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Abstract Although research has demonstrated that aspects

of racial environments such as racial experiences and racial

diversity can relate to psychological health and well-being,

few studies have examined what specifically happens when

individuals move from one racial environment to another.

The present study asked 179 African Americans transi-

tioning to a predominantly white institution (freshmen or

junior transfers) about racial diversity (percentage of

African Americans) at their prior institution, racial expe-

riences at their prior institution, and racial experiences at

the current institution and examined how these character-

istics related to self-reported depression. Overall, we found

that more negative previous racial experiences predicted

greater depressive symptoms in college. Results also

revealed a significant three-way interaction such that more

positive current racial experiences predicted less depres-

sive symptoms, but only for those students coming from

predominantly negative racial environments—low racial

diversity and more negative racial experiences. Our find-

ings highlight the complex role of past and present racial

environmental factors in influencing psychological health.

Implications for African American college students’ suc-

cess and well-being are discussed.

Keywords Racial experiences � Racial diversity � African
Americans � Depression � Environmental transitions

Introduction

Research suggests that environments are both influenced by

and exert influence on the people in them (Strange and

Banning 2001). Environment can refer to immediate, single

settings such as the family or classroom, but also to broader

surroundings such as the greater sociocultural context in

which one is embedded (Bronfenbrenner 1979). Specific

aspects of the environment that can affect an individual’s

development include activities, roles, and relationships

(Seidman and French 2004). Not surprisingly, these aspects

of the environment are often changing as shifts in envi-

ronmental context—also known as ecological transitions—

are normative parts of an individual’s development. These

transitions can be challenging phases in an individual’s life

as they may represent significant discontinuities in the

environment and force individuals to adapt to new roles in

unfamiliar settings (Seidman and French 2004). The pre-

sent study examines one such ecological transition—the

shift from high school to college or change between col-

leges—among a sample of African American students and

how aspects of the past and present environment, in terms

of racial experiences and racial diversity, act individually

or in conjunction to influence mental health.
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Ecological Transitions

Ecological transitions can disrupt the consistency of rela-

tions or transactions between an individual and their

environmental context, especially if the previous and cur-

rent settings are seemingly incompatible (Seidman 1988).

The greater the incongruity between the environmental

contexts involved in an individual’s transition, the more

difficult the developmental challenges may be for that

individual. Bronfenbrenner (1979) theorized that incom-

patibilities between an individual and the environment in

which one inhabits—the level of person–environment fit—

may lead to negative psychological and emotional conse-

quences. The person–environment fit in a given context is

naturally influenced by the previous environment insofar as

an individual has likely already been shaped by that prior

context. School transitions in particular may interrupt the

person–environment fit as they involve important shifts in

both roles and settings. Some researchers have classified

shifts in the academic environment as ‘‘risky transitions’’

because they can impact the psychological adjustment of

adolescents (Ruble and Seidman 1996). The transition to

college is one such risky transition (Astin 1993) and may

be especially so for African American students when

incongruities exist between their racial heritage and the

campus environment (Berger and Lyon 2005; Davis 1994;

Gibbs 1973; Hughes 1987; McEwen et al. 1990; Nora and

Cabrera 1996; Sedlacek 1999; Solórzano 2000; Turner and

Fries-Britt 2002). In addition to experiencing the usual

challenges in making a successful transition to college,

African Americans also face the added burden of adjusting

to a new racial environment which may include experi-

encing college campuses as racially hostile or as not a

‘‘good fit’’ for them (Carter et al. 2006).

Two factors that make up the overall racial environment

that may impact the person–environment fit for African

American college students are their racial experiences and

the level of racial diversity, both in college and at the

institution they attended immediately prior to college. The

unique combination of these precollege and college envi-

ronments may have differential impacts on the healthy

functioning of African American college students whose

racial backgrounds often contribute to significant difficul-

ties in social and cultural contexts. For instance, African

American college students are likely to experience dis-

crimination as well as a lack of support to deal with such

negative experiences, which can result in several adverse

psychosocial and health outcomes (Finch and Vega 2003;

Seidman and French 2004; Williams and Mohammed

2009). The extent to which African Americans feel ade-

quately prepared to deal with discrimination and other

negative racial experiences in college might understand-

ably be affected by the types of racial experiences they

have had prior to arriving at college. Furthermore, the

likelihood of encountering these negative racial experi-

ences or how an individual copes with them may be

dependent on the racial diversity of both environments. By

examining racial experiences and racial diversity during

attendance at college and before coming to college, we

hope to begin to distinguish the ways in which these

dynamic aspects of the racial environment can affect the

mental health outcomes of African Americans in college.

