
University of Washington Tacoma
UW Tacoma Digital Commons

SIAS Faculty Publications School of Interdisciplinary Arts and Sciences

2017

Intercultural Comfort Through Social Practices:
Exploring Conditions for Cultural Learning
Ruth Sessler Bernstein
University of Washington Tacoma, bernstrs@uw.edu

Paul Salipante

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.tacoma.uw.edu/ias_pub

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the School of Interdisciplinary Arts and Sciences at UW Tacoma Digital Commons. It has
been accepted for inclusion in SIAS Faculty Publications by an authorized administrator of UW Tacoma Digital Commons.

Recommended Citation
Bernstein, Ruth Sessler and Salipante, Paul, "Intercultural Comfort Through Social Practices: Exploring Conditions for Cultural
Learning" (2017). SIAS Faculty Publications. 906.
https://digitalcommons.tacoma.uw.edu/ias_pub/906

https://digitalcommons.tacoma.uw.edu?utm_source=digitalcommons.tacoma.uw.edu%2Fias_pub%2F906&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.tacoma.uw.edu/ias_pub?utm_source=digitalcommons.tacoma.uw.edu%2Fias_pub%2F906&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.tacoma.uw.edu/ias?utm_source=digitalcommons.tacoma.uw.edu%2Fias_pub%2F906&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.tacoma.uw.edu/ias_pub?utm_source=digitalcommons.tacoma.uw.edu%2Fias_pub%2F906&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.tacoma.uw.edu/ias_pub/906?utm_source=digitalcommons.tacoma.uw.edu%2Fias_pub%2F906&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages


July 2017 | Volume 2 | Article 311

ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 05 July 2017

doi: 10.3389/feduc.2017.00031

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org

Edited by: 
Claudia Fahrenwald,  

University of Education Upper 
Austria, Austria

Reviewed by: 
Melanie Carol Brooks,  

Monash University, Australia  
Alfred Kweku Ampah-Mensah,  

University of Cape Coast, Ghana

*Correspondence:
Ruth Sessler Bernstein  

bernstrs@uw.edu

Specialty section: 
This article was submitted to 

Leadership in Education,  
a section of the journal  
Frontiers in Education

Received: 05 April 2017
Accepted: 20 June 2017
Published: 05 July 2017

Citation: 
Bernstein RS and Salipante P (2017) 

Intercultural Comfort through  
Social Practices: Exploring  

Conditions for Cultural Learning.  
Front. Educ. 2:31.  

doi: 10.3389/feduc.2017.00031

Intercultural Comfort through Social 
Practices: Exploring Conditions  
for Cultural Learning
Ruth Sessler Bernstein1* and Paul Salipante2

1 Non-Profit Studies, University of Washington Tacoma, Tacoma, WA, United States, 2 Weatherhead School of Management, 
Case Western Reserve University, Cleveland, OH, United States

High-quality cross-ethnic interactions contribute to college students’ development, but 
knowledge is scant concerning campus settings and conditions that promote these 
interactions. This study indicates that distinct social practices in particular settings 
create such conditions. Phenomenological analysis of current and past members of 
a voluntary community service association (a pseudonym), appropriated to meet their 
social needs, revealed practices leading students from differing ethnic backgrounds 
to challenge stereotypes and engage in cultural learning. Inductively derived findings 
led to a transdisciplinary analysis that synthesizes concepts from institutional (higher 
education), organizational (voluntary service organization), interpersonal (social ties), and 
individual (personal development) levels. The emergent concept of intercultural comfort 
differentiated between meaningful diversity interactions within the student association 
and apprehensive ones elsewhere. Members experienced this intercultural comfort and 
an ethnically inclusive moral order due to mission-driven practices emphasizing shared 
purpose, fellowship, and structured interactions.

Keywords: intercultural interactions, cultural learning, comfort, higher education, social practices

In many parts of societies where ethnic diversity is increasing, individuals from different cultural 
backgrounds coexist in a civil fashion and interact without expressed conflict. However, achieving 
the economic and social benefits of multicultural society requires more—a deep diversity (Harrison 
et al., 1998) characterized by intercultural learning and the skills for capitalizing on cultural differ-
ences. The benefits of diversity can be seen as residing in the building of bridging and bonding social 
capital, which provides trust and reciprocity to accomplish both collective and individual benefits. 
However, diversity in contemporary communities is found to inhibit rather than promote solidarity 
and social capital (Putnam, 2007). Research indicates a fundamental reason—intercultural interac-
tions produce psychological discomfort for individuals, a discomfort that can lead to avoidance and 
rejection of other cultures unless a variety of conditions are met (Crisp and Turner, 2011).

Administrators at many universities have pursued particular strategies to promote diversity and 
diversity’s developmental benefits for students, but capturing the potential of informal settings has 
lagged. In addition to needed recruitment and selection efforts that increase numerical diversity, 
institutional policies have focused on formal educational activities, such as awareness training and 
multiculturalism classes. These strategies, on their own, appear to be inadequate (Moss-Racusin 
et al., 2014), likely reinforcing regulation and competitive perspective among some of the majority 
group members, as evidenced by continuing incidents reported in public media signaling persis-
tent tensions on campus. One explanation for these inadequacies is that perceptions of intergroup 
competition, such as the use of organizational policies for increasing numerical diversity in 
admissions, are associated with negative stereotyping of minorities by majority group members 
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(Schmader et  al., 2001). The very success of representational 
efforts, then, can lead to limited or even negative effects on 
meaningful interaction in other formal diversity efforts under-
taken by institutions. Given these limitations of formal actions, 
this research investigates informal settings that offer the promise 
of additional paths forward, paths aimed at producing more, and 
more meaningful diversity interactions among students.

Many organizations, including institutions of higher educa-
tion, are making strides toward increasing diversity in their 
members, employees, clients, etc. However, there remains a gap 
between having diversity and achieving meaningful, deep-level 
inclusion, where individuals increase interethnic and cross-
cultural learning and reduce stereotypes and biases. Based on 
inductively derived themes derived from student’s frank reports 
of their diversity interactions on campus, we propose to advance 
knowledge of effective practices for educational institutions by 
differentiating students’ superficial diversity interactions in their 
general campus settings from meaningful ones in a particular 
voluntary community service association (hereafter, VCSA).

To deepen understandings of the themes that emerged from 
the data, and to treat the multiple levels of relevant phenomena, 
the paper first discusses several bodies of relevant literature. 
It then presents the study’s findings on practices and norms 
that students reported as differentiating apprehensive from 
learning interactions, practices that sustained the conditions 
(Allport, 1954; Pettigrew et al., 2011) known to promote effec-
tive cross-racial contact. The paper continues by developing 
the concept of intercultural comfort as the core social feature 
of this differentiation, considering how comfort was produced 
by particular social practices in VCSA. The paper concludes by 
treating its identified phenomena as institutionalized, pointing 
toward new research directions and practical policies—ones 
that mate with several trends in higher education—for the 
broader attaining of meaningful diversity interactions.

CONCEPTS OF INTERCULTURAL 
CONTACT AND RELATIONSHIPS

The developmental benefits of meaningful diversity interactions, 
coupled with the persistence of problems on campus in achieving 
a high frequency of positive, high-quality interactions, point to 
a gap in applied knowledge concerning the social determinants 
of meaningful, learning diversity interactions on campus. We 
address this gap by reviewing literature on favorable and problem-
atic social phenomena identified in this study’s phenomenologi-
cal analyses. These phenomena underlie personal development 
of intercultural comfort and cross-ethnic acceptance, learning 
and skill vs. rejection and distancing. No single theory treats the 
multiple phenomena, requiring several bodies of knowledge for 
an improved understanding.

