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Abstract
This article explores the possible theoretical relationships of ethnocentrism (independent variable) and
interethnic interaction (mediating variable) with interethnic bridging social capital (IBSC) (dependent
variable). Interethnic bridging social capital is extremely noticeable that there is a lack of such
investigation in specifically Malaysian public universities. In an attempt to clarify the current situation, a
survey questionnaire was conducted with 343 undergraduate students from the three main ethnic groups.
The findings reveal that not only ethnocentrism can effect directly and negatively on IBSC, but also its
impact can be partially mediated through interethnic interaction as well. Overall, this article contributes to
our understanding of how negative attitudes towards outsiders inhibit trust, reciprocity and cooperation in
heterogeneous communities.
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Introduction
Although interethnic interaction between university students are responsible for significant positive
learning outcomes, many colleges and universities across the world have failed to actively encourage
their students to interact across ethnic backgrounds (Robinson 2012). Malaysia faces much the same
problem. The lack of students’ interethnic interaction in Malaysian multiethnic universities is connected
to the failure of universities to take action and encourage or enhance ethnic integration among different
students (Kamaruzaman 2006; Sidek 2007 as cited in Mustapha et al. 2009). While in theory a university
should be full of opportunities for positive interethnic actions to take place, in practice they are often full
of opportunities for acts of intolerance, ethnocentrism and segregation to occur, with all these negative
phenomena increasing in frequency on campus grounds (Segawa 2007).

The background for such a mindset, and the relevance to the entire problematic issue, relies on the simple
fact that Malaysian citizens prefer to identify self in terms of ethnic identity (Haque 2003; Merdeka
Center 2006; Tamam, Idris, and Tien 2011) rather than national identity. These attitudes threaten positive
relations with other individuals and groups, all through the lack of bridging social capital in
heterogeneous societies. Bridging social capital, to Robert Putnam (2000), is a prerequisite to the
successful formation of a collective identity as a nation, relying on accumulating social solidarity and
trust via networking.
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Bridging social capital among different students is vital to the proper functioning of academic institutions.
The situation is more complicated in multiethnic universities and more emphasis should be placed on
interethnic bridging social capital. As the student body in most universities in Malaysia is becoming more
diverse (Tamam 2012), interethnic bridging social capital among students in multiethnic universities in
this country is increasingly relevant but still understudied (Tamam 2013). Therefore, the present study
aims to answer the following research questions in order to explore to what extent interethnic bridging
social capital in multiethnic universities have been affected by interethnic interaction and ethnocentric
attitudes of students:

1. What is the relationship between ethnocentrism and local students’ interethnic bridging social
capital in Malaysian multiethnic universities?

2. Does interethnic interaction mediate the relationship between ethnocentrism and local students’
interethnic bridging social capital in Malaysian multiethnic universities?

Background

Interethnic Bridging Social Capital (IBSC)
Interethnic interaction is a form of social capital that generates benefits in the community as a whole
(Goddard 2003). Considering a paucity of empirical studies on social capital in Malaysia (Mura and
Tavakoli 2014), this prosperous Southeast Asian country with a diverse population composition needs to
place a greater emphasis on interethnic bridging social capital.

Interethnic bridging social capital is defined by Tamam (2012) as a necessity for community development
enabling people to draw on resources from those who are ethnically different from themselves. The
significance of interethnic bridging social capital for students is the educational benefits that derive from
ethnic ties and interconnections. Interaction and socialization among students of various ethnic groups
create a positive environment which leads students to cognitive and social development (Arellano, Torres,
and Valentine 2009). Bowman (2011) likewise points out that interaction across ethnic groups and
discussion on ethnic-related issues can be fundamental for the growth of students intellectually and as
personalities. Although, strong interethnic bridging social capital enriches multicultural universities with
high level of trust, reciprocity and cooperation, Tamam (2013) claimed that there is a significant lack of
studies regarding this matter among Malaysian students in multiethnic universities (Tamam 2013).

Historically, for many generations now, Malaysia has been a plural country consisting of three main
ethnic groups, such as Malays, Chinese and Indians (Andaya and Andaya 1982). From the historical
evidence Malaysian ethnic diversity is an ancient legacy of mostly harmonious relations, but the presence
of the largest non-indigenous populations can be attributed to the massive influx of Chinese and Indian
immigrant laborers in the country by colonial rulers to meet the labor needs of their colony (Tamam
2009). Each ethnicity in Malaysia has its own unique culture and heritage, including but not limited to
their preferred languages, belief systems, traditions and religion (Mustapha et al. 2009).

A plethora of researchers and scholars (Alesina and La Ferrara 2002; Costa and Kahn 2003; Putnam
2007) have asserted that ethnic diversity seriously demolishes a sense of community, social cohesion,
trust and formal and informal interactions in community. Ethnic diversity in community sometimes leads
to a stronger sense of ethnic identity, as people seek to contrast themselves in relation to others (Uslaner
2005). Considering that increased intergroup contact generates ethnocentric tendencies and in-group-out-
group distinctions (Blumer 1958), interethnic bridging social capital (IBSC) is not a guarantee as well.
That is why interethnic bridging social capital as well as interethnic interaction remains vulnerable in
Malaysia.

Ethnocentrism
‘Ethno’ is about cultural heritage and ‘centrism’ refers to the central staring point, regarding that as the
most important. So, ethnocentrism refers to judging other ethnic groups from one’s own cultural
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viewpoint (Bircan 2010). One of the early definitions of ethnocentrism is from Sumner (1906) who
defined it as “the technical name for this view of things in which one’s own group is the center of
everything, and all others are scaled and rated with reference to it” (p. 13). Ethnocentric behaviors consist
of cooperative relations within the group and the lack of cooperative relations with out-groups (LeVine
and Campbell 1972).

Ethnocentric attitudes are a barrier for effective interactions among ethnic groups; not only does it
diminish the trust among community members, it also damages their interactions in their ignorance.
Ethnocentrism prevents people from interacting with others in a positive way, making it difficult for
people to form lasting intercultural friendship (Arasaratnam and Banerjee 2007). One of the reasons is
that ethnocentric people prioritize in-group interaction over out-group communication. Consequently,
people will try to develop or refine cooperative relations with in-group members rather than out-group
ones (Neuliep and McCroskey 1997). Ethnocentric people hold biased attitudes to support the in-group’s
behavioral patterns, and often disparage or otherwise disapprove of the behavioral patterns of the out-
groups (Hewstone and Ward 1985; Islam and Hewstone 1993; Weber 1994).

