
Vol:.(1234567890)

Research in Higher Education (2022) 63:610–630
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-021-09662-8

1 3

Does Experiencing Racialized Aggressions on Social Media 
Influence Perceptions About the Campus Racial Climate?

Heather T. Rowan‑Kenyon1  · Adam M. McCready2  · Nicole I. Barone1  · 
Ana M. Martínez Alemán1 

Received: 8 November 2020 / Accepted: 12 October 2021 / Published online: 29 October 2021 
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Nature B.V. 2021

Abstract
The purpose of this study was to use structural equation modeling to examine how the 
experience of racialized aggressions on social media influenced the perceptions of campus 
racial climate for undergraduate students of color (n = 771). Findings suggest that students 
who experienced racialized aggressions on social media did report less positive percep-
tions of campus diversity climate. Given that in-person and online environments are grow-
ing evermore seamless for students, this has implications for campus climate and diversity 
programming.
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Introduction

Social media play a central role in the college experience. Online platforms such as Face-
book, Snapchat, Instagram and Twitter enable college students to compose campus culture 
and affect the ways in which they interact with one another (Martínez Alemán & Wartman, 
2009). Now fully integrated into college student life on campus, social media communica-
tion is an important element in how students experience campus life, and consequently, 
are a fundamental ingredient of campus climate today. Coincident with the assimilation of 
social media into campus life is the rise in online racism and harassment nationally (Pew 
Research Center, 2018, 2021). It is not surprising then, that researchers have begun to iden-
tify and examine online racism in higher education populations and settings. For example, 
Rogers (2016) highlighted the multitude of forms of discrimination and racial hate found 
on higher education online sites and mobile apps. Others have shed light on student experi-
ences of racialized hate on social media that expose campus racism and its negative effects 
on students such as cultural paranoia and racial battle fatigue (Eschmann, 2020; Gin et al., 
2017).
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Scholars have found that encountering instances of racism online has a particularly neg-
ative impact on students of color (Eschmann, 2020; Gin et al., 2017; Tynes et al., 2012, 
2013). Recently, it has been shown that racialized aggressions have the potential to man-
ifest at predominantly White institutions (Eschmann, 2020; Gin et  al., 2017). Eschmann 
(2020) concluded that students of color directly connected racist messaging on an anony-
mous campus social media site to the campus racial climate. Rich qualitative work from 
Museus and Truong (2013) and Tynes and Markoe (2010) offer useful and valuable assess-
ments of the contexts of social media on campus, providing interpretations of the effects 
of racist communication on these platforms. They point to the use of social media to com-
municate harmful stereotypes, to extend microaggressions to virtual behavior, and to direct 
harassment to particular groups of people. Referred to as “digital discourse” by Eschmann 
et al., (2020), these racist online communications can “normalize knowledge of the subtle 
mechanisms of structural racism and increase awareness of how covert acts can perpetu-
ate racial inequality” (p. 11). Though Eschmann (2020) and others have begun to examine 
the impact of online racism on college climate, more work is needed to more fully under-
stand the impact of online racism on students of color and how that online communication 
impacts their perceptions of campus climate. But like all qualitative studies, these studies 
have limited generalizability to the larger populations of college students of color, though 
their findings and conclusions can serve as the foundation for quantitative inquiries.

To expand our understanding of online racism and its effects on students of color and 
their perceptions of campus climate, and to fill the gap in the growing body of research lit-
erature on social media and campus climate, we chose to engage the phenomenon through 
quantitative methods. Through quantitative analysis, we were able to generalize from larger 
samples of students of color on multiple college campuses about the effects of online rac-
ism on their perceptions of campus climate. Consequently, the purpose of this study was to 
employ quantitative methods to examine how the experience of racism on social media by 
students of color influenced the perceptions of campus racial climate. The specific research 
questions were:

• Does the experience of racialized aggressions on social media affect students’ percep-
tions of a positive racial climate on campus?

• What is the relationship between the experiences of racialized aggressions online, in-
person experiences with racialized aggressions, ethnic identity, campus interactions and 
students’ perceptions of the campus climate for diversity?

Campus climate research has focused primarily on students’ in-person experiences 
of racialized aggressions, but we now know that these experiences also regularly occur 
online (Tynes et  al., 2013). With nearly two-thirds of young adults experiencing racial-
ized aggressions and more overt forms of harassment online (Pew Research Center, 2018), 
this specific line of inquiry is both timely and necessary given that this harassment has 
implications for how college students of color perceive their campus climate. It has become 
increasingly important to examine the linkages between the experiences of racism online 
and how online racist interactions impact the college experiences of students of color and 
their perceptions of its impact on campus climate.

In addition to filling a gap in the research literature, this study and its findings on the 
impact of social media on perceptions of campus climate can potentially deepen our schol-
arly conceptualization of campus climate. Though campus climate has been a focus of 
research for decades, it has been conceptually ambiguous, albeit increasingly wide-ranging 
(Hart & Fellabaum, 2008). Since Peterson and Spencer (1990) put forth a conceptualization 
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of campus climate as the aggregation of perceptions and atitudes held about campus life, 
scholars have sought to better reflect the ecology of campus climate by examining campus 
climate and racial and ethnic diversity (Hurtado, et al., 1998), LGBTQ (Parker III, 2021), 
and sexual assault (Moylan, et al., 2021), among other dimensions. These and other cam-
pus climate studies can inform and impact institutional practices. The findings from this 
study can serve to update practitioners’ understanding of social media’s role in campus 
climate, and how they can better attend to the effects of online racist communication on 
students of color.