Racial Experiences

An important aspect of the racial environment on campus

consists of interethnic attitudes and interactions among

various ethnic groups (Hurtado et al. 1999). These factors

are likely to be relevant for many ethnic minority students

given that they are more likely to attend predominantly

white institutions (PWIs), which are often more accessible

than historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs)

as they greatly outnumber HBCUs (Gloria et al. 1999). Not

surprisingly, ethnic minority students generally report a

different set of racial experiences on college campuses than

their white counterparts. Ethnic minority students are more

likely to experience a racially insensitive climate and have

higher perceptions of racial discrimination and prejudice

than whites at PWIs (Mow and Nettles 1990; Nora and

Cabrera 1996; Strange and Banning 2001). Minority stu-

dents are also more likely to characterize the campus cli-

mate as hostile, disrespectful, and less accepting of

minority groups (Smith et al. 2007; Rankin and Reason

2005).

These perceptions of racial climate, driven primarily by

racial experiences, are an important factor in the adjust-

ment process for ethnic minority college students (Hurtado

and Carter 1997). In general, evidence supports the asser-

tion that the ability of ethnic minority students to suc-

cessfully adjust to college is highly related to the

experience of a positive racial climate on campus (Rankin

and Reason 2005). Conversely, perceived campus racial

hostility has been related to higher levels of anxiety,

depression, and loneliness (Mounts 2004). To the extent

that poorer mental health is related to lower academic

performance (Fazio and Palm 1998; Hysenbegasi et al.

2005), negative racial experiences may not only impact

psychological well-being, but also shape academic success.

Thus, African American students who perceive the college

climate negatively (by way of reporting negative racial

experiences) may likely experience poorer mental health.

However, African American students who report more

positive racial experiences in the college environment may

report healthier functioning.

One consideration that may be critical to understanding

the impact of current racial experiences on African
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American students at a PWI is the role of previous racial

experiences. Past research suggests that the degree of

incongruity between the racial experiences at the institution

attended immediately before college and the racial expe-

riences at that PWI may impact the transition to college

(Davis 1994; Sherman et al. 1994). Students who charac-

terize their previous institution’s racial experiences as

positive and transition to a college where they experience

more negative racial experiences may experience greater

psychological difficulties than those who experience more

negative climates in their prior institution. In fact, coming

from a prior environment where racial experiences are

predominantly negative to a PWI where the racial experi-

ences are also deemed to be negative may have little

impact on mental health if the prior experiences helped

‘‘steel’’ the individual for the challenges ahead. African

American students who attend PWIs often have to navigate

an environment in which their presence on campus may be

scrutinized or where their talents and abilities may be

doubted, leading to a decreased sense of belonging and

poorer psychological adjustment (Davis et al. 2004;

Mounts 2004; Solórzano et al. 2001). Thus, prior racial

experiences might either exacerbate (contrast effect) or

mitigate the effects of negative racial experiences in col-

lege (preparation effect), making it crucial to study these

factors together in order to understand how they interact to

impact psychological health.

Racial Diversity

Racial diversity refers to the numerical representation of

diverse groups on a campus (Gurin et al. 2003). Studies

have demonstrated the toll that a lack of diversity can have

on African American students. These students often report

greater anxiety and discomfort as they may feel forced to

become acclimated into a community that is often unpre-

pared and unwilling to accept them and their cultural dif-

ferences (Fries-Britt 1998; Jones 1997). African American

students also report feelings of alienation and exclusion

that is linked to the lack of diversity in their surroundings,

especially the lack of other African Americans (Allen

1992; Davis et al. 2004; Jones et al. 2002). These feelings

are not uncommon and are often compounded as many

African American students struggle with adapting to a

traditionally white environment (Patton 2006).

Just as considerations of the previous environment might

be critical in understanding how racial experiences impact the

well-being of African American college students, we must

also consider how racial diversity in the current environment

may be closely related to experiences of racial diversity in

their prior environment. Students from more ethnically

diverse neighborhoods, high schools, and social networks

typically display better adjustment to college life than students

from less ethnically diverse environments (Adan and Felner

1995; Chavous et al. 2002; Davis 1994; Massey and Fischer

2006; Sherman et al. 1994). Graham and colleagues (1985)

found that although the racial and ethnic composition of one’s

home neighborhood was influential in terms of African

American college students’ adjustment to life at PWIs, it was

not as influential as the diversity of the secondary school

environment. Importantly, the relative change in racial

diversity from the precollege context to the college context

may be just as important. For instance, it has been shown that

the transition from middle school to high school can be par-

ticularly challenging for African American students (more

loneliness and steep declines in grades) when the number of

African Americans declined significantly (Benner and Gra-

ham 2009). This same phenomenonmay also hold true for the

transition to college or between colleges, such that African

Americans making the transition from prior institutions with

high racial diversity (i.e., greater proportion of African

Americans) to a PWIwith relatively fewerAfricanAmericans

might also be expected to have more negative mental health

consequences.Agreater proportionofwhites in the precollege

environment has also been shown to predict more positive

interactionswithdiverse peers in college and agreater sense of

belonging, suggesting that different kinds of diversity shape

college adjustment outcomes differently (Locks et al. 2008).

