College roommates have a modest but significant
influence on each other’s political ideology
Logan Strothera,1, Spencer Pistonb, Ezra Golbersteinc, Sarah E. Gollustc, and Daniel Eisenbergd
a

Department of Political Science, Purdue University, West Lafayette, IN 47907; bDepartment of Political Science, Boston University, Boston, MA 02215;
Division of Health Policy & Management, School of Public Health, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, MN 55455; and dProfessor of Health Policy and
Management, Fielding School of Public Health, University of California, Los Angeles, CA 90095
c

Does college change students’ political preferences? While existing research has documented associations between college education and political views, it remains unclear whether these
associations reflect a causal relationship. We address this gap in
previous research by analyzing a quasi-experiment in which university students are assigned to live together as roommates. While
we find little evidence that college students as a whole become
more liberal over time, we do find strong evidence of peer effects,
in which students’ political views become more in line with the
views of their roommates over time. This effect is strongest for
conservative students. These findings shed light on the role of
higher education in an era of political polarization.
political ideology
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ecent evidence demonstrates political polarization in public
perceptions of higher education. In general, Republicans in
the mass public hold negative views of colleges and universities,
while Democrats remain strongly supportive of them (1, 2).
Republicans’ views of higher education have become negative
only recently—almost entirely since 2015. During this period, the
country has seen high-profile protests for progressive causes at
Yale University, the University of Missouri, and Evergreen State
University, among others. Meanwhile, Republican elites’ rhetoric has become sharply critical of universities. For example, in
2017, Education Secretary Betsy DeVos criticized colleges in a
speech she gave to the Conservative Political Action Conference,
saying, “faculty from adjunct professors to deans tell you what to
do, what to say, and more ominously, what to think.” Conservative media cover campus controversies extensively, and op-eds
routinely criticize or defend putative liberal or conservative
biases among college faculty, as well as student protestors who
shut down academic events sponsored by their ideological opponents (3, 4). These trends—and criticisms of higher
education—have only intensified in the months since institutional racism has been on the public agenda following protests
against racism instigated by the deaths of George Floyd
and others.
Higher education, then, has become a polarizing issue in
contemporary American politics. Republicans, in particular, argue that universities pursue a left-progressive political agenda,
often illustrated by the supposed epidemic of “political correctness” (5), that they are indoctrinating students to accept Marxist
or otherwise leftist dogmas (6), and that conservative students
are marginalized or mistreated in university communities (7).
Republican politicians have increasingly attacked higher
education—by slashing funding for universities, eroding tenure,
cutting programs, and the like—and have sought to frame higher
education as a front in the culture wars (8).
Consistent with the claims of conservative critics of higher
education, research shows that college-educated citizens are, on
average, more liberal and more likely to vote for Democrats than
are their non−college-educated peers (9–11). While this correlation is solidly established in social scientific literature, direct
evidence about the causal effect of institutions of higher
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education on political preferences is remarkably limited. As
such, it remains unknown whether the college experience actually causes people to become more liberal. Furthermore, existing
literature has done little to explore one particular pathway of
ideological change, socialization: the possibility that students are
influenced by their roommates, friends, or classmates.
In order to address these important questions, we analyze data
from an original panel study at two large universities in the
United States and examine changes in political ideology among
first-year college students. Critical to the research design is a
