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Abstract

This study aimed to examine how interpersonal civility in Mainland China is

related to both demographic and psychological factors. Forni's Choosing Civility:
The Twenty-five Rules of Considerate Conduct was adapted to create a culturally
relevant civility inventory. A total of 673 participants, primarily from Shandong and
Zhejiang provinces, completed a survey comprising demographic information,

the adapted civility inventory, the Self-Consciousness Scale—Revised (SCS-R), and
the Rational-Experiential Inventory (REI-40). Statistical analyses revealed that civility
scores correlated positively with private self-consciousness (r=0.431, p<0.01), public
self-consciousness (r=0.517, p<0.01), rational ability (r=0.304, p<0.01), rational
engagement (r=0.215, p<0.01), and experiential ability (r=0.330, p<0.01). However,
no significant correlations were observed with other psychological or demographic
parameters, including income, age, or education level. Additionally, there were no
significant differences in civility scores, self-consciousness, or experiential factors
between males and females, even though males demonstrated higher rational ability
and rational engagement scores. These findings suggest that self-consciousness,
rational ability, and experiential ability are critical psychological dimensions
influencing civility in the Chinese context, while traditional socioeconomic factors
such as education and income appear less relevant. The results underscore

the distinct cultural and psychological landscape of civility in Mainland China

and contribute to the growing body of literature exploring civility within non-
Western contexts, providing insights for enhancing interpersonal behaviour and
communication in culturally diverse settings.

Keywords Civility, Socio-economic status, Cultural influences, Etiquette, China,
Civilization, Politeness, Behaviors, Interpersonal communication, Interpersonal behavior

1 Introduction

Chinese interpersonal behaviour and communicative civility are deeply rooted in
Chinese cultural traditions and have developed within a unique domestic context.
These behaviours exhibit distinct characteristics that differ significantly from conven-
tional Western perceptions of global civil societies and remain underexplored. Exist-
ing research on civility in China has primarily focused on its relationship with political
engagement, with relatively little attention given to interpersonal civility. Unlike Western
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frameworks, which often emphasize individualism, civility in China is shaped by per-
sonal and hierarchical relationships within a cultural framework that prioritizes collec-
tivism and social hierarchies. This nuanced understanding includes distinctions between
hyperbole and lying, allusions’ influence, and the role of cursing. These elements reflect
the complex interplay between traditional Confucian values and modern societal
dynamics, highlighting the unique characteristics of Chinese civility in interpersonal
communication [1, 2].

Interpersonal civility is popularly conceptualised as courteous, respectful behaviour
in everyday social interactions, reflecting consideration and adherence to social norms.
This notion aligns with Forni’s emphasis on “considerate conduct,” highlighting how
polite actions and respectful speech foster harmonious communities. Existing literature
indicates that interpersonal civility is influenced by factors such as age, sex, religion, and
socioeconomic status (SES). SES encompasses formal educational attainment, occupa-
tion, household income, and material possessions [3]. While some studies have reported
weak correlations between civility and income, stronger associations have been observed
with education and occupation [4]. Conversely, other research highlights a significant
relationship between uncivil behaviour and chronic poverty, suggesting that economic
hardship may exacerbate tendencies toward incivility [5, 6].

Among socioeconomic status (SES) components, educational attainment has been
identified as the most influential factor affecting civility [7]. Research suggests that indi-
viduals with higher levels of formal education tend to exhibit greater social responsibil-
ity, likely due to the role of education in equipping individuals with strategies to manage
complex or contentious situations civilly and peacefully. Factors such as parental influ-
ence, employment, and social status further reinforce the impact of formal education on
behaviour, fostering a sense of responsibility and the capacity to navigate interpersonal
challenges with civility [8, 9].

Keyes argued that although education is a significant factor influencing civility [8], it is
not definitive, as its effects can be moderated by variables such as biological sex, age, and
religious participation.

Research indicates that females tend to place greater value on teamwork and collabo-
ration, often exhibiting a more positive attitude in interpersonal interactions, which may
contribute to more civil behaviours [10]. Although studies have shown comparable levels
of life satisfaction between males and females, females are reported to experience nega-
tive emotions more frequently and demonstrate higher levels of social supportiveness
[11].