Naturally, racial diversity on a campus can also interact

with the perceptions of racial experiences on that campus

to influence mental health and well-being. For example, the

amount of informal student interaction with diverse peers

has been shown to have a positive effect on perceptions of

the campus climate, a construct which often encompasses

the types of racial experiences students have had (Chang

1999; Hurtado et al. 1999). The interactions between the

multiple aspects of the racial environment (diversity and

racial experiences) are made even more complex when one

considers how these factors work together across time and

place. Consistent with this notion, Locks and colleagues

(2008) found that a greater proportion of whites in the

precollege environment predicted more positive interac-

tions with diverse peers in college and a greater sense of

belonging in college, two aspects that shape an individuals’

perception of racial experiences. Thus, the racial diversity

of the precollege environment as well as precollege racial

experiences may be meaningfully related to the perceptions

of racial experiences by African Americans in the college

context. Our understanding of this dynamic interplay can

only be fully realized by research that examines all of these

variables simultaneously.

The Present Study

In order to better understand how precollege racial envi-

ronments interact with college environments to predict the

Race Soc Probl (2016) 8:209–221 211

123



psychological health of African American college students

(as measured by depressive symptoms), we examined

changes in two aspects of the racial environment—racial

experiences and racial diversity—in individuals transi-

tioning to college. This included entering freshmen as well

as junior students transferring in from other schools or

campuses. Although our primary focus was on how these

variables interacted, we nevertheless expected individual

associations with mental health in line with previous

findings. We therefore hypothesized the following:

1. Students transitioning to a PWI from previous institu-

tions with high levels of racial diversity (greater

proportion of African Americans)—likely experienced

as a negative change upon arrival at a PWI—would

experience greater current depressive symptoms. This

would be consistent with findings indicating overall

better adjustment to college among those coming from

more diverse environments (Adan and Felner 1995;

Chavous et al. 2002; Davis 1994).

2. Students reporting more positive racial experiences

while in college would report lower depression symp-

toms, consistent with the literature regarding the

benefits of positive racial climates to the functioning

of ethnic minority college students (e.g., Hurtado and

Carter 1997; Rankin and Reason 2005).

3. A significant two-way interaction between previous

and current racial experiences such that individuals

coming from an environment in which they had more

positive racial experiences would show more depres-

sive symptoms when they perceive the current envi-

ronment to be characterized by more negative racial

experiences (vs. positive current racial experiences)

given the greater negativity experienced.

4. A significant three-way interaction such that the

interaction effect specified above would be magnified

for those students coming from a prior institution with

greater racial diversity, given the contrast experienced

in transitioning to a PWI, an environment with lower

racial diversity which may relate to a lower sense of

belonging and possibly less support to cope with

negative racial experiences.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Participants were 179 African American college students at

a large, predominantly white university in the mid-Atlantic

region of the USA. These data were collected over a course

of 3.5 years, as a part of two different studies of African

American college student health and well-being, resulting

in three distinct cohorts. The first cohort included 33 par-

ticipants who completed the entire survey out of 83 who

began or partially completed the survey (40 % completion

rate); the second cohort consisted of 57 participants (81 %

completion rate); and the third had 89 participants (91 %

completion rate). Data from the three studies were com-

bined to provide greater statistical power to examine the

questions of interest given the high degree of similarity

between the study samples and study designs. In fact,

ANOVA analyses comparing the three cohorts on the

principal study variables yielded no significant differences.

The final sample included slightly more women

(58.7 %) than men (41.3 %), had a mean age of

19.28 years (SD = 1.39), and was made up of 101 fresh-

man (56.4 %) and 78 junior transfers (43.6 %). Junior

transfers came either from affiliated campuses within the

same university system or from other colleges. All partic-

ipants were relatively new to the university and had been

on campus from one to two semesters when they completed

the survey. Annual household income while growing up

varied, with 7.3 % of participants household income being

less than $15 K, 18.4 % in the $15–$30 K range, 19.6 %

between $31 and $45 K, 19 % between $46 and $60 K,

14 % between $61 and $75 K, and 21.2 % of participants

reporting household income greater than $75 K.

Participants were asked to complete an online survey

that included the following measures (in order of

administration): demographic questions, mental health

symptom inventory, and campus climate. Because par-

ticipants came from two different studies, some additional

non-overlapping questionnaires were completed by each

cohort. For the present study, we focused exclusively on

mental health and therefore limit our presentation and

discussion to those measures relevant to our primary

research question. Approximately, half of the participants

were recruited from the general campus population for

$10 in compensation. The other half of the participants

completed the study for course credit. Only participants

who self-identified as current freshmen or junior transfer

students were eligible.

