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Abstract

Although many emerging adults feel lonely and struggle to

gain status during the college transition, it remains unclear

whether certain personality traits facilitate this transition.

Using a longitudinal design, we investigated whether status-

related traits—namely, entitlement, intrasexual competitive-

ness, and dominance—related to the development of status

in 91 first-year college students (Mage= 18.15, SD = 0.44)

transitioning to a novel college environment. We also exam-

ined whether status-related personality traits moderated

the degree to which status related to loneliness. As hypoth-

esized, only students high in intrasexual competitiveness

experienced increases in subjective dorm status across

the year. In addition, students exhibiting average or low

entitlement experienced decreases in loneliness over time,

whereas high entitlement was related to consistently low

loneliness. Finally, higher subjective dorm statuswas related

to lower loneliness only for less dominant students, as

assessed by both self-ratings of trait dominance and raters’

judgments of facial dominance from photographs. Using a

real-world context of status development, these results sug-

gest that status-related personality traits may influence stu-

dents’ ability to experience higher status and modulate the

relation between subjective status and loneliness.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Emerging adulthood is a period between adolescence and adulthood when youth transition to newfound indepen-

dence and exploration beyond their home communities, continue to develop their social identities, and establish new

social relationships (Arnett, 2004; Galambos et al., 2006). Whereas many emerging adults thrive with this indepen-

dence, others struggle to cope with social status concerns and experience loneliness, or the subjective experience of

having fewer relationships than desired (Dahl, 2008; Woodhouse et al., 2012). Moreover, both low social status and

high loneliness have been consistently related to poorer health (Moeller & Seehuus, 2019; Quon & McGrath, 2015).

These problemsmay be amplified during the college transition, when students experience shifting social contexts and

develop relationships in novel peer networks (Conley et al., 2014). Yet, limited research has examined which emerg-

ing adults are at highest risk for experiencing difficulties with social status and loneliness. We addressed this issue in

the present study by investigating how personality traits influence development of status and loneliness during the

college transition. Specifically, we examined how the status-related personality traits of entitlement, intrasexual com-

petitiveness, and dominance predicted changes in status and loneliness—an important psychological consequence of

low status—over the first year of college.

1.1 Social status and status-related personality traits

Although social status often refers to access tomaterial resources (i.e., income, education), individuals also have social

status with respect to peers. Hierarchies naturally develop among social groups, with individuals of higher status

receiving more respect, exerting more influence, and having more social value relative to peers (e.g., Anderson & Kil-

duff, 2009). Higher status confers greater personal benefits including more autonomy and greater responsiveness

from other people, as well as better health (e.g., Lammers et al., 2016; Parkinson et al., 2017; Quon &McGrath, 2015).

As adolescents and emerging adults develop their social identities, they may be particularly sensitive to concerns

regarding social status (Yang et al., 2018). During the transition to college, most youth livewith peers for the first time.

Dorm status is unique in that emerging adults are immersed in dorm life and are therefore more consistently, and

potentially more strongly, impacted by dorm status than high school status. Although social status has been related

to a variety of mental health and adjustment outcomes (e.g., Quon &McGrath, 2015; Rahal et al., 2020), experiencing

high dorm status may be particularly consequential for the development of social relationships and loneliness across

the college transition, especially for individualswhomoved far away for college as they are in truly new social and envi-

ronmental circumstances and cannot easily go home. People actively adjust their behavior to appeal to other people to

achieve status, althoughmany people struggle to do so (Anderson &Kilduff, 2009). Yet, limited research has examined

how people develop status in naturalistic settings andwho is best positioned to achieve status during the transition to

college.

Individuals’ ability to gain status in a novel environment may differ based on status-related personality traits such

as entitlement (e.g., Grosz et al., 2020). Entitlement refers to a heightened sense of self-importance anddeservingness,

particularly for deferential treatment (e.g., Lange et al., 2019). Some college students may develop a sense of entitle-

ment related to the college and job application processes (Chowning & Campbell, 2009; Krahn & Galambos, 2014).

Although students were formally accepted to the same college, some students likely had other competitive options

whereas other students aspired for that college specifically, which can influence the degree to which students feel
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that they deserve to be on campus. Regarding social status, more entitled people feel that they deserve higher status

than others and tend to feel envious of high-status peers (Campbell et al., 2004; Lange et al., 2019). For example, when

participants were induced to feel entitled by considering why they deservemore than others, they had highermotiva-

tion for status (Lange et al., 2019). Peoplewhoaremore entitled tend to also bemorenarcissistic, andmorenarcissistic

individuals have higher status-seeking motives and perceptions of higher status (Miller et al., 2011; Zeigler-Hill et al.,

2019). Moreover, narcissistic individuals actively attempt to gain status among peers (Grapsas et al., 2020; Sheldon

& Bryant, 2016). Although people who are more entitled tend to be immediately more well-liked at first impression

(Back et al., 2010), it remains unclear how entitlement relates to achieving status across the college transition.

Likewise, people who are more competitive, especially with others of the same sex, may also achieve status during

the college transition. Colleges are inherently competitive. Students must complete a competitive application pro-

cess and are often graded relative to peers in classes (Lipson & Tobias, 1991), which can heighten competitiveness

for many students and potentially decrease competitiveness for students who feel unprepared relative to their peers.

