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Contemporary multicultural 
    issues: student, faculty,  
       and administrator  
           perceptions

The purpose of this study is to determine how students, 
staff, faculty, and administrators view campus diversity and 
multicultural issues and activities. The findings reveal that  
students, faculty, and administrators view the campus differ-
ently in terms of racial and social climate. In addition, faculty 
and students differ about how diversity and multiculturalism 
should fit into the academic experience. Finally, faculty and 
students seem to have the most positive perception of the 
overall campus environment. Recommendations are shared 
at the end of the report.
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Introduction
American higher education is challenged to prepare 
its youth for active participation in a high tech, mul-
ticultural world. The world economy dictates that 
we educate our citizens for  escalating global com-
petition. It is imperative that institutions develop ef-
fective learning techniques—in and out of the class-
room—as they struggle to create programs which 
support persistence-to-degree among diverse student 
populations, particularly important for community 
colleges because more than 50% of all full-time, first 
time students begin their education at community 
colleges (Pierce, 1996; Seidman, 1995; National Cen-
ter for Education Statistics, 2003). Cultural differenc-
es and similarities continue to be topics of concern 
for educators, humanitarians, and politicians. Books, 
movies, and documentaries inform us of the advan-
tages and disadvantages to any society choosing to 
divide and discriminate against its citizens based on 
race and ethnicity.
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In addition, colleges and univer-
sities need to move from cultural 
diversity to multiculturalism—from 
like groups banding together to 
address their special needs, to the 
reshaping of the institutional cul-
ture to include minorities in a sig-
nificant way. To succeed in college, 
students from all racial and ethnic 
groups need to experience a vari-
ety of challenges in and out of the 
classroom. Undoubtedly, increas-
ingly diverse student enrollments 
have created challenges in every 
area of campus life. Fortunately, 
most of the challenges have given 
rise to a discourse about diversity 
and multiculturalism that has en-
hanced student learning and devel-
opment, faculty development, and 
administrative practices. 

Institutions expend enormous 
resources on multicultural initia-
tives in the name of creating civil-
ity and comfort in the work place. 
The effort has generated a number 
of questions: What are we truly 
trying to accomplish with an inte-
grated society? What do we really 
mean—short term and long term—
when we speak of a multicultural 
campus community? Do we have 
a vision of what a multicultural 
campus should look like? How do 
we operate a campus to welcome 
all students while providing a safe 
zone for free and civil debate? 

After thirty years of integra-
tion and multicultural initiatives, 
can we truly say the efforts have 
provided a better education for all 
students in community colleges? 
Are minority  and majority stu-
dents’ college experiences similar? 

Do community colleges and their 
agents know how to design a cam-
pus environment that is welcoming 
to all students? These are impor-
tant questions to consider if we 
are to respond with a sound ethi-
cal and moral voice regarding our 
contemporary multicultural initia-
tives (Watson, Terrell, Wright & 
Associates, 2002). 

One of the initial steps in ac-
complishing a truly inclusive and 
equitable organization is to under-
stand the key terms and concepts 
relevant to the development of a 
multicultural campus environment. 
Multiculturalism is viewed as the pro-
cess of increasing awareness of, and 
knowledge about, human diversity 
in ways that are translated into re-
spectful human interactions and ef-
fective interconnections (D’Andrea 
& Daniels, 1995). Therefore, multi-
culturalism is seen as an action or 
set of interactions that intention-
ally promote respect for human 
difference and positive, meaning-
ful interactions. Such interactions 
have, as their base, a fundamental 
belief that race, ethnic and cul-
tural differences are valuable and 
should be included in the college’s 
programs, curricula, and services. 
More specifically, multiculturalism 
might be seen as a state of being in 
which humans feel comfortable in 
their communication with people 
from any culture, in any situa-
tion, because they desire to learn 
about others and are empathic in 
their quest. Accordingly, a “mul-
ticultural organization is one that 
is genuinely committed to diverse 
representation of its membership; 
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is sensitive to maintaining an open, 
supportive and responsive envi-
ronment; is working toward and 
purposefully including elements 
of diverse cultures in its ongoing 
operations; and is authentic in its 
response to issues confronting it” 
(Barr & Strong, 1988, p. 85).