Notably, much of the existing research on civility has been conducted from a Western
cultural perspective. A universally accepted definition of civility remains elusive, largely
due to the diverse cultural contexts in which it is studied [12]. In the Chinese context,
researchers have emphasized the importance of considering the influence of Confucian-
ism on traditional philosophy and social structures. Modernized over recent decades,
these traditions distinguish Chinese civility from Western conventions, which dominate
most studies on interpersonal civility [13].

Confucianism strongly emphasizes literacy, civilization, civil virtues, and adherence
to virtues and rites [14]. Influenced by these principles, Chinese culture prioritizes
displaying respect for parents, ancestors, elders, and rulers [14, 15]. Previous research
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highlights that this orthodox ideology significantly shapes Chinese societal values, par-
ticularly the importance placed on personal and hierarchical relationships [12].

Recent research in Singapore, which features an ethnic Chinese majority within a
highly Westernized context, examined the relationships between socioeconomic status
(SES), biological sex, rational-experiential processing styles, and self-consciousness to
civility [16]. The findings revealed that civility was positively associated with experienti-
ality and age, while negatively correlated with social anxiety [16]. Notably, no significant
correlation was observed between civility and public self-consciousness or SES indica-
tors. Males in the sample had higher rationality scores than females [16].

Building upon these findings, civility in the workplace was also found to influence
social anxiety and work engagement [17], where workplace incivility diminished positive
mental health outcomes and negatively impacted work engagement through increased
social anxiety. This suggests that civility can have a professional and economic impact.

Further examining these dynamics within Mainland China, a more culturally homog-
enous environment, this research seeks to adapt the civility scale employed in the prior
study [16] to better align with Chinese cultural norms. In selecting these factors, we
drew on theory: Self-consciousness, or one’s awareness of self in social contexts, may
promote civility by encouraging adherence to polite norms. Likewise, dual-process cog-
nitive theory suggests that rational and experiential thinking styles could shape courte-
ous behaviour, where analytical thinkers may respond more deliberately, while intuitive
individuals rely on social intuition. Furthermore, demographic variables (e.g., age, sex,
education) were included because socialization and cultural norms tied to these factors
can influence respectful conduct. By doing so, we aim to uncover the specific factors
influencing civil behaviours in the Chinese context, The hypotheses guiding this study
are as follows:

Hypothesis 1 There are significant differences in civility (1a), self-consciousness (1b),
and rational—experiential thinking styles (1c) between the biological sexes in the Main-
land China study population.

Hypothesis 2 Socio-Economic Status (SES) factors in the form of formal education level
(2a), income (2b), and age (2c) would be correlated with civility scores in the Mainland
China study population.

Hypothesis 3 Self-consciousness (3a) and rational-experiential thinking styles (3b)
would correlate with the study population’s civility scores.

2 Materials and methods

This study employed a cross-sectional design to examine the associations among demo-
graphic factors, self-reported measures of self-consciousness, civility, and cognitive pro-
cessing styles. Ethics approval for the recruitment of human participants was obtained
from the Wenzhou-Kean University Human Research Ethics Committee (Approval No:
WKUIRB2022-016) per the principles outlined in the Declaration of Helsinki.
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2.1 Power analysis and recruitment

Using G*Power 3.1, a minimum sample size of 220 was required to detect a medium
effect size at a power level of 0.95 [18]. The recruitment target was set to 600 partici-
pants to accommodate for potential dropouts or incomplete responses. Participants
were recruited between December 2022 and March 2023 through convenient and snow-
ball sampling methods as previously defined [19]. The survey, distributed in Mandarin,
was administered via a shared link or QR code on WeChat, ensuring that all participants
provided informed consent before proceeding. Initial recruitment began with personal
and social contacts, who subsequently invited additional participants to complete the

survey.

