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Abstract

The present study aimed to examine differences in a range of psychosocial variables and political tendencies
across three groups, namely Iranian new-comers (who have lived in the UK for less than two years), bicultural
Iranians (born and raised in the UK or raised in the UK since they were under 10 years old), and UK citizens
(bicultural participants were excluded). The target variables measured in the present study consisted of empathy,
Theory of Mind (ToM), flexibility, suggestibility, openness to experiences, normative identity style, interpersonal trust,
pro-social behaviour, egalitarian sex role, authoritarianism and adherence to democracy. A series of MANOVAs
revealed significant main group effects for most of variables. The results of post hoc and polynomial tests yield an
incremental linear trend on empathy, theory of mind, interpersonal trust, openness, pro-social behaviour and
adherence to democratic values for groups ordered as Iranian new comers, bicultural and British; a decreasing trend
was also observed on normative identity style, suggestibility, and authoritarianism. Thse between-two cultures’
findings of bicultural group might be explained by learning through political socialization. This provides support for
the fact that being raised in a distinct cultural setting can have a vivid impact on people’s psychological
characteristics and socio-political tendency. 

Keywords: Democratic values; Authoritarianism; Socialization;
Political tendency; Bicultural

Introduction
Plato: ‘politics needs to be understood (and undertaken) in the light

of human nature and human development’ [1].

There is evidence [2,3] that suggest a direct association (either direct
or reverse) between adherence to democratic values and individual
difference, for instance empathy, theory of mind, authoritarianism,
interpersonal trust, normative identity style, openness and
suggestibility.

Early research conducted by Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson
and Sanford [4] emphasized a potential link between personality
characteristics and people’s political tendency. Accordingly, personality
characteristics would play a part in internalizing ideas which are
compatible or in repelling ideas which are incompatible with the
individual psychological needs. Greenstein [5] drew on two personality
types, namely authoritarian and democratic characters, and explained
how each type is associated with behaviour in a context. He went on to
discuss the role of political socialization in the development of these
personality types. More recently, evidence has been found for
environmental influence on personality traits [6]. From the social
learning perspective [7], it can be assumed that political tendency and
behaviour are constructed through a process of social learning. There
are interacting socialization agents such as family [8,9], peers [10],
school [11], and cultural values [12] that are thought to have an impact
on the development of civic attitudes (including support for
democratic values and tolerance). Other researchers have found that
early and later life experiences and knowledge can influence people’s
political tendency and behaviour [12] examined the role of life

experiences within the family, the school, and the wider social context
in shaping personal mind-sets such as political trust in adulthood. It
can be concluded that political attitudes develop over life course
because of accumulated experiences and attained knowledge.

The underlying assumption in the present study is whether a range
of individual differences that have previously been found to underpin
people’s socio-political attitude and behaviour are influenced by the
cultural setting in which they are living. In this study, we aim to shed
light on this issue from a cultural perceptive. This study builds on
previous research conducted by the authors [3] who tested a sample of
Iranian and UK students providing data on the preliminary
psychometric properties as well as the applicability and feasibility of a
series of measurements which are potentially relevant to socio-political
tendencies; some of the measurements are employed in the present
study. This study builds on the previous research by examining bi-
cultural (Eastern-Western) differences among three groups relating to
key individual difference variables. Participants are Iranian first
generation (who lived most of their life in their country of origin),
Iranian second generation (who were born or lived most of their lives
in the UK) and a British sample. It is assumed that there exists a linear
trend (incremental or decreasing) respectively between Iranian first
generation, Iranian second generation and British sample on measured
variables. This would imply that being raised in a new cultural setting
can influence people’s attitude and political tendency. The target
variables which were measures in the present study encompassed
empathy, theory of mind (ToM), flexibility, suggestibility, openness,
normative identity style, interpersonal trust, pro-social behaviour,
egalitarian sex role, authoritarianism and adherence to democracy.

We are, moreover, interested to gauge the gender effect, as some of
the proposed variables in this study proved to be gender sensitive eg,
adherence to democracy [13,14] empathy [15] suggestibility [16] and
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egalitarian sex role [17]. We also aim to examine the inter-correlations
of the variables.

