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Making Cross-Cutting Exposure More Deliberative: 
The Moderating Role of the Equality Rule in Online 
Discussions on a Gender Issue
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Contrary to the normative emphasis on the rule of equality in the deliberation literature, little has 
been known about empirical consequences of the rule of equality, especially when applied in online 
discussions where political disagreement is prevalent. Given that hostile gender-related discussions have 
been noticeably increasing in South Korea, we investigated whether applying deliberative rules, especially 
cross-cutting exposure and equality, can improve gender-issue discussion quality and foster mutual 
understanding and healthy political engagement. For this purpose, we designed an online experiment 
involving moderated deliberations on the abolition of the national abortion ban via KakaoTalk, the most 
popular messenger platform in South Korea. The deliberative qualities of online discussions in terms 
of rationality and civility were assessed in a more objective and unobtrusive way: a content analysis 
of actual conversation transcripts. Participatory intention for gender issue-related activities and civic 
attitudes were also measured. Results indicate the equality rule can help to promote normatively desirable 
outcomes in discussions with disagreeing others while the positive effects of cross-cutting exposure were 
found limited. When combined with the rule of equality, hearing the other side meaningfully enhanced the 
deliberative qualities and participatory intentions of discussants.
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introduction
Can online deliberation over a highly controversial 
issue engender democratic benefits that are predicted 
by the framework of deliberative theory, particularly 
vis-á-vis South Korea’s feminist movement? One of the 
primary agendas in the growing feminist movement in 
South Korea is a public reassessment of the legal status 
of abortion. In 2012, South Korean courts upheld the 
constitutionality of the legislation banning abortion, yet 
a recent public opinion survey showed that more than 
half of the population (51.9%) supported lifting the ban 
(Realmeter, 2017). Alongside a large scale rally against 
the criminalization of abortion and the rise of women’s 
movement, the Constitutional Court finally eased the ban 
on abortions in April 2019.

However, antipathy against feminism has been on 
the rise in male-dominated online communities, thus 
deepening fault lines between two gender groups in 
younger generations (Jeong & Lee, 2018). Before and after 

the decision from the Constitutional Court was made 
public regarding the abortion ban, online communities 
and news forums were overwhelmed with comments 
about the decision, reflecting a stark dichotomy between 
pro-life and pro-choice (Ock, 2019). Such public hostility 
eventually led citizens to speak less of their own opinions 
and be hesitant to expose themselves to disagreeing 
viewpoints on gender issues (Steger, 2016).

In what follows, we examined whether a well-structured 
online deliberation can bring about democratic benefits 
in a highly polarized context of gender-related issues. As 
South Korean gender-related dialogue is becoming even 
more hostile, especially through online platforms, it may 
be important for people to have some opportunities to 
deliberatively reflect on relevant issues. We explored 
whether applying some essential deliberative rules (such 
as cross-cutting exposure and equality) into political 
conversations on a messaging application can 1) improve 
the rationality and civility of discussions on abortion, 
2) promote healthy political participation regarding 
gender-related issues, and 3) foster empathetic and tolerant 
attitudes toward people holding different opinions. 

Our study contributes to the deliberation literature by 
focusing on one of the relatively understudied principles 
of deliberation: equality. Contrary to the normative 
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emphasis on the rule of equality, neither the meaning of 
the rule has been coherently conceptualized nor have the 
effects of equality been systematically investigated. Here, 
we borrow the framework of Friess and Eilders (2015) and 
define the rule of equality as one of the key features in the 
input dimension of deliberative procedures— providing an 
equal opportunity to everyone participating in a discussion 
to address one’s opinion at a minimum. We specifically 
focus on how the rule of equality moderates the effects of 
cross-cutting exposure on desirable outcomes, such as the 
deliberative quality of discussions, political participation, 
and civic virtues. Beyond solely examining the consequences 
of encountering dissonant viewpoints (e.g., Mutz, 2006), 
we argue that greater attention to the equality rule and 
its interaction with the condition of opinion diversity can 
shed light on how to construct a successful deliberative 
intervention in online discussions. Empirical findings 
on deliberative effects have been at times at odds with 
theoretical assumptions (Mutz, 2008), but this gap may 
have emerged from the lack of empirical testing on the 
interactions between different deliberative conditions.

We also contribute to the study of cross-cutting 
exposure or disagreement in general. By varying the level 
of disagreement to which an individual gets exposed, we 
improve previous approaches that rely on individuals’ 
perceived sense of disagreement (e.g., Mutz, 2002). Our 
focus on egocentric diversity is useful since it can bring up 
new scholarly discussions about how much disagreement is 
beneficial for a healthy democracy (Esterling, Fung, & Lee, 
2015). Further, previous studies focusing on the political 
effects of cross-cutting deliberations (e.g., Grönlund et al., 
2015; Wojcieszak, 2011) have mostly examined changes in 
issue attitudes after face-to-face deliberation events. Here, 
we specifically inquire whether cross-cutting exposure and 
the rule of equality in online deliberation can interactively 
bring about democratic outcomes.

