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Democracy may contribute to friendly attitudes and positive attitudes toward outgroups (i.e., outgroup tolerance) because members of democratic societies learn to exercise their rights (i.e., cast a vote) and, in the process, listen to different opinions. Study 1 was a survey study with representative samples from 33 countries (N = 45,070, 53.6% female) and it showed a positive association between the levels of democracy and outgroup tolerance after controlling for gender, age and the rate of immigrants influx from 2010 to 2013. Study 1 demonstrated that members in countries with higher political participation and civil liberty showed greater tolerance toward immigrants. In Study 2, we conducted an experimental study in Taiwan (N = 93, 67.7% female) to further examine two potential mediators (opinion sharing and voting) of the effect of democratic system on tolerance toward outgroups (i.e., attitudes toward mental patients) after controlling for gender and age. We found that when individuals were allowed to share opinions and vote, they had the highest positive other-oriented emotions toward mental patients, which in turn led to greater tolerance toward outgroups compared to those who were not allowed to share opinions or vote. In general, these results demonstrated that the democratic system plays a critical role in increasing outgroup tolerance. Limitations of the two studies and implications regarding opinion sharing, voting, democratic systems, and effects on outgroup tolerance are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

Promoting social tolerance and fostering acceptance of diverse outgroups has been a challenging task in modern societies. In modern societies, due to the increasing mobility, people have more and more opportunities to interact with outgroup members. As a consequence, there have been incidents of escalating intergroup conflicts. For example, a growing number of terrorist attacks occur around the world (Roser et al., 2018), of ongoing armed conflicts in the Middle East, and of interracial killings in America (Cella and Neuhauser, 2016). In this research, we aim to investigate factors that may promote outgroup Tolerance (n.d.), that is, to be friendly and show positive attitudes to outgroup members (e.g., “sympathy or indulgence”).

Traditionally, scholars focused on individual-level theories of tolerance (Weldon, 2006), of which the most influential one is the contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954). According to the contact hypothesis, tolerance can be learned through increasing contacts with members from other groups (i.e., outgroup, Marquart-Pyatt and Paxton, 2007; Pettigrew and Tropp, 2008). Interactions with outgroup members should help people understand the perspectives of others, which lead to respect different opinions and increase tolerance (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew, 1998). Thus, according to the contact hypothesis, individuals who have contacts with outgroup members are not expected to have escalating conflicts; instead, such interactions are expected to result in reducing conflicts. In addition, this beneficial effect may not be limited to the specific group members people interact with, but may extend to members of other outgroups (indirect evidence from reducing prejudice extending to a third group, Pettigrew, 2009). Thus, intergroup interactions are expected to be conductive to outgroup tolerance.

Instead of focusing on the individual-level theories of tolerance, we sought insight from the democracy system. Democratic societies offer many opportunities for people to interact with members of different groups, such as in deliberative democracy—people of different opinions may discuss their ideas and concerned issues before coming to conclusions (Fearon, 1998; Pattie and Johnston, 2008). Through discussions, people may reveal and share information, justify their claims, which help legitimize final decisions (Fearon, 1998). Studies have demonstrated that deliberation may generate changes in opinions (Hansen, 2004; Sturgis et al., 2005) and facilitate mutual understanding and broad tolerance (Fung, 2003; Hansen, 2004; Hansen and Andersen, 2004; Hansen, 2007).

In addition, democratic societies offer opportunities for people to learn about different opinions without actual interactions. For example, people can learn different perspectives by hearing the speeches of the representatives of other groups in the media, in public, or from demonstrations. People may become more tolerant, when they are exposed to new ideas, opinions, and beliefs of other groups than when they are not (Putnam, 1993). Marcus et al. (1995) argued that the exposure to diverse opinions in mass media or publications may provide an incentive for individuals to lessen their reliance on established beliefs and increase their abilities to deal with dissenting ideas. Learning oppositional viewpoints may help people see that there is more than one side to an issue (Mutz, 2006), which is positively correlated with people’s tolerance toward disliked groups (Huckfeldt et al., 2004). Thus, in democratic societies, there may be various ways to cultivate diverse opinions and values and as a consequence people may increase tolerance and understanding of different outgroups.

However, the incidents of intergroup conflicts in democratic societies suggests that democracy is no panacea in intergroup conflicts. For example, there were 6,063 incidents of hate crimes in America in 2016; 58.9% were motivated by race bias, 21.1% by religion bias, and 16.7% by sexual orientation bias (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2016). The violent incidents of backlash against immigrants were observed in Germany (Eddy, 2015). The fact that people in these societies use non-normative collective actions (e.g., riots, attacks) rather than normative collective actions (e.g., voting and political mobilization) raises the question of whether and how democracy may lead to people’s tolerance of others.