Muzaffar (2010) claimed that Malaysia is an ethnocentric society and when a community becomes overly
ethnocentric, interethnic interaction is threatened, increasing the probability of strife. Segregation is a real
issue in Malaysian multicultural university campuses (Aziz, Salleh, and Ribu 2010; Santhiram 1995;
Yeoh 2006). Abdullah (2009) found that only 52 percent of Malaysian adolescents had friends of a
different ethnicity (cited in Ridzuan et al. 2012) and those who are concerned with their ethnicity tend to
hold negative attitudes toward out-groups, all of which encourages the rapid deterioration of the
relationship between ethnic groups (Aziz, Salleh, and Kassim 2011 as cited in Ridzuan 2012). Aziz and
his colleagues (2007) believe that the ethnocentric attitudes of such individuals contribute heavily to
disharmonious ethnic relationships in Malaysia.

Given that there is a general consensus that poor ethnic relations are a continuous serious social problem
in Malaysia, it should be noted that increasingly ethnic groups mostly prefer to mix with one another and
look out for their own interests, rather than cooperating to build a united community. The idea that ethnic
diversity may threaten social relationships (Jupp 2007) cannot be ignored within the Malaysian context,
as Crouch (2001:227) claimed that “Malaysia seems to have most of the ingredients for continuous ethnic
tension and violence”. In order to erode such taboos and encourage better interethnic relations, further
investigations of the nature of relationships between ethnocentrism and interethnic interaction are
definitely required.

Interethnic Interaction
Interethnic interaction or intercultural interaction is a perspective of dynamic culture (Brannen and Salk
2000). Based on the indigenous philosophy of Yin Yang (Fang 2011), paradox or contradictions are not
considered as obstacles anymore but also as a world view, a methodology, and a natural way of life (Fang
2011, Li, 2008). Interethnic interactions in the multiethnic campus refer to intentional and non-intentional
contact among students of diverse ethnic backgrounds within academic environments (Robinson 2012).
Regarding that ethnic diversity in social ties generates richer learning and social environments than
ethnically homogenous ties (Hurtado 2005), multicultural institutions enhance positive cross ethnic
interaction.

Positive cross ethnic interaction helps ethnical attitudes to be improved (Sigelman and Welch 1993;
Powers and Ellison 1995). Nesdale and Todd (1998) found in their research that cross ethnic friendship is
of great importance for students as they can learn about others, build a sense of understanding between
diverse groups, and reduce prejudicial attitudes toward different ethnic groups. Campus diversity
generates an ethnically rich atmosphere in which students are able to think more critically about ethnic-
related social concerns, to experience diversity through interethnic interaction, exposure to other cultures,
improve social self-confidence, as well as issues related to ethnic communication in classroom (Antonio
2001; Hurtado et al. 2003; Bowman 2011).

Although interethnic interaction in university has several positive effects and students can benefit from
them, some researchers claimed that most educators have not tried to encourage students in purposeful
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intergroup contact; therefore there is a lack of positive intentional interethnic interaction among students
(Harper and Hurtado 2007). The ineffective actions in promoting interethnic interaction among diverse
students are particularly true regards to non-Western societies, such as Malaysia. Considering the
country’s diverse socio-cultural context, social communication and relationships among different ethnic
groups have been a highly debated matter in Malaysia (Crouch 2001; Hirschman 1986) since cross-
cultural understandings as well as harmonious interethnic interaction are strongly stressed in this country
(Tamam 2013). The lack of empirical studies in Malaysia has made it difficult to determine how specific
social practices among various ethnic groups may contribute to reinforce social relationships (Mura and
Tavakoli 2014). The goal of this article is to determine whether Malaysian students’ interethnic
interaction in universities mediates the relationship between ethnocentrism and interethnic bridging social
capital (IBSC).

The research context
The two universities under study have 13850 and 12800 local undergraduate students in 2013 and are
among the premier multicultural public research universities in Malaysia. Ethnic breakdown in the
student body is 6:3:1 ratio of Malay to Chinese to Indian in these campuses.

A large majority of local undergraduate students of all ethnics live in residential colleges. Various forms
of activities throughout the year are provided by these residential colleges and students are required to
pass a couple of compulsory courses related to race/ethnicity, culture, and ethnic relations (Tamam 2013).
So, it is expected this kind of activities lead students to bridge to each other and communicate beyond
ethnocentric attitudes but there exists a paucity of data on the extent to which the students actually
experience interethnic bridging social capital through interethnic interaction (Tamam 2013).

Research hypotheses
In line with this above discussion, the current research addresses the following hypotheses.

H1: Ethnocentrism is significantly related to interethnic bridging social capital among local students in
Malaysian multiethnic universities.

H2: Ethnocentrism has a significant impact on interethnic interaction among local students in Malaysian
multiethnic universities.

H3: Interethnic interaction mediates the relationships between ethnocentrism and interethnic bridging
social capital in Malaysian multiethnic universities.

Methods

Sampling and Data Collection
The survey data came from a total of 400 undergraduate students of two multicultural public universities.
The sample was collected in mid 2013 on a self-administered questionnaire written in Bahasa Malaysia
(Malaysia official language). In an effort to achieve a study sample that representative of the population,
stratified quota-sampling procedures were then employed. That is, the sample was drawn to reflect the
ethnic composition of the population within the universities under study. Respondents were selected
based on their ethnic ratio, meaning Malays (60%), Chinese (30%) and Indians (10%). Majority of the
local students were living in dorms then two residential colleges with the highest number of local students
were selected based on a list of students in each university. As interethnic interaction was one of the key
variables in this study, the data collection was done in dormitory’s canteens where different students meet
each other regularly and experience interacting with out-group members. The selection of respondents

4



was based on systematic random sampling. In this study, every third student who was entering the
canteens was selected to fill the questionnaire. This approach was continued until fulfilling the required
number for each ethnic.