The pathway to providing a 
quality education for all students 
while recognizing the diversity they 
bring to the academic setting in the 
community college is not a simple 
one. In fact, it takes a concerted ef-
fort and a sincere commitment by 
all involved for any institution to 
realize its vision for multicultural-
ism. Diversity and multiculturalism 
are of great importance in the com-
munity college, for it is the commu-
nity college that provides the initial 
exposure to higher education for 
most non-traditional and minority 
students. Adopting a multicultural 
stance in the community college is 
helpful in serving a diverse student 
clientele (Burstein, 1997). Though 
student diversity on community 
college campuses is increasing rap-
idly, community colleges are not 
achieving similar levels of diversity 
among their administrators (Foote, 
1996). Some experts believe that 
community colleges will not reach 
their full potential as a catalyst for 
educational and social progress 
without increasing the commit-
ment to multicultural leadership 
(Bowen & Muller, 1996).

Purposes
The purposes of this study are to 
determine (a) the  general campus 

climate perceived by students, staff, 
faculty, and administrators at a 
community college, and (b) wheth-
er there are differences of percep-
tion between majority and minor-
ity racial groups at the community 
college. 

Methodology

Sampling 

Questionnaires were sent to 491 
individuals. The administrative 
group (n=78) consisted of depart-
ment heads (n=30), executive 
leadership team (n=13), and pro-
fessional staff (n=35). Inter-office 
mail was used for employees of the 
college. They were asked to com-
plete and return the questionnaire 
to the Dean of Students Office at 
the Southeastern, rural commu-
nity college. A random selection 
of part-time and full-time faculty 
(n=100) was sent a questionnaire 
and given the same instructions. 
Students (n=235)  were purpose-
fully sampled from the summer 
English classes. Faculty members 
who taught the courses were asked 
to read the instructions for ad-
ministering the questionnaire and 
have students complete it during 
class. All questionnaires were con-
fidential and did not include the 
student, faculty, or administrator 
names or identification numbers.

Questionnaires were received 
from 250 participants (172 stu-
dents, 42 administrators, 33 fac-
ulty, 3 missing cases). The response 
rate was 50.9%. Returned ques-
tionnaires included 61 participants 
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of minority status and 167 of ma-
jority status. Of the sample, 59% 
were females and 41% were males. 
Approximately 62% of the sample 
indicated that they were 29 years 
old or younger. More than 40% of 
the sample indicated that they were 
single. Thirty-five percent of the stu-
dent population had taken nine or 
more classes. Of the staff and facul-
ty, the majority had been employed 
between eleven and fifteen years. 

Institutional description

The research site, a Southeastern, 
rural community college, is a pub-
lic, two-year community college 
dedicated to serving as a catalyst 
for the economic and lifelong de-
velopment of the citizens of three 
counties in upstate South Carolina. 
The college is recognized for its out-
standing programs and unparalleled 
service and is an open-admissions 
institution serving 6,000 to 7,000 
students. Approximately 16% of 
the students enrolled at the college 
are African-American. There are 
nearly 300 full-time employees. The 
college grants certificates, diplomas, 
and associate degrees in techni-
cal, career, and transfer programs. 
The college also offers certificates 
in continuing education programs. 
The Student Affairs Division at the 
college includes an office of  Mul-
ticultural Student Services that 
promotes campus-wide initiatives 
that honor diversity and equality. 
Services to students of under-rep-
resented populations are available 
to assist in adjusting to all aspects 
of college life ranging from cultural 
issues to academic challenges. Sup-

port services are available from en-
rollment through graduation. All 
students are encouraged to attend 
the events and activities sponsored 
by the  Multicultural Student Ser-
vices office.

Data analysis

General descriptive statistics are 
used in conjunction with Analysis 
of Variance (ANOVA) to deter-
mine whether there are differences 
among faculty, administrators, and 
students on racial and social cli-
mate scales. Scheffé post hoc tests 
served as follow-up tests to sig-
nificant ANOVA results. Pearson 
chi-square was used to assess sig-
nificant differences in commitment 
and attitudes between faculty, ad-
ministrators, and students.

