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Abstract

:

With the rise of prejudice and discrimination against ethnic and immigrant minorities, strategies to reduce prejudice and discrimination, and to counteract the impact of intolerant, anti-egalitarian ideologies, are needed. Here we focused on cultural humility, i.e., the ability to have a humble and other-oriented approach to others’ cultural backgrounds, resulting from self-examination and critical thinking about structural privileges and inequalities. In this research we proposed that cultural humility might attenuate the effects of intolerant, anti-egalitarian ideologies such as social dominance orientation (SDO) and right-wing authoritarianism (RWA) on negative intergroup attitudes and perceptions. In a correlational study conducted in Italy, we found that cultural humility moderated the associations between SDO and prejudice toward immigrants, as well as between SDO and perceptions of threat posed by immigrants. Specifically, the associations of SDO with prejudice and threat were lower among respondents with high cultural humility compared to respondents with low cultural humility. Conversely, cultural humility did not moderate the effects of RWA on prejudice and threat. Findings are discussed considering the motivations underlying prejudice of high-SDO and high-RWA individuals, and proposing cultural humility training to foster positive intergroup relations.
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1. Introduction


Despite growing ethnic and cultural diversity and opportunities for intergroup contact, current day societies are characterized by prejudice and discrimination against social minorities such as immigrants and refugees. These phenomena might be exacerbated by the rise of anti-immigration stances in political debate and by the ongoing economic and health crisis.



It is therefore crucial to identity factors which could contribute to promotion of positive intergroup perceptions and reduction in prejudice and discrimination. In this research, we focused on cultural humility, i.e., the ability to keep an other-oriented, humble approach when encountering people with a different cultural background [1]. While individuals differ in their cultural humility levels, cultural humility can also be successfully trained, e.g., [2,3]. Its role for the promotion of positive intergroup attitudes could therefore be crucial to reach a tolerant and egalitarian society.



In this research, we analyzed the possible role of cultural humility in buffering the associations between intolerant, anti-egalitarian ideologies and prejudice. Specifically, we considered right-wing authoritarianism (RWA), i.e., an ideological orientation consisting of strict adherence to conventional norms, submission to authorities, authoritarian aggression toward people and groups not following conventional norms and authorities [4], and social dominance orientation (SDO), i.e., the preference for hierarchical relations between groups [5]. In a correlational study conducted in Italy, we tested for the first time whether a culturally humble approach could moderate the associations between RWA and SDO on the one hand, and prejudice and threat perceptions toward immigrants in Italy on the other hand.



1.1. Cultural Humility and Intergroup Relations


Cultural humility, defined as the “ability to maintain an interpersonal stance that is other-oriented (or open to the other) in relation to aspects of cultural identity that are most important to the [person]” [1] (for a review see also [6]), is an emerging construct from the general domain of humility. The construct has been initially proposed in the context of the psychotherapeutic, educational, and health care professions [7,8,9,10], and has therefore been incorporated in multicultural competence training. More generally, cultural humility can be referred to as a “way of being” ([11], p. 214) aware of the impact of cultural differences in individuals’ experiences and perspectives, including an awareness about privilege and systemic oppression and a recognition of social injustices incorporated into social structures [12,13].



Although conceptualized as a way of being, a culturally humble mindset is the result of a lifelong learning process invoking critical reflection and self-examination [12]. In this sense, cultural humility might be conceived as an individual difference that can be developed and trained over the lifespan, e.g., [2,3,14]. The self-examination process leading to the development of cultural humility begins with the acknowledgment that one’s cultural background is not superior as compared to others, and that encountering people with different cultural backgrounds and experiences could be a precious learning experience ([1], p. 353). Due to deep self-examination, people can challenge their beliefs and potential prejudices by questioning how systemic factors, such as power imbalances, have influenced them [11]. Consequently, a culturally humble perspective promotes respectful cross-cultural relationships and interactions [1,15,16], characterized by an open stance toward new ideas and perspectives when engaging in challenging conversation with others.