Theoretical Framework

This work is grounded in Foucault’s (1980) theory that knowledge and power (knowledge/
power) are discursive, thus they are indistinguishable from each other, are interchangeable 
constructs, and never independent of each other. Fundamentally, knowledge is an exercise 
of power, and power is an exercise of knowledge. Accepted and affirmed forms of knowl-
edge constitute a society’s “regimes of truth;” they compose its common beliefs and prin-
ciples, and are a central feature of human behavior and relations in society. These ‘truths’ 
are endorsed through everyday relations that are all situated in relations of power, and may 
limit our behavior and experiences (Foucault, 1984). Discursive regimes of truth are an 
established way of communicating what can or cannot be thought and said about society 
and social relations. Media, education, and other institutions circulate discourses, that 
though never static, reflect the politics of societies.

Racism can be understood as a regime of truth or as a set of beliefs and opinions about 
racial hierarchy that is circulated through everyday relations conducted in all social spaces. 
As discursive, racism is normalized and can give psychological and emotional control to 
Whites that is not limited to acts of overt violence or discrimination (Delgado & Stefancic, 
2017). In schools and universities, racism is a discourse that is circulated through the cur-
riculum, pedagogy, and other supporting social structures like the law. Through various 
media, racism is circulated through implicit and explicit text and images that communi-
cate white hegemony. Racism is often communicated through racial slurs and hate speech, 
but also through words that have embedded racialized meanings in societies. For example, 
public use of terms like “inner city” and “thug” circulate a discourse of racist stereotypes 
consistent with a regime of truth about racial hierarchy in societies (Khoo, 2017; Lopez, 
2016). On social media, racist speech, memes, and videos reach large audiences efficiently 
(Lamerichs, et al., 2018), and circulate “new and old racist practices” that are now standard 
on these media (Matamoros-Fernández & Farkas, 2021, p. 22).

Given this, we view social media as a tool that can circulate a discourse of racism (racist 
knowledge/power) that, like all discourses, regulate or “discipline” the thinking and behav-
ior of users (Foucault, 1975). Whether deliberately intended to harm (e.g., referring to 
black students as “monkeys’’ in the cafeteria) or unintentionally damaging (e.g., insensitive 
jokes), interactive internet-based social media can serve as a discursive means to circulate 
explicit or implicit racism (Gin, et al., 2017).

We utilize the racist aggression framework proposed by Minikel-Lacoque (2012), who 
challenged aspects of Sue and colleagues’ (2007) microaggression work but extended it 
to intentional acts of racism, as well as operationalized racism as a discursive element of 
social media communication. Minkel-Lacoque made the argument that campus racism in 
all its forms should be understood as “racialized aggression,” and should include those 
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found online because they are typically intentional and conscious acts. She challenged the 
use of the adjective “micro” to describe online “blatant, intentional expressions of hate” as 
a discursive act that serves to “empower the perpetrators’’ (p. 455). To characterize racist 
acts as “micro,” argued Minikel-Lacoque, enables those with more racial power (Whites) 
to conclude that racist posts are tolerable and acceptable (p. 455).

In Sue and et al.’s (2007) taxonomy of microaggressions, intentional and unintentional 
racist aggressions are verbal and behavioral manifestations of the discourse of racism. 
Racial insults and slights are further distinguished as microinsults (that are often uncon-
scious), microassaults (that are often conscious), and microinvalidations (often uncon-
scious). All of these microaggressions are connected to macro-level environmental micro-
aggressions such as racial assaults, and “insults and invalidations which are manifested 
on systemic and environmental levels’’ (p. 278). Racial assaults, then, as “systemic” can 
be understood as one discursive materialization of racism. Though Sue and et al., (2007) 
did not consider social media technologies specifically in their examples of microaggres-
sions, Minikel-Lacoque (2012) updated this work to include online posts. Such posts can 
be unconscious comments that “fit with the original notion of racial microaggressions” (p. 
452), but can also be “intentional expressions of hate” (p. 452). Further, noted Minikel-
Lacoque, online social media give users a distinctive stage where “traditionally covert and 
overt” racist discourse are combined (p. 453).

These online expressions of hate, argued Minikel-Lacoque (2012), should be “under-
stood as “racialized aggressions’’ (p. 455), and not “microaggressions.” This call for a 
rhetorical change in the language used to describe these expressions is an argument for 
the power of discourse. Discourse is constructed (in part) by rhetorical language in such a 
way as to exert power. A system of representation, discourse leverages rhetorical language 
to produce an effect on individuals (Foucault, 1980). Though not directly attributing her 
analysis to a Foucauldian conceptualization of the discursive power of rhetorical language, 
Minikel-Lacoque essentially makes the case that racism is a discourse and points to social 
media as a discursive tool. For this reason, we use the term “racialized aggressions’’ to sig-
nify the discursive nature of racism online.

Review of the Literature

Campus Climate and Racial Aggressions

Racialized aggressions affect college students’ educational experiences, mental health, and 
general well-being. These verbal attacks incite stress, anxiety and depression among col-
lege students with marginalized and minoritized identities (McCready et al., 2021; Nadal, 
2008; Nadal et al., 2015; Sue et al, 2008). Further, these aggressions negatively affect stu-
dents on a number of higher education outcomes, including resilience and academic per-
formance (Franklin et al., 2014; Nadal et al., 2015; Smith et al., 2006, 2007). These experi-
ences also impact students’ perceptions of campus racial climate (Smith et al., 2007). The 
racial climate, particularly at Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs), may have adverse 
effects on students’ academic, social, and interpersonal experiences (Fischer, 2007; Yosso 
et al., 2009).