Mahalanobis distance (d-squared) was employed to identify multivariate outliers out of 400 cases. It
measures the distance in standard deviation units between a set of scores for one case and the sample
means for all variables (centroid). An outlying case has a d- squared value that stands distinctively apart
from all the other d-squared value (Byrne, 2010). Thus, after removing a total of 57 outliers, the sample
size of usable responses was 343 and indicated a total of 200 Malay, 105 Chinese, and 38 Indian
undergraduate students. The data closely matched the ethnic ratio distribution in universities. The
respondents’ age ranged from 18 to 27 years with a mean of 21.90 (SD = 1.58). There were more female
respondents (57%) than male respondents (43%). The samples represent all levels of undergraduate
students; first-, second-, third-, and forth-year students, 30.1%, 29.5%, 23.9% and 16.5% respectively.

This study employed Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) method to overcome limitations of other
methods of analysis most commonly used in social sciences studies. SEM is able to take measurement
error into account by explicitly including measurement error variables. Therefore, conclusions about
relationships between constructs are not biased by measurement error. In addition, SEM allows to use of
several indicator variables per construct simultaneously, which leads to more valid conclusions on the
construct level (Hair et al. 2010).

Measurement
Ethnocentrism:in this study it refers to the arrogant, self-focused perceptions of the Malays, Chinese and
Indians within their own groups which tend to decrease trust and cooperation with other ethnics. The 23
items of ethnocentrism (exogenous variable) with a five-point Likert scale from 5 (strongly agree) to 1
(strongly disagree) were adopted from Neuliep and McCroskey’s (1997) and Neuliep's (2002) generalized
ethnocentrism (GENE) scale. The items that extracted from the original scale were modified before
employing in this study.

As this study has employed structural equation modeling (SEM) for testing and estimating casual
relations, running exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to confirm
the items are important steps. Then, after running EFA and CFA, 5 questions remained out of 23 items for
measuring the ethnocentrism. Examples of the items on the scale include: “I do not trust people who are
from different ethnics”and “I dislike interacting with people from different ethnics”. Reliability analyses
of the scale provided evidence of the internal consistency of items (α = 0.92)

Interethnic bridging social capital (IBSC): in this research it is defined as social capital that allows
individuals to draw on resources from peers that are of different ethnic groups. The 20 items of
interethnic bridging social capital (IBSC) (endogenous variable ) with a five–point Likert scale, ranging
from (1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree were adopted from Williams’ (2006) bridging scale,
Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe's (2007) bridging social capital scale and Tamam’s interethnic bridging
social capital (2013). Finally, after running EFA and CFA, 7 validated items remained to measure IBSC in
this study. Here are some examples of the items: “I am willing to spend time to support campus student
activities that are multiethnic in nature” and “Most of the times I prefer to work in a multiethnic group in
course assignments”. The reliability coefficient of the scale was 0.88.

Interethnic interaction: it is defined as students’ face-to-face interaction with peers and friends of other
ethnics on campus. Interethnic interaction was considered as mediating variable in this study. Seven items
with a 5-point ordinal scale response format (0 = Never, 1 = seldom, 2 = Sometimes, 3 = Often, 4 = Very
often) were adopted from the Your first college year (YFCY) survey instrument (2013). The items were
validated through EFA and CFA and finally 6 items were confirmed to measure interethnic interaction.
Examples of the items on the scale include: “I had meaningful and honest face-to-face discussions about
ethnic relations with peers and friends of different ethnics” and “I studied or prepared for class with
students of different ethnics through face-to-face discussions”. The Cronbach’s Alpha of the scale was
0.89.
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Respondents were asked to write their year of birth, the number of semesters they had been in the
university including the current semester, and mark the appropriate category pertaining to gender and how
they preferred to identify themselves ethnically.

Data analysis and results
Data were analyzed through Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 20 and Analysis of
Moment Structure (AMOS) version 20. In order to explore and verify patterns in a set of correlation
coefficients, exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was conducted to discover the underlying variance
structure of a set of indicators (Brown 2001). We used Maximum Likelihood and Promax rotation.
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy (0.909), Bartlett’s test of Sphericity results (p-value <
0.05) met the criteria (Field 2013) and there are 129 (21.0%) non-redundant residuals with absolute
values greater than 0.05. The factors approximately explain 57.59% of total variance. After removing
uncorrelated and weak items during EFA, ethnocentrism, IBSC and interethnic interaction had 5, 7, and 6
items respectively. The details of the measurement properties for each construct are shown in Table 1.
Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was carried out to determine the degree of model fit, the explained
variance, the standard residual for the measurement variables and the adequacy of the factor loadings. The
purpose of the model fit testing is to investigate the appropriateness (Goodness of Fit or GOF) between
the information collected and the model. Goodness of Fit (GOF) is “the degree to which the actual or
observed input matrix (Covariance and correlation) is predicted by the estimated model” (Hair et al.
2010:580). The main purpose of this stage was to identify and retain items that met the construct validity
of each scale. Hinkin (1998) suggested that at least three items are needed for any scale to test the
homogeneity of items within each latent construct. The results of CFA are reported in Table 1.

Standardized factor loadings are greater than 0.5 and all of them are significant at 95% confidence level
(Hair et al. 2010). Although due to large sample size, Chi-square goodness of fit test is significant (p-
value < 0.05) (Hair et al. 2010), by referring to other model fit indices the model fit is good (Model Fit: χ2

(df) = 240.672 (129), χ2 / df = 1.866, GFI = 0.928, NFI = 0.936, CFI = .969, IFI = .969, RMSEA = .050).

After reviewing model modification indices, the final model was approved. In contrast with Cronbach’s
Alpha, the composite reliability has been found to be a more suitable indicator of construct validity which
measures the overall reliability of a collection of heterogeneous but similar items (Fornell and Larcker
1981). Then we assessed construct reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity (Hair et al.
2010). Construct reliability indicates how well indicators of a construct are consistent in what they are
supposed to measure (Straub, Boudreau, and Gefen 2004) and it can be assessed by composite reliability.
Composite reliability greater than 0.7 indicates good reliability (Hair et al. 2010; Nunally and Bernstein
1994).