One possible factor contributing to the association of democracy and outgroup tolerance is democratic maturity (Inglehart, 1997; Peffley and Rohrschneider, 2003; Hegre, 2014). Mature democracy may instill people with important values (e.g., equality and justice), encourage people to understand and respect others’ views, and alleviate perceived intergroup threat (Sullivan and Transue, 1999; Kinsella and Rousseau, 2009). Perhaps as a consequence, conflicts in mature democracies are usually resolved through voicing and vote rather than riots and attacks (Crespy, 2014). In less mature democratic societies, however, people have limited freedom of expression or rights participating in politics and that may undermine social and interpersonal trust (Boyadjieva and Ilieva-Trichkova, 2015). In such societies, people are unable to achieve social equality by normative collective actions (political participation), which may cause intergroup regression and conflict (Hegre, 2014). Because there is not yet hard evidence to substantiate the causality between the democratic system characteristics and citizens’ tolerance or potential mediational processes, the first goal of this research is to fill this void by investigating (1) the causal relationship between democracy and outgroup tolerance and (2) potential mediation processes accounting for the effects of democracy on outgroup tolerance.

Democracy: Characteristics of the System

To study the effects of democracy on outgroup tolerance, we drew insights from deliberative democracy (Habermas, 1984; Hansen, 2004), social choice theory (Riker, 1982), and intergroup emotions (Mackie and Smith, 2017). According to deliberative democracy and social choice theory, we target two characteristics of democracy, opinion sharing and voting, which have been identified essential in ensuring the integrity of democracy (Diamond et al., 1990). Voice and voting are fundamental political rights of citizens. Both of them entitle people to shape their lives according to their own choices (Welzel, 2006). We should note that in real life, the two democratic characteristics often go hand-in-hand, especially in mature democracy. That is, societies that welcome members to voice different opinions also allow members to participate in sorts of activities that may decide the future of the societies (e.g., voting). However, for conceptual clarity, we specify these two characteristics as if they were independent.

Opinion Sharing

According to the analysis of deliberative democracy, opinion sharing has been a key feature of democracy (Cohen, 1989). Deliberative democracy focuses on democratic means, defined as people having equal access to debate, equal opportunity to introduce proposals and voice objections, and new alternatives into the discourse (Benhabib, 1994). In democratic societies, there are often a number of different channels through which citizens can express their viewpoints (Dryzek, 1990). Opinion sharing allows individuals to state their arguments, which may increase people’s knowledge and mutual understanding (Hansen, 2007). Perhaps through the increase of knowledge and mutual understanding, people may sometimes change their initial position in politic issues (Hansen and Andersen, 2004). By accessing and expressing different ideas, people might learn to tolerate and respect different ideas (Warren, 1992). Stable and robust democracy requires citizens to tolerate others’ voices and to participate in politics (Sullivan and Transue, 1999).

There are, however, contradictory incidents that may challenge the beneficial effects of opinions sharing on outgroup tolerance. In superficial intergroup interactions, negative emotions may occur due to intergroup categorization (Mackie and Smith, 2017) and when individuals have contact with outgroup members (e.g., intergroup anxiety, Stephan et al., 1999; generalized feeling of awkwardness, anxiety and apprehension, Stephan and Stephan, 1985; Stephan et al., 1999). When facing outgroup members, negative emotions are common reactions that may lead to prejudice and discrimination (Smith, 1993; Mackie et al., 2000). Outgroup members are seen as threatening and that leads to negative intergroup emotions and motivates intergroup bias (Mackie et al., 2008).

However, if opinion sharing occurs in in-depth interactions, positive emotions may occur (Spencer-Rodgers and McGovern, 2002) and help improve intergroup relations. Domestic citizens may feel curious, interested and inspired by foreigners (Spencer-Rodgers, 2001). Some certain positive emotion, such as hope, was found to contribute to decreasing intergroup conflict (Cohen-Chen et al., 2017) and negatively associated with delegitimizing perceptions of the outgroup (Halperin et al., 2008). In addition, gratitude and elevation may promote affiliative behavior (Algoe and Haidt, 2009; Layous et al., 2017), compassion may center on the wellbeing of others (Haidt, 2003), and admiration may motivate self-improvement (Algoe and Haidt, 2009).

Thus, we argue that in-depth opinion sharing in democratic societies may produce different positive emotions which have different consequences. Researchers suggested that in-depth opinion sharing may strengthen the perceptions of procedural legitimacy (Habermas, 1996), such as considering the procedure fair and trusting that the authority is concerned with their welfare (Lind et al., 1990; McFarlin and Sweeney, 1996; Watson and Angell, 2007), and consequently respond positively to the ultimate outcomes (Tyler and Lind, 1992; Folger and Cropanzano, 1998). Individuals may feel that they are entitled to voice their opinion, and when the sense of entitlement is confirmed, they may feel respected and report more positive emotions. Indeed, when group members are asked to share opinions in order to reach a decision, they express stronger positive emotions than those who are not asked (Cremer and Stouten, 2005). Therefore, we expect that participants who have opportunities to share opinions with others may report stronger positive emotions than those who do not.

