
PERSONALITY TRAITS VERSUS SITUATION-SPECIFIC 

APPROACHES IN PREDICTING ROOMMATE SATISFACTION. 

Janice F. Blevins 

Senior Honor's Thesis 
Spring Quarter 1976 
Dr. Jack Rakowsky, Advisor 
Ball State University 



INTRODUCTION 

A current controversy in personality and social psychology concerns 6 . 
the usefulness of general personality traits versus situation-specific 

behaviors in predicting future behavior. (Averill, 1973; Bowers, 1973; 

Endler, 1973). Advocates of trait analysis have long followed G. W. 

Allport (1937) in his description of .personality traits as being "direc-

tive or dynamic influences on an individual's response to all objects and 

situations to which they are related." In this approach, one predicts 

future beha,rior from these general personality characteristics, usually 

assessed thl:ough some sort of personality testing. In contrast to this, 

the advocates of situation-specific behavioral analysis see behavior as 

being very discriminative in regard to specific situations. Inorder to 

predict behavior in a future situation, behavior in a very similar situa-

tion is sampled. From this sampling procedure, one would determine the 

criteria which are important for prediction in that situation. (Goldfried, 

D'Zuri1la, 1969, 1973; Suefeld, Bochner & Matas, 1971; Mischel, 1973). 

Although laboratory researchers have begun to investigate this controversy, 

very little has been done in terms of applied social psychology. The 

relatively high predictive value of knowledge of past behaviors specific 

to the situa.tion to be predicted (Lorei, 1967; Mischel, 1972) implies 

that, at lea.st under some conditions, knowledge of situation specific be

haviors has more predictive value than does knowledge of generalized per

sonality cha.racteristics. Since there are several areas of applied social 

psychology in which traditional methods of prediction (generalized peronality 

traits) have done a less than adequate or questionable job, research in 

the usage of situation-specific behaviors and attitudes is definitely 



needed. 

An important area of prediction in applied social psychology is 

roommate satisfaction at colleges and universities. However, not only 

has this type of investigation been missing, the whole area is highly 

under-researched. Most of the matching of roommates has traditionally 

been done on the basis of generalized personality characteristics and 

background variables (such as age, socioeconomic group, rural versus 

urban hometown, etc.). Still little is known about the predictive value 

of this approach; and at many colleges and universities, there have been 

no studies to determine the utility of these approaches. 

This study is an investigation of the effectiveness of using back

ground variables, generalized personality traits, and situation-specific 

attitudes in predicting roommate satisfaction. The predictive value of 

various background variables has been, to say the least, debatable. Some 

persons, such as Allport (1953) have advocated their complete dismissal 

from consideration; while others, such as Meehl (1954) feel that their 

possible predictive value cannot be ignored. Because background variables 

have been used traditionally by colleges and universities as a predictive 

tool, and because their actual value is unclear, they are included in this 

study inorder to test for what their actual value is. The use of general 

personality traits has had much less traditional controversy, although 

there is some know. For the purposes of this study, two samples of person

ality traits were employed. First there is a list of personality traits, 

which has no real research basis, which has been seen by a university to 

be useful in predicting roommate satisfaction. These were chosen for in

clusion because they are an actual example of general personality traits 
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that have been used for prediction in an applied situation. The second 

category, research based personality characteristics, consists of items 

from five major factors on which behavior is rated as determined in a 

study by Norman and Passinni (1961). These are included, because they are 

a good example of research which categorizes many personality traits 

into functional units, and because the categories are based on units 

through which behavior is to be analyzed. Finally, a situation-specific 

attitude sample which was likely to predict roommate satisfaction was 

included. These were determined by interviewing a portion of the population 

to be studied about the specific attiudes which they thought were impor

tant to the prediction of roommate satisfaction. 