Limitations

The survey questions were designed 
to elicit participants’ strong feelings 
in order to avoid neutral responses. 
Therefore, some may view the de-
sign as skewed towards “strongly 
disagree” or “strongly agree” for 
related questions. The size of the 
sample was small for faculty and 
administrators, which might indi-
cate significant differences where 
there may not be any if the sample 
were larger. In smaller groups, dif-
ferences tend to be heightened. Fi-
nally, two sets of questions that re-
lated to policies and practices only 
appeared in the faculty and admin-
istrative questionnaires. Therefore, 
no analysis was computed for stu-
dents. The survey was only admin-
istered in English classes.
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Questionnaire design

The same questionnaire was applied 
to all the targeted groups to obtain 
a true community-wide evaluation 
of the college climate and a sys-
tematic comparison of student/em-
ployee views. The common battery 
of attitude items included direct 
ratings of the groups’ attitudes and 
perceptions about campus racial 
and social climates. 

Racial and social climate

The racial climate scale is a Likert 
scale that uses a 1 rating for a more 
negative perception of institutional 
climate and 5 for a more positive 
perception. The higher the score 
the more likely one is to perceive 
the campus climate to be a favor-
able one. This scale was adopted 
with permission from a survey de-
veloped by Dr. Charles E. Morris 
of The Center for Higher Educa-
tion at Illinois State University. 
The racial climate scales indicate 
overall perceptions of the campus 
climate. 

The Social Climate section is 
based on the understanding that 
individuals experience an environ-
ment based upon their subjective 
interpretation of the environment. 
How people relate to the environ-
ment is based on how individu-
als perceive their actual and ideal 
selves. Therefore, participants in 
the study could have answered 
one of four possibilities “no opin-
ion,” “strongly disagree,” “agree,” 
or “strongly agree” with numerical 
representation from 1, represent-
ing “no opinion,” to 4, representing 

“strongly agree.” To avoid skewed 
results, “no opinion” responses 
were omitted. 

Most of the items included in 
this section of the report pertain to 
both academic and social percep-
tions of participants. Therefore, the 
section addresses one’s perceptions 
of classroom discussion, faculty 
interactions, student interactions, 
and other social activities included 
in the scope of one’s college experi-
ence.

The Social Climate section pres-
ents four questions for participants 
to answer regarding their actual at-
titudes and commitment towards 
diversity. For example, participants 
could respond yes or no to the fol-
lowing questions: 

 I would like to see more 
cultural festivals held at the 
college. 

 I have attended activities held 
by the  Multicultural Student 
Services Office. 

 Do you socialize with  people 
who are racially different 
from yourself outside of the 
institution?

 Do you socialize with people 
who are racially different from 
yourself within the institution?

Results
The ANOVA results for the racial 
climate scales indicate statistically 
significant differences on all ten 
variables. The mean scores for all 
variables are lower for administra-
tors than faculty and students, 
particularly for the scales of 
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“Hostile–Friendly,” “Separated–In-
tegrated,” “Exclusive–Inclusive,” 
and “Conservative–Liberal.” Ad-
ministrators perceive the racial 
climate to be more hostile, sepa-
rated, exclusive, and conservative, 
while faculty and students perceive 
the climate to be more friendly, 
integrated, inclusive, and liberal. 
Scheffé post hoc tests indicate that 
administrators differ significantly 
from faculty on “Tense–Relaxed,” 

“Hostile–Friendly,” “Competitive–
Cooperative,” “Exclusive–Inclu-
sive,” and “Intolerant–Tolerant,” 
Administrators differ significantly 
from students only for “Separat-

ed–Integrated,” “Indifferent–Con-
cerned,” “Reserved-Communica-
tive,” “Insensitive–Sensitive,” and 

“Conservative–Liberal.” Table 1 
contains means, standard devia-
tions, F-ratios, and significance for 
the set of ten racial climate vari-
ables. 

