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Abstract

Friendships between members of different ethnoracial groups can help to reduce prejudice
and ease tensions across ethnoracial groups. A large body of literature has explored possible
determinants for the formation of these friendships. One unexplored factor is the role of an
individual’s skin color in influencing their opportunities to befriend members of other ethno-
racial groups. This study seeks to answer two questions: For ethnoracial minorities, how is an
individual’s skin color associated with the likelihood that they will engage in a cross-ethno-
racial friendship? Does the role of skin color depend on the ethnoracial combination of the two
groups that befriend one another? Usingwaves 1, 2, and 3 of theNational Longitudinal Survey
of Freshmen and a series of multinomial logit models, the results suggest that the role of skin
color is a function of the relative levels of social status of the two ethnoracial groups that
befriend one another. I argue that lighter-skinned members of lower status ethnoracial groups
have a greater likelihood of having close friendshipswithmembers of higher status ethnoracial
groups. There is also limited evidence that darker-skinned members of a higher status group,
specifically Asians, have a greater likelihood of having close friends from a lower status group.

Keywords: Intergroup Friendships, Cross-ethnoracial Friendships, Status, Skin Color,
Quantitative Methodology, Social Stratification

INTRODUCTION

The Pew Research Center (2015) predicts that by 2055, less than half of the
U.S. population will be White due to the growing population shares of Asians and
Latinos.1 In spite of this increasing ethnoracial diversity, a report by the Public Religion
Research Institute shows that, on average, most friendships are ethnoracially homoge-
neous (Cox et al., 2016). The social network of the average White person is 91%
homogeneous whereas for the typical Black and Latino respondents, the networks are
83% and 64% homogeneous, respectively.
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Although intergroup friendships may be infrequent, they can have great implica-
tions for U.S. ethnoracial relations. According to the social psychology literature,
contact with members of another ethnoracial group can help reduce prejudice toward
that group (Allport 1954; Tropp and Pettigrew, 2005). Among White people, cross-
ethnoracial friendships can reduce feelings of social distance to ethnoracial minorities
(Fischer 2011). Having friends of different ethnoracial origins is associated with being in
a romantic cross-ethnoracial relationship later in life (Kao et al., 2019; Shiao 2018; Van
Zantvliet and Kalmijn, 2013). According to Grace Kao and colleagues (2019), for both
Asian men and women, the percentage of those who report an intergroup romantic
relationship in young adulthood is approximately twice as high among those who had at
least one intergroup friendship during adolescence in comparison to those who did not
have any cross-ethnoracial friendships. In light of the growing ethnoracial diversity in
the United States, identifying determinants of interethnic and interracial relationships,
including informal nonmarital relationships, may help uncover mechanisms that can
reduce the nation’s ethnoracial divides.

An underexplored determinant of intergroup friendships is skin color. There is a
large body of literature that gives evidence to the stratifying role of skin color, especially
among ethnoracial minorities. Research shows that darker skin color is correlated with
an array of lower socioeconomic and health outcomes (Codina and Montalvo, 1994;
Hunter 2005; Keith and Herring, 1991; Monk 2015). Cynthia Feliciano (2016) argues
that skin color is the most salient determinant of an individual’s perceived ethnoracial
identity. According to the study, she finds that dark skin color is the strongest predictor
for a person to be perceived as Black, even if said person has other stereotypicallyWhite
physical features. Within the United States, different skin tone shades are tied to
particular ethnoracial groups and stereotypes, with darker skin color being associated
with Blackness, dirtiness, savagery, and unattractiveness while lighter skin color has ties
to Whiteness, civility, cleanliness, and beauty (Hunter 2005; Dixon and Telles, 2017;
Feliciano 2016; Russell-Cole et al., 2013). Therefore, for U.S. ethnoracial minorities,
lighter skin color may be a status symbol that not only predicts better outcomes, but also
indicates greater proximity to a particular ethnoracial group.

A growing subset of this literature suggests that an individual’s skin color is
associated with characteristics of their romantic partners. For example, Margaret
L. Hunter (2005) and Ellis P. Monk (2014) find that among Black respondents, having
a lighter skin tone is related to having a partner with higher educational attainment. In an
older study, Michael Hughes and Bradley R. Hertel (1990) show that lighter skin color
among Black Americans is associated with both greater spousal occupational prestige
and spousal education. Moreover, skin color’s relationship to dating may in part be a
function of friendship networks (Keels and Harris, 2014).

There is the strong possibility that skin color can play an influential role in
intergroup friendships. Nao Hagiwara and colleagues (2012) show that after accounting
for facial features, darker skin color amongBlack people—relative to lighter skin color—
has a negative effect on White people’s implicit emotional responses and explicit liking
toward Black people. Similarly, Black people who look more “stereotypical” (which may
include, but is not limited to, darker skin color), seem to face lower acceptance from
outgroup members than their less stereotypical looking counterparts (Hebl et al., 2012).
Analyzing determinants of friendships, in particular the role of a person’s skin color in
their likelihood of engaging in cross-ethnoracial friendships, could give new insight into
the strength of the boundaries between ethnoracial groups. Shedding light on which
group members are most likely to cross ethnoracial boundaries aids race/ethnicity
scholars to identify (1) those who are most likely to reshape ethnoracial boundaries,
and (2) the possible future directions of these boundaries. An individual’s skin color is a
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particularly telling determinant because of its associations with race and status. A
significant relationship between a person’s skin color and befriending individuals of
other ethnoracial groups suggests that to cross ethnoracial boundaries, a person may
have to possess characteristics that put them in a distinct social position relative to other
members of the same ethnoracial group.

The questions I address in this study are: Among ethnoracial minorities, is an
individual’s skin color associated with the likelihood that they will engage in a cross-ethnoracial
friendship? Does the role of skin color depend on the specific ethnoracial combination of the groups
involved?This article uses the imperfect yet useful concept of an ethnoracial hierarchy in
which particular groups have distinct levels of social standing. Based on a quantitative
analysis of theNational Longitudinal Survey of Freshmen, I argue that lighter skin color
is associated with greater odds for members of lower status groups to have a close friend
from a higher status ethnoracial group, specifically among Black and Latino respond-
ents. Furthermore, in the case of Asian respondents, I also find limited evidence that
suggests that darker skin color is associated with greater odds for individuals of a higher
status group to have close friendships with members of a lower status ethnoracial group,
in that darker skin color is associated with a greater likelihood of befriending people who
identify as “other”.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Patterns and Predictors for Intergroup Friendships

Research on intergroup friendships shows major differences in the prevalence of this
type of relationship by race/ethnicity. Kara Joyner and Grace Kao (2000) find that once
school racial composition is accounted for, Black and Asian adolescents, relative to
White adolescents, have lower odds of forming an intergroup friendship. Lincoln
Quillian and Mary E. Campbell (2003) explore the likelihood of having a friend of a
particular ethnoracial background using a methodological approach that accounts for all
possible friendships within a school. They find salient differences in the likelihood of
observing particular ethnoracial combinations; for example, the odds that Black students
befriend Black Latino students are notably higher than the odds that Black respondents
have aWhite Latino, other Latino, or an Asian friend.White respondents gravitatemost
strongly toward White Latinos and least toward Black people (Quillian and Campbell,
2003). A consistent pattern for all ethnoracial groups is the preference for ethnoracial
intragroup friendships (Espenshade and Radford, 2009; Joyner and Kao, 2000; Kao
et al., 2019; Quillian and Campbell, 2003).