2.2 Participants

A total of 746 participants responded to the study, comprising 271 males (36.33%) and
475 females (63.67%). After excluding 73 incomplete or erroneous surveys, 673 valid
responses remained for analysis, consisting of 240 males (35.66%) and 433 females
(64.34%). Participants aged 18 to 81 years (M =35.26, SD =12.49) were all Chinese citi-
zens. Most respondents were from Shandong and Zhejiang provinces, selected for their
geographic and cultural significance. Shandong, a northern province and the birthplace
of Confucianism, is renowned for its rich cultural heritage. In contrast, Zhejiang, located
near Shanghai, represents the economic vibrancy of southern coastal China and has
been one of the fastest-developing provinces since the reform and opening-up policy of
China in 1978 [20]. These provinces were chosen for their representative significance in
cultural background and modern economic development.

Data were also collected from other regions, including municipalities like Chongq-
ing and regions such as Xinjiang to enhance the reliability of the study’s conclusions.
Monthly income served as an indicator of socioeconomic status (SES) within the sample,
while participants’ education levels and income distributions are presented in Table 1.
This diverse demographic representation strengthens the study’s ability to reflect the
social and cultural dynamics of Mainland China.

2.3 Procedures

Participants were invited to complete the survey via a WeChat QR code or link, follow-
ing an online informed consent and instructions that informed them of their right to
withdraw at any time. The online form had no time limit, although the survey was esti-
mated to take approximately 10 min. The survey comprised of three sections presented
in the following sequence: (1) the civility inventory, which included 25 items adapted
from "Choosing Civility: The Twenty-Five Rules of Considerate Conduct" [16, 21]; (2)
the Self-Consciousness Scale—Revised (SCS-R), consisting of 22 items divided into pri-
vate self-consciousness (7 items), public self-consciousness (9 items), and social anxi-
ety (6 items) [22]; and (3) the Rational-Experiential Inventory (REI-40). Additionally, a
demographic survey based on prior research [23], collected data on participants’ age,
sex, education level, and income. The survey was hosted on the “Wenjuanxing” platform
(https://www.wjx.cn/vm/rXARKCX.aspx).
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2.4 Measures

Civility Inventory: Forni’s book, "Choosing Civility: The Twenty-Five Rules of Consider-
ate Conduct” (2002), served as the basis for the civility inventory, which was adapted
in previous studies [16, 21]. The inventory comprises 25 tenets of civility, which were
transformed into 25 questions and subsequently translated and modified to ensure cul-
tural relevance to the Mainland Chinese context. Participants rated their responses on
a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (‘All the time’) to 5 (‘Definitely not’). Reliability
analysis indicated that the inventory demonstrated excellent internal consistency, with a
Cronbach’s a of 0.96.

Self-Consciousness Scale —Revised (SCS-R): The SCS-R, developed by Scheier and
Carver (1985), consists of 22 items divided into three subscales: private self-conscious-
ness (7 items), public self-consciousness (9 items), and social anxiety (6 items). Two
items, “I never take a hard look at myself” and “It’s easy for me to talk to strangers,” are
reverse-scored. Responses are measured on a 4-point Likert scale, ranging from 0 (‘Not
like me at all’) to 3 (‘A lot like me’). The SCS-R demonstrated good reliability, with Cron-
bach’s a coefficients of 0.85 for private self-consciousness, and 0.76 for both public self-
consciousness and social anxiety. The scale’s content [22] supports an alternative factor
structure for private self-consciousness, differentiating it into “Rumination on the Gen-
eral Self” and “Monitoring of Specific Aspects of the Self” The public self-consciousness
measure was retained in its original form, with one item excluded from the final struc-
ture [24].

The Rational-Experiential Inventory (REI-40). The REI-40, developed by Pacini and
Epstein (1999), comprises 40 items divided into two main dimensions: rationality (20
items) and experientiality (20 items). Each dimension is further subdivided into two
components: rational ability (10 items) and rational engagement (10 items) for rational-
ity, and experiential ability (10 items) and experiential engagement (10 items) for expe-
rientiality. Half of the items in both dimensions included negative descriptions and were
reverse-scored. Responses were measured on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (‘All
the time’) to 5 (‘Definitely not’). Reliability analysis revealed acceptable internal consis-
tency for rational ability (Cronbach’s a=0.70). However, rational engagement (o =0.56),
experiential ability (a = 0.44), and experiential engagement (a =0.49) exhibited lower reli-
ability. Notably, removing the item “I suspect my hunches are inaccurate as often as they
are accurate” improved the Cronbach’s a for experiential ability by 0.11. These findings
suggest cultural limitations in the applicability of the REI-40 to the Mainland Chinese
context, which is further supported by the absence of prior literature validating its use in
this cultural setting.