To explore the aforementioned relationships, this 
study designed an experiment on online deliberation via 
KaKaoTalk, South Korea’s most widely used messenger 
platform. In particular, its Open Chatting functions provide 
opportunities for anonymous users to freely participate in 
informal discussions over a diverse range of issues. It also 
enabled us to assess the deliberative qualities in a more 
objective and unobtrusive manner: a content analysis of 
discussion scripts.

In short, we examine whether cross-cutting exposure 
and the rule of equality—components required for 
deliberative discussions—can help us successfully achieve 
some desirable outcomes expected from the deliberative 
process. We empirically test some of the normative 
assumptions about the benefits of civic deliberation, 
rather than accepting such consequences as a given, with 
regard to one of the most critical gender issues in South 
Korea: legalization of abortion.

literature Review
When we talk to people who disagree with us
Although the answer to the question of “what is the 
most necessary condition for deliberation?” has been 
controversial (Mutz, 2008), there are generally accepted 

core elements of deliberation, including exposure to 
dissimilar opinions, diversity of representation, provision 
of equal participation, showing respect to dissimilar 
others, and reasonable justification of arguments (e.g., 
Fishkin, 2011; Gutmann & Thompson, 1996; Thompson, 
2008). When such conditions for deliberation are met, 
participants are to become more efficacious (Barabas, 
2004), sophisticated (Gastil, 2006), reflective (McLeod 
et al., 1999), and participatory in politics or other social 
activities (Gastil et al., 2002; Roh & Min, 2009).

Experiencing disagreement, inter alia, has been 
accentuated as one of the foremost conditions to be met 
for deliberation (e.g., Gutmann & Thompson, 1996). By 
coming in contact with dissimilar views, our conceptions 
of the discussed matter can approximate to a better 
truth (Mill, 1859/2015). By so doing, we attain great 
opportunities to reflect on the oppositional views as well 
as ourselves: a cognitive process that transforms us into 
a public entity (Habermas, 1989). While demonstrating 
political effects of exposure to disagreement has been 
confounded with inconsistent conceptualizations and 
measurements of disagreement itself (Klofstad et al., 
2013), we concentrate on how much disagreement is 
occurring at the individual level in a conversational 
setting, i.e., egocentric diversity or cross-cutting exposure. 
Utilizing previous conceptualizations of egocentric 
network diversity (e.g. Mutz, 2006; Scheufele et al., 2006; 
Song & Eveland Jr, 2015), we defined egocentric diversity 
as the amount of dissimilar opinions that one encounters 
during a group discussion, i.e., cross-cutting exposure.

Cross-cutting exposure and deliberativeness. If exposure 
to different views is a sine qua non of deliberation, can 
it actually increase the deliberativeness of political 
discussions? A sufficient amount of evidence to this 
question has not been accumulated (Mutz, 2008). Two 
different tasks need to be accomplished to succinctly 
address this literature gap: clarifying the meaning of 
deliberativeness and examining a causal relationship 
between deliberative conditions and deliberativeness.

Given that elements that constitute the deliberative 
quality of political conversations are manifold, we 
identified two main dimensions of deliberativeness based 
on some previous research: reason-giving (rationality 
of the discursive acts) and respecting the other side 
(civility of the discursive acts). In previous studies, the 
deliberative qualities of political discussions have been 
operationalized as the level of justification and reciprocity 
or constructiveness during conversations (e.g., Bächtiger 
& Parkinson, 2019; Jaidka et al., 2019; Steenbergen et 
al., 2003; Stroud et al., 2015). Here, rationality resonates 
with the former, whereas civility resonates with the latter. 
Unlike just any sort of conversation, deliberation should 
be rooted in public justification through reasonable 
argumentation, i.e., rationality (Elster, 1998). In addition 
to an individual’s ability to express their own idea 
coherently and logically, deliberation also requires a 
certain level of civility to genuinely listen to dissimilar 
opinions (Papacharissi, 2004; Park, 2000). Considering 
that explicitly uncivil behaviors are seldom found in 
structured discussions, we concentrate on rationality 
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and civility as the essential attributes constituting the 
deliberative quality of political discussions.

Then, how can exposure to dissimilar opinions influence 
these two dimensions of deliberativeness, rationality and 
civility? Imagine a situation when you need to persuade 
others who manifest a different perspective from yours: 
we automatically look for legitimate reasons to justify our 
positions. As Larmore (1990) explains, such a confrontation 
itself encourages us to develop our arguments in a more 
sophisticated way. It also allows the discussion to be less 
arbitrary and more justifiable by making us aware of 
opposing views that coexist (Manin, 1987).

