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PERCEPTION OF NEIGHBORS
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This study compared 22 women and 21 men living in single-family dwellings with 21 men and 23
women living in high-rise apartment buildings in terms of frequency of interaction with neighbors
and degree of cognitive complexity shown in characterizing them. The results indicated that
(a)frequency of interaction with one’s neighbors correlates (r = 0.46) with cognitive complexity in
construing their behavior, (b) people living in single-family houses both interact more frequently
with their neighbors and describe them more complexly than do people living in apartment
buildings, and (c) across both housing conditions, women interact more with neighbors and
describe them more complexly than do men.

In an increasingly urban society shifting gradually towards high density housing, it is
important to understand how housing conditions affect relations between neighbors. This study
compares residents of high-rise apartments (HR) and single-family homes (SF) in terms of the
complexity of their impressions of their neighbours. Bieri (1966: 14) defines cognitive
complexity (CC) as “the tendency to construe social behavior in a multidimensional way”.
Crockett (1965: 63) hypothesizes that “an individual’s constructs relative to others with whom
he interacts frequently and intimately will be more complex than his constructs relevant to
categories of people with whom he interacts less frequently”. This implies that the more
frequently an individual interacts with his neighbors, the more complex should be his
characterizations of their behavior. McGahan (1972) indicates that SF residents interact with
neighbors more frequently than do HR residents. Thus, according to Crockett’s hypothesis, the
former should exhibit more CC than the latter in describing their neighbors.

METHOD

Subjects were 22 women and 21 men living in an SF area, and 23
women and 21 men in an HR area of a Canadian city (pop. 120 000).
They each completed a version of Crockett’s (1965) Role Category
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Questionnaire (RCQ) in which they nominated four neighbors to fit the following “roles” - a
neighbor of the same sex whom you like, a neighbor of the opposite sex whom you like, a
neighbor of the same sex whom you dislike, a neighbor of the opposite sex whom you dislike -
and described each of them in writing as fully as possible in three minutes. The order of roles
was rotated across subjects. A CC score, defined as the total number of interpersonal constructs
across all four descriptions, was derived for each subject. Crockett (1965: 51) reports a test-
retest reliability of 0.95 for this index. The protocols of 12 randomly selected subjects were
scored independently by two judges and the inter-scorer, rank-order correlation was 0.93. Each
subject also completed a 7-item questionnaire designed by Key (1965) to measure frequency of
interaction with neighbors. Key reports a reliability of 0.97. Half the subjects filled out the Key
scale first and half completed the RCQ first.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Key scale scores showed that, as expected on the basis of McGahan’s (1972) findings, SF
subjects interacted with neighbors more than did HR subjects (F(1,83) = 8.51, p < 0.01). In both
groups women interacted with neighbors more than did men (F(1,83) = 5.83, p < 0.05). There
was no interaction between sex and housing conditions in terms of frequency of interaction with
neighbors (F (1,83) < 1). There was a significant correlation between frequency of interaction
and CC across all subjects (Pearson r = 0.46, df 85, p < 0.01. two-tailed). This supports
Crockett’s hypothesis that people construe others with whom they interact frequently more
complexly than those with whom they associate infrequently.

As predicted, SF subjects exhibited more CC in characterizing their neighbors than did HR
subjects (F(1,83) = 5.95, p < 0.05). Thus, CC with respect to neighbours relates not only to
frequency of interaction, but also to type of housing (which relates in turn to frequency of
interaction). In both groups women showed more CC than did men in describing neighbors
(F(1,83) = 9.27, p < 0.01), which is consistent with our finding that women interact with
neighbors more than do men. There was no interaction between sex and type of housing in
terms of CC (F(1,83) < 1). In summary, the results of this study support the general assumption
that housing conditions influence the pattern of interaction among people who live in close
proximity (McGahan, 1972). and the specific hypothesis that people residing in SF areas
construe their neighbors more complexly than do people living in HR areas.
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