3 Results
Statistical analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics software, version 26. All
tests were two-tailed, with a significance level set at o =0.05.

The Mann-Whitney U test was employed to evaluate Hypothesis 1, which examined
differences in civility, SCS-R, and REI-40 scores between biological sexes, as the Shap-
iro-Wilk test indicated non-parametric distributions (p <0.05). For Hypothesis 2, which
assessed the correlations between education level, income, age, and civility scores in
Mainland China, Spearman correlation analysis was used due to the non-parametric
nature of these variables as determined by the Shapiro-Wilk test. Similarly, Spearman



Li et al. Discover Psychology (2025) 5:67 Page 7 of 13

correlation analysis was applied to test Hypothesis 3, investigating the relationship
between SCS-R and REI-40 scores and civility scores within the sample.

3.1 Descriptive statistics

The Mann-Whitney U test revealed significant differences in education level and income
between male and female participants. Males with only junior high or secondary educa-
tion comprised 20.42% of the male sample, a significantly higher proportion than females
at 15.24%. Similarly, males with completed secondary education or high school qualifica-
tions accounted for 14.58%, compared to 7.62% among females. Conversely, males with
undergraduate education represented 45.00% of the male sample, significantly lower
than the 56.12% observed among females. Regarding income, 31.67% of males reported a
monthly income of ¥2000 to ¥5000, significantly lower than the 40.65% of females. How-
ever, males with a monthly income of ¥5000 to ¥8000 accounted for 28.75%, significantly
higher than the 18.71% of females. Further details are provided in Table 1.

3.2 Hypothesis testing

Hypothesis 1 There are significant differences in civility, self-consciousness, and ratio-
nal-experiential thinking styles between males and females in Mainland China.

The Mann-Whitney U test revealed no significant differences in civility scores between
males and females, leading to the rejection of Hypothesis 1a. Similarly, the sexes had no
significant differences in private or public self-consciousness. However, females exhib-
ited significantly higher levels of social anxiety compared to males (Table 2). Regarding
rational-experiential thinking styles, males scored significantly higher on rational ability
(p<0.01) and rational engagement (p<0.01). No significant differences were observed
between males and females in experiential ability or experiential engagement. Based
on these findings, Hypotheses 1b (SCS-R) and 1c (REI-40) were supported due to the
observed differences in social anxiety, rational ability, and rational engagement (Table 2).

Hypothesis 2 Education level, income, and age would be correlated with civility scores
in Mainland China.

Spearman correlation analysis indicated no significant relationships between civil-
ity scores and education level, income, or age (Table 3). Given that education level and
income typically increase with age, Spearman’s partial correlation analysis was con-
ducted to control for the influence of age. The results showed no significant correlations

Table 2 Differences in scores for civility, SCS-R, and REI-40, between male and female (n=673)

Mean Ranks Mann-Whitney U p
Dependent Variable Males Females
Civility 346.30 331.85 49729.0 0.356
SCS-R
Private Self-Consciousness 348.62 330.56 49171.0 0.247
Public Self-Consciousness 344.38 33291 50189.0 0462
Social Anxiety 310.59 351.64 45621.0 0.008™
REI-40
Rational Ability 365.17 32138 451985 0.005™
Rational Engagement 365.69 321.10 45075.0 0.004™
Experiential Ability 35226 32854 482970 0.126
Experiential Engagement 32740 34232 49655.0 0.329

*p<0.01
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between civility scores and either education level or income. However, after controlling
for age, the correlation between education level and income increased from 0.083 to
0.310 (Table 4). Based on these findings, Hypotheses 2a, 2b, and 2c were rejected.

Hypothesis 3 Self-consciousness and rational-experiential thinking styles would corre-
late with Mainland China’s civility scores.