The ANOVA results for the 
social climate scales indicate sta-
tistically significant differences for 
nine of the 27 variables. Scheffé 
post hoc results indicate significant 
differences between administrators, 
faculty, and students for “Diver-
sity and multiculturalism has no 
effect on learning or the academic 

Table 1.  ANOVA Comparisons of the relationship among adminstrators,  
faculty, and students and racial climate factors

Administrator Faculty Student

Variables M SD M SD M SD F p

Tense– 
     Relaxed 2.63 .859 3.29** .824 3.20 .888 7.662 .001

Hostile– 
     Friendly 2.73 .708 3.40** .621 3.19 .907 6.470 .002

Competitive– 
     Cooperative 2.54 .790 3.19** .749 3.10 .867 7.754 .001

Separated– 
     Integrated 2.23 .842 2.71 .902 2.95*** .926 9.783 .000

Reserved– 
     Communicative 2.10 .841 2.94 .814 2.98*** .938 15.390 .000

Indifferent– 
     Concerned 2.25 .870 2.77 .817 2.81** .951 5.920 .003

Exclusive– 
     Inclusive 2.25 .981 2.93** .828 2.85 .896 7.641 .001

Insensitive– 
     Sensitive 2.46 .884 2.87 .819 2.97** .869 5.308 .006

Conservative– 
     Liberal 2.14 .751 2.54 .838 2.82*** .967 8.651 .000

Intolerant– 
     Tolerant 2.50 .816 3.07* .828 3.00 .927 5.421 .005

Scheffé post hoc significance: * = p <.05, ** = p <.01, *** = p <.001
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experience.” Significant differences 
are found between administrators 
and students for “There is social 
interaction between minority stu-
dents and non-minority students 
on campus,” “There are opportu-
nities to develop mentoring rela-
tionships with female faculty on 
campus,” “There are opportunities 
to develop mentoring relationships 
with minority male faculty on cam-
pus,” and “There are opportunities 
to develop mentoring relationships 
with minority female faculty on 
campus.” 

Significant differences between 
administrators and faculty exist 
regarding “There are opportuni-
ties to develop mentoring relation-
ships with male faculty on campus.” 
Finally, post hoc tests indicate 
significant differences between ad-
ministrators and faculty for “Stu-
dents learned about various cul-
tures and people from around the 
world through festivals held at the 
college” and between students and 
faculty for “Racism affects the lives 
of non-minority students, faculty, 
and administrators on a daily ba-
sis.” Table 2 (following page) con-
tains means, standard deviaions, F-
ratios, and significance for the set 
of 27 social climate variables.

For administrator, faculty, and 
student commitment and attitudes, 
the chi-square indicates signifi-
cant differences for the question 

“I have attended activities held by 
the multicultural student services 
office,” χ2(1)=92.875; p<.000 (see 
Table 3, p. 88). Greater propor-
tions of faculty and administrators 
attend events at the  Multicultural 

Student Services office, whereas 
comparatively smaller proportions 
of students attend such events.

Discussion
Significant differences exist between 
administrators, students, and fac-
ulty for racial climate. Lower mean 
scores for administrators, as com-
pared to faculty and students, in-
dicate that administrators perceive 
the racial climate of this institution 
to be very different than do both 
faculty and students. One explana-
tion for administrator’s differing 
perceptions could point to limited 
experiences outside the purview of 
their department or division. Most 
administrators are on the front 
lines dealing with departmental-
specific issues and concerns. Pro-
longed exposure to these concerns 
and issues could skew administra-
tors’ perceptions of the institution. 
Faculty possess the highest mean 
scores for “Tense–Relaxed,” “Hos-
tile–Friendly,” “Competitive–Co-
operative,” “Exclusive–Inclusive,” 
and “Intolerant–Tolerant.” Fac-
ulty members seem to view the 
institutional racial climate as more 
relaxed, friendly, cooperative, in-
clusive, and tolerant. Students 
possess the highest mean scores 
for “Separated–Integrated,” “Re-
served–Communicative,” “Indiffer-
ent–Concerned,” “Insensitive–Sen-
sitive,” and “Conservative–Liberal.” 
Students perceive the institutional 
racial climate as more integrated, 
communicative, concerned, sensi-
tive, and liberal. Comparatively, 

continued on page 88
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administrators view the climate  
differently than faculty and stu-
dents.