A growing body of literature demonstrates the effects that campus racial climate has on 
the college student experience, particularly on the academic and social experiences of stu-
dents of color. Milem et al. (2005) asserted that there are several institutional dimensions 
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that affect how students experience campus racial climate: historical legacy, compositional 
diversity, the psychological dimensions of climate (e.g., perception of and experiences with 
racism, discrimination, and prejudice), behavioral dimensions, and the organizational and 
structural dimensions of climate.

Studies have shown that for students of color, direct experiences with racism and dis-
crimination negatively impact their perception of the campus racial climate, which in turn 
impacts persistence (Johnson et  al., 2014; Wells & Horn, 2015), satisfaction (Hurtado 
& Carter, 1997; Lin et  al., 2019), perception of an institution’s commitment to diversity 
efforts (Griffin et al., 2016; Hurtado, 1992; Wells & Horn, 2015), and social preferences 
(George Mwangi et al., 2018b). Further, direct experience with racism and microaggres-
sions often creates additional stress for students of color and results in feelings of margin-
alization and isolation (Solórzano et al., 2000).

A number of studies have disaggregated perceptions of campus racial climate by race 
and found that students of color perceive the campus racial climate more negatively than 
their White peers (Cabrera et al., 1999; Rankin & Reason, 2005; Reid & Radhakrishnan, 
2003). Hurtado (1992) found that White students are less likely to think critically about 
their racial background, and recent research also established that White students are less 
likely to perceive racial tension and conflict (Hurtado et al., 2015). Taken together, these 
studies indicate that direct and indirect experiences with racism and racist interactions led 
to feelings of isolation, marginalization, and discouragement among students of color, as 
well as negative perceptions of the campus racial climate (Griffin et al., 2016; Harper & 
Hurtado, 2007).

Scholars have established that students attending PWIs from minoritized racial and eth-
nic groups report experiences with racial discrimination, microaggressions, and stereotypes 
(Hurtado et al., 1996, 2015; Suarez-Balcazar et al., 2003). For example, Yosso et al. (2009) 
found that Latina/o students in their study experienced racial microaggressions and jokes, 
and expressed feelings of being perceived differently on campus. More recently, George 
Mwangi et al. (2018a) found that Black students felt that their race was associated with fear 
among their non-Black peers, and Roberston et al. (2016) identified that Latina/o students’ 
experiences with on-campus racism affected their perceptions of the hospitalibleness of 
their campus community.

Compositional diversity has also been shown to affect students’ satisfaction with their 
college experience, and perception of an institution’s commitment to diversity efforts (Grif-
fin et al., 2016; Hurtado, 1992; Wells & Horn, 2015). Wells and Horn (2015) found that 
Asian American students at a racially diverse institution reported positive perceptions 
of campus culture when cultural congruence, or the extent students’ ethnic culture was 
reflected in the broader campus culture, was part of the campus climate.

Online Racism

While much of the work on perceptions of campus racial climate has focused on in-person 
interactions, the growth of social media cannot be ignored. Worldwide, social media are 
a principal communication tool for social and political discourse today, and are a site in 
which “new and old racist practices increasingly take place” (Matamoros-Fernandez & 
Farkas, 2021, p. 22). In the U.S., the Pew Research Center reported that though the overall 
prevalence of online hate has not increased since 2017, online harassment has intensified 
since then (Pew, 2021). Additionally, Pew (2021) reported that 54% of Blacks and 47% of 
Hispanics reported their harassment as racially or ethnically focused. Research on various 
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age groups (including those that comprise traditional campus populations) has shown that 
online racism is perceived as a form of interpersonal discrimination (Keum & Miller, 
2019). Online hate is quite frequent on social media, with an estimated 10,000 racist Eng-
lish-language utterances daily on Twitter (Bartlett, et al., 2014). Recent research on online 
anti-Asian hate during the COVID-19 pandemic finds online hate commonplace and exten-
sive, much more so than counter narratives of racial equality and inclusion (Ziems, et al., 
2020). Social network analysis has shown how anti-Muslim groups rely their Facebook 
pages to communicate and propagate negative stereotypes of Muslims as violent enemies 
worthy of retributional violence (Squire, 2019).

Though the literature on campus racial climate as it pertains to students’ in-person expe-
riences is rich and deep, research on racialized aggressions on social media is relatively 
recent but increasing. As social media provides students of color with “counterspaces” to 
online racism (George Mwangi, et al., 2018b), encountering racialized hostility on social 
media while on campus is increasingly a challenge (Rowan-Kenyon et  al., 2016). Nega-
tive and antagonistic anonymous posts on students’ social media have enabled intimidation 
and harassment on the basis of gender, sexuality, race and ethnicity (Black, et al., 2016). 
Exposure to online racialized aggression has negatively impacted students’ of color men-
tal health (McCready et  al., 2021), and increased stress expressions (Saha, et  al., 2019). 
An examination of microagressions online sugggested that they impact Indigenous students 
negatively (Clark, et  al., 2011), and though not specifically focused on racialized agres-
sions online, Tynes, et al. (2013) found a strong relationship between online discrimina-
tion and the perception of campus climate, and urged researchers to give more attention to 
negative racist interactions online.

Other Factors That Influence Perceptions of Campus Climate

It is important to consider additional factors that may influence student perceptions of cam-
pus racial climate. Researchers have considered how the development of a person’s racial 
or ethnic identity, and their interactions with others on the campus influence their percep-
tions of the campus racial climate.