To test hypothesis 3, Spearman correlation analysis revealed significant positive correla-
tions between civility scores and private self-consciousness (r=0.431, p<0.01) as well as
public self-consciousness (r=0.517, p <0.01). Regarding the REI-40, no significant corre-
lation was observed between civility scores and experiential engagement. However, civil-
ity scores were significantly positively correlated with rational ability (r=0.304, p<0.01),
rational engagement (r=0.215, p<0.01), and experiential ability (r=0.330, p<0.01).
Based on these findings, hypotheses 3a and 3b were supported (Table 3).

3.3 Correlation analyses

Among the 673 valid participants, a significant negative correlation was observed
between age and education level (r = -0.293, p <0.01). In relation to the SCS-R and REI-
40 scores, age was negatively correlated with private self-consciousness (r = -0.125,
p<0.01), public self-consciousness (r = -0.267, p<0.01), social anxiety (r = -0.224,
p<0.001), and rational engagement (r = -0.132, p<0.01). Conversely, education level
demonstrated positive correlations with income (r=0.083, p<0.05), public self-con-
sciousness (r=0.154, p<0.01), rational ability (r=0.159, p<0.01), and rational engage-
ment (r=0.164, p<0.01). Additionally, income was negatively correlated with public
self-consciousness (r = -0.116, p <0.01) and social anxiety (r = -0.158, p <0.01).

4 Discussion

This study investigated factors influencing civility among Chinese individuals from
Mainland China, focusing on demographic and psychological variables. The findings
revealed that civility scores were significantly associated with self-consciousness, ratio-
nal ability, rational engagement, and experiential ability. However, no significant asso-
ciations were observed with traditionally assumed factors such as education level, age,
income, or experiential engagement. An exploratory factor analysis was initially con-
ducted, but the extraction values for the demographic parameters were all below 0.3, and
thus the factor analysis was discarded. However, this reflected the overall results here
where the demographic factors were not associated with civility.

These results were in stark contrast to a previous study using the same civility inven-
tory conducted in Singapore [16], where most participants (~70%) were ethnic Chinese
exposed to a more Westernized education system. In the current study, males demon-
strated higher rationality scores, aligning with findings from earlier research [25-27].
However, no significant differences in civility scores were found between males and
females, suggesting that neither rationality nor biological sex serves as a determinant of
civility in the Mainland China context. Thus hypothesis 1a is rejected.

The findings may reflect broader societal changes, such as the impact of the one-child
policy introduced in 1979, which increased educational opportunities and improved
biological sex equality in subsequent generations [28]. Despite this progress, females in
the sample exhibited higher levels of social anxiety, consistent with prior research by
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Table 4 Spearman partial correlation matrix across civility scores, education level, and income

(n=673)
Civility Scores Education Level Income
Civility Scores
Education Level 0.66
Income 057 031"
"p<0.05."p<0.01

Bahrami and Yousefi [29]. This may partly be attributed to the timing of the study that
was still under COVID-19 restrictions in Mainland China, a period marked by height-
ened stress and anxiety, particularly among women [30].

The findings of this study diverged from the Singapore study, where females demon-
strated higher levels of self-awareness [16]. This difference may be attributed to the rela-
tively equal attention given to males and females during upbringing under the one-child
policy in China, compared to possible differing upbringing practices in Singapore.

In our Mainland China sample, SES factors: education levels, income, and age did
not significantly influence civility scores. This contrasts sharply with studies suggesting
higher education levels are associated with greater civility [31]. However, these results
align with the Singapore study, which found no biological sex effects on civility [16]. The
Singapore study attributed this lack of difference to implementing mandatory moral and
social education. Similarly, it is notable that Mainland China introduced a nationwide
policy of moral education in the 1980s [32], which has been incorporated into the cur-
riculum for all students, potentially contributing to the findings observed in this study.
In this study, we did not collect occupation data used frequently in SES analysis, as
unemployment would be high or transient during COVID-19 restrictions and confound
the analysis [33].