quasi-experiment: college students cannot control to whom they
are assigned as roommates, and we exploit this exogenous variation. This design approach addresses limitations of naturalistic,
observational studies, in which self-selection into college, or into
particular experiences within college, is a strong possibility and in
which causation is thus impossible to infer.
We find no evidence of broad leftward movement of students
after 1 y of college; if anything, students in our sample were
slightly more conservative at the end of the year compared to the
beginning. Second, the quasi-random assignment of incoming
first-year college students to their roommates facilitates a research design that allows us to estimate the causal effect of
roommate ideology on student ideology over the course of the
first year of college. We find strong evidence of such a pattern,
with students moving toward their roommates’ political ideology
over the course of their first year of college. Our findings, then,
suggest that peer socialization can influence the direction of
ideological change in college. The results also challenge claims
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that students become more liberal during their experiences with
higher education.
The Effects of College on Political Ideology
There is little evidence that college causes students to become
more liberal, although a few prior studies have uncovered suggestive evidence that liberal faculties or peer groups may lead
students to move leftward over the course of their college careers
(12–14), and that this leftward drift may endure for decades (15).
There are several reasons why the experience of college might
affect individuals’ political ideology. Institutions of higher education may influence ideology because college students are actively
engaged in the study of advanced bodies of knowledge, which improves their cognitive faculties, which, in turn, produces higher
levels of information seeking, processing, and organization—
all of which are conducive to political understanding and engagement (16). Furthermore, existing literature suggests that individuals
may be open to political socialization whenever their interest in
politics grows (17). It is well established that open discussion of
politics and the social world—which are common in college—
induce higher levels of political engagement (18).
If college does indeed influence political ideology, it is likely
that it does so, in part, through socialization—the processes by
which individuals learn about the norms and practices of politics
from other people. Existing research indicates that, outside of
college, socialization plays a central role in shaping individuallevel ideology (19–21). For example, a compelling series of
findings demonstrates that parental political socialization taking
place in childhood and early adolescence powerfully influences
political preferences, including ideology (22–25).
In the context of college, students may learn about the norms
and practices of college from professors, or from their peers.
Previous scholarship has examined the influence of college
professors on students’ political beliefs, but this research has
yielded scant evidence of effects (26–28). Yet scholars rarely
examine peer socialization as a pathway to ideological change
among college students. One important exception is Mendelberg
et al.’s (29) study, which shows that class−cohort socialization
significantly influences students’ economic views: Students in
wealthier college cohorts develop more conservative views on
economic policy.
We assess a different possible pathway for socialization: that
students are influenced by their college roommates. Existing
research has found evidence of modest peer effects from college
roommates on students’ GPA, as well as their decisions to join
social groups such as fraternities (30), on phonetic and linguistic
convergence among roommates (31), and on levels of civic and
political engagement (20, 32, 33). Additionally, previous studies
have found evidence of peer effects for alcohol use (and mixed
evidence for other types of substance use) (34, 35). Given the
wide range of activities and behaviors known to be shaped by
roommates, it is plausible that roommates influence each other’s
political views. The objective of this study is thus to examine
whether any changes in political ideology among first-year college students might be attributed their roommates.