We further identify one specific kind of positive emotions (i.e., other-oriented positive emotions) and explore its effects on outgroup tolerance. Other-oriented positive emotions (e.g., caring) have been found to be associated with cooperation, reciprocity, bonding (Shiota, 2014), and being benevolent toward others that significantly reduce implicit racial bias (Stell and Farsides, 2016). Other-oriented positive emotions may also trigger positive thoughts and feelings about others, which lead to doing good to others (Haidt, 2003). The studies suggested that other-oriented positive emotions generally promote interacting with others in prosocial ways (Algoe and Haidt, 2009; Layous et al., 2017). However, other positive emotions, such as happiness, have been found associated with the use of heuristics (Shiota, 2014), which may lead to increasing negative thoughts, feelings and stereotypes toward outgroups (Bodenhausen et al., 1994; Ruder and Bless, 2003; Huntsinger et al., 2009). Based on the aforementioned indirect evidence, we propose that other-oriented positive emotions (e.g., caring) may increase outgroup tolerance. In short, we hypothesize that when people are allowed to share opinions, they may have more other-oriented positive emotions, and in turn, increased tolerance toward an outgroup than when they are not allowed to share opinions.

Voting

In addition to opinion sharing, popular participation in polity through voting is considered a crucial aspect of democracy in social choice theory (Riker, 1982). Due to the rule of “everyone counts” in democracy, voting offers individuals equal rights to make collective decisions (Lama-Rewal, 2009; Ahuja and Chibber, 2012; Carswell and De Neve, 2014) and to prevent abuse of power (Riker, 1982). Individuals who actively participate in democratic activities (e.g., petition, boycotts, and demonstration) are likely to appreciate and endorse the view that groups should have equal rights, even outgroups (Pateman, 1976; Peffley and Rohrschneider, 2014). Through voting, people learn that each person has the same right to express their own views (Banerjee, 2007). Thus, it is possible that voting may increase consciousness of equal rights. For example, members of marginalized groups report that voting is an important way to claim their rights (Carswell and De Neve, 2014); these marginalized group members typically have higher voting participation rates than privileged group members (Yadav, 1996; Palshikar and Kumar, 2004). It is possible that there is a reciprocal relation between voting and consciousness of rights. When individuals have high consciousness of rights, they vote, and through voting, their consciousness of their rights is increased.

In turn, consciousness of rights may increase outgroup tolerance. Nelson et al. (1997) found that when people are made aware of outgroups’ human rights, they express more tolerance to the disliked outgroups (e.g., allowing them to hold their own public office and demonstrations). Thus, we predict that voting will lead to increasing consciousness of rights, which in turn increases tolerance toward outgroups.

The current research examines how these two characteristics of the democratic system may affect people’s tolerance toward outgroups. Because we believe that the beneficial effects of democracy on outgroup prejudice are not limited to a specific outgroup, we targeted two outgroups. We targeted immigrants and mental patients because people have moderately negative attitudes toward these two groups (M = 3.07 and M = 3.03, ranging from 0 = strongly dislike to 7 = strongly like, Kuo, 2014, Unpublished), which may allow for contextual effects to appear. Furthermore, we targeted these two groups because they are usually stereotyped and discriminated against by others (Davies, 1998; Finch et al., 2000; Feldman and Crandall, 2007). An unfriendly social environment leads to poor mental health status in immigrants (Gee et al., 2006) and prevents mental patients from seeking treatment (Britt et al., 2008).

Present Research

We expected that characteristics of democratic systems would be associated with outgroup tolerance. In Study 1, we used data from representative samples in 33 countries collected in 2013. Degrees of democracy were measured based on the indices of civil liberty and political participation. The index of civil liberty reflects freedom of expressing and accessing different viewpoints, which is consistent with our conceptualization of opinion sharing. Political participation indicates that people participate in democratic activities through actions such as voting. We tested whether the degree of democracy—civil liberties and political participation—was linked positively to outgroup tolerance (Hypothesis 1). In Study 2, we experimentally manipulated the two characteristics in a democratic setting: opinion sharing and voting. We expect that opinion sharing and voting may increase tolerance toward outgroups (Hypothesis 1). We also tested two mediation effects. We investigated whether opinion sharing increases tolerance toward outgroups through increasing other-oriented positive emotions (Hypothesis 2). We also investigated whether voting increases tolerance toward outgroups through increasing rights consciousness (Hypothesis 3).

STUDY 1

Method

Sample

We used data from the Economist Intelligence Unit’s Democracy Index (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2014) to evaluate the levels of democracy in the 33 countries included in the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) 2013 module on National Identity. The ISSP is a multinational collaboration program that conducts social sciences surveys with diverse topics each year. The dataset includes representative samples in 33 countries from five continents, which provides a broad geographical range. The data were collected using face-to-face interviews. After removing participants younger than 18 years old (0.7%), the remaining sample included 45,070 (53.6% female) respondents aged between 18 and 112, with an average age of 47.41 (SD = 17.36). Missing data were handled throughout the analyses using listwise deletion. We have 44,192 responses in positive-phrased items; 44,245 responses in negative-phrased items.