Hypothesis 3 was supported, as SCS-R and REI-40 scores showed significant positive
correlations with civility scores. This finding contrasts with the Singapore study [16],
where such correlations were less evident, potentially due to the greater emphasis on
external image and performance in social contexts. In Mainland China, this attention
to social etiquette and behaviour may foster more deliberate efforts to ensure proper
interpersonal interactions and civility. Beyond Singapore, other Asian societies also offer
context for our findings. For instance, Japanese culture’s emphasis on politeness and
Korean norms of harmonious interaction suggest that correlatation with civility scores
may similarly involve self-regulation and respect for elder. While systematic studies are
scarce, our results likely resonate with these cultural values, and cross-country compari-
sons (e.g., with Japan or Korea) could further illuminate shared vs. unique predictors of
civility in Asia.

Although not directly addressed in the hypotheses, additional insights emerged from
the study. The younger generation in China displayed higher average education levels
than older generations, reflecting the effects of rapid modernization. Following the com-
pulsory education law in 1986 [34], Mainland China developed the world’s largest higher
education system. Notable milestones include a substantial increase of 337,000 univer-
sity enrollments in 1999 and a gross higher education enrollment rate of 51.6% by 2019
[35] before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, rural local governments
received significant support to enhance educational access and opportunities [36], fur-
ther contributing to these trends.
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The correlations observed between age and higher levels of private self-consciousness,
public self-consciousness, social anxiety, and rational engagement in SCS-R and REI-40
may reflect the upbringing environment of Generation Z in China. Thus, this genera-
tion has been suggested to prioritize materialistic concerns over community and social
issues, often exhibiting decreased levels of compassion and civic engagement [37].

Our findings indicate that demographic factors had minimal impact on civility,
whereas psychological traits played a more pronounced role. Neither age nor education
level showed a significant correlation with civility, and no male—female differences in
civility emerged. In contrast, higher self-consciousness and stronger rational/experien-
tial thinking abilities were clearly associated with more civil behavior. This suggests that
interpersonal civility in Mainland China is driven more by individual psychological dis-
positions (self-awareness and cognitive style) than by one’s demographic background.
Despite no significant relationship found between income and civility scores in this
study, participants with lower incomes demonstrated higher levels of social anxiety, as
expected. This anxiety may stem from concerns about their position within the social
hierarchy, exacerbated by intense competition for status [38, 39] and the psychological
impact of income inequality [40, 41]. Such conditions are consistent with findings link-
ing income inequality to elevated anxiety levels [42], and that social anxiety increased
incivility [43].

When controlling for age, the positive correlation between income and education level
highlights the role of education in shaping outcomes within the labour market [44].

4.1 Limitations
This study has several notable limitations. Although the sample size exceeded the mini-
mum required by G*Power calculations and provided valuable insights into factors influ-
encing civility, it does not represent Mainland China’s vast population of over 1.3 billion
or its geographically diverse regions. Cultural and behavioural variations across prov-
inces, cities, and districts may have influenced the findings. The sample primarily
included participants from Shandong and Zhejiang provinces, representing regions with
distinct external cultural forces shaping ideologies related to civility and education.

Additionally, the survey-based data collection method introduces potential biases.
Participants with higher levels of education or civility may be more likely to engage in
the study, contributing to a sampling bias. Furthermore, responses are subject to self-
reporting bias, as participants may have portrayed an idealized version of themselves
rather than their authentic behaviours. These limitations restrict the generalizability of
the findings to the broader population of Mainland China.

Future research should address these limitations by implementing larger-scale sam-
pling across multiple cities and provinces and utilize observation of others to represent
the population and its diverse cultural contexts comprehensively.

5 Conclusion

This study focused on identifying factors that contribute to civility in Mainland China.
Using a cross-sectional design, we found that enhancing residents’ self-consciousness,
rational ability, rational engagement, and experiential ability at the individual level sig-
nificantly improves interpersonal behaviour and communicative civility. However, plac-

ing excessive emphasis on education and income appeared to have a limited impact, at
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least within the context of our sample. These findings are particularly relevant to stake-
holders interested in promoting civility, including policymakers, educators, and psychol-
ogists, particularly within Mainland China and the broader Asian context.
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