Racial/ethnic Identity Development

Scholars who have examined the relationship between racial or ethnic identity and campus 
racial climate found that experiences with racism, racial prejudice, and racial microaggres-
sions negatively impact the social and academic experiences of students of color (Cabrera 
et al., 1999; Griffin et al., 2016; Harper & Hurtado, 2007). The impact of racial and ethnic 
identity, along with the perceptions of racial diversity on campus have implications for how 
students of color view their campus climate.

Researchers have consistently demonstrated that students’ racial and ethnic identities 
are inextricably tied to how they perceive and experience campus racial climates at PWIs. 
Examining Asian American and Pacific Islander (AAPI) students and their perceptions of 
campus climate at a PWI, Nguyen, et al. (2018) corroborated the claim that negative racial-
ized experiences correspond with AAPI students’ feeling detached and irrelevant on cam-
pus. Grounded in the research literature on Black students’ negative perceptions of cam-
pus climate and its relationship due to subtle and overt racism and racial hostility, George 
Mwangi and et al.’s (2018a) study on Black students’ perceptions of campus climate and 
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its relationship to US racial climate makes clear that how students perceive campus climate 
is inextricably linked to their racial/ethnic identities. Black students’ negative perceptions 
of campus climate, for example, is “contextualized by their racial identities when (as Black 
bodies) they encounter tension-filled interactions with campus police” (pp. 463–464).

In the research literature on racial and ethnic identity development, Phinney and Alipu-
ria’s (1990) foundational work on ethnic identity as a key aspect to identity development 
in college students, suggested that students of color do have a particular commitment to 
developing that aspect of their identities. Later work by Atkinson and colleagues (1998), 
and Sue and Sue (2013) proposed stages of ethnic or cultural identity development that 
included phases or periods in which students of color are introspective and gain greater 
awareness of the complexities of race and ethnicity in society. That arc of ethnic identity 
development also maps onto research that links an increase in ethnic identity awareness to 
experience with multicultural education (Ortiz & Rhoads, 2000), and with opportunities to 
critically assess social knowledge about ethnic identity (Torres, 2003). In sum, researchers 
are in agreement that college students’ ethnic identity development appears to be closely 
tied to their cognitive development in college, and that students’ exposure to critical 
accounts of racial and ethnic “social knowledge” appears to impact their ethnic identity 
development (Torres & Baxter-Magolda, 2004).

Ethnic and racial identity development is also affected by components of campus cli-
mate such as curricular exposure and opportunities to examine their racial/ethnic identi-
ties (Ortiz & Rhoads, 2000; Torres, 2003). For example, Chavous, et al. (2017) concluded 
that students’ “developmental and contextual transition periods” (p. 14) can correlate with 
changes in their assumptions about and acceptance of their racial identity. Their devel-
opment in this area can also influence their perceptions during college. Bonafacio et  al. 
(2018), found that a student’s ethnic identity and exposure to racial microaggressions influ-
enced their career self-efficacy and anticipated career outcomes. Eccles and colleagues 
(2006), also found that a student’s development related to ethnic identity mitigated the 
experience of racist actions on the student’s self-concept and school achievement. It also 
stands to reason that students’ racial and ethnic identity development is linked to and may 
affect their perceptions of the campus diversity climate.

Campus Interactions

Students’ in-person interactions are also important to consider in examining campus 
climate and racialized aggressions online. Foundational scholarship on campus climate 
and diversity by Hurtado and et al., (1998) demonstrated that beyond structural diver-
sity, attitudinal and behavioral attributes or how particular groups of individuals ``feel” 
about and relate to one another” (p. 296) are key to consider when focusing on cam-
pus racial climate. Researchers have concluded that college students’ development and 
academic success is correlated with their interactions with faculty (Lau, 2003; May-
hew et al., 2016). Foundational scholarship has asserted that “validation” by faculty and 
staff is a key component to marginalized students’ academic success and feelings of 
belonging in college (Rendon, 1994). Rendon’s validation theory provided a model for 
researching the many ways in which faculty and staff (as well as other campus mem-
bers) can intentionally affirm marginalized students’ sense of belonging, effectively sug-
gesting that the quality or characteristic of faculty and staff interactions with students 
of color are critical to their campus experience. Linares and Muñoz (2011) updated this 
foundational work suggesting, among other considerations, that researchers take up the 
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task of “providing more specific examples of academic and interpersonal validation in 
and out of the classroom context” (p. 27). More germane to our study, recent research 
has focused more specifically on the connection between students’ interactions with fac-
ulty and their perceptions of the campus diversity climate. Parker & Troilian (2020) 
identified both positive and negative effects of student-faculty interactions, student per-
ceptions of faculty, and campus diversity climate, and suggested that “students’ interac-
tions with and perceptions of faculty members in college are associated with student 
perceptions of the climate for diversity on campus” (p. 341). Further, Parker and Trolian 
concluded “that it may be the type and context of the experiences that students have 
with faculty that matter in fostering students’ perceptions of an inclusive campus cli-
mate” (p. 341). Kim and Lundberg (2016) pointed out that there are disparities in the 
effects of student-faculty interactions between students of color and White students, and 
needs to be examined further.

The current study moves forward Tynes and et al.’s (2013) recommendation to fur-
ther examine negative racist interactions online and build on prior qualitative work (e.g. 
Gin et al., 2017; Minikel-Lacocque, 2012; Tynes et al., 2013) related to students’ expe-
riences. Based on the experience of students of color at PWIs, and their perceptions of 
the campus racial climate, we hypothesize that by experiencing racialized aggressions 
on social media, students are likely to report a less positive perception of campus cli-
mate. We also expect that racial and ethnic identity, campus interactions, and in-person 
experiences with racism will influence the perceptions of campus climate for diversity.