Social networks, ranging from personal networks to professional networks, show a
tendency toward homophily with respect to individual characteristics such as gender,
age, nativity, and socioeconomic status (Kao et al., 2019; McPherson et al., 2001).
Individuals of the same gender have greater chances of being friends, even after
accounting for ethnoracial origins (Hallinan and Smith, 1985; Hallinan and Teixeira,
1987a, b). Quillian and Campbell (2003) find that similar socioeconomic backgrounds
may also encourage the formation of friendships while Kao and colleagues (2019) find
that adolescents of high socioeconomic status are especially prone to reporting friends of
high socioeconomic status.

Beyond similarity, the literature on relationships suggests that certain individual
characteristics are associated with the formation of cross-ethnoracial friendships.
Gender, for example, has distinct associations depending on the specific ethnoracial
combination of intergroup friendships (Hallinan and Teixeria, 1987b). Maureen
T. Hallinan and Ruy A. Teixeria (1987b) show that Black female students exhibit a
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greater likelihood of having a best friend of a different ethnoracial group relative to
Black male students, whereas the reverse is true for White students. Thomas
J. Espenshade and Alexandria Walton Radford (2009) obtain mixed findings about
how immigrant generation status relates to cross-ethnoracial interactions. In their
ethnoracially mixed sample, there is evidence that relative to fourth generationþ
respondents, second generation respondents are significantly more likely to have
cross-ethnoracial interactions such as socializing or having a close friend of a different
race. There is no statistically significant difference between the first generation and
fourth generationþ respondents.

A particularly influential determinant for the formation of intergroup relationships
is the relative levels of status between individuals. Higher social status (as measured by
class rankings) may increase the likelihood that Black students have White friends
(Hallinan and Teixeira, 1987a, b). These particular findings follow a pattern within
research on different types of intergroup relationships, which shows that members of a
lower status ethnoracial group who have “high status” traits (e.g., greater socioeconomic
status), relative to group members with “low status” traits, have a greater likelihood of
interacting with members of a higher status ethnoracial group (e.g., Kalmijn 2012;
Wang and Kao, 2007).

Cross-ethnoracial friendship studies within educational institutions highlight the
significance of school context in determining friendship patterns. For example, taking a
course related to a particular ethnoracial minority group is associated with greater
chances of having a close friend of that group (Espenshade and Radford, 2009). Mary J.
Fischer (2008) shows that larger college population sizes may impede cross-ethnoracial
interactions. Past research argues that having a greater proportion of in-groupmembers
within the school discourages intergroup friendships (Joyner and Kao, 2000). However,
Quillian and Campbell (2003) find that among White, Asian, and Black respondents
(and to some extent among Latino respondents), a greater share of in-group members is
associated with a lower likelihood of intragroup friendships. Studies that have explored
the role of outgroup members find that a greater proportion of another ethnoracial
group is associated with a higher likelihood of forming a close outgroup friendship
(Hallinan and Smith, 1985;Hallinan andTeixeira, 1987a; Kao et al., 2019). Additionally,
having greater ethnoracial diversity within the school in general may encourage inter-
group interactions/friendships, but the relationship between diversity and interactions/
friendships may depend on the ethnoracial group (Bowman and Park, 2014).

U.S. Ethnoracial Relations

The structure of U.S. ethnoracial relations are in flux. The positioning of groups such as
Asians and Latinos is especially debatable because they are increasingly prominent
ethnoracial minority groups, each with high levels of heterogeneity. Asians and Latinos
encompass a broad swath of national origins, phenotypes, and socioeconomic status
levels (Bonilla-Silva 2004; Gans 2012; O’Brien 2008; Portes and Rumbaut, 2014;
Rondilla and Spickard, 2007). On one hand, Latinidad is racialized, meaning that at
times people perceive and treat Latinos as an exclusive, separate group with distinct
physical features (Feliciano et al., 2011; Flores-González 2017; Roth 2012).On the other
hand, there is flexibility to Latinidad in that Latinos can also be racialized into different
racial groups, which in turn is associated with patterns in cross-ethnoracial interactions
(Feliciano and Robnett, 2014; Quillian and Campbell, 2003). Belinda Robnett and
Cynthia Feliciano’s (2011) study on internet dating suggests that there are distinct
outcomes when examining patterns of exclusion among Asian Indians and non-Indian
Asians.
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For the sake of simplicity, a principle assumption of this study is that
U.S. ethnoracial relations are approximately a hierarchy in terms of social standing in
whichWhite people are at the top, and thus have the greatest amount of privilege, Black
people are at the bottom, and Latinos and Asians are approximately in the middle. I
derive this conceptualization based on previous research that points to said order
(Bonilla-Silva 2004; Gans 2012; O’Brien 2008). Using indicators such as socioeconomic
status, intermarriage, and residential patterns, Eduardo Bonilla-Silva (2004) theorizes
that U.S. ethnoracial relations are reconfiguring into a tri-racial system consisting of the
categories “White”, “HonoraryWhite”, and “Collective Black”. Latinos and Asians are
notable in this conceptualization of U.S. ethnoracial relations because they are the only
two large ethnoracial groups that can fall into any of the three mentioned categories,
while White people (minus Middle Easterners) and Black people are distinctly in the
“White” and “Collective Black” categories, respectively. Eileen O’Brien (2008) argues
that Asians and Latinos have distinct experiences and beliefs as the “racial middle” that
set them apart both from Black andWhite racial groups. Nonetheless, in some ways, the
racial middle functions more similarly to White people and they show a greater affinity
toward White people rather than Black people (O’Brien 2008). Given the previous
literature, one interpretation is that the broad, collective status, or social position, of a
given ethnoracial group is based on their distance from Whiteness.

A body of research suggests that there is validity to the claim of an ethnoracial
hierarchy. For example, Latino-White and Asian-White multiracials can more readily
“blend” intoWhiteness than Black-White multiracials (Lee and Bean, 2010). S.Michael
Gaddis and Raj Ghoshal’s (2020a) research on roommate searches among millennials
shows that Americanized Asians (specifically Indian and Chinese) and Latinos have a
similar likelihood to get responses to ad inquiries for roommates. Of all groups tested in
the study, Black applicants were the least likely to receive responses (Gaddis and
Ghoshal, 2020a). When focusing specifically on White millennials’ roommate choices,
Asian (Indian and Chinese), Latino, and Black roommate applicants are perceived in
distinct ways, especially when accounting for the level of Americanization among Asians
and Latinos (Gaddis and Ghoshal, 2020b). Nonetheless, Black applicants are still the
most excluded (Gaddis and Ghoshal, 2020b). Lastly, parts of Robnett and Feliciano’s
(2011) analysis on patterns in online dating preferences support this concept. Latinos
and Asians seem to be closer to White people than Black people are to White people
(Robnett and Feliciano, 2011)2. Latinos especially are an ethnoracial “middle ground”
because they are the least excluded minority group in terms of online dating preferences
and Latinos, relative to Asian or White respondents, are least likely to exclude Black
daters (Robnett and Feliciano, 2011).