Measures

Demographic Questions

Respondents were asked about their age, gender household

composition, head of the household information (including

educational attainment), and family income. Family

income was reported using a 1–5 scale, using $15 K

increments (1 = $0–15 K and 6 = $75 K or higher). On

average, participants’ family income ranged from $45 to

60 K which can be characterized as medium SES category

(Thompson and Hickey 2011).
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Mental Health

The Brief Symptom Inventory–18 (BSI-18; Derogatis

2001) was used to measure psychological health. It is an

18-item self-report inventory in which respondents rate

their level of distress over the past week using a 5-point

scale ranging from 0 (not at all) to 4 (extremely). For the

present study, the scale was changed from 1 to 5 in order to

keep it consistent with other items being rated. Generally,

mean scores on three dimensions—somatization, depres-

sion, and anxiety—are derived from the entire set of items.

Each of these clinical subscales is comprised of six items,

resulting in a possible range of scores from 5 to 30. Past

research has validated its use as a measure of general

psychological distress (Asner-Self et al. 2006; Prelow et al.

2005) and established satisfactory reliability indices rang-

ing from .73 to .84 (Derogatis 2001). Although the BSI-18

has been examined with a number of minority populations

(e.g., Latinas in the U.S. and Central American adult vol-

unteers), there are no studies with African American ado-

lescents, warranting an examination of its factor structure

within the current sample.

A factor analysis of the 18 BSI items was conducted in

SPSS using a principal axis factoring and an oblimin

rotation. This method of extraction has been suggested to

be more accurate in capturing the underlying factor struc-

ture of a set of items (Costello and Osborne 2005). The

direct oblimin rotation allows factors to correlate, which

we would expect given the presumed psychological distress

tapped by all the items. Table 1 lists the BSI items along

with their factor loadings. The results yielded three factors,

but only the loadings for the depression items, minus item

17 (thoughts of ending your life), were consistent with the

original depression subscale (factor 2). The remaining

somatization and anxiety items were primarily loading on

factor 1, with a few random items loading on factor 3, with

no discernible pattern differentiating the two sets of load-

ings. This analysis suggests a clear depression factor and a

possible anxious-somatization subscale, but this latter

factor was diffuse and less conceptually clear. Therefore,

we utilized a modified depression subscale that consisted of

the original depression items minus the suicidality item as

our sole dependent variable for the present study.

Racial Experiences

The Racial Experiences subscale of the Racial Climate

Scale (RCS; Reid and Radhakrishnan 2003) was utilized to

capture the types of racial interactions and experiences

perceived by participants at college and their previous

institution. The subscale consists of the mean of five items

that assesses the extent to which students had experienced

or witnessed examples of discrimination or poor treatment

on their campus. Participants were asked to respond to

statements such as ‘‘This campus is more racist than most,’’

‘‘I have experienced racial insensitivity from other stu-

dents,’’ and ‘‘Students of other races or ethnic groups seem

uncomfortable around me’’ using a response scale ranging

from 1 (strong agreement) to 7 (strong disagreement).

Thus, high scores on the racial experiences scale represent

more positive racial experiences.

The questionnaire was duplicated to reflect the previous

institution (i.e., high school or prior campus) as well as the

current institution (i.e., college). Thus, respondents

answered ten questions in all—five capturing their racial

experiences at the previous institution and five for racial

experiences at college (the current institution). The authors

of the scale reported reliability coefficients of .70 for the

Racial Experiences subscale. Validity of the RCS has been

established through positive associations with a general

campus climate scale as well as significant racial group

differences on the measure. African American students

reported more negative racial experiences than Latino and

Asian-American students, who reported more negative

experiences than white students which suggest that this

measure can measure experiences of varying racial groups

(Reid and Radhakrishnan 2003). For the present study, the

scale showed excellent internal consistency for prior

environment racial experiences (a = .91) and very good

internal consistency for current environment racial expe-

riences (a = .87).

Previous Racial Diversity

We assessed racial diversity at the previous institution

using a continuous variable that asked respondents to

indicate the approximate percentage of African Americans

at their previous institution (1 = 0–10 %, 2 = 11–20 %,

3 = 21–30 %, 4 = 31–40 %, 5 = 41–50 % and

6 =[50 %). Since the current level of racial diversity at

college was constant across the sample (four percent), the

racial diversity variable provided an implicit comparison

between the racial diversity at the prior institution versus

that at college. Thus, those who attended a prior institution

with the least racial diversity (0–10 %) represented little to

no change in racial diversity from prior institution to col-

lege, while those who reported greater racial diversity

(11 % or higher) experienced a relative decrease in the

percentage of African Americans in their environment

between the prior institution and college.

Data Analysis Plan

Our primary analytic strategy involved conducting a series

of hierarchical multiple regressions with racial experiences

at the prior institution, racial experiences at college, and
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racial diversity at the prior institution entered as the pre-

dictor variables, and the modified depressive symptoms

scale as our dependent variable. Given that research shows

that SES and gender are associated with mental health

outcomes (Adler and Conner Snibbe 2003; Denton et al.

2004; Robins and Regier 1991; Witt 2006), we controlled

for gender and family’s annual household income during

childhood in all analyses. We were primarily interested in

the possible interactions between our independent variables

of the current and past racial environment, although main

effects were also examined and reported. Thus, after

entering each independent variable into the model sepa-

rately, we next entered all the possible two-way interac-

tions into the model as one step, followed by the three-way

interaction in the final step.