Cross-Cultural Interactions—Benefits  
and Impediments
For students, and their educational institutions, the stakes regard-
ing meaningful diversity interactions and learning are high.  
A substantial body of research indicates that positive (high quality),  
but not other, intercultural interactions are associated with 

particular aspects of student development, extending beyond 
prejudice reduction and cross-cultural interaction skills to those 
of leadership and critical thinking (Bowman, 2010; Denson and 
Bowman, 2013; Pascarella et al., 2014). High frequency matters, 
since low- and medium-frequency cross-cultural contacts have 
been found to lack such developmental benefits (Bowman, 2013). 
The types of positive, meaningful social ties may be multiple. 
Park and Bowman (2015) note that ties favoring development 
of students’ skills can be both bonding and bridging, and that 
weak ties may even have an advantage, their larger numbers 
providing students more frequent experiencing of the novelties 
leading to personal development. Indeed, numerical diversity 
on campus increases diversity interactions but not the stronger 
ties of intercultural friendships (Bowman and Park, 2014). Racial 
diversity on campus is not shaped by numerical integration alone 
but is dependent on the social forces that impact the quality and 
frequency of cross-cultural interactions that achieve such benefits 
as reduced intergroup bias, increased intellectual self-confidence, 
and higher degree aspirations (Bowman and Park, 2015).

If individuals and societies are to benefit from diversity, 
universities and other institutions should play a role in helping 
their members develop capabilities for interacting effectively 
with differing others. Recent studies suggest new strategies for 
creating enriching intercultural interactions and cultural learn-
ing opportunities on campus, pointing to informal multicultural 
interactions with diverse peers as positively influencing student 
development and learning (Hurtado, 2005; Milem et  al., 2005; 
Pettigrew and Tropp, 2006; Pike et al., 2007; Denson and Chang, 
2009; Bowman and Denson, 2011). The enriching interactions 
that result are argued to be the most beneficial college activity in 
which students participate, with students developing leadership 
skills, cultural knowledge, and social self-confidence (Antonio, 
2001). These findings indicate that students’ intercultural learn-
ing and personal development are enabled by opportunities 
for intercultural interactions that are informal, positive, and 
meaningful. Particular informal settings have shown promise in 
overcoming distancing forces between differing groups, includ-
ing cross-ethnic living arrangements (Shook and Fazio, 2008; 
Stearns et al., 2009; McCabe, 2011) and co-curricular activities 
(Cheng and Zhao, 2006), while others, such as participation in 
religious organizations (Park and Bowman, 2015) or ethnic/ 
cultural clubs (Stearns et al., 2009), have not. A plausible conclu-
sion is that positive effects of outside-of-class activities are contin-
gent on the social conditions (Allport, 1954) and practices found 
in those activities or on particular campuses. Consistent with the 
phenomenon of intergroup competition and stereotyping, high 
levels of numerical diversity are insufficient to produce effective 
interactions, having been found to be associated with negative 
impacts (Rothman et al., 2003) when there is a negative campus 
climate for diversity (Denson and Bowman, 2013).

On U.S. campuses with ethnically diverse populations devel-
opmentally meaningful intercultural ties have been found to be 
lacking, with students being co-present with dissimilar others 
but interacting quite superficially (Halualani, 2007). Classroom 
integration does not result in significantly higher proportions of 
intercultural friendships (Stearns et al., 2009). Part of this dis-
tancing on campus is attributable to homophily, birds of a feather 
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flocking together (Lazarsfeld and Merton, 1954; McPherson 
et al., 2001; Stearns et al., 2009; Stark and Flache, 2012), with such 
tendencies carrying over from earlier educational experiences 
(Shrum et  al., 1988). These tendencies are long-standing, with 
racial homophily being stable in the U.S. over several decades 
(Smith et al., 2014). Distancing is also attributable to intercultural 
communication apprehension (Neuliep and McCroskey, 1997), 
with apprehension reducing the willingness to communicate (Lin 
and Rancer, 2003; Kim, 2012) and hampering the reduction in 
uncertainty after cross-cultural interactions (Neuliep and Ryan, 
1998). Relatedly, distancing can stem from norms of political 
correctness and propriety that add uncertainty and risk to cross-
cultural interactions (Ely et al., 2006).

Conditions for Overcoming  
Discomfort and Rejection
At the individual and group levels, a substantial review of social 
psychological research by Crisp and Turner (2011) concludes that 
psychological discomfort created by cross-cultural interactions 
can lead to avoidance and rejection of other cultures, unless 
four conditions are experienced over time: discomfort, repeated 
interaction, motivation, and ability. The initial condition of dis-
comfort involves interaction in which the individual experiences 
an inconsistency between the observed behavior of a particular, 
culturally different individual and the stereotype held of the lat-
ter’s cultural group. For this discomfort to lead to learning and 
respect rather than tension and retreat into one’s own culture, 
Crisp and Turner specify the necessity of repeated interactions 
where the individual is motivated and able to resolve the incon-
sistencies. The emphasis on repetition echoes the findings on the 
importance of intercultural interactions being of high frequency.

A substantial body of sociological literature indicates the 
importance of particular structural conditions of intercultural 
contact. Meta-analytic findings provide strong evidence that the 
optimal conditions described in Allport’s (Allport, 1954) contact 
hypothesis, while not essential, facilitate a decrease in prejudice 
and conflict and provide many additional positive outcomes of 
greater intergroup contact, including in-group trust, out-group 
knowledge, and reduced anxiety and individual threat (Pettigrew 
et al., 2011). According to Allport, these positive outcomes occur 
when different groups have the opportunity to interact in settings 
where members have equal status interactions, work collabora-
tively toward a goal that cannot be achieved independently, and 
have support for interracial interactions from recognized-author-
ity figures. Students are more likely to have increased intercultural 
interactions if appropriate propinquity mechanisms exist (Moody, 
2001; Wimmer and Lewis, 2010; Park and Bowman, 2015). For 
instance, consistent with contact theory, the integration opportu-
nities of extracurricular activities result in less pronounced friend-
ship segregation (Moody, 2001). Cross-group friendships are a 
particularly significant contributor to positive contact (Pettigrew, 
1998; Pettigrew and Tropp, 2006). They provide optimal condi-
tions for engaging in self-disclosure and lead to greater trust, sense 
of cooperation, and more positive attitudes toward the out-group 
(Turner et al., 2007). However, these conditions are typically not 
treated by current policy, and they are disfavored on campus and 
elsewhere not only by forces of homophily (McPherson et al., 2001) 

and friendship segregation (Moody, 2001) but also by phenomena 
of cross-cultural discomfort (Crisp and Turner, 2011) and com-
munication avoidance (Kim, 2012). The common consequences 
may be superficial, guarded interactions, with students failing to 
develop intercultural ties and learning (Halualani, 2007).

Students are most likely to experience intercultural learning 
after being exposed to others’ experiences and reflecting on their 
individual and collective social experiences with different others 
(Brewer, 1996; Gaertner et al., 1996; King et al., 2013). Timing 
matters. The earlier that college students have positive diversity 
interactions, the less likely they are to have negative ones later 
and the more likely they are to seek various diversity experiences 
(Bowman, 2012).