Skin Color-Based Social Stratification

Social stratification by skin color in the United States stems from the country’s history
with slavery. Lighter-skinned slaves, who were mainly the result of master-slave
relations, tended to receive more education and better treatment than other slaves
(Dixon and Telles, 2017; Hunter 2005; Russell-Cole et al., 2013). After the Civil War,
lighter-skinned former slaves were more likely to take leadership positions relative to
their darker-skinned counterparts, which fed into the perception that Black people who
were more successful and seemed more intelligent had these characteristics because of
their White heritage (Hunter 2005; Russell-Cole et al., 2013). The benefits these
individuals received has passed onto later generations (Dixon and Telles, 2017; Hunter
2005). Thus, the United States, historically, has associated lighter skin color, relative to
darker skin color, with greater social status, wealth, access, and privilege.
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Scholars have theorized that skin color within the United States is an aspect of race
that is charged with stereotypes (Dixon and Telles, 2017; Hunter 2005; Russell-Cole
et al., 2013). Lighter skin color’s historical association with wealth, beauty, and status
remains intact, while darker skin color is tied to ugliness and incivility (Dixon andTelles,
2017; Hunter 2005; Russell-Cole et al., 2013). More foundationally, an individual’s skin
color is itself a marker of race that influences how others perceive that individual’s race
(Feliciano 2016). According to Feliciano (2016), light skin color indicates a proximity to
Whiteness, medium skin color to Latinidad, and dark skin color to Blackness. St. Clair
Drake and Horace R. Cayton’s (1945) study gives insight into how skin color can help
particular members of an ethnoracial group to transcend the boundaries of their own
group. Light-skinned Black people in the 1940’s could inhabitWhite spaces by virtue of
being able to pass asWhite (Drake andCayton, 1945). Therefore, skin color functions as
a kind of bodily capital in predicting a range of within-group inequalities due to the
stereotypes associated with skin color.

To give a few concrete examples of the stratifying role of skin color within ethno-
racial groups, darker-skinned Black respondents tend to have worse health (e.g., mental
health and hypertension) and socioeconomic outcomes (e.g., educational attainment and
income) than their lighter-skinned counterparts (Hunter 2005; Monk 2014, 2015) and
experience more racial discrimination (Klonoff and Landrine, 2000; Monk 2015).
Darker-skinned Latinos likewise tend to have lower occupational prestige scores
(Espino and Franz, 2002), perceive more discrimination in anonymous situations
(Santana 2018), and earn lower income (Telles and Murguia, 1990) in comparison to
those with lighter skin tones. There is not as much work on the role of skin color on
unequal outcomes among Asians, but research suggests that broadly there is a preference
for lighter skin (Dixon and Telles, 2017; Rondilla and Spickard, 2007).

An emerging segment of the skin color literature explores the role of skin color in
relationships. Past research shows that for Black Americans, lighter skin color is
associated with spousal characteristics such as greater educational attainment and lighter
skin color (Monk 2014). Plausibly, a person’s educational attainment and skin color are
measures of their social status. Research on the role of skin color in determining the
likelihood of dating people of different ethnoracial backgrounds suggests that skin color
operates as a stratifying factor, however, the relative social status of the groups may
determine whether lighter or darker skin color is related to a greater likelihood of
crossing ethnoracial lines (Santana 2020).

There is evidence that the role of skin color in shaping romantic interactions with
other group members may in part be a function of their friendships and that, for Black
people specifically, phenotype influences cross-ethnoracial interactions (Hebl et al.,
2012; Keels and Harris, 2014). Skin color, due to its role as a status symbol and an
indicator of mixed ancestry, may shape opportunities within ethnoracial groups to cross
ethnoracial lines. Specifically, lighter skin color, which has greater status and signals
proximity to Whiteness, may be associated with greater access to higher status groups
whereas darker skin color, which signals lower status and non-White ancestry, may lead
to more interactions with members of lower status groups.

Although the literature on skin color and relationships is growing, there is not a
deep understanding of how skin color influences friendships. Studying this relationship
may therefore clarify the intricacies and dynamics of cross-ethnoracial friendships,
specifically who is most likely to engage in these relationships among ethnoracial
minorities, which may have long-term implications such as reduced social distance
between major ethnoracial groups, an increase in romantic relationships between these
groups, and even growth in the multiethnic/multiracial population. In this study, I test
the following:
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H1:Net of personal, familial, and contextual factors, the role of an individual’s skin color is
dependent on the relative levels of status of the ethnoracial backgrounds of the individual and
the friend.

H1a: Lighter skin color should be associated with greater odds for a member of a lower status
ethnoracial group to claim a friendship with a member of a higher status ethnoracial group.

H1b: Darker skin color should be associated with greater odds for a member of a higher
status ethnoracial group to claim a friendship with a member of a lower status ethnoracial
group.

METHODOLOGY

I use the National Longitudinal Survey of Freshmen (NLSF) for this study, which for
four years followed a cohort of freshmen that enrolled in twenty-eight selective
institutions of higher education in the Fall of 1999 (Massey et al., 2003). The sample
features a range of fourteen private universities such as Columbia University and
Stanford University; nine liberal arts colleges such as Williams College and Bryn Mawr
College; four public universities including University of North Carolina - Chapel Hill
and University of Michigan - Ann Arbor; and Howard University, a historically Black
university (Massey et al., 2003). Although the data may not be generalizable to the
greaterU.S. population, they do speak to a particularly insightful period in adult life. For
many people, college is the first time away from their parents, giving them greater
freedom to experiment socially by befriending and dating people that they may not have
considered otherwise while living at home. If skin color is indeed a significant predictor
of intergroup formation, therefore, college and university campuses offer a favorable
environment for this relationship to be expressed and observed. I source the information
on population size from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System’s
(IPEDS) data from 1999 (National Center for Education Statistics n.d.). I also glean
information fromU.S. News &World Report (n.d.) to determine whether a given college
is located in an urban area.

The outcome variable, the race of a close friend, is based on measures collected at
wave 3 (the end of sophomore year, Fall 2001). The survey asks about the four
individuals who are closest to the respondent, which I reduce to responses that are
identified explicitly as “friend” but are neither “parent”, “sibling”, nor “relative”. The
sample could include friends who are also a romantic partner, classmate/coworker,
roommate, family friend, and/or a teacher. The explanatory variables are from wave
1 (collected at the beginning of freshman year), wave 2 (collected at the end of
freshman year), and wave 3 (collected at the end of sophomore year). The main
explanatory variable, skin color, is an ordinal variable that ranges from 1 (lightest) to
8 (darkest). I top-code the original skin color variable, which had a range of eleven
categories, due to sparse observations. Interviewers were verbally trained to rate a
respondent’s skin color in person during wave 1. Arguably, the greatest attribute of this
variable is that it was collected before the outcome variables, which aids in the causal
order of the analysis.