However, perceived differences among discussants 
may create a sense of conflicts and anxiety during a 
conversation, possibly making them less willing to discuss 
a given topic in a reason-giving manner (Eliasoph, 1998). 
It may even direct the conversation to a more emotional 
and less reflective way. Furthermore, those who perceive 
themselves as having minority opinions under high cross-
cutting exposure may not express themselves openly for 
fear of being isolated (Moy et al., 2001; Noelle-Neuman, 
1993), thereby exacerbating biased interactions among 
group members (Bettencourt & Dorr, 1998).

A similar question can be raised with regard to civility. 
Above all, interacting with people of differing views is 
essential to a more sophisticated understanding of others 
(Park, 2000). At the same time, however, displaying 
disagreement explicitly can be counterproductive for civil 
interactions, since discussing a contentious political issue 
with people with different opinions often triggers face-
threatening pressures (Eliasoph, 1998; Mutz, 2006).

As discussed so far, empirical evidence for the 
thesis that cross-cutting exposure actually increases 
deliberativeness remains relatively equivocal. Reflecting 
on these inconsistent predictions in prior research, our 
first research question has been formulated as follows: 

RQ1: How does cross-cutting exposure during the 
discussion on a gender issue influence the delib-
erativeness of the discussion, i.e., rationality and 
civility?

Cross-cutting exposure, political participation and civic 
virtues. Findings on the relationship between political 
disagreement and participatory behaviors have also 
been varied. On one hand, cross-cutting exposure holds 
the potential to increase participatory motivations; 
participants can enjoy political disagreement itself by 
deeming it constructive (Esterling, Fung, & Lee, 2015), 
and become more engaged in political issues (MacKuen 
et al., 2010). In addition to enhancing political efficacy 
and interest, exposure to dissimilar opinions can 
increase attitudinal certainty, thus heightening political 
participation (Sunstein, 2002; Wojcieszak, 2011).

On the other hand, a raft of empirical evidence has 
suggested the contrary; individually-encountered 
disagreements are positively associated with ambivalence 
and cross-pressure, and thus causing withdrawal from 
political participation (Huckfeldt, Morehouse, & Osborn, 
2004; Mutz, 2002). Exposure to heterogeneous ideas may 

create neutralized attitudes by helping people realize that 
political issues are not necessarily dichotomous (Meffert 
et al., 2004) or by increasing motivation to think about 
alternatives (Vinokur & Burnstein, 1978). It may, thereby, 
lead to less participation. Hovland, Janis, and Kelley (1953) 
also state that “vacillation, apathy and loss of interest in 
conflict-laden issues” (p. 283) can be caused by conflicting 
cross-pressures. This controversy has been persistently 
brought up by academics as a “conflict between two 
major values in deliberative theory—participation and 
deliberation itself” (Thompson, 2008, p. 511), although the 
latest meta-analysis by Matthes and his colleagues (2019) 
concludes that there is no direct relationship between 
cross-cutting exposure and political participation.

Similarly, findings have been inconsistent with regard 
to whether exposure to disagreeing opinions can succeed 
or fail to engender civic virtues such as empathy and 
tolerance. As proposed by the contact hypothesis (Allport, 
1954), appreciating disparate perspectives is linked with 
perspective-taking—that is, a cognitive form of empathy 
(Mutz, 2002)—, which is possibly connected to enhanced 
political tolerance (Robinson, 2010). However, exposure 
to conflictual opinions often fails to shift the level of 
empathy and tolerance toward differences due to inter-
group bias; people tend to privilege in-group arguments 
and devalue out-group members’ opinions (Mendelberg, 
2002).

Against this backdrop, our inquiries on the effects 
of cross-cutting exposure on important democratic 
outcomes have been put forward as follows: 

RQ2: How does cross-cutting exposure during the 
discussion on a gender issue influence political 
participation in gender-related activities?
RQ3: How does cross-cutting exposure during the 
discussion on a gender issue influence civic virtues 
such as empathy and tolerance?

When we talk to people who disagree with us in an 
equal manner
Is there another possible intervention that may help 
discussants to realize the assumed, but often obscure, 
benefits of deliberation in the real-world contexts? We 
argue that talking with an equality rule is essential when 
multifarious opinions are exchanged. In this regard, we 
attend to how the rule of equality moderates the effects 
addressed in RQ1, RQ2, and RQ3, assuming that some 
positive outcomes of cross-cutting exposure can be 
enhanced when combined with the equality rule.