Incoming college students are particularly sensitive to status concerns and social comparisons, especially with others

of the same sex (Yang et al., 2018). Concerns regarding social comparisons promote competition among people with

more competitive dispositions (Garcia et al., 2013), and these individuals may more actively adjust their behavior to

gain status during the college transition. Importantly, people who are more sensitive to social comparisons—and con-

sequently may be most inclined to vie for social status—engage in more competitive behavior when presented with

opportunities to gain high status relative to peers (van den Bos et al., 2013) and specifically report higher intrasexual

competitiveness, or competitiveness with others of the same sex (Buunk & Fisher, 2009). Intrasexual competitiveness

may influence students’ ability to gain status, as people use specific strategies when competing with same-sex peers

for status (Benenson & Abadzi, 2020). Furthermore, intrasexual competitiveness may be important for achieving sta-

tus among first-year college students because these students often live in dormitory suites or halls with same-sex

peers and tend to be invested in romantic relationships, which can promote competition specifically with same-sex

peers (e.g., Kuperberg & Padgett, 2016).

Trait dominance can also facilitate status development (Grosz et al., 2020). People who are dominant tend to be

aggressive, disagreeable, and motivated to control other people through both subtle and overt assertive behaviors

(e.g., Anderson & Kilduff, 2009; Buss & Craik, 1980; Cheng et al., 2010). College students are coming together from

different high schools, which often have their own social norms. Dominancemay have been effective and rewarded in

someschools butnotothers. Therefore, students likelydiffer in trait dominanceat the initial transition to college.More

dominant individuals may be better positioned for achieving status because they can exert social influence among

novel peers (Henrich&Gil-White, 2001).When individualswere assigned to groups, thosewhowere rated by peers as

beingmore dominant hadmore influence in group decision-making (Cheng et al., 2013). These skills in social influence

may carryover to students’ ability to gain status during the college transition.

In addition to dominant personalities, appearing dominant can also promote social status. Indeed, peoplewhowere

judged asmore dominant at first glance spokemore in subsequent group interactions (Kalma, 1991). Faces continue to

develop into young adulthood (e.g., Love et al., 1990), such that many individuals are likely higher in facial dominance

than they were in high school. Facial dominance, often characterized by masculine features, can signal one’s threat

potential to competitors (e.g., Puts et al., 2012). For instance, people with more dominant faces tend to have greater

physical strength and threat potential and rate themselves as more dominant, albeit more consistently for male than

for female individuals (e.g., Kordsmeyer et al., 2019; Quist et al., 2011; Toscano et al., 2014). Facial dominance is also

related to greater social influence (Berinsky et al., 2019; Jones et al., 2010). Thus, people who appear dominant may

be treated differently by others and may more successfully engage in assertive behaviors to gain status. Emerging

adults show better facial recognition and processing relative to adolescents (O’Hearn et al., 2010), such that appear-

ances may uniquely inform first impressions during emerging adulthood. Therefore, we examined facial dominance in

addition to trait dominance in the present study.
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1.2 Loneliness and social status

Loneliness is common for emerging adults, as they have fewer structured social obligations and roles that pro-

mote social development than adolescents (Arnett, 2004). Some emerging adults struggle with loneliness and are at

increased risk of poorermental health (Arnett, 2004;Moeller & Seehuus, 2019). Theymay feel particularly lonely dur-

ing the transition to college, especially if they move far from their family and high school friends (e.g., Mattanah et al.,

2012). Research is needed to identifywhich emerging adults are at higher risk for poor outcomesduring this transition.

Higher social statusmay reduce feelings of loneliness during the college transition. People with higher status often

havemore social influence and therefore havemore positive social interactions and relationshipswith their peers (e.g.,

Woodhouse et al., 2012). College students with higher societal status—a distinct form of social status which is gener-

ally moderately, positively correlated with status relative to college peers—have more contact with university peers,

which promotes better well-being (Rahal et al., 2020; Rubin et al., 2016). In turn, people with low status tend to be

befriended less and tend to feel lonelier (e.g., Betts & Stiller, 2014). However, it is unknownwhether higher status sim-

ilarly relates to lower loneliness among emerging adults, especially during the college transitionwhen social dynamics

are continually shifting.

Implications of status for lonelinessmay vary by dominance. Dominant people often gain social influence by engag-

ing in behaviorswhich aremore assertive or aggressive (e.g., Cheng et al., 2010). As a result, these individualsmay gain

status but without developing meaningful peer relationships (Cheng et al., 2013). Therefore, status may not affect

loneliness for more dominant individuals, and monthly gains in status may relate to lower loneliness only among less

dominant individuals.

1.3 Present study

Thepresent studyexamined thedegree towhich status-relatedpersonality traits are associatedwith thedevelopment

of status in university dorms and loneliness across incoming college students’ first academic year. Although students

are actively developing status during this period, it remains unclear whether their personality traits may impact sta-

tus development. Therefore, we investigated how status-related traits—entitlement, intrasexual competitiveness, and

dominance—relate to status, loneliness, and the degree towhich changes in experienced status impact loneliness over

time.