The models account for personal characteristics (respondent’s sex and nativity),
friend’s characteristics (sex, an indicator for same-sex friendships because different-sex
friendships may have a greater likelihood of also being romantic relationships (Joyner
and Kao, 2000), and whether the friend is a college student), parental characteristics
(highest educational attainment—if a response is missing for one parent, I use the given
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information from the other parent for this variable—and nativity), and contextual factors
(whether the respondent took an ethnic or racial studies course during their freshman
year,3 the region in which the institution is located, whether this location is in an urban
area, percentage of same race students at the institution in the academic year of 1998–
19994, the log of the undergraduate population size, and the entropy score, also known
as a diversity score, for a given institution based on the undergraduate population).
Lastly, to ensure that the contextual variables properly speak to the experiences of the
respondents, I limit the sample to respondents who reported having stayed at their
original institutions as of wave 3.

I used the entropy equation featured in research such as Marcus L. Britton (2014)
and John Iceland (2004). I treat a given institution in the sample as an area unit. The six
groups that I use for the calculation are the population sizes for the groupsWhite, Black,
Latino, Asian/Pacific Islander, Indigenous, and race/ethnicity unknown, as reported by
IPEDS. For a calculation based on six groups, the highest entropy score is 1.79 while the
lowest entropy score (one in which only one group is represented) is 0. The sum of the
six groups are a proxy for undergraduate population size for the calculation rather than
the given IPEDS undergraduate grand total. The figures in general are quite similar.
Thus, the entropy score is an imperfect yet useful proxy for total diversity in a given
institution.

The unit of analysis for the study is friendship pairs. The models are multinomial
logit models with standard errors adjusted by respondent to account for the non-
independence of observations.5 I choose to not use individual-level sample weights
that are calculated to account for ethnoracial group sampling among different
colleges. The unit of analysis of this study is dyads rather than individual respond-
ents, which would make the sample weights inappropriate. I run the models
separately by ethnoracial group. A respondent’s ethnoracial group membership is
determined by the race/ethnicity information they reported to their institution prior
to the beginning of the survey. The study was originally designed to examine the
outcomes of four mutually exclusive ethnoracial groups (Black, White, Asian, and
Latino).

Tables 1 and 2 present the distributions for the explanatory and outcomes
variables in the final sample of friendship pairs after utilizing listwise deletion. The
distribution of the outcome variable is especially telling. More than half of the Black
subsample reports an ethnoracially homogeneous friendship while 19.2% and 39.6%
of the Latino and Asian subsamples report a homogeneous friendship, respectively.
When crossing ethnoracial boundaries, reporting aWhite friend is the most common
response.

Table 1. Percentage distribution of friends’ ethnoracial backgrounds in friendship dyads

Race/Ethnicity of Respondent

Race/Ethnicity of Friend Black Latino Asian

White 23.3 54.5 45.5
Black 59.0 5.6 3.3
Latino 3.2 19.2 3.1
Asian 5.1 9.8 39.6
Other 9.4 10.8 8.4
Total(N) 1872 1753 2061
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RESULTS

Main Results

Table 3 presents the multivariate models of the log-odds of intergroup friendships
among Black students. The bivariate results suggest that darker skin color is significantly
associated with lower odds of having a close friend who is White or “other”, relative to
having a close Black friend. The coefficients are statistically significant at the p <0.001
and p< 0.01 levels respectively. According to the full model, which accounts for

Table 2. Distribution of independent variables

Black Latino Asian

Skin Color Rating (average and standard
deviation)

5.8 (1.9) 3.7 (1.7) 4.2 (1.8)

Respondent and Friend Characteristics
R: Male (percentage) 33.3 43.4 44.2
F: Male (percentage) 35.6 43.9 44.8
Both Same Sex (percentage) 77.2 74.9 75.0
Friend is not in College (percentage) 9.1 6.5 4.8
Foreign-Born (percentage) 7.9 18.9 31.3
Parental Background
Nativity (percentage)

Both Native-Born 73.2 31.2 7.7
Mixed Nativity 8.8 30.7 10.7
Both Foreign-Born 18.1 38.0 81.6

Highest Parental Educational Level
(percentage)
Some College or Less 29.8 29.5 16.4
College Graduate/Some Graduate Studies 31.1 30.4 26.1
Graduate Degree 39.1 40.1 57.5

College-Related Factors
Taken an Ethnic Studies Course During
Freshman Year (percentage)

21.0 9.1 16.8

Region (percentage)
Northeast 30.9 40.1 35.0
Midwest 27.2 28.0 27.5
West 12.4 14.8 13.9
South 29.4 17.2 23.6

Urban College Location (percentage) 60.8 62.5 59.2
Proportion of Same-Race Students in College
(average and standard deviation)

11.8 (19.5) 5.6 (3.3) 13.8 (9.5)

Log of College Population Size (average and
standard deviation)

9.1 (0.8) 9.1 (0.8) 9.1 (0.8)

College Entropy Score (average and standard
deviation)

0.9 (0.3) 1.0 (0.3) 1.0 (0.3)

Total(N) 1872 1753 2061
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Table 3. Log-odds for Black respondents to have a close intergroup friendship

Race/Ethnicity of Friendship (reference = Black) Race/Ethnicity of Friendship (reference = Black)

White Asian Latino Other White Asian Latino Other

Skin Color Rating –0.198*** –0.0875 –0.113 –0.146** –0.211*** –0.141* –0.150* –0.140*
(0.0410) (0.0679) (0.0781) (0.0526) (0.0424) (0.0716) (0.0741) (0.0565)

Respondent and Friend
Characteristics

R: Male ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.532** 0.365 0.220 0.239
(0.176) (0.273) (0.333) (0.236)

F: Male ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.0166 −0.393 −0.667* −0.326
(0.144) (0.246) (0.328) (0.219)

Both Same Sex ---- ---- ---- ---- −0.380** −0.494* −0.720* −0.337
(0.143) (0.243) (0.329) (0.223)

F: Not in College ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.0858 −0.374 0.627 −0.0412
(0.227) (0.510) (0.398) (0.300)

R: Foreign-Born ---- ---- ---- ---- −0.365 −0.489 −1.198* 0.0872
(0.320) (0.507) (0.608) (0.394)

Parental Background
Nativity (reference: Both
Native-Born)
Mixed Nativity ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.882*** 1.023** 1.191** 0.857**

(0.267) (0.390) (0.408) (0.280)
Both Foreign-Born ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.570* (0.247) 1.235***

(0.358)
0.982**
(0.372)

0.212 (0.342)

(Continued)
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Table 3. Continued

Race/Ethnicity of Friendship (reference = Black) Race/Ethnicity of Friendship (reference = Black)

White Asian Latino Other White Asian Latino Other

Highest Educational Level
(reference: Some College
or Less)

College Graduate/
Some Graduate Studies

---- ---- ---- ---- 0.437* (0.222) 0.243
(0.314)

−0.176
(0.371)

0.113 (0.244)

Graduate Degree ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.758*** (0.211) 0.154
(0.295)

−0.0549
(0.346)

0.337 (0.238)

College-Related Factors
Taken an Ethnic Studies
Course During Freshman
Year

---- ---- ---- ---- −0.631**
(0.201)

−0.140
(0.287)

−0.149
(0.349)

−0.124 (0.243)

Region (reference:
Northeast)
Midwest ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.240 0.134 0.101 −0.311

(0.211) (0.354) (0.429) (0.285)
West ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.697* 0.289 0.240 0.591