As shown in Table 1, all constructs of the model are reliable (composite reliability range 0.876-0.912).
For convergent and discriminant validity, we followed Hair et al.’s (2010) guideline and assessed average
variance extracted (AVE), maximum shared squared variance (MSV), and average shared square variance
(ASV). Convergent validity assesses how well the construct is explained by its indicators. There are two
requirements for convergent validity. First, AVE should be greater than 0.50. AVE shows the degree that a
latent is explained by its observed variables values. It means that at least 50% of the variance of the
indicators should be accounted for. Second, composite reliability should be greater than AVE (Fornell and
Larcker 1981).

As indicated in Table 1, AVE for all constructs are greater than 0.5 and CR is greater than AVE for each
construct. Thus, all constructs have convergent validity. Discriminant validity measure assesses how well
a construct differs from other constructs (Roldán and Sánchez-Franco 2012). For discriminant validity
AVE should be greater than MSV and ASV. Shared variance indicates to what extent a variable can be
explained in another variable (Fornell and Larcker 1981). As shown in Table 1, AVE measure for each
construct is greater than its MSV and ASV and there is no discriminant validity issue. The combination of
these results suggests that the CFA (measurement model) appears to show a very good fit between the
observed and unobserved variables (Byrne 2010).
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Table 1: Measurement Items Properties

Construct / Measure (Composite Reliability (CR), Average Variance Extracted
(AVE), Maximum Shared Squared Variance (MSV), Average Shared Square
Variance (ASV)

Factor
Loading

Ethnocentrism (CR = 0.912, AVE = 0.673, MSV = 0.157, ASV = 0.116)

1 I do not cooperate with people who are from different ethnics. 0.831

2 I do not trust people who are from different ethnics. 0.803

3 I dislike interacting with people from different ethnics. 0.850

4 I have little respect for the values of other ethnics. 0.827

5 I have little respect for the customs of other ethnics. 0.791

Interethnic Interaction (CR = 0.898, AVE = 0.596, MSV = 0.323, ASV = 0.116)

1 I had meaningful and honest face-to-face discussions about ethnic relations with
peers and friends of different ethnics.

0.718

2 I had satisfied face-to-face interactions with peers or friends of different ethnics
on campus.

0.804

3 I had friendly face-to-face interactions with peers or friends of different ethnics
on campus.

0.801

4 I had face-to-face intellectual discussions with peers or friends of different
ethnics outside the class.

0.820

5 I felt secured during face-to-face interactions with peers or friends of different
ethnics.

0.737

6 I studied or prepared for class with students of different ethnics through face-to-
face discussions.

0.748

Interethnic Bridging Social Capital (CR = 0.876, AVE = 0.503, MSV = 0.323, ASV = 0.240)

1 There are peers and friends of different ethnics whose opinion I value. 0.620

2 Interacting with people of different ethnics in this campus make me interested in
what people in this campus are thinking.

0.727

3 Most of the times I prefer to work in a multi-ethnic group in course assignments. 0.704

4 I like to get involved in activities design for students of all ethnic groups. 0.720

5 Those friends of different ethnics who I frequently interact with, we have a great
deal of effect on each other.

0.725

6 My peers of different ethnics and me help one another with small task such as on 0.753
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academic matters.

7 I am happy to do activities with peers and friends from other ethnic groups in this
campus.

0.710

Note: Model Fit: χ2 (df) = 240.672 (129), χ2 / df = 1.866, GFI = 0.928, NFI = 0.936, CFI = .969, IFI =
.969, RMSEA = .050. All factor loadings are more than 0.5 and they are significant.

To test the hypotheses, the structural model was developed (Byrne 2010). The structural model explains
how the researchers have defined the relationships between the latent factors. It consists of a set of
exogenous and endogenous latent variables in the model, together with the direct effects connecting them.
The model-fit indices exceeded their recommended value, suggesting that the structural model portrays a
very high goodness of fit (GOF) to the sample drawn (Lin and Lee 2005).

Hypothesis testing
Full structural model including direct and indirect relationship between independent variable
(ethnocentrism), mediating variables (interethnic interaction) and dependent variable (IBSC) were
examined and significance of all paths linking variables were also tested in order to answer the research
questions. The path coefficient was examined to determine the relationship between exogenous variables
and endogenous variables (Figure 1). The casual paths can be evaluated in terms of significance and
strength, using standardized path coefficient that range between -1 and +1. Based on α of .05, the test
statistics generated from output should be a greater than ± 1.96 to indicate that the null hypothesis can be
rejected. The rejection of the null hypothesis means that the structural coefficient is not zero (Byrne
2010). After reviewing the statistical significance of the standardized paths, the strengths of relationships
among the variables were reviewed.

Figure 1: The Hypothesized Model of the Study

First, we hypothesized that ethnocentrism is significantly related to interethnic bridging social capital
among local students. Table 2 provides details of SEM regression path, the standardized regression
weight, squared multiple correlation, standard error, critical ratio, p-value and remark (whether the
particular hypothesis is supported). The results, as depicted in Table 2, the exogenous variable of
ethnocentrism has a significant negative contribution in the prediction of interethnic bridging social
capital (IBSC) which is significant at 95% confidence level (β = -0.39, C.R = -6.177, p = .001). In other
words, the regression weight for ethnocentrism in the prediction of IBSC is significantly different from
zero at the 0.001 level (two-tailed).When ethnocentrism goes up by 1 standard deviation, IBSC goes
down by -0.39 standard deviation. Based on the direct structural equation modeling, the results show that
the predictor variable (ethnocentrism) in this hypothesized path model explains 16% of variance of
interethnic bridging social capital (IBSC). Therefore, ethnocentrism explains low percentage of variances
of IBSC. Thus, our first hypothesis was accepted.

Table 2: Hypothesis Testing

Hypothesis Standardized
Regression
Weight (β)

Squared
Multiple
Correlation

Standard
Error

Critical
Ratio

p-
value

Remarks

H1 Ethnocentrism
→ Interethnic
Bridging
Social Capital

-0.394 0.156 0.064 -6.177 *** Supported
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H2 Ethnocentrism
→ Interethnic
Interaction

-0.272 0.075 0.068 -4.483 *** Supported

***P < 0.001

Second, we hypothesized that ethnocentrism has a significant impact on interethnic interaction among
local student. As it is shown in Table 2, ethnocentrism has a significant negative impact on students’
interethnic interaction (β = -0.27, C.R = -4.483, p = .001). Meaning, the regression weight for
ethnocentrism in the prediction of interethnic interaction is significantly different from zero at the 0.001
level (two-tailed).When ethnocentrism goes up by 1 standard deviation, interethnic interaction goes down
by -0.27 standard deviation. The findings indicate that ethnocentrism (predictor variable) in this
hypothesized path model explains 7% of variance of interethnic interaction. Hence, the second hypothesis
of the study was supported.