Although most of the research on cultural humility, since the pioneering work by Tervalon and Murray-Garcia [17], has focused on health care, education, and psychotherapy, this construct has recently nurtured the attention of many researchers dealing with expressions of prejudice and discrimination across social groups. For instance, a recent study by Rullo et al. [18] conducted in Italy, found that cultural humility can buffer the effects of the antecedents of intergroup tensions, reducing the association between perceived diversity and negative intergroup contact. In their correlational study, the authors found that Italian participants with low cultural humility were inclined to experience opportunities for contact with immigrants and Muslims more negatively compared to people with high cultural humility, and consequently were inclined to express more prejudice toward immigrants and Muslims. At the same time, they also found that when people with low cultural humility engaged in positive contact with immigrants and Muslims, their expression of prejudice was reduced. These findings were in line with earlier studies showing that embodying cultural humility can foster positive intergroup relations, for instance by reducing the dehumanization of immigrants [19], reducing prejudice and discrimination toward Syrian refugees [20], or by increasing openness toward religious, ethnic, and sexual minorities [6,9,13,21,22].



Thus, in line with previous findings, in the present research we proposed that cultural humility could contribute to positive intergroup relations by attenuating the effect of intolerant and anti-egalitarian ideologies on intergroup attitudes and perceptions.




1.2. Social Dominance Orientation, Right-Wing Authoritarianism and Intergroup Relations


Ideologies are considered to be strong antecedents of intergroup attitudes. Specifically, the roles of SDO and RWA on intergroup attitudes have received large attention. SDO is defined as the acceptance of and preference for intergroup hierarchies [5]. RWA, in turn, has been defined as the combination of three attitudes [4]: authoritarian submission, i.e., acritical acceptance of and obedience and submission to authorities perceived as legitimate; authoritarian aggression, i.e., aggression toward people and groups not adhering to conventional social norms and authorities; and conventionalism, i.e., strong acceptance and adherence to social norms and rejection of anything or anyone going against such norms.



Endorsement of both SDO and RWA is positively associated with prejudice toward different outgroups, especially minority outgroups, such as immigrants, ethnic minorities, and sexual minorities, e.g., [23,24]. While both ideologies are associated with intolerant attitudes toward social minorities, some differences in their associations with prejudice and negative intergroup behaviors emerge. Indeed, according to the dual process motivational approach [25], there are different motivations behind the prejudice of high-SDO people and of high-RWA people. Individuals with high-SDO perceive the world as a competitive jungle, endorse values such as dominance and power, and have a motivation to preserve status hierarchies. Individuals with high-RWA instead perceive the world as dangerous and feel threatened by outgroups not conforming to social norms or authority, and have a motivation to preserve conformity to norms and obedience to authorities. In line with the dual process motivational approach, Duckitt and Sibley [26] found that RWA was a strong predictor of prejudice against outgroups perceived as dangerous and threatening (e.g., terrorists), while SDO was a strong predictor of prejudice against outgroups perceived as low in status or challenging status hierarchies (e.g., unemployed people). In this vein, Thomsen, Green, and Sidanius [27] found that RWA elicited negative behavioral tendencies when primed with immigrants refusing to assimilate into the receiving society and therefore posing a threat to ingroup conformity, while SDO elicited negative behavioral tendencies when primed with immigrants willing to assimilate into the receiving society and therefore posing a threat to intergroup status boundaries.



Crucially for the current research, while both SDO and RWA have been consistently found to be associated with prejudice against immigrants, their effects might be shaped by other factors, and associations between such ideologies and prejudice might be attenuated. For example, personal experiences of intergroup contact could reduce associations between such ideologies and prejudice, e.g., [28,29] for RWA; [30] for SDO; and [31] for a review on the effects of intergroup contact among people endorsing intolerant ideologies. This mirrors the conceptualization of SDO in social dominance theory [32] which postulates that SDO and its effects might be shaped by personal, interpersonal, and intergroup experiences. Turning to RWA, Gorska et al. [33] found that the association between RWA and prejudice is reduced (or in some cases even reversed) in the presence of tolerant social norms. According to the authors, individuals with high-RWA are strongly motivated to adhere to social norms and might therefore reduce their prejudice expressions when social norms are tolerant.



Based on previous theorizations and research proposing that associations between intolerant ideologies and prejudice can be shaped by other variables, we tested whether the associations of SDO and RWA with intergroup attitudes and perceptions can be shaped by cultural humility.




1.3. The Current Research


This research was aimed at testing whether cultural humility could moderate the associations between intolerant, prejudice-enhancing ideologies and intergroup perceptions and attitudes. As previously explained, cultural humility is associated with positive intergroup attitudes and perceptions, e.g., [20,22], involves an awareness and critical thinking about structural privileges and injustices [11], and can curb the effects of antecedents on negative intergroup relations [18].