Compared to the theoretical emphasis on the rule 
of equality as a normative precondition for proper 
deliberation (e.g., Thompson, 2008), attention to the 
conceptualization of the rule of equality has remained 
rather scant. Here, the online deliberation framework, 
suggested by Friess and Eilders (2015), can be useful: 
equality in deliberation is to be defined in terms of input 
(prior to deliberation), throughput (during deliberation), 
and output (after deliberation). When the principle of 
equality is conceptualized in the input dimension, it mainly 
addresses whether all citizens, who are influenced by 
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collective decision-making, are able to voice their reasons 
in the process without any obstacles, thereby making all 
viewpoints expressed and heard (Fishkin, 1995). Here, the 
principle of equality concerns avoiding both domination 
and exclusion during deliberation by incorporating 
fair procedures (Thompson, 2008). This approach to 
deliberative equality tackles with a procedural issue 
providing equal opportunities to engage in a discussion.

Equality norms have also been defined in the 
throughput or output of deliberation (Albrecht, 2006; 
Besley & McComas, 2005; Zhang, 2015). To quantify the 
degree of equality on the communicative throughput 
level, Albrecht (2006) assessed the relative (in)equality 
of speech distribution in a debate (“participant equality” 
in his terms) using the Gini coefficient. When equality is 
conceptualized as the expected output of deliberation, 
it has been measured with participants’ feeling that the 
interaction went reciprocal, fair, and legitimate (Besley & 
McComas, 2005; Zhang, 2015). For instance, Besley and 
McComas (2005) point out the importance of perceived 
fairness and legitimacy in heightening citizens’ level of 
satisfaction with public engagement. Similarly, Zhang 
(2015) finds that perceived procedural fairness is a 
significant predictor of enjoyment and intentions for 
future participation in deliberation events.

Equality can refer to a number of properties within 
deliberative settings, yet it has rarely been experimentally 
examined at the individual level. In this study, we focus on 
a particular input-related form of discursive equality: the 
provision of equal opportunities to speak during group 
discussions. By providing at least three opportunities 
to talk about their arguments and reasons, we sought 
to equalize the quantity of given speech from the 
participants, to the extent that the equality rule does not 
demotivate them from freely exchanging their thoughts. 
Ideally, such forms of discursive equality can be realized 
via active moderation and rule-enforcing by facilitators 
(Coleman & Gøtze, 2001; Fishkin, 2011).

By pairing the experiment with a content analysis of 
conversation transcripts, we examine the effects of cross-
cutting exposure moderated with the rule of equality (the 
input dimension) on deliberative equalities of shared 
discussions (the throughput dimension) and behavioral 
intentions and attitudes (the output dimension). We first 
inquire whether fulfilling both conditions, cross-cutting 
exposure and the rule of equality, can enhance deliberative 
qualities of political discourse, i.e., rationality and civility. 
Under conversational domination, one may find it difficult 
to reflect on a given issue in a balanced way (Gastil, 2006; 
Morrell, 1999), thereby hurting the overall rationality 
of a political discussion. Structured intervention with 
the rule of equality can also assure participants that the 
discussion is carried out in a fair and respectful manner, 
possibly mitigating the effects of cross-cutting exposure 
on increasing cross-pressures. Hence, moderated 
equality can alleviate some negative influence of cross-
cutting exposure on discursive rationality and civility, by 
intentionally providing participants with opportunities to 
be exposed to different opinions and reconsider the other 
side (Luskin, Fishkin, & Jowell, 2002).

Similar effects can be expected for the consequences of 
cross-cutting exposure on political participation and civic 
virtues. The rule of equality in deliberation can provide 
participants with an “equal opportunity to access political 
influence” (Knight & Johnson, 1997, p. 208). Throughout 
this process, people can retain their interest in the 
political outcomes relevant to the discussions and become 
less detached from political discourse even when they are 
exposed to oppositional viewpoints, eventually leading to 
greater motivation to engage in political decision-making 
(Cooper & Gulick, 1984; Roberts, 2004).

Further, with the equality rule being a procedural 
principle, participants may realize that cooperation with 
disagreeing others is not impossible (Laurian, 2009; 
Smith & Wales, 2000). When everyone—from the extreme 
naysayers to the ardent supporters of any given issue—
earns equal respect, participants can appreciate the utmost 
norm of democracy: full inclusion of all voices (Abdullah 
et al., 2016). Active reflections through equality norms set 
in disagreeing situations can promote empathy for the 
preferences of other people (Morrell, 2010) and tolerance 
toward divergent viewpoints (Sullivan et al., 1993).

To the best of our knowledge, there is no previous 
research that empirically examined the influence of 
structured discussions among diverse but equal voices on 
deliberative qualities. While cross-cutting exposure alone 
may fail to decisively bring about positive outcomes, 
combining these two conditions can entail desirable 
outcomes in online spaces. In this regard, we set the 
following research questions:

RQ4, RQ5, RQ6: Does the implementation of the 
equality rule during the discussion on a gender 
issue moderate the effects of cross-cutting expo-
sure on deliberativeness (rationality and civility) 
(RQ4), political participation in gender-related 
activities (RQ5), and civic virtues (empathy and tol-
erance) (RQ6)?