Downloaded by guest on March 5, 2021

Research Design and Methods
We analyze the effects of experiences with first-year college roommates on
student political ideology through an original two-wave panel survey that
was designed to examine a wide range of social and health outcomes. (This
study was approved by Institutional Review Boards at the University of
Michigan (HUM00030251) and Cornell University (0905000400). Students
were shown an informed consent document on the first page of the survey
and had to indicate their consent to participate before proceeding with the
survey.) The sample consists of first-year college students from two large
universities in the United States—one public, one private. The students
completed two online surveys: one in August of 2009 (before they began
college) and another in March−April of 2010, after living with their roommate for nearly the entire academic year (sample characteristics are
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presented in SI Appendix, Table S1). First-year students were required to live
in campus housing at both universities, and students were randomly
assigned to their roommates.* We exploit this random assignment to assess
the influence of roommates on students’ ideology over their first year
of college.
To recruit study participants, students were sent an introductory letter
with a $10 bill and a request to participate (a preincentive with no obligation), and then follow-up emails were sent to those who had not yet
responded. All communications included a web link and a randomly
assigned log-in ID to participate. The messages also informed students that
they were entered into a sweepstakes to win cash prizes regardless of participation. About 70% of students participated in wave 1 (3,501 out of
4,971); of these, 74% (2,589) had at least one roommate who was also a
wave-1 responder. Of these 2,589 useable respondents, 63% completed the
second wave of the survey. Thus, our analytic sample consists of 1,641 respondents who completed both waves and had a roommate in at least the
baseline.† Characteristics of the sample are presented in SI Appendix.
Our measure of the dependent variable captures a key variable in public
opinion research: ideological self-identification (36). This question asked
students whether they characterize their political views as “Far left,” “Liberal,” “Middle-of-the-road,” “Conservative,” or “Far right.” Students were
asked this question on both the baseline and the follow-up survey.‡ The key
independent variable is roommate self-identified ideology, measured on the
same scale as the dependent variable.§ We also include measures for a variety of potentially relevant factors to include as control variables in supplemental models. Random assignment comes after matching on gender,
and accommodating student preferences to the extent possible for room
type (double, triple, quad), location on campus, coed versus same-sex hallway, and substance use (e.g., smoking versus nonsmoking). Since we have
data on the variables that enter into the roommate assignment decision, we
can examine whether these variables are associated with assignment to a
roommate with ideology different from that of the respondent; we find no
evidence of such associations (SI Appendix, Table S2; for further randomization checks, see SI Appendix, Table S11 and Fig. S1).{
Since college students are assigned to live with each other as roommates,
our research design addresses the key limitation of previous scholarship on
this topic: its inability to distinguish between correlation and causation. That
is, since students are unable to request roommates whose ideology matches
theirs, roommate ideology is plausibly exogenous to student changes in
ideology during the first year.# In the following section, we examine descriptive differences in student ideology over time in order to assess the
claim that college has a liberalizing effect on students’ political views. We
then analyze the quasi-experiment by regressing students’ political views at
wave 2 on their roommates’ ideology. Note that, because we are observing
the impact of naturalistic contact between people of different political
ideology (rather than a deliberate intervention with prescribed interaction),
our estimates capture intent to treat (ITT) rather than the average treatment
effect on the treated (ATT).

*We spoke with housing assignment officials at both universities and confirmed that
there is no human element to the matching, nor any additional information being used
besides the variables that we control for. The measures were not the same across the
two institutions. One institution used a short list of variables (gender, coed/same sex
hallway, smoker, campus area), and the other used a much longer list. The full questionnaires are presented in SI Appendix. Thus, while we don’t know the exact randomization algorithms they used, we are confident that the assignments were random
conditional on the assignment variables we control for. We also note that, at both
universities, students did have the option to request a roommate, and we omitted all
of those students from the study. We limited the study sample to students who did not
request a roommate and were therefore assigned to roommates.
†

Because our analytic sample consists of only about 33% of possible respondents, it is
important to examine potential biases related to nonresponse or panel attrition. To do
so, we compare respondent characteristics across different levels of attrition in SI Appendix, Table S3, and find scant differences. The results suggest that attrition does not
bias our estimates of the causal effect.

‡

One limitation to this study we must acknowledge is that this is not the standard sevenpoint scale typically used to measure ideology.

§

When students have multiple roommates, we use the average of the wave 1 ideology of
the roommates.

{
#

These data were obtained from the housing offices of both schools.

Additionally, we note that we perfectly observe all expressed roommate preferences
that were incorporated into the roommate assignment process, and therefore are confident that roommate ideology does not correlate with measurement error in
respondent ideology.
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Far left
Liberal
Middle-of-the-road
Conservative
Far right
Total

