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Abstract

In this study we tested social identity complexity theory (Roccas & Brewer, 2002) in relation to attitudes to-

wards diversity and the associated variables of nationalism, religiosity, and aggression in a cross-cultural study of

397 Malaysian and 240 Australian students. Australians reported higher positive attitudes towards diversity than
Malaysians. Diversity was positively associated with nationalism, religiosity, and aggression in Malaysians. Tra-
ditional nationalism was negatively associated with diversity in Australians. These results support social identity

complexity theory and partially support associated predictions for Australian, while contradicting predictions for

Malaysians.

Introduction

Attitudes toward Diversity

In the past decade there has been exponential growth in globalization and thus ex-
posure to diversity 1n terms of culture, religion, and nationalism to name a few, high-
lighting both similarities and differences between individuals and societies. This has led
to increased attitudes of acceptance, but has also been associated with conflict as the
awareness and disparity of privilege has become evident. It 1s increasingly important
to investigate the nature of these attitudes, which often extend across generations in an
attempt to understand and thus address these negative attitudes, creating greater social
harmony.

The formation of attitudes toward diversity 1s intrinsically linked to how individuals
socially identify themselves with others, and interact with diverse groups of others (Ta-
jtel, 1978; Brewer, 1999). Tajfel’s social identity theory elucidates individuals’ need to
distinguish the in-groups from out-groups 1n an attempt to preserve distinct social iden-

tities with 1n-groups, which will elevate conceptions of the self (Turner ez al., 1994). Ta-

jtel (1978) suggested that the mere perceived presence towards out-groups can pave the
way to negative attitudes of out-group discrimination.
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Social Identity Complexity Theory

Roccas and Brewer (2002) elaborated a theory of social identity complexity in which
they accounted for differences in complexity between societies, based on the extent of
overlapping of different in-group memberships. They suggested that when there 1s little
complexity, in that there 1s substantial overlap in the group identities, there will be less
tolerance for difference in those who do not share the in-group status. Where there 1s
less overlapping of in-group memberships, there will be greater complexity, accompa-
nied by a greater acceptance of diversity.

Two distinct social group 1dentities that often fulfill individuals’ need for a sense of
self- belief and belonging, are nationality and religion. Over time, researchers (e.g., All-
port & Ross 1967; Gorsuch & Venable, 1983; Rothi, Lyons & Chrussochoou, 2005)
have found these two social identities to be consistently predictive of higher degrees of
negative attitudes towards diversity.

Dekker (2001) proposed that an individual’s national identity 1s a salient social 1den-
tity as 1t establishes the need to preserve the 1dentity of subjective bond with one’s na-
tion. Nationalism has the ability to generate negative responses of exclusivity and sub-
jugation of national out-group members, and give rise to negative attitudes towards
diversity (Devos and Banaji, 2005; L1 & Brewer, 2004). In some countries, national
1dentity can become intertwined with other identities, such as religious 1dentity.

Religious 1dentity 1s another salient social identity that 1s usually established early in
life and consistently reinforced. A religious social 1dentity 1s key to one’s sense of self,
and 1nfluences social attitudes as it provides a cultural framework to guide and aid indi-
viduals’ construal and expectations around what 1s and 1s not acceptable (Citrin, Rein-
gold, & Green, 1990). Researchers found that religiosity has been correlated with mea-
sures of religious fundamentalism, and predictive of negative attitudes towards diversity,
accompanied by prejudice (Donahue, 1985; Grant & Brown, 1995; Solomon, Green-
berg, & Pyszczynski, 1991). Allport and Ross (1967) noted that individuals’ need to
distinguish religious in-groups from out-groups in an attempt to preserve distinct social
1dentities with the in-group to secure social status, fuelling negative attitudes towards di-
versity.