Hypothesis Testing for Mediation in AMOS
To test the third hypothesis, i.e. to check the mediating effect of interethnic interaction between
ethnocentrism and interethnic bridging social capital, direct and indirect effect of Beta with and without
the mediator were calculated in AMOS. The mediating effect of interethnic interaction variable was
assessed through path analysis. The result shows that the relationship between ethnocentrism and IBSC
was significant (β = -0.39, p = 0.001) in the direct model. For testing the third hypothesis, first the
relationship between independent and mediating variables and second, the relationship between mediating
and dependent variables were examined. So, interethnic interaction as the mediator variable was added to
the model and bootstrapping (2000 resamples) was used to assess the significance of the direct and
indirect effects. Bootstrapping employed because it is more accurate than other methods such as the
causal steps approach by Baron and Kenny (1986) and the normal theory approach by Sobel (1982),
Aroian (1947), and Goodman (1960) (MacKinnon, Lockwood, and Williams 2004; Hayes 2013).

As shown in Table 3, ethnocentrism had a significant negative effect on interethnic interaction (β= -0.27,
p = 0.001) and interethnic interaction had a significant positive effect on IBSC (β= 0.497, p = 0.002). By
controlling the mediator, the direct effect of ethnocentrism on IBSC was significant at 95% confidence
level (β= -0.26, p = 0.001). Moreover, as shown in Table 3, the indirect effect was significant too (β=
-0.13, p = 0.001), it means that the mediator absorbs some of the direct effect (Hair et al. 2010). In other
words, the indirect effect of ethnocentrism on interethnic bridging social capital through interethnic
interaction was not zero by a 95% bias-corrected (bias- corrected CI = -.256 to -.065, p = .001).

Table 3. Mediation Effect

Third Hypothesis Direct Beta
without
Med

Direct Beta
with Med

Indirect
Beta

Squared
Multiple
Correlation

Mediation
type
observed

Ethnocentrism →
[Interethnic Interaction]
→ Interethnic Bridging
Social Capital

-0.394*** -0.261*** -0.136*** 0.39 Partial
Mediation

Note: Variable in brackets denotes mediation. ***P < 0.001

The results indicate that interethnic interaction partially mediated the negative effect of ethnocentrism on
interethnic bridging social capital. Here again, our third hypothesis was supported. Squared multiple
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correlations for IBSC was 0.39 and it indicates that totally 39% of interethnic bridging social capital
(IBSC) was explained by this model.

Discussion
The main purpose of this study was to test the hypothesized structural model with ethnocentrism as an
independent variable that is predictive to interethnic bridging social capital (IBSC). At the same time, this
study examines the role of interethnic interactions as the mediator on the relationship between
ethnocentrism and IBSC. The impetus of the study comes from the gap in the Malaysian local literature
on interethnic bridging social capital as well as effective elements on increasing and decreasing IBSC.
The first research question was: What is the relationship between ethnocentrism and local students’
interethnic bridging social capital in Malaysian multiethnic universities? The findings clearly imply that
ethnocentrism has a negative and significant effect on students’ interethnic bridging social capital and
erodes it among various ethnic groups.

The first conclusion is that a glaring failure to develop bridging forms of social capital across ethnic
communities supports the notion that ethnocentrism is a barrier against the successful development of the
main elements of social capital, which are trust and reciprocity. Ethnocentric attitudes among students
consistently damaged the very possibility of cooperation, trust and interaction among each other, all of
which are necessary for social cohesion. Ethnocentric students tended to assume their own culture was the
best, and were not interested even in learning about the values and customs of other ethnic groups; when
minds are closed it is difficult for there to be a meeting of the minds.

Feelings of ethnocentrism can and do affect student reactions for the worse, leading to error in their
decision-making. Their distorted perceptions of others lead to mistakes and non-friendly interaction based
on feelings and imaginary “facts” shaped by their own biases. The findings prove that ethnic segregation
is still a serious issue in Malaysian universities, and that local ethnic groups remain focused on creating a
sense of “we” and “us’ that excludes an out-group as an other, a “them”. Coexistence might successfully
take place without much mutual understanding, but it is not a very efficient form of coexistence,
squandering substantial potential for productive collaboration across ethnic groups.

The results clearly indicate that more is required to be done to improve the situation and to minimize the
possibility of conflict and negative behavior. The pattern in the findings reflects that the students are not
significantly ethnically integrated in their time at university, and the multiethnic universities studied have
not succeeded in encouraging them to mingle on a regular basis. Interethnic socializations and interaction
are neglected or if done are both insufficient and inefficient. Perhaps one might speculate that
multicultural universities could urge them to ethnically integrate by providing different opportunities, but
it is the students who did not tend to do so. Whether or not that speculation is accurate as the cause of the
narrow interethnic bridging social capital among students, it is indisputable the problem itself exists. This
is a serious issue in these two multiethnic universities.

These findings support the claim made in previous studies, in that the diversity, interethnic differences
and racial conflict decreases social capital (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001; Alesina and La
Ferrara 2002; McLaren 2003; Leigh 2006; Coffé and Geys 2006; Putnam 2007; Hooghe, Reeskens, and
Stolle 2007; Laurence 2011; Vermeulen, Tillie, and Walle 2012). The findings suggest that ethnic
diversity generates challenges for developing and sustaining social capital, and then it might reduce
interethnic bridging social capital. It is beyond the scope of this study to explain why ethnic groups feel
ethnocentric towards outsiders in the first place, but it has confirmed that interethnic bridging social
capital is dampened by negative effects of ethnic diversity and ethnocentrism. To put it in another way,
ethnic diversity probably increase negative out-group orientations and generate ethnocentric attitude, and
that subsequently threaten interethnic bridging social capital.