Measures

Levels of democracy

The Economist Intelligence Unit collects 60 indicators grouped in five domains that measure election process and pluralism, functioning of government, political participation, civil liberties, and political culture. Because we aim to explore the effects of voting and opinion sharing on outgroup tolerance, we targeted civil liberties and political participation (see the Appendix, in the Supplementary Materials for the full survery). Civil liberties include freedom of expression and accessing different viewpoints, which reflect opinion sharing. A sample item is “Is there freedom of expression and protest?” Voting is a form of political participation, which indicates to which extent citizens actually engage in politics (e.g., voter participation/turn-out for national elections). Each score ranges from 1 (lowest degree of democracy) to 10 (highest degree of democracy). The Economist Intelligence Unit’s updates data every year. We used the democracy scores of the 33 countries in 2013, the same year in which the data were collected by the ISSP. As expected, the two indices of democracy are moderately correlated [r(k = 33) = 0.43)].

Tolerance toward immigrants

Tolerance toward immigrants was measured by eight items (see the Appendix, in the Supplementary Materials for full items). The items in the ISSP used a five-point scale ranging from 1 (disagree strongly) to 5 (agree strongly). Eight items loaded on two factors (negative-phrased items, Eigenvalue = 3.02, loadings > 0.52; positive-phrased items, Eigenvalue = 1.24, loadings > 0.55, r = 0.41). One negatively phrased example item was “Immigrants increase crime rates.”(reversed code); one positively phrased example item was “Immigrants improve society by bringing new ideas and cultures.” The subscales had acceptable reliability (αs > 0.68). The positive-phrased items may capture the tolerance toward immigrants, whereas the negative-phrased items may demonstrate one’s prejudice against immigrants. To evaluate the effects of democratic characteristics on outgroup tolerance and outgroup prejudice, we converted the scores so higher scores indicated more tolerance and less prejudice toward immigrants.

Immigration rate

Because of the conflict in Syria in 2010, some European countries may have a larger influx of immigrants than other European countries. Thus, it is important for us to control for the rate of immigrants increase or decrease from 2010 to 2013, in order to rule out the possibility that countries with decreasing immigrant inflows tend to be more tolerance toward immigrants. The data was collected by the Population Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations (United Nations, 2013). The dataset contains the rate of change of the immigrant stock by countries of destination from 2010 to 2013. Positive scores mean increasing rates of immigrants during these 3 years; negative scores mean decreasing rates of immigrants during these 3 years. The mean immigration rate is 1.51, with a range of -12.5 to 8.8.

Results and Discussion

Due to the moderate association between civil liberty and political participation (r = 0.43), we tested their unique contributions to outgroup tolerance but not their interaction effects (see Baron and Kenny, 1986). Due to the data embedded in each country, we run a mixed model in the SPSS. The model estimates the fixed effects of civil liberty, political participation and immigration rate (level 2 variables) and testing effects of participants’ characteristics (age and sex, level 1 variables), while allowing the intercepts to vary across nations. Intra-class correlation coefficient in this model is 0.068 on positive items and 0.084 on negative items. In other words, 6.8 and 8.4% of the total variation in intergroup tolerance occurs due to the group level, whereas 93.2 and 91.6% due to the individual level. As shown in Table 1, the results indicated significant positive effects of civil liberty (b = 0.06, SE = 0.03, F[1,32.98] = 2.38, p = 0.02) and of political participation (b = 0.07, SE = 0.03, F[1,33.07] = 2.24, p = 0.03) on positively phrased items. The effects were less stable on negatively phrased items (for civil liberty, b = 0.06, SE = 0.03, F[1,33.02] = 2.02, p = 0.05) and for political participation (b = 0.05, SE = 0.04, F[1,33.09] = 1.34, p = 0.18). Individuals in countries with higher political participation and civil liberty were more likely to show higher immigrants tolerance captured by positive-phrased items (increasing tolerance rather than decreasing prejudice). This finding provides preliminary support for Hypothesis 1, such that people in more democratic societies showed greater tolerance toward outgroups. To replicate and further examine the causal relationship between the two democratic characteristics and outgroup tolerance, we conducted Study 2, in which we experimentally manipulated the two democratic characteristics. We tested whether the two characteristics of democracy—opinion sharing and voting—may increase people’s tolerance toward outgroups (Hypotheses 1) and whether these effects were mediated by positive other-oriented emotions and rights consciousness (Hypotheses 2 and 3).

TABLE 1. Fixed effect estimate for linear mixed model for positive and negative phrased items toward immigrants: Study 1.
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STUDY 2

Method

Participants

We recruited one hundred students (67 females) participants at a public university in Taipei, Taiwan. Seven participants were excluded: six of them failed to follow the instructions (i.e., opinions sharing), and one participant missed over a half of the items in the questionnaire. The final sample consisted of 93 participants (63 females), ranging from 17 to 23 years old, with an average age of 18. The participants were compensated 50 NT dollars.

