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ABSTRACT 

This paper studies the role of college roommate relationships in students’ college adjustment during their first 

year study in a selected university campus. It used questionnaire to collect data from 105 respondents in a 

public university. Results suggest there are differences between male and female students’ experiences in 

developing relationships with their roommates. The findings revealed that adaptation process is necessary in 

order to assist the students in coping with the new environment. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Friends are people who are connected to each other at an 

emotional level (Dunbar, 2018) [1] developing bonding 

(Korchmaros & Kenny, 2006) [2] and offering 

psychological, social and even economic support 

(Sutcliffe, et al., 2012) [3]. Fostering friendships during 

late adolescence, namely at the age of 18 and 20, have 

been identified to be important in self-development (Viner 

et al., 2012) [4].   This is because late adolescence is a 

significant period for youths in forming identity, 

relationships and future career paths (Young, Marshall & 

Murray, 2016) [5]. 

The start of university life offers youths in late 

adolescence the opportunity to form new friendships, 

particularly with their respective roommates. First year 

students are typically faced with a situation that requires 

them to be roommates with a person they do not know. 

This in fact could be a starting point for first year students 

to form new social networks (Markey & Kurtz, 2006) [6]. 

Roommate relationships have been found to influence first 

year students’ campus experience (Zimmerman, 2003) [7] 

as roommates can offer peer support that has been known  

 

 

to play a role in physical appearance (Jones, Vigfusdottir 

& Lee, 2004) [8] and academic achievement (Lessard & 

Juvonen, 2018) [9], among others. 

However, assigning two complete strangers as roommates 

could lead to a number of possibilities. On the one hand, 

being closely confined together as roommates may 

actually lead to a positive relationship and actual 

friendship. On the other hand, being randomly assigned to 

a person who is not compatible with oneself could lead to 

dissatisfaction and stress. Or, it could also lead to 

indifference. As friendship may affect students wellbeing 

and academic achievement, particularly when 

acclimatizing to a new academic environment (Lessard & 

Juvonen, 2018) ment (Lessard & Juvonen, 2018) [10], this 

paper thus aimed at examining the level of friendship 

between roommates among first year students of a public 

university in Malaysia. It also investigated whether there is 

a difference in the level of friendship formed between 

same gender roommates. 
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1.1. Related Work 

1.1.1. First Year Student Transition 

Leaving home for the purpose of pursuing higher 

education is a major transition for most adolescents. 

College life offers adolescents the opportunity to grow and 

develop autonomy and individual identity (Arnett, 2000) 

[11]. However, for many first year tertiary education 

students, this would be the first time they would be away 

from home. This could lead to feelings of displacement 

and stress. McInnis et al. (2000) [12] found the greatest 

rate of student dropping out of college occurred among 

first year undergraduate students.  

In managing such feelings, residential colleges need to 

commit to the following: i) student welfare, ii) student 

education, and iii) student social communities (Braxton et 

al., 1995) [13]. In other words, colleges and universities 

should not only focus on academic matters, but should also 

promote social integration among peers.  Establishing 

social networks and friendships is clearly important in first 

year student transition. 

1.1.2. Significance of Friendship during 

Adolescence 

Having friends allows the sharing of experiences and 

feelings, while those without friends tend to be socially 

isolated (Tome et al., 2012) [14]. Friendships are thus 

positively correlated to psychological well-being (Ueno, 

2004) [15]. Friendships among adolescents have in fact 

been found to be both influential and important. Brown 

and Larson (2009) [16] suggest that peers play a 

significant role in influencing adolescents’ activities, 

attitude and emotional well-being. Adolescents with good 

peer support have reported a high sense of belonging in 

school, leading to positive academic achievements 

(Vaquera & Kao, 2008) [17].  

Academic settings, be it schools, colleges or universities, 

provide adolescents with a social for personal and social 

development (Ruini et al., 2009) [18]. Such environments 

offer the opportunity for different peer communities to 

thrive, promoting social interactions and self-esteem. This 

suggests that peer relationships during adolescents are 

particularly are important for social as well as emotional 

adjustments. 

 

1.1.3. Importance of Students’ Roommate 

Relationships 

Peer relationships may affect students’ sense of belonging 

and affiliation with their respective universities (Strayhorn, 

2012) [19]. Since college or university students spend a 

substantial amount of time in residential halls, these on 

campus residences are epicenters for student engagement 

(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005) [20] and learning 

(Blimling, 2010) [21]. On campus residences thus are 

settings that may support students’ development both at 

the academic and social levels. 

 

 

Accommodation in college residential halls tends to 

require students to not only share general facilities, but 

also to share living spaces. Thus, college roommate 

relationships are unique as the living conditions require 

roommates to make compromises in terms of noise level, 

waking and sleeping hours and cleanliness, to name a few. 