Methods
experimental designs and procedures
The experiment involved moderated deliberations on the 
repeal of the abortion ban via KakaoTalk Open Chat that 
provides chatting not only with users’ intimate contacts 
but also with anonymous others. Using Open Chat 
features, we originally constructed our basic experimental 
design as presented in Table 1. The design was based on 1) 
different compositions of discussion participants in terms 
of their attitudes toward the abortion issue, i.e., whether 
the opinions favored pro-life, pro-choice, or were evenly 
distributed, and 2) whether the equality rule was applied. 
Groups were matched according to the participants’ 
attitudes toward the abortion ban (see Appendix A 1.2 
pretest for details). In the pretest, participants rated 
their agreements on two statements: whether they (1) 
support for the abortion ban and (2) support for the lift 
of the abortion ban on a scale from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 
(strongly disagree). After reverse-coding the measurement 
of the support for the abortion ban, we calculated the 
average for the final score from the two measurements (M 

https://bit.ly/33BKn8y
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= 2.99, SD = 1.45). People who had their final score above 
3 were categorized as pro-lifers, whereas those with scores 
below 3 were classified as pro-choicers. Moderates who 
scored 3 were not included in the experiment.

Since opinion diversity was manipulated at the group 
level in our original experimental setting, the degree of 
cross-cutting exposure during group discussions varied 
among participants assigned to the same experimental 
conditions. For example, participants with a group-
majority viewpoint (e.g., pro-lifers assigned to Group 
1 in Table 1) and those who hold a group-minority 
viewpoint (e.g., pro-choicers assigned to Group 1 in Table 
1) encountered different levels of dissonant perspectives 
while chatting because the opinion distribution of some 
groups was tilted toward a particular side (e.g., the pro-life 
side in Group 1 in Table 1).

To operationalize cross-cutting exposure as ego-
centric diversity at the individual level, i.e., the level of 
disagreement one encounters during a group discussion, 
experimental groups were reconstructed after the post-
test was completed (Table 2). For example, a pro-choicer 
in group 1 in the initial design, who was engaged in 
conversations with six pro-lifers and two pro-choicers out 
of eight participants, was reassigned to group 3 that had 
the highest level of cross-cutting exposure (i.e., six out of 
eight, thus 75%). As one-way ANOVA results in Appendix 
C indicate, there was no significant difference in major 
demographic and related political variables among the 
reconstructed groups, indicating that these groups were 
comparable.

While most of the study participants were 
undergraduates from major universities in Seoul, South 
Korea, some robust supporters of the abortion ban, who 
were seldom found in the university student sample, were 
recruited from recently-held abortion-related rallies. The 
topic of discussion was whether South Korea should lift 
its abortion ban. The entire discussion session was limited 
to 30 minutes, and only the 30-minute length of the 
discussion after the facilitator’s opening statement was 
considered for the content analysis. To ensure informed 

deliberation, a ten-page document on the current state 
of the abortion issue and major arguments and rationales 
on each side were delivered to each participant a few 
days before discussion. All participants were given a 
mobile voucher worth 5,000 KRW (approximately $5) 
for participation. Each participant used a pseudonym 
assigned by the researcher as a nickname to maintain 
confidentiality during the discussion.

For all sessions, the facilitator announced the rules for 
discussion in the beginning (e.g., a 30-minute time limit) and 
regulated unpleasant language if needed. For the groups 
informed with the equality rule, the facilitator announced 
the predetermined order by which the participants 
should speak at least three times during discussion: at the 
beginning, in the middle (after 15 minutes from the start), 
and at the end. More specifically, participants in the groups 
where the rule of equality was enforced were shown the 
following messages three times during the discussion: 
“Now, please present your opinions about the discussed 
topic in the predetermined order: Frodo – Ryan – Neo – 
Jay-Z – Tube – Peach (names of Kakao characters). If you 
wish not to speak, you can say ‘no opinion.’”

Adapting the equality rule from Deliberative Polling 
(Fishkin, 2011), we manipulated it as guaranteeing 
opportunities to speak at least three times for all 
participants, rather than structuring the whole discussion 
in a determined order—which may be more effective in 
face-to-face settings—or mechanically equalizing the 
amount of time for each to speak. By providing at least 
three chances to talk about their arguments and reasons, 
we sought to equalize the quantity of given speech from 
the participants, to the extent that the equality rule 
does not demotivate them from freely exchanging their 
thoughts in online chats. As a result, the groups with the 
rule of equality showed lower standard deviation in the 
total number of utterances shared during the discussion 
session (M = 10.96, SD = 2.60), compared to the groups 
without the equality rule (M = 9.58, SD = 3.13). After a 
30-minute discussion, a post-test questionnaire was 
administered.