Procedures

Participants were informed that they would be participating in two unrelated research projects: the first project was concerned with the school’s new course system, and the second concerned with in attitudes toward other people. We invited participants to either share opinions (Yes or No) or vote (Yes or No) on the school’s new course system (i.e., the first project) and collected the outcome variable, tolerance toward mental patients, in the second project. The design was a 2 (voting: voting vs. non-voting) × 2 (opinion sharing: sharing vs. non-sharing) between-subjects design. Participants in all conditions first read about the school’s new course system. Next, depending on their assigned condition, participants were asked to read or share opinions (opinion sharing manipulation) and vote or not vote (vote manipulation). After completing the first project, participants were told to assist with another project by filling out several scales (e.g., tolerance toward mental patients, rights consciousness, and positive emotions). After filling out the scales, participants provided demographic information. They were debriefed, thanked, and dismissed.

Materials

All of the materials were in Chinese. Except for the manipulation check items, all of the scales used a six-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree).

New course system report

Participants in all conditions first read that their university is planning to convert the original semester system into a semi-quarter system (three quarters a year). In the control group (no opinion sharing, no voting), participants learned that experts would further discuss the details of the plan and decide whether to execute the plan; they were simply asked to think about the plan for 1 min. In the opinion sharing only condition, participants would read four students’ opinions (two pro and two against), and then participants were asked to write down their own opinions. In the voting only condition, participants were asked to think about the new plan for 1 min and to vote for or against the plan anonymously. In the voting and opinion sharing condition, participants read and wrote the opinions first and then voted anonymously.

After the manipulation, participants responded to a series of manipulation items. To verify the effectiveness of the voting manipulation, participants were asked to indicate at which stage the current project is: voting, expert discussion, opinion sharing, and announcement. To check the effectiveness of the opinion manipulation, participants were asked to indicate whether they were offered opportunities to read about other students’ opinions (“yes” or “no”) and share their own thoughts (“yes” or “no”).

Tolerance toward mental patients

The 21 items of tolerance toward mental patients were revised from the Community Attitudes toward the Mentally III scales (Taylor and Dear, 1981; see the Appendix, in the Supplementary Materials for full items). The scale was translated into Chinese and back translated into English by two Chinese–English bilingual individuals. The inconsistencies were resolved through discussion. These items were designed to assess participants’ attitudes toward people with mental illness. Twelve items loaded on a main factor (Eigenvalue = 4.98; loadings > 0.45) and were analyzed further. An example item is “we have a responsibility to provide the best possible care for the mentally ill.” Higher scores indicated more tolerance toward mental patients. The reliability was good (α = 0.83).

Rights consciousness

We developed nine items from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (United Nations, 1948; see the Appendix, in the Supplementary Materials for full items). Eight items were loaded on one factor (Eigenvalue = 3.50; loading > 0.53) and were analyzed further. An example item is “everyone/every group is allowed to demonstrate for their claims.” Higher scores indicated higher levels of rights consciousness. The reliability was good (α = 0.80).

Positive other-oriented emotions

Three other-oriented positive emotions (i.e., joy, caring, and pleasant) were adopted from Diener et al. (1995) and were translated by previous researchers (Chien et al., 2009). The scale had acceptable reliability (α = 0.78).

Levels of involvement

In order to rule out the possibility that participants showed different levels of outgroup tolerance due to their different levels of involvement in the experiment, we measured one item of involvement. The item is “from 1 (very sufficiently) to 6 (very insufficiently), to what extent do you sufficiently consider the new course system?”.

Results

Manipulation Check Items

The opinion sharing manipulation was successful. When participants were asked to share opinions, more of them reported that they read other students’ opinions than those who were not asked (92.0% vs. 27.9%, χ2[1,N = 93] = 40.46, p < 0.001). The voting manipulation was also successful; more participants who voted reported that the project was in the voting stage (68.1%; 32/47) than those who did not vote (8.70%; 4/46), χ2(1, N = 93) = 34.56, p < 0.001. However, the manipulation check shows that our manipulation was successful but not perfect. For example, some participants in the opinion sharing and voting group chose the opinion sharing only stage rather than both opinion sharing and voting stage, probably because participants regard voting as a form of opinion expression. Nevertheless, and more importantly, voting was indicated more often in the voting condition than in the control condition, which is the crucial prerequisite for testing the effect of voting on tolerance toward the outgroup.

Levels of Involvement

To ensure that the manipulation did not affect the degrees of participants’ involvement, we conducted an ANOVA with opinion sharing, voting, and their interaction as independent variables and levels of involvement as the dependent variable. There were no significant differences (ps > 0.31).