For first year students, this could be a daunting experience 

as they do not get to choose their roommates. Rather, 

roommates tend to be assigned on a random basis. Studies 

on roommate relationships in the west suggest that there is 

widespread roommate conflict among college students. For 

instance, 50.1% female students and 44.1% male students 

reported experiencing conflicts of some form with their 

respective roommates (Liu, Sharkness, & Pryor, 2008) 

[22]. Additionally, 5.6% undergraduates reported that not 

getting along with their roommates affected their academic 

performance such as achieving lower grades or even 

dropping out of a programme (American College Health 

Association, 2012) [23]. To mitigate roommate issues, it is 

important for roommates to engage in positive 

interactions. Intimacy-building behaviours such as smiling 

and eye-contact have been found to foster roommate 

relations, while distancing behaviours like physical 

distance and fidgeting tend to lead to negative roommate 

relations (Trail & West, 2009) [24]. In another study, it 

was shown that roommates with more common similarities 

tend to from stronger friendships, while those with less 

common interests tend to display a decline in friendship 

over time (West et al., 2009) [25]. 

 

 

Despite the importance of roommate relationships, hardly 

any studies have looked at the issue in the context of Asia 

in general and Malaysia in particular. This study thus 

investigated roommate relationships experienced by first 

year female and male students at a public university in 

Malaysia. This study aimed at assessing feelings of 

friendship between roommates, emotions experienced 

towards their roommates, and behaviours of roommates 

that contribute towards intimacy-building and intimacy-

distancing relations. 

 

Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, volume 470

142



  

 

2. METHODOLOGY 

The participants were first year, second semester students 

from the Faculty of Biomedical Engineering, Architecture 

and Built Environment and Mechanical Engineering 

chosen at random. All participants had same gender first 

year students who were randomly assigned as their 

respective roommates when they were provided on- 

campus accommodation in the first semester of their 

studies. In other words, at the time of data collection 

period, the participants would have been roommates with 

someone whom they do not know for approximately 18 

weeks. The participants were given the questionnaires 

during one of the activities organised by the residential 

college. 

 

 

The participants were asked to complete a self-report 

questionnaire that was constructed based on the review of 

literature on roommate relations and friendships (Trail & 

West, 2009; West et al., 2009). The questionnaire 

contained 43 closed question items, aimed at assessing 

participants’ satisfaction with their roommates, intimacy- 

building and intimacy-distancing building practised by 

their roommates, as well as their feelings of anxiety, 

friendship and mutual respect towards their roommates. 

 

 

Table 1 shows an overview of the question items in the 

questionnaire. 

 

 

Table 1 Overview of Roommate Relations Question 

Items 

 

Question 

Item 

Quantity Focus Area 

Q 1 - 4 4 Satisfaction with 

roommate 

Q 5.1 – 5.5 5 Intimacy-building 

behaviours 

Q 5.6 – 5.10 5 Intimacy-distancing 

behaviours 

Q 6.1– 6.8 8 Feelings of anxiety 

 

Q 6.9 – 6.18 10 Feelings of friendship 

 

Q 7 -11 11 Mutual respect 

 

 
 

All question items were formulated as a 5-point likert 

scale item. Question items from 1 to 5.10 required 

students to select ‘strongly disagree, disagree, not sure, 

agree, or strongly agree’, while questions items from 

6.1 to 11 required participants to select ‘never, rarely, 

not sure, frequently, very frequently.’ Data obtained 

from the questionnaire were analysed statistically using 

SPSS version 22. 

 

 

3. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

In exploring the results, the data were assessed for the 

respective relationships for male-male and female-

female roommates. Table 2 shows the satisfaction level 

of participants with same gender roommates. 

 

 

Table 2 Satisfaction Level with Roommates 

 

 Mean Value 

 Male Female 

My roommate and I are becoming 

close friends 

4.8 4.1 

I am completely myself when I am 

around my roommate 

4.6 3.8 

It is easy to express who I really am 

when I am with my roommate 

4.3 4.0 

If I had to decide today, I would live 

with my roommate again next year 

4.4 3.8 

Average Mean Value 4.53 3.93 

 

* Based on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 

(strongly agree) 

 

 

In general, male participants indicated a higher level of 

satisfaction with their respective roommates. Their 

relationship become closer due to the sharing of room 

together and they are truthful about their relationship 

about themselves. Overall, the mean value is higher at 

4.53 while female score is 3.93 mean value. 

  

 

Table 3 Intimacy-building Behaviours Experienced 

with Roommates 

 

 Mean Value 

When interacting with me… Male Female 

my roommate smiles a lot 3.9 3.9 

 

my roommate participates a lot 

during interaction 

4.0 4.4 

my roommate displays a pleasant 

personality 

4.2 4.2 

my roommate is friendly 4.5 4.4 

 

my roommate appears engaged and 

interested 

4.4 4.2 

Average Mean Value 4.2 4.22 
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The table above shows that among the behaviors that 

increase a roommate's intimacy are through smiling, 

communicating, showing a pleasant, friendly 

personality and also building a good relationship. It can 

be seen from the average value found in this study that 

female students have a higher intimacy value of 4.22 

compared to male values of 4.20 in Table 3. 