Communities for Equal-Status,  
Personal Ties
Communities can be differentiated on the basis of the closeness 
of the social relationships within them, with many contemporary 
communities being characterized as having relatively distant, 
impersonal relationships and others as more close and personal 
(Brint, 2001). The former type of community reflects the finding 
of typical intercultural interactions on campus being superficial 
(Halualani, 2007), while the latter suggests the possibility of more 
meaningful cross-ethnic interactions. Brint (2001) discusses rel-
evant contrasts between impersonal and personal communities, 
updating concepts of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft (Tönnies, 
1957). Close Gemeinschaft-like communities represent a social 
organizing based on personal ties and shared norms and val-
ues. Impersonal, Gesellschaft-like communities exhibit greater 
evidence of individual self-interest, individuals coexisting more 
independently of one another and with lower regard for the 
community’s and others’ interests compared to their own, a com-
munity with only mutual tolerance (Brint, 2001). Impersonal 
communities are more reflective of dissimilar ways of life, 
dispersed ties, infrequent interactions, larger groups, temporary 
arrangements, an imagined community, and regulated competi-
tion (Brint, 2001). These communities, likely to represent the 
general environment of larger, ethnically diverse educational 
institutions, offer the opportunity for bridging intercultural ties 
(Blau, 1977; McPherson et al., 2001) of relatively weak strength.

By contrast, interpersonally close Gemeinschaft-like commu-
nities have typically been characterized by exclusion of ethnically 
and culturally differing others. However, Brint (2001) defines 
selected close contemporary communities where members learn 
about and appreciate the individual personalities of fellow mem-
bers. In these communities, shared moral cultures and common 
understanding about the practice of the group—its day-to-day 
interactions—provide a basis for solidarity, trust, and a sense 
of belonging (Etzioni, 2001) and collective identity (Tajfel and 
Turner, 1986; Brint, 2001; Magis, 2010). Relationships are com-
posed of equality in knowledge, volition, power, and authority, 
reflecting the condition of equal status conducive to effective 
cross-racial contact (Allport, 1954). Strong bonds of affect, loy-
alty, common values, and concern for others (Brint, 2001) create 
a close, safe community and moral order with the power to shape 
members’ beliefs. The power of moral order rests on prescribing 
a belief structure characterized by sharedness and a capacity 
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for action (Taylor, 2003; Vaisey, 2007). These characteristics of 
selected contemporary communities imply interdependence, 
cooperation, and coordinated action for a common goal, with 
the will of one person influencing that of another.

For practical action in educational settings, new knowledge 
is needed on whether and how these socially close, equal status 
communities can be created in ethnically heterogeneous rather 
than homogeneous settings. While initially specifying the basis 
of close personal communities as structural—parental descent,  
gender, or necessity—Tönnies (1957) later included, among 
others, place, fellowship, kinship, neighborhood, mind, friend-
ship, and the broader social relationships of voluntary organiza-
tions, such as leagues, associations, and special interest groups. 
Particular associations are capable of forming close relationships 
on these bases of similarity rather than ethnic similarity, achiev-
ing a recategorization of individual identity from ethnicity to 
some other basis of perceived similarity (Gaertner et al., 1989; 
Brewer, 1996).

Appropriable Social Organizations
Meaningful social relations in close communities can be exploited 
for additional uses. Coleman (1988) notes that some associations 
become “appropriable social organizations” (p. 108), whereby  
a voluntary organization created for one purpose, such as com-
munity organizing, provides to members’ a social capital avail-
able for uses unrelated to that original purpose. Achieving such 
additional uses requires “closure of social networks” (p. 105), with 
members actually having relationships with each other. These 
purpose-driven relationships can then be appropriated by the 
members to serve other of their needs, such as friendship forma-
tion. While many campus associations are ethnically homogene-
ous, including most Greek societies (Milem et al., 2005), various 
types of co-curricular college contexts, ones created for purposes 
unrelated to ethnic similarity, present favorable conditions for 
close heterogeneous association. These co-curricular contexts 
have been found to influence the formation of interracial ties, 
leading to a call for further inquiry into the elements of college 
environments associated with interracial friendships (Moody, 
2001; Chang et al., 2004; Stearns et al., 2009).

Social Practices
Despite past attention to conditions favoring positive intercul-
tural contact, little attention has been given to identifying social 
practices on campus that create and sustain these conditions. 
An instructive exception is McCabe’s (McCabe, 2011) study of a 
multicultural sorority, linking the sustaining of its heterogeneity 
and its promotion of multiculturalism to specific practices among 
its members. These practices included recognizing and valuing 
differences, teaching and learning about differences, and bridging 
differences via diversity interactions and organizational alliances. 
Such social practices governing behavior are complex and socially 
embedded in routinized behavior, involving the multiple dimen-
sions of bodily and mental activities, know-how, discourse, and 
emotion (Reckwitz, 2002).

Drawing on the above concepts to interpret this study’s emer-
gent findings enables this study of students’ experiences to provide 
new knowledge of the following two inter-related phenomena: 

(1) the role of intercultural comfort in fostering sustained devel-
opmental interactions and (2) the social practices that lead to 
intercultural comfort. In particular, we ask, what distinguishes 
the practices of meaningful intercultural interactions in contexts 
where personal, equal-status, ethnically heterogeneous ties and 
learning are found from those in other campus contexts?

RESEARCH DESIGN

In this study, we use intensive qualitative methods to analyze 
students’ experiences. These methods enable us to inquire into 
particular practices in the VCSA that overcame the impediments 
of homophily, cross-cultural discomfort, and communication 
apprehension to produce high-frequency, meaningful diversity 
interactions, while practices in many other campus settings 
did not. The study’s intended purpose was to develop practical 
propositions about beneficial, meaningful diversity interactions 
on campus, applying inductive methods using a phenomenologi-
cal approach to current students’ and past graduates’ experiences 
as members of VCSA. Eight pilot interviews of higher education 
administrators from various institutions were conducted. When 
asked about sites of meaningful diversity interactions on cam-
pus, administrators at one university suggested investigating the 
study’s focal association. This co-educational voluntary student 
association has thousands of members performing community 
service in chapters on hundreds of U.S. campuses. Its formally 
stated purpose is to develop leadership, promote friendship, 
and provide service to humanity. Students in VCSA typically 
participated each week in an organizational meeting, community 
service, and a fellowship activity. During the weekly meetings, the 
students discussed service options and planned fellowship activi-
ties. Service included such activities as organizing the American 
Cancer Society’s Relay-for-Life event on campus, mentoring local 
youth, and helping immigrant families. Fellowship activities were 
optional and purely social in nature. Intercultural learning, how-
ever, is not one of VCSA’s articulated goals nor part of its mission. 
In fact, the association’s national director was surprised to learn 
that the individual chapters were fostering meaningful diversity 
interactions and intercultural relationships. That director recom-
mended the two chapters studied as having heterogeneous mem-
bership, enabling interviews with students more likely to have 
experienced meaningful diversity interactions. The study was 
originally designed to interview only students and chapter advi-
sors (alumni of the organization). However, following methods of 
qualitative sampling (Corbin and Strauss, 2008), chapter advisors’ 
revelations about the postgraduation value of their membership 
prompted the addition of other alumni to the sample. Members 
were initially contacted through their chapters’ email lists and 
chapter advisors. Subsequently, the snowball method was used 
to identify other respondents, particularly alumni (Hughes 
et al., 1995). This study was carried out in accordance with the 
Institutional Review Board of Case Western Reserve University. 
When interviews were conducted in person, written consent was 
provided. For interviews conducted by phone, the interviewees 
gave oral consent to be recorded prior to beginning the interview 
recording and, subsequently, repeated the oral consent on the 
recording. In addition, all participants were made aware that 



TABLE 1 | Sample demographics.

University Identity Gender

Students

Private Caucasian 4
11 Indian 3 Males-2

Asian 2 Females-9
Caucasian/Hispanic 1
Russian Immigrant 1

7 Public Caucasian 4
Filipino 2
African American 1

Alumni

3 Private Caucasian 2 Males-1
Indian 1 Females-2

6 Public Caucasian 4 Males-4
Asian 1 Females-2
African American 1

Ex. director Caucasian Male
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their identity would be kept confidential and that their responses 
would be used for scholarly research purposes only.