The above belief 1dentities of nationality and religion have been linked with aggres-
sion. Rokeach’s (1960) beliet congruence theory asserts that perceived dissimilarities in
beliefs, attitudes, and values to diverse others, gives rise to negative orientations towards
them. In line with belief congruence theory, Struch and Schwartz (1989) postulated that
the greater the perceived dissimilarity to others or out-groups, the more inhumane the
out-group 1s perceived to be and that 1s linked with aggression towards them. As such,
we propose possibly dissimilarity in beliefs, critical to both religiosity and nationalism,
contribute to aggression and thereby negative attitudes towards diversity.



The Current Study

In this study, we will explore the link between social identity complexity theory as it
applies to two countries, Australia and Malaysia, where we believe there are stark dif-
ferences 1n social complexity. According to Roccas and Brewer (2002), complex social
1dentities are more likely seen 1n individuals living in multicultural societies that em-
brace integrationist ideologies, such as Australia. In Australia, national 1dentity 1s not
infused or overlapping with specific religious 1deals, and thus more complex social 1den-
tities are likely to be formed, leading to greater tolerance for diversity. In contrast, com-
plex social 1dentities are less likely seen 1n individuals living 1n a less diverse society,
such as Malaysia, a society in which the large majority of individuals’ identity is com-
posed of highly overlapping salient social identities of Malaysian nationality and the Is-
lamic religion. Malaysian Muslims, who make up approximately 61% of Malaysia’s pop-
ulation (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2010), are simultaneously 1in-group members
on both the social group dimensions of Malaysian nationality and Islamic religion, creat-
ing a less complex social 1identity than Australia.

The following hypotheses were made:

1. Pro-diversity Attitudes and Culture: In line with social identity complexity theory
(Roccas & Brewer, 2002), we predicted that Australian students would report more pos-
itive attitudes towards diversity than Malaysian students.

2. Nationalism and Pro-diversity Attitudes: In line with past research (e.g., L1 and
Brewer, 2004; Rothi, Lyons & Chrussochoou, 2005) we predicted that nationalism
would be negatively associated with positive attitudes towards diversity and that this
would be more pronounced for Malaysian than for Australian students.

3. Religiosity and Pro-diversity Attitudes: In line with past research (e.g., Allport
& Ross, 1967; Grant & Brown, 1995) we predicted that religiosity would be negative-
ly associated with positive attitudes towards diversity and that this would be more pro-
nounced for Malaysian than for Australian students.

4. Aggression and Pro-diversity Attitudes: In line with past research (e.g., Rokeach,
1960; Struch & Schwartz, 1989), we predicted that aggression would be negatively asso-
ciated with positive attitudes towards diversity and that this would be more pronounced
for Malaysian than for Australian students.

Method

Participants

The sample consisted of 6377 participants (445 female, 192 male) with 240 Austra-
lian students and 397 Malaysian students. The mean age of participants was 21.09 years
(SD = 3.88), with an age range of 17-65 years, and modal age of 20 years. Australian
participants in this study had varied reports of religious identity (Christian = 145, Ag-
nostic = 55, Other - Buddhist, Hindu, Muslim, Jewish, New Age = 39), while all Malay-
sian participants reported Muslim religious identity.
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Measures

Participants were asked to report demographic information on age, gender, nationali-
ty, and religious 1dentity, in addition to the following scales.

Nationalism was measured 1n two subscales, using the 20-1tem Nationalism scale
(Rothi, Lyons, & Chrussochoou, 2005). The scale assesses the degree of attachment
and 1dentity with a nation 1n two subscales: Traditional-cultural Nationalism (historic
heritage view of nationalism) and Civic Nationalism (modern view of nationalism of
shared democracy and civic obligations). Based on a 5-point Likert scale, participants
rate each item on the extent to which the item applies to them (1 = Strongly Disagree,

5 = Strongly Agree). The total score for each subscale 1s the mean over all items. Cron-
bach’s a for the Traditional-cultural and Civic subscales in the current study are .92 and
.87, respectively.