(0.345) (0.482) (0.710) (0.402)
South ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.000258 0.0490 −0.730þ −0.752**

(0.228) (0.406) (0.401) (0.271)
Urban Location ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.0812 −0.266 0.607 0.361

(0.188) (0.296) (0.405) (0.274)
Percentage of Black Students ---- ---- ---- ---- −0.0287***

(0.00682)
−0.0641
(0.0403)

−0.0140
(0.0104)

−0.00787
(0.00673)

(Continued)
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Table 3. Continued

Race/Ethnicity of Friendship (reference = Black) Race/Ethnicity of Friendship (reference = Black)

White Asian Latino Other White Asian Latino Other

Log of College Population
Size

---- ---- ---- ---- −0.426***
(0.117)

−0.195
(0.204)

−0.766***
(0.215)

−0.421**
(0.160)

Entropy Score ---- ---- ---- ---- −0.621þ 1.282* −0.166 −0.411
(0.368) (0.605) (0.765) (0.488)

Constant 0.205 −1.925*** −2.263*** −0.985** 4.415*** −0.550 5.375* 3.304þ
(0.243) (0.414) (0.471) (0.314) (1.175) (1.951) (2.176) (1.709)

N 1872 1872
pseudo R-sq 0.011 0.081

þ p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 (two-tailed tests); standard errors in parentheses.
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personal, familial, and school factors, darker skin color is correlated to a significantly
lower likelihood of having close Asian and Latino friends as well as a closeWhite friend
and a close friend who is “other”. The level of significance in the second model for three
of the outcomes is p < 0.05 (having a close Asian or Latino friend or a friend who is
“other”) and p< 0.001 for having a close White friend.

The predicted probabilities inGraph 1, which are based on the full model, show that
skin color may be especially pertinent to friendships between Black and White people.
Among the lightest respondents, the predicted probability of reporting a close White
friend is 38.3% while the darkest respondents have a probability of 17.3%.

The change in probability is much smaller for reporting Latino and Asian close
friends, which may speak to the lower number of opportunities that respondents have to
befriend Latino and Asian people relative to White people as well as the shorter social
distance between Black people in relation to Latino and Asian people, in comparison to
between Black and White people. For example, the predicted probability for respond-
ents to report a close Latino friend ranges from 4.0% for the lightest respondents to
2.7% for the darkest respondents. Even if the predicted effect may be small for certain
outcomes, the results give support to Hypothesis 1a because lighter skin color is
consistently associated with greater log-odds of having intergroup friendships for Black
respondents.

Furthermore, the predicted probability for having a close friend who identifies as
“other” drops from 11.7% for the lightest Black respondents to 8.1% for the darkest
Black respondents.While the category “other” is inherently vague andmay encompass a
wide range of ethnoracial identities, especially multi-ethnoracial backgrounds, Black
people plausibly may have a lower status relative to the individuals that encompass the
“other” category.

Among Black respondents, other significant factors worth mentioning are sex,
nativity, parental background, taking an ethnic studies course, the college’s location,
and the demographic makeup of the college. Referring to the full model, males display
significantly greater log-odds of having a closeWhite friend (p < 0.01), yet having a male
friend is associated with lower log-odds of having a Latino friend (p < 0.05). When the
respondent and friend are the same sex, there are consistently significant lower log-odds

0
.1

.2
.3

.4
P

re
di

ct
ed

 P
ro

ba
bi

lit
y

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Skin Color Rating

White Friend Asian Friend
Latino Friend Other

Graph 1. Predicted Probability of Intergroup Friendships – Blacks
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of the friendship being cross-ethnoracial for three outcomes. Being foreign-born is
significantly associated with lower log-odds of having a close Latino friend (p < 0.05).

The parental background measures in the full model show that having at least one
foreign-born parent is significantly associated with greater log-odds of having close
intergroup friendships with multiple groups. Moreover, having a more educated parent
is correlated to statistically significant higher log-odds of having a White close friend,
which follows the pattern of having higher status being related to interacting with a
higher status group.

For contextual variables, the model shows that taking an ethnic studies course
during freshman year may cut the odds of having a White close friend by approxi-
mately 50% (e(-.631) = 0.532; p < 0.01). There is some evidence that a college’s location
is significantly correlated with the likelihood of having an intergroup friendship,
especially in the West and South in comparison to the Northeast. Having a higher
percentage of Black undergraduate students within the college is associated with
statistically significant lower log-odds of having a White close friend (p < 0.001)
whereas attending a larger institution is consistently correlated with lower odds of
having intergroup friendships with multiple groups. Lastly, the role of diversity seems
to depend on the outcome. There is a marginally significant negative correlation
between the diversity score and the log-odds of having a White friend, but there is a
significant positive association between the diversity score and the log-odds of having
an Asian friend (p < 0.05).

The results in Table 4 show quite distinct patterns for Latinos. Of all outcomes,
darker skin color is significantly associated with lower odds of having a close White
friend, relative to a close friend being Latino, in both the bivariate and full models. In
the full model, a unit increase in the skin color variable is associated with 14.2%
lower odds of having a close White friend (e(-.153) = 0.858; p < 0.01). Graph 2
illustrates that there is a twenty percentage-point difference in the predicted
probability of reporting a close White friend (61.9% for the lightest skin shade to
41.9% for the darkest skin shade). These results give evidence to Hypothesis 1a.
Moreover, in the bivariate analysis, darker skin color is marginally associated (p=
0.07) with lower odds of having a close Asian friend. The coefficient is no longer
marginally correlated to having a close Asian friend once the control variables are
accounted for in the model.

According to the full model, both personal as well as familial factors are related to
the likelihood of reporting a close cross-ethnoracial friendship for Latinos. Among these
respondents, the friend being male is significantly correlated to greater log-odds of
having a closeWhite friend (p < 0.05) andmarginally significant to having a Black friend.
Moreover, being of the same sex is associated with greater log-odds for a Latino
respondent to report having a close Asian friend (p < 0.05). A friend not being a college
student is significantly correlated to lower log-odds of having a close Asian friend and a
close friend who is “other”. Both respondent and parental foreign nativity are correlated
to lower log-odds of having intergroup friendships with multiple groups while having a
more educated parent is associated with greater log-odds.