Data Collection
Data were collected using phenomenological interviews (Kvale, 
1996; Corbin and Strauss, 2008). During the data collection 
period, the data were continually analyzed using thematic 
analysis and code development (Boyatzis, 1998). Throughout the 
data gathering period, the transcripts were immediately analyzed 
enabling emerging findings to be substantiated by evidence, the 
pilot interviews, and the literature, or not. By focusing on the 
similarities of experiences described by VCSA members, we were 
able to, according to the study design, identify the components 
that contribute to association members engaging in meaningful 
diversity interactions. We sought viewpoints from 26 current or 
former members of VCSA. Table 1 summarizes the demograph-
ics of the interviewees: 11 undergraduates and 3 alumni from a 
Midwestern private university and 7 undergraduates and 6 alumni 
from a Southern public university. The sample provided gender 
and minority/majority ethnic representation: among students, 
12 females and 6 males, 8 Caucasians and 10 persons of color 
(Indian 4; Asian 2, Filipino 2; African American 1; Caucasian/
Hispanic 1; Russian immigrant 1); among alumni, five males 
and four females, six Caucasians and three minorities (Indian 1;  
Asian 1; African American 1). The alumni graduated between 
1981 and 2000. The ultimate size and constitution of the sample, 
as well as the content of the interviews, was dictated by the evolv-
ing data providing theoretical saturation for the data’s emergent 
themes (Corbin and Strauss, 2008).

Intensive interviews lasting approximately 1 h were conducted, 
in person or by phone allowed for VCSA members to describe 
their intercultural interactions. The phenomenological inter-
views, reflecting the recommendations of Corbin and Strauss 
(2008) and Kvale (1996), elicited narratives of the interviewee’s 
actual experiences. Interviews were guided by a semi-structured 
protocol beginning with “grand tour” questions (Spradley, 1979), 
leading into open-ended questions and follow-up probes, as nec-
essary. Questions were formulated to enable interviewees to speak 

freely about their interactions and experiences with students they 
identified as ethnically and racially different from themselves, 
within their service organization and elsewhere on campus. 
They described meaningful interactions that they experienced 
with such students, including conversations about issues of race/
ethnicity and intercultural friendships. Student members were 
asked (1) to describe a time they worked closely with a person 
you would consider as different from yourself both inside and 
outside the service organization; (2) with whom do you mingle 
with within VCSA and if they ever saw these people outside of 
VCSA activities; (3) to tell us about more typical everyday experi-
ences experienced on campus with people different from yourself 
and what distinguishes these experiences with those you have had 
within VCSA; and (4) how race/ethnicity impacts their interac-
tions with others. In addition, alumni interviewees were asked 
to reflect on the long-term impact of membership in the service 
organization on their postcollege lives. Standard qualitative 
research strategies and protocols (Maxwell, 2005) were adhered 
to so that biases were eliminated or reduced to the extent possible. 
All interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim resulting 
in approximately 700 pages of transcripted interviews, so that the 
raw data could be systematically analyzed.

Data Analysis
Analysis procedure employed a phenomenological approach 
(Giorgi, 2009). The inductive approach taken here is consistent 
with the research goals of this study and with the predominant 
methodology and assumptions used in similar studies (e.g., 
Anosike et  al., 2012). As per qualitative coding, the data and 
theory were consistently compared and contrasted throughout 
the data collection and analysis process (Boyatzis, 1998). This 
fluidity between data, theory, and the literature resulted in for-
mulation of preliminary categories used to organize the data.

All interviews provided usable data and were included in the 
analysis. A rigorous coding protocol, requiring multiple readings of 
each interview transcript, was followed (Boyatzis, 1998). Analysis 
proceeded concurrently with data collection, facilitating the move-
ment from superficial observations to the more abstract theoretical 
categories from which findings emerged. This iterative methodol-
ogy, requiring the constant comparison of data, enabled the 
researchers to “test” tentative ideas against ongoing observations.

Analysis began with the open-coding of every transcript 
shortly after each interview. Line-by-line reading strove to iden-
tify all phenomena of potential interest and break the data into 
distinct categories. Student and alumni interviews were analyzed 
separately, resulting in the initial identification of 40 categories. 
Subsequently, the codes were iteratively refined, relabeled, and 
recategorized in a series of steps that revealed patterns in the 
data (Boyatzis, 1998; Giorgi, 2009). Axial coding confirmed that 
the identified concepts and categories represented the interview 
responses accurately and identified those concepts and categories 
that were related. For theory generation, 20 preliminary organ-
izing categories were identified and similar themes were then 
grouped together into eight conceptual categories. Continual 
modification of these categories resulted in the final categories 
used to frame the coding of the data (Table 2). As each category 
was refined, the data were reexamined to confirm their final 



TABLE 2 | Coding of categories.

Preliminary  
organizing categories

Conceptual 
categories

Community, comfort, and 
personal development

Learning
Fun
Welcoming
Diversity within organization
Anti-diversity/stereotypes/
prejudice
Solidarity/brotherhood/
fellowship
Commonalities/common 
goals
Organizational actions
Personal attributes
Friendship
Lack of observed differences
Recategorization
Language
Identity
Comfort
Political correctness
Impact of membership
Americanism
Self-segregation
Personal growth

Shared purpose
Sense of belonging
Comfort
Interaction 
structuring
Achieving cultural 
knowledge
Neutrality
Learning

Theme 1: Experiencing and 
overcoming discomfor t in 
intercultural relationships

1. Shared purpose

2. Mission-based welcoming

3. Promoting fellowship 
through interaction 
structuring

4. Sense of belonging

Theme 2: Personal 
development as a 
product of comfort

1. Learning from different 
others

2. Transcending ethnic 
differences
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category placement. Approximately 750 excerpts of individual 
statements were pulled from the transcripts and coded into the 
final categories. Ultimately, two dominant themes and several 
subthemes within each constituted the final analysis, presented 
below. Only subsequent to the emergence of the themes were 
the concepts of psychological discomfort, intercultural comfort, 
Gemeinschaft, and appropriable association identified as relevant. 
These theoretical perspectives helped to integrate and more fully 
comprehend the entire set of inductively derived themes and 
subthemes.

Many attempted analyses indicated that the themes did 
not differ between various possible groupings of interviewees, 
such as Caucasians and students of color, current students and 
alumni, and attendees of the two universities. The shared nature 
of the themes across member groups suggests the power of the 
association’s practices in creating shared meanings and a morale 
order.

FINDINGS: COMMUNITY, COMFORT,  
AND PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT

You never feel excluded (Indian, Female, Student).

The study’s interviewees provided both a confirmation and a 
response to Robert Putnam’s warning that “the central challenge 
for modern, diversifying societies is to create a new, broader sense 
of  ‘we’” (2007:139). Interviewees’ descriptions of their experiences 
indicated that this challenge was met in VCSA but not elsewhere. 
The first theme below describes how the association’s practices 
created among diverse members a close, equal status community 
where meaningful intercultural ties and comfort developed, 

enabling interactions that began as bridging to transform into 
relationships with the qualities normally associated with bonding 
social capital. The second theme describes how these relation-
ships contributed to the member’s intercultural development.

Theme 1: Experiencing and Overcoming 
Discomfort in Intercultural Relationships

I would say that it’s definitely changed since high 
school, and inside [the organization] I’m so much more 
comfortable because I’ve gotten to know these people 
so well, and outside of [the organization] I’m slowly 
starting to be more the way that I am when I’m with [the 
organization] people, just be more open (Caucasian, 
Female, Student).