Religiosity was measured 1n two subscales, using the 20-1tem Age Universal Intrin-
sic-Extrinsic Religious Orientation Scale (I-E Scale; Gorsuch & Venable, 1983), which
assesses the degree of attachment and 1dentity with religion in two components of re-
ligious orientation in the two subscales: Intrinsic Religiosity and Extrinsic Religiosity.
The scale was originally developed by Allport and Ross (1967), and later modified by
Gorsuch and Venable (1983) into the scale used 1n the current study. We further mod-
ified the scale to include the Muslim religious 1dentity 1n the wording on relevant items.
Based on a 5-point Likert scale, participants rate each item on the extent to which the
item applies to them (1 = I Strongly Disagree, 5 = I Strongly Agree). The total score
for each subscale 1s the mean over all items. Cronbach’s o for the Intrinsic and Extrinsic
Religiosity subscales 1n the current study was .89 and .93, respectively

Aggression was measured using The Aggression Questionnaire (Buss & Perry,
1992), which 1s a 29-1tem scale, comprising four subscales: Physical Aggression, Verbal
Aggression, Anger, and Hostility. Based on a 5-point Likert scale, participants rate each
item on the extent to which the item 1is characteristic of them (1 = Extremely Unchar-
acteristic of Me, 5 = Extremely Characteristic of Me). Cronbach’s a. = .93 for the total
score 1n the current study as all subscales were added together, as has been done 1n other
studies.

Diversity was measured using the 15-1tem Short Form of the Miville-Guzman Uni-
versality-Diversity Scale (M-GUDS-S; Fuertes, Miville, Mohr, Sedlacek, & Grefchen,
2000; Kottke, 2011). The scale assesses the degree of pro-diversity attitudes, and com-
prises three subscales: Diversity of Contact, Relativistic Appreciation, and Comfort with
Differences (the last reverse-scored). Based on a 6-point Likert scale, participants rate
each item on the extent to which the item 1s true for them (1 = Strongly Disagree, 5 =
Strongly Agree). Higher scores on diversity indicate a positive attitude towards diversi-
ty. The total score 1s the mean of the 15 items, taking into account reverse-scored items.
The total scale showed adequate reliability 1n the present study, Cronbach’s a. = .73.



Procedure

Following ethics approval, Australian participants completed the survey online,
where they received course credit for participation while Malaysian participants were
given a paper-pen version to complete with no incentive for participation.

Results

Descriptive Statistics and Group Comparison

Means and standard deviations for each variable are listed in Table 1. An indepen-
dent samples t-test was conducted to compare Australian and Malaysian students. The
analyses revealed significant differences between the groups for all variables, with higher
diversity scores and lower nationalism, religiosity and aggression scores for Australian
than for Malaysian students.

Table 1
Descriptive statistics across variables for Malaysian and Australian samples
Malaysian Australian Between groups
sample sample differences
Variables Mean SD Mean SD t p
Diversity 4.04  0.52 448  0.68 844  0.00
Nationalism
Traditional 3.77  0.62 242  0.76 -3.25  0.00
Civic 4.01  0.58 3.55 0.66 -8.87  0.00
Religiosity
Intrinsic 4.02  0.57 256  0.81 -2.78  0.00
Extrinsic 425  0.49 2.60 1.11 -444  0.00
Aggression 3.03 0.63 2.41 0.70 -1.20  0.00
Age 21.10 1.80 2098 6.01 -0.30 0.76

Gender (Female) 61% 85%

Hypothesis 1 predicted that Australians would report higher diversity than Malay-
sians. This hypothesis was accepted as Australians reported higher diversity than Malay-
sians.