Wave 1

Wave 2

August 2009

March−April 2010

72 (4.4%)
689 (42.2%)
584 (35.8%)
276 (16.9%)
11 (0.7%)
1,632

73 (4.4%)
653 (40.0%)
596 (36.5%)
303 (18.6%)
7 (0.4%)
1,632

Results and Discussion
Before investigating peer effects, we begin by assessing the distribution of ideology among the same students, in both waves of
the survey, in Table 1. The table shows, first, that the students in
this sample tend to lean left, consistent with the findings of
existing research.
Contrary to popular claims about the effects of college on
student ideology, however, on balance, the students do not move
to the left over the course of their first year in college. In fact, the
table reveals a slight average movement in a conservative direction. To test whether this increase is statistically significant,
we conduct a two-tailed paired t test, comparing the mean level
of ideology in wave 1 to the mean level in wave 2. Here ideology
is measured as on a 1 to 5 scale, where “1” is far left and “5” is far
right. The mean level of conservatism increases slightly from 2.67
to 2.70, a difference which is statistically significant at P < 0.05.
The students in our sample become slightly more conservative,
not more liberal, during their first year in college.
Our first finding, then, is one of aggregate stability. The proportions of students in the different ideological categories
changes hardly at all between August 2009 (42.2% of the sample
identifies as liberal and 16.9% as conservative) and March−April
of 2010 (40% of the sample identifies as liberal and 18.6% as
conservative).
That said, this null pattern masks countervailing trends: Some
individuals move left during the first year, and some move right.
This can be seen in Table 2, which is a cross-tabulation of responses to the ideology question across the two waves of
the survey.
While the majority of students give an identical response to
the ideology question in both waves of the survey, summing the
off-diagonal responses indicates that, in total, 385 of the 1,632
students (23.6%) change between wave 1 and wave 2. Nearly all
of these changes (368) are of only one point on the five-point
scale. Of these movers, 216 become more conservative (those
above the diagonal), while 169 become more liberal (below the
diagonal). The modal respondent who changes her views is a
liberal at wave 1 who then reports being moderate at wave 2.
Moreover, of the 385 movers, 166 (43.1%) identify as moderates
at wave 2.
Table 2. Changes in student ideology over time
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Far left
Liberal
Middle
Conservative
Far right
Total

20
542
87
3
1
653

2
114
430
49
1
596

Movement
Away from
roommate
No change
Toward roommate

Far
left

Liberal Middle Conservative

Far
right

Total

0

17

43

1

0

61

50
20

345
72

277
46

175
46

4
7

851
191

Next, we ask, Do roommates influence the direction of
these individual-level ideological changes during students’
first year in college? To answer this question, we first simply
tabulate whether the students with a change in ideology
moved toward or away from the ideology of their roommate.
Of course, only students who were not the same as their
roommates at wave 1 could move toward their roommates, so
we focus on those students here (n = 1103). As Table 3 shows,
of the students who changed ideology, 252 had a roommate of
a different ideology at wave 1, and, of these, 191 (75.6%)
moved toward their roommates.|| Furthermore, conservatives
were somewhat more likely to move toward their roommates
than were liberals.
Next, we estimate a series of ordinary least squares multivariate regression models.** In all models, the dependent variable is
the student’s ideology at wave 2, and the independent variable of
interest is the roommate’s ideology at wave 1, while a key control
variable is the student’s ideology at wave 1. This approach allows
us to assess whether roommate ideology predicts changes in
student ideology over time. Model 1 includes no additional
control variables, while model 2 includes a control for institution.†† Since students were allowed to express preferences for
different kinds of roommates (although not roommate political
beliefs), which influenced the roommate selection process,
model 3 includes control variables for students’ expressed
roommate preferences, and model 4 includes controls for other
roommate characteristics: binge drinking, smoking, drug use,
gambling, multiple sex partners, psychological distress, parents’
educational attainment, religiosity, exercise frequency, average
number of study hours, and standardized test scores. Model 5
includes controls for the characteristics of the respondents
themselves, including gender, race, religiosity, and sexual orientation. Finally, model 6 includes all of the controls from
models 2 to 5 (full models are presented in SI Appendix). In all
models, we cluster SEs at the room.‡‡
As shown in Table 4, roommate ideology in wave 1 is indeed
associated with student ideology in wave 2, even after controlling

jj

These findings are substantively identical when we exclude students who started at the
extremes of the distribution—that is, when we exclude those who could only move
toward their roommate, if they were to move. See SI Appendix, Table S6.