Comparing diversity interactions within VCSA to other groups 
on campus, one student (Caucasian, Female, Student) explained 
“it is a lot more comfortable because I know all of the people, 
and …  I …  feel as if they are my family. Outside, when I get 
assigned to a group, I feel a bit more uncomfortable.” Members 
described outside diversity interactions on campus where 
they felt “awkward,” “weird,” and “hesitant” due to the need to 
conform to the norms established by “political correctness,” as 
some of them described it, behaving in more distant civil ways. 
Self-monitoring behaviors frequently inhibited individuals 
from active participation, interfering with discussions about 
another’s ethnicity or culture for fear of being “offensive” or 
“breaking a code of conduct.” One student felt that, “With 
the trend of political correctness it has become inappropriate 
to talk about how people are different, only how we are all 
the same.” This was particularly true in larger groups where 
members expressed a fear of embarrassing themselves. A 
female, Indian student spoke of the barriers imposed by politi-
cal correctness: “Sometimes people are a little bit intimidated 
by asking cultural questions because it’s like, Am I saying it 
offensively? Am I going to look stupid?” Woven throughout 
respondents’ accounts are statements about meeting and 
interacting with diverse others in a genuine, comfortable way, 
using such terms as “being safe,” “being myself,” and “accepted” 
to distinguish interactions in which they felt comfortable with 
others. In summary, the respondents noted that VCSA offered  
“a comfortable environment for people to express divergent 
opinions” enabling discussion of sensitive subjects, including 
cultural and ethnic differences.

The importance of feeling comfort in the service organization 
was referred to by 22 of 27 respondents. Interviewees implied 
that feeling comfortable within VCSA facilitated meaningful 
diversity interactions with culturally different others that might 
have not developed otherwise. “In our organization we’re all very 
comfortable with each other” (Caucasian, Female, Student). The 
more comfortable members reported feeling while engaging in 
the association’s activities, the more likely they were to ascribe 
positive meaning to diversity interactions and the more enriching 
these were reported to be.

At first I probably behaved differently because I didn’t 
know the people and I was hesitant to get to know all the 
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different people, and then as we were working together 
a lot more, I became a lot more relaxed and comfort-
able, and I was able to be myself (Caucasian, Female, 
Student).

Members reported that comfort in dealing with diverse mem-
bers extended the relationships beyond formal organizational to 
personal.

Associational Practices Creating 
Community and Comfort

It didn’t really occur to me that there were mostly white 
people or that anyone was different from me really.  
Cause we’re all there for the same purpose and that 
was service and the races or the ethnicities are not in 
the forefront of my mind (African American, Female, 
Student).

Shared Purpose
The importance of common interest in volunteering as a founda-
tion for meaningful intragroup relationships was emphasized 
by 21 of 27 respondents. Performing service, identified by most 
interviewees as the motivation for joining the organization, 
provided an impetus for interaction. One student emphasized,  
“We all have common interest in doing [the] work, so that’s the big 
thing (Asian, Male, Student).” Majority and minority members 
credited the sense of purpose as more significant for facilitating 
conversations and building meaningful diversity interactions than 
commonality of skin color, cultural, or ethnic background, indi-
cating that VCSA inspired a sense of community that transcended 
cultural differences among members. An alumna reflected that, 
“People come together, not with their cultures, but the fact that 
their common interest is volunteering (Asian, Female, Student).” 
Minority group members within the organization who chose not 
to join racially or ethnically segregated groups on campus cited 
the absence of a sense of purpose, beyond socializing, as a reason 
for not joining those groups.

Mission-Based Welcoming
It was like an open door, so welcoming. I mean, they 
really don’t have a strict way of taking members, as long 
as you are willing to give back to the community … It 
was more of a family, an open-arms community. It was 
very welcoming (African American, Male, Alumnus).

The diversity of the chapter members was cited by 20 of 27 
respondents as positively impacting their ability to meet and 
befriend diverse others. VCSA’s official policy is inclusive: 
“everybody’s welcome” who is committed to the mission of 
community service. Any student willing to commit to the pledge 
process, weekly meeting, and community service obligation is 
accepted into membership. Some members joined because the 
organization “had a  …  good history  …  of being accepting of 
other people (Filipino, Male, Student).” Although both universi-
ties in the sample had ethnically heterogeneous student bodies, 
interviewees revealed difficulty in meeting and experiencing 
meaningful interactions with diverse others prior to joining the 

service organization. This was attributed to the belief that “the 
ethnic groups stay together. But, not the [members of VCSA]” 
(Caucasian, Female, Student). Interviewees emphasized that 
because “its focus isn’t as a cultural organization” (Asian, Female, 
Student), such as the Asian Student Association, an environ-
ment was created wherein enriching diversity interactions could 
flourish.

Welcoming practices were similar to, and even went beyond, 
those in some Greek social fraternities common at American uni-
versities. Each pledge was “forced to know everyone because dur-
ing your pledging process you had to interview everyone,” causing 
new members to “learn about and get to know someone from a 
different background …” (African-American, Male, Alumnus). 
This was often the first time the students had an in-depth interac-
tion with someone of a different cultural or ethnicity, and was 
frequently cited as both impactful and significant. Once potential 
new members “pledged,” they attended weekly meetings (sitting 
in a circle), completed a mission-oriented service project as a 
group, and were assigned “big brothers” using an ethnicity-blind 
method. As one member observed, “My big brothers … act[ed] 
as mentors  …  you’re kind of a little family unit” (Caucasian, 
Male, Student). Mentoring created a mechanism for in-group 
networking, “Because I became friends with [my big brothers]  
I then became friends with their friends … and I got to be friends 
with a lot of people” (Caucasian, Female, Student).

Promoting Fellowship through Interaction Structuring
At first, I was like, okay, so we’re working together. This 
is like every other club. You work together. It doesn’t 
necessarily mean anything. But as we were working 
together, we started opening up about things out of 
her life and I kind of realized they’re not exclusive. 
Becoming friends and working together on a club are 
not exclusive. This was highly unexpected (Indian, 
Female, Student).

Our data indicated the importance of fellowship in foster-
ing an identity with all community members, irrespective of 
background. Interviewees noted several fellowship-promoting 
practices: rotation of members in committee assignments and 
when performing service; providing mentors for new members; 
deliberate clique reduction; and planning recreational social 
activities. These practices of structuring interactions enabled 
group members to spend “so much time in so many different ways 
together” (Caucasian, Male, Alumnus). All 27 of the respondents 
attested to the solidarity, acceptance, and fellowship they felt in 
VCSA, confirming the effectiveness of these interaction structur-
ing practices.

Members of diverse cultures, race, or ethnicity met and engaged 
with one another through “structured weekly meetings, playing 
icebreakers, but mostly because [of the] structured, planned fel-
lowship” (Caucasian, Female, Student). One Asian, male, alumni 
explained, “You’re constantly interacting … onstant socialization 
on a day-to-day basis.” VCSA’s effort to build personal relation-
ships is reflected in the positioning of fellowship as one of the 
association’s central tenets, because, as VCSA’s executive director 
explained, “without the fellowship, you have nothing.”
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Rotating committee assignments and leadership positions 
every semester ensured that no subgroup developed “power” over 
another. Respondents stressed the importance of maintaining 
equal member status, a condition they found lacking in social 
fraternities and other campus groups, contributed to a strong 
group identity and mutual respect in VCSA.