Among contextual predictors, the role of an ethnic studies course seems to depend
on the considered outgroup. The variable is significantly associated with lower log-
odds of having a close White friend (p < 0.05) but greater log-odds of having a close
Black friend (p < 0.01). A school located in the Midwest, relative to one in the North-
east, is associated with greater log-odds of having a close Asian friend (p < 0.05). A
greater proportion of Latino students is marginally correlated to a reduction in the
log-odds of having a close White friend while a larger college is associated with
lower log-odds of having a close Asian friend (p < 0.05) and having a close Black friend
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Table 4. Log-odds for Latino respondents to have a close intergroup friendship

Race/Ethnicity of Friendship (reference = Latino) Race/Ethnicity of Friendship (reference = Latino)

White Asian Black Other White Asian Black Other

Skin Color Rating −0.199*** −0.118þ 0.116 −0.101 −0.153** −0.0825 0.0940 −0.0663
(0.0487) (0.0649) (0.0709) (0.0671) (0.0471) (0.0622) (0.0684) (0.0669)

Respondent and Friend Characteristics
R: Male ---- ---- ---- ---- −0.0650 0.233 0.0666 −0.173

(0.184) (0.243) (0.288) (0.251)
F: Male ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.354* −0.0659 0.509þ 0.233

(0.162) (0.240) (0.266) (0.218)
Both Same Sex ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.214 0.516* 0.215 −0.0636

(0.161) (0.243) (0.262) (0.219)
F: Not in College ---- ---- ---- ---- −0.344 −1.544** −0.183 −0.987*

(0.272) (0.524) (0.457) (0.435)
R: Foreign-Born ---- ---- ---- ---- −0.196 −0.0703 −0.407 −0.622*

(0.235) (0.275) (0.344) (0.314)
Parental Background
Nativity (reference: Both Native-Born)

Mixed Nativity ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.109 0.352 −0.401 0.204
(0.226) (0.295) (0.380) (0.317)

Both Foreign-Born ---- ---- ---- ---- −0.917*** −0.570* −0.413 −0.183
(0.219) (0.277) (0.304) (0.306)

Highest Educational Level (reference: Some
College or Less)
College Graduate/Some Graduate

Studies
---- ---- ---- ---- 0.761***

(0.213)
0.370 (0.279) 0.333 (0.306) 0.715*

(0.301)
Graduate Degree ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.846*** 0.518þ 0.0438 0.726*

(0.207) (0.267) (0.352) (0.290)

(Continued)
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Table 4. Continued

Race/Ethnicity of Friendship (reference = Latino) Race/Ethnicity of Friendship (reference = Latino)

White Asian Black Other White Asian Black Other

College-Related Factors
Taken an Ethnic Studies Course
During Freshman Year

---- ---- ---- ---- −0.666*
(0.277)

−0.202
(0.346)

0.944**
(0.356)

−0.126
(0.371)

Region (reference: Northeast)
Midwest ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.361 0.707* 0.149 0.478

(0.262) (0.344) (0.399) (0.342)
West ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.907 1.188 −0.488 −0.0397

(0.566) (0.744) (0.880) (0.759)
South ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.120 −0.0562 0.156 −0.245

(0.240) (0.321) (0.356) (0.345)
Urban Location ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.173 0.220 −0.232 0.221

(0.293) (0.398) (0.417) (0.403)
Percentage of Latino Students ---- ---- ---- ---- −0.134þ

(0.0693)
−0.0684
(0.0875)

−0.0286
(0.0927)

−0.0644
(0.0938)

Log of College Population Size ---- ---- ---- ---- −0.243
(0.164)

−0.560*
(0.228)

−0.382þ
(0.223)

−0.0920
(0.235)

Entropy Score ---- ---- ---- ---- −0.972þ 0.550 −0.979 0.459
(0.500) (0.626) (0.644) (0.620)

Constant 1.790*** −0.217 −1.721*** −0.179 4.901** 3.557 2.851 0.0286
(0.203) (0.272) (0.327) (0.276) (1.614) (2.196) (2.211) (2.369)

N 1753 1753
pseudo R-sq 0.011 0.088

þ p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 (two-tailed tests); standard errors in parentheses.
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(p < 0.1). Greater diversity is marginally associated with lower log-odds of having a
close White friend.

Table 5 shows the regressions for Asian respondents. Skin color in general is not a
strong predictor of having interethnic and interracial friendships. It is marginally
significant for one outcome in the bivariate analysis. Darker skin color is associated
with lower log-odds of having a Latino close friend (p= 0.059), but those results change
once personal, friend, and familial characteristics are accounted for in the model. The
full model indicates that a unit increase in skin color darkness is associated with a 14.0%
(e(.131) = 1.140; p < 0.05) increase in the odds that Asians have a close friend who is
“other”. Graph 3 presents the predicted probability for Asian students to report a friend
who is “other”. The probability more than doubles from 5.6% for the lightest respond-
ents to 13.5% for the darkest respondents. Since the “other” category could refer to
individuals of various backgrounds and because Asians are theorized to be in the middle
category in terms of status, the results give limited evidence to Hypothesis 1b. While
more nebulous to interpret, the result does suggest that in the case of Asian respondents,
darker skin color is associated with some sort of ethnoracial boundary crossing.

Referring to the full model, the associations between personal/friend characteristics
and the likelihood of having an intergroup friendship are somewhat weak. A respondent
being male is negatively associated with having a close friend who is “other” (p < 0.05)
while a friend being male is positively correlated with the respondent reporting a close
White friend or a friend who identifies as “other” (p < 0.05). There are no statistically
significant coefficients for the same sex dummy. Foreign-born nativity is at most
marginally associated with lower log-odds of having close intergroup friendships.

Parental determinants seem influential for results among Asians. Foreign parental
nativity is significantly associated with a lower likelihood of having intergroup friend-
ships with White and Black people and those who identify as “other”. Having a highly
educated parent is significantly correlated with greater log-odds of having a closeWhite
friend at the p <0.001 level.

For contextual factors, Asian respondents show the same pattern seen among Black
and Latino respondents in that taking an ethnic studies course is associated with a
decrease in the odds of having a close White friend by over 50% (e(-1.000) = 0.368;
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Table 5. Log-odds for Asian respondents to have a close intergroup friendship

Race/Ethnicity of Friendship (reference = Asian) Race/Ethnicity of Friendship (reference = Asian)

White Black Latino Other White Black Latino Other

Skin Color Rating 0.0161 −0.0216 −0.140þ 0.0542 −0.0125 −0.0621 −0.0600 0.131*
(0.0371) (0.0695) (0.0743) (0.0596) (0.0403) (0.0868) (0.0834) (0.0648)

Respondent and Friend Characteristics
R: Male ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.168 −0.0457 0.0187 −0.635*

(0.156) (0.299) (0.334) (0.291)
F: Male ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.250* 0.329 0.127 0.567*

(0.120) (0.300) (0.319) (0.237)
Both Same Sex ---- ---- ---- ---- −0.0884 −0.244 −0.117 0.303

(0.121) (0.299) (0.318) (0.239)
F: Not in College ---- ---- ---- ---- −0.211 −0.682 −0.187 −0.0430

(0.263) (0.762) (0.760) (0.392)
R: Foreign-Born ---- ---- ---- ---- −0.281þ 0.119 −0.137 −0.436þ

(0.146) (0.308) (0.327) (0.240)
Parental Background
Nativity (reference: Both Native-Born)

Mixed Nativity ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.0722 −0.627 0.283 −0.481
(0.377) (0.662) (0.701) (0.497)

Both Foreign-Born ---- ---- ---- ---- −0.994** −1.242* −0.930 −0.995**
(0.313) (0.541) (0.663) (0.386)

Highest Educational Level (reference: Some
College or Less)

College Graduate/Some Graduate Studies ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.341 (0.225) −0.150
(0.505)

0.481 (0.431) −0.189
(0.340)

Graduate Degree ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.835*** 0.453 −0.183 0.0917
(0.200) (0.449) (0.419) (0.312)

(Continued)
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Table 5. Continued

Race/Ethnicity of Friendship (reference = Asian) Race/Ethnicity of Friendship (reference = Asian)