Method

Participants and procedure
Volunteers were recruited from a convenience sample and allocated

into one of three groups:

• Iranian new-comers: Those who have been in the UK as students
for less than two years. This group was regarded as a sample with
an Eastern cultural background.

• Bicultural sample: Students with an Iranian background born and
raised in the UK or raised in the UK since they were less than 10
years old. They were excluded from the study if one of the parents
were not Iranian. This group was regarded as bicultural, as they
simultaneously belong to two cultures through their heritage and
their place of residence.

• British sample: Students who were born and raised in the UK.
Those with any bicultural background were excluded. This group
was deemed to be a sample with Western cultural background.

A trained research assistant invited volunteers to fill in
questionnaires and scales, via Iranian cultural and student associations
in England. The British sample was recruited through announcements
in different academic institutions including under- and post-graduate
classrooms at a University in the UK. The number of participants in
each group were: Iranian group=187; bicultural group= 132 and British
group=28. The data of 38 participants in Iranian newcomers, 21 in
bicultural group and 12 from British sample were eliminated from
analysis due to incomplete response to items of the measures. The final
sample sizes for Iranian newcomers, bicultural and British groups were
149 (response rate=79.6%), 111 (response rate=84.1%) and 116
(response rate=90.1%) respectively.

The research project was approved by the ethics committee at the
University. A paper-based method was used to collect data.
Participants read and signed a fully informed consent. They were
reassured that their personal details and questionnaire data would be
kept confidential and they would be free to withdraw from this study at
any time. All questionnaires were anonymised.

A previous study provided valid psychometric properties of the
scales and questionnaires used in this study. Utilising indices of validity
(based on convergent or divergent validity) and reliability (internal
consistency), the measures appeared to demonstrate sufficient validity
to be utilised in this study. According to item analysis and factor
loading, some of the items in each measure were excluded and the
remaining items were used in the present study [3].

Measures
Empathy: To measure empathy (one’s ability to understand others’

emotions), a 10-item questionnaire derived from Toronto Empathy
Questionnaire [15] was used. One example of items is “I have tender,
concerned feelings for people less fortunate than me”. Items are rated
on a scale ranging from 0 (never) to 4 (always).

Flexibility (From HEXACO Personality Inventory [18]): Flexibility
has 8 items such as “When people tell me that I’m wrong, my first
reaction is to argue with them.” Each item is rated on a 5-point scale

from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). The scale refers to one’s
readiness to change specially in social decision making.

Theory of mind (ToM): ToM refers to one’s ability to understand
others’ thoughts and viewpoint and was measured with 6 items derived
from Perspective Taking (PT sub-scale from IRI; Davis, 1983(19). An
example is ‘‘When I am upset at someone, I usually try to ‘put myself in
his shoes’ for a while’’. Rating scale for each item is based on a 5-point
scale ranging from 0 (‘does not describe me well’) to 4 (‘describes me
well’) [19].

Openness to experience: It consists of 12 items derived from Neo-
PI-R [20]. Items measure willingness to experience new activities,
consider new, perhaps unconventional ideas, and measure belief in
pluralistic values. An example is ‘’I have a lot of intellectual curiosities’’.
A 5-point scale from ‘strongly disagree’ (1) to ‘strongly agree’ (5) was
used to rate each item. The Openness scale has been previously
translated to Farsi and validated in an Iranian sample [21].

Normative identity style: Derived from Normative Identity Style
[22], the NIS used in this research, comprised of 7 items (e.g., “I
automatically adopt and follow the values I was brought up with.”). The
items are intended to assess how people see themselves in harmony
with expectations of significant others and referent groups in terms of
collective ideas pertaining religion, family and nationality. Each item is
rated from 1 (‘not at all like me’) to 5 (‘very much like me’).