Results

Descriptives

Before proceeding with our primary analyses, we examined

the breakdown of previous institution racial diversity

(percent of African Americans as reported by the partici-

pants) across the sample. Approximately, 23.5 % of the

sample came from schools (high school, branch campus, or

other university) with a low percentage of African Amer-

ican students (\10 %). Thus, this group represented the

greatest similarity in racial diversity to the college envi-

ronment (four percent for current sample). Nineteen per-

cent of the sample attended schools with racial diversity

ranging from 11 to 20 %; 14 % reported attending schools

with a 21–30 % racial diversity; 12.8 % attended schools

with racial diversity of 31–40 %; and 11.2 % reported

school racial diversity of 41–50 %. The remaining 19.6 %

attended schools with racial diversity of 50 % or greater.

In terms of the primary variable descriptives, means and

standard deviations are presented in Table 2, for the overall

sample, as well as separately for freshman and juniors. We

also report the t test results for the comparison of means

between these two groups. Both previous and current racial

experiences were rated, on average, above the scale mid-

point on the 1–7 scale, indicating slightly more positive

racial experiences. Structural diversity means showed that

the participants on average came from previous institutions

with a moderate number of other African Americans (i.e.,

between 21 and 30 %). Additionally, overall, the sample

had moderate levels of psychological symptoms with

average scores of their depression symptoms close to the

midpoint on a 1–5 scale. Freshmen reported more positive

racial experiences at both their previous institutions,

t(176) = 2.63, p\ .01, and currently, t(172.46) = 2.12,

Table 1 Principal axis

factoring loadings with direct

oblimin rotation pattern matrix

for the BSI-18 items

Items Factor loadings

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3

Faintness or dizziness (S) .422

Feeling no interest in things (D) -.623

Nervousness or shakiness inside (A) .775

Pains in heart or chest (S) .697

Feeling lonely (D) -.850

Feeling tense or keyed up (A) .571

Nausea or upset stomach (S) .483

Feeling blue (D) -.760

Suddenly scared for no reason (A) .536

Trouble getting your breath (S) .609

Feelings of worthlessness (S) -.661

Spells (episodes) of terror or panic (A) .863

Numbness or tingling in parts of your body (S) .678

Feeling hopeless about the future (D) -.665

Feeling so restless you couldn’t sit still (A) .521

Feeling weak in parts of your body (S) .516

Thoughts of ending your life (D) .737

Feeling fearful (A) .677

Note Respondents are asked to indicate the extent to which they have been troubled by the following

complaints. The letter in parentheses after each item indicates the intended subscale based on the original

scale (S somatization, D depression, A anxiety)
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p\ .05, than their junior transfer counterparts. Class

standing was unrelated to the modified depression subscale

score or any other variables of interest.

Correlations between primary study variables are pre-

sented in Table 3. Positive scores on the racial experience

measures indicate more positive experiences. Self-reported

racial experiences at the prior institution were significantly

and negatively related to gender, such that women (coded

as 1; men coded as 2) were more likely to report more

positive racial experiences at the prior institution. More

negative racial experiences prior to college were also

related to more negative self-reported racial experiences at

college and with greater self-reported depression in col-

lege. Interestingly, current college racial experiences were

not correlated with any other variables. Racial diversity at

the prior institution was unrelated to previous or current

racial experiences, although greater diversity at the prior

institution was significantly related to lower income while

growing up. Income was also negatively related to

depression.

Primary Analyses

Table 4 depicts the hierarchical regression model high-

lighting the main effects and the interactions between our

main predictors (previous racial diversity, previous racial

experiences, and college racial experiences) and our

modified depression subscale. The analyses presented

included gender and income as control variables. However,

we also ran identical models that included parent education

level and recruitment cohort (three-level categorical vari-

able represented in the regression as two contrast coded

variables) entered as control variables. The pattern of

findings was consistent for each of the models, so we only

present the model controlling for gender and income with

the unstandardized coefficients corresponding to those

obtained in the final step of the model with all variables

included.

As can be seen from Table 4, after controlling for the

significant effect of income on depression in the sample,

racial diversity of the previous institution did not signifi-

cantly predict depression symptoms, contrary to Hypothe-

sis I. Current racial experiences were unrelated to

depressive symptoms, failing to support Hypothesis II.

Although not predicted, more negative racial experiences

at the previous institution were significantly associated

with more depressive symptoms in college (ß = - .19,

p\ .05).