First, we hypothesized that individuals higher in entitlement, intrasexual competitiveness, and dominance would

experience higher social status and feel less lonely across the academic year relative to other individuals. Second, we

hypothesized that experiencing higher status would relate to lower loneliness among individuals who were relatively

less dominant. Individuals who report being more dominant and who appear more dominant may experience higher

status without the support of their peers, such that experiencing relatively higher status may not relate to loneliness

for individuals higher in trait dominance and facial dominance.

2 METHOD

2.1 Participants and procedures

At the start of the 2015–2016 academic year, 91 first-year college students at a large public university enrolled in

the study. Most participants were female (n = 62, 69.66%), self-identified as either Asian (n = 37, 40.66%), White

(n= 35, 38.46%), or other ethnic backgrounds (n= 19, 20.88%), andwere 18-years-old (n= 74, 81.32%;Mage= 18.15,

SD = 0.44). Participants reported their family’s annual income using an eight-point scale (4.40% reported earning
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under $15,000; 2.20% earning $15,001-$25,000; 7.69% earning $25,001-$35,000; 6.59% $35,001-$50,000; 23.08%

earning $50,001-$75,000; 13.19% earning $75,001-$100,000; 16.48% earning $100,001-$150,000, 26.37% earning

over $150,001). They also rated the highest level of education that their mother and father earned using a six-point

scale (1=High school diplomaorGED, 2=Vocational certificate, 3=Associate’s degree (junior college), 4=Bachelor’s

degree, 5=Master’s degree, 6=Doctorate). Both parents’ education was averaged when possible. Most participants

reported that their parents had earned a bachelor’s degree (40.66%) ormaster’s degree (21.98%;M= 3.95, SD= 1.77;

see Table S1 for full breakdown).

Many students could have peers from high school attending the same university or could return to see their peers

from high school over the weekend, which could contribute to higher dorm status and attenuate the importance of

dorm status for loneliness. Therefore, we imposed eligibility criteria such that all participants had to have limited pre-

existing social ties to the university. Specifically, they had to be living in a residence hall with randomly assigned room-

mates, be over 100 miles from their high school, and have not participated in any university summer programs prior

to college enrollment to be eligible for the study. Because of other aspects of the study, participants were ineligible if

they were taking corticosteroid medication; anti-depressant medication; anti-anxiety medication; or any medication

designed to suppress the immune system.

Participants completed the first survey online, including demographic information and psychological assessments

of entitlement, intrasexual competitiveness, trait dominance, subjective dorm status, and loneliness. Participants then

completed a lab visit, atwhich theywere given oneminute to take a “selfie” photowhich they sent to the experimenter.

Eleven participants did not provide a photograph, and these participants did not differ from the remaining partici-

pants by entitlement, intrasexual competitiveness, dominance, and baseline subjective dorm status and loneliness, all

ps> .30.

Participants reported their status in the dorms and loneliness in monthly surveys over the academic year. They

received class credit for completing the first survey and $10 per monthly follow-up survey for up to eight surveys.

On average, participants completed a baseline survey and 6 monthly surveys (M = 6.82 total assessments, SD= 2.40,

range 1–9; 6.45% completed one assessment, 2.15% completed two, 1.08% completed three, 2.15% completed four,

22.58% completed five, 2.15% completed six, 7.53% completed seven, 22.58% completed eight, 33.33% completed

nine). There were 633 total observations across 91 participants in unadjusted models, and 574 observations across

85 participants in adjusted models because six participants were missing parental education data and were there-

fore excluded from adjusted analyses. The number of surveys participants completed was not related to entitlement,

intrasexual competitiveness, dominance, mean subjective dorm status, mean loneliness, and baseline subjective dorm

status and loneliness, |r|’s< .2, ps> .10. Study procedures andmeasures are available at: https://osf.io/xrkma/.

2.2 Measures

2.2.1 Subjective dorm status

TheMacArthur Scale of Subjective Social Status—YouthVersionwas administered eachmonth (Goodmanet al., 2001).

Participants viewed a 10-rung ladder with the following prompt: “At the top of the ladder are people on your dorm

floor who aremost respected, esteemed, and admired. At the bottom of the ladder are those who are least respected,

esteemed, and admired.” They marked the rung that best represented their standing relative to peers. Higher scores

represented higher status. Prior studies have used similar prompts to measure college students’ dorm status (Grue-

newald et al., 2006), and lower scores on this scale are consistently related to poorer health (e.g., Quon & McGrath,

2015; Rahal et al., 2020). Participants also reported their subjective status relative to peers at the university more

broadly using a similar item. Subjective dorm status was highly correlated with subjective university status at study

entry, r(89)= .67, p< .001.We examined subjective dorm status as the primary variable because the dorm floor is the

https://osf.io/xrkma/
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more local referent than the university broadly. All reported associations remained significant when controlling for

monthly subjective university status.

2.2.2 Loneliness

Eachmonth, participants rated how lonely they felt using four items from theUCLA Loneliness Scale on a scale from 1

(Never) to 4 (Often; Russell, 1996). The 20-item scale was shortened in line with previous longitudinal studies to ease

participant burden. A three-item scale (i.e., "I feel isolated", "I feel left out", "I lack companionship") has been developed

that is strongly correlatedwith the full scale, shows lowtomoderate associationswithdepressive symptomsand stress

in line with the full survey, and is widely used (Hughes et al., 2004; Matthews-Ewald & Zullig, 2013). We included a

fourth item (i.e., "I feel alone") that has been used with the other three items in the Health and Retirement Study to

increase the number of items and thereby ensure high inter-item reliability (Chen & Feeley, 2014). Items showed high

reliability across all surveys (α = .77); items were averaged with higher scores indicating that individuals felt lonelier

during that month.