In line with the current research which seems to indicate the impor

tance of situation-specific attitudes and behaviors in the prediction of 

future behavior, it was expected that the situation-specific attitudes 

would have far more predictive value than either the personality traits 

or the background variables. 
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METHOD 

Respondents The respondents for this questionaire study were 157 

female undergraduates living with roommates in residence halls at a large 

mid-western university. They were selected at random from the univer

sity's telephone directory. The original sample size was 250, however, 

49 persons were eliminated from consideration because they no longer 

lived in residence halls or they no longer had roommates. 201 potential 

respondents were left, and 157 of these completed and returned the ques

tionaire, y'ie1ding a return rate of 78%. 

Procedure The questionaires were mailed out to the respondents 

through the campus mail system, and were returned in the same manner. 

The questionaire contained five sections and a cover-page. The cover

page explained that the intent of the study was to find the relevant 

variables for predicting roommate satisfaction, and asked the respond

ents to please promptly complete and return the questionaire. The five 

sections were: background variables, the non-researched personality 

characteristics, the researched characteristics, the situation-specific 

attitudes, and the measures of satisfaction. Almost all the items were 

answerable with a check mark, and were done in a Lichert-scale format. 

This, in addition to balancing items for left and right, was done to 

avoid acquiescent responding. 

Background variables The background variables included were age, 

year in school, hometown area (urban/suburban/rural), family size, status 

in family (first born, second born, etc.), annual family income, college 

major and minor, size of high school, and race. The respondents were 

asked to indicate these items for herself and for her roommate • 
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Non-researched personality traits The list of traits used by the 

university in their predictive procedure was included in the question

aire. The respondents were given the same instructions that the univer

sity uses for this section. They were asked to circle the six character

istics which described them best from the following list: active, sensi

tive, quiet, sense of humor, self-sufficient, non-conforming, studious, 

shy, restless, talkative, calm, excitable, confident, happy, moody, even

dispositioned, sympathetic, enthusiastic, dependent. The respondents were 

then asked to circle the six characteristics which most nearly described 

their roommates on a seperate but identical list. 

Researched personality traits Two items were chosen at random from 

each of Noman & Passinni's five major groupings. (The grouping are extro

version, agreeableness, emotional stability, conscientiousness, and culture.) 

The final traits included in each category were:. for extroversion--silent 

vs. talkative, sociable vs. reclusive; for agreeableness--mild, gentle vs. 

headstrong, not jealous vs. jealous; for emotional stability--anxious vs. 

calm, composed vs. excitable; for conscientiousness--careless vs. fussy

tidy, respon.sible vs. undependable; for culture--artistically sensitive 

vs. not artistically sensitive, imaginative vs. simple, direct. These ten 

items were arranged in random order and respondents were asked to rate 

themselves and their roommates on a scale of one to eight for each of the 

items. 

Situation-specific attitudes In order to determine the items for 

this section., twenty female undergraduates, selected at random from one 

residence hall, were interviewed. In this interview they were asked to 

name the things that they thought were most important for two roommates 

to get along. Agreement in attitude on each of the following items was 

mentioned at least ten times: smoking, relegion, twenty-four hour visi-
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tation, loud music in the room, women's sexual freedom, quiet in the room, 

staying up late at night, personal moral standards, and marijuana. 

This list was included in the above order on the questionaire, and 

the respondents were asked to indicate whether or not they and their 

roommates a.greed in attiude on these items. Their possible responses 

were: yes, no, sometimes. Because it is possible that these items could 

be measurin.g conservatism versus liberalism, an item was included on the 

questionaire in which the respondents were asked to indicate whet:e they 

and their roommates were on a scale of liberal versus conservative. 

Measures of satisfaction Five measures of satisfaction were included. 

The first was a straight forward question about how satisfied the respon

dent was with her roommate situation. She was asked to rate her situation 

between extreme satisfaction and extreme dissatisfaction. The next measure 

of satisfaction was whether or not the respondent was generally comfortable 

in the room. with her roommate. The next two items were concerned with the 

frequency of participation together in (1) on-campus activities, and (2) 

off-campus activities. The respondent rated the participation on a scale of 

very frequently to never. The last measure of satisfaction was the friend

ship relationship between the roommates. The respondent was asked to 

rate her friendship relationship with her roommate on a scale of "one of 

my three best friends on campus" to "one of the persons I dislike most on 

campus". All of the items in this section, with the exception of the 

comfort item which was a yes-no question, were done in a five-point Lichert

scale format. 
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RESULTS 

The results of the pearson-product moment correlation for each of the 

measures wi-th the measures of satisfaction are shown in T.ables 1 - 9 on 

the following pages. p = .05 or less was acceptable for this study. Only 

the signifigant correlations are shown in the tables. 