Does interethnic interaction mediate the relationship between ethnocentrism and local students’
interethnic bridging social capital in Malaysian multiethnic universities? Interethnic interaction as a
mediator could reduce the negative effect of ethnocentrism on IBSC. Meaning that increasing
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communication among different ethnic groups at multicultural universities, interethnic bridging social
capital can be increased. In other words, when people of different cultures work together in an
organizational context, the emergence of a new ‘negotiated culture’ is expected (Brannen and Salk 2000).
Effective interethnic interaction plays a vital role to enhance bridging capital among ethnicities. Thus, this
finding has been found consistent with the previous studies that indicated ethnocentrism is a barrier to
effective intercultural communication (Lin, Rancer, and Trimbitas 2005). The results provide further
confirmation on the positive role of interethnic socialization found in previous intercultural relations
studies (e.g. Tamam 2013; Gurin and Nagda 2006; Hurtado 2005).

The results of current study indicate that ethnocentric attitudes are barriers against effective face-to-face
communication with other people of different ethnics. Interethnic interaction on campus can break the
ices and enhance trust and cooperation among different students of other ethnics. According to Fang
(2011) any culture can potentially incorporate its opposite culture if cultural learning and cultural
interactions take place over time.

This study proves that increases in interethnic interaction can have a positive effect on interethnic
bridging social capital and increases it subsequently. Frequent interaction makes students become closer
and helps them to cooperate with each other. When people feel secure and are habituated to the possibility
of trusting others, this provides a strong foundation to allow them to communicate with others outside
their inner circle, and eventually, far beyond. Intercultural interaction has an effective role on enhancing
bridging social capital and it leads to better friendly environment.

Implications and recommendations
The empirical findings of this research have several significant theoretical contributions. Factors
predicting interethnic bridging social capital were investigated using the theory of social capital as
supportive theory. An important theoretical contribution of this study is the finding concerning the
interethnic type of bridging social capital. Although, many studies have already been done regarding
bridging capital, this study has a narrower focus on an ethnic point of view in a university student context.
Hence, this study can theoretically help the dynamism and evolution of the Putnam’s social capital theory.

The findings of this study suggest several practical contributions. Institutions of higher education should
further encourage intercultural activities in order to enhance social relationships. These activities can
create interethnic bridging as they make trust possible by establishing contacts among highly distrustful
groups. Universities can realize their capacity to educate and improve their students by encouraging face-
to-face interethnic interaction between students of diverse backgrounds. This could be achieved by
establishing a community at any university with a high number of different ethnic students which
supports integration and participation of students.

Regular, structured and ongoing interethnic interactions must occur in a friendly environment in order to
increase cooperation among different ethnic groups. Universities should make students to socialize and
build relationships together irrespective of their ethnic groups. The primary responsibility is with the
government to encourage more effective university-based interethnic integration. All policy makers,
authorities, Ministry of Higher Education, public universities as well as private universities should be
focused on devising numerous strategies to enhance trust and cooperation among people. In other words,
ethnic issues must be resolved in the interest of all ethnic groups, with the encouragement of consistent
practical steps to improve unity and integration of ethnic groups in Malaysia.

Limitations and suggestions for future research
The present study was conducted with a specific age group. The teenagers or adolescents may have
different interethnic interaction style or ethnocentric attitudes if compared with this age group regardless
of level of education. Therefore, a similar study needs to be replicated on various respondents such as
graduate students or secondary school students. Moreover, future studies should emphasize more on a
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larger geographical area or cross-country comparison to obtain more accurate, complete, and
representative results for this study.

Since one of the objectives of this study is to determine the relationship between ethnocentrism and
interethnic bridging social capital (IBSC), a new study can be conducted to determine what other
significant factors can decrease IBSC as well.

References
Alesina, A., & La Ferrara, E. (2002). Who trusts others? Journal of Public Economics, 85(2), 207-234.

Andaya, B. W., & Andaya, L. Y. (1982). A history of Malaysia. London: MacMillan Press.

Arasaratnam, L. A., & Banerjee, S. C. (2007). Ethnocentrism and sensation seeking as variables that
influence intercultural contact-seeking behavior: A path analysis. Communication Research Reports,
24(4), 303-310.

Arellano, E. C., Torres, M. F., & Valentine, K. (2009). Interactional diversity in border colleges:
Perceptions of undergraduate students. Journal of Hispanic Higher Education, 8(3), 282-297.

Aroian, L. A. (1947). The Probability Function of the Product of Two Normally Distributed Variables.
The Annals of Mathematical Statistics, 18(2):265-271.

Aziz, Z., Salleh, A., & Ribu, H. E. (2010). A study of national integration: Impact of multicultural values.
Procedia-Social and Behavioral Sciences, 7, 691-700.

Baron, R. M., & Kenny, D. A. (1986). The moderator–mediator variable distinction in social
psychological research: Conceptual, strategic, and statistical considerations. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 51(6), 1173-1182.

Bircan, T. (2010). Diversity, perception and ethnocentrism. A multilevel analysis of ethnocentrism in
Belgian communities. Paper presented at Politicologenetmaal conference, 27-28 May. Leuven.

Blumer, H. (1958). Race prejudice as a sense of group position. The Pacific Sociological Review, 1(1), 3-
7.

Bowman, N. A. (2011). Promoting participation in a diverse democracy A meta-analysis of college
diversity experiences and civic engagement. Review of Educational Research, 81(1), 29-68.

Brannen, M. Y., & Salk J. (2000). Partnering across borders: Negotiating organizational culture in a
German-Japanese joint venture. Human Relations 53(4):451-487.

Brown, J. D. (2001). Using surveys in language programs. Cambridge University Press.

Byrne, B. M. (2013). Structural equation modeling with AMOS: Basic concepts, applications, and
programming (2nd ed). Nova York: Routledge.

Coffé, H., & Geys, B. (2006). Community heterogeneity: A burden for the creation of social capital?
Social Science Quarterly, 87(5), 1053-1072.

Costa, D. L., & Kahn, M. E. (2003). Civic engagement and community heterogeneity: An economist's
perspective. Perspective on Politics,1(1), 103-111.