2.2.3 Entitlement

At study entry, participants rated 15 items regarding whether they deserve more than others using a scale from 1

(Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree; e.g., “I am better thanmost people”; Sell et al., 2009). Higher entitlement asmea-

sured by this scale has beenmoderately related to high anger proneness, social dominance, and competitiveness (Mac-

Donell et al., 2018;Price et al., 2011). Items showedgood reliability (α= .73), andanaveragewas calculatedwithhigher

scores indicatingmore entitlement.

2.2.4 Intrasexual competitiveness

At study entry, participants rated 12 items regarding how they felt when others of the same sex were successful or

given attention using a scale from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree; e.g., “I tend to look for negative characteris-

tics in attractive men/women”; “I just don’t like very ambitious women”; Buunk & Fisher, 2009). The intrasexual com-

petitiveness scale was developed to be gender-neutral, shows comparable means between men and women (Buunk

& Fisher, 2009), and has been used with diverse populations (e.g., Buunk et al., 2017). Higher scores were related to

greater social comparison orientation and neuroticism among men and women, and greater jealousy in response to

socially dominant rivals formenand in response tophysically attractive rivals forwomen (Buunk&Fisher, 2009;Buunk

et al., 2010). Items showed good reliability (α= .82), and an average was calculated, with higher scores indicating that

individuals weremore competitive with others of the same sex.

2.2.5 Trait dominance

Participants completed the Success in Conflict scale at study entry (Sell et al., 2009). They rated seven items regarding

their abilities to getwhat theywant fromothers using a scale from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree; e.g., “People

generally do what I ask them to do”; “If I want something, I can usually get it even if others don’t want me to have it”).

Items are thought to tap into coercive approaches to resolving interpersonal conflict (Holbrook et al., 2014). Higher

scores on this scale were associated with greater pride and greater inclination to attribute success to internal causes

and were moderately related to higher psychological and physical threat potential (Holbrook et al., 2014; MacDonell



574 RAHAL ET AL.

et al., 2018). Items showedgood reliability (α= .84), and an averagewas calculatedwith higher scores indicating higher

trait dominance.

2.2.6 Facial dominance

Online raters recruited through Amazon Mechanical Turk (520 men, 475 women, five genderqueer; Mage= 34.85,

SD = 11.32; 77.90% White, 6.80% Black or African American, 6.50% Asian, 5.40% Hispanic or Latino, 3.40% mixed

or other ethnic backgrounds) rated participants’ selfie photographs using the following prompt: “Howmuch does this

person appear as though s/he could get what s/he wanted (i.e., dominant)?” Raters used a scale from 1 (Extremely not

dominant) to 9 (Extremely dominant). Stimuli were sorted into blocks to reduce fatigue, such that each rater on average

rated 28 photographs and each photographwas rated by 70 raters.

2.2.7 Big five personality traits

Participants reported the Big Five personality traits (i.e., Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Emotional

Stability, and Openness) using the Ten-Item Personality Inventory, which includes two items per personality trait

(Gosling et al., 2003). Itemswere rated on a scale from1 (Disagree strongly) to 7 (Agree strongly). This scale exhibits good

test-retest reliability, convergent validity with longer personality scales, and convergence between self- and other-

ratings, and has been extensively used among diverse populations (Gosling et al., 2003). These items were included to

rule out the possibility that associations between status-related traits and subjective dorm status and loneliness were

driven by other personality traits.

2.2.8 Subjective high school status

Participants also rated their subjective status in high school. Consistent with how participants rated subjective dorm

status, participants viewed a 10-rung ladder and rated their standing in high school relative to their peers.

2.3 Analytic plan

Data were analyzed using Stata 14.1. Analyses examined whether individual differences in entitlement, intrasexual

competitiveness, trait dominance, and facial dominance related to loneliness and the development of subjective dorm

status during the college transition.Multilevelmodelswithmonths nestedwithin participantswereused tomodel sub-

jective dorm status and loneliness across the academic year. Multilevel models allowed for missing data at the level of

monthly reports (Level 1), and listwise deletionwas used at the level of participants (Level 2). This resulted in the exclu-

sion of six participants who were missing parental education data from adjusted analyses. These participants did not

differ from other participants with respect to entitlement, intrasexual competitiveness, trait dominance, facial domi-

nance, baseline subjective dorm status, or baseline loneliness, all ps> .48. Interactions between time (i.e., month of the

academic year) and entitlement, intrasexual competitiveness, trait dominance, and facial dominance were included as

predictors to test the degree towhich development of subjective dorm status and loneliness differed by status-related

traits across the academic year.