Measures of Satisfaction Table 1 shows the measures of satisfaction 

as they correlate with each other. As was expected, they all correlated 

highly with one another. 

Background Variables The results of the background varibles taken 

individually for the respondent and the roommate are shown in Table 2. 

High school size, major, and race are not in this table, as they were only 

relational rneasures. Table 3 shows the background variables in relational 

terms, that is it shows the correlations of satisfaction with background 

varibles, wllere the respondents variable equaled the roommate's. There 

are not a signifigant. number of correlation in either case. 

Non-researched Personality Variables Table 4 shows the non-researched 

personality variables taken individually for respondent and roommate. Table 

5 shows the relational ones. There are a few more signifigant correlations 

here thatn in the background variable section. 

Researehed Personality Variables Tables 6 and 7 show the correlations 

for the resE!arched personality variables with the measures of satisfaction. 

Again, there are a few more signifigant correlations than with background 

variables. 

Situation-Specific Variables Table 8 shows that all these correlated 

highly with the measure of satisfaction. Table 9 shows that this was not 

due to the liberal vs. conservative scale. 
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TABLE 1 

Correlations of the Measures of 
Satisfaction with Themselves 

Sat is- Comfort Participation Participation 
faction On-campus Off-campus 

Comfort .57 

Parti-
cipation .50 .38 
on-campus 

Parti-
cipation .47 .41 .64 
off-campus 

Friend- .61 .65 .48 .61 
ship 

TABLE 2 
Background Variables with Satisfaction 

Age: 
Respondent 
Roonnnate 
Class: 
Respondent 
Roonnnate 
Hometown: 
Respondent 
Roonnnate 
Family Size: 
Respondent 
Roonnnate 
Status: 
Respondent 

Satis
faction 

.18 

Roonnnate .17 
Income: 
Respondent 
Roonnnate 

Comfort 

.23 

.14 

.20 

.17 

Participation 
On-campus 

Participation 
Off-campus 
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Age 
Relational 

Class 
Relational 

Hometown 
Relational 

Family Size 
Relational 

Status 
Relational 

Income 
Relational 

High School 
Size 
Relational 

Major 
Relational 

Race 
Relational 

Satis
faction 

TABLE 3 
Background Variables Relational 

with Satisfaction 

Comfort Participation 
On-campus 

Participation 
Off-campus 

.14 

.17 
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TABLE 4 
Correlation of the Non-researched 

Personality Variables with Satisfaction 

10 

Satisfaction Comfort Participation Participation Friendship 

Active: 
On-campus Off-Campus 

Respondent 
Roommate .17 
Sensitive: 
Respondent 
RooJl1lIlate 
Quiet: 

.18 

Respondent 
Roommate -.14 -.18 
Sense of Humor: 
Respondent 
Roommate .36 .27 .22 .23 .19 
Self-Sufficient: 
Respondent 
Roommate 
Studious: 
Respondent 
Roommate 
Non-c.onforming 
Respondent .16 .14 
Roomm.ate -.14 -.19 
Shy: 
Respondent -.14 -.16 
Roommate -.23 
Restless: 
Respondent -.17 
Roommate -.16 -.19 
Talkative: 
Respopdent 
Roonnnate 
Calm: 
Respondent .14 
Roonnnate 
Happy: 
Respondent 
Roommate 
Moody: 
Respondent .14 
Roonnnate 
Even-Disposition: 
Respondent 
Roommate 

Sym~ataetic: Res on ent 
R>onmlate 

Enthusiastic: 
Respondent .17 .14 
Roonmlate 

Dependent: 
Respondent 
Roommate 



TABLE 5 
Non-researched Personality 
Variables Relational with 

Satisfaction 

Satisfaction Comfort Participation Participation Friendship 
On-Campus Off-Campus 