Next we tested the various interaction terms. We

hypothesized a two-way interaction between previous and

Table 2 Primary variable descriptives for the entire sample and for freshmen and juniors, separately

Variable Overall sample (N = 179) Freshman (n = 101) Junior transfer (n = 78) t (df)

Income 3.78 (1.59) 3.82 (1.57) 3.73 (1.64) .37 (176)

SDHS 3.28 (1.85) 3.46 (1.96) 3.05 (1.67) 1.49 (175.11)

PRC 4.78 (1.61) 5.05 (1.67) 4.41 (1.47) 2.63 (176)**

CRC 4.49 (1.58) 4.71 (1.64) 4.21 (1.44) 2.12 (172.46)*

Modified depression score 1.95 (.91) 1.91 (.82) 1.98 (1.03) -.45 (141.50)

Note Degrees of freedom are adjusted based on Levene’s test in instances where equal variances cannot be assumed

* p\ .05; ** p\ .01

Table 3 Bivariate correlations

between racial environment

variables, control variables, and

the primary dependent variable

Correlations 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Gender –

2. Income -.06 –

3. Previous racial diversity .00 -.17* –

4. Previous racial experiences -.17* .09 -.03 –

5. Current racial experiences -.09 .00 -.09 .53** –

6. Modified-BSI depression subscale -.07 -.19** .03 -.19* -.14 –

Note Gender was dummy coded with 1 representing female and 2 representing male. Higher scores on the

racial experiences scales indicate more positive experiences; Higher scores on the previous racial diversity

variable indicate a higher proportion of African Americans in the institution immediately prior to college;

Higher scores on the depression subscale indicate greater depressive symptomology

* p\ .05; ** p\ .01
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current racial experiences (Hypothesis III) and a three-way

interaction between these two variables and racial diversity

(Hypothesis IV). Although, there was not a significant two-

way interaction, failing to support Hypothesis III, a sig-

nificant three-way interaction did emerge in predicting

depressive symptoms (ß = - .26, p\ . 01, DR2 = .05,

p\ .01). In order to understand the nature of the signifi-

cant three-way interaction, we conducted post-hoc analyses

of the interactions according to the guidelines outlined

elsewhere (Aiken and West 1991; Dawson and Richter

2006). Figure 1 displays a graphical depiction of the three-

way interaction, by plotting previous and current racial

experiences at high (?1 SD) and low (-1 SD) values of

each variable, and depicting these plots separately for low

and high values of previous racial diversity (% of African

Americans at previous institution).

As can be seen from Fig. 1a, b, the interaction is pri-

marily driven by the different relationship between

depression and current racial experience for participants

coming from largely negative racial environments (low

racial diversity at previous institution and negative racial

experiences). For these individuals, current positive racial

experiences had a significant buffering effect on depression

scores in college, whereas for all other individuals, current

racial experiences were not significantly related to

depression, regardless of the particular combination of

previous racial experience and previous racial diversity.

Furthermore, the slope of the line for those coming from

these largely negative racial environments (top line in

panel a) was significantly different from those coming from

lower racial diversity environments where racial experi-

ences were positive (bottom line in panel a; t = 2.36;

p = .02) as well as the slope of the line representing those

coming from environments with greater racial diversity,

but where the racial experiences were largely negative (top

line in panel b; t = 2.13; p = .04).

While we predicted a three-way interaction, we antici-

pated that the effects of negative racial experiences in

college on depressive symptoms would be worse for stu-

dents at a PWI who are coming from an environment

characterized by positive racial experiences and greater

racial diversity given the contrast between the two envi-

ronments. In contrast to the prediction of Hypothesis IV,

however, we found that negative racial experiences in the

college environment were associated with the greatest

depressive symptoms among those coming from predomi-

nantly negative racial environments (negative previous

racial experiences and low racial diversity).

Post-Hoc Analyses

The unexpected nature of our findings led us to ask two

additional questions with respect to our data. First, we

examined whether the pattern of findings was dependent on

the class standing of participants in the data (freshman vs.

junior). This variable was not included in the planned

analyses because class standing was not related to

depression in our sample. In addition, the inclusion of

another variable in the model and its interaction with all

other variables would produce a highly complex model that

would be underpowered given our sample size. However,

as an exploratory examination, we repeated the primary

hierarchical regression analysis with the modified depres-

sion score, including class standing [dummy coded as 0

(freshman) and 1 (junior)] in a step by itself, and then as an

interaction with previous racial experiences and the three-

way interaction, the only significant steps in the original

analyses. The results were unchanged, and class standing

was not a significant predictor of depression either alone or

in combination with the other terms. Thus, the findings

appear to adequately capture the collective experience of

Table 4 Summary of

hierarchical regression analysis

predicting modified depression

subscale from the BSI-18

(N = 179) from primary racial

environment variables

Variable B SE T DR2 DF dfnum dfden

Gender -.219 .134 -1.64 .049* 4.45* 2 172

Income -.111 .042 -2.65**

Previous racial diversity (PRD) .025 .038 .64 .001 .10 1 171

Previous racial experiences (PRE) -.110 .051 -2.16* .040* 7.42** 1 170

College racial experiences (CRE) -.045 .050 -.91 .0003 .47 1 169

PRE 9 CRE .017 .022 .78 .023 1.46 1 166

CRE 9 PRD .014 .024 .59

PRE 9 PRD .017 .025 .66

PRE 9 CRE 9 PRD -.033 .011 -3.16** .051* 10.00** 1 165

Note All racial environment variables were centered, and these centered variables are used for the cal-

culation of the interaction terms

* p\ .05; ** p\ .01
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students in their first year of transition to the current col-

lege environment.