Tolerance Toward Mental Patients

To examine whether opinion sharing and voting increased people’s tolerance to mental patients, we conducted an analysis of variance (ANOVA) with opinion sharing, voting, and their interaction as independent variables and tolerance toward mental patients as the dependent variable, controlling for participant gender and age. The main effects on tolerance toward mental patients were not significant (ps > 0.43). However, there was an interaction effect of opinion sharing and voting for tolerance toward mental patients, F(1,87) = 5.44, p < 0.05, η2 = 0.06. Specifically, among participants who voted, participants who shared opinions were found to exhibit more tolerance than those who did not (M = 4.83 vs. M = 4.48), F(1,87) = 4.10, p < 0.05, η2 = 0.05. In addition, among participants who shared opinions, participants who voted reported more tolerance (M = 4.83) than those who did not vote (M = 4.45, p < 0.05, η2 = 0.05 see Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1. Effect of voting or without voting and opinion sharing and without sharing on outgroup tolerance toward mental patients, controlling gender and age (Study 2). Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.



We also calculated post hoc power analysis with the MorePower software 6.0.4. In post hoc analyses, statistical power 1-β is computed as a function of significant level α = 0.05, the sample size of 93, and the effect size F(1,87) = 5.44, η2 = 0.06. According to our design (between subjects factors), the power was 0.65. Although power as high as 0.80 or higher is desirable, it is rarely seen in experimental studies and power ranging from 0.40 to 0.60 is common (Pagano, 2010). We should point out that despite our relatively lower power; we have detected a significant effect.

Positive Other-Oriented Emotions and Rights Consciousness

To examine whether opinion sharing and voting increased people’s positive other-oriented emotions, we conducted an analysis of variance (ANOVA) with opinion sharing, voting, and their interaction as independent variables and positive other-oriented emotions as the dependent variable, controlling gender and age. We observed a trend of opinion sharing F(1,87) = 2.36, p < 0.13, η2 = 0.03. This effect was qualified by the interaction of opinion sharing × voting, F(1,87) = 2.24, p < 0.14, η2 = 0.03. Specifically, among participants who voted, participants who shared opinions were found to exhibit more positive other-oriented emotions than those who did not (M = 4.27 vs. M = 3.70), F(1,87) = 4.68, p < 0.05, η2 = 0.05. In addition, among participants who shared opinions, participants who voted reported marginally more positive other-oriented emotions (M = 4.27) than those who did not vote (M = 3.81, p = 0.09, η2 = 0.03 see Figure 2). However, we did not observed any significant effect for rights consciousness (ps < 0.37).


[image: image]

FIGURE 2. Effect of voting or without voting and opinion sharing and without sharing on positive emotions, controlling gender and age (Study 2). Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.



Positive Other-Oriented Emotions Mediation

Due to the interaction effect of voting and opinion sharing on outgroup tolerance, we conducted a regression analysis using a bootstrapping method of 5,000 resamples, with both opinion sharing and voting condition (coded 1) versus the other three conditions (coded -1) as a predictor, positive other-oriented emotions and rights consciousness as mediators, and outgroup tolerance as the dependent variable, gender and age as covariates. As shown in Table 2, the mediating effect of positive other-oriented emotions was significant, as indicated by the 95% confidence interval of the indirect effect [0.009, 0.179]. However, the mediating effect of rights consciousness was not confirmed. After controlling for positive other-oriented emotions, the direct effect of condition contrasted on outgroup tolerance became non-significant. Thus, the relationship between the two democratic characteristics and tolerance toward mental patients was fully mediated by positive other-oriented emotions. These results demonstrated that people who shared opinions and voted reported greater positive other-oriented emotions toward mental patients, which in turn led to greater tolerance toward the outgroup.

TABLE 2. Results of multiple mediation analyses on outgroup tolerance: Study 2.
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We sought to examine the causality between the democratic characteristics and outgroup tolerance and potential mediation processes. Study 2 demonstrated that democracy manipulations led to greater tolerance toward the outgroup. As expected, the positive other-oriented emotions serve as a mediator between democratic characteristics and outgroup tolerance. However, contrary to our expectations, opinion sharing and voting did not separately increase outgroup tolerance, and rights consciousness did not mediate the effect of democracy on outgroup tolerance. Taken together, the results present a framework for understanding how democratic characteristics may impact people’s tolerance toward outgroups.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Despite the fact that researchers have acknowledged that democratic systems may contribute to outgroup tolerance (Sullivan and Transue, 1999; Peffley and Rohrschneider, 2003), there is a lack of solid evidence for how democratic systems may affect outgroup tolerance. In the current research, we proposed and found supporting evidence that democracy is conductive to citizens’ outgroup tolerance. Study 1 demonstrated that members in countries with higher political participation and civil liberty showed greater tolerance toward immigrants. In other words, higher levels of democracy are associated with more outgroup tolerance. Using experimental manipulations in Study 2, we found that both characteristics of democracy, namely, opinion sharing and voting, are needed to increase tolerance toward an outgroup (i.e., mental patients). The exposure to opinion sharing and voting leads to increases in positive other-oriented emotions and eventually increases outgroup tolerance. Thus, opinion sharing combined with voting appears to be a crucial contributor in increasing outgroup tolerance.