Suggestibility: It consists of 7 items of Multidimensional Iowa
Suggestibility Scale [16] (e.g., “I am easily influenced by other people’s
opinions”). Each item is rated on a 5-point scale from 1 (‘not at all or
very slightly’) to 5 (‘a lot’). Suggestibility as a personality trait is defined
to be a general tendency to accept and internalise messages
uncritically.

Interpersonal trust: It has 8 items (e.g., “In dealing with strangers
one is better off to be cautious until they have provided evidence that
they are trustworthy.’’), derived from International Trust Scale [23]. It
detects the extent to which one trusts others in social context.
Respondents are instructed to rate each item using a 5-point scale
ranging from 1 (‘strongly disagree’) to 5 (‘strongly agree’).

Prosocial behaviour scale: Derived from Altruism Scale [24],
Prosocial Behaviour Scale consists of 10 items. A sample item is: “I
have donated blood.’’. A 5-point rating scale was used by respondents
to evaluate their engagement in prosocial behaviours based on
categories ‘Never’ (1), ‘Once’ (2), ‘More Than Once’ (3), ‘Often’ (4) and
‘Very Often’ (5).

Gender role equality scale: Based on 10 items of Egalitarian Sex Role
Attitude [17], this scale measures beliefs and attitudes on how equal
people see men and women. A sample item is: “Domestic chores
should be shared between husband and wife.’’ The answer ranges from
1 (‘strongly disagree’) to 5 (‘strongly agree’). This scale first was
developed in Japan and then translated and used in North America.

Authoritarianism scale: This scale consists of 9 items derived from
Right Wing Authoritarianism [25]. The items are intended measure
authoritarian submissiveness, aggression, and conventionalism (e.g.,
‘‘our country needs a powerful leader, to destroy the radical and
immoral currents prevailing in our society today’’). Response options
range from 1 (‘strongly disagree’) to 4 (‘strongly agree’).

Adherence to democratic values: To assess people’s tendency to
support democracy and commitment to democracy, 9 items of the
scale Support for Democratic Values [2] were used. A 4-point rating
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scale from 1 (‘strongly disagree’) to 4 (‘strongly agree’) was used to rate
each item. A sample item is “Democracy may have its problems, but it’s
better than other forms of government’’).

Data Analysis
To statistically analyse the data, SPSS for Window, version 21 was

utilised. To detect group, gender and the interaction effects, a series of
three (Group: Iranian, bicultural, British) x two (Gender: male, female)
MANOVAs were performed on the measured variables separately
followed by post hoc Bonferroni tests. In addition, a series of
polynomial contrast tests was conducted to examine linear trend for
groups (ordered Iranian new comers, bicultural, and British) on each
variable. If there appeared a gender main effect, an independent t-test

was conducted to detect further. Pearson correlation was used to detect
potential inter-correlations between variables.

Results

Demographics
Table 1 depicts demographic variations of Iranian, bicultural and

British samples. Data shows the proportion of men and women are
comparable across groups. Iranian group are slightly older than
bicultural group; and bicultural group slightly older than British group.
In terms of education, Iranian sample are at a post-graduate level than
the other two groups.

Variables Iranian Bicultural British Total

Sample size (%) 149 (39.7) 116 (30.8) 111 (29.5) 376

Gender

Men (%) 62 (41.6) 48 (41.3) 46 (41.4) 156

Women (%) 87 (58.4) 68 (58.7) 65 (58.6) 220

Age

Mean (SD) 27.26 (10.33) 26.9 (9.5) 24.8 (6.5) 26.1 (9.1)

Education

PG (%) 83 (55.1) 43 (37.1) 28 (25.2) 154 (40.9)

UG (%) 43 (28.8) 44 (37.9) 72 (64.8) 159 (42.2)

College/G.C.S. Es (%) 23 (16.1) 29 (25.0) 11 (10.0) 63 (16.9)

PG=Postgraduate, UG=Undergraduate

Table 1: Demographic variations in Iranian, bicultural and British samples.

Group differences: A linear trend
Table 2 summarizes MANOVA outputs. Only a significant gender

effect was found on empathy (F2, 369=369, P<0.001) showing that
women (Mean =26.44) scored higher on empathy than men (Mean
=24.60) (t373=4.39, p<0.001).