Method

Sample and Data Sources

The present study used a multi-campus sample to explore the influence of experiencing 
racialized aggressions on social media on positive perceptions of campus climate. Partici-
pants were 771 undergraduate students of color from five four-year PWIs in the United 
States who completed a 152-item web-based survey between spring 2018 and spring 2019. 
Four sites are private universities located in the northeast, and one is a public research uni-
versity in the south. Two of these institutions had a business focus, one was a liberal arts 
college, and two were research universities. We recruited institutions through a variety of 
ways including an association listserv for Higher Education assessment professionals, and 
personal outreach to student affairs professionals responsible for assessment. Please see 
Table 5 in Appendix A for additional information about the institutions.

All full-time undergraduate students who identified as students of color were invited to 
participate in the study at each institution. Participants identified with one or more of the 
minoritized racial or ethnic identities defined by the United States Office of Management 
and Budget (2016) and were 18 years of age or older. Over half of the sample identified 
as Black or African American (53.2%). Of the remaining participants, 20.4% identified as 
Asian, 10.6% identified as multiracial or multiethnic, 1.3% identified as Middle-Eastern or 
North African, 0.9% identified as Native-American or Native Alaskan, 0.4% identified as 
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, and 0.3% identified with other racial or ethnic identi-
fied. Asked separately, 18.8% of the sample identified as Hispanic, Latino/a or Spanish-
origin. Other demographic information about the sample can be found in Table 1.
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Measures

We utilized the Racist Aggressions on Social Media Survey to collect data for this study. 
We (Rowan-Kenyon et  al., 2021) developed this instrument by adapting and validating 
psychosocial metrics and campus experiences scales, and the encounters to broaden and 
deepen our understanding of the impact of online racist aggressions on students of color. 

Table 1  Participant 
characteristics

Characteristic % of Participants

Gender
 Female 70.7
 Male 28.1
 Gender-queer 1.0
 Other 0.1

Race/Ethnicity
 African American/Black 53.2
 Asian 20.4
 Hispanic/Latino/Spanish origin 18.8
 Middle Eastern/North African 1.3
 Multiracial/Multiethnic 10.6
 Native American/Native Alaskan 0.9
 Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 0.4
 Other race or ethnicity 0.3

Class year
 First year 24.3
 Second year 25.0
 Third year 22.1
 Fourth year 22.6
 Fifth year or greater 6.0

Campus Residence
 On-campus 43.6
 Off-campus 24.0
 Commuter 32.4

Parent/Primary Caregiver Education
 Attended high school 6.8
 High school graduate 20.2
 Attended college 20.6
 Bachelor’s 29.2
 Attended graduate school 1.6
 Master’s or above 18.0
 Unsure 3.8

United States residency status
 Citizen 88.7
 International student 3.8
 Permanent resident 6.1
 Other status 1.4
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We adapted scales known for their strong psychometric properties, to try to capture interac-
tions with social media. We piloted the instrument (including conducting cognitive inter-
views) with a sample of students of color (Rowan-Kenyon et al., 2021).

Primary dependent variable. The dependent variable for our study is an adaptation of 
the Positive Perceptions about the Campus Diversity Climate Scale (PPDC) (Inkelas et al., 
2006). This seven-item measure (α = 0.85) describes a participant’s level of agreement 
about the occurrence of cross-racial or ethnic interactions with peers, faculty and adminis-
trators, and their institutional commitment to the success of students of color (e.g., “There 
is a culture of trust and respect between students of different racial/ethnic origins”). See 
Table 2 for more information about the PPDC and the scales included in the study. This 
seven item measure describes respondents’ level of agreement with items such as (a) occur-
rence of cross-racial interaction on campus, (b) the common occurrence of cross-racial 
friendships, (c) presence of a culture of respect among students of different racial/ethnic 
origins, (d) campus commitment to the success of students of color, (e) students of differ-
ent racial/ethnic origins communicate well with one another, (f) how professors respect 
students of color, and (g) the level of trust between students of color and administrators.

Other endogenous and exogenous variables. We measured daily encounters with 
racism on social media with the five-item Everyday Discrimination Scale Social Media 
(EDS-SM; α = 0.84). We adapted the EDS-SM from the revised-EDS developed by Stucky 
et al. (2011). Stucky and colleagues (2011) revised the original nine-item EDS developed 
by Williams et al., (1997). The EDS and revised-EDS are frequently used scales that an 
individual’s daily encounters with discrimination, and the scales are known for their strong 
psychometric properties.

In addition to encounters with racism on social media, we adapted versions of Har-
rell’s (1997) Racism and Life Experiences (RaLES)—Racism Experiences type subscale 
to reflect students’ encounters with on-campus racism at their colleges or universities (see 
Table 2). Scholars have relied on the RaLES to examine the consequences associated with 
perceived racism (e.g., Sellers & Shelton, 2003). The adapted 10-item scale (α = 0.94) 
measures the frequency in which an individual endures a particular racialized aggression 
while on their campus. The internal consistency of the full scale has been found to rou-
tinely be good or excellent, with Cronbach’s alphas exceeding 0.83 (Bond et al., 2007).