An examination of social cli-
mate indicates significant differ-
ences for faculty and students, 
but none for administrators. Fifty 
percent of the significant differ-
ences for faculty center on their 
job duties within the institution: 
students’ mentorship development 
with female faculty. The other fifty 
percent deal with student’s cultur-
al learning outside the classroom. 
The first finding could also signal 
the potential of faculty remaining 
within their own institutional con-
clave and not venturing outside 
their department or division, simi-
lar to administrators. Certainly, 
faculty deal with campus concerns 
and issues, but faculty members, as 
a whole, particularly at the com-
munity college level, are involved 
in significantly fewer departmental 

issues and concerns than adminis-
trators are. Consequently, faculty 
may possess skewed perceptions 
of the institution, but in the oppo-
site direction of administrators, as 
noted above in the racial climate 
results. That faculty attribute stu-
dents’ cultural learning to cam-
pus festivals seems to contradict 
the later chi-square finding that 
students are significantly absent 
from programming initiatives at 
the Multicultural Student Services 
office. Perhaps it is easier to iden-
tify students at larger campus fes-
tivals, not because the proportion 
of students is necessarily larger, 
but because there is a greater total 
of people in attendance, versus a 
smaller program, perhaps held by 
the Multicultural Student Services 
office, where absolute numbers can 
be identified.

Several measures of student 
perceptions of social climate are 

Table 3.  Pearson chi-square for faculty, administrators, and students for 
commitment and attitude

Measure

A
dm

in
is

tr
at

or
s

Fa
cu

lty

St
ud

en
ts

C
hi

-S
qu

ar
e

p

I would like to see more cultural  
festivals held at the college. 40 31 169 3.631 .163

I have attended activities held by the 
Multicultural Student Services Office. 41 32 169 92.875 .000

Do you socialize with people racially 
different  from yourself outside  the 
institution?

39 33 169 .187 .911

Do you socialize with people racially 
different  from yourself within the 
institution?

39 33 168 1.548 .461
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significant also. The majority of 
these significant measures center 
on relational issues, acceptance of 
interracial relationships, same sex 
relationships, and interactions be-
tween minority and majority stu-
dents. Student perceptions in this 
area are contradictory to adminis-
trator perceptions on the racial cli-
mate scale. Because students tend 
to be involved with administrators 
on an as-needed basis, and are 
mostly limited in their interactions 
with faculty, students tend to con-
gregate within their peer groups. 
Thus, these findings of relational ac-
ceptance, although interpretable as 
mere institutional openness, could 
also be much more indicative of 
student peer-group relations. How-
ever, to suggest that this institution 
does not possess openness toward 
these relational acceptances would 
be incorrect since institutional fac-
tors, along with many others, do 
influence students’ perceptions.

Students also perceive oppor-
tunities to develop mentoring rela-
tionships on campus with male, mi-
nority male, and minority female 
faculty. The finding also supports 
student perception that the cam-
pus is more friendly, open, tolerant, 
etc., versus administrators’ percep-
tion to the contrary.

The last two significant mea-
sures on social climate for students 
are puzzling. On one hand stu-
dents indicate “racism affects the 
lives of non-minority students, fac-
ulty, and administrators on a daily 
basis” and on the other “diversity 
and multiculturalism have no ef-
fect on learning or the academic 

experience.” Students do not feel 
racism affects the lives of minority 
students, faculty, and administra-
tors, but given that almost three 
times the participants in the study 
indicate majority status, such a 
response could reflect a majority 
perception that racism affects their 
business within the institution. 
The response, however, does not 
lend credence to the notion that 
minority students, faculty, and 
administrators may be affected by 
racism as well. 