White Black Latino Other White Black Latino Other

College-Related Factors
Taken an Ethnic Studies Course During
Freshman Year

---- ---- ---- ---- −1.000***
(0.187)

0.240 (0.323) −0.0598
(0.365)

−0.206
(0.284)

Region (reference: Northeast)
Midwest ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.205 0.468 0.00984 −0.275

(0.204) (0.378) (0.403) (0.345)
West ---- ---- ---- ---- 0.714þ −0.202 2.208** 0.436

(0.372) (0.733) (0.675) (0.556)
South ---- ---- ---- ---- −0.0203 0.299 −0.249 0.508þ

(0.186) (0.415) (0.418) (0.301)
Urban Location ---- ---- ---- ---- −0.0913 −0.487 0.534 0.0544

(0.166) (0.341) (0.370) (0.292)
Percentage of Asian Students ---- ---- ---- ---- −0.0457**

(0.0158)
−0.0638þ
(0.0388)

−0.0555þ
(0.0321)

−0.00596
(0.0251)

Log of College Population Size ---- ---- ---- ---- −0.217*
(0.104)

−0.232
(0.199)

−0.662**
(0.223)

−0.398*
(0.176)

Entropy Score ---- ---- ---- ---- −0.971* 1.082 −1.133 −0.275
(0.410) (0.902) (0.828) (0.630)

Constant 0.0705 −2.382*** −2.006*** −1.778*** 4.047*** 0.656 5.728** 2.558
(0.173) (0.323) (0.318) (0.273) (1.073) (1.872) (2.064) (1.717)

N 2061 2061
pseudo R-sq 0.001 0.093

þ p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 (two-tailed tests); standard errors in parentheses.
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p <0.001). Region is at least a marginally significant predictor for multiple outcomes. An
increase in the proportion of Asian students within the respondent’s college is at least
marginally significantly associated with lower log-odds of having a close White, Black,
or Latino friend. Similar to the other two groups, a larger college population size is
significantly correlated to lower log-odds of reporting multiple close intergroup friend-
ships. Finally, a greater level of diversity is associated with a lower likelihood of having a
close White friend (p < 0.05).

Robustness Checks

I run a series of robustness checks to ensure that the results remain stable. I examine
whether the results differ when recoding the skin color measure into a set of dummies,
incorporate the ethnoracial composition of respondents’ club participation during the
third wave of the study—which may influence friendship networks (Bowman and Park,
2014)—explore the interaction between sex and skin color, analyze respondent’s racial
attitudes, and account for mixed ancestry among respondents. While the Appendix
discusses at length the implications of these results, findings that may uncover possible
underlying mechanisms for the results of this study, especially among Black and Asian
respondents, include experiences with and attitudes towards particular groups andmixed
ancestry/national origin background.

CONCLUSION

In this study, I argue that an individual’s skin color, as a marker of intragroup social
standing, is associated with their likelihood of forming close friendships across ethno-
racial lines. The full models show that among Black respondents, the group theorized to
have the lowest status, lighter skin color is correlated to friendships across multiple
ethnoracial groups. Among Latino respondents, lighter skin color is associated with
greater odds of having a White close friend, the most socially dominant group in the
United States. These results suggest that for lower status groups, having lighter skin
color is associated with a greater likelihood of forming friendships with higher status
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Graph 3. Predicted Probability of Intergroup Friendships - Asians with ‘Other’
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groups.Moreover, amongAsian respondents, darker skin color is associated with greater
odds of having a friend who ethnoracially is “other”. The evidence is not as concrete that
for higher status groups, darker skin color is associated with a greater likelihood of
having friendships with members of lower status groups. Nevertheless, the result for
Asian respondents suggests that darker skin color is correlated with cross-ethnoracial
interactions.

This study is not intended to be representative of the broader U.S. population, but it
does speak to possible patterns in the future of U.S. ethnoracial relations. According to the
literature on theories that predict the trajectory of U.S. ethnoracial relations, three well-
known theories are the “White versus non-White divide”, the “Black versus non-Black
divide”, and the Latin Americanization thesis (Bean et al., 2013; Bonilla-Silva 2004). The
results from the full models speak the most to the Latin Americanization thesis, which
theorizes that the future of U.S. ethnoracial relations will follow a triracial system
comprised of “White”, “Honorary White”, and “Collective Black” (Bonilla-Silva 2004).
Following the logic of this theory, respondents who have lighter skin color and are of a
lower status group may be the ones to become a part of the “White” and “Honorary
White” groups in part because of their greater access to higher status groups. The one
result that suggests a positive correlation between darker skin color and the odds of having a
cross-ethnoracial friendship, net of other factors, is between Asians and those who identify
as “other”. This pattern could speak to Latin Americanization as well but without knowing
more details about those who identify as “other”, it is not possible to make a strong claim.

The analyses also highlight how personal, familial, and contextual factors function
differently across ethnoracial groups and outcomes. For example, parental foreign
nativity is associated with a greater likelihood for Black respondents to engage in close
interethnic and interracial friendships while the opposite holds for Latinos and Asians.
Mary C. Waters’ (1999) study on Black immigrants and children of immigrants
illustrates that Black children of immigrants with strong ties to their ancestral back-
ground can more readily dismiss possible obstacles that Black Americans face, such as
discrimination. Thus, interacting with non-Black individualsmay seemmore feasible for
Black children of immigrants than for Black children of natives. However, Latino
immigrant parents have been shown to encourage their children to marry within their
own ethnic group (Foner and Dreby, 2011; Morgan 2009), so the possible role of
parental foreign nativity may be negative in this situation.

Nonetheless, there are several similarities across groups. For all three ethnoracial
groups, taking an ethnic/racial studies course is associated with a decrease in the odds of
having a close White friend. For most ethnoracial groups, having a relatively well-
educated parent is associated with a higher likelihood of having a friendship across
ethnoracial lines, especially with White people. In contrast, a greater percentage of
same-group members within the respondent’s college is correlated to lower odds of
having an intergroup friendship.

The robustness checks highlight areas for insightful future research. For example,
among Black students, an underlying factor that may partly drive the skin color results is
mixed ancestry. The literature has shown that Black people of mixed ancestry are more
likely to identify with being Black than with another ethnoracial group (Lee and Bean,
2004). These results suggest that ethnoracial lines may blur via ethnoracial group
members who have lighter skin color, which is associated with mixed heritage, and thus
have a particular status within their ethnoracial group. Therefore, the robustness check
does support the broader argument of the paper, which is that the particular social
standing of an individual (in the case of Black respondents, having lighter skin and/or
being ethnoracially mixed can put them in a higher position), relative to other members
in their respective ethnoracial group, is associated with their likelihood of engaging with
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members of other ethnoracial groups. Nevertheless, the results also beg the following
question: Is it the social status associated with skin color that is leading these results or is
it the mixed ancestry of these individuals that encourages cross-ethnoracial friendships?

This study also points to certain factors that future research should further explore
that cannot be examined in this study due to lack of data. Exploring differences by
national origin could be especially pertinent for Latinos and Asians. Although the results
do not change when accounting for national origin amongLatinos, the results do change
for Asians. Future research on skin color and interethnic and interracial friendships
would benefit from having more information on the friend’s characteristics, such as
friend’s skin color, their socioeconomic background, and the friends that they share, to
gauge how the combination of the respondent’s and the friend’s traits may interact.
Previous research has given evidence to the significance of having similar traits and
shared networks between friendships (Wimmer and Lewis, 2010).