Therefore, we tested the hypotheses that cultural humility could moderate the associations between SDO and intergroup attitudes and perceptions (H1), and between RWA and intergroup attitudes and perceptions (H2). Specifically, we expected that the associations between SDO and negative intergroup attitudes and perceptions and between RWA and negative intergroup attitudes and perceptions could be reduced among people with high cultural humility.



These hypotheses were tested in a correlational study conducted with Italian participants reporting their cultural humility, SDO, and RWA, as well as their attitudes and perceptions toward immigrants in Italy. The hypothesized associations were tested on two outcome variables, i.e., prejudice assessed as negative (vs. positive) attitudes toward immigrants, and perceptions that immigrants pose a threat to the Italian economy, safety, culture, and identity [34].





2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Data Collection and Participants


Three research assistants enrolled in a bachelor program in Educational Sciences invited potential respondents from their social networks to answer an online questionnaire. All participants provided informed consent before answering the questionnaire. The research was designed following guidelines established by the Italian Psychological Association and by the American Psychological Association, and in accordance with the EU General Data Protection Regulation.



The questionnaire, or part thereof, was answered by 266 respondents. We excluded from the data analysis two respondents not living in Italy, two respondents younger than 18, and one respondent who did not complete the questionnaire and who fully skipped the SDO and RWA items. The final sample included 261 respondents. All had Italian nationality and were living in Italy at the time of data collection. The age of respondents ranged between 19 and 71 years of age (M = 32.97, SD = 14.80; 9 missing data). 75% (n = 196) of respondents were female (one gender fluid and 2 missing data). The sample was diversified in terms of educational level, with 5.7% of respondents declaring lower secondary degree as their highest educational level, 49% of respondents with a higher secondary degree, and the remaining respondents having at least a bachelor’s degree (2 missing data).




2.2. Measures in the Questionnaire


Cultural humility was assessed using an adaptation of the cultural humility scale [1]. To reduce social desirability, we adapted the procedure used by Schwartz et al. [35] to assess human values, and therefore invited respondents to rate how similar a person is to them on 12 items with a response scale ranging from 1 (not at all like me) to 4 (completely like me). Sample items were “Is genuinely interested in learning more about other cultures” and “Makes assumptions about other cultures” (reverse coded). The reliability of this measure was good (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.75).



Social dominance orientation was assessed using the Short SDO scale by Pratto et al. [36] which was previously validated in the Italian context. Respondents were asked to rate their agreement on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree) with four items (e.g., “Superior groups should dominate inferior groups”). The reliability of this measure was modest (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.58). Given that the measure was validated, we retained the four items in the main analysis. However, given that excluding the first item (“In setting priorities, we must consider all groups”, reverse coded) would improve the reliability (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.66), all data analysis were re-run with a three item SDO score excluding the first SDO item, and the results pattern did not change.



Right-wing authoritarianism was measured by asking respondents to rate their agreement (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree) with three items based on Altemeyer [4], which tap the three components of RWA: “We should take strong measures against deviants in society” for authoritarian aggression, “We need strong leaders to live safely in society” for authoritarian submission, and “Traditions should never be questioned” for conventionalism. The reliability of the three items was acceptable (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.61).



Prejudice was assessed with a question asking respondents to rate their attitude toward immigrants on a scale from 0 (extremely unfavorable) to 10 (extremely favorable). Answers were reverse coded, so that higher scores represented more prejudice.



Threat was measured with six items adapted from Stephan et al. [34]. Respondents were asked to rate their agreement on a 4-point scale (1 = fully disagree; 4 = fully agree) with items investigating the perception that immigrants are a threat to Italian values, identity, economy, and safety (e.g., “Italian identity is threatened by the presence of immigrants in Italy”). While the items referred to both symbolic (values and identity) and realistic (economy and safety) threats, a preliminary principal component analysis showed that the six items loaded onto a single dimension explaining 65% of variance (Eigenvalue = 3.88; factor loadings ≥ 0.74). This measure was reliable (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.89).