Apart from the variable flexibility, significant main group effects
were found for all other variables. The result of post hoc and

polynomial test yields an incremental linear trend on empathy, theory
of mind, interpersonal trust, openness, prosocial behaviour and
adherence to democratic values for groups ordered as Iranian new
comers, bicultural and British; a decreasing trend was also observed on
normative identity style, suggestibility, and authoritarianism. This
shows that bicultural group performance on the questionnaires was
mostly between scores obtained by Iranian new comers and the British.

 Iranian Bicultural British F-value P-value Post-hoc
Bonferroni

Linear effect

Empathy 23.94 (3.57) 26.66 (2.88) 27.14 (4.84) 25.86

 

0.001 1-2: p<0.001

1-3: p<0.001

2-3: NS

CE*=1.94

p<0.001

 

Theory of mind 13.31 (3.16) 15.87 (1.91) 15.19 (4.22) 17.63 0.001 1-2: p<0.001

1-3: p<0.001

2-3: NS

CE=1.18

p<0.001

 

Flexibility 22.44 (4.39) 23.42 (3.74) 23.58 (5.37) 1.28 NS 1-2: NS

1-3: NS

CE=.89

p<0.05
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2-3: NS

Egalitarian sex role 28.09 (3.99) 31.10 (3.15) 31.11 (4.53) 23.26 0.001 1-2: p<0.001

1-3: p<0.001

2-3: NS

CE=2.04

p<.001

 

Normative identity style 22.24 (2.13) 18.26 (3.48) 18.79 (5.44) 40 0.001 1-2: p<0.001

1-3: p<0.001

2-3: NS

CE=-2.55

p<0.001

 

Interpersonal Trust 15.66 (2.74) 16.21 (2.51) 17.82 (2.54) 17.05 0.001 1-2: NS

1-3: p<0.001

2-3: p<0.001

CE=1.54

p<.001

 

Openness 31.59 (5.90) 34.23 (3.45) 39.99 (6.45) 64.8 0.001 1-2: p<0.001

1-3: p<0.001

2-3: p<0.001

CE=6.11

p<0.001

 

Suggestibility 24.87 (2.25) 23.44 (1.81) 20.85 (5.34) 44.29 0.001 1-2: p<0.005

1-3: p<0.001

2-3: p<0.001

CE=-3.22

p<0.001

 

Prosocial behaviour 23.53 (2.84) 24.69 (2.90) 27.12 (7.00) 18.58 0.001 1-2: NS

1-3: p<0.001

2-3: p<0.001

CE=2.57

p<0.001

 

Authoritarianism 22.10 (3.07) 20.02 (2.01) 20.37 (4.36) 15.68 0.001 1-2: p<0.001

1-3: NS

2-3: p<0.001

CE=-1.52

p<0.001

 

Democratic values 20.17 (2.35) 22.34 (2.53) 26.83 (3.75) 168.82 0.001 1-2: p<0.001

1-3: p<0.001

2-3: p<0.001

CE=5.04

p<0.001

 

*CE: Contrast Estimate

Table 2: Mean scores (SD), MANOVA, Bonferroni post hoc and polynomial contrast test results on target variables in three groups.

Intercorrelation between target variables
Table 3 demonstrates Pearson correlations between the variables

using combined data of three groups of participants. The results
indicate significant inter-correlations between various variables
measured in the present study. There are various inter-correlations
between variables. Democratic values are positively correlated with

empathy, theory of mind, egalitarian sex role, interpersonal trust,
openness, and pro-social behaviour; and negatively associated with
normative identity style, suggestibility, and authoritarianism.
Moreover, authoritarianism is negatively associated with empathy,
theory of mind, interpersonal trust, pro-social behaviour and
democratic values; and positively correlated with normative identity
style and suggestibility.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Empathy 1