While this study uses the conceptualization of an ethnoracial hierarchy to describe
the relative social distance of four major ethnoracial groups, there is greater nuance to
U.S. ethnoracial relations (Gaddis and Ghoshal, 2020b; Kim 1999, 2004), especially
when considering groups beyond the ones discussed in this study (Zou and Cheryan,
2017). Beyond heterogeneity within the mentioned ethnoracial groups, these groups do
not always readily fall into a neat, status-based hierarchy. Claire J. Kim (2004), a
proponent of the concept “racial positionality”, states that,

We need a way to retain racial hierarchy’s focus on vertical power differences while
at the same time acknowledging more fully the differentiation and heterogeneity of
nonwhite experiences… it [the concept of racial positionality] would discard the
idea of a single-scale ranking and instead locate racialized groups on a plane defined
by at least two axes of dimensions – that of superior/inferior and that of American/
foreigner (Kim 1999). This would allow us to recognize that Asian Americans and
Latinos have been seen historically as both between black and white on the former
scale and quite foreign on the later scale (p. 999).

Thus, the concept I use in this study speaks more to a particular aspect of racial
positioning among these groups, that of superiority versus inferiority. More recent
research speaks to the concept of racial positionality. For example, Gaddis and Ghoshal
(2020b) find that when using the axes of valorization (superior/inferior) and cultural
inclusion (outsider/insider) to examine perceptions of racial ordering among White
millennials, they find support for Kim’s (1999) conceptualization of racial positionality,
which she also refers to as “racial triangulation”. They also find notable departures from
that framework. For example, White people valorize Asians (whether foreign or not)
similarly as they do other White people (Gaddis and Ghoshal, 2020b). The authors
argue in favor of “dynamic racial triangulation”, which speaks to how Asians’ and
Latinos’ positions within U.S. ethnoracial relations may in part be a function of how
acculturated theymay be and thatWhite peoplemay view Black people as outsiders, akin
to foreign Asians (Gaddis and Ghoshal, 2020b).

Linda X. Zou and Sapna Cheryan (2017) further highlight the nuances of ethno-
racial dynamics in the United States when applying the concept of racial positionality to
lesser-mentioned groups such as Native Americans and Arab Americans. Their findings
do differ from Gaddis and Ghoshal (2020b) in some aspects (e.g., Asians have a lower
rating on the superior/inferior scale relative to White people). Their results also
emphasize how there is little understanding of the racial positionality of groups such
as Arab Americans. The U.S. Census racializes this group as “White” yet its members
have distinct lived experiences that suggest that they do not have the same position as
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other White people (Gaddis and Ghoshal, 2015; Salaita 2006). Future studies should
further explore the role of racial positioning in determining cross-ethnoracial friend-
ships while accounting for groups such as Native Americans and Arab Americans.

Lastly, recent research has shown that White people’s skin color can also be a
determinant of intergroup relations for White students (Santana 2020). Due to space
limits as well as distinct theoretical implications of skin color inequality for White
people, I choose to not examine the role of skin color among White students in this
study. One could argue that among ethnoracial minorities, having a broader range of
phenotypical features—including a broader range of skin tones—relative to White
people could imply that skin color may have distinct implications for how ethnoracial
minorities are perceived and treated by others in comparison to White people.

The timeframe of the data must be acknowledged. The data were collected at the
turn of the twenty-first century. Since the early 2000s, there is evidence of greater
acceptance towards ethnoracial intermarriage. In 2000, 30% of non-Black respondents
were opposed to a relative marrying someone who was Black (Livingston and Brown,
2017). That figure shrank to 14% by 2016 (Livingston and Brown, 2017). The election
of the first Black U.S. president post-2000 further suggests greater acceptance of
ethnoracial diversity. However, recent racially-charged events, including the emergence
of the Black LivesMatter movement, the anti-immigrant discourse fueled by the Trump
administration, and the increase in the salience of anti-Asian sentiment due to the
COVID-19 pandemic show that ethnoracial cleavages are far from over in the United
States (Chen et al., 2020; Finley and Esposito, 2020; Rickford 2016). More recent data
on the broader population could expand our understanding of how the possible
mechanisms shown within this study apply to the current greater U.S. population.

In spite of the limited generalizability to the current U.S. population, the data speak
to a time in these individuals’ lives—during college attendance—in which forming
intergroup relationshipsmay bemore readily available compared to other periods within
the life course. Finding a significant relationship between skin color and intergroup
friendships during their undergraduate experience suggests that skin color can be an
even stronger determinant of intergroup friendships in more restrictive environments.
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NOTES
1. The terms “White”, “Black”, and “Asian” refer to those who self-identify as non-Latino

White, non-Latino Black, and non-Latino Asian (respectively) while “Latino” can be of
any race.

2. It should be noted that studies such as Robnett and Feliciano’s (2011) research on internet
dating highlight that when it comes to cross-ethnoracial interactions, patterns of exclusion
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do not fall neatly into this proposed framework. Although race/ethnicity scholars commonly
use cross-ethnoracial relationships as an indicator of social positioning, according to Robnett
and Feliciano (2011), Asians (including Asian Indians) do not always receive greater
acceptance relative to Black online daters, especially when factoring differences by gender.

3. This variable is a combination of responses based on completed courses reported in wave
2 and wave 3. There are discrepancies in responses about Spring courses in that wave 2 has
responses for courses in progress and wave 3 has responses for finished courses. For themain
analyses, I restrict the sample to respondents who had responses for at least one term,
whether it be in the Fall,Winter, or Spring.Different iterations of this variable, whether it be
to use responses solely from wave 2 or combining waves 2 and 3 as well as restricting the
sample to respondents who have responses for at least two terms, show substantively similar
results. For this variable, I decide to include the response “other” (as in a department/
program not listed in the survey) as a valid response.

4. One of the institutions, Columbia University, does not have ethnoracial distribution
percentages for that year from the NLSF data, therefore I substitute the missing data using
Columbia University’s data on ethnoracial distribution percentages from the academic year
2001–2002 based on theNLSF data. The distributions for other institutions are quite similar
between the years 1998–1999 and 2001–2002. Furthermore, I run the main analyses using
versions of these variables I calculate based on the IPEDS’ 1999 data and the results are
comparable.

5. I attempt to use both fixed effects models and random effects models for this study to account
for the clustering of responses by respondent and by college. For the fixed effects models, I
use the respondent’s college as the group variable with the Stata command “femlogit”. I
cannot run themodels, even when estimating simpler models that only feature the skin color
variable as the explanatory variable. This result is possibly due to the large number of dyads
clustered within each college. Alternatively, I run a series of four logit models with college
fixed effects per ethnoracial group in which the outcomes are either that the respondent’s
friend is of the same ethnoracial background as the respondent or that the friend is of another
particular ethnoracial group. These models show similar results to the main models. As for
the random effects models with clustered standard errors by respondent, I use the command
“gsem” with the “shared” random effects approach in which the random effect is by
respondent. Themainmodels with random effects overall show substantively similar results.
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