12



Crouch, H. (2001). Managing ethnic tensions through affirmative action: The Malaysian experience. In
N.J. Colletta, T.G. Lim, & A. Kelles-Viitanen (Eds.), Social cohesion and conflict prevention in Asia –
managing diversity through development (pp. 225–262). Washington, DC: World Bank.

Ellison, N. B., Steinfield, C., & Lampe, C. (2007). The benefits of Facebook “friends:” social capital and
college students’ use of online social network sites. Journal of Computer‐Mediated Communication,
12(4), 1143-1168.

Fang, T. (2011). Yin Yang: A new perspective on culture. Management and Organization Review, 8(1):25-
50.

Field, A. (2013). Discovering statistics using IBM SPSS statistics. UK: Sage.

Fornell, C., & Larcker, D. F. (1981). Evaluating structural equation models with unobservable variables
and measurement error. Journal of Marketing Research (Pre-1986), 18(1), 39-50.

Goddard, R. D. (2003). Relational networks, social trust, and norms: A social capital perspective on
students’ changes of academic success. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 25, 59-74.

Goodman, L. A. (1960). On the Exact Variance of Products. Journal of the American Statistical
Association, 55(292):708-713.

Gurin, P., & Nagda, B. A. (2006). Getting to the what, how, and why of diversity on campus. Educational
Researcher, 35, 20-24.

Hair, J. F., Black, W. C., Babin, B. J., & Anderson, R. E. (2010). Multivariate data analysis. A global
perspective (7th ed.) Pearson Prentice Hall.

Haque, M. S. (2003). The role of the state in managing ethnic tensions in Malaysia: A critical discourse.
American Behavioral Scientist, 47(3), 240-266.

Harper, S., & Hurtado, S. (2007). Nine themes in campus racial climates and implications for institutional
transformation. Responding to the realities of race on campus (pp. 7-24). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Hayes, A. F. (2013). Introduction to Mediation, Moderation, and Conditional Process Analysis. New
York: The Guilford Press.

Hewstone, M., & Ward, C. (1985). Ethnocentrism and causal attribution in Southeast Asia. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 48(3), 614-623.

Hinkin, T. R. (1998). A brief tutorial on the development of measures for use in survey questionnaires.
Organizational Research Methods, 1(1), 104-121.

Hirschman, C. (1986). The making of race in colonial Malaya: Political economy and racial ideology.
Sociological Forum, 1(2), 330–361.

Hooghe, M., Reeskens, T., & Stolle, D. (2007). Diversity, multiculturalism and social cohesion: Trust and
ethnocentrism in european societies. Belongin, 387-410.

Hurtado, S., Dey, E. L., Gurin, P. Y., & Gurin, G. (2003). College environments, diversity, and student
learning.In J. C. Smart (Ed.). Higher Education: Handbook of Theory and Research (Vol. 18, 145-190):
Kluwer Academic Publisher, UK.

Hurtado, S. (2005). The next generation of diversity and intergroup relations research. Journal of Social
Issues, 61(3), 595-610.

13



Islam, M. R., & Hewstone, M. (1993). Intergroup attributions and affective consequences in majority and
minority groups. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 64(6), 936-950.

Jupp, J. J. (2007). The quest for harmony. In J. Jupp, J. Nieuwenhuysen & E. Dawson (Eds.), Social
cohesion in Australia (pp. 9-20). New York, NY: Cambridge University Press.

Laurence, J. (2011). The effect of ethnic diversity and community disadvantage on social cohesion: A
multi-level analysis of social capital and interethnic relations in UK communities. European Sociological
Review, 27(1), 70-89.

Leigh, A. (2006). Trust, inequality and ethnic heterogeneity. Economic Record, 82(258), 268-280.

LeVine, R. A., & Campbell, D. T. (1972). Ethnocentrism: Theories of conflict, ethnic attitudes, and group
behavior. PsycCRITIQUES, 20(8).

Li, P. P. (2008). Toward a geocentric framework of trust: An application to organizational trust.
Management and Organization Review, 4(3):413-439.

Lin, H-F. & Lee, G. (2005). Impact of Organizational Learning and Knowledge Management Factors on
E-Business Adoption. Management Decision 43(2):171-188.

Lin, Y., Rancer, A. S., & Trimbitas, O. (2005). Ethnocentrism and intercultural-willingness-to-
communicate: A cross-cultural comparison between Romanian and US American college students.
Journal of Intercultural Communication, 34(2), 138-151.

MacKinnon, D. P., Chondra M. L., & Jason W. (2004). Confidence Limits for the Indirect Effect:
Distribution of the Product and Resampling Methods. Multivariate Behavioral Research 39(1):99-128.

McLaren, L. M. (2003). Anti-immigrant prejudice in Europe: Contact, threat perception, and preferences
for the exclusion of migrants. Social Forces, 81(3), 909-936.

McPherson, M., Smith-Lovin, L., & Cook, J. M. (2001). Birds of a feather: Homophily in social
networks. Annual Review of Sociology, 27, 415-444.

Merdeka Center. (2006). Public Opinion Poll on Ethnic Relations. Retrieved August 12, 2013
( http://www.merdeka.org )

Mura, P., & Tavakoli, R. (2014). Tourism and social capital in Malaysia. Current Issues in Tourism, 17(1),
28-45.

Mustapha, R., Azman, N., Karim, F., Ahmad, A. R., & Lubis, M. A. (2009). Social integration among
multi-ethnic students at selected Malaysian universities in peninsular Malaysia: A survey of campus
social climate. Asean Journal of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education, 1(1), 35-44.

Muzaffar, C. (2010). There is no racism in Malaysia. malaysiakini.com. Retrieved October 22, 2013,
from http://www.malaysiakini.com/letters/146096

Nesdale, D., & Todd, P. (1998). Intergroup ratio and the contact Hypothesis1. Journal of Applied Social
Psychology, 28(13), 1196-1217.

Neuliep, J. W. (2002). Assessing the reliability and validity of the generalized ethnocentrism scale.
Journal of Intercultural Communication Research, 31(4), 201-215.

Neuliep, J. W., & McCroskey, J. C. (1997a). The development of a US and generalized ethnocentrism
scale. Communication Research Reports, 14(4), 385-398.