Finally, models testedwhether status-related personality traits moderated the degree to which relative changes in

subjective dorm status predicted loneliness, irrespective of a person’s overall average subjective dorm status.Monthly

subjective dorm statuswas centered at each person’smean. Relative, within-person changes in subjective dorm status
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were tested as the primary predictor of loneliness, over and above participants’ mean subjective dorm status across

all assessments.With this analytic technique, we simultaneously modeled how loneliness varies by participants’ aver-

age levels of subjective dorm status across the academic year (i.e., between-person differences) as well as by monthly

changes in subjective dorm status (i.e., within-person differences). Then, we examinedwhether status-related person-

ality traits moderate the degree to which changes in subjective dorm status relate to loneliness by including cross-

level interactions between relative changes in subjective dorm status (within-person differences) and status-related

personality traits.

Entitlement, competitiveness, trait dominance, and facial dominancewere grand-mean centered, and timewas cen-

tered at the start of the academic year (0 = September, 1 = October, . . .9 = June). All models were repeated after

adjusting for gender (effect-coded), ethnicity (dummy codedwithWhite as the reference group), age, income, parental

education, and subjective high school status (all grand-mean centered). Subjective high school status was included as

a covariate for two reasons. First, because this scale parallels the one that is used for assessment of subjective dorm

status, a primary variable in this study, we were able to control for systematic variance related to this instrument.

Second, reports of status were inherently subjective, such that some participants may be positively biased regarding

their own status and consistently report high status.We controlled for this potential bias in reports of subjective dorm

status by covarying participants’ subjective status in high school (i.e., subjective status in their most recent previous

academic setting). Finally, it is possible that status-related traits (i.e., entitlement, intrasexual competitiveness, domi-

nance) are related to broader personality traitswhichmay bemore related to status and loneliness. Therefore,models

were tested again adjusting for Big Five personality traits (all grand-mean centered).

3 RESULTS

3.1 Descriptive statistics

Participants reported experiencing high status in high school and average status in their dormitory at study entry

(Table 1). They also endorsed moderate levels of dominance and entitlement and low competitiveness with others

of the same sex. Participantswhoweremore entitled and dominant tended to have higher status in their dorm and felt

less lonely at study entry (Table 1). People whoweremore entitled also generally reported higher intrasexual compet-

itiveness and dominance. Of note, facial dominance was not significantly related to trait dominance (Table 1).

To examine how demographic factors related to subjective dorm status and loneliness over time, multilevel mod-

els were tested predicting subjective dorm status and loneliness as a function of time, income, parental education,

age, gender, and ethnicity (Table 2). On average, subjective dorm status increased and loneliness decreased over time.

Male andWhite participants experienced higher subjective dorm status than female andAsian American participants,

respectively. Higher parental education was associated with higher subjective dorm status.

3.2 Changes in subjective dorm status

First, multilevel models examined whether status-related personality traits—intrasexual competitiveness, entitle-

ment, and dominance—modified the degree to which status in the dorms changed across the academic year by includ-

ing Status-Related Personality Trait × Time interactions. The rate of change in subjective dorm status did not differ

by either entitlement, trait dominance, or facial dominance, ps > .40 (Tables S2–S5). However, changes in subjective

dorm status varied with intrasexual competitiveness, B = 0.06, SE = 0.02, p = .021, 95% Confidence Interval (CI)

[0.008, 0.10], f2= .036 (Figure 1; Table S5). As hypothesized, participants with average and high intrasexual competi-

tiveness showed increases in subjective dorm statuswith eachmonth,BMean = 0.05, SE= 0.02, p= .025,B +1 SD = 0.11,
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TABLE 2 Subjective dorm status and loneliness as a function of demographic factors

Subjective dorm status Loneliness

B SE B SE

Intercept 6.90*** 0.25 2.24*** 0.11

Time 0.05* 0.02 −0.04** 0.01

Gender −0.42** 0.16 0.01 0.05

Asian American −0.83* 0.35 −0.01 0.12

Other Ethnicity 0.08 0.41 0.10 0.14

Parental Education 0.31** 0.12 −0.01 0.04

Income 0.17 0.10 −0.05 0.04

Age 0.54 0.31 0.15 0.10

High School Social Status 0.09 0.08 0.01 0.03

Note. Timewas centered at the start of the academic year (0= September, 1=October, . . . 9= June). Genderwas effect-coded

(−1 = non-female, 1 = female), and Asian American and Other Ethnicity were dummy-coded with White as the reference

group. Parental Education, Income, Age, and High School Social Status were centered at the grand-mean.

*p< .05.

**p< .01.

***p< .001.
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B = -0.01, SE = 0.03, p = .80

F IGURE 1 Subjective dorm social status as a function of intrasexual competitiveness and time. Participants who
were low in intrasexual competitiveness had stable, low subjective dorm status, and participants whowere high in
intrasexual competitiveness showed the greatest increases in subjective dorm status across the academic year

SE = 0.03, p = .001. In turn, participants with low intrasexual competitiveness were stable in subjective dorm status,

B-1 SD =−0.01, SE= 0.03, p= .80.

