Student Count Column (%) 

Carnegie Classification     

  Doctoral Universities—Very high research activity 3,261 25.1 

  Doctoral Universities—Higher research activity 3,370 26.0 

  Doctoral/Professional Universities  1,028 7.9 

  Master’s Colleges & Universities (Larger programs) 2,886 22.2 

  Master’s Colleges & Universities (Medium programs) 916 7.1 

  Master’s Colleges & Universities (Smaller programs) 304 2.3 

  Baccalaureate Colleges—Arts & Sciences focus 897 6.9 

  Baccalaureate Colleges—Diverse fields 252 1.9 

  Other Carnegie categories 61 < 1 

Barron’s Selectivity   

  Less competitive 1,416 10.9 

  Competitive and competitive plus 7,389 56.9 

  Very competitive and very competitive plus  2,212 17.0 

  Highly/Most competitive 1,958 15.1 

Control     

  Public 6,988 53.9 

  Private-not-for-Profit 5,987 46.1 

Institution Size     

  Very small (fewer than 1,000 undergraduate enrollment) 141 1.1 

  Small (1,000-2,500) 1,394 10.7 

  Medium (2,500-4,999) 1,584 12.2 

  Large (5,000-9,999) 2,660 20.5 

  Very Large (10,000 or more) 7,196 55.5 
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Table 2. Component Items Descriptives of Dependent Variables   

   N Min. Max. Mean SD α 

Sense of Safety Scale* 12,191 0 60 46.68 11.398  

 I feel physically safe where I live. 12,314 1 5 4.19 .819 

.791  I feel free from harassment and discrimination where I live. 12,259 1 5 3.98 1.013 

 I feel comfortable being myself where I live. 12,296 1 5 4.16 .872 

               

Sense of Community Scale* 12,235 0 60 42.89 12.485  

 I feel valued where I live. 12,300 1 5 3.87 .965 

.808 
 I feel a sense of community where I live. 12,296 1 5 3.71 1.077 

 I can resolve conflicts that might arise within my living 

arrangements 

12,297 1 5 3.99 .888 

*We converted individual items to a 0-60 range before averaging into an aggregate scale score. Additionally, we 

standardized scales before using them in further analyses. 
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Table 3. Select Student characteristics 

  Student Count Column (%) 

Race/Ethnicity     

  American Indian or Alaska Native 111 < 1 

  Asian 2,842 21.9 

  Black or African American 3,415 26.3 

  Hispanic or Latino 3,022 23.3 

  Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 71 < 1 

  Other 475 3.7 

  Multiracial 3,039 23.4 

Gender     

  Man 3,893 30.1 

  Woman 8,843 68.3 

  Another gender identity 118 < 1 

  Prefer not to respond 96 < 1 

Sexual Orientation   
 

  Straight (heterosexual) 10,670 82.6 

  Bisexual 857 6.6 

  Gay 202 1.6 

  Lesbian 128 1.0 

  Queer 131 1.0 

  Questioning or unsure 250 1.9 

  Another sexual orientation 173 1.3 

  I prefer not to respond 508 3.9 

Class     

  First-year 7,925 61.1 

  Senior 5,050 38.9 

Disability     

  No 11,770 90.7 

  Yes 1,127 8.7 

First Generation     

  No 6,339 49.2 

  Yes 6,558 50.8 
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Table 4. Chi-square Results for Sense of Safety and Sense of Community by Racial/Ethnic Identification 

  Sense of Safety  Sense of Community 

  Adj. Std. Residual n(df) 

χ2 Sig. 
 Adj. Std. Residual n(df) 

χ2 Sig.  Low Med. High  Low Med. High 

Am. Indian or AK Native -.4 -.8 1.2 

12,191(12) 

95.999***  

 .1 -2.3 2.3 

12,235(12) 

108.355*** 

Asian -2.7 3.6 -1.0  -.4 1.3 -.9 

Black or African American 6.5 .4 -6.6  4.4 3.3 -7.8 

Hispanic or Latino -4.2 -1.9 6.0  -5.6 -2.0 7.6 

Native HI or other PI -.1 1.4 -1.3  .4 -.7 0.3 

Other 1.0 -2.6 1.7  -.6 -1.1 1.8 

Multiracial -.2 -.9 1.1  1.6 -1.6 .0 

***p < .001 
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Table 5. Chi-Square Results for Sense of Safety and Sense of Community by Living Environment 
  

  

  

  

Sense of Safety  Sense of Community 

Adj. Std. Residual   Adj. Std. Residual  

Low Med. High 

n(df) 

χ2 Sig.  Low Med. High 

n(df) 

χ2 Sig. 

Living arrangement 

  Traditional hall   9.1 3.0 -11.7 

12,060(12) 

496.437*** 

  5.8 3.4 -9.3 

12,104(12) 

542.617*** 

  Suite style   4.3 1.6 -5.7   5.0 4.1 -9.3 

  Apartment   -.8 2.4 -1.6   2.7 -.7 -2.0 

  Frat. or sorority housing -.8 -1.2 2.0   -2.5 -1.2 3.8 

  House   -14.0 -7.1 20.6   -14.4 -7.0 21.7 

  Institution-owned house   .9 -.9 .1   -.3 -.5 .8 

  Other   .3 -.3 .1   1.5 -.7 -.8 

Number of Roommates 

  Zero   -2.5 -1.7 4.0 

12,131(10) 

125.720*** 

  -1.1 -2.7 4.0 

 12,177(10) 