The findings from the present research contribute to our knowledge about how democratic systems may affect outgroup tolerance in several ways. First, consistent with previous research (Rohrschneider, 1996; Peffley and Rohrschneider, 2003), we found that outgroup tolerance is higher in more democratic societies (which are characterized by freedom of expressing and accessing different viewpoints, participating in democratic activities through actions). We further identified two aspects of democracy that may be beneficial to outgroup tolerance: voting and opinion sharing. Using an experimental approach, we were able to examine the causality between the two system characteristics and citizens’ tolerance. Examining specific characteristics is particularly important to understand how the democratic system may separately affect outgroup tolerance. Our findings are consistent with deliberative democracy and social choice theory: opinion sharing and voting are essential in ensuring the integrity of democracy (Diamond et al., 1990) and both of them are important for outgroup tolerance. Allowing people to express their opinions and make their decisions is a fully democratic process that reflects democratic ideology and eventually increases people’s tolerance toward outgroups. Thus, our findings suggest that the integrity of the democratic system is essential in cultivating a tolerant society.

Third, our findings suggested that the beneficial effects of democracy seem to work more robustly on increasing outgroup tolerance rather than decreasing prejudice. In Study 1, individuals in countries with higher political participation and civil liberty were more likely to show greater tolerance toward immigrants captured by positive-phrased items. Democracy encouraging people to respect societal pluralism might not necessarily change those who uphold disliking toward others, but may increase acceptance toward other groups’ viewpoints and rights. For example, the government has the responsibility to protect the rights of citizens’ political participation, even among those who may criticize the government or its leader. These experiences instill citizens with democratic norms—everyone or every group has equal rights to the claims (e.g., Gibson, 1992). As a consequence, democratic experiences may contribute to shape the society norms in which we should treat every group openly and equally regardless of our preferences.

Fourth, we observed the beneficial effects of democracy on tolerance in different outgroups. To simplify our research, we targeted one outgroup at a time, and showed that the beneficial effects of democracy were linked with tolerance toward immigrants (Study 1) and mental patients (Study 2). The findings that democratic characteristics are associated with tolerance toward immigrants (Study 1) and mental patients (Study 2) suggest that these effects are not restricted to a specific outgroup.

Fifth, our research further investigated potential mediation processes between democracy and outgroup tolerance. People experiencing caring and joy from partaking in democratic processes show more outgroup tolerance. Democracy offers unique opportunities to encourage people to seriously consider and make better decisions for their life. These experiences in democracy help individuals to feel caring, which provides a basis for creating a society with mutual love and respect. In addition, our results are consistent with recent research findings regarding the effects of positive emotions on outgroups (e.g., Stell and Farsides, 2016). Being able to claim one’s own views results in other-oriented positive emotions (e.g., Cremer and Stouten, 2005), which eventually increase outgroup tolerance at the implicit level (Stell and Farsides, 2016) as well at the explicit level (Burns et al., 2008). Our findings suggest that more work is needed to elucidate how democracy induces other-oriented positive emotions, which has implications to social harmony, social equality, and outgroup tolerance.

Finally, our results are impressive considering that the causal evidence is collected in an emerging democracy, when the beneficial effects of democracy on outgroup tolerance are expected to be weaker (see our discussion on democracy maturity). As a relatively young democracy, Taiwan has experienced a peaceful transition from authoritarian regime to democracy since the late 1980s, and also just held its first election for the provincial governor and the first presidential election in 1996. Although transition has been established in just a few decades, democracy ranking of Taiwan is relatively high in the Economist Intelligence Unit’s Democracy Index 2017 (Taiwan ranks 33 in 167 countries; Economist Intelligence Unit, 2018). Thus, citizens might effectively internalize democratic values through practicing. Our Study 2 confirmed this conjecture. Allowing people equal rights to practice democracy indeed cultivate social tolerance, which is also consistent with previous research and theories (Fung, 2003; Hansen, 2004, 2007; Hansen and Andersen, 2004; Sturgis et al., 2005; Welzel and Inglehart, 2008). Accessing different viewpoints and shaping lives by own choices may actually instill people democracy values and finally reflect on attitudes change toward outgroups (Pateman, 1976; Warren, 1992; Putnam, 1993; Marcus et al., 1995; Sullivan and Transue, 1999; Halperin et al., 2008; Peffley and Rohrschneider, 2014). Our findings suggest that encouraging and educating citizens to practice and participate in democracy may be important and effective to improve social tolerance and equality. More research is needed to explore the impact of practicing democracy in various levels of democratic countries.

Despite the encouraging evidence of democracy on outgroup tolerance in our two studies, however, rights consciousness was not found to be a mediator. Although rights consciousness predicts outgroup tolerance, voting manipulation does not significantly increase one’s rights consciousness. One possible reason for the lack of evidence between democratic practices and rights consciousness is that perhaps people in a democratic society expect to have their rights exercised, regardless of whether the procedure allows them such rights. When the procedure allows people to exercise their rights, their rights consciousness increase; when the procedure fails to provide them the opportunities to exercise their rights, they increase rights consciousness due to the lack of the opportunities. Future researchers are invited to develop creative ways to increase one’s rights consciousness.