3.3 Changes in loneliness

Next, multilevel models examined associations between status-related personality traits and loneliness. Interest-

ingly, status-related personality traits were unrelated to loneliness, ps > .10 (Tables S3-S5). When Status-Related

Personality Trait × Time interactions were tested, results suggested that intrasexual competitiveness, trait domi-

nance, and facial dominance did not moderate changes in loneliness over time, ps > .10 (Tables S3-S5). However, the
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F IGURE 2 Loneliness as a function of entitlement and time. Participants whowere low and average in
entitlement reported feeling significantly lonelier at the start of the academic year and showed declines in loneliness
across the academic year. Participants whowere high in entitlement showed no changes in loneliness across the
academic year

Entitlement × Time interaction was significant, B = 0.04, SE = 0.01, p = .002, 95% CI [0.02, 0.07], f2= .015 (Figure 2;

Table S2). More entitled participants felt less lonely at the start of the academic year and showed no changes in lone-

liness across the year, B+1 SD = −0.01, SE = 0.02, p = .73. In contrast, participants with average and low levels of enti-

tlement reported becoming less lonely across the academic year, BMean = −0.04, SE = 0.01, p = .001, B-1 SD = −0.08,

SE= 0.02, p< .001, respectively.

3.4 Concurrent associations between subjective dorm status and loneliness

Finally, models tested whether participants’ loneliness varied with monthly changes in subjective dorm status and

whether status-related personality traits moderated this association. Individuals who on average experienced lower

subjective dorm status felt lonelier, B = −0.09, SE = 0.03, p = .003, 95% CI [−0.14, −0.03], f2= .009, although loneli-

ness did not vary with monthly changes in subjective dorm status, B = 0.00, SE = 0.03, p = .9. When testing whether

the association between monthly subjective dorm status (i.e., within-person changes in subjective dorm status) and

loneliness varied by status-related personality traits, neither intrasexual competitiveness nor entitlement moderated

associations, ps > .40 (Table S6). However, the Trait Dominance × Subjective Dorm Status interaction was significant,

B = 0.08, SE = 0.04, p = .047, 95% CI [0.001, 0.15], f2 = .007, and maintained while adjusting for covariates, B = 0.11,

SE= 0.04, p= .008, 95%CI [0.03, 0.18], f2 = .015 (Figure 3a, Table S6). As hypothesized, monthly changes in subjective

dorm status did not relate to loneliness for participants who were average or high in trait dominance, BMean = −0.02,

SE = 0.03, p = .56, B+1 SD = 0.08, SE = 0.05, p = .10, respectively. In contrast, individuals who were less dominant felt

lonelier in months when they experienced lower subjective dorm status, B-1 SD =−0.12, SE= 0.05, p= .024.

We also found that the Facial Dominance × Subjective Dorm Status interaction was significant in both unadjusted

models, B= 0.09, SE= 0.04, p= .021, 95%CI [0.01, 0.17], f2 = .009, and adjustedmodels, B= 0.12, SE= 0.04, p= .008,

95% CI [0.03, 0.22], f2 = .029 (Figure 3b, Table S6). Consistent with results for self-reported trait dominance, higher

subjective dorm status was related to lower loneliness for individuals who appeared less dominant, B-1 SD = −0.11,

SE = 0.05, p = .017, but not for those with average or high facial dominance, BMean = −0.02, SE = 0.03, p = .54,

B+1 SD = .07, SE= .05, p= .14, respectively.

Across all models, results remained significant when adjusting for age, gender, ethnicity, income, parental edu-

cation, and high school social status. Additionally, all results remained significant over and above the Big Five per-

sonality traits. This finding suggests that status-related traits are related to temporal changes in social status and
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F IGURE 3 Loneliness as a function of dorm social status and (a) self-reported trait dominance and (b) facial
dominance ratings based on appearance. Participants felt lonelier in months that they had lower subjective dorm
status if they were less dominant, as assessed by self-report and judgments of appearance from photographs.
Loneliness was not significantly related tomonthly changes in subjective dorm status for individuals withmean or
high dominance

loneliness across the college transition uniquely from the Big Five personality traits (full results in Tables S7-S10).

We also explored moderation of all findings by gender, although results should be interpreted with caution given the

low number of male participants (full results in Tables S11–S14). There were no differences in strength of associa-

tions by gender with one exception: the degree to which entitlement was related to changes in loneliness across the

academic year differed by gender, B= 0.07, SE= 0.03, p= .021. Associations between lower levels of entitlement and

higher loneliness at study entry anddeclines in loneliness across the academic yearweredrivenby female participants,

BFemale = 0.07, SE= 0.02, p< .001, BNon-Female = 0.00, SE= 0.02, p= .97 (Figure S1).

4 DISCUSSION

Many emerging adults struggle with feeling lonely and experiencing low social status during the college transition,

especially those who move far away from friends and family. The present study examined how differences in status-

related personality traits—namely entitlement, intrasexual competitiveness, and dominance—were associated with
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changes in subjective dorm status and loneliness, as well as how subjective dorm status related to loneliness, among

emerging adults during the college transition. Students generally experienced increases in subjective dorm status and

declines in loneliness across the academic year, although the magnitude of these changes differed by status-related

traits. As hypothesized, individuals whoweremore competitivewith peers of the same sex reported greater increases

in subjective dorm status across the academic year. In addition, more entitled individuals were less lonely at the start

of the year and showed no change in loneliness across the year, whereas less entitled individuals showed higher levels

of loneliness at the beginning of the year and decreases in loneliness over time. Finally, experiencing higher subjective

dorm status was related to lower loneliness, but only for participants who were low in trait dominance and facial

dominance.