Bivariate Analyses

Pearson’s product-moment correlations were used to test Hypotheses 2, 3 and 4 and
are presented 1n Table 2.
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Table 2
Correlation matrix of the mean values of independent and dependent variables. Australians
are above the diagonal (n=240) and Malaysians are blow the diagonal (n=397)

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6
1.Diversity - 07 - 24%F* .08 .06 -.08
2.Civic A Sl R ¥ Aalia 07 .09 -.02
Nationalism

3.Traditional ] ol L fote 23FFE 24%FF 13*
Nationalism

4 Extrinsic 29¥FE xR J2FXFE 88*** .09
Religiosity

S5.Intrinsic 23¥FE - 1oFkE - RFRE - QOFF* - 12
Religiosity

6. Aggression J9F** .05 13%* .09 10*

*pP<.05 " p<.01.

Hypothesis 2 predicted that nationalism would be negatively correlated with diversity
and that this association would be greater for Malaysians than for Australians. A nega-
tive correlation was found for Australians for traditional nationalism (r, = -.24, p > .001)
supporting the hypothesis, while there was no significant correlation for civic national-
1sm and diversity. Contrary to our hypothesis, Malaysians reported a positive correlation
between both civic nationalism (r, = .25, p < .001) and traditional nationalism (r, = .30,
p < .001) mn relation to diversity. Thus the hypothesis was partially accepted for Austra-
lians, but not supported for Malaysians.

Hypothesis 3 predicted that religiosity would be negatively related to diversity and
that this would be greater for Malaysians than for Australians. There were no signifi-
cant correlations for religiosity and diversity for Australians, while Malaysians reported
a positive relationship for diversity and external religiosity (r, = .29, p < .001) as well as
intrinsic religiosity (r,, = .23, p <.001). Thus, the hypothesis was in the opposite direc-
tion than was predicted for Malaysians and was not supported for Australians.

Hypothesis 4 stated that aggression would be negatively associated with diversity and
that this would be greater for Malaysians than for Australians. Aggression was not sig-
nificantly correlated with diversity for Australians, but contrary to predictions, was pos-
itively associated with diversity for Malaysians. Thus, the hypothesis was not supported




for both samples.

Post Hoc Regression Analysis

To determine the best set of predictors from our variables for diversity, we conduct-
ed a linear regression analysis, entering the variables of country, nationalism, religiosi-
ty, and aggression. The following variables predicted diversity: Country (z = -8.06, p <
.000), civic nationalism (¢ = 4.44, p > .000), traditional nationalism (¢ = -2.35, p < .02)
and external religiosity (r = 4.18, p < .000). Thus, positive attitudes towards diversity
were predicted by living in Australia, by high levels of civic nationalism, by low levels of
traditional nationalism, and by high levels of external religiosity. This result accounted
for 16.1 percent of the variance.

Discussion

Australian students reported higher levels of positive support for diversity than Ma-
laysian students. Traditional nationalism was negatively related to pro-diversity attitudes
for Australians, but was positively related to prodiversity for Malaysians. Civic nation-
alism was not related to pro-diversity attitudes for Australians, but was positively related
to pro-diversity attitudes for Malaysians. Pro-diversity attitudes were not related to reli-
glosity for Australians, but were positively related to both intrinsic and extrinsic religios-
ity for Malaysians. Aggression was not related to pro-diversity attitudes for Australians,
but was positively related to pro-diversity attitudes for Malaysians. Thus, while pro-di-
versity attitudes were reported to be higher for Australians than Malaysians, the majority
of the results suggested that pro-diversity attitudes were positively related to nationalism
and religiosity for Malaysians, but only traditional nationalism was negatively related to
diversity for Australians. The predictors of pro-diversity attitudes were: living in Austra-
lia, higher civic nationalism, lower traditional nationalism, and higher extrinsic religiosi-
ty.