Though not identical, the findings in our two studies complement each other. In Study 1, we found that political participation and civil liberty are moderately correlated and each predicts outgroup tolerance. In Study 2, we found that both opinion sharing and voting are needed to have beneficial effects on outgroup tolerance (i.e., the interaction effect). There may be several implications for these findings. First, instead of slicing democracy in pieces, we perhaps should view core elements in democracy as a whole. For example, researchers define freedom of expression and political participation as key aspects of democracy (Putnam, 1993; Inglehart, 1997; Welzel, 2006). Alexander and Welzel (2011, p. 272) wrote that “…what comes first to people’s mind when they think about democracy are the rights that give people choices in governing their personal lives, and a voice and vote to shape public life.” This finding points that mature democracy may rely on both opinion sharing and voting, and both are needed to be beneficial to outgroup tolerance.

Furthermore, it may be possible that mature democracy requires both characteristics, as evident in the moderate correlation of the two characteristics (i.e., civil liberty and political participation). According to Welzel and Inglehart (2008), mature democracy could reduce social inequality if power is vested in people: people have enough rights and freedom to express views, engage in politics, and shape public policy. Mature democracy may increase societal pluralism through encouraging and educating people to be tolerant, such as respecting others’ rights, respecting diversity of individuals and groups, and caring for every group’s well-being. Conversely, limited democracy allows the possibility of inequality. The propensity of opinion expression and political engagement are weak in limited democracy (Yeoh et al., 2013; Ho et al., 2014), and political elites usually ignores mass opinions and rights (Welzel and Inglehart, 2008). Even though citizens are allowed to voice opinions or vote, the state-imposed norms dictate citizens’ choices, and the authorities directly and indirectly control the development of social structure. We suspect that voting without opinion sharing may increase self-focused attention, which decreases outgroup tolerance. Without listening and expressing opinions, people may focus on how the final decisions affect their self-interests, which may impair intergroup relationships. For example, flawed democracies, such as an election without media freedom, undermine social and interpersonal trust (Boyadjieva and Ilieva-Trichkova, 2015), which may cause more social unrest and intergroup conflict. Furthermore, participants who are encouraged to share opinions but not allowed to participate politically may show no improvement in outgroup relationship, such as in illiberal democracies-citizens in illiberal democratic societies are constrained to participate in political activities and the authority manipulates election outcomes (Bozóki, 2017). As a result, social change and equality are hard to realize in limited democratic societies.

Limitations

Due to the relatively small sample in Study 2 (e.g., the limited number of male participants, predominantly young adults), we should carefully generalize our findings to the population. Women and young people tend to be more emphatic than men and old people (Grühn et al., 2008; Christov-Moore et al., 2014). It may be possible that they are more likely affected by democratic characteristics than men and older people. Future research that examines the moderation effect of gender and age is indispensable to comprehensively understand the impact of democracy. Another limitation to the current research is that we only targeted two democratic characteristics. Except for opinion sharing and voting, other characteristics like demonstration and having more personal involvement (Verba et al., 1995) may also be related to intergroup attitudes. Future studies can explore other characteristics of democracy on outgroup tolerance. Methodologically, these characteristics of democracy should be specific, instead of general (e.g., levels of freedom in Freedom House and Effective Democracy Index, Alexander and Welzel, 2011), so mediation processes to outgroup tolerance may be identified. Third, correlational evidence for the beneficial effects of democracy on outgroup tolerance was gathered in the representative samples across 33 countries in Study 1 but causal evidence was gathered in only one country in Study 2. Taiwan, as a Chinese society, is embedded in Confucianism that emphasizes social hierarchy and order that ensures people obey the social rules and maintain social harmony (Lin and Ho, 2009). Although we do not have reasons to believe that our findings could not be applied to other societies, future replications examining causal evidence reflecting the impact of democratic characteristics in other cultural contexts are needed. Fourth, although we investigated tolerance with two different outgroups, immigrants and mental patients, we must be cautious about whether this effect is predictive for other outgroups; future research could continue to explore the impact of democracy on other groups. Lastly, due to the focus of our current research (democratic characteristics), we did not detail many individual-level characteristics (e.g., perceptions of outgroup threat). For example, individuals’ perceptions of outgroup threat may reduce people’s motivation to apply the democratic values (Nelson et al., 1997) and in turn decrease people’s tolerance toward outgroup (Wang and Chang, 2006). In addition, people may have different motivations to engage in political activities (Leighley and Vedlitz, 1999), such as minority group members’ motivation to obtain equal rights (Wilcox and Gomez, 1990; Stokes, 2003), dominant group members’ motivation to carry out citizen rights and duty (Carswell and De Neve, 2014). Future research incorporating system-level and individual-level characteristics is welcome. Greater understanding of the effects of democratic systems and individual characteristics is crucial in contributing to positive intergroup relationships.
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