Participants high in intrasexual competitiveness reported experiencing higher subjective dorm status each month.

Participants in this study reported the lowest subjective dorm status at the start of the academic year, consistent with

prior research showing that college students exhibit a decline in subjective status at their university after entering

college (Rahal et al., 2020). The college transition can lead to concerns regarding social comparison and status (Yang

et al., 2018). People who are more competitive with others of the same sexmay be particularly sensitive to these con-

cerns and adjust their behavior to actively gain status (Garcia et al., 2013). For instance, research has shown that ado-

lescents who were more motivated for status during the transition to high school were more willing to use aggressive

behavior tomaintain status (Lee&Yeager, 2020). Participants low in intrasexual competitivenessdidnot showchanges

in status across the academic year, potentially because theywere either less concernedwith their dormstatus, orwere

motivated for high status but unsuccessful in achieving it. Because only subjective reports of status were reported in

this study, it is also possible that individuals who aremore competitive with others of the same sex tend to experience

higher status because they more carefully consider their status relative to other people, despite having objectively

comparable status.

Wealso found that entitlementmoderated changes in loneliness across theyear, but not changes in subjectivedorm

status. Entitlement involves feelings of high self-worth and expectations for achievement (Campbell et al., 2004). Prior

research has suggested that students are often homesick and lonely when they start college (English et al., 2017),

and that many students have poorer social well-being and feel lonelier across the first year of college (e.g., Conley

et al., 2014). However, our findings suggest that students with more limited social ties to the university felt less lonely

each month, and that entitlement is protective against feelings of loneliness at the start of the academic year specif-

ically. Because loneliness refers to the discrepancy between one’s preferred and actual social relationships (Hawkley

&Cacioppo, 2010), entitlementmay relate to lower loneliness at the start of the college transition becausemore enti-

tled individuals are better able to quickly develop social relationships in a novel environment. Indeed, young adults

who are more narcissistic tend to invest more time following friends on social media (Sheldon & Bryant, 2016). How-

ever, it is possible that more entitled individuals may have the same amount or quality of actual social relationship

relative to less entitled individuals but feel less lonely because they prefer to have fewer closer relationships. Similar

to narcissistic individuals, more entitled individualsmay feel that they havemore power (Vrabel et al., 2020), andmore

powerful individuals tend to have a lower need to belong to a social group and, consequently, lower feelings of loneli-

ness (Waytz et al., 2015). It is possible that more entitled students feel less of a need to belong and therefore have a

smaller discrepancy between their preferred and actual social relationships during transitory periods.

Contrary to hypotheses, entitlement was related to higher subjective dorm status including at study entry, but not

to changes in subjective dorm status over time. Prior research has suggested that more entitled individuals are moti-

vated to achieve high status and may adjust their behavior to gain status (Campbell et al., 2004; Lange et al., 2019).

In this study, more entitled individuals reported experiencing higher status across the academic year relative to less

entitled individuals. They quickly experienced high status, consistent with research showing that more entitled and

exploitative individuals tend to bemore liked at first impression (Back et al., 2010).

Finally, we found that both trait and facial dominance moderated the association between subjective dorm sta-

tus and loneliness. As hypothesized, only less dominant individuals felt less lonely in months when they experienced

higher subjective dorm status, and subjective dorm status was unrelated to loneliness for people who were more
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dominant or who appeared more dominant to others. Appearances greatly impact impressions (e.g., Berinsky et al.,

2019; Kalma, 1991), so participants who appear dominant might engage in dominant behaviors with greater success

relative to people who appear less dominant. Therefore, people with higher facial dominance may behave differently,

similar to people high in trait dominance. Prior studies have found that status does not always relate to having positive

peer relationships, as people tend to listen to both peers whom they respect and peers whom they are intimidated by

(Cheng et al., 2010).More dominant peoplemay be especially inclined to gain status throughmore forcefulmeans, and

they consequentlymay gain social influencewithout establishingmeaningful peer relationships that reduce loneliness

(Cheng et al., 2013).

Analyses were tested among emerging adults during a particularly challenging transition period. College students

who live on campus are immersed in the dorm environment, such that their subjective dorm status may have been

more important than during other periods. However, status comparison becomes increasingly prominent during

adolescence, as youth develop neurobiologically to better consider the perspectives of their peers (Dahl, 2008). It is

possible that social status may be similarly important for adolescents at a boarding school or summer camp, where

they are consistently surrounded by peers. Status-related traits may similarly influence development of subjective

peer status and loneliness among adolescents during the transition to high school; for instance, a prior study has

found that status-motivated high school students engaged in aggressive behavior to maintain status (Lee & Yeager,

2020). However, individual differences in entitlement and intrasexual competitiveness may be larger during emerging

adulthood, as the college application process and the college environment can cause many youth to question the

degree to which they deserve to be at their college and to which they are competitive with their peers (Chowning &

Campbell, 2009; Krahn & Galambos, 2014; Lipson & Tobias, 1991). Although we believe these associations may be

unique to emerging adults, further research should test whether similar associations emerge across childhood (e.g.,

middle and high school transition) as well as later in development (e.g., during occupational transitions).