 

 

Table 4 Intimacy-distancing Behaviours 

Experienced with Roommates 

 

 Mean Value 

When interacting with me… Male Female 

my roommate fidgets a lot 3.2 2.6 

 

my roommate avoids eye contact 2.3 1.7 

 

my roommate conceals his/her true 

opinions 

3.3 2.9 

my roommate makes me feel small 1.7 1.8 

 

my roommate doesn’t talk much 2.3 2.1 

 

Average Mean Value 2.56 2.22 

 

* Based on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 

(strongly agree) 

 

 

In addition to the behaviors that lead to the intimacy of 

a roommate, there are also some behaviors that cause 

the relationship or friendship of the roommate to be 

more relaxed. According to Table 3, the average mean 

value for female students is 2.22 compared to male 

students, with an average value of 2.56. Some of these 

factors are lack of communication, avoiding eye 

contact, concealing of actual opinions and also a feeling 

of inferiority. The results show that female show less 

intimacy distancing behavior compared to male 

students. 

 

 

 

Table 5 Feelings of Anxiety towards Roommates 

 

When in the company of my roommate I feel the 

following emotions 

 

 Mean Value 

Male Female 

resentful 1.1 1.4 

irritated 1.7 1.5 

disappointed 1.4 1.7 

tense 1.4 1.6 

annoyed 1.4 1.7 

angry 1.2 1.8 

suspicious 1.6 1.9 

defensive 1.9 1.9 

Average Mean Value 1.46 1.69 

 

* Based on a scale of 1 (never) to 5 (very frequently) 

 

This study has shown that women are negatively 

emotional. The study also shows that female anxiety 

level about a roommate is higher than that of a male 

student. However, we conclude that this factor is not a 

major factor in a roommate's relationship. 

 

 

Table 6 Feelings of Friendship towards Roommates 

 

When in the company of my roommate I feel the 

following emotions 

 

 Mean Value 

Male Female 

accepted 4.2 3.4 

cared for 4 3.6 

supported 4.2 3.9 

appreciated 4.1 3.8 

happy 4.2 4 

excited 3.9 3.5 

contented 3.7 4.1 

alert 3.5 4 

satisfied 3.8 3.9 

enthusiastic 4.1 4 

Average Mean Value 3.97 3.82 

 

* Based on a scale of 1 (never) to 5 (very frequently) 

 

In this study, among the elements mentioned are 

accepted, cared for, supported, appreciated, happy, 

excited, contented, alert, satisfied and enthusiastic. 

Male students in this study are found to have higher 

feelings of friendship than the female students with an 

average difference of 0.15. 

 

 

Table 7 Feelings of Mutual Respect towards  

Roommates 

 

 Mean Value 

Male Female 

I listen to my roommate’s 

concerns and ideas 

4 3.9 

I’m open to my roommate’s 

different view point 

4 3.9 

I give my roommate enough space 

to express him/herself 

4.3 4.1 

I’m approachable enough to allow 4.3 3.8 
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my roommate to speak openly and 

frankly to me 

I’m able to explain my view 

points in a non-threatening 

manner 

4.2 4 

Average Mean Value 4.16 3.94 

 

* Based on a scale of 1 (never) to 5 (very frequently) 

 

Mutual respect not only has a positive impact but also 

improves the relationship of a roommate. In this study, 

male and female students also showed an almost similar 

value in areas such as listening to a roommate 

expressing ideas and exchanging views on issues. Also, 

in respect to allowing freedom of speech, the 

participants allowed space for their roommates to be 

more open towards communication. This average has a 

very positive effect on male students with 4.16 mean 

value compared to female students with a mean value of 

3.94. We can conclude that male students are more 

open for communication compared to the females. 

 

 

 

4. CONCLUSION 
 

 

Interaction between students of similar or different 

backgrounds in the same room in residential campus is 

considered as roommate relationship. For a specific 

period of time, normally a year or two semesters, 

students need to conform to the routine and behaviours 

of their roommates. There is strong evidence that the 

level of friendship between roommates among first year 

students is different for both genders.  We identified 

that females are more intimate with their roommates. 

However, their communication is not as open as the 

male students. Besides this, male students are more 

satisfied with the roommate relationship. Furthermore, 

our analyses show that females show less distancing 

behavior but are more emotional compared to male 

students. Male students are not worried about their 

relationships with their roommates, have more positive 

feelings and show more mutual respect for their 

roommates. The findings suggest that first year students 

especially female students sometimes face difficulties 

when they are placed with someone unfamiliar to them. 

On the other hand, these challenges also would 

motivate them to develop new relationships better. The 

adjustment to campus life takes time and support from 

different people and bodies. 

 

 

 

 

 

5. IMPLICATIONS 
 

Based on the findings of this study, we put forward 

some recommendations for students and residential 

colleges in assisting first year students to develop 

relationships with their new roommates. Firstly, 

students can develop relationships by giving one 

another some space, which means one must be 

respectful of the other and keeping their areas clean and 

neat and respecting one another’s belongings. Secondly, 

if problems persist, students should address the 

problems and work on resolving issues between them. 

They could seek help from the fellows’ council who are 

trained to handle the conflicting issues. Thirdly, as 

roommates, they should not expect too highly of the 

other. Finally, the university can also adopt rooming 

policy that allows new students to choose their own 

roommates. Living together and adapting to one another 

could be a rewarding experience as they have to adapt 

to interpersonal and intercultural experiences.
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