Second, although the results of the factor analysis sug-

gested one reliable factor and a second, less inter-

pretable factor, we reran the analysis using the overall BSI

mean score, as opposed to the modified depression subscale

score. This would presumably provide an overall index of

psychological distress that captures both the depressive

symptoms, but also the more physiologically oriented

somatic and anxiety symptoms. The results of this analysis

reveal the same pattern with regard to negative previous

racial experiences predicting greater overall psychological

distress (B = - .10, SE = .042, p = .017). The three-way

interaction in this analysis was only marginally significant

(B = - .02, SE = .009, p = .09), though the pattern was

similar to the primary analysis reported above. Thus, the

specific interaction we uncovered appears to be more

specific to psychological symptoms associated with feel-

ings of sadness, and less with a broader distress construct

that also incorporates more physiological experiences and

sensations.

Discussion

The primary goal of this study was to examine how eco-

logical transitions in the racial environment impact the

mental health of African American undergraduates at a

predominantly white institution (PWI) of higher learning.

Specifically, we were interested in how racial experiences

at prior institutions (high school or other college) and

current college environments, in addition to the level of

racial diversity at the previous institution might interact to

influence mental health symptoms when transitioning to a

PWI. By and large, we found that some of these factors can

be important predictors of psychological health in college,

individually and in conjunction with one another, but in

ways that we did not anticipate. Perhaps, most prominently,

we found that previous negative racial experiences were

consistently related to more detrimental mental health in

college. We also found that the detrimental effects of prior

negative environments (low diversity and negative racial

experiences) can be offset, to a degree, by positive racial

experiences at the PWI, demonstrating the importance of

examining these variables together and not just indepen-

dently as has typically been done in the literature.

Interactive Effects of Racial Environment Variables

Our data are consistent with the notion that transition or

significant shifts in the environmental context can have

meaningful negative psychological and emotional conse-

quences (Bronfenbrenner’s 1979; Schwartz et al. 2010;

Tseng and Yoshikawa 2008) for the individual. Although

the three-way interaction we found was small in magni-

tude, it has also been a relatively robust finding, emerging

as significant after only one cohort of data had been col-

lected. Thus, we believe that this finding provides general

support for the notion that aspects of both the prior and

current environment may be informative to understand

current psychological functioning. The specific nature of

the interaction primarily highlighted a difference in how

individuals with negative previous racial experiences and

low previous racial diversity (a globally or uniformly
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Fig. 1 Relationship between depressive symptoms and racial expe-

riences in college given negative and positive previous racial

experiences for those coming from prior institutions with a lower

African American representation and b higher African American

representation. p values for simple slope tests are presented imme-

diately above and below the top and bottom lines, respectively
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negative racial environment) responded to racial experi-

ences in the current environment. For individuals coming

from less diverse and racially unfriendly environments,

depression symptoms were the highest overall and these

symptoms tended to show a significant decrease as college

racial experiences were more positive. For everyone else,

racial experiences in college were unrelated to depressive

symptoms.

African Americans coming from globally negative racial

environments may be so discouraged that they have mini-

mal or even negative expectations for positive racial

experiences in college. The prospect of attending a PWI

might be met with expectations of more of the same in

terms of racial environment (low diversity, negative racial

experiences)—an expectation borne out by prior investi-

gations (Patton 2006; Smith et al. 2007). Nevertheless,

there may be an inevitable disappointment for those who

feel the racial experiences are just as negative in their

present environment as they were previously. The silver

lining to this predicament is that positive racial experiences

in college may carry a lot more weight for these individuals

as they can disprove possible negative assumptions or

expectations about how race manifests in their new envi-

ronment. This realization may bring with it a greater sense

of belonging which may account for the lower depression

scores. In fact, data from Locks and colleagues (2008)

demonstrate the link between positive interactions with

diverse peers and sense of belonging, though they did not

measure depression. Thus, increasing the likelihood of

positive racial experiences on PWI campuses represents a

potential point of intervention that stands to have great

impact.

Interestingly, although these individuals from globally

negative racial environments in our study are the only ones

in our sample to demonstrate the positive benefits to psy-

chological health associated with perceptions of concurrent

positive racial environments, this is the prevailing expec-

tation and finding in the literature regarding current racial

climate and its impact on minority youth (Mounts 2004;

Rankin and Reason 2005). One possible explanation for

this finding is that there is something unique about our data

or the context in which our data were collected. For

example, current events highlighting the negative racial

climate for African Americans in this country (e.g., police

brutality, human rights violations) may have magnified

both the perception of a negative climate prior to attending

a PWI while also amplifying the relief of encountering an

environment where racial experiences are positive. It could

also be that the majority of college–bound minority stu-

dents represent this particular type of ecological transition.