Theory of mind 0.34** 1

Flexibility 0.08 0.15* 1

Egalitarian sex role 0.22** 0.17* 0.13* 1

Normative identity style -0.15* -0.14* -0.16* -0.08 1

Interpersonal Trust 0.16* 0.11 0.23** 0.1 -0.23** 1
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Openness 0.30** 0.33** 0.11 0.20** -0.44** 0.28** 1

Suggestibility -0.05 -0.03 -0.06 -0.1 0.40** -0.22** -0.37** 1

Prosocial behaviour 0.22** 0.20** -0.04 0.08 -0.31** 0.21** 0.34* -0.19* 1

Authoritarianism -0.23** -0.19* 0.11 -0.09 0.48** -0.18* -0.43** 0.28** -0.21** 1

Democratic values 0.29** 0.29** 0.11 0.21** -0.31** 0.12* 0.57** -0.44** 0.18** **

**P<0.001, *P<0.01

Table 3: Inter-correlations of variables on combined data (n=376).

Discussion
This research detects the potential differences on psychological and

socio-political variables among three samples with distinct cultural
backgrounds, i.e., Iranian (new-comers to the UK), bicultural Iranians
living in the UK and the British. The results show that bicultural
participants scored between two other groups on the measured
variables. More specifically, they were higher than Iranian new-comers
and lower than their British counterparts on empathy, theory of mind,
interpersonal trust, openness, prosocial behaviour, and adherence to
democratic values; whilst were lower than Iranian new-comers and
higher than the British sample on normative identity style,
suggestibility, and authoritarianism. The between-two cultures’
findings of bicultural group might be explained by social learning
through political socialization.

Cultural tendency and norms are accommodated through
socialization from early stage of development [26]. In other words,
children are exposed to various cultural norms by agents of
socialization, e.g. family, school, peers, and the media [11,8,10,9]. One
could assume that political values and orientations (among others)
would be absorbed by members of a society through social learning
and socialization since early childhood. As this is a long-life process,
the acquired values and norms will be consolidated in later
developmental stages [27]. As Hanson [26] stressed, early life
acquisition of new values and norms create a situation in which one
can survive migration. Migrant children are raised in family with a
cultural background probably different from that of the host society on
the one hand, and learn the new cultural values and norms through
their daily contacts with for instance school and the mass media. The
tendency to maintain the original culture might be perceived by the
host society as threatening which, in turn, put pressure on migrants to
assimilate or integrate with the dominant host culture [28].

Furthermore, the findings show that there exist positive correlations
between adherence to democratic values with empathy, theory of
mind, egalitarian sex role, interpersonal trust, openness, and prosocial
behaviour; and negative correlations with normative identity style,
suggestibility, and authoritarianism. This replicates our previous
research findings [3]. These findings have a potential to contribute to
knowledge of the links between personality and social characteristics
on the one hand and adherence to democratic values on the other
hand. These relationships are assumed to enhance our insight into
cultural and psychological correlates of democracy.

We also found a main gender effect on empathy showing that
women (regardless of the group) tended to be more empathic than to
men, that is further supported by t-test results. It is evidently in
consistent with previous research findings [29,14]. In addition, the

present findings, in line with previous studies [3,2] demonstrate a
positive association between empathy and support for democratic
values, it is expected to see women to be more acceptant of democratic
values than men, the fact that Miklikowska [2] found in her study
showing that female participants were more supportive of democratic
values than their male counterparts.

Conclusion
The findings point to several social implications and the possibility

to inform education system and the media. The results of the present
study have significant educational and social implications.
Development and maintenance of democracy entails both installation
of democratic institutions and presence of democratic citizens; the
latter would be a subject for education system to focus on. As
emphasized by Niemi and Junn [30] civic educational system would
lead to enhancement of democratic values among users. Educational
curricula of this kind would be well informed by the present results on
psychological underpinnings of democracy. The media, as pivotal
agent in public education, can also benefit from present findings.

It should be acknowledged, however, that the findings may not be
generalizable to the wider populations who may hold a more
traditional views and values. Students are likely to reflect the traits and
values inherent in culture and, as such, will provide valuable insight
into these issues. Therefore, our target sample in future study will be
general population.
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