The questionnaire also included additional measures. Details about the additional measures can be obtained upon request from the corresponding author. Among the additional measures, there were two items investigating the frequency of contact with immigrants [37], on a response scale from 1 (never) to 4 (very often). These two questions were: “How frequently do you have contact with immigrants?” and “How frequently do you voluntarily interact with immigrants?”. This measure was reliable (Spearman–Brown statistic ρ = 0.63). The frequency of intergroup contact was treated as a control variable in the additional analysis.





3. Results


3.1. Preliminary Analysis


Missing data on the measures in the questionnaire were 0.52% and were missing completely at random, as shown by a non-significant Little MCAR test, χ2(385) = 406.54, p = 0.216. Missing data were imputed using the EM algorithm in SPSS.



After reverse coding the answers to five cultural humility and two SDO items, for all multiple-item measures we created a composite score averaging the respective items.



To test the empirical distinction between variables, we ran a confirmatory factor analysis in Mplus. We used the partial disaggregation approach [38]. For cultural humility, SDO, RWA, and threat we created parcels (three parcels for cultural humility and threat, two parcels for SDO and RWA) by averaging subsets of items. Prejudice was instead assessed using a single item. A model with five latent variables and eleven observed variables fitted the data well, χ2(35) = 62.25, p = 0.003, χ2/df ratio = 1.78, RMSEA = 0.055, SRMR = 0.027, and CFI = 0.98. All factor loadings were significant (p < 0.001) and ≥ 0.62. The variables were empirically distinct, with all correlations between the latent variables lower than |1| (95% confidence interval).



Table 1 reports the means, standard deviations, and correlations between the variables. Cultural humility was relatively high, while SDO, prejudice, and threat were relatively low.



Cultural humility was negatively associated with SDO, RWA, prejudice, and threat. Conversely, both SDO and RWA were positively associated with prejudice and threat.




3.2. Results


To test whether cultural humility moderates the associations between SDO and intergroup attitudes and perceptions, and between RWA and intergroup attitudes and perceptions, we ran two regression analyses, one with prejudice and one with threat as the outcome variables. They were regressed on (centered) cultural humility, (centered) SDO, (centered) RWA, and the cultural humility × SDO and cultural humility × RWA interactions. The results are displayed in Table 2.



Cultural humility was negatively associated with both prejudice and threat, while both SDO and RWA were positively associated with prejudice and threat. The cultural humility × SDO interaction was significant both on prejudice and on threat (H1), while the cultural humility × RWA interaction was not (H2).



Decomposition of the interactions showed that SDO was associated with prejudice more strongly for respondents with low cultural humility (−1 SD; B = 1.62, SE = 0.21, p < 0.001) than for respondents with high cultural humility (+1 SD; B = 0.53, SE = 0.24, p = 0.026) (see Figure 1). Similarly, SDO was associated with more threat for respondents with low cultural humility (−1 SD; B = 0.54, SE = 0.06, p < 0.001), while the association between SDO and threat was not significant for respondents with high cultural humility (+1 SD; B = 0.12, SE = 0.06, p = 0.069) (see Figure 2).



To check the robustness of these findings, the regression analyses were re-run controlling for intergroup contact, which covariates with both cultural humility [18] and with ideologies, e.g., [29], and for socio-demographic characteristics, i.e., gender, age, and educational level (gender was treated as dichotomous, i.e., male vs. female, and the participant who declared a genderfluid gender identity was not included in these additional analyses; missing data on socio-demographic characteristics were not imputed, therefore n = 248). The results pattern did not change.





4. Discussion


In a correlational study conducted in Italy, we tested whether cultural humility could shape associations between SDO and RWA on the one hand, and prejudice toward immigrants and perceived threat posed by immigrants on the other hand. Supporting H1, we found that the associations of SDO with prejudice and with threat were lower among participants with high cultural humility compared to participants with low cultural humility. Conversely, cultural humility did not moderate associations between RWA and prejudice and threat, disconfirming H2.



Our research therefore supports the importance of a culturally humble approach for positive intergroup perceptions and attitudes. Indeed, cultural humility was not only associated with reduced prejudice and threat in line with previous research, e.g., [20,22], but it also buffered the effects of a strong predictor of negative intergroup attitudes and perceptions, i.e., SDO, on prejudice and threat (see also [18] for the role of cultural humility in reactions to perceived diversity). This research further confirms the conceptualization of SDO as a strong predictor of negative intergroup attitudes and perceptions, but whose effects can be attenuated by personal characteristics [32], namely, cultural humility.