Because prior research (e.g., Mayhew et al., 2016), found that student interactions with 
faculty and staff at an institution influences student outcomes, we measured the quality of 
student interactions with various faculty and staff members at their institution. Participants 
rated their interactions with faculty, academic advisors, student services staff, multicultural 
affairs staff and other administrative staff and offices from poor (1) to excellent (7). We 
found the scale to have good internal consistency, α = 0.87.

The only exogenous variable included in the model was sense of ethnic identity, as 
measured with the six-item Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure-Revised (MEIM-R; Phin-
ney & Ong, 2007). The MEIM-R measures an individual’s internalized commitment to, 
Table 2  Descriptive statistics and internal reliabilities for survey scales

Scale N Items M (SD) α

Positive perceptions of diversity climate 7 25.73 (5.30) 0.85
Everyday discrimination—social media 8 4.76 (5.52) 0.84
Encounters with racism on campus 10 10.86 (9.67) 0.94
Ethnic identity 6 3.10 (0.68) 0.90
Campus interactions 5 26.39 (7.04) 0.87
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and exploration of, ethnic identity. An overwhelming majority of researchers who have 
measured ethnic identity have utilized the MEIM-R or its predecessor, the MEIM devel-
oped by Phinney (1992) (e.g., Yoon, 2011). The 6-item MEIM-R is more parsimonious 
than the full 20-item version, and it has been found to have better construct validity than 
the original (Phinney & Ong, 2007). Phinney and Ong (2007) identified that the MEIM-R 
has good internal consistency, and another study found that the scale had strong psycho-
metric properties among college students (Yoon, 2011). We found the scale to have good 
internal consistency, α = 0.90.

Analyses

We used SPSS Amos statistical software to analyze covariance matrices of the data with 
maximum likelihood estimation. Relying on structural equation modeling (SEM), we cre-
ated two models to examine relationships among the variables. The latent variables in the 
initial model were PPDC, EDS-SM, campus interactions, and ethnic identity. The model 
included direct paths from all of the variables to PPDC. We included paths from ethnic 
identity to each of the other variables. Bootstrapping was performed on 500 samples with 
a 95% confidence interval to examine the statistical significance of the indirect, direct and 
total effects of the paths in the models.

The latent variables in the final model were PPDC, EDS-SM, campus interactions, 
encounters with racism on campus, and ethnic identity. The model included direct paths 
from all of the variables to PPDC. Like the initial model, we included paths from ethnic 
identity to each of the other variables. Because the measures of encounters with racism are 
endogenous variables, we included correlational paths from the disturbances of EDS-SM 
to encounters with racism on campus.

We relied on confirmatory factor analysis to examine the measurement model before 
creating the final SEM model. The fit statistics were excellent. The confirmatory fit index 
(CFI) of 0.92, the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) of 0.06 and χ2/df of 
3.42 indicate a good model fit. The good-of-fit indices for the final SEM model were also 
excellent, CFI = 0.92, RMSEA = 0.06, and χ2/df of 3.42.

Limitations

It is important to acknowledge the limitations of the study. Without having additional con-
text, it is not possible to quantify or qualify students’ encounters with racialized aggres-
sions, perceptions of campus diversity climates, sense of ethnic identity, or interactions 
with faculty, staff, or administration. While the cross-sectional SEM design employed in 
the study allowed us to examine previously unexplored relationships between encounters of 
racism on social media and other variables of interest and make rigorous statistical infer-
ences, the findings do not infer causality. However, we do hypothesize causal relationships. 
Additional research is needed to make stronger inferences about the relationships of the 
variables, and scholars should consider longitudinal designs for future studies. While our 
design is novel, we did not examine for measurement invariance for covariates like racial 
identity. Future research should test for the invariance of the constructs included in our 
study.

We recognize that student learning and development is complex (Patton et al., 2016), 
and that no single model can fully capture each student’s experience. The paths in our SEM 
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models may not represent every students’ of color responses to encounters of racialized 
aggressions on social media or in-person, or how the constructs of interest in this study 
relate to their perceptions of campus diversity climates. However, we are hopeful that 
our study will motivate scholars to continue to examine and explore how encounters with 
racialized aggressions on social media affect the college experience of students of color.

Finally, the majority of participants in our sample (66.8%) were from the public research 
university located in the south. The relationships among the variables might vary across 
institutions, but the sample is too small to perform multi-group SEM analyses. Future 
research should explore if these relationships vary between institutions.

Results

In response to our first research question, EDS-SM was found to have a statistically signifi-
cant negative relationship with PPDC in the initial SEM model (β = −0.19, p < 0.001; see 
Fig. 1). As shown in Fig. 2, the disturbances between EDS-SM and encounters with racism 
on campus were positively correlated in the final SEM model (β = 0.48, p < 0.001), sug-
gesting a positive association between in-person and online encounters with racial hostility. 
While EDS-SM alone was not found to have a statistically significant relationship with 
PPDC in the final model (β = −0.05, p = 0.22), encounters with racism on campus nega-
tively related to the outcome (β = −0.30, p < 0.001). This finding indicates that on-campus 
encounters with racism mediates the relationship between EDS-SM and PPDC.

Fig. 1  Standardized coefficients for initial structural equation model predicting positive perceptions of 
diversity climate without encounters with racism on campus. For simplicity of presentation, disturbances to 
latent factors with the exception of the pair for the correlational path are not shown. Bi-directional arrows 
indicate a correlational path. “D” signifies a disturbance. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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We also examined the relationships between EDS-SM, encounters with racism on cam-
pus, campus interactions, ethnic identity, and PPDC. In the initial SEM model, EDS-SM 
was inversely associated with campus interactions (β = −0.12, p < 0.01). We found that eth-
nic identity was positively related to campus interactions (β = 0.14, p < 0.001) and PPDC 
(β = 0.16 p < 0.01). Campus interactions was associated with PPDC (β = 0.38, p < 0.001). 
We did not find a statistically significant relationship between ethnic identity and EDS-SM.