As predicted by social identity complexity theory, Australian students reported high-
er attitudes towards diversity than Malaysian (Roccas & Brewer, 2002). Contrary to oth-
er researchers (Devos & Banaji, 2005; L1 & Brewer, 2004), religiosity and nationalism
were not negatively related to pro-diversity attitudes 1n Malaysia. However, the predict-
ed negative relationship between traditional nationalism and pro-diversity attitudes was
supported for the Australian sample. It may be that civic nationalism, which 1s modern
view of nationalism (shared democracy and civic obligations), as opposed to tradition-
al nationalism (historic heritage), could more easily be linked to positive attitudes to-
wards diversity and this 1s reflected in the Malaysian data, a country where nationalism
may still have more meaning than i1t does in Australia. Of course this 1s speculative and
would need further research for verification.

Aggression was positively related to pro-diversity attitudes in Malaysians rather than
negatively, as predicted (Struch & Schwartz, 1989). The link between aggression and
diversity 1s not easily understood. However, the correlation for Malaysians was small,
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and there 1s no significant correlation for Australians. It 1s also possible that nationalism
1s perceived differently in Malaysia, where they pride themselves on being a country of
Malays, Chinese, and Indians and thus may be more open to ideas related to nationalism
than social identity complexity theory would predict.

Likewise, Malaysians also embrace religious diversity which 1s evident in the 1m-
portance and their acceptance of Islam, Christianity, Hinduism and Buddhism 1n the
country. However, 1t should be pointed out that all of the Malaysian participants were
Muslim and at an Islamic university in a country where 61% identify as Muslim. It 1s
possible that pro-diversity attitudes in this moderate country are widely practiced and
threats of difference are not experienced by participants, accounting for the positive at-
titudes. Yet, 1f this were the case, then Australians should not have scored higher on di-
versity than Malaysians. Of course religion often preaches tolerance and possibly this
1s demonstrated in the positive attitudes. In the regression analysis, only external religi-
osity was significant, which is the category where external practice rather than internal
belief 1s the motivating factor. The lack of relationship between religion and pro-diver-
sity attitudes in Australia may be due to the increasingly small emphasis on religion in
the society. Thus, the students completing the survey were not particularly religious and
thus no relationship was found.

Limitations and Future Directions

While concerns are often raised by self-report measures, Howard (1994) has praised
them for their heightened internal consistency and reliability in comparison to subjec-
tive qualitative measures. Nonetheless, well-documented limitations associated with
self-report measures may demonstrate socially desirable response bias. Gorsuch (1984)
acknowledged the limitation in using a self-report scale to measure religiosity (Gorsuch
& Venable, 1983), stating the importance of more open-ended questions and “personal-
1stic approaches” as a more valid measure of religious phenomena. Future research may
endeavor to utilize both quantitative and qualitative measures to make reliable and valid
interpretations about the complex psychological constructs explored in the current study.

Another factor that could account for the contrary results for Malaysians 1s that these
participants completed a paper and pencil version of the questionnaire, which may have
been influenced by social desirability more than would an online version of the survey.

Finally, the results of the current study are representative of the Malaysian Muslim
and Australian student population surveyed. While these two cultures provided insight-
ful indications of the existing differences between them, 1t must be noted that these re-
sults cannot be generalized to the wider public. As such, the current study informs fu-
ture endeavors to explore different cultural samples of contrasting levels of complexity,
to determine whether the results and implications of the current study can be replicated
and generalized to other populations.




To influence attitudes towards diversity, programs in the school and communi-
ty could encourage individuals to identify and list all the multiple social identities they

have. This should elicit the 1dentification of universal identities, such as “parent”, “char-

ity worker”, that are less susceptible to negative attitudes towards diversity. Becoming
aware of actually having multiple social group identities reduces the weight of one large
and exclusive social identity alone for fulfilling individuals’ need for a sense of self and
belonging (Brewer, 1991). Preventative measures could aim to promote that all individ-
uals can have complex social 1dentities, and highlight the importance of those identities
that are less susceptible to negative attitudes towards diversity. Individuals would there-
fore be able to relate to, and be more aware and positively accepting of the multiple,
complex identities of diverse others in all walks of life, paving the way for more harmo-
nious relationships around the world.
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