Table 1: The original experimental setting (N = 48).

Opinion diversity within a group

2 pro-choice, 6 pro-life 4 pro-choice, 4 pro-life 6 pro-choice, 2 pro-life

The rule of 
equality

No Group 1 (n = 8) Group 2 (n = 8) Group 3 (n = 8)

Yes Group 4 (n = 8) Group 5 (n = 8) Group 6 (n = 8)

Table 2: The reconstructed experimental setting (N = 48).

Cross-cutting exposure

25% 50% 75%

The rule of equality
No Group 1 (n = 12) Group 2 (n = 8) Group 3 (n = 4)

Yes Group 4 (n = 12) Group 5 (n = 8) Group 6 (n = 4)

Note. The percentage of cross-cutting exposure indicates the proportion of individuals holding different opinions that an individual 
encounters in a discussion group. 
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Measures
The pretest questionnaire contained several items 
regarding demographic information and attitudes 
toward the abortion ban. Gender, ideological orientation, 
political interest, interest in gender issues, and political 
knowledge were measured and treated as control variables 
(see Appendix A 1.2 Pretest for details). The posttest 
questionnaire included items for participatory intentions 
toward gender-related political activities and empathy and 
tolerance for the other side (see Appendix A 1.3 Posttest for 
details). After the post-survey was completed, debriefing 
messages were disseminated to the participants.

Particularly, the deliberativeness of a political discussion 
was measured through a content analysis of the discussion 
scripts in the chat rooms from a total of 6 sessions. (See 
Appendix B for details.) Similar to the level of justification 
in the Discourse Quality Index (Bächtiger & Parkinson, 
2019; Steenbergen et al., 2003), discursive rationality 
was operationalized as the number of reasons to support 
one’s argument stated in the discussion scripts. Here, 
reasons included a broad range of justifying statements 
such as declared facts, examples, statistics, experiences, 
and feelings (Jaidka et al., 2019; Oz et al., 2018; Stroud 
et al., 2015). On the other hand, civility was assessed by 
the sum of appeals to common interests and respect for 
opposing opinions (Bächtiger & Parkinson, 2019; Steiner 
et al., 2004). Showing respect for different opinions, 
suggesting solutions, building consensus, and recognizing 
commonality among opposing groups were all considered 
as civil acts (Steenbergen et al., 2003; Stroud et al., 2015).

Results
The study tested whether the conditions of deliberation, 
i.e., cross-cutting exposure and the equality rule moderated 
in discussions, meaningfully enhance the deliberative 
quality of discussion and promote gender-related political 
participation and civic attitudes.

Quality of Discussion: Deliberativeness (RQ1 & RQ4)
We explored whether encountering contrary opinions 
influences the deliberativeness of gender-related 
discussions (RQ1), and whether enforcing the rule of 
equal participation moderates the effects of cross-cutting 
exposure (RQ4). To test these inquiries, a series of analyses 
of covariance (ANCOVA) on rank-transformed measures1 
were conducted. Table 3 summarizes the results. (See 

Appendix D for the results of ANCOVA without using rank-
transformed measures. The results remain fairly the same.)

Results for RQ1 indicate that the effects of cross-cutting 
effects on deliberativeness were limited; cross-cutting 
exposure did not entail a significant increase in rationality, 
F (2, 37) = 0.96, p = .393, or in civility, F (2, 37) = 1.11, p 
= .342. 

On the other hand, the effects of interaction between 
the level of egocentric diversity and the provision of 
equal chances of speaking (RQ4) were found modestly 
significant for the deliberative qualities of the discussion. 
Positive effects of the rule of equality on rationality were 
most prominent when the level of cross-cutting exposure 
was the highest, while the effects were reduced in more 
homogeneous conditions, F (2, 37) = 3.24, p = .050, as 
shown in Figure 1. People with a higher level of cross-
cutting exposure were much more likely to provide 
justifications for their arguments during the discussion 
when the equality rule was applied. Applying the equality 
rule increased civility in a similar pattern, albeit marginally 
significant, for the participants in the highly discordant 
context, F (2, 37) = 2.50, p = .096.

Outcomes of Deliberation: Political Participation 
(RQ2 &RQ5) and civic Virtues (RQ3 & RQ6)
We investigated whether exposure to opposing opinions 
toward the abortion issue and application of the rule of 
equality in such discordant settings can influence gender-
related participation and civic virtues such as empathy 
and tolerance toward the opposing parties. The results are 
summarized in Table 4.