We also found several indirect effects were significant in the initial model (see Table 3). 
EDS-SM had a negative indirect effect on PPDC (β = −0.05, p < 0.01). Ethnic identity 
had a positive indirect effect on PPDC (β = 0.05, p = 0.01). In addition, the total effects to 
PPDC for EDS-SM (β = −0.23, p < 0.01), ethnic identity (β = −0.20, p < 0.01, and campus 
interactions (β = 0.38, p < 0.01) were found to be statistically significant.

In the final SEM model that included on-campus encounters with racism, EDS-SM was 
also no longer found to be associated with campus interactions with the inclusion of on-
campus encounters with racism in the final model (β = −0.02, p = 0.64). This finding indi-
cates that on-campus encounters with racism mediates the relationship between EDS-SM 
and campus interactions. Encounters with racism on campus was associated with campus 
interactions (β = −0.23, p < 0.001). Like the initial model, ethnic identity was associated 

Fig. 2  Standardized coefficients for initial structural equation model predicting positive perceptions of 
diversity climate including encounters with racism on campus. For simplicity of presentation, disturbances 
to latent factors with the exception of the pair for the correlational path are not shown. Bi-directional arrows 
indicate a correlational path. “D” signifies a disturbance. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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with PPDC (β = 0.19, p < 0.001), and campus interactions (β = 0.17, p < 0.001), but did 
not have a statistically significant relationship with EDS-SM (β = 0.02, p = 0.63). We also 
found that ethnic identity was associated with encounters with racism on campus (β = 0.16, 
p < 0.001). Consistent with the initial model, campus interactions had a statistically signifi-
cant relationship with PPDC (β = 0.34, p < 0.001).

A couple of indirect effects were statistically significant in the final SEM model (see 
Table  4). Encounters with racism on campus had a negative indirect effect on PPDC 
(β = −0.08, p < 0.01). These encounters appear to dampen the value of a student’s inter-
actions with faculty and staff on their perceptions of the campus diversity climate. Eth-
nic identity had a negative indirect effect on campus interactions (β = −0.04, p < 0.01), 
and students with a stronger sense of ethnic identity may have lower quality interactions 

Table 3  Indirect and total effects for initial structural equation modeling analysis

**p < .01; *p < .05

Indirect Total

B (SE) β B (SE) β R2

Positive perceptions of diversity climate 0.24
 Everyday discrimination—social media −0.01** (0.01) −0.05 −0.04** (0.01) −0.23
 Ethnic identity 0.01* (0.01) 0.05 0.06** (0.02) 0.20

Campus interactions 0.07** (0.02) 0.38
Campus Interactions 0.03
 Everyday discrimination—social media −0.12** (0.04) −0.12
 Ethnic identity  <−0.01 (0.01)  <−0.01 0.22** (0.08) 0.13

Everyday discrimination—social media 0.00
  Ethnic identity 0.03 (0.06) 0.02

Table 4  Indirect and total effects for final structural equation modeling analysis

**p < .01; *p < .05

Indirect Total

B (SE) β B (SE) β R2

Positive perceptions of diversity climate 0.30
 Everyday discrimination—social media  <−0.01 (<0.01) −0.01 −0.01 (.01) −0.06
 Encounters with racism on campus −0.02** (0.01) −.08 −0.30** (0.03) −0.38
 Ethnic identity  <−.01 (0.01)  <−0.01 0.06** (0.02) 0.18
 Campus interactions 0.07** (0.02) 0.34

Campus interactions 0.07
 Everyday discrimination—social media −0.02 (0.05) −0.02
 Encounters with racism on campus −0.30** (0.07) −0.23
 Ethnic identity −0.06** (0.02) −0.04 0.22* (0.08) 0.14

Everyday discrimination—social media 0.00
 Ethnic identity 0.03 (0.07) 0.02
 Encounters with racism on campus 0.03
 Ethnic identity 0.19* (0.05) 0.16
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with faculty or staff after experiencing racism on social media or on-campus. Several total 
effects were statistically significant in the final SEM model. The total effects of encounters 
with racism on campus on PPDC (β = −0.47, p < 0.01), and campus interactions (β = −0.32, 
p = 0.01) were statistically significant. Similarly, total effects of ethnic identity on PPDC 
(β = 0.08, p < 0.01), encounters with racism on campus (β = 0.08, p = 0.01), and campus 
interactions (β = 0.04, p = 0.01) were statistically significant. The total effects of campus 
interactions on PPDC (β = 0.25, p < 0.01) were also statistically significant. It is important 
to note that the indirect and total effects of EDS-SM on PPDC were no longer significant 
upon the inclusion of on-campus encounters with racism in the final model. These find-
ings indicate that on-campus encounters with racism mediates all the effects of racialized 
aggressions on social media on student’s perceptions of campus diversity climate.

Discussion

We hypothesized that by experiencing racialized aggressions on social media students of 
color are likely to report less positive perceptions of campus climate for diversity. We also 
expected that ethnic identity, campus interactions, and in-person experiences with racism 
will directly and indirectly influence the perceptions of campus climate for diversity. The 
results from this study are mixed.