That is, most universities are PWIs and those entering these

institutions may be more likely to come from schools that

are relatively low in African American representation,

which is often associated with poorer racial climates and

experiences (Davis et al. 2004; Jones et al. 2002). Thus,

prior findings may be sampling from a pool of possible

participants that closely resembles our ‘‘exception.’’

In contrast to those coming from globally negative racial

environments, those coming from globally positive (high

racial diversity and positive racial experiences) or

mixed racial environments (high levels of AfricanAmerican

students, but negative racial experiences or vice versa) in

their previous institution demonstrated no relationship

between current racial experiences and psychological health.

For these individuals, the presence of any positive racial

environment factors in their prior environment (either posi-

tive racial experiences or high levels of diversity or both)

might be sufficient to draw attention away from racial

environment variables, buffering against the interpretation

of positive or negative racial experiences in ways that con-

nect to their overall level of psychological functioning.

Effects of Individual Racial Environment Variables

Despite our primary focus on the interactive effects of

environmental variables in predicting mental health, our

findings indicated that previous racial experiences were a

consistent and relatively robust predictor of mental health

in college. African Americans reporting more negative

racial experiences prior to college tended to report greater

depression in college as well as greater overall psycho-

logical distress as indicated by the overall BSI score.

Although the absolute levels of these symptoms were in the

middle range, the fact that previous racial experiences

could be so impactful in the present environment is an

important lesson. Our data point to a possible negative

biasing that may occur even before students arrive on a

PWI college campus. The mechanism behind this effect is

not known, but one possibility is that these students

develop a heightened sense of rejection sensitivity whereby

they expect to not fit in or expect to be treated poorly

because of their race (Mendoza-Denton et al. 2002). This

rejection sensitivity may be further sharpened by being in

an environment such as a PWI where their minority status

is quite salient. However, another interpretation of this

finding is that our participants might have been too new to

the current racial environment to accurately assess the

racial experiences within their new setting compared to

their previous institution. This may lead students to rely

heavily on their past racial experiences in determining their

current racial experiences, a pattern supported by the high

correlation between perceptions of previous and current

racial experiences. Over time, the importance of the pre-

vious racial experiences may diminish as the students

become more familiar with the racial experiences of their

new environment, independent of their previous institution.
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Limitations and Future Directions

A number of limitations of the current work are worth

noting. As is the case with cross-sectional studies, we

cannot infer causation from these findings. In particular,

the lack of an assessment of psychological functioning

prior to college prevents us from ruling out the possibility

that increased depression prior to arriving on campus might

drive students to perceive more negative racial experi-

ences. Longitudinal studies of African Americans where

they can be followed from high school and throughout

college are necessary in order to gain a better appreciation

of the direction of the causal arrow in the relationships

discussed here. Another limitation of the current study was

the relatively short length of time participants had been on

campus (approximately 1–2 semesters) when asked to

participate in the study. As a result, there may not have

been enough time to develop an accurate or stable sense of

the current racial environment, possibly skewing our

results in favor of the previous racial climate.

Another limitation of our study is that we limited our

examination of racial diversity (both in the previous insti-

tution and in the current institution) to the proportions of

African Americans in the school. Asking about the number

of other minority groups in the previous institutions might

have changed how racial diversity related to our other key

variables and outcomes. For instance, being surrounded by

students from other minority groups may have helped the

students in our study feel less alone and influenced their

mental well-being. Although our sample size was of

moderate size, the number of freshman and juniors was not

sufficient to permit a full test of whether the findings were

equivalent for both of these groups. Even though a pre-

liminary test suggested more similarities than differences,

freshman and junior transfer students can also be quite

different in other ways (Laanan 2000; Rendón and Nora

1994), and they did differ in their reports of previous and

current racial experiences. Finally, future studies should

assess African American’s expectations of the campus

racial climate and racial diversity at their future PWI be-

fore they arrive in order to understand if a disparity

between their expectations and the reality contributes to the

experience of depressive symptoms or overall adjustment.

Conclusion

Our study findings suggest that changes in environmental

contexts may have significant effects on the mental health

of African American college students at predominantly

white institutions. Understanding how various factors may

interact—specifically racial diversity and racial experi-

ences—can be helpful to those individuals (e.g., faculty,

academic advisors, etc.) concerned with helping these

students adjust to a college environment as it provides

some valuable insight into the possible cause of attrition of

African American students in their first 2 years at a PWI.

Given that recent statistics indicate that only 46 % of

African Americans who attend college graduate within

6 years (Astin and Oseguera 2005), understanding experi-

ences of African American students during the college

transition is critical. Universities may be able to utilize

these findings to inform programs designed to promote the

persistence at college and healthy psychological function-

ing of African American students at PWIs.
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