4.1 Limitations and future directions

The study was limited by aspects of the eligibility criteria, participant characteristics, and measures. First, although

participants attended high school at least 100 miles away from the university and did not attend summer programs,

participants may have still known high school peers at the university. Eligibility criteria were imposed to examine the

development of status and loneliness in a novel environment and to estimate associations between relative changes

in subjective dorm status and loneliness. Participants were at heightened risk for loneliness, such that associations

may be particularly strong between loneliness and subjective status in this sample. However, these criteria limited the

generalizability of findings because students who attend universities closer to their hometown likely experience the

college transition differently from students in the sample, and results should be replicated among these students. The

criteria regardingmedicationmay have also excluded participantswho experience psychopathology including depres-

sion. Our findings may not generalize to students taking medication, particularly in light of how depression and lone-

liness are highly related (e.g., Richardson et al., 2017). Importantly, findings were also limited to students living in the

university dorms. Although there was a normal distribution of family income and parental education in this sample,

students of lower socioeconomic status may be more likely to attend a local institution or to live with their families

and commute to college. Study findings should be replicated among students who lived closer to the university and

may have a more proximal peer network, with relaxed exclusion criteria, in order to broaden the generalizability of

findings.

Regarding limitations to generalizability, although the ethnic distribution of the sample was similar to that of the

university student population, results may not generalize to other campuses, which have unique social norms and stu-

dent compositions, or other settings, such as workplace transitions. The sample was limited by a high percentage of

female participants, as female college students often feel lonelier than male students (e.g., Hysing et al., 2020). Given
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the low number of male participants, the study lacked power to identify differences in associations by gender, and

future research should include gender-diverse samples.

Another limitationwas the assessment of dormstatus. Prior research has highlightedhowone’s ownperceptions of

standing are often only weakly related, if at all, to peers’ judgments of their standing (e.g., Mayeux & Cillessen, 2008).

Therefore, our results highlight how status-related personality traits relate to one’s own perception of status. Nev-

ertheless, these findings may be meaningful because positive self-perceptions—as opposed to self-perceptions that

more strongly alignwith peers’ perceptions—may be particularly related to positivewell-being (Humberg et al., 2019).

We were also unable to disentangle whether students who report low subjective dorm status were not motivated to

gain status, were unsuccessful in achieving status, or felt that they experienced low status despite having objectively

high status. Future studies should examine status motivation and objective versus subjective dorm status.

Finally, traits were measured using self-reported surveys that could be influenced by biases, including social desir-

ability bias that prevents participants fromendorsingundesirable characteristics (e.g., entitlement).Nonetheless, prior

studies have suggested that self-reports of dominance align with peer-ratings and objective measures of social influ-

ence in a group setting (Cheng et al., 2013). Assessment of dominance was also limited by the scale, as it is disputed

whether items in the Success in Conflict scale assess solely dominance or a combination of dominance and prestige

(Holbrook et al., 2014). Dominance is a multi-faceted construct, which can be cued by facial or physical features as

well as behaviors. Although similar results were found for self-reported dominance and ratings of facial dominance,

additional research with more fine-grained measures of dominance is needed to better identify what aspects of dom-

inance moderate the association between subjective dorm status and loneliness, and to better understand how facial

dominance relates to trait dominance. Future studieswouldbenefit from includingmore rigorousmeasuresof all traits,

including separatemeasures of dominance and prestige, aswell as behavioral sampling or intensivemeasures inwhich

participants can report their behaviors and their timewith other people.

4.2 Applications

Colleges may be well-positioned to promote students’ well-being during the college transition by organizing dorm

social events where students can experience or potentially gain higher status. These events should be designed with

the students who may benefit most from these activities—those who are less entitled and less dominant—in mind.

Colleges can also offer resources to promote students’ verbal and social skills, as deficits in these skills can promote

loneliness and poorer mental health in college students (Moeller & Seehuus, 2019).

Given that less entitled participants showed higher loneliness at the start of the academic year, these studentsmay

need most support during the first months of the college transition. Less entitled students may feel that they do not

belong or do not deserve campus resources, and may consequently be less inclined to utilize resources and integrate

into campus (Lefever, 2012). Given that social status relates to loneliness for less dominant students, itmaybepossible

to shift students’ viewpoints of their subjective status relative to other students and thereby change their mentality,

as done in previous research (Johnson et al., 2011). Additionally, future studies can test whether social support and

belonging interventions that reduce loneliness by normalizing challenges associatedwith the college experience, such

as imposter syndrome (e.g., Mattanah et al., 2012), are effective for less entitled or less dominant students.

5 CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, these findings suggest that status-related personality traits (i.e., intrasexual competitiveness, entitle-

ment, dominance) are related to achievement of social status and loneliness during the college transition. More intra-

sexually competitive people experience higher status over time, and more entitled individuals are less lonely than

other students at the start of the academic year. Importantly, less dominant individuals felt less lonely inmonthswhen
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they experienced higher subjective dorm status. These results suggest that status-related personality traits influ-

ence emerging adults’ experience andwell-being across the college transition, and potentially other social transitions.

Understanding who best navigates this transition could help universities and clinicians identify at-risk students and

enable researchers to enrichmodels of status development andwell-being.
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