RQ2, which deals with the effect of cross-cutting 
exposure on political participation with regard to gender 
issues, did not entail any directional findings. Hearing 
the other side on the abortion issue did not significantly 
promote nor undermine political activism. On the 
other hand, the effects of interaction between the two 
deliberative conditions on political participation (RQ5) 
were statistically significant, F (2, 37) = 4.56, p = .017. 
While cross-cutting exposure itself did not meaningfully 
enhance political participation, the enforcement of the 
equality rule increased participatory intentions for gender 
politics among the people who have the highest level of 
egocentric diversity (i.e., 75%), as illustrated in Figure 2. 
That is, when equal chances to speak are guaranteed, 
people on the minority side were more motivated to 

Table 3: Effects of cross-cutting exposure and the rule of equality on the deliberativeness of abortion discussion.

Rationality Civility

df F η2 p df F η2 p

Cross-cutting exposure (A) 2 0.96 .05 .393 2 1.11 .06 .342

The rule of equality (B) 1 5.08 .12 .030* 1 2.25 .06 .142

Interaction (AXB) 2 3.24 .15 .050* 2 2.50 .12 .096^

Error (S/AB) 37 (166.82) 37 (184.72)

Note. Entries in parentheses refer to the mean square of error. Gender, political orientation, political interest, interest in gender 
issues, and political knowledge were treated as covariates.

** p ≤ .01 * p ≤ .05 ^ p ≤ .1.
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participate than otherwise. However, a similar pattern 
was also found among the people whose cross-cutting 
exposure was the lowest (i.e., 25%), indicating that the 
equality rule encouraged discussants to participate in 
gender-related issues more actively when there was a 
more dominant opinion within a discussion group.

Results for RQ3, regarding the improvement in civic 
virtues through cross-cutting exposure, did not support 
the normatively assumed benefits of deliberation. 
Although cross-cutting exposure influenced empathy, F 
(2, 37) = 6.50, p = .004, the direction appeared reversed: 
individuals who belonged to the conditions with the 

Figure 1: Rationality in different deliberative conditions.
Note: Greater values indicate a greater level of reason-giving from participants.

Table 4: Effects of cross-cutting exposure and the rule of equality on political participation and civic virtues.

Political participation in gender-related activities

df F η2 p

Cross-cutting exposure (A) 2 0.33 .02 .724

The rule of equality (B) 1 5.04 .12 .031*

Interaction (AXB) 2 4.56 .20 .017*

Error (S/AB) 37 (134.90)

Civic virtues

Empathy Tolerance

df F η2 p df F η2 p

Cross-cutting exposure (A) 2 6.50 .26 .004** 2 0.69 .04 .510

The rule of equality (B) 1 0.10 .003 .755 1 1.29 .03 .264

Interaction (AXB) 2 0.06 .003 .944 2 0.63 .03 .538

Error (S/AB) 37 (167.51) 37 (167.85)

Note. Entries in parentheses refer to mean square of error. Gender, political orientation, political interest, interest in gender issues, 
and political knowledge are treated as covariates.

** p ≤ .01 * p ≤ .05 ^ p ≤ .1.
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lowest level of cross-cutting exposure (M = 30.98, SD = 
11.97) expressed a higher level of empathy than those 
exposed to the highest level of opinion dissimilarity (M 
= 16.88, SD = 6.60). Effects of the rule of equality on 
moderating the influence of cross-cutting exposure in 
enhancing one’s empathy and tolerance (RQ6) were not 
found significant, either.

Discussion
We explored how some of the key normative conditions 
from deliberation theory can promote empirical benefits 
in the context of conflictual discussion over a gender issue 
via an online messaging application. Several research 
questions regarding the effects of cross-cutting exposure 
and the rule of equality on 1) the deliberativeness of 
gender-issue discussions, 2) participation in gender-
related political activities, and 3) civic virtues such as 
empathy and tolerance and were proposed.

Experiencing a higher level of disagreement did not 
automatically transfer to a better quality of political 
discussion. However, the equality rule functioned as an 
important moderator: A greater level of cross-cutting 
exposure led to a higher level of rationality when the 
rule of equality was enforced. Individuals were more 
eager to deliver their arguments with the reasons that 
are relevant to the issue when equal opportunities to 
deliver their opinion were given. Further, our findings 
suggest that benefits from the interaction of the two 
aforementioned conditions are largely driven by the 

discussants exposed to the greatest level of disagreement 
while speaking. The equality rule helped these discussants 
argue with others in a more rational way. In this sense, a 
structured intervention to provide equal chances to speak 
for everyone may be crucial in relatively mixed-opinion 
interactions for ensuring participants, especially those 
who hold minority opinions, that they are being treated 
as reasonable discussants in a fair manner.