14

http://www.merdeka.org/
http://www.malaysiakini.com/letters/146096


Nunally, J. C., & Bernstein, I. R. (1994). Psychometric theory (3rd ed.) New York: McGraw Hill.

Powers, D. A., & Ellison, C. G. (1995). Interracial contact and black racial attitudes: The contact
hypothesis and selectivity bias. Social Forces, 74(1), 205-226.

Putnam, R. (2000). Bowling alone; The collapse and revival of American community. New York: Simon
and Schuster.

Putnam, R. D. (2007). E pluribus unum: Diversity and community in the Twenty‐first century the 2006
johan skytte prize lecture. Scandinavian Political Studies, 30(2), 137-174.

Ridzuan, A. R., Bolong, J., Omar, S. Z., Osman, M. N., Yusof, R., & Abdullah, S. F. M. (2012). Social
media contribution towards ethnocentrism. Procedia-Social and Behavioral Sciences, 65, 517-522.

Robinson, T. E. (2012). Exploring how white and Asian American students experience cross-racial
interactions: A phenomenological study. (Doctoral dissertation). University of Massachusetts Boston.

Roldán, J. L., & Manuel J. S-F. (2012). Variance-Based Structural Equation Modeling: Guidelines for
Using Partial Least Squares in Information Systems Research.” Research Methodologies, Innovations and
Philosophies in Software Systems Engineering and Information Systems, 193-221

Santhiram, R. (1995). Friendship patterns in multi-racial schools: With special reference to a minority
community in Malaysia. International of Educational Development, 15(2), 165-174.

Segawa, N. (2007). Malaysia's 1996 education act: The impact of a multiculturalism-type approach on
national integration. SOJOURN: Journal of Social Issues in Southeast Asia, 22(1), 30-56.

Sigelman, L., & Welch, S. (1993). The contact hypothesis revisited: Black-white interaction and positive
racial attitudes. Social Forces, 71(3), 781-795.

Sobel, M. E. (1982). Asymptotic Confidence Intervals for Indirect Effects in Structural Equation Models.
Sociological Methodology, 13:290-312.

Straub, D., Boudreau, M-C., & Gefen, D. (2004). Validation Guidelines for IS Positivist Research.
Communications of the Association for Information Systems 13(24):380-427.

Sumner, W. G. (1906). Folkways: A study of the sociological importance of usages, manners, customs,
mores, and morals. Boston: Ginn and Company.

Tamam, E. (2009). Influence of interethnic contact on interethnic attitudes of Malay and Chinese-
Malaysian university students in Malaysia. Human Communication, 12(1), 53-66.

Tamam, E. (2012). Race-related diversity experiences in lifelong learning: Impacts on undergraduates’
intercultural sensitivity and interracial bridging social capital. Procedia-Social and Behavioral Sciences,
46, 1756-1760.

Tamam, E. (2013). Interracial bridging social capital among students of a multicultural university in
Malaysia. Journal of College Student Development, 54(1), 85-97.

Tamam, E., Idris, F., & Tien, W. Y. M. (2011). Interracial communication and perceptions of the
compatibility of different races among malay and non-malay students in a public university in malaysia.
Procedia-Social and Behavioral Sciences, 15, 703-707.

Uslaner, E. M. (2005). The bulging pocket and the rule of law: Corruption, inequality, and trust.
Conference on the Quality of Government: What it is, how to Get it, Why it Matters. The Quality of

15



Government Institute, Department of Political Science, Göteborg University, Göteborg, Sweden.
November 17-19.

Vermeulen, F., Tillie, J., & van de Walle, R. (2012). Different effects of ethnic diversity on social capital:
Density of foundations and leisure associations in Amsterdam neighbourhoods. Urban Studies, 49(2),
337-352.

Weber, J. G. (1994). The nature of ethnocentric attribution bias: Ingroup protection or enhancement?
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 30(5), 482-504.

Williams, D. (2006). On and off the ‘net’: Scales for social capital in an online era. Journal of Computer-
Mediated Communication, 11(2), 593-628.

Yeoh, E. K. K. (2006). Ethnic coexistence in a pluralistic campus environment. GeoJournal, 66(3), 223-
241.

Your First College Year (YFCY) Survey. (2013). Retrieved February 11, 2013 from
http://www.heri.ucla.edu/yfcyoverview.php

About the Authors
Somayeh Mortazavi Ganji Ketab has studied her PhD in Mass Communication at Universiti Putra
Malaysia (UPM). She holds an MA in Communication Technology and a BA in Journalism. Her main
research interests include new technologies, social media studies and social impact of new media. Also
she has been a translator and TV reporter for less than a decade.

Ezhar Bin Tamam is a professor of Communication studies at Universiti Putra Malaysia (UPM). His
research interests are intercultural communication, youth development, and development communication.

Jusang Bin Bolong is an associate professor of Communication studies at Universiti Putra Malaysia
(UPM). His research area is human communication, computer mediated communication, and
development communication.

Saeed Pahlevan Sharif is a Finance lecturer at Taylor’s University. His main research covers corporate
governance, social media and cultural studies.

Authors’ Addresses
Somayeh Mortazavi Ganji Ketab
Department of Communication, Faculty of Modern Languages and Communication, Universiti Putra
Malaysia, 43400 Selangor, Malaysia
samya.mortazavi@gmail.com

Ezhar Bin Tamam, PhD
Department of Communication, Faculty of Modern Languages and Communication, Universiti Putra
Malaysia, 43400 Selangor, Malaysia
ezhar@upm.edu.my

Jusang Bolong, PhD
Department of Communication, Faculty of Modern Languages and Communication, Universiti Putra
Malaysia, 43400 Selangor, Malaysia
jusang@upm.edu.my

Saeed Pahlevan Sharif, PhD
Business School, Taylor’s University, Subang Jaya, 47500, Malaysia

16

http://www.heri.ucla.edu/yfcyoverview.php
mailto:samya.mortazavi@gmail.com
mailto:ezhar@upm.edu.my
mailto:jusang@upm.edu.my


saeed.sharif@taylors.edu.my

Journal of Intercultural Communication, ISSN 1404-1634, issue 42, November 2016.
URL: http://immi.se/intercultural

17

mailto:saeed.sharif@taylors.edu.my
http://immi.se/intercultural/