Active 
Relational 
Sensitive 
Relational 
Quiet 
Relational 
Sense of Humor 
Relational .35 .24 .25 .23 .22 
Self-Sufficient 
Relational 
Studious 
Relational .13 
Non-conforming 
Relational .18 
Shy 
Relational .27 .16 
Restless 
Relational .18 .14 • is .16 
Talkative 
Relational 
Calm 
Relational 
Excitable 
Relational 
Confident 
Relational 
Happy 
Relational .21 .16 .19 
Moody 
Relational .44 .26 .28 .26 .26 
Even-dispositioned 
Relational 
Sympathetic 
Relational -.15 -.14 
Enthusiaatic 
Relational 
Dependent 
Relational .14 
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r~' TABLE 6 
Researched Personality Variables 

with Satisfaction 

Satisfaction Comfort Participation Participation Friendship 
On-campus Off-campus 

Silent: 
Respondent 
Roommate -.14 -.20 -.22 
Sociable: 
Respondent 
Roommate .26 .29 .27 .26 .17 
Mild, Gentle: 
Respondent 
Roommate .18 
Not Jealous: 
Respondent 
Roommate .33 .23 .21 
Anxious: 
Respondent 
Roommate -.15 
Composed: 
Respondent .23 .20 
Roommate 
Careless: 
Respondent 
Roommate 
Responsible: 
Respondent 
Roommate .35 .26 .37 .19 .34 
Not Artistically 
Sensitive: 
Respondent 
Roommate 
Imaginative: 
Respondent .14 .24 .25 
Roommate 



Silent 
Relational 

Sociable 
Relational 

Mild, Gentle 
Relational 

Not jealous 
Relational 

Anxious 
Relational 

Composed 
Relational 

Careless 
Relational 

Responsible 
Relational 

Not Artistically 
Sensitive 
Relational 

Imaginative 
Relational 

TABLE 7 
Researched Personality Variables 
Relational with Satisfaction 

Satisfaction Comfort 

.13 .16 

.19 

.14 

.17 

.20 .17 

Participation 
On-campus 

.14 

.29 

.16 
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TABLE 8 
Situation-Specific Variables 

with Satisfaction 

Satisfaction Comfort Participation Participation 
On-campus Off-campus 

Smoking .23 .25 .15 .16 

i-eligion .23 .25 .24 

Twenty-four 
Hour Visitation .34 .32 .26 .23 

Loud music in. 
the room .42 .37 .31 .33 

Woman's sexual 
freedom .34 .20 .34 .40 

Quiet in the room .55 .45 .37 .37 

Staying up late at 
night .34 .32 .27 .25 

Personal moral 
standards .39 .40 .31 .37 

Marijuana .20 .13 .19 .20 

TABLE 9 

Liberal/Conservative Scale with Satisfaction 

Friendship 

.17 

.23 

.33 

.23 

.40 

.31 

.28 

.20 

Satisfaction Comfort Participation Participation Friendship 

Liberal 
Respondent -.18 

Liberal 
Roonunate 

Liberal 
Relational 

On-campus Off-campus 

.18 
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DISCUSSION 

The results clearly indicate that the situation-specific approach was 

by far a better predictor of satisfaction than any other measure. The 

impact of these results is clear. In this applied situation, the use 

of the specific behavioral approach is the most useful one. In order to 

more accurately predict roommate satisfaction, this method should be used. 

If roommates were paired together on the basis on agreement on specific 

attitudes, it would seem that the most conflict producing areas would be 

eliminated. From here, universities could pair roommates together who 

contrasted on other, non-conflict producing, areas. In this manner, room

mates could learn from one another, and still be able to get along. 

Although these results apply specifically only to this particular 

applied problem, the method for research and for determining situation

specific attitudes is so simple that it could be investigated in a number 

of other areas with relative ease. It is felt that in any other situation 

where two people must live or work closely together, that the same results 

would be found. 
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