The discussion, coupled with 
the second finding that diversity 
and multiculturalism do not affect 
learning or the academic experi-
ence seems contradictory in nature, 
and at a core developmental level, 
suggests a disjuncture between 
students’ in-class and out-of-class 
realities. Intuitively, if the institu-
tion engages students, faculty, and 
administrators in multicultural 
and diversity initiatives and, in 
addition, faculty perceive that stu-
dents learn about various cultures 
and peoples within the classroom; 
then, it would seem more appro-
priate to find diminished feelings 
of racism on campus, and/or an 
understanding of the connection 
between such initiatives and the 
learning environment. However, 
as stated previously, given the high 
number of majority participants 
in the study, if majority students 
perceive that they are being af-
fected by racism within their daily 
lives—i.e., hearing about it, talk-
ing about it, holding a perception 
that implicates them with racist 
attitudes—and the institution’s di-
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versity and multicultural initiatives 
are marketed primarily for minor-
ity groups instead of for dialogue 
and cross cultural relationships, 
then the finding seems more appro-
priate and may signal the need for 
multicultural and diversity initia-
tives that are structured to engage 
majority students as well. 

Significant differences are 
found in the number of faculty, 
administrators, and students who 
attend programs at the Multicul-
tural Student Services office. That 
greater proportions of students do 
not attend such programs lends 
further support to the student 
findings above. If students are not 
attending multicultural or diver-
sity programs, particularly major-
ity students, then those programs 
would not have influence on the 
institutional and academic envi-
ronment. Again, given the high 
number of majority students at the 
institution, they may be less likely 
to attend programs at the multicul-
tural student services office if those 
programs are perceived as being 
targeted for someone else, i.e., mi-
nority students. 

Conclusion
Professionals who work within 
a community college must be 
equipped to interact, teach, serve, 
and counsel students from a global 
and contextual perspective that 
takes into account student culture. 
Community college professionals 
must know how to assist students 
from any background to ensure 

academic and personal success. 
Therefore, if we do not know how 
to assist a student, we should act 
in good faith to make sure that the 
student gets to a person who can. 
To the surprise of many profession-
als, answering questions of diverse 
populations does not always de-
fault to the Multicultural Center 
or Resources on a campus. 

Many times, minority and 
majority students alike just want 
to know that there is a faculty or 
administrator within the college 
who can relate to and understand 
their challenges. Concerning race 
and ethnicity specifically, many 
times that means being able to re-
late to someone who knows how it 
feels to be “the only one” in class 
and/or interpreting and decoding 
comments made by a peer, profes-
sor, or administrator. Regarding 
majority students, expressing such 
understanding means creating an 
environment that makes multicul-
tural and diversity programming 
relevant to their future learning 
and cross-cultural bridge building. 
Any professional within the col-
lege should be able to relate to any 
student with encouragement, guid-
ance, and resources for support. It 
is a responsibility and professional 
courtesy to be ready for the chal-
lenge of addressing the needs and 
concerns of an increasingly diverse 
student body.

Recommendations
Consider what the institutional 
community terms as “inclusive.” 
Most times, inclusion means mi-
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nority inclusion; however, in this 
case the institution should pay 
closer attention to how it is includ-
ing majority students in multicul-
tural or diversity discussions and 
programs. A holistic perspective 
of multicultural and diversity ini-
tiatives could encourage  majority 
students to view the campus with 
what Perry terms a more multiplicit 
or relativistic perspective and less 
dualism (Evans, Forney, & Guido-
DiBrito, 1998). 

To that end, greater efforts are 
needed to engage faculty, adminis-
trators, and all students as institu-
tional subgroups. This is particu-
larly important in a community 
college  given the commuter status 
of students as well as the segre-
gated nature of both faculty and 
administrators in their respective 
professional enclaves. Creating 
programs and events that engage 
and involve all campus constitu-
ents can eliminate polarized per-
ceptions and create more grounded 
perceptions. Such engagement also 

exposes people to situations and 
people that they would not nor-
mally encounter, creating a “holis-
tic learning” environment.

Future research 

Similar research should be contin-
ued within community colleges to 
compare it with the trends found 
in this study. Future studies should 
also focus on predominantly mi-
nority institutions for comparison 
purposes, as well as understanding 
the differences between the two. 

Study caveats
The reader is reminded that this 
study consists of self-reported data, 
and as such, is subject to the sourc-
es of error associated with such data 
collection, chiefly, intentional and 
unintentional response distortion. 
Also, the chi-square statistic is a 
goodness-of-fit and interpretations 
of causality should be avoided.
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