But why did cultural humility moderate the effects of SDO but not of RWA on prejudice and threat? We believe that the explanation comes from some core facets of cultural humility and the different motivations behind the prejudice of high-SDO and high-RWA people. While high-RWA individuals endorse prejudice to preserve conformity to traditional social norms and obedience to authority, high-SDO individuals endorse prejudice to maintain and promote intergroup hierarchies [25]. A core facet of cultural humility is an awareness of and a critical thinking about structural privileges and injustices [11]. Therefore, cultural humility might be inconsistent with the desire to maintain and promote intergroup hierarchies, and might attenuate the impact of SDO on prejudice and negative perceptions. Instead, the reviewed definitions and conceptualizations of cultural humility do not deal with adherence to conventional norms and obedience to authority, and hence cultural humility might not have an impact on the motivations underlying prejudice of high-RWA people.



Despite the novel contributions in the literature on cultural humility and ideologies, some limitations of the current study need to be acknowledged. First, data were correlational and causality cannot be established. Future research could test the effectiveness of cultural humility training to counteract the effects of intolerant, anti-egalitarian ideologies on prejudice. Second, while we relied on a diversified sample in terms of age, gender, and educational level, the sample was a convenience sample recruited via three research assistants enrolled in an educational sciences bachelor program, and their research network might represent a more tolerant one compared to the general population. Future research could aim at replicating the present findings with representative samples. Third, we relied on self-report data, which might be biased because of social desirability. In line with the measurement of cultural humility proposed by Hook et al. [1], future research could employ external assessments of cultural humility. Outcome variables of the interplay between cultural humility and ideologies could include implicit prejudice or behavioral intentions and behaviors. Fourth, while the sample was homogeneous in terms of nationality (all respondents were Italian nationals), and while we controlled for gender, age, and educational level in the data analysis, we did not assess further participants’ characteristics which could impact cultural humility, ideologies, and intergroup attitudes and perceptions. Future research could consider, for example, whether participants belong to an ethnic or religious minority or have an immigration background. Finally, this article is based on a single study conducted in Italy, with Italian national respondents and immigrants as the target outgroup. Future research could aim at replicating and generalizing our findings across other national and cultural contexts.



From an applied point of view, this research suggests the importance of cultural humility training in schools and educational contexts, healthcare contexts, and organizations [7,8,9,10]. Indeed, cultural humility training might contribute to the promotion of inclusive and egalitarian environments in the close context where cultural humility training takes place (e.g., schools, healthcare facilities, organizations), but also in societies in general. Closely linked to this research, cultural humility training could reduce the impact of anti-egalitarian ideologies and stances, which are spread within societies and are often promoted in political and mass-mediated debates.
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Figure 1. Prejudice as a function of social dominance orientation (SDO) and cultural humility. 
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Figure 2. Perceived threat as a function of social dominance orientation (SDO) and cultural humility. 
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Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations between variables.
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	Mean (SD)
	1
	2
	3
	4





	1. Cultural humility
	3.27 (0.39)
	-
	
	
	



	2. SDO
	1.86 (0.73)
	−0.44
	-
	
	



	3. RWA
	2.76 (1.02)
	−0.27
	0.23
	-
	



	4. Prejudice
	2.93 (2.30)
	−0.51
	0.52
	0.27
	-



	5. Threat
	1.75 (0.70)
	−0.50
	0.56
	0.46
	0.71







Notes: All correlations are significant, p < 0.001. SDO = social dominance orientation. RWA = right-wing authoritarianism.
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Table 2. Regression analysis predicting prejudice and threat.
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	Prejudice
	Threat





	Intercept
	2.80 (0.12) ***
	1.68 (0.03) ***



	Cultural humility
	−1.63 (0.33) ***
	−0.33 (0.09) ***



	SDO
	1.08 (0.17) ***
	0.33 (0.05) ***



	RWA
	0.22 (0.11)°
	0.21 (0.03) ***



	Cultural humility × SDO
	−1.41 (0.38) ***
	−0.55 (0.10) ***



	Cultural humility RWA
	0.40 (0.26)
	0.02 (0.07)



	R2
	0.41
	0.53



	F
	35.72
	58.50



	df
	5, 255
	5, 255







Notes: Unstandardized coefficients (and standard errors) are reported. ° p = 0.052. *** p < 0.001. SDO = social dominance orientation. RWA = right-wing authoritarianism.
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