Fellowship meant a brotherhood with all, not restricted to 
subgroups. A student leader emphasized that VCSA does not 
“… want you to start cliques. That goes with the brotherhood” 
(Indian, Female, Student). The practices by which groups were 
formed for service projects—using signup sheets and emails—
meant that individuals spent time with an ever-changing set 
of members while performing service work. Working together 
“brought us close together even if it was with a different group of 
people each time we went” (African American, Female, Student). 
This recategorization of the membership into a group identity on 
a basis other than culture or ethnicity “forced … you to become 
interpersonal” (African-American, Male, Alumnus). None of the 
respondents expressed a hesitancy to intermingle, instead reveal-
ing that being “forced” together created a positive opportunity to 
interact with different people and form relationships. According 
to one student, “I met him because I was forced to meet him. In 
turn we developed a relationship, a friendship out of it, and it’s 
been a great experience” (Caucasian, Female, Student).

Interviewees contrasted their in-group experiences with those 
they experienced in other campus associations where interaction 
structuring practices were absent and student hierarchy, subgroup 
homogeneity, and cliques were present, “The emphasis is on the 
personal connections to the group. This I did not experience in 
any of the other groups that I was part of ” (Caucasian, Female, 
Alumnus). This suggests that simply being a member in “other 
groups” did not ensure formation of close relationships.

Sense of Belonging
I joined up initially for the community [service] and 
to meet other people. But right now, I’m finding there’s 
the whole thing where you do the community service, 
but you stay for the fellowship (Hispanic-Irish, Female, 
Student).

Voluntary community service association’s intentional adoption 
of interaction structuring practices that facilitated inclusive 
socialization and fellowship produced a strong collective identity. 
The respondents unanimously attributed solidarity and accept-
ance as benefits of membership. One respondent expressed, “You 
join for the service, but stay for the brotherhood.” Making service 
enjoyable enabled the association to attract and retain members. 
For many members, having “fun” was an unexpected outcome 
of membership. Respondents commented on the social benefits, 
noting, “you’re doing service, but you’re also trying to have a good 
time” (Caucasian-Hispanic, Female, Student). These comments 
are indicative that members appropriated VCSA to serve their 
social needs.

The emphasis on fellowship and brotherhood was reported 
to create an enjoyable, safe, and comfortable environment, inter-
preted by members as unique. In other organizations, an alumnus 
recalled, “We never spent time developing the brotherhood 

feeling. [Here] there is inclusion … tolerance and being kind to 
everyone” (Caucasian, Male, Alumnus). A current student mem-
ber explained, “We’ll step up for each other and [the organization] 
is the only experience I’ve had that” (Indian, Female, Student). 
Such comments suggest that intercultural inclusion is the result 
of practices that, among others, foster insider status and informa-
tion sharing among all members, fostering a sense of belonging.

As a whole, the students’ experiences differentiated their 
service association from other settings on campus in its ability 
to overcome intercultural communication apprehension and 
discomfort. While a shared mission brought them together into 
a heterogeneous membership, it was a combination of practices 
institutionalized in VCSA and not experienced elsewhere that 
created conditions of comfort, equal status, and belonging able to 
sustain their diversity interactions.

Theme 2: Personal Development As a 
Product of Comfort

I just like learning and getting to know people, and it 
just makes you realize that the world is such a huge place 
and that we all come from such different backgrounds 
with different values, goals, and directions. At the same 
time, you can always find common ground amongst 
the differences, and that’s something great to learn 
(Caucasian, Female, Student).

Learning from Different Others
Learning while engaged in service activities, on committees, in 
leadership positions, and interpersonally was described in detail 
by 24 of 27 respondents. The most common theme was learn-
ing from each other, “I’m constantly learning something. I feel 
I wouldn’t be the same person if I couldn’t share the different 
cultural aspects of each of the close friends I have that are of dif-
ferent ethnicities” (Asian, Female, Student). While collaboratively 
“working on service projects, you learn a lot about different 
people” (Caucasian, Female, Student), the community—and, they 
revealed, themselves. Learning from others was a primary reason 
they were able to overcome the awkwardness and discomfort 
they initially felt toward those of different races and cultures, 
and ultimately engage in additional diversity interactions. One 
Caucasian, female, student explained,

On every service project I learned something new either 
about myself or someone else in the group, or I learned 
something about the community, or I learned a skill … 
I’m more able to interact with people that are different 
from me because I’ve learned so much about people in 
[the organization].

The impact of experiencing cross-ethnic interactions was 
expressed by another student, “There are a couple of instances 
where because of people’s backgrounds I thought they were just 
going to be like sort of ignorant. And then I, in turn, was actually 
the ignorant one” (Caucasian, Male, Student).

Members in the close community of this association experi-
enced attitudinal change as a result of their experiencing mutual 
comfort, direct interactions, and observations.
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I am so grateful because I feel if I hadn’t been able to 
work with people that are different than I am on service 
projects I would be missing out, and I’m not exactly 
sure what my personality would be like today had I not 
had those experiences and feel as comfortable as I do 
(Caucasian, Female, Student).

Interviewees’ narratives suggested that learning interactions, 
once experienced, fortified intercultural comfort, increasing 
the likelihood of experiencing additional meaningful diversity 
interactions.

Transcending Ethnic Differences
I’m really happy for these opportunities to meet new 
people … I’ve gone home, people talk about the col-
lege they go to, and–there’s not a lot of diversity. Their 
group of friends back in college is, basically, one race. 
I feel like there is a disconnect. Some of my friends, 
I’m not friends with now, from high school because 
I feel like they didn’t grow up. They haven’t opened 
their minds to other things (Caucasian, Female, 
Student).

Engaging in enriching and bonding diversity relationships, 
members learned about cultural and ethnic differences and 
experienced a basic connecting with another as a human. 
Transcendence was achieved when members were able to 
move beyond their cultural differences to identify human 
commonalities. Of the respondents 16 of 27 (eight Whites and 
eight racial/ethnic minorities) reported not seeing a “difference 
between  …  different [others].” By not “classifying people by 
race or whatever” and “seeing everyone individually” the inter-
viewees expressed the idea of getting “to know each other for 
who they are, not for the color of their skin.” According to one 
female, student of color, “When I’m in a very diverse group of 
people, it doesn’t occur to me that we’re all from different races” 
and an Asian, male, student “When I meet a new member … it 
has nothing to do with their race any more  …” A female, 
African-American student explained that if she had “… a posi-
tive relationship or …  interaction with somebody … race just 
isn’t really a part of it.” And, a female, Asian student noted that 
she didn’t “see a difference … even though we are people from 
different cultures—I think all of us are pretty [much] the same. 
We interact the same way with each other.” This suggests that 
transcending cultural and ethnic differences and identifying 
human commonalities, in the context of shared purpose within 
a close community, contributed to a decrease in stereotypes and 
tensions, enabling members to participate more comfortably in 
diversity interactions. These experiences led a Russian female 
student to report, “It feels empowering, I can overcome these 
racial barriers that our parents, our grandparents have had. I’m 
better than that. I can think beyond that, so I feel proud for that.” 
Unlike guarded diversity interactions in the general university 
environment, comfortable interactions within VCSA enabled 
members to learn about each other, transcend differences, and 
experience the personal development that occurs in meaningful 
diversity interactions.

DISCUSSION

To address the gap in knowledge of the social determinants 
of meaningful, learning diversity interactions on campus, we 
reviewed several bodies of literature and conducted intensive 
phenomenological interviews. The study’s findings enabled us to 
distinguish practices of meaningful intercultural interactions in 
contexts where personal, equal-status, ethnically heterogeneous 
ties and learning are found from those in other campus contexts. 
Drawing on the findings, we provide new knowledge of two 
inter-related phenomena: (1) the role of intercultural comfort in 
fostering sustained developmental interactions and (2) the social 
practices that lead to intercultural comfort.