††

Far left Liberal Middle Conservative Far right Total
50
23
0
0
0
73

Respondent ideology wave 1

**The same patterns are evident if ordered logit is used instead of OLS.

Wave 2
Wave 1

Table 3. Changes in student ideology relative to their
roommate, among respondents who were assigned to
roommate of a different political ideology

0
10
67
221
5
303

0
0
0
3
4
7

72
689
584
276
11
1,632
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We also conducted separate analyses for each institution, finding similar patterns for
both: For the public institution, the coefficient on roommate ideology is 0.03 (SE is 0.02),
and, for the private institution, the coefficient is 0.02 (SE is 0.03). See SI Appendix,
Tables S7 and S8 for full analysis of the separate institutions.

‡‡

Note that our estimates may be biased toward zero. Consider the possibility that reported values of the wave 2 measurement of Y may reflect relative comparisons with
one’s roommate’s ideology. For example, if a somewhat conservative student is paired
with a somewhat liberal roommate, they might view themselves as very conservative
and very liberal (i.e., moving away from each other in political orientation) after living
together, even if their true political orientations have not changed. If true, such relative
comparisons would bias us in the opposite direction from the spillover effects that we
report here.
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Table 1. Distribution of student ideology at two points in time

Table 4. Associations between roommate ideology (wave 1) and student ideology (wave 2)

Roommate ideology
SE
P value
Control variable(s)
Student ideology (w1)
Other controls

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Model 5

Model 6

0.031
0.016
0.051

0.031
0.016
0.054

0.031
0.017
0.069

0.039
0.017
0.026

0.032
0.015
0.042

0.046
0.018
0.012

✓
—

✓
Institution

✓
Roommate Preferences

✓
Roommate Characteristics

✓
Student Characteristics

✓
All (2 to 5)

Here n = 1,632. All models are OLS regressions. Both roommate ideology and student ideology are coded on a scale of 1 to 5. The check marks indicate that
wave-1 (w1) student ideology is controlled for. For the full table of coefficient estimates (including control variables), see SI Appendix, Table S4.

for student ideology at wave 1. In other words, over the course of
the first year in college, students’ ideology tends to move toward
the ideology of their roommates. The models presented in Table 4 indicate that roommate ideology is related to changes in
students’ ideology over the course of their first year of college,
with P values ranging from 0.012 to 0.069.§§ However, this significant association is relatively small in magnitude, as might be
expected given that ideology does not change for the majority of
students during this time period, and given that these students
are included in the regression analysis.
Next, we focus more specifically on students assigned to
roommates who had different baseline political views. Here we
specify “treatment” as the signed ideological distance between
the respondent and their roommate at wave 1. The control group
is those assigned to a roommate of the same ideology as themselves at wave 1. The outcome of interest is the signed change in
respondent ideology from wave 1 to wave 2 (w2 − w1). The effect
of treatment (here, the ATT) is estimated using ordinary last
squares (OLS) with SEs clustered at the room level (SI Appendix,
Table S5). This approach allows us to examine whether students
move toward their roommates, as well as whether the effect is
similar for students across the ideological spectrum (see SI Appendix, Table S12 for subgroup analysis).
As demonstrated in Fig. 1, treatment with an ideologically
different roommate exerts strong and statistically significant
influence on the respondents’ ideology at wave 2, and in the
expected direction.{{ In Fig. 1, respondent−roommate dyads
with the same ideology at wave 1 are the baseline: the group to
which the others are compared. For the most part, these responses are similar in magnitude on either side of the ideological spectrum. For example, if a student is three points on
the scale more conservative than her roommate (i.e., the
roommate is much more liberal than the respondent at wave 1),
then the respondent moves, on average, about 0.6 points to the
left (i.e., toward her roommate) by wave 2. Similarly, if a student is two points more liberal than her randomly assigned
roommate, the student is significantly likely to be more conservative, by about 0.2 points, at wave 2 than she had been at
wave 1. The only level of treatment that does not comport to