158.864*** 

  One   4.5 5.2 -9.5   4.8 4.0 -9.0 

  Two   2.7 -1.6 -1.0   1.8 1.1 -3.0 

  Three   -3.1 .3 2.7   -1.9 .8 1.1 

  Four   -2.8 -2.7 5.3   -5.1 -2.7 7.9 

  Five or more   -1.1 -2.4 3.4   -1.5 -3.2 4.8 

Used support services where you live 

  No   -.4 .0 .4 11,948(2) 

0.269 

  5.4 -2.5 -2.9  11,988(2) 

29.108***   Yes   .4 .0 -.4   -5.4 2.5 2.9 

Attended social/co-curricular activities where you live  

  No   -.6 -1.7 2.2 11,948(2) 

5.239 

  2.8 -4.1 1.5  11,988(2) 

17.594***   Yes   .6 1.7 -2.2   -2.8 4.1 -1.5 

Attended diversity-related activities where you live  

  No   .3 1.3 -1.6 11948(2) 

2.882 

  4.8 .3 -5.1  11,988(2) 

33.389***   Yes   -.3 -1.3 1.6   -4.8 -.3 5.1 

Attended health and wellness activities where you live  

  No   .5 .9 -1.4 
11,948(2) 

2.085 

  4.7 -.1 -4.6 
11,988(2) 

29.218*** 
  Yes   -.5 -.9 1.4   -4.7 .1 4.6 

  Yes   5.6 -3.1 -2.3   3.5 -2.0 -1.4 

Choose living arrangement again  

  Definitely no   19.7 -5.3 -13.5 

12,076(6) 

1155.116*** 

  22.1 -7.6 -14.5 

12,124(2) 

1535.328*** 

  Probably no   10.8 1.7 -12.0   14.7 -.7 -14.0 

  Probably yes   -1.3 9.2 -8.0   -1.2 9.8 -8.9 

  Definitely yes   -21.1 -7.5 27.8   -26.2 -4.6 31.1 

**p < .01, ***p < .001                     
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Table 6. Model Statistics for Sense of Safety and Sense of Community  

  Sense of Safety Sense of Community 

    Unst. B Std. Error Sig. Unst. B Std. Error Sig. 

(Constant) -1.202 .116 *** -1.005 .116 *** 

Race/ethnicity          

  American Indian or AK Native .065 .085   .074 .085   

  Asian -.092 .030 ** -.080 .030 ** 

  Black -.013 .030   -.047 .030   

  Latino .052 .030   .024 .030   

  Native HI or other PI .040 .107   .080 .107   

  Other -.068 .046   -.023 .046   

  Multiracial .014 .029   -.028 .029   

Gender Identity          

  Man .318 .042 *** .258 .042 *** 

  Woman .187 .040 *** .151 .040 *** 

  Gender variant -.311 .080 *** -.185 .080 * 

  I prefer not to respond -.193 .087 * -.223 .087 * 

Sexual Orientation          

  Straight .206 .026 *** .218 .026 *** 

  Bisexual .082 .038 * .090 .038 * 

  Gay .031 .067   .104 .067   

  Lesbian .053 .081   -.024 .081   

  Queer .00 .083   .036 .083   

  Questioning or unsure -.118 .059 * -.163 .059 ** 

  Another sexual orientation -.134 .071   -.168 .071 * 

  I prefer not to respond -.118 .047 * -.093 .047 * 

Housing characteristics           

  Traditional housing Reference category Reference category 

  Living off campus .002 .039   -.005 .039   

  Living with family .182 .043 *** .252 .043 *** 

  Suite style housing .036 .026   -.067 .026 * 

  Apartment housing .062 .036   -.023 .036   

  Fraternity or Sorority housing .233 .115 * .448 .115 *** 

  House .333 .046 *** .236 .046 *** 

  Institution owned housing -.005 .142   .025 .140   

  Other Housing .062 .105   -.121 .105   

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. We effect coded student demographics so that coefficients can be interpreted as 

compared to the average student in the model. We controlled for institutional variance at the student level. We 

standardized the dependent variable prior to model entry so that unstandardized coefficients can be interpreted 

like effect sizes. Additional model controls included student major, disability, first-generation status, and age. 



Running head: LIVING ENVIRONMENTS & SENSE OF BELONGING 30 

Table 7. Column Percentages of Select Student Characteristics Within Housing Options   

    

Off 

campus 

On 

campus 

With 

Family 

Traditional 

Hall 

Suite-

style  Apartment 

Frat. or 

sorority 

housing House 

Institution-

owned/family 

housing Other 

Racial/Ethnic Identification 

  American Indian or AK Native < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 

  Asian .24 .20 .24 .20 .20 .26 .17 .23 .27 .14 

  Black .17 .32 .15 .32 .33 .22 .14 .14 .27 .26 

  Latino .31 .18 .37 .19 .17 .24 .20 .36 .16 .25 

  Native HI or other PI < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 

  Other < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 

  Multiracial .21 .25 .19 .25 .25 .23 .38 .21 .22 .31 

Gender Identity 

  Man .31 .29 .29 .31 .26 .30 .42 .32 .24 .24 

  Woman .67 .69 .69 .68 .72 .69 .54 .67 .71 .71 

  Gender variant < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 

  I prefer not to respond < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 

Sexual Orientation 

  Straight .85 .81 .86 .81 .82 .83 .85 .85 .86 .76 

  Bisexual < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 

  Gay < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 

  Lesbian < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 

  Queer < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 

  Questioning or unsure < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 

  Another sexual orientation < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 

  I prefer not to respond < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 
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