The Concept of Intercultural Comfort
The intercultural comfort described by this study’s interviewees 
can contribute to a campus society that respects differences and 
builds social ties across diverse groups, producing developmental 
benefits. A feeling of belonging and social identification with 
VCSA’s members created a perception of similarity strongly 
related to feelings of safety and comfort (Rodriguez, 1982; 
Honneth, 1995; Noble, 2002). The desire to belong drives people 
to seek frequent, positive interactions with others within a stable, 
long term, and caring context (Baumeister and Leary, 1995), 
forming personal, Gemeinschaft-like social ties with diverse  
others. Students’ experiences point directly to intercultural com-
fort as the condition that differentiated an associational setting 
that produced meaningful diversity interactions from most other 
campus environments. This finding is consistent with the more 
general concept of interpersonal comfort.

For individuals’ personal development, interpersonal comfort 
facilitates learning, building social competence and bolstering 
one’s sense of efficacy (Jones, 1995). Comfort reflects a practical 
consciousness and ontological security (Giddens, 1990) in the 
specific social setting—here, the service association—that results 
in an ability to accommodate oneself and produce appropriate 
responses with different others (Noble, 2005). Self-efficacy 
develops over time through repeated task-related experiences 
and as new information and experiences are acquired (Gist and 
Mitchell, 1992), enabling individuals to become more flexible, 
adaptable, and able to adopt appropriate behaviors when engaged 
in diversity interactions.

According to this study’s analyses of young adults’ asso-
ciational experiences, intercultural comfort underlies the 
development of intercultural learning and attitudinal change. 
For further inquiry, we propose a definition of intercultural 
comfort consistent with the literature on interpersonal comfort 
cited above: Intercultural comfort is the felt ease, safety, and 
self-efficacy of interacting appropriately with ethnically different 
others. Future research can explore the adequacy of this defini-
tion and comfort’s role at the individual and associational levels 
in producing and sustaining diversity interactions.

Social Practices for Intercultural Comfort 
and Interaction
The study’s findings indicate that fostering intercultural comfort 
for high frequency, meaningful diversity interactions is possible 
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in particular associational settings on campus. However, extend-
ing prior research on conditions that favor positive cross-ethnic 
contact and attitude change (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew, 1998), the 
findings also suggest that such an achievement is contingent on 
associational practices that go well beyond the usual bounds 
of civility. At the institutional level, civil norms of tolerant but 
superficial interaction produced, as we were initially somewhat 
surprised to find from our interviewees’ descriptions of their 
experiences, discomfort that matched the concept of intercultural 
communication apprehension (Kim, 2012). The apprehension 
was sufficient to inhibit meaningful interaction and learning. 
Interviewees also reported that associations on campus whose 
formal purposes were social, failed to overcome this intercultural 
discomfort, and were largely homogeneous. This failure is con-
sistent with findings that participation in leisure and recreational 
associations have, at best, marginal value in contributing to the 
civic development of youth (Cicognani et al., 2015).

How, then, were meaningful diversity interactions fostered 
for new members of VCSA and sustained for older members? 
As is clear from this study’s emergent themes, a number of social 
practices were involved: welcoming a diverse membership on 
the basis of commitment to a mission; promoting interactions 
through required personal conversations between new and 
existing members; discouraging cliques; rotating leadership for 
equal status and hierarchy reduction; interaction structuring that 
continually mixed individuals who participated alongside each 
other in the organization’s activities; weekly social activities for 
all members; and providing mentors to new members. Of these, 
interaction structuring and equal status are particularly impor-
tant to intercultural tie creation and the repetition of meaningful 
diversity interactions for personal development. Once a spirit 
of fellowship is engendered through various practices, a social 
structuring that rotates leadership helps to confer equal status. 
In turn, equal status facilitates individuals’ willingness to respect 
and learn from each other’s experiences through the types 
of conversations described by the interviewees. The students 
reported that these conversations often occurred during service 
activities. The social structure of these activities, the interaction 
structuring, ensured that each member met a variety of different 
members over the course of a year’s activities, enabling a larger 
number of intercultural ties to form and new experiences to be 
discussed.

Such interaction structuring practices fit with Park and 
Bowman’s (Park and Bowman, 2015) model of skill development: 
a relatively large number of intercultural ties, more weak than 
bonding, with each tie providing the opportunity for novelty in 
meaningful experiences. In addition, some members reported 
stronger ties of friendship, more bonding than weak. This is 
consistent with Moody (2001) who, in a study of middle and 
high school students, found that opportunity for intercultural 
mixing (Blau, 1977) was most significant for decreasing friend-
ship segregation and increasing cross-race friendship ties. Race of 
one’s roommate, degree of interracial contact in residence halls, 
and participation in various types of extracurricular activities are 
most strongly related to the formation of interracial friendships 
(Stearns et al., 2009). The opportunity for close interactions with 
students of other races is positively related to both interracial 

friendships and cross-racial interactions (Bowman and Park, 
2014), consistent with the formation of both strong and weak 
intercultural ties in the service association. While differences may 
exist in the roles that strong and weak ties serve, the important 
point is that VCSA provided the opportunity for a high frequency 
of positive, respectful diversity interactions. The ties were formed 
in a climate of fellowship, enabling more of the interactions to be 
comfortable and, so, repeated. The repetition enabled personal 
development to proceed over time.

The social practices that enabled VCSA members to build 
intercultural comfort and overcome communication apprehen-
sion, when combined with the association’s mission, produced 
conditions known to favor positive contact (Allport, 1954; 
Pettigrew et al., 2011), particularly the conditions of shared goals, 
interdependence, and equal status. Similarly, they sustained 
Crisp and Turner’s (Crisp and Turner, 2011) four conditions for 
intercultural learning: perceptions of stereotype inconsistencies; 
motivation to engage; ability to engage; and repetition. Regarding 
stereotype inconsistencies, the service organization’s mission 
and interaction practices, as noted above, created frequent 
interactions among diverse members. Seeing each person as an 
individual with a range of human characteristics, not simply as 
a cultural stereotype, created the opportunity to realize one’s 
stereotype inconsistencies. Regarding motivation, the VCSA’s 
Gemeinschaft-like emphasis on fellowship among all members, 
including its welcoming practices, discouragement of cliques, 
and rotation of leadership roles, provided positive emotions to 
engage in, rather than avoid, communications with different 
others. Regarding ability, VCSA’s close community and shared 
identity created the ability, in terms of comfort, to not only 
learn about but also respect others’ experiences, values, and 
interpretations. Regarding repetition, VCSA’s mission and social 
activities, interaction structuring practices, and close community 
norms provided members with repeated meaningful diversity 
interactions over several years’ time. That the themes of this 
study did not differ between minority and majority members 
suggests that these repeated interactions led to shared meanings 
concerning salient experiences on campus, such as the role of 
political correctness norms in hampering cross-cultural interac-
tions. Interviewee statements echoed arguments that political 
correctness inhibits the development of trust between ethnically 
different group members by discouraging frank discussion, leav-
ing individuals fearful of hidden thoughts and limiting the desire 
for further interactions (Ely et al., 2006; Jackson, 2008). In sum, 
the otherwise discomforting process of recognizing stereotype 
inconsistencies and their accompanying challenges to one’s self-
identity (Zaharna, 1989) was steered toward cultural learning 
by social practices that repeatedly engendered the conditions 
of shared goals, common identity, fellowship, equal status, and 
interpersonal comfort.