In our initial model, students who experienced racialized aggressions on social media 
did report less positive perceptions of campus diversity climate. However, when in-person 
experiences with racism were also included, online racialized aggressions were no longer 
significant. We hypothesize that in-person experiences with racism overshadow racist 
behavior online, though given that covariance between RALES and EDS-SM is high, it 
may suggest that in-person and online environments are growing evermore seamless for 
students. The virtual and physical campus are growing closer to one single social space, a 
phenomenon anticipated by early research on online social networking and college culture 
(Martínez Alemán & Wartman, 2009). Another possibility is that with racism being omni-
present, students of color will experience online and offline racism in similar ways.

One possible reason for the greater impact of in-person racialized aggressions is that 
students of color curate their social media in ways in which they are not able to manage 
and regulate in-person campus experiences. In some ways, students seem to have more 
agency online. Online, students of color can “block” interactions with certain students, and 
can purposely restrict their online social network to exclude individuals and groups, as well 
as delete certain applications outright. On social media, students of color can ignore online 
posts, or simply choose not to look at these posts, behavior that is unworkable in daily 
campus living. Though certainly students of color have agency in face-to-face encounters 
on campus, and they can create proximal on-campus enclaves of vetted friendships, social 
media affords them greater control over and buffering against racialized aggressions.

The findings also suggest that as campus interactions with staff, faculty and administra-
tion improve in quality, students’ positive perceptions of campus diversity climate increase. 
The model implies that as the quality of students’ contact with academic advisors, faculty, 
student services staff, multicultural affairs staff, and other campus administrators increases, 
they interpret the campus racial climate more favorably.

The findings also point to students’ of color ethnic identity development as a factor in 
their perceptions of a positive campus diversity climate. Findings show that as students’ 
level of ethnic identity increases, so do their positive perceptions of the campus climate. 
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The more advanced that students become in the development of their identity, it is then 
reasonable to suggest that their perceptions of the campus diversity climate may become 
more nuanced, more refined and mature, and that these perceptions may be more positive 
as a consequence.

Implications and Conclusions

This study adds to a gap in the literature that examines how students’ of color experiences 
with racialized aggressions on social media and how such experiences with racism influ-
ence their perceptions of the campus climate. Our work is grounded in the work of Fou-
cault (1980) who posited that discourse is constructed to exert power, and that discourse 
produces an effect on individuals. Minikel-Lacoque (2012) used that claim to make the 
case that racism is a discourse and points to social media as a discursive tool that has an 
impact on the recipient of that discourse, and our research supports this assertion. Adding 
to the qualitative research literature that explores social media and campus climate and 
culture (e.g., Eschmann, 2020; Gin et  al., 2017), this quantitative analysis broadens and 
deepens our understanding of the role of social media as a discursive tool on the student 
of color campus experience. Bolstering the work Eschmann (2020) and Gin et al. (2017), 
our findings suggest that racialized aggressions on social media diminish students’ of color 
positive perceptions of campus diversity climate when not accounting for in-person experi-
ences with racism. Institutional actors will need to think about the influence of the online 
experiences for students, particularly regular discrimination, as well as the interactions that 
students are having in person on the campus. This is especially important in our current 
US context. While our data were collected in 2018–2019, these experiences are applica-
ble in our current heightened environment of continued racial violence in our society, and 
the increase of activism on our campuses related to the Black Lives Matter movement, 
where our country often seems more divided than united. Students of color on our cam-
puses, in particular student activists, may even be experiencing an increased number of 
racist incidents as a result of increased attention both on-line and in-person, and university 
administrators and faculty need to be able to provide support for these students, and pro-
vide educational opportunities for all students, so that students of color can experience a 
more positive campus climate.

Our findings add depth to the understanding of how in-person and social media-based 
racialized aggressions affect a student’s perceptions of campus diversity climate. While 
in-person experiences with racism may overshadow racialized aggressions on social 
media, scholars and practitioners must be cognizant that online environments and expe-
riences affect the outcomes of students of color (McCready et al., 2021; Rowan-Kenyon 
et al., 2021), especially as a result of the shift to more online interaction as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Additional scholarship is needed on the online experiences of stu-
dents of color, including research that allows students of color to describe how encounters 
with racialized aggressions on social media influence their perceptions of campus diversity 
climates. Scholarship is also needed to understand how students of color curate their social 
media to minimize or mitigate their encounters with racialized aggressions.

The results provide evidence that students of color have increased positive perceptions 
of the diversity climates of their institutions as the quality of their interactions with faculty, 
staff, and administration improves. Faculty, staff, and administration must possess the com-
petencies needed to support the learning and success of students of color, and institutional 
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leaders, graduate program faculty, and other stakeholders should consider how these pro-
fessionals are socialized to interact with an increasingly racially and ethnically diverse 
study body. In addition, our findings indicate that further examination of the relationship 
between the quality of students’ contact with academic advisors, faculty, student services 
staff, multicultural affairs staff, and other campus administrators, their social knowledge 
reconstruction, and perceptions of campus climate are warranted.

Appendix A

See Table 5.

Table 5  Institutional characteristics (Total N = 771)

Institution A Institution B Institution C Institution D Institution E

Number included in sample 515 59 95 70 32
% of Sample 66.8% 7.7% 12.3% 9.1% 4.2%
Geographic region South Northeast Northeast Northeast Northeast
Institution type Public Private Private Private Private
Religious affiliation No Yes No No Yes
% White 48.9% 82.5% 54.6% 51.0% 66.0%
Response rate 5.8% 29% 26.6% 15.6% 2.1%

Funding Funding for this work was provided by the NASPA Foundation, NASPA Region 1, and Boston 
College.
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