§§

Conclusion
Social scientists have long been interested in the relationship
between college education and political preferences. In recent
years, questions about this relationship have reached beyond the
academy to mainstream political discourse as well. Pundits and
political elites routinely claim that higher education influences
students’ political preferences, but high-quality evidence to
evaluate this claim is in short supply.
Our study shows that the ideology of first-year college students
in our sample does not change much over the course of their
first year on campus, contrary to the stated fears of many highprofile conservative pundits. Moreover, to the extent that there
are aggregate changes, they are generally in the conservative
direction: There are more moderates and more conservatives,
but fewer liberals, in the second wave of our panel than in
the first.

See also SI Appendix, Fig. S2, which shows that this finding is robust to alternative
specification using a randomization inference approach.

{{
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this pattern is for those who are three points more liberal than
their roommates. For these students, we do not find a statistically significant effect of roommate ideology. The absence of a
discernible effect is likely due to a dearth of observations in this
treatment level: Because of relatively low numbers of conservative and far right students at wave 1, very few respondents in
the study were assigned to a roommate who was three or more
points more liberal than they were (n = 59). All of these effects
are robust to inclusion of the batteries of controls discussed
above, as we show in SI Appendix, Table S5. Moreover, this
finding is corroborated by the fact that the mean difference in
ideology between roommates is smaller at wave 2 than at wave
1 among those roommate pairs whose ideology differed at the
beginning of the study (1.24 at wave 1, compared to 1.11 at
wave 2; a two-tailed paired t test shows this difference is significant at P < 0.001).

We show, in SI Appendix, that this finding is robust to estimation approaches that
account for uneven probability of assignment to a roommate of different ideology
than the respondent at wave 1: inverse probability weighting and propensity score
matching. Because the distribution of student ideology at wave 1 is not uniform (Table 1), the likelihood of assignment to a liberal roommate is greater than the likelihood
of assignment to a conservative roommate. We conceptualize treatment first as assignment to a roommate of different ideology than the respondent, and use propensity
score matching (matched on the variables reported in Table 4) to estimate the ATT (SI
Appendix, Table S10). We also conceptualize different levels of treatment (the absolute
distance between respondent and roommate ideology at wave 1) and use inverse probability weighting to account for uneven probability of assignment into these different
levels of treatment (SI Appendix, Tables S9(1)–S9(4)). Both of these approaches show
strong evidence of treatment effects.
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Fig. 1.

Effect of roommate distance on change in student Ideology.
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We also leverage a quasi-experiment to test a key theoretical
pathway by which ideology might change during college: socialization.
We find strong evidence that college student ideology is influenced by
the ideology of their roommate. We also find that the influence of
roommate ideology is largely similar for students who are on either
side of the ideological spectrum. Given our finding of the importance of socialization, along with the findings of other research (29),
we suspect that influences of college experiences on student ideology
might be found less in the classroom than in the dormitory.
There are a few limitations of this study that might productively be addressed by future scholarship. First, the five-category
measure of ideology used here is slightly different from the
seven-category measure often used in political science (37), and
the truncated variation in the measure of this study may bias the
findings toward zero. Second, although we find strong evidence
that socialization is a key path of ideology change among college students, our data do not allow us to say why or how this
effect obtains. Identifying the mechanisms through which roommate ideology influences students’ political views is an important

avenue of future research on this topic.## Finally, the survey was
conducted in 2009–2010. Future research might do well to consider whether continuing polarization—particularly partisan
polarization over higher education within the mass public—is
changing the dynamics of peer socialization in higher
education today.
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In SI Appendix, Table S13, we present a causal mediation analysis which provides no
support for the theory that the causal effect is mediated by roommate friendship.