The associational setting for these practices was a contri-
buting factor to continued diversity interactions. VCSA was 
appropriated (Coleman, 1988) by this study’s interviewees as 
a vehicle for meaningful diversity interactions and learning, 
though such was not the association’s purpose. Students joined 
for its service mission but remained due to its fellowship. Its 
community service purpose, however, was important. It carried 
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an other-regarding focus reflective of service learning projects 
that have positive impact on students’ civic responsibility 
(Braunsberger and Flamm, 2013) and awareness of diversity. 
This other-regarding associational purpose was combined with 
practices that fostered the development of close community, 
creating the social closure identified by Coleman (1988) as 
necessary for appropriating an organization for uses unrelated 
to its original purpose. Associational practices that created 
a close, equal status community with a shared moral culture 
institutionalized member behavior in a manner that preserved 
conditions for positive contact, enabling members to have infor-
mal but serious conversations regarding their backgrounds and 
experiences. That these conversations developed in the social 
context of VCSA’s moral order accords with Etzioni’s (Etzioni, 
2001) assessment that moral order is necessarily the first step 
in building the trust and social capital that Putnam (2000) 
attributes to social networks, here with regard to high-quality, 
cross-cultural ties. Associating around a shared purpose enabled 
VCSA’s members to reduce segregation (Stark and Flache, 2012) 
and build common bonds, goals, and values consistent with 
Brint’s (Brint, 2001) view that common experiences enable the 
development of strong ties and concern for one another, ties 
commonly associated with bonding social capital.

Practices for Sustaining Culturally  
Diverse Close Community
Based on this study and prior research, we propose that particu-
lar types of associational settings, and not others, contribute to 
intercultural comfort, cross-ethnic relationships, and cultural 
learning. Such settings are characterized by particular purposes 
and social practices that sustain favorable conditions for high-
quality, meaningful diversity interactions. While this study was 
limited to two chapters of one voluntary association, analyses 
by Brint (2001) and Vaisey (2007) identify similar associational 
characteristics that sustain close community. Brint distinguishes 
“voluntaristic” practices that favor the creation of societally 
favorable virtues, such as intergroup respect, from “sacrificial” 
practices, including hazing, that favor vices such as intergroup 
intolerance (2001:18). Drawing on our findings and Brint’s 
hypotheses, we offer two propositions as a potential stimulus to 
further research and policy formation, premised on promoting 
the moral order necessary to sustain intercultural comfort and 
interactions. The propositions are further premised on a diverse 
population in the general institutional setting and an underlying 
civil behavior and discourse, even if relatively superficial, among 
its different ethnic groups. Proposition 1 points to specific social 
practices related to intercultural comfort.

Proposition 1 Practices creating comfort in intercultural 
interactions: The association facilitates the formation of 
intercultural comfort by making membership open to 
all based on commitment to the pledge process, accept-
ance of the community service mission, fellowship of the 
whole, meeting attendance, the use of rituals, establish-
ment of common meeting places for formal and informal 
interactions to occur, the structuring of interactions in 
such a way as to bring culturally different members into 

frequent contact, intolerance of cliques, and avoiding 
hazing and dress or expression requirements.

Proposition 2 builds on the association’s practices that promote 
diversity interactions by establishing a moral order that makes the 
organization inviting to all students and that facilitates repeated 
and comfortable diversity interactions.

Proposition 2 Practices sustaining a respectful moral 
order: Once culturally diverse members join, the 
association promotes meaningful, repeated, diversity 
interactions through continuous pursuit of a shared 
mission serving other’s interests, not merely their own. 
The association institutionalizes practices that focus 
members on formal purposes other than diversity, 
maintain a small organizational size, and create equality 
in knowledge, power, and authority.

Campus Policies: Appropriating 
Organizations for Cultural Learning
To expand theory and action for meaningful diversity interactions, 
this study indicates the promise of focusing on institutionalized 
practices that can overcome impediments of discomfort and self-
segregation. This study’s central concept, intercultural comfort, 
and concepts of close communities and socially appropriable 
organizations suggest several avenues for new institutional poli-
cies. Many contemporary policies fail to consider comfort and 
thereby provide too few of the conditions (shared purpose, 
interdependence, equal status) specified by Allport (1954) and 
others, and too few of the resources (motivation, ability, and 
repetition) specified by Crisp and Turner (2011) as necessary for 
working through cross-cultural stereotypes and discomfort. The 
repetition of intercultural interaction necessary for overcoming 
discomfort and producing personal development calls for a 
social structure. The present study indicates that the structure 
of a voluntary association can provide such repetition. Research 
reviewed above points to particular extracurricular activities as 
an associational focus for intercultural interaction and learning. 
Those findings are supported and extended by this study, as they 
are also by Coleman’s (Coleman, 1988) concept of appropriable 
organizations. Wherever students from different ethnic back-
grounds come together to seriously pursue a shared objective, 
they have the opportunity to appropriate the mission-focused 
social capital they generate, using it to pursue their own social 
and developmental needs. The reported experiences are consist-
ent with arguments that cultural learning, which depends on 
sustained, reflective individual and collective social experiences 
(Brewer, 1996; Gaertner et al., 1996), is a significant step toward 
building meaningful diversity interactions at the individual 
level and experiencing and appreciating cultural and ethnic 
heterogeneity at the group level (Weisinger and Salipante, 2005;  
Ely et al., 2012).

This study’s findings suggest that institutions of higher 
education have two broad options for creating associational 
settings where practices favor intercultural ties and their associ-
ated personal development: (1) make existing homogeneous 
social institutions, such as traditional Greek societies, more 
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heterogeneous by supporting practices that favor intercultural 
comfort or (2) promote and appropriate student associations 
that attract a heterogeneous membership. Our findings suggest a 
distinctive advantage for the second option due to the attraction 
and shared pursuit of a formal purpose other than social. In such 
a purpose-driven context, this study indicates that particular 
practices of association—practices that produce conditions, such 
as fellowship and equal status, and practices that can be promoted 
by an institution as part of its core values—can create a moral 
order that sustains repeated, meaningful diversity interactions 
and consequent learning.

The phenomenon of individuals appropriating an association 
for meaningful diversity interactions and relationships can, 
in turn, be appropriated for institutional strategy. Educational 
institutions have resources to promote the development of 
associations that attract students on bases other than ethnicity, 
such as this study’s service organization. Many types of extra- and 
co-curricular activities qualify, such as intercollegiate engineer-
ing and athletic competitions, performing arts, clubs focused on 
particular interests and academic disciplines, and many varieties 
of community service. However, as students in this study indi-
cated, such activities often lack the practices for fellowship and 
equal status that distinguished VCSA. Hence, campus policies 
could seek to inculcate in these activities social practices that 
promote repeated, comfortable, equal status interactions among 
interdependent members, forming small, close, heterogeneous 
communities.

Three contemporary trends in secondary and higher educa-
tion offer loci for inquiring into the propositions offered above 
and for implementing and  evaluating new policies. First, 
institutions are striving to improve student life by promoting 
student self-formation of groups around extracurricular inter-
ests (Cheng and Zhao, 2006). Second, many institutions are 

promoting service learning, creating the possibility, as in this 
study, for students to associate long term around their service 
activities (Eyler, 2000). Third, some institutions are building an 
institutional diversity among their student bodies through the 
promulgation of values-based practices, such as team-building 
(Kuh, 1991). Both inquiry and policy formation can mate with 
these trends to expand knowledge of where and how enrich-
ing diversity interactions are occurring and can be promoted 
further.

The recurrence of ethnic tensions on campus and elsewhere is 
a signal to researchers and leaders that new knowledge is needed. 
The present research suggests the value of applying and extend-
ing established social concepts by inquiring into naturalistic 
processes that produce and sustain high-frequency, meaningful 
diversity interactions and personal development in particular 
campus settings. The resulting knowledge can guide the inten-
tional, synthetic formation of close, heterogeneous communities 
on campus in which fellowship and comfort enable individuals to 
learn from their differences.
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