When the participants experience disagreement, they 
may react in two different ways: they would either actively 
persuade others on plausible grounds or rather remain 
silent or indifferent. When the other parties’ opinion 
is deemed as the majority and the discussed issues are 
socially controversial, the latter scenario seems more 
compelling (Noelle-Neumann, 1993; Scheufele & Eveland 
Jr, 2001). Once we take these complex possibilities into 
consideration, the next step is to address exactly how to 
transform hostile discussions into deliberative exchange 
of ideas encompassing reasonable arguments and mutual 
respect. Our experiment showed that the rule of equality 
in cross-cutting interactions rewarded participants with 
more logical expression, rather than making them retreat 
from mutual interaction. Thus, we conclude that providing 
equal opportunities to speak may be essential, especially 
for those holding minority opinions, to overcome feeling 
reluctant to talk to others who disagree with them.

Similar patterns arose regarding political participation 
related to gender issues. As stated in a recent meta-analysis 
(Matthes et al., 2019), the experience of political difference 

Figure 2: Gender-related political participation in different deliberative conditions.
Note: Greater values indicate greater intention of participation on gender issues (7 items averaged).
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did not directly influence how much people participated 
in gender-related political activities. However, when the 
equality rule was additionally enforced, motivation to 
participate increased among those who were engaged 
in gender-related discussions either as a minority or as 
a majority. First, the groups exposed to the highest level 
of disagreement (i.e., 75%) may have solidified their 
rational grounds to argue against the majority’s opinion 
(i.e., heightened rationality in speaking) and felt more 
need to take action for their own political beliefs when 
they are given equal chances to speak. On the other hand, 
the groups assigned to the lowest level of cross-cutting 
exposure (i.e., 25%) may have experienced a greater level 
of social acceptance for their opinion through the equality 
rule. However, these interpretations are only tentative for 
now and should be subjected to future investigation.

For civic virtues, the role of the equality rule was found 
limited; it did not appear as a critical moderator for the 
effects of hearing the other side. Whereas encountering 
conflicting opinions decreased empathy toward the 
opposing side and failed to cultivate tolerance for 
disagreement, additionally enforcing the rule of equality 
did not make any meaningful changes.

While academics have long debated on the extent to 
which cross-cutting exposure is normatively meritorious 
(e.g., Mutz, 2006), we focused on the interactions 
of the two essential conditions for deliberation and 
demonstrated that the providing equal opportunities for 
speech in cross-cutting online discussions can be vital to 
minimize the gap between deliberative ideals and actual 
political outcomes. This finding is highly relevant to the 
current landscape of gender politics in South Korea where 
inter-gender dialogue is becoming extremely heated 
and polarized especially in online contexts. Our findings 
suggest that online deliberative interventions could be a 
productive solution for the hostilities surrounding gender 
issues. Applying the rule of equality in the exchange of 
opposing viewpoints may function as a starting point for 
individuals to transform themselves into more reasoning, 
respecting, and participating citizens. 

This study is not without limitations. We did not precisely 
illuminate the possible mediating process in which the key 
deliberation conditions influence democratic outcomes 
through the deliberativeness of political discussion. 
Furthermore, our sample displayed a relatively high level 
of interest in gender issues (M = 4.52, SD = 1.15). That 
is, people highly interested in gender issues might have 
chosen to participate in this experiment, thus limiting the 
generalizability of the findings. Still, the characteristic of 
our subjects reflects the involved-yet-divided public over 
gender issues in South Korea. More than 70% of people 
in their 20s in South Korea are highly interested in gender 
issues (Korean Women’s Development, 2019), and more 
than half of them have indicated gender conflict as the 
most unsolvable problem (Kim, 2019). Given that most of 
the online discourse is being dominated by those highly 
involved in gender issues but antagonistic toward the 
opposing groups, our findings illuminate the importance 
of intervening efforts to transform such inimical 
conversations into a deliberative discussion. It is also fair 

to say that the main purpose of this study was to explore 
relatively open inquiries on the interaction of cross-cutting 
exposure and the rule of equality rather than to confirm 
some directional relationships. The external validity of 
our exploratory findings can be improved through future 
replications with non-student samples.

The equality rule in an online deliberation should 
be more conceptually refined and contextualized. 
There is a possibility that the equality rule in online 
settings might backfire because it is unnatural in online 
settings. From debriefing sessions, we also found that 
it is necessary to consider the unique characteristics of 
a given online platform in enforcing specific rules for 
deliberation. Another remaining question pertains to a 
more theoretical issue, namely, the desirable degree of 
cross-cutting exposure. The limited effects of cross-cutting 
exposure observed in this study may be due to the vague 
explication of the desirable level of hearing the other side. 
In this sense, more studies should be ensued to identify 
the optimal level of diversity one should encounter during 
a political discussion.
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